The Effects of Alcohol on Society

Alcohol is a substance that has become a large part of our society today.  “In America seventy-percent of all people drink alcohol and ten percent consume fifty percent of all alcohol in this country.”  (Flavin and Morse)  With staggering numbers like these one can clearly see that alcohol is a major factor in the lives of all Americans.  Whether a person is an alcoholic or affected by an alcoholic parent or spouse, people have to learn about the dangers and facts about alcoholism.  Earnest Hemingway wrote about alcohol abuse in “A Clean, Well-Lighted place” and so did Theodore Roethke when he wrote “My Papa’s Waltz.”  Both stories highlight the affects of alcohol and how this powerful substance can take control of a person’s life.  “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place” is a story about an old man and an old waiter who have lost faith in life.  The old man is a traditional alcoholic who has is afraid of the emptiness and darkness that surrounds his life.  The old waiter is also affected by alcohol and passes each lonely night at a dimly lit bar where he tries to forget his problems.  Roethke’s poem, “My Papa’s Waltz”, is written about a young boy who has a father with a drinking problem.  The young boy loves his father despite the pain he feels when his father is drunk and pays little attention to him.  As we look at alcoholism we can clearly see that this powerful drug has a devastating effect on everyone who is directly affected.  The need to understand and treat this disease called alcoholism is important and to find answers we must look into the past to find treatment for the future. 

