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The work under review is a worthy contribution to a better understanding of the intricate place of alcohol and drinks in the Ottoman and Turkish societies. More than a basic work on alcohol use in a Muslim context, it proposes a comprehensive work, on the longue durée, on the way beverages were produced, consumed and considered before, during, and after Ottoman centuries, going back to the Central Asian roots and Byzantine roots and spreading up to now thanks to an epilogue, written by Jean-François Pérouse and Nicolas Elias on “drinking in Erdogan’s Turkey.” We should nevertheless begin by cautioning the readers that the title is a bit confusing since the book does not include the period between 1938 and 2000. Of course, François Georgeon is aware of this lack and writes a few words at the end of his own text to fill this gap (p. 279).
The book follows a chronological evolution. As such, the first chapter focuses on heritages from Central Asia before Islamization of Ancient Turks and Anatolia and the Balkans before the Ottoman conquest. It questions for instance why the Ottomans did not maintain kımız – fermented mare milk – as did other Turkic cultures of Central Asia but kept other kinds of alcohol, such as boza or wine. With Islamization, which began in the 10th century, alcohol did not disappear, quite the reverse, thanks to dervishes and mystics who acted as missionaries and included numerous heterodox elements in their practices of Islam and especially used wine in their rituals. Moreover, pre-Islamic Iranian traditions have an important weight in drinking cultures of the Turks, especially regarding the celebration of alcohol in meeting and poetry (p. 26-7). This first chapter also proposes a useful investigation of old vocabulary and etymology, showing the abundance of words used to deal with drinks and their containers (p. 25) in pre-Islamic Turkic language and the change experienced with Islamization which goes hand in hand with a new lexicon of Arabic and Persian etymology (p. 28). While the Turks conquered Byzantine Anatolian provinces, the Balkans, and Crimea, they entered in contact with cultures largely based on the production of wine. While in a few areas, the Ottomans destroyed vineyard during the conquest, like in the region of Marmara, after the conquest, they reestablished vineyard-based economy and did not forbid the production and consumption of wine. In other areas like Cappadocia or the Black Sea, which were both conquered in the 15th century, viniculture developed largely under the Ottomans. Georgeon concludes this chapter showing that, on the one hand, the Ottoman conquest of Eastern Mediterranean and of the Balkans had no negative impact on viticulture since the Turks themselves used largely table grapes and produced grape pekmez and grape vinegar, to such an extent that grape production was often not sufficient to meet demand. On the other hand, for viniculture, no data allows to say that wine production declined. However, it appears clearly that vineyard culture experienced a continuity between the Byzantines and the Ottomans, to such an extent that the Ottoman Empire is described as “an empire of grapevine” (p. 36-43). This continuity also opens the way to a central question of the book: how an empire whose official religion prohibits alcohol can have succeeded to an empire where vineyard and wine had a central role, without any massive change in this sector of the economic? Georgeon develops several factors such as the role of the zimmi, especially Christians in the viticulture and viniculture, the religious conversions of Christian peasants (the “ibn Abdullah”), who converted to Islam to avoid the ciziye but kept their activities in the wine sector and consequently participated in the transmission of techniques of viniculture and the “religious flexibility” of the early Ottoman years. Georgeon continues with a useful reminder of the place of alcohol in Islamic cultures and the variations of understandings in the different Muslim juristic schools, especially on the definition of the term “harm” in the Quran but also of the notion of intoxication/drunkenness.
The second and third chapters focus on wine and alcohol in the classical times (15-18th c.), reminding that the main alcohol during this period was wine, followed by boza, while rakı/arak remained a quite mysterious drink which does not appear in Ottoman or Mameluk sources before the 15th c. In the second chapter, Georgeon draws also a very interesting picture of the Ottoman social life surrounding drinks, asking where and when Ottomans drunk these beverages; who were the non-Muslim but also Muslim drinkers; and concluding with pages on the image of the Turks in their relation to alcohol in Arab and Westerners’ testimonies. In the third chapter, the author highlights repression and transgression and investigates judicial risks for drinkers and periods of strong prohibitions in the times of several sultans from Soliman the Magnificent (1520-66) to Selim III (1789-1807), describing the limits of these prohibitions and the ways to transgress them. It also includes a worthwhile part on the place of wine in Ottoman imaginary, especially through bacchic poetry.
