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Drink, Power, and Society in the Andes

An Introduction

Justin Jennings and Brenda J. Bowser

The Inca at his table
Quaff’d it in his mirth
And thus we are all able
To prove its ancient worth
Who one cup has tasted
Soon will want another
To drink it, nothing wasted
To his chief or brother.

Fill the cup with chicha,
Patriots, to the brink;
Drain it to the bottom:
Liberty we drink!

—An English explorer’s loose translation of a drinking song  
    sung in a Peruvian tavern in 1823 during the war of independence

Alcohol is perhaps the most ancient, the most widely used, and the most 
versatile drug in the world (Dudley 2002; Heath 1976: 41), and its produc-
tion, exchange, and consumption have long structured individuals’ rela-
tionships with society, the environment, and the cosmos throughout the 
world (Douglas 1987a). For example, the production of millet beer in Af-
rica defines gender roles, determines irrigation schedules, and dominates 
household rhythms (Holtzman 2001). Exchange of wines in ancient Egypt 
led to the development of an elite cuisine, and drinking pulque in Meso-
america brought imbibers closer to the divine (Joffe 1998; La Barre 1938). 
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In the Andes, people’s participation in the production, distribution, and 
consumption of alcohol has woven them into their social, economic, and 
political structures for millennia.
 Drinking, like other aspects of culture, can act as a force of both social 
stability and change. Individuals in the Andes or elsewhere are not trapped 
within a culture’s social structure, but instead, these structures are actively 
maintained, negotiated, and at times transformed as people live their lives 
(Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1979). For example, traditional gender roles are 
reinforced when a woman serves beer to her husband. By spilling the beer, 
or even forcing him to drink too much, however, a wife can punish her 
husband for infidelity without breaking social norms (see Bowser 2004; 
Weismantel, this volume). The flow of alcohol through society helps to re-
veal the tension between social structure and personal agency that creates 
identities, channels power, and fires social change (see, e.g., Sahlins 1985).
 This volume presents nine chapters from scholars using ethnographic, 
historical, and archaeological approaches to study how alcoholic beverages 
have been integrated into Andean societies over the last fifteen hundred 
years. The authors consider how alcohol has maintained gender roles, kin-
ship bonds, status hierarchies, ethnic identities, exchange relationships, 
and production regimes that form communities. At the same time, the au-
thors consider how shifts in alcohol production, exchange, and consump-
tion have precipitated social change. By bringing together scholars from 
diverse theoretical, methodological, and regional perspectives, we hope to 
demonstrate the pivotal role that alcohol has long played in the Andes.

Alcohol Studies

Fermentation is a natural process that humans have long manipulated to 
enrich their diet, preserve surpluses, detoxify food, and decrease cooking 
times (Steinkraus 1996: 3–4). One of the common by-products of fermen-
tation is ethanol, and people in the Andes have long made alcoholic bev-
erages out of a rich variety of cereals, roots, fruits, and seeds (Goldstein, 
Coleman Goldstein, and Williams, this volume). These indigenous bever-
ages are commonly called chicha, with corn beer (chicha de maíz) being 
perhaps the most common of these beverages consumed today. In recent 
decades, chicha consumption has declined as distilled liquors, such as the 
cheap, plentiful, and strong trago made from sugarcane, and commercial 
barley and wheat beers have become more popular.
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 Although few anthropologists initially go into the field with a research 
focus on alcohol (Wilson 2005a: 5), the importance of alcohol to culture 
has been recognized since at least the 1940s (Bunzel 1940; Horton 1943). 
This early work tried to move past simple psychological explanations for 
drinking as pathological and toward more nuanced understandings that 
placed drinking patterns within their cultural contexts. Since that time, 
fieldwork throughout the world has steadily increased our knowledge of 
the complex role that beer and wine play in structuring societies (see, e.g., 
de Garine and de Garine 2001; Douglas 1987b; Everett et al. 1976; Heath 
2000; Marshall 1979; Pittman and Snyder 1962; Wilson 2005b). This work 
has clearly demonstrated that the production and consumption of alcohol 
are central to the creation of identity, the construction and maintenance 
of power, the functioning of social networks, and the practice of religions 
(see, e.g., Dietler 2006; Heath 2000).
 The Andes was one of the first regions of the world that came under 
study by scholars specifically interested in the role of alcohol in society. 
This work began in the 1950s with Dwight Heath’s ethnographic work on 
ritual drunkenness among the Camba people of eastern Bolivia (1962) and 
John Murra’s historical work on the role of corn (predominately in the form 
of corn beer) in the Inca Empire (1960). Since this pioneering work, many 
articles have explored alcohol production and use in the Andes (e.g., Bray 
2003a; Doughty 1971; Goldstein 2003; Morris 1979; Simmons 1962; Val-
dez 2006), and several influential books have discussed the role of alcohol 
in the region (e.g., Allen 2002; Bastien 1978; Cummins 2002; Isbell 1978; 
Weismantel 2001).
 Of particular note are four books that focus exclusively on the role of 
alcohol in the Andes. The first of these, Borrachera y memoria: La expe-
riencia de lo sagrado en los Andes, is an edited volume that explores the 
ritual dimensions of chicha consumption from the colonial period to the 
present (Saignes 1993). The volume’s principal focus is on drunkenness—
explaining why drinking is fundamental to traditional religions in the An-
des and why the Catholic Church has long been opposed to these practices. 
The second book, entitled Maíz, chicha y religiosidad andina, also looks at 
chicha’s role in ritual, but has greater time depth (Cavero Carrasco 1986). 
After devoting eight pages of text to the uses of chicha in pre-Inca cultures, 
the book explores Inca production and consumption of alcohol through 
historical records. He then turns to the social, political, and ritual aspects 
of chicha drinking in the Andes today.


