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An Insiders+ Exclusive Essay 
Addiction is a Key Part of the Human Experience 

 
 

Alcohol, drugs, and their associated cravings, “maladaptive” behaviors, addictions (major, or “micro”), substance use 
disorders - however we choose to label these things - they’re all really familiar to all of us (whether we’re in active 
recovery or not).  And that’s probably because indulging in substances has been part of the human story itself for 
millennia.  

 

The process of fermenting alcohol started thirteen thousand years ago in Georgia (the modern-day country, not the 
state), and went hand-in-hand with the adoption of agriculture by every civilization ever since. Ever wonder how the 
Egyptians built the pyramids? Easy. They paid their workers in beer.  

 

Cannabis was cultivated in Asia over 5,000 years ago. Yeah, it was used as hemp to tie things together due to its 
sinewy properties, but don’t tell me our Tibetan ancestors didn’t blaze up from time to time too. Indigenous tribes 
of the Americas were using psychedelics in their religious ceremonies many centuries before that.  

 

The Greeks drank alcohol like fish and ordained Dionysus their god of wine and ecstasy. The word ecstasy was 
derived from the Greek work exstasis, which means “standing outside oneself” or a dissociative state—which is ironic 
given that it presages today’s clinical use of dissociatives like Ketamine to treat alcohol use disorder. (I’ve tried this 
treatment. It’s cool!) The young students of Socrates, Aristotle, and Plato loved to drink wine after school, and got 
pretty shit-faced. So naturally these philosophers posited a question that has vexed civilization ever since: “How 
much is too much?”  
 

The Romans always had to outdo the Greeks, so they took alcohol to the next level by combining it with violence to 
create the gladiatorial games, and with sex to create the orgy. Their alcohol god Bacchus forms the root of the term 
bacchanalia, a word I would throw around at college frat parties to make sorority girls think I was smart. 
(Bacchanalia means “drunken revelry.”) 
 

Alcohol use didn’t slow down in the Middle Ages. Serfs and nobles alike were probably buzzed 24/7 because water 
contained pathogens that could kill them. Fermented drinks like wine, mead, and beer were the only safe 
alternatives. Did this lead to alcohol use disorders? Totally. Chaucer writes about it in The Canterbury Tales, one of 
the earliest pieces of Western literature. When you factor in a life expectancy of 33 years, marauding gangs of 
murderous Visigoths, internecine religious warfare, state-sanctioned rape, the Crusades, the Inquisition (What a 
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treat!), pogroms, burning at the stake, a vengeful God, and the Black Death, you can hardly blame these poor 
people for wanting to self-medicate. 
 

Today, the topic of addiction isn’t only the purview of clinicians and rehab centers. As mentioned above, addiction is 
a component of human behavior, part of the so-called Human Condition. It draws from, and informs, numerous 
academic and intellectual disciplines.  As one of my sobriety coaches used to say, “Every conversation about human 
nature comes back to the basic question of people always wanting what they can’t have.”  
 

For example, addiction is highly relevant in Sociology, begging questions like: How do we as a society view addicted 
individuals? Does society see them as victims of a disease, or miscreants with no self-control? Is modern society 
itself to blame for addiction? Was Freud right about “Civilization and Its Discontents''? What about Thoreau’s claim 
that “the mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation?” It certainly explains why 95% of Britons toiling during the 
Industrial Revolution would head off to the pub after work. 
 

How does Sociology then inform Public Policy? Do we insist and encourage individuals to hit rock bottom before 
they get help for their harmful habits? Do we mandate that all insurance plans cover a stay in rehab? Do we legalize 
ALL drugs and funnel cost savings into state-funded recovery programs? Do we increase alcohol taxes to pay for 
more and better recovery programs? 
 

This segues into Criminology and Justice. Do we just lock up heroin “addicts” to teach them a lesson? If addiction is 
genetic, do we give the drunk driver who kills a pedestrian a lighter sentence because both her parents drank? Do 
we vacate the conviction of a repeat drug possession offender because his stepfather raped him as a child? Do we 
violate an offender’s 1st Amendment rights of religious liberty by court mandating only “Higher Power” 12-Step 
programs when there are evidence-based, secular alternatives like SMART Recovery? 
 