To fully understand the effects of alcoholism one must first identify the causes and types of alcohol abuse.  Thomas F. Babor, a world-renowned doctor at the University of Connecticut’s medical center, says that alcoholics have many different characteristics making it difficult to put all alcohol abusers in one category.  His research along with the research of many other doctors has given people a better understanding of this powerful disease and how it can be treated.  He goes on to say that it is in human nature to classify and simplify to make a typology of a disease.  Unfortunately with alcoholism research has shown that there are many aspects and factors, thus establishing a single cause is unreasonable and simply inaccurate.  Doctors first began to research alcoholism and it’s causes in the middle 1800’s.  In Babor’s article he mentions E.M. Jellinek, a pioneering doctor in the research of alcoholism and many of his theories are still recognized today.  Babor also describes a doctor named William Carpenter who was very prominent in the 19th century helping to classify and explain certain classic behavior exhibited by alcoholics.  Carpenter established three categories of alcoholism including acute, periodic, and chronic.  In the acute stage the person has a strong desire to drink, but the disease rarely goes beyond infrequent intoxication which is a pattern, but not an everyday activity.  The periodic form of alcoholism is a “pattern of binge drinking that becomes progressively more severe and damaging.”(Qtd. In Babor) The third form carpenter identifies is the chronic stage which say’s “the desire for alcoholic stimulation becomes an overwhelming preoccupation that precipitates constant alcohol consumption.”(Qtd. In Babor)  Carpenter’s pioneering research led Physicians throughout the country to establish the Association for the Study of Inebriety.  This association led to more research and specialized studies that helped Physicians learn more about the disease and means of effective treatment.  Several years later similar institutions were founded in England and France.  Alcoholism at this time in history was becoming more world wide and recognized as a serious disease that needed to studied and cured.  According to Babor in 1911 Thomas Crothers, the founder of the Association of the Study for Inebriety, discussed his “general causes and conditions favoring inebriety.”  Crother’s said that “People with acquired inebriety often have histories of physical disorders, particularly dyspepsia (i.e., indigestion), bad nutrition, and exhaustion from unhygienic living conditions or stressful work environments, conversely, hereditary causes include constitutional conditions, such as distinct neurotic and psychopathic disorders that often are traceable to ancestors.”(Qtd. In Babor)  Crother’s was the first doctor to establish and identify alcoholism as an inherited disease that can pass from generation to generation.  Doctors were now able to identify who was at risk for alcoholism by looking into a person’s family history.  Babor also mentions a prominent French doctor named Paul Maurice Legrain was able to incorporate this information with his theory that stated “that there are three types of alcoholics: morally insane alcoholics, weak-willed alcoholics, and dipsomaniacs.  The first type, morally insane alcoholics, have a poorly developed moral sense and thus do everything in excess.  Their frequent intoxication often results in accidents and violence.  The second type, weak willed alcoholics, have an adequate moral sense but lack willpower.  These alcoholics drink either because they like the taste of alcohol of by habit.  The third type, dipsomaniacs, are impulsive drinkers whose willpower dissolves in alcohol.  In addition, all three types suffer from defective mental states brought on primarily by inherited mental degeneracy, which was thought to be cumulative in certain families.  As studies intensified more information was released about the origins and characteristics involving alcoholism.  Then as Babor points out, in 1941 a psychiatrist named Karl Bowman and Jellinik published a review of their work in the Quarterly Journal of Studies on Alcohol.  The focus of the journal was on “Alcohol Addiction and It’s Treatment.”  Their classification of alcoholism can be put into “two broad categories defined by the pattern of drinking (i.e. steary and intermittent, which was further differentiated into periodic and irregular).  These groups were further subdivided according to the etiology of the disease into subtypes resulting from internal (i.e., exogenous) causes, resulting in four major categories—and several minor categories that encompassed the subtypes identified by previous theorists.”  Their first category was called the “primary or true alcoholics are characterized by their immediate liking for alcohol’s effects, the rapid development of an uncontrollable need for alcohol, and their inability to abstain.  In contrast, alcohol dependence in the remaining subtypes, which collectively are called the secondary addicts, develops in the course of prolonged drinking.”  (qtd. in Babor)  The category described by Bowman and Jellinek is for people who are “steady endogenous symptomatic drinkers.”  This group has major psychological disorders that include schizoid, schizophrenia, and syphilitic alcoholics.  People who fall into this category are often being treated with anti-depressant drugs and the combination of alcohol can be harmful and even deadly in extreme cases.  Bowman and Jellinik’s third category is for people who are “intermittent endogenous symptomatic drinkers.”  These people have a distinct drinking pattern and over time develop and psychiatric disorder.  The fourth category is for “stammtisch drinkers” who casually use alcohol daily.  These people are not controlled by alcohol but they consume it daily in social settings.  Doctors used this information and diagnosed alcoholics by these four categories.  Then, as Babor points out, in 1987 Robert Zucker, regarding the development of alcohol, conducted more research involving a longitudinal study of 102 men.  Through his research, Zucker postulated four types of alcoholism stemming from earlier studies conducted by Bowman and Jellinik.  His study was based largely on hereditary genes that can increase a person’s chances of developing alcoholism.  Zucker’s first category is described as antisocial and of genetic basis.  The person has both alcohol-related problems and anti-social problems.  His second category is developmentally cumulative which is influenced by social pressures like drinking wine at meals or a shot of vodka during happy hour.  His third category is called negative-effect and occurs most often in women.  Usually women will drink in social settings to “enhance relationships” and regulate their moods.  Zucker’s fourth category postulates is called “developmentally limited” and distinguished by a person drinking heavily in their later adolescent years and settling down with a career and family while continuing to drink in social settings.  As research has shown over the past hundred and fifty years there are many facets to alcoholism.  As more and more studies are conducted we see that this disease, that was looked upon as a simple problem, is a disease that has many causes and is very difficult to cure.       

Looking at Hemingway’s “A clean well lighted place”, we can see how his character’s fit into these traditional categories.  The old man is the classic example of a “weak-willed alcoholic” as described by Legrain (qtd. In Babor).  In the story the old man seeks refuge in a nice café where he can escape the dark sleepless nights that lurk ahead of him.  His despair is clear when Hemingway states, “the old man liked to sit late because he was deaf and now at night it was quiet/ and he felt the indifference” (1108).  The old man is living a very hard life where he has trouble hearing and communicating with other people.  He doesn’t communicate or associate with anyone because of the worsening of his disease.  The old man’s deteriorating health due to excessive drinking has also contributed to his lack of emotional and spiritual wellness.  With alcohol the old man is able to lose his thoughts in the quiet drunken state he finds himself in each night.  According to Babor Bowman and Jellinik also help the reader to better understand the old man’s behavior.  As described in their journal, “Alcohol Addiction and It’s Treatment”, the first category of alcoholics says that a person has an “immediate liking for alcohol’s effects, the rapid development of an uncontrollable need for alcohol, and their inability to abstain.  Clearly the old man feels all of these symptoms because of where he is in life.  At this stage there is little hope for the old man to change his behavior.  He has suffered for many years and through each and every lonely sleepless night the old man becomes more and more dependent on alcohol.              

