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ALCOHOL IN WORLD WAR II: STATES, 
ARMIES, SOCIETIES 

 
The article is devoted to a comparative analysis of state policies of the governments of 

the Allied powers and the Axis states regarding the use of alcoholic beverages during the 
Second World War. It examines how alcohol, traditionally embedded in the cultures of 
different nations, acquired in wartime the status of an instrument for managing both the 
army and the civilian population. 

It is shown that the predominance of particular types of alcoholic drinks in the diet of 
servicemen had both cultural-historical and pragmatic roots. Vodka in the Red Army, rum 
and later beer in the British Army and Navy as well as in the U.S. Armed Forces, wine in 
the French and Italian armies, and beer in the German military all became not only part of 
everyday life but also a means of maintaining discipline, morale, and temporarily relieving 
stress and fatigue. Military and political leadership employed alcohol as a tool of 
mobilization and reward, shaping command-and-administrative practices aimed at 
enhancing physical endurance and combat effectiveness. 

The article traces the impact of these practices on the daily life of armies and on 
soldiers’ behavior in combat. Alcohol often functioned as a kind of “currency” in 
frontline life,  a  medium of exchange,  and a marker of social  hierarchy.  At the same 
time, the experience of mass consumption of alcohol in the military environment had 
negative consequences, such as weakened discipline, the emergence of dependency, 
and an increase in violent behavior. 

Special attention is given to postwar transformations related to wartime practices of 
alcohol consumption. They influenced the formation of social stereotypes, behavioral 
models, and the culture of alcohol use in the USSR, Europe, and the wider world after the 
war. This highlights the long-term and contradictory character of wartime decisions, where 
short-term goals-strengthening combat readiness and the controllability of armies-produced 
far-reaching social consequences. 

The article concludes that the experience of the Second World War demonstrates how 
alcohol in the hands of the state became not only a household element but also a political 
and military instrument that shaped the behavior of millions. This phenomenon requires 
comprehensive reflection within the frameworks of everyday history, military history, and 
social anthropology. 

Keywords: alcohol, army, society, World War II, psychological support of the 
troops, history and culture of everyday life. 
  


