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ALCOHOL AND YOU 
 

The History of Alcohol in the World 

 

For hundreds of years people from many cultures and many nations have drunk alcohol. 

In the days of our forefathers (Obaba-mkhulu) it was different. Home brewed beer was not as strong as the 

alcohol we buy today. It also had some nutritional value (Okuno-msoco). It was mostly drunk on special 

occasions. This meant that misuse of alcohol did not happen often. 

 

The History of Alcohol in South Africa 

 

Traditional ways of drinking were destroyed because nobody was allowed to make beer at home. 

Colonial governments tried to use alcohol to control African people. 

 

This was done by: 

 Workers receiving alcohol as part of their pay. This was called the “Dop” system. E.g. Cape Wine 

Farms. 

 The government owned beer halls and African people were only allowed to drink here. 

 African people were only allowed to drink in areas where they lived. 

 

Poverty and apartheid had an effect on the use of alcohol in the following ways: 

 People drank alcohol to try to forget their problems. 

 People drank because the government did not supply any other kind of recreation facilities (Izindawo 

zoku-phumula). 

 People brewed and sold alcohol illegally to earn a living. 

 

Drinking has now become part of everyday life. The misuse of alcohol causes problems for lots of people in 

South Africa. 
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South Africa and alcohol today 

 

Many South Africans drink a lot of alcohol. 

 

This may be: 

 In their homes 

 At sports events 

 At Shebeens 

 In Bars and Pubs 

 In Parks 

 

There are many reasons why people drink a lot:  

 Poverty and not enough jobs cause people to drink 

 There are not many recreation facilities 

 Moving to town from villages makes it hard for families to stay together and keep traditions. 

 There is not enough knowledge about alcohol. 

 Workers in some places receive alcohol as part of their pay. 

 Many people sell alcohol informally in shebeens 

 Advertising of alcohol makes people think they are popular and successful if they drink. 

 It is easy for some workers to get alcohol like in the mining industry. 

 

Many people drink alcohol safely and it is not a problem:  

 Alcohol is not harmful if it is used sensibly 

 It provides work for many people. They make, deliver, sell and advertise alcohol 

 Alcohol has a tax on it. This money goes to the government to help govern our country. 

 

WHEN IS ALCOHOL HARMFUL? 

 

Alcohol can cause many problems for us and for our country 

 It can lead to violence and crime 

 It causes motor accidents 

 It causes sickness 

 It causes us to lose our jobs 

 Families and the Government spend a lot of money on treatment (ukulashwa) 

 Families with alcohol problems need help. This costs money. 
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WHY DO PEOPLE DRINK ALCOHOL? 

 

People drink for many reasons… 

 They drink to try to forget their problems 

 The drink to relax and have fun. 

 They drink because they are bored and have nothing else to do. 

 They drink because all their friends are drinking and they do not want to feel left out. 

 They drink because they think alcohol will give them courage 

 

Advertising 

 Advertisements on drinking alcohol are in many places around us… radio, television, newspapers, 

outdoor billboards. 

 Advertisements make people think that alcohol is good for them. Too much alcohol is not good for 

you. 

 

How Does Alcohol Change Us? 

 

Drinking alcohol changes our bodies and our minds. 

 

How does alcohol change the body? 

 Alcohol enters through the mouth. It goes into the stomach (Isisu) and then to the intestines. From 

the intestines (Ama-thumbu), alcohol enters the blood. 

 You can’t control your body if you have drunk too much alcohol. You can’t react as quickly as you 

normally do. You may fall down or you may get involved in an accident. 

 The body has to work hard to get rid of the alcohol. Your kidneys (Izintso) have to try to clean out 

your blood. You pass a lot of urine (Umchamo) and your body becomes dry. You get a hangover 

(Ibhabhalazi) when the body becomes dry. 

 

How does alcohol change the mind? 

 You start feeling happy, relaxed, less shy and more talkative. 

 It becomes difficult to think clearly because the more you drink, the more slowly your brain works. 

 People stop acting responsibly (ukuziphatha). This is why people who have been drinking often have 

fights or arguments, or fall down drunk. 
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How does alcohol change different people? 

 Alcohol changes everyone differently. Some people can drink quite a lot without showing they have 

been drinking. Other people drink very small amounts and the change is big. 

