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Aroundthe world, Rusgais known for its vodka and Russans for their affinity to
drink vodka. Western mediainforms us that alcohdism isontherise andis one of the
leading causes of dedining male life expedancy (cite?). Thisdire trend may nat surprise
everyone, but the statistics present an incomplete picture. Traditionally, the Soviet
government had a monopdy on production and sale of vodka, making it central to the
eomnamy. Gorbadhev’s perestroika included a canpaign to creae a ‘dry” Rusda by
limiti ng the sale of vodkato Russan citi zens through a muponsystem. The ultimate goal
of eradicaing alcohd consumptionfailed. Illegal prodwction d alcohd increased, a
black market for vodka emerged, and the Soviet government lost its monopdy over
vodka. Together, these contemporary rediti es demonstrate the pervasivenessof vodka &
asocia, ecnamic, and symbalic fador in pcst-Soviet transformations in Russa.
Examining the permutations of vodka in contemporary Russa reveds that vodka,
particularly in Siberia, with its combination d indigenous popuations and Rusgans,
plays a complex role in social interadion and in market econamic reform efforts. In this
paper | will unpadk the pervasive and multi-facded role of alcohd in the Rusdan rural
eomnamy and examine how hedth, religion, subsistence, and meta-cultural dialogues
intertwine.

Hedth and Alcohd




In 1996 the male life expedancy for Rusdans was 58 yeas (55in East Siberia)
(Rusdan Regional Database, 2000. According to federal statistics for the Repulic of
Buriatia, an autonamous region located in South Central Siberia, alcohdism and alcohd-
related psychoses have acdually dedined in the region, whil e narcotics use and addiction
have increased (seetable 1). Whil e these statistics would sean to suggest that concerns
over alcohdism and life expedancy are over emphasized, | would hesitate to ignore the
conredion between alcohd abuse and hedth for several reasons. First of all, these
statistics are based onreported casesin a courtry where rural hospitals are being shut
down ' and poa families can't afford besic medica treaments’, so | believe avalid
asumptionis that cases of alcohdism are underreported. Further, if we look at mortality
statistics for Buriatia, we seethat the number of acdadental deahs has gone up
considerably sincethe mid 1980s. Looking closely we see asignificant jump in the
number of alcohd related deahs between 1990and 1995(in 1994 there were 29.2 dedhs
per 100,000 people), then again after 1998 Both of these jumps can easily be @rrelated
to disruptive pdliticd and econamic eventsin Rusda. Under the general caegory of
acddental deahs, bath Irkutsk Oblast and the Buriat Repubic list suicide and murder and
Irkutsk Oblast also includes automohile acedents. Inall categories, the number of deahs
isontherise. If my consultantsin Tunkaregion d Buriatia, one of whom isan EMT for
the locd ambulance service, give an acarate portrayal, the growing number of murders,
suicides, and aher violent crimes can aso be dtributed the increase in alcohd
consumption. Other ill nesses, including heat disease and dgestive disorders, can be
related to the consumption d ill egal alcohd, which is often urfiltered and contains

harmful elements like lead (seeYudina, 2000. So, whil e the statistics are unclea abou



the acual impad of alcohd consumption onmortality, it is sfe to say that itsinfluenceis
growing.

Asin many other cultures aroundthe world, alcohd serves as a means of
relaxation and escapism from the difficulties of everyday life. The dhanging nature of
work condtions are forcing people to work in unheaed or cramped dffices with bad
lighting, poa or no dumbing, etc. Some of these condtions are not much dfferent than
what existed uncer the Soviet regime. However, most people, particularly outside of
regional centers, receve their salaries infrequently or still await back pay from several
yeasago. They are disenchanted with the promises of “market reform” and “emerging
democracgy.” The correlation between major events, such as the dislution d the Soviet
Unionin 1991and the devaluation d the ruble in 1998 and the increase in alcohdism
(seetable 2) highlight this disenchantment. These socio-econamic changes, to some
degree aso explain the more frequent and liberal nature of women’s drinking in the
workplace

