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This is perhaps the single most argued question on the topic of addiction: does choice play a part in addiction? Are people predisposed to addictive tendencies, or do they create addiction through bad choices? In this post I explore the genetics behind addiction, the bad choices inherent in using drugs, and suggest that addiction help is the first priority, followed by definition.
After bringing beer to a meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous in a recent episode of Fox's Family Guy, Peter is exposed to two possible destinies: one of continued alcohol abuse and one of complete sobriety, and neither one is portrayed as favorable. In the concluding message of the episode, the character Death suggests that "you don't have to give up the booze cold turkey, you just have to be responsible with it [...] its called 'moderation'." The idea of moderation is proposed as the solution to substance abuse often, most notably in other popular television programs (such as South Park), in entertainment shows in regards to alcoholic celebrities, as well as in the medical community; these shows and individuals chalk up addiction problems to poor lifestyle choices, and suggest that these issues can be fixed with will power alone. Yet millions of Americans suffer and die from the effects of long-term substance abuse every year--can this be attributed entirely to lack of will power? There is a large group that believes choice has nothing to do with it; that people can be predisposed to addictive tendencies based on genetics, and therefore that addiction is a disease. Many non-addicts refuse to equate substance dependencies with diseases such as cancer, and view the "disease" argument as a cop-out. Although the general public may view this argument as trivial, it is the most intensely debated issue on the topic of addiction, reaching the communities of politics and medicine, with no official answer as of yet. This debate also arises on the individual level, with many addicts feeling confused and helpless about their substance dependencies, and with non-addicts wondering why their loved ones cannot moderate their substance intake. While I, for one, believe there to be a hereditary answer to the presence of addiction in individuals, many do not, and all the while addicts and alcoholics are suffering at the mercy of governmental and medical legislations.
On February 8, 2011 Melinda Beck published an article inThe Wall Street Journal identifying links between specific genes and addictive tendencies. The article states that studies have shown an increased predisposed risk in individuals associated with the addictive tendencies of their parents. These studies specify certain variations in a number of genes, often related to the neurotransmitter serotonin. Individuals with these variations are affected differently when alcohol is introduced into the body. A similar study, conducted at the Yale School of Public Health, also identified a genetic variation linked with increase risk of addiction. Furthermore, it has been proven that the continued use of mind-altering substances, including alcohol, can change the chemical makeup of the addict's brain, deepening the dependency on that particular substance as well as other mind-altering substances. [image: brain scan.jpg]Dr. Alan I. Leshner, former Director of the National Institute of Drug Abuse (NIDA), states in his article titled "Addiction is a Brain Disease", that, whether by initial choice or by obsessive compulsive disorder leading to drug abuse, the continued use of mind-altering chemicals results in "virtually uncontrollable compulsive drug craving, seeking, and use that interferes with, if not destroys, an individual's functioning in the family and in society." Through the use of brain scans, Leshner's study suggests that continual use of drugs changes brain chemistry in a way that an individual's will power no longer predicates the use of such substances, something that has been felt by many including myself. Many in the "disease" camp reference these studies when arguing for the disease tag, saying that predisposition to increased risk of addiction due to genetic makeup certifies addiction as a disease. However, at the end of the Wall Street Journal article mentioned above, Dr. Howard J. Edenberg of Indiana University states, "you can carry all kinds of genes, and if you manage to push away the glass or the bottle, you won't have an alcoholism problem." Such a statement begs the question: if the alcoholic has the ability to just push the bottle away, how can alcoholism be considered a disease?
Those in the "choice" camp ask the above question, and use it as the formation of their argument that choosing abstinence from the addictive substance can cure addiction, and therefore addiction is a choice. Psychologist Dr. Jeffrey A. Schaler suggests in his book, aptly titled Addiction is a Choice, that "diseases are physical [...] Despite the fact that behavior and disease are different, many people who believe addiction is "treatable" equate the two. Smoking is a behavior. Cancer is a disease. [image: Jeffrey Schaler Profile Photo.jpg]Drinking is a behavior. Cirrhosis of the liver is a disease. Smoking is not cancer. Drinking is not cirrhosis." Schaler further suggests that addicts are fueled by the phenomenon of the self-fulfilling prophecy; that one continues drinking or doing drugs because he believes he will, an idea that I, as an addict, do not find to be universal. Schaler cites the many people who have ceased drinking, smoking, and abusing mind-altering substances just by refusing to ever use them again. This sentiment is repeated by psychologist Gene M. Heyman in his book Addiction: A Disorder of Choice. Heyman goes so far as to suggest that the conventional ideas about addiction as a "compulsion beyond conscious control" is "fundamentally wrong." This is not to say that those in the "choice" camp do not recognize the physically addictive traits of certain substances; Schaler and Heyman understand that continued use of alcohol or cocaine or marijuana will change the chemical makeup of an addict's brain and body, and that stopping the use of such substances cold turkey will result in unbearable physical pain that can only be immediately cured by succumbing to the drug once again. What Schaler and others (including the Family Guy episode mentioned above) suggest is that without that initial exposure to an addictive substance, the addict would have never been addicted to the substance in the first place; how could a cocaine addict become addicted to cocaine if he never used it before? As addition is based on that initial choice to use, many refuse to accept the claim that addiction as a disease: a hardship maybe, and a nuisance definitely, but not a disease.