 Drinking a lot of alcohol over a long period of time can cause permanent (naphakade) damage to our 

bodies. 

 

PROBLEMS CAUSED BY ALCOHOL 

 

Alcohol can cause many problems in our lives and communities. These may be: 

 Broken family relationships (ubuhlobo) 

 Money problems 

 Work problems 

 Accidents 

 Violence and crime 

 Sex  

 Health 

 

Broken Family Relationships 

 You do and say things which hurt your family, because with alcohol you cannot think clearly. 

 Alcohol makes some people aggressive (Ulaka). This can lead to arguments and fights. 

 Drinking too much may cause you to neglect (Ukunganaki) your family. 

 Alcohol can make you feel like you do not want to co-operate. It is very difficult to talk to a person 

who does not want to co-operate (Ukuse-bensizana). 

 All these things lead to unhappiness and breakdowns in the family 

 

Money Problems 

People who spend too much money on alcohol may be forced to borrow money, or buy on credit. This can 

make life very difficult.  

 

Drinking a lot means there is less money for: 

 Food 

 Education  

 Housing 
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Work Problems 

 A heavy drinker will not do his or her work well 

 A heavy drinker will take more sick leave. He or she may often miss work on a Monday. 

 A heavy drinker may have more accidents at work. 

 A heavy drinker may lose his or her job. 

 

Accidents 

 Too much alcohol can make you drive dangerously. 

 Many car accidents in South Africa are cause by drunk drivers. 

 Too much alcohol can make you careless when you walk in the road. A drunk pedestrian ( Ohamba 

mgezinyawo) can easily be hurt or killed. 

 

Violence and Crime 

There is more violence when people drink alcohol. This is because alcohol changes people. They become 

less in control of their feelings and behaviour. 

 

A heavy drinker may…. 

 Physically abuse his or her partner and children. 

 Force a woman to have sex with him even if she doesn’t want to – this is rape. 

 Get involved in fights on the street or at the bar or shebeen. 

 

Sex 

Alcohol relaxes people and reduces their inhibitions (amahloni). In this way alcohol can often lead to 

people: 

 Having sex when they do not want to, or with someone they do not know. 

 People may have unsafe, unprotected sex. This means having sex without using a condom. This can 

lead to unwanted pregnancy, HIV/AIDS or other sexually transmitted diseases. 

 

Health 

Drinking too much alcohol can damage your health. 

 

Short-term problems 

 Hangovers 

 Feelings of anxiety (ukukha-thazeka) 

 Sleeping badly 
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 Not able to remember things 

 

Drinking a lot of alcohol over a long period can make you very sick. This can affect your mind and body and 

can cause:  

Long-term problems 

 Brain cells to die which will not grow again. 

 Cancer (Isifo somdlavuza) of the food pipe. 

 Heart disease or heart attacks (Ukuvaleka kwenhliziyo) 

 Serious damage to your liver (Isibindi) 

 Damage to your stomach 

 High blood pressure (i-high blood pressure) 

 

YOUNG PEOPLE AND ALCOHOL 

 

When young people get together there is a lot of pressure from their friends to fit in with the group. If the 

group is drinking then everyone is expected to join in. 

 

These people suffered from five or more of the following problems: 

 Had a hangover 

 Did something they later regretted 

 Forgot where they were or what they did 

 Sexual activity: 

o Engaged in unplanned sexual activity 

o Did not use protection when they had sex 

 Violence 

 Argued with friends 

 Damaged property 

 Got into trouble with School/University/Local Police 

 Personal Injury 

 Got hurt or injured 

 Required medical treatment for alcohol overdose 

 School Performance: 

o Got behind in work 

o Missed classes 
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Do’s and Don’ts 

 Every person has a right not to drink. Don’t pressurise (Cindezela) your friends. Good friendships are 

more important than getting drunk. 

 

Do 

 Have the strength to say no if you don’t want to drink. 

 Find something fun to do that does not involve alcohol e.g. movies, sports, craftwork, community 

work, gardening, visiting cultural places of interest 

 Let your friends see that you have a clear mind and strong body. Remember it is OK to be yourself. 

 Remember that drinking can make you unpopular, unhealthy and uncool. 

