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lcohol has always had a special role

in the United States. From 1620, when the Pu-
ritans were forced to land on Plymouth Rock be-
cause the Mayflower had almost run out of beer,
until 1933, when Prohibition was repealed in an un-
precedented move, the use of alcohol has been the
baton by which the self-righteous have conducted
antipleasure movements in America.

In her well-researched, well-written book, Lori
Rotskoff shows how the drinking of alcohol as-
sumed another role: “workers forged a sense of
class identity during their leisure hours . . .
passed in the familiar surroundings of the neigh-
borhood saloon.” The saloon became a locale where
men could get together and free themselves from
the “constraints and demands of wives or moth-
ers.” Research shows that abusive drinkers were
overlooked by the treatment community in the
1930s and 1940s, in part because hospitals and oth-
er facilities for people who drank to excess were
shut down during Prohibition. This dearth of treat-
ment options led to the creation of Alcoholics
Anonymous (AA), in 1935. AA’s evolution soon
spawned Al-Anon, whose members included the
wives of alcoholics; these groups functioned as
support groups.

Rotskoff uses stories, advertising, scientific
studies, and movies to show how the relationship
between men and women in the marital state is
infused, informed, and interwoven with scientific,
moral, and social beliefs about the use of alcohol.
In fact, definitions of alcoholism have fluctuated
with the times and the social context. Gradually,
the use of alcohol became acceptable for recrea-
tional and social reasons, first for white, middle-
class men, later for white, middle-class women, and
eventually for other classes of society. Fortunately,
alcohol problems develop in only a very small per-
centage of drinkers — 5 to 7 percent, according to
government surveys.

Love on the Rocks explores how different percep-
tions of problem drinking have evolved; the author
cleverly incorporates the effects these changes in
perception have had on wives in an “alcoholic mar-

riage,” while examining the evolution of healthy and
unhealthy drinking within the social contexts of
the Great Depression, World War II, and the Cold
War era. Rotskoff recounts examples that portray the
enormous shift in the definitions of alcohol prob-
lems, which run the gamut from “sin” to “sickness.”
She also shows that this change in perception has
spawned our present-day obsession with labeling
all excessive behavior as sickness or disease.

Rotskoff concludes that opponents of alcohol
“shore up their own power and authority, by regu-
lating the consumption of intoxicating beverages
alternatively through moral suasion and legal coer-
cion” and makes the important point that relin-
quishing legal control over the use of alcohol in
America began the movement “to legislate private
morality.” Most important, in this landmark book,
Rotskoff shows how activists have taken “the ther-
apeutic vision of self-control [which] extended be-
yond the avoidance of threatening substances; it
also entailed adherence to a complex, gendered sys-
tem of emotion management.” As we have seen and
experienced, she points out, “By the 1980s a diverse
network of self-help groups, professional thera-
pists, book publishers, entrepreneurs, and televi-
sion producers had given rise to a vast recovery
movement that applied a therapeutic model of ad-
diction to almost every kind of excessive behavior,
including gambling, sex, and shopping.” Reading
this interesting book about the role of alcohol in
America and its evolution in our society since the
end of Prohibition makes this longtime student of
alcohol-related issues realize why it is so difficult
for people today to believe and trust themselves in
an era of experts. 
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Alzheimer’s Disease and Parkinson’s Disease (April 3, 2003;348:
1356-64). On page 1358, in Figure 2, the boxed “I” in the top left
corner should be an “L.”

Molecular Diagnosis of the Hematologic Cancers (May 1, 2003;348:
1777-85). On page 1780, the sentence beginning on line 4 of the
left-hand column should have read “The quartile of patients with
the lowest level of proliferation-signature expression had a median
survival of 6.7 years, whereas the quartile with the highest level
of expression had a median survival of 0.8 year,” rather than “high-
est” and “lowest,” respectively, as printed.
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