aa big book doctor's opinion

aa big book doctor's opinion is a pivotal section in the Alcoholics Anonymous
(AA) Big Book that offers an insightful perspective from a medical
professional on alcoholism. This chapter, titled "Doctor's Opinion," provides
a foundational understanding of alcoholism as a disease, highlighting the
physiological and psychological aspects that characterize this condition. The
doctor's viewpoint legitimizes the struggles faced by alcoholics and supports
the AA approach to recovery through acknowledgment and acceptance of the
disease. Understanding the "Doctor's Opinion" is crucial for both newcomers
and seasoned members of AA, as it frames the entire program within a medical
and compassionate context. This article explores the content and significance
of the "Doctor's Opinion," its impact on AA literature and recovery, and why
it remains a cornerstone in addiction treatment discourse.
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Understanding the "Doctor's Opinion" in the AA
Big Book

The "Doctor's Opinion" is an introductory chapter in the AA Big Book written
by Dr. William D. Silkworth, a respected physician who treated many
alcoholics in the early 20th century. This section serves to validate
alcoholism as a genuine physical illness rather than a moral failing or lack
of willpower. Dr. Silkworth’s professional assessment provides a scientific
foundation for the AA program, emphasizing that alcoholism is a chronic
condition with a strong physical component. His opinion helps to reduce
stigma and encourages sufferers to seek help without shame, framing recovery
as a medically necessary and achievable goal.

Historical Context of the Doctor's Opinion

Dr. Silkworth’s contribution came at a time when alcoholism was largely
misunderstood and often treated as a moral weakness. His medical approach



challenged prevailing misconceptions by characterizing alcoholism as a
disease with recognizable symptoms and effects on the brain and body. This
perspective was revolutionary and instrumental in shaping AA’s philosophy,
which combines medical insight with spiritual principles.

The Medical Perspective on Alcoholism

In the "Doctor's Opinion," alcoholism is described primarily as an illness
involving a physical allergy and a mental obsession. Dr. Silkworth explains
that the alcoholic’s body reacts differently to alcohol than that of a non-
alcoholic, leading to uncontrollable drinking behavior. This medical
perspective underscores the complexity of addiction and supports the
necessity of specialized treatment approaches, such as those offered by AA.

The Allergy Concept

The doctor defines the alcoholic's allergy as a unique physical condition
that causes an abnormal reaction to alcohol intake. This allergy is
responsible for the phenomenon where an alcoholic experiences an
uncontrollable craving after the first drink, which is not experienced by
non-alcoholics. This concept highlights the physiological basis of addiction
and helps explain why mere willpower is insufficient for recovery.

The Mental Obsession

Alongside the physical allergy, the "Doctor's Opinion" addresses the mental
aspect of alcoholism—the obsession with drinking. Even when the alcoholic
understands the destructive consequences, the mind remains fixated on
alcohol. This dual nature of alcoholism, involving both body and mind,
necessitates a comprehensive recovery program that addresses psychological
dependencies as well as physical cravings.

Key Insights from the Doctor's Opinion

The chapter delivers several important insights that have shaped the AA
movement and addiction treatment as a whole. It emphasizes the chronic nature
of alcoholism, the inability of alcoholics to control their drinking once
they start, and the need for complete abstinence as the only effective
solution. These points are critical in understanding the challenges faced
during recovery and the rationale behind AA’s suggested practices.

Chronic and Progressive Nature

Dr. Silkworth describes alcoholism as a progressive disease that worsens over



time if left untreated. This progression leads to physical deterioration,
mental health issues, and social consequences. Recognizing alcoholism as a
chronic condition supports the view that long-term management and support are
essential for sustained recovery.

Loss of Control

A fundamental insight is that alcoholics lose control over their drinking
once they take the first drink. Unlike social drinkers, alcoholics cannot
stop after just one or two drinks, which results in a cycle of intoxication
and withdrawal. This loss of control is a defining characteristic of
alcoholism and explains why abstinence is critical.