I mentioned genetics. Now let’s also talk about Race. Racism is founded on a caste system, and caste systems admit 
other groups of people, including people suffering from addiction. In the same way people once innocently used the 
“n-word” for blacks, we still use stigmatizing terms like “Dope-fiend,” “Crack-head,” “Alcoholic,” and “Junkie” for 
people who are addicted. Then, when someone is off drugs, they are “clean.” This stigmatizing language propagates 
the notion that addicted individuals are dirty, infectious, lazy, untouchable, and therefore undeserving of our 
compassion or care. 
 

And while we’re on the subject of Race: Why are the majority of non-violent drug offenders sitting in U.S. jails 
African American? Is it that they are overachievers in the addiction department? Are Latinos more genetically 
predisposed to want to break up their families and ruin their lives? Do Native Americans drink and use because 
they’re lazy, or is it because they live on a reservation—a symbol of the utter decimation of their indigenous culture 
and expropriation of their ancestral lands? 
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Substance use is also relevant to the field of anthropology. The success of human beings as a species was built on 
communication, cooperation, networking, and reciprocal altruism. But addiction is really, really good at breaking 
the “Social Contract.” In hunter-gatherer societies, if your buddies were too hungover to go hunting, it would put 
your entire tribe’s life at risk of starvation. Even Vikings knew when to occasionally call it quits. And when it comes 
to human relationships in general, addicted individuals are generally narcissistic, uncommunicative, uncooperative, 
and very bad at networking because they usually forget who they met at cocktail parties the night before. 
 

Literature and other forms of storytelling also contribute to the subject of substances, and many of history’s authors 
have drawn inspiration from them in different ways. Humans have been gathering around a fire for over 100,000 
years telling stories. Some of these stories became inspired and amplified by fermented fruit, locally harvested 
mushrooms, roots, and the occasional licking of a frog’s back. The mystical visions and feelings of oneness with the 
universe provoked by these hallucinogens were probably the bases of the first religions. Some native American 
tribes today can legally use Peyote in their ceremonies on First Amendment religious freedom grounds.  
 

Christianity centers its biggest sacrament around wine. Judaism uses it in nearly all its rituals. Rastafarians worship 
pot. The Buddha spoke about the problem of addiction a thousand years before the word itself was even invented. 
He states that all humans are burdened by some form or other of addiction, only he called it Tanha, or “Craving.” 
He espoused the “Middle Way” which sounds a lot like “moderation.” 
 

The Romanticism of 18th century English literature was punctuated by Percy Bysshe Shelley’s fascination with 
laudanum (ersatz opium), and Lord Byron’s and Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s actual use of opium. Coleridge’s poem 
Kubla Khan was reportedly inspired by an opium dream but, in a tragic blow to Western literature, he woke up too 
early and forgot the rest of the poem before he could write it all down.  
 

Today we curate this warm and fuzzy notion that contemporary authors like Tennessee Williams, Ernest 
Hemingway, Hunter Thompson, Jack Kerouac, and Dorothy Parker derived their immense talents from the muse 
of alcohol. But in reality alcohol abuse destroyed their lives. We will never know what great works these authors 
could have produced sober. What is certain is that they likely would have lived longer. 
  

Psychology may be a useful tool for treating addiction today, but it also may have informed the creation of the 
entire field of psychology to begin with. William James, the “father” of modern American psychology, wrote 
extensively about the vast and variegated mental worlds he was able to access with laughing gas. Whippits, as they 
are now called, were James’ go-to conduit to deep religious and philosophical insights. Sigmund Freud was addicted 
to cocaine. Carl Jung never took mescaline, but wrote about its ability to provoke “numinous experiences.” Sodium 
Pentothal was used as a truth serum to unlock the subconscious. Some of the best clinicians and scientists working 
in the field of addiction and recovery today are former users.  
 

And lastly, no discussion about cravings, habits and addictions would be complete without including the 
philosophical questions of Free Will and Determinism.  What is the “Good Life”? How are we to live? Well, for 
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billions of people, the Good Life includes using substances.  Getting buzzed from time to time. How do we live a 
“balanced life”? What is a balanced life? Does use of addictive substances cause depression, or do people resort to 
addictive substances because they’re depressed? 
 

So the next time you think about addiction as an isolated problem, or beat yourself up for having your own addictive 
problems, realize you're not alone.  All of humanity is with you. Addiction is not just part of life, it is life. 
 

At Insiders+, we would love to hear what you think! Please email me at: insiders@smartrecovery.org 
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