Women and Alcohd

During my fieldwork in rural Buriatia, a Siberian region d Russa, numerous
women lamented to me that alcohd consumptionis ontherise, espedally anong women
and young adults. | observed that drinking patterns among professonal women have
taken onaform reserved for men. While working at an English Department in 199495, |
took part in the tradition d chaipit’e (formal teg onthe last Friday of every month.
Around 3PM, instructors who were naot giving lessons or grading oral examinations
would begin arranging and setting the table with cakes, appetizers, fresh fruit, and several

battles of wine, champagne, and vodka. This was aforum where the olledive



reaognized and ceebrated all personal milestones (birthdays, marriages, births, theses
defenses). Outside of this forum, drinking on the job was completely unaccetable. On
numerous occasions during my fieldwork in Buriatiain 200Q | was also around
predominantly female wlledives during the workday. Asanorm, every personal
milestone was cdebrated in its turn. Furthermore, unlike the formal teas | took part in
during 1994and 1995 in 2000 women would run ot to the store for asecond a even a
third batle during the midd e of the &ternoonwhen the moodstruck them. Thisisatype
of behavior typicdly reserved for men in Rusga, which helps them cope with the
boredom and monaony of their everyday lives.

Women are dso blamed for the risein acohd consumption and alcohdism. An
article under the rubric “Schod for Survival” (shkola vyzhivaniya), areporter answers
the question: “I have come to hea from foreign guests that * Rusgan men drink alot only
becaise Russan women allow it.” | was very surprised. Could thisredly be the cae?”’
(Izvekova, 2000. The author answers with a series of respornses from doctors who study
various aspeds of drinking and alcohd abuse. She ends with atable of adviceto women,
which seansto contradict the tone of her article that focuses on women as suppative
wives and mothers. lzvekovalists sx pieces of advice, starting with “Lean to cook well.
A satisfied (man) is nat drawn into hard drinking” (ibid, p 20. Not only does this advice
reify traditional gender roles, it shifts blame for male drinking patterns onto women, who
are nat fulfilli ng their gendered oMigations.

2. Don't encourage drinking at every occasion.

3. Listen to your husband! It’s better for him to share his problems and
troubes with you than in ather company with a battle.

4. Don't shame him when he's drunk. Wait until morning.

5. Don't blackmail him with sex.
6. Be happy with any hobby he picks up, even if it seems dupid to you.



(ibid.)
At the same time & these recommendations are suppased to aid women in combating

excesgve drinking, they imply that women are themselves resporsible for the underlying
cultural pradices that are the foundation for excessve drinking.

“W hite foods” and alcohd consumption

In Buriatia, it isinteresting to nae the relationship between cultural pradices and
alcohd consumption. Vodka, in additionto being the quintessential Russan beverage,
has also entered the pantheon o Buriat culture & “white” food, therefore an appropriate
and recessary part of ritual life. Holidays, travel, and spedal occasions all require
off erings of vodka to spirits to ensure safe passage, happiness hedth, or general well -
being. To partake in the festivitiesisto partake in the consumption d vodka. If done
properly, the offering is dorne by the ddest male, with his head covered, pouring out
vodkain the four diredions from afresh bdtle. Driving through TunkaValley requires a
series of stops to make off erings at over ten dff erent mineral springs, burial sites, and
sites with historicd spiritual significance

Vodka, however, is adually arecent addition to the cdegory of white food,
correspondng to its introduction by Russans (cite). Traditional white foods included,
milk, cheese aurd and aher dairy products, bread, white candies, rice, and tarasun (amilk
brandy made from cow or horse milk). Women would also make morning off erings with
milky tea Other items that are used for off erings are grains, teg tobacw, matches, and
coins. Thelast three ae dso more recent and sometimes controversial additions.