Chapter four focuses on the 19th c., the period of predilection of the author. Giving a background on main changes which occurred in the 19th century – a useful description for non-Ottomanists –, François Georgeon explains how drinks began to be connected to the idea of modernity and especially how rakı became progressively the beverage par excellence, and even the “national beverage” about 1900, while beer penetrated the empire in the mid-nineteenth century. This chapter also highlights the culture of taverns in Istanbul, Izmir, and Salonica, while the empire, as a whole, experienced an increase of the numbers of taverns and coffeehouses. Interestingly, the 19th century is also described as a time of prohibition or at least limitations with the development of a police in charge of maintaining order and legislations to limit the access to taverns to the Muslims. The reign of Abdülhamid II is especially a period of restriction, while ulemas’ discourses emphasized the moral ruin created by alcohol and medical discourses insisted on consequences on health. An interesting point is raised here by the author on the question of alcoholism and the debates on the way to translate it into Turkish (küulperestlik, daülküul, bekrilik, alkolizm) and to define it as a disorder, unlike inebriation which is a temporary and isolated state.
The fifth chapter investigates the crucial period of the two first decades of the 20th century, described as the golden age for alcoholic drinks with, for instance, the creation of the Bomonti brewery and of the rakı factory of Ragib Pasha in Umurca. In front of prohibitions, resistances and transgressions became the rule going together with the winds of freedom brought by the Young Turks Revolution (1908). In this new context, the author distinguishes between former and new drinkers, enlightening especially among the new ones: members of the middle class, young people, and women. This time, resistances were led by antialcohol movements in poetry (Mehmed Akif) and in magazines published by Islamic milieux (Sirat-i Müstakdim, Bayan ül-Hakk, Ceride-i Sufiyye) and other periodicals raising awareness on the risks of alcohol (Afiyet, Revue familiale hebdomadaire illustrée). The first association for the prohibition of alcoholic breverage (Osmanlı Men’i Müskirat Cemiyeti) was founded on this background in Istanbul in 1910. During the wars of the early 20th century, beverages and ways of drinking became symbols of national identities
The sixth and last chapter focuses on the first decades of Kemalist Turkey. It highlights an ambiguity on the topic of alcohol. While one could think that Kemalist Turkey gave more liberty to the producers and consumers of alcohol, in fact, the first years were marked by laws of prohibition (first in Ankara and Western Anatolia, then, after the end of foreign occupation, in the whole Turkey). After the abolishment of the prohibition in 1924, Turkey switched to state monopole, first with the creation of the Tekel Genel Müdürlügü in 1932 which directed private producers constituted into anonym societies and later (in 1944) with a clear state monopole (until 2003). This chapter also describes how, despite a limited increase, alcohol became more democratic with the multiplication of national fabrics and especially breweries since the state aimed to encourage consumption of low alcohol content. As in the other chapters, the author clearly shows that Western and Eastern parts of Turkey were not under the same conditions, the West and especially cities like Istanbul, Izmir, and Aydin largely raised the national average while eastern provinces were almost completely abstinent. Moreover, Kemalist Turkey was not emptied of its anti-alcohol movement: the state tried to control the consumption of alcohol for health reasons, giving to doctors a central role. In comparison with the previous century, because of constitutional secularism, reference to Islam disappeared but was replaced by sciences, medicine and psychiatry ahead. At the same time, the author also investigates the figure of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk as a drinker, whose way of drinking gave a virile image of him, as a man who knew how, where, and with whom to drink. In his picture of Atatürk, François Georgeon recalls the still ongoing debates about the relation of Atatürk to alcohol.
As the author himself writes in his conclusion, “this journey through the centuries could suggest that the movement is always oriented towards more freedom and more visibility. In reality, it is necessary to bring nuances to what looks like a linear diagram that is too simple to take into account the complex social realities that the alcoholic fact represents.” (p. 270) Indeed, the chronological organization of the book shows that the history of alcohol in the Ottoman Empire and Republican Turkey follows rather moves of back and forth between permissiveness and prohibition and at the same time demonstrates a quite obvious stability in terms of geographical sharing and in terms of production and consumption (despite major changes such as the disappearance of Christian communities). On this last point, another important point raised by the author is the notion of (in-)visibility of drinking and drinkers according to space (public/private), communities (non-Muslims/Muslims), genders (men/women), etc.
More than a book on alcohol in the Ottoman Empire and Republican Turkey, Au pays du raki redraws a comprehensive picture of society and historical developments from the classical Ottoman period to the first decades of the republic through the case of the production, consumption and image of alcohol in Ottoman and Turkish societies. As such, it is especially an interesting introductory book for non-specialists since it proposes a widespread work on social history of the Ottoman Empire and contemporary Turkey while Ottomanists will prefer to go briefly through the general paragraphs and feel satisfied with paragraphs focusing more specifically on the main topic of the book. Finally, the epilogue written by Jean-François Pérouse and Nicolas Elias, which completes this picture with a focus on 21st century Turkey, is worthwhile to connect the work of the historian to the current context and debates on alcohol under the AKP era.
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