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I shot heroin and cocaine while attend-
ing Columbia University in the 1980s, 
sometimes injecting many times a day 
and leaving scars that are still visible. I 
kept using, even after I was suspended 
from school, after I 
overdosed and even 
after I was arrested 
for dealing, despite 
knowing that this 
could reduce my 
chances of staying 
out of prison.

My parents were 
devastated: They 
couldn’t understand 
what had happened 
to their “gifted” child 
who had always 
excelled academically. 
They kept hoping I 
would just somehow stop, even though 
every time I tried to quit, I relapsed 
within months.

There are, speaking broadly, two 
schools of thought on addiction: The 
fi rst was that my brain had been chemi-
cally “hijacked” by drugs, leaving me no 
control over a chronic, progressive dis-
ease. The second was simply that I was 
a selfi sh criminal, with little regard for 
others, as much of the public still seems 
to believe. (When it’s our own loved ones 
who become addicted, we tend to favor 
the fi rst explanation; when it’s someone 
else’s, we favor the second.)

We are long overdue for a new perspec-
tive — both because our understanding 
of the neuroscience underlying addiction 
has changed and because so many exist-
ing treatments simply don’t work.

Addiction is indeed a brain problem, 
but it’s not a degenerative pathology 
like Alzheimer’s disease or cancer, nor is 
it evidence of a criminal mind. Instead, 
it’s a learning disorder, a difference in 
the wiring of the brain that affects the 
way we process information about moti-
vation, reward and punishment. And, as 
with many learning disorders, addictive 
behavior is shaped by genetic and envi-
ronmental infl uences over the course of 
development.

Scientists have documented the connec-
tion between learning processes and addic-
tion for decades. Now, through both animal 
research and imaging studies, neuroscien-
tists are starting to recognize which brain 
regions are involved in addiction and how.

The studies show that addiction alters 
the interactions between midbrain regions 
like the ventral tegmentum and the 
nucleus accumbens, which are involved 
with motivation and pleasure, and parts 
of the prefrontal cortex that mediate deci-
sions and help set priorities. Acting in con-
cert, these networks determine what we 
value in order to ensure that we attain 
critical biological goals: namely, survival 

and reproduction.
In essence, addiction occurs when these 

brain systems are focused on the wrong 
objects: a drug or self-destructive behavior 
like excessive gambling instead of a new 

sexual partner or a 
baby. Once that hap-
pens, it can cause seri-
ous trouble.

If, like me, you grew 
up with a hyper-reac-
tive nervous system 
that constantly 
made you feel over-
whelmed, alienated 
and unlovable, fi nding 
a substance that eases 
social stress becomes 
a blessed escape. For 
me, heroin provided 
a sense of comfort, 

safety and love that I couldn’t get from 
other people (the key agent of addiction in 
these regions is the same for many plea-
surable experiences: dopamine). Once I’d 
experienced the relief heroin gave me, I felt 
as though I couldn’t survive without it.

Understanding addiction from this neu-
rodevelopmental perspective offers a great 
deal of hope. First, like other learning dis-
orders, for example, attention-defi cit hyper-
activity disorder or dyslexia, addiction 
doesn’t affect overall intelligence. Second, 
this view suggests that addiction skews 
choice — but doesn’t completely eliminate 
free will: after all, no one injects drugs in 
front of the police. This means that addicts 
can learn to take actions to improve our 
health, like using clean syringes, as I did. 
Research overwhelmingly shows such pro-
grams not only reduce H.I.V., but also aid 
recovery.

The learning perspective also explains 
why the compulsion for alcohol or drugs can 
be so strong and why people with addiction 
continue even when the damage far out-
weighs the pleasure they receive and why 
they can appear to be acting irrationally: 
If you believe that something is essential 
to your survival, your priorities won’t make 
sense to others.

Learning that drives urges like love and 
reproduction is quite different from learn-
ing dry facts. Unlike memorizing your 
sevens and nines, deep, emotional learn-
ing completely alters the way you deter-
mine what matters most, which is why you 
remember your high school crush better 
than high school math.