Controversy arises out of the varying definitions of tradition (how traditional is

vodka) and the aonsequences of questionable traditions on the hedth and stability of



society. In oreinterview in the national newspaper, Buriaad Unen, alocd author and
reporter discussthe use of vodkain religious off erings.
“Andwhat abou tradition? It'sasin nd to make an offering at a hay place
People go to the lama or to the shaman with vodka...”
“The Mongols, including Buriats, never had such atradition d pouing out vodka
at every ritual. Ask alamawhich is better- milk, vodka, or arxi? There'sno
difference. Milk iseven better. The buriat’s gods are drunk [enough] asit is, he
will answer. Everyonedrinks. They even say that al normal people drink.”
(Buriaad Unen, 1999
One of the reasons why vodka is often preferred is because of the social tradition o
drinking that has fused with religious traditions. Certainly, under the Soviet regime,
people were cntinuing their religious pradices, but they were often transformed into
oppatunities for social contad.

Econamics and alcohd

Though cultural fadors are important to understanding alcohd consumptionin
general, econamic fadors are highly relevant in uncderstanding recent changes.
Unemployment (and the acompanying sense of helplesaess is one fador driving the
increase in alcohd consumption. While official figures are still under 20%, my
estimation d unemployment for Tunkaregion d Buriatia, where | spent 9 monthsin
200Q isaround 30%. At the same time, most unemployed people work informally for
pay, which dften include afew rubles or a hot med, and more often than na, a battle of
vodka or spirt (grain alcohd or alcohd spirits). Spring planting, fall harvesting, and

annual remodeling are the most common jobs for which someone might hire labor. My



friend s uncle would often come to her asking if there was anything he wuld dofor her
aroundthe houwse. Frequently he would come badk with tods and a friend, who she was
expeded provide with foodand “bubldes’ (as alcohd is colloqually referred to), which
she would bring home aound 4PM to guaranteethat the work was mostly dore.

Sprt is another element in the eonamics of alcohd. Sprtistednicdly ill egal
for sale, but it makes its way into the popuationin several forms. Vodka ca be
extraded from bottles and replaced with watered dowvn spirt or fake labels are made for a
combination d spirt and water. In vill ages, spirt abounds in its pure form, sold out of
people’ s homes to be diluted with water before consumption. In vill ages, the
consumption d spirt is a deliberate choice. It's chegp—those looking for an inexpensive
way to get drunk can buy 200 millilit ers for 10-15 rubles (roughly 30-50 cents) as
oppcsed to abattle of vodka for 45-60 rubles (one and a half to two ddlars). One of the
consequences of chegp alcohd spiritsisthat it is often of very low quality—unrefined
ethyl alcohd or industrial alcohd spirits used for cleaning machinery. The result is that
alcohd related deahs are ontherise, not necessarily becaise of excessve drinking but
because of alcohd poisoning. “The market is flooded with alcohdic beverages, whose
quality doesn’t mee demands [standards], and rather frequently threaens people' s hedth
andlives. Drinking asingle battle of “false” vodka means a person takes two swall ows
of aceone” (Yudina, 2000.

For those who manage to bring spirt into the vill age, it also provides a
suppdementary, though ill egal income. Getting sprit aaossthe border into Tunka region
isnot always eassy. One woman told me that her son orcereceaved sprit inlieu of his

salary androde homein afriend sca. Thetraffic cops at the regional border stopped



and seached the vehicle, pouring out the young man’s entire “salary.” Sgrt merchants
claim that they have no aher way to suppgement their income (they aready sell what
they can from their gardens and li vestock) and that they neead thisincome to pay for basic
needs, such as teg flour, or medicines. One woman told me that she recently gave up
selling sprit because it was no longer profitable—you could buy spirt at every other
house. She dso expressed relief that she nolonger had spirt in the house, therefore no
longer faced the thred of being caught.

