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About Hazelden Quick Guides


Hazelden Quick Guides are short, accessible e-books that draw on the original work and best practices of leading experts to help readers address common addiction recovery and emotional health issues. The Get Smart collection describes each of the major drugs, its historical, cultural, and legal context, its addictive qualities, and information on prevention and treatment.




Introduction


It seems impossible to encounter an adult nowadays whose life has not been touched in some way by problematic alcohol use. For many, the connection is faint, found only in the rough sketches they’ve been told about a distant relative. Others may deal with an unruly neighbor who parties long, and loudly, into the wee hours, then displays a look of gloom as he trudges to the mailbox the next day. Still others may find themselves face-to-face with the ravaging power of alcohol on a regular basis, when a spouse, child, other loved one—or even themselves—repeatedly picks up a drink and initiates a familiar cycle that includes out-of-control use followed by extreme pain and heartache.


Alcohol is a legal, intoxicating drug currently available to anyone age twenty-one or older in the United States. Our country has a long history of problems related to this drug, including public drunkenness and inebriated driving, that has led to legislation restricting—and at one point outright prohibiting—alcohol use and its sales. Even so, problematic drinking persists in every segment of society, from underage youth and college students to senior citizens, from Ivy League–educated physicians, attorneys, and politicians to individuals living on the street, who are unsure of where they’ll find their next meal or drink. Alcohol consumption poses a danger not only to the drinker’s health, but also to public safety; it exacts a heavy cost from families, workplaces, and health care systems. Despite this, advertisers and much of society still suggest that alcoholic drinks should be part and parcel of nearly every celebration, holiday, and Sunday football game day ritual. Indeed, alcohol is a drug of contradictions: we defend our right to toast our accomplishments and unwind with friends over a drink, while at the same time we support widespread alcohol prevention programs aimed at our children. The paradox is not lost on our youth who often hear a “do as I say, not as I do” message from the adults in their lives.


This e-booklet will provide a brief history of alcohol, outline the basics on how this central nervous system depressant is made and used, and discuss some of the consequences related to its use and abuse. We’ll also explore the nature of problematic alcohol use and dependence and how prevailing views of alcoholism are shifting, the numerous treatment options available today, and prevention efforts. The booklet will close by providing tips for parents whose children may be experimenting with or abusing alcohol.
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Alcohol Addiction or Disorder?


In 2013, the American Psychiatric Association released the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition (DSM-5). Behavioral health professionals, such as psychiatrists and psychologists, use this manual as a guide to diagnose people with substance use and mental health disorders. In the latest edition, the terminology used for addiction disorders has changed. Instead of separating such problems into categories such as substance abuse, chemical dependency, or addiction, the manual now uses one term—substance use disorder—to include the full range of problematic drug use. To be officially diagnosed with an alcohol problem, then, someone would be classified as having an alcohol use disorder. The diagnostic manual includes a list of criteria to help health care professionals determine whether a person has a mild, moderate, or severe form of the disorder.


In this book, we have continued to use the terms abuse, dependence, alcoholism, and addiction as a convenience to readers, since these are the terms most commonly understood by the general public.
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History


Early History


Alcohol has been used recreationally, as well as for medicinal and religious purposes, since somewhere between 8000 and 3000 BCE.1 Historians and archaeologists believe that grapes were first cultivated for wine in the mountainous area between the Black and Caspian seas, and they have traced its use back to the Sumerians in ancient Mesopotamia. Here, they believe, alcohol was commonly used in celebrations; its use was regulated, and drunkenness was already recognized as a problem.2 By 7000 to 6600 BCE, peoples of northern China were fermenting beverages made from rice, honey, and fruit, as evidenced from pottery remains found in the region.3 Egyptians were drinking alcohol by 3000 BCE—beer for the commoners and wine for the higher classes.4 Around the world, alcohol seemed to spread quickly, and soon beer and wine were produced in larger quantities and sold commercially. In approximately 1100 AD, alcohol was first distilled (a process that reduces a fermented liquid, creating a higher alcohol content). The resulting liquid, containing at least 50 percent alcohol, was used as a medicine.5


In Europe, alcohol use became widespread partly because it was considered safer than water, which was often polluted. By the time the European colonists came to the New World of America, they were more used to drinking ale than water, and they even gave alcoholic drinks to their young children, believing that doing so protected their health.6 Beer, wine, and alcoholic cider were commonplace, and anyone could legally drink, regardless of age. However, there were laws that forbid drunkenness, which was considered an immoral and punishable offense. Thus, even before the United States of America was officially born, its colonizers were forming societal and cultural norms that incorporated the moderate use of alcohol into their rituals and traditions.
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Alcohol in Religious Traditions


The Bible includes numerous mentions of wine being consumed in moderation, though it also warned against drunkenness.7 Jesus is said to have broken bread and shared a cup of wine with his disciples at the Last Supper. Christians around the world continue this ritual during their worship services weekly or monthly (though many now substitute grape juice for wine). Jewish people use wine on Shabbat and other Jewish holidays. Islam, on the other hand, forbids the consumption of alcohol, as stated in the Qur’an.
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Prohibition and Other Restrictions


Moderation, however, is difficult to regulate. By the mid-1800s, drunkenness and other social ills due to alcohol were widely recognized as destructive to families and the greater common good. In response, religious organizations and other morally inclined individuals and groups—such as the Anti-Saloon League, the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, and women’s suffrage groups—began advocating for temperance, then an outright ban on alcohol. This movement led to prohibition in some towns and states, including Maine, and eventually to the passage of the eighteenth amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1919. Prohibition went into effect a year later, with enforcement provided by the Volstead Act. Although this amendment, which prohibited “the manufacture, sale, or transportation of intoxicating liquor,” was intended to reduce alcohol-related problems, including crime, and restore the integrity and health of the American family, it didn’t play out that way. Prohibition is now sometimes referred to as the Great Experiment, and as with other experiments, the results were surprising to some; most often, the experiment is cited as a failure. In the thirteen years of Prohibition’s existence, enforcement was difficult at best, and in some parts of the country a variety of illegal activities became somewhat the norm: clandestine stills and home breweries produced “bathtub gin” (so named for being made in or with water drawn from a bathtub) and “moonshine” (alcohol distilled under the light of the moon); “speakeasies” (illegal drinking establishments) sprouted up, especially in cities; and organized crime and political bribery and corruption connected to the supply of alcohol proliferated. In addition, a “dry” country brought economic trouble—suddenly, there were no excise taxes to collect on alcohol to bolster government rolls, and the number of paying customers at restaurants fell precipitously—even before the stock market crashed in 1929. In 1933, newly elected president Franklin D. Roosevelt helped usher in the twenty-first amendment, which repealed federal prohibition.8


Alcohol in the Modern World


After Prohibition was repealed, the legal business of alcohol could also resume. Stateside wineries could once again sell wine instead of concentrated grape juice (a legal loophole had allowed consumers to buy the raw ingredients for making their own wine), restaurants with liquor licenses could sell beer and mixed drinks above the table, and the virtually defunct liquor industry could now rebuild and once again employ a workforce producing ales and spirits. For their part, consumers who had not wholeheartedly—or even partially—adopted abstinence as a lifestyle could discard their substandard home brews and bathtub gin in favor of legally produced alcoholic beverages. Even so, drinking levels were reported to be much lower—less than half—after Prohibition compared to what they had been before, though this can be partially attributed to the constraints of the Depression.9
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