 Set your own limits (Ubutha kathaka) 

 Talk to your community about improving recreation facilities (Izindawo soku-phumula) 

 

Don’t 

 Drink alcohol because your friends want you to. 

 Drink because you are bored. 

 Drink to impress your friends 

 Be deceived by advertising which makes alcohol look fun and cool. 

 

SAFE AND SENSIBLE DRINKING 

 

Many people like to have a beer or a glass of wine with their friends. Doctors say we should drink sensibly 

(Ngoku-nomqondo). To do this there are some important things you need to know about alcohol. 

 

What is Sensible Drinking? 

Sensible drinking is drinking alcohol but still being in control (Ukulawula/ Ukuphatha) of your body and your 

mind. 

 

 You should only drink a limited (Inani okumele kungadklulwa kulo) amount of alcohol 

 You should not drink every day. 

 

What is a Unit of Alcohol? 

It is important to know that different kinds of drinks have a different amount of alcohol. E.g. one unit of 

whisky is one tot (Inkatshaza). One unit of beer is one can. One small glass of wine is a unit. 
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How much is Safe for me to Drink? 

 Women should have 2 units of alcohol per day  

o i.e. two glasses of wine, two beers OR two spirits. 

 Men should have 4 units of alcohol per day. 

o i.e. four glasses of wine, two beers OR two spirits. 

 

DO’S AND DON’TS? 

 

DO 

 Drink with friends who you know well 

 Drink in safe places 

 Drink in a place close to your house or where there is safe transport to get home 

 Drink with friends who want to have a happy time. 

 Only drink when you want to. Everyone has a right to say no. 

 Have 2 or 3 days with no alcohol every week. 

 Buy small amounts of alcohol. Only drink as much as you want to. 

 

DON’T 

 Don’t drink with strangers. You don’t know how they will behave after drinking 

 Don’t drink where people often fight. You might get hurt. 

 Don’t drink far away from home. It might be difficult or unsafe to get home. 

 Don’t drink with people who you are angry with. You may end up fighting with them. 

 Don’t let people force (Ukupho-qelela) you to drink if you don’t want to. 

 Don’t drink every day. 

 Don’t buy a lot of alcohol at a time. This makes it more difficult to stop drinking when you want to. 

 

Safe and Sensible Drinking – Practical Tips 

 Count your drinks and how much you are drinking 

 Have a glass of water or other cool drink between every drink of alcohol you have. 

 Sip you drink slowly. Don’t try to drink as much as others 

 Only refill you glass when it is empty so that you can keep count of how much you are drinking. 

 It is better to drink when you have eaten food. 

 Pour your own drink so that you know how much alcohol is in it. 

 Know how much alcohol is in your drink 

 Know your own limits 
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 Don’t mix your drinks. 

 

Lots of people have a drink of alcohol when they don’t want one. This may be because they find it difficult 

to say ‘no’ if everyone around them is drinking. It can also be difficult if someone is strongly encouraging 

them to have a drink. 

 

ALCOHOL AND THE DAMAGE IT CAUSES 

 

MEN AND ALCOHOL 

 

Why do men drink? 

 

Research (iriseshi) has shown that in many parts of the world men drink more alcohol than women. In most 

parts of the world, including South Africa, people have ideas about how men are “supposed” to behave 

with alcohol. 

 

 Some people think that drinking lots of alcohol is a strong and manly thing to do. 

 Some men admire those who drink a lot of alcohol 

 It can be difficult for a man to feel that he is part of a group if he doesn’t want to drink.  

 Men often find it difficult to show their feelings or talk about their problems and they think alcohol 

solves their problems. 

 Some men use alcohol as an excuse to do things they know they should not do. E.g. violence towards 

partners 

 

WOMEN AND ALCOHOL 

 

In South Africa women often brew and sell alcohol to make a living so that they can look after their families. 

 

Why do Women Drink? 

 Advertising makes them think it is glamorous (Ubhuhle) to drink  

 Advertising makes women think they will be more liberated (khululekile) if they drink 

 Alcohol helps women to forget their problems, relax and be friendly 

 

Women should not drink any alcohol if they are pregnant, or if they are planning to become pregnant. 

Alcohol may harm the unborn baby.  
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Women should not drink much alcohol when they are breastfeeding. This is because alcohol is passed to 

the baby through the milk. 