The older waiter has a unique insight into the old man’s life when he and say’s “He had a wife once too” (1109).  As we learn later in the story the old waiter is single and has the same feelings each and every lonely night.  Without a family the old waiter feels like he has nothing and this has lead him to mild depression.  As previously stated the chances for someone to abuse alcohol are greatly increased when a person is not well emotionally and spiritually.  Unfortunately alcohol has taken over the old waiter’s life as he tries to seek his own refuge in bars and café’s.  He tries to justify his behavior by denying his drinking problem when he says, “it is probably only insomnia.  Many must have it.”  (1110)  Research however has shown that denial is a very common psychological behavior for alcoholics and the old waiter is showing signs of his disease worsening.     

Alcoholics also affect children and the psychological damage on a young person can scar someone for their entire life.  According to Flavin and Morse there are an estimated 28 million children of alcoholics in the United States, approximately 7 million of them under the age of 18.  With these staggering statistics one can see that millions of young people are seriously affected each day by alcoholic behavior and abuse.  A young person will feel confused and hurt because their parents will often neglect and mistreat them.  The child however will try to over achieve and get their parent’s attention while remaining loyal to their parents.  There is a strange bond observed by the children of parents who are alcoholics.  Normal logic says that a child will have anger and resentment toward the parent, when in fact a child often displays support and an overwhelming desire to spend time with the parent.  This abnormal psychology occurs because a young child will often feel insecure and their biological parents are the only people who they feel comfortable with.  Years of therapy and counseling are often ineffective because the children of alcoholics are affected at such earlier ages in life.        
  In Theodore Roethke’s “My Papa’s Waltz” the young boy is a classic example a youth being directly affected by alcohol.  The father clearly abuses alcohol regularly and the boy’s desire to be with his father is unconditional despite the conflicting feelings the boy feels.  He feels love and pain when he spends time clinging to his father’s leg wanting his father’s attention.  The boy’s pain is clearly reflected when he say’s, “The hand that held my wrist/ Was battered on one knuckle;/ At every step you missed/ My right ear scraped a buckle. (9-12).  Ironically the boy is willing to endure the pain because of his everlasting love towards his father.  The boy’s love is clearly dominating in this poem when he says, “But I hung on like death:/ Such waltzing was not easy” (3-4).  The little boy is clinging to his father and unwilling to let him go.  The father is overtaken by alcohol and cannot pay full attention to his son, yet the boy is seemingly unaffected and just tries harder to get his father’s attention.  Again the boy’s love stands out when he say’s, “You beat time on my hand/ With a palm caked hard by dirt, Then waltzed me off to bed/ Still clinging to your shirt” (13-16).  The poem ends with the boy’s last thoughts of his father taking him to bed and the emotions felt by the boy.  It is sad and pitiful to see a young boy feeling this way towards his father when his father cannot give him the same attention back.  This is another striking example of alcoholism and the devastating effects it has on children.  

As one can see alcohol is a very powerful substance that can take control over anyone’s life.  Whether it is an old man who is afraid of the dark lonely night, a middle-aged waiter who can see that his life is equally as lonely, or a young boy who is psychologically devastated by his father’s drinking habits, the effects of alcohol are clear and very serious.  Doctor’s are able to categorize and understand the behavior of alcoholics making treatment more successful but a simple fact about alcohol remains.  People who use alcohol need to look at research and see that their lifestyle may lead to behavior so accurately described by Earnest Hemingway and Theodore Roethke.    