Recognizing addiction as a learning dis-
order can also help end the argument over 
whether addiction should be treated as a 
progressive illness, as experts contend, or 
as a moral problem, a belief that is refl ected 
in our continuing criminalization of certain 
drugs. You’ve just learned a maladaptive 
way of coping.

There are, speaking broadly, two 
schools of thought on addiction: The 

fi rst was that my brain had been chemi-
cally “hijacked” by drugs, leaving me 
no control over a chronic, progressive 
disease. The second was simply that I 

was a selfi sh criminal, with little regard 
for others, as much of the public still 

seems to believe.

Maia Szalavitz

Can you get over 
an addiction?

see next page

To the editor:
Recently, the Bartlett 

Historical Society and the 
Bartlett School District 
entered into a long-term 
lease on the former St. 
Joseph’s Catholic Church in 
Bartlett Village. 

The building will become 
the headquarters, research 
center, museum and reposi-
tory of historical material 
pertaining to the history of 
Bartlett and its environs.

The society wishes to 
express its sincere grati-
tude to the Bartlett School 
Board, SAU 9 Supt. Kevin 
Richard and Asst. Supt. 
Kadie Wilson for all their 
hard work and profession-
alism in helping to bring 
this long sought goal to 

its fi rst step in becoming a 
reality.

Now, the real work starts 
for the society; we must raise 
about $325,000 for renova-
tion to make the building 
suitable for the society’s 
needs and another $200,000 
for endowment purposes. 
Yes, there is grant money 
available, but the major-
ity of the funds will have 
to come from society mem-
bers, friends, supporters and 
benefactors. 

Shortly we will be start-
ing our major fund-raising 
campaign so whatever you 
can do to help us in this 
endeavor would be greatly 
appreciated.

 Norman Head, president
 Bartlett Historical Society

Historical society begins capital campaign 
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To the editor:
Congressman Frank 

‘Lying’ Guinta came to 
Manchester after being 
employed by an insurance 
company. 

Richard Ashooh is also a 
candidate running in the 
Sept. 13, District 1 Republi-
can primary. He has a bac-
ground as a lobbyist and 
an executive  for a British 
defense company located in 
New Hampshire’s District 2. 

Former Congresswoman 
Carol Shea-Porter moved to 
Rochester; she has a back-
ground as a social worker. 

My background is civil 
engineering, studied and 
performed while I was head 
of grounds and roads at 
University of New Hamp-
shire from 1980-82. 

I have worked for the past 
40 years on repairing stone 
structures on the National 
Historic Register list, town 
hall foundations, cemetery 
walls, trails on the summit 
of Mount Washington and 
many stone projects on pri-
vate and buisness sites all 
over New Hampshire’s 1st 
Congressional District. 

We need a civil engineer 
in Congress because we 
have plenty of lawyers social 
workers and insurance sales-
men already there. 

My calluses work for you, 
send me to Washington D.C. 
(named after a civil engi-
neer). Also, friend me on 
Facebook.   

Michael Callis, candidate 
for Congress 

Conway

We need a civil engineer in Washington, D.C.
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Moreover, if addiction resides in the 
parts of the brain involved in love, 
then recovery is more like getting over 
a breakup than it is like facing a life-
long illness. Healing a broken heart is 
diffi cult and often involves relapses 
into obsessive behavior, but it’s not 
brain damage.

The implications for treatment 
here are profound. If addiction is like 
misguided love, then compassion is 
a far better approach than punish-
ment. Indeed, a 2007 meta-analysis 
of dozens of studies over four decades 
found that empowering, empathetic 
treatments like cognitive behavioral 
therapy and motivational enhance-
ment therapy, which nurture an 
internal willingness to change, work 
far better than the more traditional 
rehab approach of confronting denial 
and telling patients that they are 
powerless over their addiction.

This makes sense because the cir-
cuitry that normally connects us to 
one another socially has been chan-
neled instead into drug seeking. To 
return our brains to normal then, we 
need more love, not more pain.

