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Adcoholism: A disease or o disgrace?

In 1984, Dr. James K. Milam
pubilished Euder the Influence. In this
bk, he wirote, T Alcobolism s
tragically  and  lundamentally
mistndersiond. Every aspect of the
diseome 1s comfiosed, distorted by myth
At s omeeption and colered by opi
s which have no iom bisis in
by,

Phis  stragrhiiorward statement
deseribes hiw the muagony o the peds-
ple i society tegard aleoholisi 1 s
septificantly different from how thiey
view Olher disenses

Somne e b as a o moral weakness,
athers see as a chocacter Haw or n
behavioral traa; b few see il ax &
disease that only proper treatment can
help

A sepment of researchers and some
professiomals argue that individusl per-
soniality detects are the primary cause
of wleoholism among the Natives
Alcobol, they argue, s a means o
releasing spgression, anger, roge, oy
well us a means of escapaing from
sooieial or personal problems

Muny churches and religious groups
believe  aleoholism i3 8 moral
wasthness or o sin. Thes theory would
wssume that w order to combat the
disease, one would have o go Trom
“heing bud ' 1w Uheing good

There are also those who would
arpue tha drnking 1s o behavioral trai
of o habit. They suggpest thit addiction
th ondy lor users of those drags that
are addictive, such us herom, mor
phine, opmies They argoe thot peo
ple who wse drugs develop a Ligh
phiysical tolerance o the drag ina very
short time. They claoim that only a
smiall posrtion of alcohol users become
addicred, rtherefore 9t s a2
psychological, hatut-forming problem

There nre even those who speculate
that Native drinking 15 a subcorscious
political act of demonstrting their de
flance. Here it is viewed os a symbolic
resistance 1o while oppression.

While most of socicly  has
mconcephions  whout  alcoholisim,
most of the  aleoholism  treatment
estahlishiments suppott the diseane
theary ol algoholism

To provide trentment, the progrnm
must develop a  phdosophy  on
aleoholism consistent with the treut-
ment provided. While many agencies
helieve 1n external causations,
AMARC maintains that the psycholog:
el cubtural and social factors may in-
fluence the alcoholic's deinking pat
terns and behaviors when drinking, but
we belleve this has no effect on
whether or mit a person becomies an
aleohalic

The cemer endorses research tha
defines alcoholism as genetic. To sup-
port our contention, we can pommi o

Ernesi 1 Tumer
research that shows the predisposing
physwlogical  tactors which  conse
alcoholism

As Milam wirote, “Resgurchers
huve wncovered o numbeér ol
physiological  diflerences  botween
alcohalics amd non-aleoholics. When
naken together, these predisposing T
tops caplain the pleatiobic” s valnerabili-

sleoholic  gifts of value such as
chothing. lood and supplies.

Alterwards, however, fellowship
often wis symbolized by consuming
liguor, which was obuined cheaply by
whites and could be used to barter for
nearly anything the Induwns had ™

Accepting whit you sre offered 15
SUUL o trachivion in most Alaska Native
culture. Thus, when one wanis 10 stop
drinking, the conflict of the inernal
values of the heritage is power(ul

The vastness of the state und villuge
islativn are also problems, especial
by tor the young. The drnking, the
Pighting and sexusl adventures may be
by far the most exciting activity go
ing om for many of the youngsters, For
the adulis, the lack of economc up
porunities contribute o ndividual and
fumuly siress

In addition, muny of the villagers
view ilcoholism as wn artficnl i(llness
Thas belief leads o massive dendal of
alcobolism as @ viable iliness by the
coftimumity . Most would rather blame
Western aivilization or their unigue
vircumstances as o reason  for
drinking

Alvohol sddiction and aleobiolisim
were st Listed an the Amenican St
dard Classtlicd Nomenclatare  of
[ hscase in TRAE, But diagnosite assess

There is a great body of literature
that speculates why the Alaska Na-
tives become alcoholic at a percen-
tage far greater than the rest of
society. An ample supply of theories
most widely held by researchers
belong to the socio-cultural or envi-
ronmental category.

iy to alcohol and the omser of
aleoholism. '

For most dinnkers, alcobol i not ad-
dictive, but some become addicted
thus alcoholism.

There is a great body of literature
thint speculates why the Alaskn Natives
become alcoholic st b percentage fa
greater than the rest of socicty . An am
ple supply of theanies most widely held
hy researchers belong o the socin-
cultural or envitonmental category
They argue that crroumstantil , as well
as cultural and contemporary socil
characteristics, have mobilized
together in such a manner as o pro
duce conditions which cause alcoholic
behavior and alcoholism

It is ANARC s comention that the
reson individuals start 1o drink has
nothing to do with dlcoholism, Native
aleoholics begin to drink for all the
same rensons thit non-aleoholics begin

1 drmk: stimulation, relaxation,
socinhility, easing stress, euphoria and
others

Likewise, alcoholics, just as non
aleoholics, mre influenced in the way
they drink, how much they drink,
when they drink by social situations,
traditicns and other circumstances

H“m% ey prior experience with
alcohol, lintle understamding of its use
or functions, the Natives, with some
cxceptions, drink 1o gel drunk.

