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Introduction: How Six Beverages Shaped Civilization

History is often told through the lens of wars, treaties, and great leaders. But what if we could trace the
arc of human development through what we drank? This is precisely the premise of A History Of The
World In 6 Glasses, the acclaimed book by Tom Standage. In this fascinating narrative, Standage
argues that six beverages—beer, wine, spirits, coffee, tea, and cola—are not merely refreshments but
powerful agents of change. Each drink emerged at a pivotal moment in history, shaping economies,
sparking revolutions, and connecting continents. This article takes you on a journey through those six
glasses, exploring how they influenced everything from agriculture to industrialization, and how they
continue to define our modern world.

Understanding the history of these drinks offers more than trivia; it provides a unique lens to examine
the evolution of trade, technology, and culture. From the first fermentation of barley to the carbonated
fizz of a global soda brand, each glass tells a story of human ingenuity and desire. Let us raise each one
in turn and discover the profound impact of these liquid legacies.

The First Glass: Beer and the Birth of Civilization

The Dawn of Agriculture and Settlement

Our journey begins around 10,000 BCE in the Fertile Crescent. Nomadic hunter-gatherers began
cultivating wild grains, a shift that led to permanent settlements. Why did they do it? Standage
suggests that beer played a crucial role. Early humans likely discovered that fermented grain created a
nutritious, intoxicating beverage. But more importantly, beer provided a compelling reason to stay put.
To make beer, you need a reliable surplus of grain, which demands farming and storage. This necessity
drove the development of agriculture, which in turn allowed communities to grow larger and more
complex.

Beer was not just a drink; it was a form of currency, a social lubricant, and even a religious offering. In
ancient Mesopotamia, workers building the pyramids were paid in beer. The famous Epic of Gilgamesh
contains references to beer, and the Sumerians had a goddess of beer named Ninkasi. Beer drinking
was a daily ritual, consumed by men, women, and children alike. It provided calories and hydration, as
the alcohol content made it safer than often-contaminated water. Thus, the first glass laid the
foundation for civilization itself.

Beer as a Catalyst for Writing and Law

The need to record production and distribution of beer and grain likely spurred the invention of writing.
The earliest known written symbols on clay tablets include pictographs for beer. Similarly, the Code of
Hammurabi included laws regulating beer quality and prices. So, we can trace the origins of both
agriculture and written communication back to this humble beverage. The story of beer is the story of
how humans learned to settle, organize, and create the first cities.

The Second Glass: Wine and the Classical Empires

The Greek Symposium and Trade Networks

As civilization advanced, wine emerged as a symbol of sophistication, trade, and cultural exchange. The
ancient Greeks elevated wine drinking to an art form through the symposion, a social gathering where
men discussed philosophy, politics, and poetry while drinking diluted wine. This ritual fostered
intellectual debate and democratic ideals. Wine was not simply a drink; it was a marker of status and
civilization, distinguishing Greeks from what they considered barbarians who drank beer.

Greek colonies spread vineyards across the Mediterranean, creating a vast trade network that
connected regions from the Black Sea to Spain. The amphorae used to transport wine became
standardized, boosting maritime commerce. Later, the Roman Empire expanded the wine culture even
further, planting vines in Gaul, Iberia, and beyond. Wine was central to Roman social life, feasts, and
even medicine. The empire’s infrastructure—roads, ports, and trade routes—was partially built to move
wine efficiently.

Wine and Religion from Dionysus to the Eucharist

Wine also had deep religious significance. Dionysus (Bacchus in Roman mythology) was the god of
wine, his rituals involving ecstatic worship. Later, Christianity adopted wine as a central sacrament—the
blood of Christ. This connection ensured the survival of viticulture through the Dark Ages, as
monasteries preserved and refined winemaking techniques. Thus, the second glass represents the rise
of classical empires, the spread of ideas, and the enduring link between drink and faith.

The Third Glass: Spirits and the Age of Exploration

Distillation, Colonization, and Global Trade

While beer and wine were ancient, distilled spirits were a medieval innovation. By the 15th century,
European distillers had perfected techniques to produce high-proof alcohol from grains, grapes, and
sugarcane. This was a game-changer for long sea voyages. Spirits—especially rum, brandy, and
whiskey—did not spoil like beer or wine and could be stored for months. They became essential
provisions for sailors, explorers, and colonial armies.

The triangular trade between Europe, Africa, and the Americas relied heavily on spirits. European ships
carried rum to Africa to trade for slaves, who were then transported to Caribbean plantations to produce
sugar—the raw material for more rum. This cycle fueled colonial expansion and had devastating human
consequences. Meanwhile, whiskey and gin became staples of domestic life in Europe and North
America. In the early United States, whiskey was so important that it sparked the Whiskey Rebellion
(1791-1794) aqgainst federal taxation.

Spirits as a Tool of Power and Control

Governments often used spirits to control populations. The British government encouraged gin
consumption in the 18th century as a way to raise revenue and pacify the poor, leading to the infamous
Gin Craze. In the American West, whiskey was a medium of exchange and often used to cheat Native
Americans out of land. The third glass, therefore, embodies the age of exploration, imperialism, and the
dark side of global commerce. It also paved the way for modern industrial distillation and the global

alcohol market we know today.