 

The Dangers of Drinking for Women 

 Women may get hurt or may hurt others when they are drinking. They must be careful who they 

drink with and where they drink. 

 A woman could be attacked if she has been drinking and has to come home alone at night 

 A woman has more chance of being raped if she has been drinking a lot. Besides the horror of this, it 

may result in her getting pregnant, or HIV/AIDS or another sexually transmitted disease. 

 

ALCOHOL AND YOUR CHILDREN 

 

Young people learn a lot about alcohol from their family and friends and from what they see around them. 

How can we teach our Children about Alcohol? 

 

It is important to talk about the good and the bad results of alcohol with your children. 

 You can show them the safe way of drinking by not drinking too much yourself. 

 You can tell children that it is OK not to drink even if other people are drinking 

 Experimenting (Ukuzama) with alcohol can be a way that young people discover how alcohol affects 

them. Make sure you are open with your children when you talk to them. 

 Think about and talk about how the problems of alcohol change your family. This will give your 

children the confidence (Ithemba/ ukuzethemba) to make good choices about drinking. 

 

DRINKING TOO MUCH 

 

There are many different people who have problems with alcohol. This may be: 

 You 

 Your child 

 Your mother or father 

 Your partner 

 Your friend 

 

Nobody should be ashamed to ask for help. Talk to your family and friends about your problem. 

 

Answers should include, you have a drinking problem if: 

 You are spending more time drinking than you should be 
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 You are spending more money on alcohol than you can afford 

 You behave differently from before 

 You are drinking more than you want to 

 You are having arguments about how much you drink 

 You are taking dangerous risks because of alcohol. 

 Your health is suffering. 

 Relationships at home or work are getting worse. 

 You are violent with your friends or family 

 You are taking too many days off work. 

 

I have a drinking problem. Who can help me? 

The first step to take with a drinking problem is to ask for help. You can ask you’re: 

 family or friends 

 clinic sister 

 doctor 

 local organisation 

 

What can I do to help someone close to me who has a Drinking Problem? 

 Talk to them about their problem when they are not drunk 

 Tell them and who them that you care about them. Do this often. 

 Give them information about sensible drinking and where to go for help. 

 

What can I do if I am living with a Heavy Drinker? 

 You may need help and support from a social worker, family, friends or organisations. At the back of 

your book is a list of these organisations. 

 Plan with your children what to do if a family member comes home drunk 

 Do all you can to make your home safe so that accidents don’t happen 

 You many need to call the police if there is violence in the house 

 Try and keep some money in a safe place away from the drinker 

 You may decide to leave if you feel that the relationship has become too hurtful for yourself and your 

children. 
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ALCOHOL MISUSE – COMMUNITY ACTION 

 

People can work together to stop alcohol misuse (ukusebenzisa) in their communities. These are some of 

the things they can do. 

 Talking together helps solve problems. Form support groups for heavy drinkers and families of heavy 

drinkers 

 Make sure there is no alcohol available to people under 18 in bars, bottle stores, shebeens or your 

community 

 Educate your children about sensible drinking 

 Try to make sure that advertising of alcohol in your community is limited, especially near schools 

 Do not feel ashamed to ask for help if you misuse alcohol. Talk to your friends and family about your 

problem. 

 Work together for the building of recreation facilities for young people 

 Give this book to your family and friends. 

 

 

FOETAL ALCOHOL SYNDROME  

 

Summary 

 Foetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) describes a characteristic 

pattern of abnormalities associated with alcohol intake 

during pregnancy. The higher the alcohol intake, the more 

severe the abnormalities  

 There are characteristic facial, limb and heart abnormalities  

 Foetal development is delayed and mental retardation is 

common  

 There is no known safe limit to alcohol in pregnancy so 

women are advised not to drink at all 

 

What is foetal alcohol syndrome (FAS)? 

 Drinking alcohol during pregnancy can damage the embryo 

and foetus as it develops, leading to a characteristic pattern of malformation which is identified as 

FAS.  

 FAS is not an “all-or-none phenomenon”. There is a spectrum of severity from the full blown 

syndrome to no defects at all. The higher the amount of alcohol consumed, the greater the degree of 

malformation. The safe limit for alcohol intake during pregnancy is not known.  
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Poor nutritional intake and smoking during pregnancy are additional adverse factors which probably 

aggravate the ill-effects of alcohol on the infant. 