Ethno-pditi cd aspeds of alcohd:

At a broader level, vodka, and in particular, spirt, also frames the littl e spoken of
ethnic tensions between the “conquered” indigenous popuation (Buriats) and the
“conguerers’ (Rusdans) that parall els and sometimes references the introduction o
alcohd to Native Americans by Europeans. This discussonis grounded in red socio-
paliticd tensions between regions, in this case Irkutsk Oblast’ and Tunka Region d
Buriatia. Wedth and poverty lie & the center of this dichotomy. It is, at aprimary level,
adiscusgon d the successul industriali zation o Irkutsk Oblast’ and its correspondng
wedth in oppaitionto Tunka's agricultural and forestry base andits gatus as a proteded
area which predudes industrial investment. Most of the grain alcohd, industrial spirits,
and aher forms of ill egal alcohd that come into Tunka Region, flow in from Irkutsk.
Leaersin Tunkaframe this discussonin terms of Irkutsk’s imperiali st attitude toward
Tunka, using it for reaedion and raw natural resources, whil e kegoing the locds
sufficiently drunk onchegp liqua so they don't natice they are being taken advantage of .

Irkutsk Oblast’ is certainly the sourcefor most of theill egal vodka that floods

Tunkaregion, but the ommodity chain is nat easily traced.



It's no seaet that surrogatnye (false) beverages have flooded Russa and Irkutsk
Oblast’ to such a degreethat quality alcohd which is produced canna maintain a
competition with them. People who consume surrogatnye beverages die dmost
like flies. But in order to prove that [ill egal] spirits are reading the consumer . . .
is difficult. (Zvereva, 2000
It isnot entirely clea whether theiill egal spirits originate in or merely travel through
Irkutsk, however, there ae several fadories within the territory of Irkutsk Oblast that
produce various forms of induwstrial alcohd. Indeed, throughou Rusda, abou half of the
alcohd consumed is either industrial alcohd or samogon, home-made vodka
(Zhelnorova, 2000. So the fadual base for claims against Irkutsk Oblast exist.
However, it would be dose to impassbleto prove any conredion ketween the import of
illegal alcohd and an adive emnamic or pdlitica domination d Tunka by Irkutsk.
Many peoplein Tunkavalley talk abou being victimized ar exploited by
neighbaring, wedthier regions. Yet, in dscusgons with community leaders | head a
diff erent attitude, pointing to the complicity of Buriats and Russans alike who nd only
alow, but perpetuate the gscle of exploitation (personal communicaion). Inthelocd
newspaper, a paliceinspedor wrote dou the hedth dangers of drinking ill egal spirits
and dscussed the amnsequences of selling them. The aticle included alist of repea
off enders and the author ended with an apped: “W hy shoud some make aliving off the
sale of poisonand aher suffer from the cnsumption of undrinkable technica spirits?’
(Yudina, 2000. [insert interview notes).

Conclusion

I’m naot ready to write a @nclusion yet...



Table 1. Alcoholism and Narcotics Abuse in the Repubic of Buriatia, 19901999
(Number of acoholicsand rercotics per 100000 people)

1990 1997 1998 1999
First diagnosis 1680 574 76.9 58.0
alcoholics
First diagnosis 94 10.2 132 9.2
narcotics
Total diagnosis 14521 13392 12878 12174
alcoholics
Total diagnosis 198 287 384 38.6
narcotics

(from Goskomstat Rossa and Goskomstat Respuldi ka Buriatia, 2000h)

Table2. Mortality ratesrelated to alcohol abuse in Irkutsk Oblast and Repubic of Buriatia.

(Number of deahs per 100000 people)

1985 1990 1995 1998 1999

Irkutsk Acddental deahs na na na 2217 2488
(total)

Oblast’ Deahs from acohol na na na 16.6 20.6
poisoning (from total)

Repubdic of | Accidental deahs 1904 1727 2698 2248 2664
(total)

Buriatia Deahs from acohol 6.5 6.2 19.7 122 19.9
poisoning (from total)
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" The rural hospital in Tory, one of the vill ages where | worked, was shut down for most of 2000and 2001
only opening up in summer of 2001when a doctor offered freemedicd examsin order to colled datafor
her doctoral dissertation.

"In Buriatiait is gill common for people to have to provide their own medicd and prarmacaitica supgies
in order to receve treament.
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