The Fourth Glass: Coffee and the Age of Reason

From Ottoman Coffeehouses to European Enlightenment

By the 17th century, coffee emerged from the Islamic world as a revolutionary beverage. Unlike alcohol,
coffee sharpened the mind. Its arrival in Europe coincided with the Scientific Revolution and the
Enlightenment. Coffeehouses—first in Oxford, then London, Paris, and Vienna—became known as
"penny universities." For the price of a cup, patrons could read newspapers, debate politics, share
scientific discoveries, and conduct business transactions.

These establishments were egalitarian spaces where social hierarchies were temporarily suspended.
Ideas that challenged monarchy and religion—by thinkers like Voltaire, Rousseau, and Locke—were
discussed over coffee. The London Stock Exchange began as a coffeehouse (Jonathan's Coffee-House).
Similarly, Lloyd's of London, the insurance market, originated in Edward Lloyd's Coffee House. Coffee
fueled the intellectual and economic ferment that led to the American and French Revolutions. It was
the drink of reason, capitalism, and modernity.

The Global Coffee Trade and Its Impact

Colonial powers established vast coffee plantations in the tropics, relying heavily on enslaved labor and
later indentured workers. Coffee became a commodity that shaped the economies of Brazil, Colombia,
Ethiopia, and many other nations. It also influenced modern workplace culture—the coffee break is a
20th-century invention that boosted productivity. Today, coffee remains a global obsession, with billions
of cups consumed daily. The fourth glass represents the shift from a world of alcohol-induced stupor to
one of sharp thought, commercial dynamism, and intellectual exchange.

The Fifth Glass: Tea and the British Empire

Tea as a National Drink and Economic Lever

While coffee dominated the continent, Britain fell in love with tea. Introduced in the 1650s, tea became
the national drink by the 18th century. It was more than a beverage; it was a symbol of British identity,
a social ritual (afternoon tea), and a massive economic force. The British East India Company imported
millions of pounds of tea from China, leading to a trade deficit that Britain tried to balance by exporting
opium to China. This opium trade sparked the Opium Wars (1839-1842), which forced China to open its
ports and cede Hong Kong.

Tea was also central to the American Revolution. The Tea Act of 1773, designed to bail out the East
India Company, led to the Boston Tea Party—a direct protest against "taxation without representation."
The subsequent British crackdown helped ignite the colonies' fight for independence. Thus, tea was not
just a drink; it was a weapon of empire and a catalyst for revolution. In British India, the British
established massive tea plantations (using indentured labor) to break China's monopoly, creating the
global tea industry we know today.

Tea, Industrialization, and Public Health

During the Industrial Revolution, tea became the drink of the working class. Boiling water to make tea
killed bacteria, reducing waterborne diseases. Sweetened tea provided cheap calories for factory
workers. The habit of the "tea break" improved morale and efficiency. In many ways, tea helped sustain
the labor force that powered British industrialization. Today, it is the second most consumed beverage
in the world after water, and its cultural significance remains immense—from Japanese tea ceremonies
to Indian chai stalls. The fifth glass shows how a simple leaf could shape geopolitics and daily life across
centuries.

The Sixth Glass: Cola and the American Century

Coca-Cola, Globalization, and Consumer Culture

Our final glass is cola, specifically Coca-Cola, the most recognized brand on the planet. Created in 1886
by John Pemberton as a medicinal tonic, Coca-Cola was later reformulated and aggressively marketed.
It had two key ingredients: caffeine (from the kola nut) and cocaine (from coca leaves, though removed
by 1903). The drink benefited from the temperance movement—it was a non-alcoholic, pleasurable
stimulant. But its true success came from brilliant advertising and distribution.

Coca-Cola became a symbol of American culture, spreading with U.S. soldiers during World War Il. The
company built bottling plants across Europe and Asia, often at government request. By the Cold War,
cola was a tool of soft power, representing freedom and capitalism versus Soviet bloc beverages.
Today, Coca-Cola and its rival Pepsi are sold in nearly every country. Cola embodies the global
consumer economy, with its supply chains, marketing clout, and environmental controversies (e.qg.,
water usage, plastic waste). It’s the drink of the 20th and 21st centuries, shaping global tastes and
unifying (or homogenizing) cultures.

Cola as a Reflection of Modernity

The rise of cola also reflects changes in technology: refrigeration, mass production, and transnational
logistics. The iconic contour bottle, invented in 1915, made Coke recognizable even in the dark.
Advertising campaigns like "I'd Like to Buy the World a Coke" (1971) captured the spirit of global
harmony. However, critics point to the health impacts of high sugar consumption and the brand's role in
obesity epidemics. Nonetheless, cola remains the archetypal modern drink—a product of capitalism,
media, and globalization.

Conclusion: What the Six Glasses Teach Us

From beer as the foundation of civilization to cola as the face of global capitalism, each beverage in A
History Of The World In 6 Glasses reveals a critical chapter in human development. These drinks
were not passive accompaniments; they actively shaped agriculture, trade, politics, and culture. They
connected distant lands, sparked revolutions, and built empires. Understanding how these six glasses
influenced history helps us see the profound ways that our everyday choices are linked to the past. The
next time you raise a glass—whether it's a craft beer, a fine wine, a whiskey, an espresso, a cup of tea,
or an ice-cold cola—consider the centuries of invention, conflict, and collaboration that brought it to
your hand. History is not just written in books; it is served in glasses.
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