 

The term “Alcohol related birth defect” (ARBD) is now applied to the child with some of the typical alcohol-

related organ defects but not the full picture. The term “Alcohol-related neurodevelopmental defect” 

(ARND) is used for the child who is developmentally affected but does not show the structural anomalies of 

fully developed FAS. 

 

Who gets FAS and who is at risk? 

South Africa has one of the highest incidences of FAS in the world, with the greatest prevalence reported in 

the Western Cape. Infants born to heavy drinkers have twice the risk of abnormality compared to those 

born to moderate drinkers. Among heavy drinkers, 32% of infants were born with congenital abnormalities 

compared with 9% in those who did not drink at all, and 14% in those who drank moderately. 

 

Rates are highest in poor rural communities with a culture of heavy drinking, which had its historical origin 

in the “dop system” (paying farm-workers in alcohol), and in the building of beer-halls. 

 

What are the features of FAS? 

The principal clinical features of FAS comprise three groups of signs:  

 

Growth deficiency 

 Poor growth in length, head circumference and weight, which starts in the womb and continues after 

birth  

 Central nervous system involvement 

 Delayed development or mental handicap which ranges from borderline to severe.  

 Learning difficulties (with specific deficits in mathematics), poor school performance, deficits in 

receptive and expressive language, short concentration span, poor memory, hyperactive behaviour 

and poor judgment are some of the characteristic findings in children with FAS. 

 

Facial features 

 In the fully developed syndrome the facial appearances are characteristic:  

 Small eyes with epicanthic folds (folds at the inner aspects of the eyes)  

 A flattened nasal bridge with upturned nostrils  

 A smooth thin upper lip  

 A small lower jaw 
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Other birth defects may be present, such as: 

 Heart defects, mainly in the walls which divide the chambers of the heart (the ventricles)  

 Minor joint and limb abnormalities, including some restriction in movement and altered creases in 

the palms of the hands  

 Kidney anomalies  

 And many others 

 

The Western Cape study showed that affected school-entrants had poor language ability, problems with 

fine motor activities, poor eye-hand coordination and difficulties with practical reasoning.  

 

How is FAS diagnosed? 

The diagnosis is based on a combination of a history of drinking during pregnancy and the characteristic 

pattern of abnormalities. There are no biological markers or laboratory methods for diagnosing the 

disorder.  

ARND and ARBD can only be diagnosed if there is a clear history of (usually heavy) drinking during that 

pregnancy. 

 

How is FAS treated? 

There is no specific treatment. These children require special schooling and intervention to help them with 

coordination and problems with motor activities. 

 

What is the outcome of FAS? 

In severe cases the outlook is poor, with severe developmental delay and mental retardation. In mild cases, 

people can lead relatively normal lives provided the correct schooling and therapy is available. This is often 

not the case as these children tend to be born into very poor circumstances.  

 

Can FAS be prevented? 

Yes, by not drinking during pregnancy. Since a safe lower limit of alcohol during pregnancy is not known, it 

is best not to drink at all.  

 Community education on the dangers of alcohol abuse is an urgent requirement  

 Another is to improve maternal nutrition prior to and during pregnancy  

 Most important is the alleviation of poverty in rural areas 

 

In the Western Cape prevention workshops, community upliftment programmes, campaigns against the 

“dop system”, life skills and educational programmes and new labour laws are being introduced. 
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SA's substance abuse helpline 

 

1. SADAG - The South African Depression and Anxiety Group (Sadag) has partnered with the Department of 

Social Development in launching a toll-free substance abuse helpline in an effort to increase access to help, 

support and appropriate treatment for substance users. 

 

The toll-free helpline number is 0800 121314, while SMS's can also be sent to 32312. 

 

2.  SANCA - The South African National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence is a non-governmental 

organisation whose major objectives are the prevention and treatment of Alcohol and Drug Dependence 

 

Western Cape   021 - 9454080 

 

3. FAMSA - Family And Marriage Society Of South Africa , The family is the nucleus of society, and when it 

weakens or crumbles the stability of the entire community is adversely affected. It is thus imperative to 

initiate and co-ordinate resources to maintain a healthy and happy marriage and family life. 

 

Western Cape   021 447 7951  

    

 