In the end, both camps have valid points: arguably there does exist some level of voluntary choice regarding the use of mind-altering chemicals, but that choice is not a simple yes or no answer, as shows like Family Guy or South Park suggest. Addiction is one of the most interesting human conditions, as the addict generally knows that his continued use of alcohol and drugs is not only killing him slowly, but also exponentially increasing the risk of emotional trauma, bodily harm, and death during the time of intoxication. As an addict myself, I remember very well the constant battles in my head, debating whether or not I should use, but time and time again after swearing off alcohol and drugs I would inevitably find my hands automatically preparing the drugs or pouring the drink. Before getting sober, the classification of addiction as a disease or not could not have mattered less; all I knew is that I could not maintain my life and that I needed help. With the help of my parents, I entered rehabilitation and Alcoholics Anonymous. While both institutions suggest that addiction is a disease, very few of my friends accepted the classification. While this was somewhat difficult for me, I realized that the classification of addiction was and still is of the least importance to me; what is important to me is that I maintain my sobriety. This should be the only matter of importance on the individual level, to addicts and non-addicts alike. Disease or not, alcoholism and drug addiction is a serious matter to society as a whole, and should be treated as such. Addiction represents a physical and financial burden to the addicts themselves, to their loved ones, and to society as a whole. I hope, going forward, that whatever decisions are made on the legislative and medical levels, they benefit the alcoholic society and give us the chance to recover.
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Aiden, I really enjoyed that you explored both sides of the issue regarding addiction. I agree that the question of whether or not addicts have a choice is a pertinent one, and will help us to understand addiction better, regardless of whether or not it is classified as a disease. Predispositions and self-fulfilling prophecies are not appropriate excuses for prolonging addictions, but comprehending the mentality of the addict could help others direct him/her to the proper treatment. The references to Family Guy and South Park really highlighted the prevalence of the topic of substance abuse and injected a lighter tone into a serious subject. The episode of Family Guy you refer to is an excellent example of the dichotomous messages of support groups -- it’s all or nothing -- when in truth, moderation is sometimes the best solution. Your personal input at the conclusion definitely lent credibility to the ongoing struggle addicts have to stay sober. What are your thoughts on moderation, as a recovering alcoholic? The question in the subtitle still lies unanswered at the end of the post. You also mentioned that both “rehabilitation and Alcoholics Anonymous… suggest that addiction is a disease, [but] very few of [your] friends accepted the classification”. In your opinion, why are support groups so eager to declare addiction as a disease, and does this help or hinder an addict’s recovery?

Although the post focuses on the continual debate of “why” addictions occur, I would have appreciated further discussion about how to help the individuals who suffer from addictions, from both the “disease” and “choice” camps. The scientific studies that you included in this post mainly support the “disease” camp. Are there any scientific studies that disprove this theory? I am interested in exploring the foundation of the “choice” argument, beyond the beliefs of psychologists and based on more concrete proof. The language of your blog weakens Dr. Jeffrey Schaler’s arguments, by using the verb “suggests” instead of a stronger one. It is a good technique to explore multiple facets of an issue, yet be careful not to simply state facts and lose your voice. Throughout the post, I was confused as to which side you agreed with more, and the conclusion did state “both camps have valid points”, yet this somewhat invalidates the importance of the questions you proposed at the beginning. Overall, this was a very interesting post, and I hope to read more about the study of addiction.
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Mike said:
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Aiden,
[bookmark: _GoBack]You offer a really unique perspective to this issue! Thanks for bringing it to my attention. 
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I am a senior at the University of California, studying business, film, and photography. As a student at a prestigious university in the heart of Los Angeles, I have been exposed to and experienced the "college life" of partying in excess; while it may mean different things to different people, I have found that much of the partying I have experienced has involved the widespread and excessive use of alcohol and mind-altering chemicals. As a recovering alcoholic, I dedicate this blog to the study of addiction and alcoholism, specifically with young adults and adolescents. 
You can contact me at: aidenllo@usc.edu
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