Robinsons on Parallel

How to Become an Alcoholic

Afternoon sessions at ICASSI, the summer institute for parents, counselors, and teachers of Adlerian Psychology gave us participants a chance for learning valuable information in a class sized setting.  Andrea Salewsky, from Germany, presented one awesome session on alcoholism.  She shared her nine years of experience and what she had learned from alcoholics.

The first statement that came out of Andrea’s mouth, I will never forget:  “Alcoholics lie all the time.”  Wow! They can be annoying, claim many things, and can be very difficult.  Folks who suffer from the disease of alcoholism often started drinking early.  Alcohol helps to ease the situations that they find challenging.  A professional business man would say, “I feel better with a drink; I feel more relaxed.”  The Adlerians call this moving from a “felt minus” to a “felt plus.”

The act of drinking doesn’t feel OK to the drinkers so they find “explanations” as to why they drink.  Other people begin to make remarks; drinkers get annoyed; they know they are drinking too much.  It goes on for weeks, months, years.  Drinking becomes a habit that drinkers explain to themselves and to others.  Drinkers trick themselves, which is part of the alcoholism syndrome.

This is a progression.  Next, alcoholics feel they are doing something that is not right, but they can’t control the way they are harming themselves and their relationships, so they feel they have to convince themselves that it is OK.   They continue to drink and they have to drink more and more to get the feeling they consider “normal” or “good.”  The drinking moves from a psychological addiction to a physical addiction.

Alcoholics seek to find an explanation for their behavior that is outside of themselves.  (This is the old “blame game.”)  At this point, they are fighting for their feelings of self worth; their self-respect decreases.  Often they take on the “know it all” aura to compensate for these downer feelings.   They put themselves up and put others down.  They try to convince themselves they are not addicted.  Time moves on.

They feel they have lost their ability to feel good without alcohol.  They begin to back off from their friends and social gatherings or they meet with folks who are also alcoholics.  Depression comes with stopping drinking—many get an antidepressant, and suffer more when they come off it—then go to pain medication.  At this point alcoholics feel pity for themselves, and the drinking goes on.

By this time, they may be required to get some help and attend rehab sessions.  Often the issue of co-dependency raises its ugly head.  If alcoholics have been drinking for 30 or 40 years, there most likely are persons in their lives that have enabled them (made excuses for them; bailed them out of tough situations; felt sorry for them; provided them with alcohol, meds, etc.)

Also after this much time has passed there is liver damage, cognitive impairment, denial that one forgets.   There is delirium and brain damage.  It is too late for psychotherapy; the alcoholic requires an institution.

In Germany, alcoholics go to the hospital for detox. Group therapy is very helpful at this point. The therapist provides a description of what is happening and clearly states what the consequences are.  One of the avenues of therapy is to find how to engage in social activities without alcohol.  Water or juices are safe substitutes.

It is important for the therapist not to take the lying and aggression personally.  Remember alcoholics are “perfect in lying.”  It is not helpful for the therapist to get into an argument with the alcoholic.  Obviously, it is important to deal with the enablers in the life of the alcoholic.  Educate the relatives as to what is useful and not useful to the alcoholic.  Self-care for the family members becomes very important.

Andrea’s experience as a therapist and preparation for this session left us participants with renewed courage to deal with the challenge of alcoholism professionally and personally.   There are few families that aren’t touched by the damage caused by the abuse of alcohol.  The session was packed with participants because all of us care about folks who are in the death grips of the struggle of the disease of alcohol.