In most villuges, the common prag-
uce of sharing with neighbors and
friends in ulso extends o shar
mg of aleohol, In the book, Alaska
Hooch, published in 1988, Thayne |,
Anderson wrole, "Belore whiles came
i Alaskn, MNatives likely displayed
frienclship by exchanging non-

ment criteria were not published until
1972,

In 1983, S.B Blume, in “"The
Diseave Concept of  Alcaholism, ™
Jowrmal  of Psyohiatric Treaiment
Evaluation, defined disease as a *"con-
diion in which iy health 1
seriously attacked, derunged, or im-
panred; sickness or diness i which the
underlying pathogenesis s clearly
wnderstomd,

Alcoholism is now recognized as o
disense by the World Health Organiea-
tion, American Medical Association,
American Psychistric Association and
must other health organizations.

I'he wecepted criterin used to
disgnoye alcoholism are: an incrensed
tlerance 10 aleohal, #  physical
dependence, the physical withdrawal
u_rm tiwmis and an irresistible need for
aleohol when it &5 withdrawn

Alaska Native Alcoholism

“The history ol alcohol use n
Alaska van be traced from the earliest
arrival of sallors from foreign lands
m 171, according W Thayoe 1.
Anderson in his 1988 book. Alavka
Hooch

“The first people 0 introduce
aleohol o the indigenous Natives of
Alaska were the Russians who sailed
o Alnska Trom Siberin,”” he said

However, it is generally nccepted
that the Alaska Natives did not readi
Iy woecept the use of alcoholic
heveriges before the first contact by
the Europeans.

“When Capt. James Cook offered
alcoholic drinks w Indians he met in
MNoatka Sound in | 778, the Indians re-
jected them as something unnatural

and disgusting o the palsie,” he saul,

I 15 also generally accepted that all
newcoimers 1o Alaska used alcohofic
beverages [or one purpose or gnother,
bul beciuse of the vastness of the staie
i s difficult 1o determine when and
hiow olten plcohol was available in dif
fetent parts of the stote

By far the worst traders in wlecholw
beverages were the first Amencans to
come 1o Alaska. They were trying to
make a profit i a way they knew
would work. None of the traders that
exploited the resources along  the
Alnskan coast were particularly kind
iy the Alaska MNanves,

- lor innate wickedness and col
tooded barbanties in the trestment of
savage or half-civilized nations no
peaple on carth during the Fum cen-
wry have excelled men of Anglo
Saxon ongen, " Hubert Howe Bancrodt
s in hes 1965, *'History of Alaska, ™

Drunkenness among the Natives
quickly hecame a problem. Not until
the second hulf of the 20th century,
however, becouse of easy access by air
to all the wvillages, has alcoholism
become un epidemic

According w the Tndian Health Set
vice, i 1969, by the second halt of
the cemury, alcobolsm had been
declared one of the miost serous bealih
problems acing Indin peaples

0 ds o disense that incapacitanes snd
kills Alaskn Natives at a rate lar above
thase for non-MNatives. Beginning
1B, THS cited aleoholism as a durect
conteibuting factor for at least four of
the wop 10 causes of death: acoidents.
liver disease, bomicide and' suicide

The [HS also smd thiur alcobolism
is known to be detrimental o human
physiology. Thus, it could hasten
death from beart disease, cergbral
vidculir disense, dinbetes, cancers,
aod it is a contributing factor affecting
newborms, causing conditions such as
Fetal Alcohol Syndrome.

Dieaths from pocumonia or influenzi
vin be caused by excessive alcohol
use, due 1o lowering of  disease
resistanee. In essence, the THS states
that alcoholism may significantly con-
tribute in one way or another 1o 10 ol
the leuding cousés of death among
Aluska Natives.

Additionally, many more Natives
experience the more insidious conse-
quenceés of the disease: disability,
tumily problems, incarceration, job
problems, loss of self-esteem, spintual
despatr amnd considerable pain und
ilIness

OF particulsr concern o mosl
Alnska Native organizations iy the sell-
destructivi behavior of the alcohalic
Datn on  delingquency,  homicides,
assaults, suicides and other sociv-
cultural problems show a significant
impact related to alcoholhism.

The public has theonzed all manner
of explianations for the extremely high
rate of aleoholism among  Alnska
Natives, from moral weakness to
cultural valnerability. 10 is no wonder
that Native people have so much trou-
hle developing adequate approaches o
the problem.

No matter the cause of alcoholism,
the consequences within the Alaska
Native communities wre critical

Next week, Turner will address the
issue of “Alcohdlism, Education and
Culrure. " HWe will discuss some of the
programs developed for Nuative
alcoholics by  Alaska Narives
themselves. In additfon, he discusses
the importance of education, explain-
img that iraditionally culraral values
are passed down from the elders, This
rraat bt faken into account in treatment
programs, according to Tumner.



