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The Alcoholic in Wonderland

!
A. D. THoMSON

The International Journal of the Medical Council on Alcoholism,
London, UK

ABSTRACT
j

Man has enjoyed the mind-altering properties of alcohol for thousands
of years and has also suffered the consequences of excessive intake. It
would seem sensible to try to avoid the devastating physical and mental
consequences of such damage which reaps such misery for the
alcoholic, his family and even the unborn children of that family.
Society’s response is all too often one of denial avhich only reinforces
the patient’s own lack of insight and does nothing to interrupt the
downward spiral of his behaviour. Such distortion of reality reminds us
of Alice’s journey into Wonderland which reflects the problems but
offers no solutions. :

INTRODUCTION

People drink alcohol because it is a mind-altering drug. It is only one
of many substances which man uses to change his perception of a
hostile environment and for a short time at least to blurr tpe edgesofa
too painful reality. The factors with which he is struggling to come to
terms may be part of the external world or the product of:his internal
environment. Why else would one seek to alter the brain’s function?
The decision as to whether this is a wise thing to do must in"evitably be
influenced by the consequences of drinking and will ultimately be an
individual decision, although not necessarily made in the full
knowledge of where the road is leading.

There must be few people who have read about Alice’s adventures
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2 A. D. Thomson

in Wonderland who have not had a secret desire to transform
themselves as she did and follow her down the rabbit-hole into that
strange world which required a drink to reach it.

It is all very well to say ‘DRINK ME’ but the wise little
Alice was not going to do that in a hurry. “No, I will look
first.” she said. “and see whether it’s marked ‘poison’.”
However, this bottle was not marked ‘poison’ so Alice
ventured to taste it and, finding it véry nice...she very
soon finished it off.

Alice's Adventures in Wonderland
Lewis CARROLL

Societies have lived with alcohol for many thousands of years but
as we come to examine more closely the role that it plays. like Alice’s
world. "it grew stranger and stranger the more she looked at it’. The
effects of excessive drinking have become too commonplace for us to
take them seriously. Day after day we read in our popular newspapers
the tragic stories associated with excessive drinking or the
consequences of excessive drinking while the Government raises
thousands of millions of pounds in revenue by taxing the sale of
alcohol. It is unquestionably a major social problem facing the
Western World today. There is growing recognition of brain damage
and permanent injury to unborn children made more poignant by the
increase in alcoholism among women and teenagers.

The problem in assessing the incidence of alcoholism is that there is
no simple definition of the condition and nobody knows precisely
how many alcoholics or problem drinkers there are in any country. In
the United States 129, of the population are thought to be “heavy
drinkers’ and the number of alcoholics is considered to exceed
10000 000. At a conservative estimate, at least 500 000 people in this

_country are thought to have a drinking problem severe enough for
them to be called alcoholics. Some believe that this is a gross
underestimation. What is clear, however, is that alcoholism casts its
net of misery wide and far and many other people may be affected by
an alcoholic’s drinking habits—the human misery associated with
broken marriages, financial difficulties, child or spouse battering,
road accidents and the large economic loss to society by reduced work
output.

It has been estimated that alcoholism is the major contributing
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factor to over a quarter of the illnesses leading to admission to acute
medical units in Great Britain, although it frequently goes
unrecognised by the medical staff. There are many roads to
alcoholism and some people, through opportunity and the company
they keep, will drift into it. There are many ways of drinking and
many types of drink, but the disease is characterised by the repetitive
and compulsive ingestion of alcohol to an extent that it interferes with
the alcoholic’s health, marital status, career or interpersonal
relationships. The alcoholic prefers to go through life in a partially
sedated state and, even at times of sobriety, has the continueus need
to control his drinking. At the centre of the problem there is an
isolated person. The alcoholic’s chance of obtaining help is not made
/’ easier by the ambivalent attitude of the medical profession or by
! society which encourages drinking and often denies the obvious
! consequences of the excessive use of alcohol until it has extracted its
price.

~

THE SHORT-TERM EFFECTS OF ALCOHOL

If you walk into a public house and ask for the conventional measure
of almost any drink, you will be given 7-9 g of alcohol. This may be
24 ml of whisky, gin or vodka, 60 ml of sherry, 120ml of wine-or
280 ml of beer. If a man weighing 70 kg drinks a pint of beer (360 ml or
16 g of alcohol) this will be absorbed rapidly on an empty stomach.
reaching a peak blood alcohol concentration of approximately
30mg, 100 ml in | h which gradually declines over the next 4-6 h as it
is metabolised by the liver. Repeated drinking will therefore have an
accumulative effect. The acute effects of drinking alcohol are well
known and are illustrated in Fig. 1. Violence is often associated with -
bouts of drinking, causing injury due to fights, battering of the
marital partner or child abuse. Patients will often present with severe
burns of which they have no recollection (Fig. 2) and there is the
nightly toll of road traffic accidénts due to driving while under the
influence of alcohol. Even below, the legal limit of 80 mg 100 ml a
driver has a 3-4 times greater risk of having a road traffic accident
and, as the blood alcohol level rises, the probability increases
dramatically. Figure 3 shows the period of time during which the
blood alcohol will remain above the legal limit following different
amounts of alcohol ingestion.
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Fi1G. . Acute effects of alcohol intake. (Taken from The Booze Book, Hope Press
Publications, London, 1979.)

FiG. 2. Patient admitted to hospital with a severe burn of which he has no
recollection.
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Drink Period of time Blood Ethanol Concentration
exceeds legal limit (80mg/100ml).
BEER
3 PINTS
FER
6 PINTS
up to 6 HOURS
SPIRITS FREFEEP | 2 ]
6 OOUBLES
up to 6 HOURS
P R AL AL A 7o s o]
6 GLASSES
TTYITYY
SHERRY

4 GLASSES ! ! ! ! [ w to & HOURS)

FiG. 3. Effect of various drinks on ability to drive a car.
A

LONG-TERM EFFECTS OF ALCOHOL ABUSE

Attempts have been made to define safe levels of long-term drinking
(Table 1). These are based largely on evidence of liver injury although
it might be more appropriate to relate t¥em to brain damage. It must
‘also be borne in mind that there is no actual safe level of alcohol
‘intake since certain predisposed individuals will develop irreversible
damage at levels lower than the average daily intake recommended.

~ Similarly. women appear to be more sensitive to the damaging effects

of alcohol than men, both in their brain and their liver. This may be
related to their smaller size as well as their biological make-up.

1 TABLE |

" SAFE LEVELS OF DAILY DRINKING
Upper 'imits suggested by the Royal College of Psychiatrists:

- Four pints of beer
! or
Four doubles of spirits
or
One bottle of wine (standard size)

(From Clare. A. W. and King, M. (1983). Alcoholism: Quarterly Newsletter
for General Practice, No. |. By kind permission of Pergamon Press. Oxford.)