In fact, studies have not found evi-
dence in favor of harsh, punitive 
approaches, like jail terms, humiliat-
ing forms of treatment and traditional 
“interventions” where families threaten 
to abandon addicted members. People 
with addictions are already driven to 
push through negative experiences by 
their brain circuitry; more punishment 
won’t change this.

In line with the idea that develop-
ment matters, research also shows 
that half of all addictions — with the 
exception of tobacco — end by age 30, 
and the majority of people with alco-
hol and drug addictions overcome it, 
mostly without treatment. I stopped 
taking drugs when I was 23. I always 
thought that I had quit because I 

fi nally realized that my addiction was 
harming me.

But it’s equally possible that I 
kicked then because I had become bio-
logically capable of doing so. During 
adolescence, the engine that drives 
desire and motivation grows stronger. 
But unfortunately, only in the mid-
to-late 20s are we able to exert more 
control. This is why adolescence is 
the highest risk period for developing 
addiction — and simple maturation 
may be what helped me get better.

At the time, nearly all treatment 
was based on 12-step groups like 
Alcoholics Anonymous, which help 
only a minority of addicted people. 
Even today, most treatment available 
in rehab facilities involves instruction 
in the prayer, surrender to a higher 
power, confession and restitution pre-
scribed by the steps.

We treat no other medical condi-
tion with such moralizing — people 
with other learning disorders aren’t 
pushed to apologize for their past 
behavior, nor are those affected by 
schizophrenia or depression.

Once we understand that addiction is 
neither a sin nor a progressive disease, 
just different brain wiring, we can stop 
persisting in policies that don’t work, 
and start teaching recovery.

Indeed, if the compulsive drive 
that sustains addiction is directed 
into healthier channels, this type 
of wiring can be a benefi t, not just 
a disability. After all, persisting 
despite rejection didn’t only lead to 
addiction for me — it has also been 
indispensable to my survival as a 
writer. The ability to persevere is 
an asset: People with addiction just 
need to learn how to redirect it.

Maia Szalavitz is the author of 
“Unbroken Brain: A Revolutionary 
New Way of Understanding Addic-
tion.” This column was originally pub-
lished in The New York Times.

Wedding dress reception a happy, fun extravaganza
To the editor: 
Your June 18 edition featured 

the “Wedding Dresses Through the 
Decades” summer-long exhibit at 
the Madison Historical Society. 

I was fortunate to attend the open-
ing wedding dress reception, enjoy-
ing the exhibit of dresses, tea and 
wedding cake served so elegantly 
on the lawn, and musical sing-along 
provided by the Silver Lake Singers. 

I want to express my admiration 
for all the hard work that so obvi-
ously went into producing this 
delight-fi lled gala event and exhibit! 

The Madison Historical Society 
has been transformed into a walk 
down Memory Lane. The rearrange-
ment and make-over of the interior 
of the building to best display the 
dresses is breath-taking. The atten-
tion to detail and presentation of 
each of the dresses, with photo-
graphs, wedding information, and 
fl owers indicates how much time 
and care went into producing this 
stunning exhibit. 

Congratulations to everyone who 
had a hand in making the reception 
a fun-fi lled event for all who were 
lucky enough to attend! The work of 

the following people deserves special 
recognition: Linda Lovering, whose 
idea launched the exhibit; Karen 
Lord, curator of the Madison Histor-
ical Society and driving force behind 
this exhibit; Linda Smith, presi-
dent of the Madison Society who, 
for years, has had a caring hand in 
the Madison Historical Society; the 
Madison Historical Society board; 
the families who kindly loaned wed-
ding dresses for this exhibit; and the 
many volunteers who helped in so 
many ways produce this exhibit and 
reception! 

The wedding dress reception was a 
happy, fun, extravaganza for every-
one who attended. Fortunately, for 
those who missed the opening event, 
and for those of us who want to go 
back and enjoy seeing the displays 
again and again, the Madison Histor-
ical Society is open Tuesdays, from 2 
to 4 p.m. and the “Wedding Dresses 
Through the Decades” exhibit will go 
on through Labor Day. 

I am grateful to the Madison 
Historical Society for creating this 
exceptional display!

Mary Holmes
Silver Lake
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