Necessity of Abstinence

The doctor's opinion endorses the idea that total abstinence from alcohol is
the only viable path to recovery. Attempts to moderate drinking are generally
unsuccessful for alcoholics, as their physical and mental condition makes
moderation impossible. This principle is central to AA’s approach and is
reiterated throughout the Big Book.

Impact on Alcoholics Anonymous Program

The inclusion of the "Doctor's Opinion" in the AA Big Book lends credibility
and authority to the fellowship’s approach. It provides a scientific and
compassionate framework that complements the spiritual and communal aspects
of AA. By framing alcoholism as a disease, the chapter helps members
understand their condition and reduces feelings of guilt or shame.

Foundation for the Twelve Steps

The medical insights inform the development of the Twelve Steps, which
address both the physical and mental dimensions of alcoholism. The
acknowledgment of powerlessness over alcohol and the need for spiritual and
social support are rooted in the understanding of the disease as presented by
Dr. Silkworth.

Encouragement for Seeking Help

By recognizing alcoholism as a medical condition, the "Doctor's Opinion"
encourages individuals to seek professional help and participate in mutual
support groups. This validation helps break down barriers to treatment and
fosters a more supportive environment for recovery.



Relevance in Modern Addiction Treatment

Despite being written nearly a century ago, the "Doctor's Opinion" remains
relevant in contemporary addiction medicine. Its depiction of alcoholism as a
disease aligns with current scientific understanding and continues to
influence treatment modalities. The chapter’s blend of medical observation
and empathetic tone contributes to ongoing efforts to destigmatize addiction.

Alignment with Disease Model of Addiction

Modern addiction treatment largely embraces the disease model, which views
addiction as a chronic brain disorder. The "Doctor's Opinion" anticipated
this model by describing physical and mental components of alcoholism,
supporting the use of comprehensive treatment strategies that include
medical, psychological, and social interventions.

Continued Use in AA Literature

The "Doctor's Opinion" remains a staple in AA literature, included in all
editions of the Big Book. Its enduring presence underscores its importance as
a foundational text that educates newcomers and reinforces the principles of
the program.

Common Misinterpretations and Clarifications

While the "Doctor's Opinion" is widely respected, some misunderstandings
persist regarding its content and implications. Clarifying these points helps
maintain the integrity of AA’s message and ensures accurate knowledge
dissemination.

Alcoholism as a Moral Failing

One common misinterpretation is the belief that alcoholism is a moral
weakness. The "Doctor's Opinion" explicitly rejects this notion by defining
alcoholism as a disease with physical and mental components. This
clarification promotes compassion and reduces stigma.

Role of Willpower

Another misconception is that alcoholics simply lack willpower. The chapter
explains that due to the allergy and mental obsession, willpower alone is
insufficient to stop drinking. This reinforces the necessity of structured
recovery programs and support systems.



Applicability to All Addictions

Although the "Doctor's Opinion" specifically addresses alcoholism, its
principles have been adapted to other forms of addiction. Recognition of
addiction as a complex disease with physical and psychological factors has
influenced broader addiction treatment paradigms.

e Alcoholism defined as a disease with physical and mental components
e The allergy concept explaining uncontrollable cravings

e Chronic and progressive nature of alcoholism

e Loss of control over drinking after the first drink

e Necessity of total abstinence for recovery

e Validation and reduction of stigma through medical perspective

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the 'Doctor's Opinion' section in the AA Big
Book?

The 'Doctor's Opinion' is a section in the Alcoholics Anonymous Big Book
written by Dr. William D. Silkworth, an early supporter of AA. It provides a
medical perspective on alcoholism, describing it as an illness with both
mental and physical components.

Why is the 'Doctor's Opinion' important in the AA
Big Book?

The 'Doctor's Opinion' validates alcoholism as a disease, helping to reduce
stigma and encouraging alcoholics to seek help. It also explains the
phenomenon of craving and loss of control over drinking, which is central to
AA's philosophy.

Who was Dr. William D. Silkworth?

Dr. William D. Silkworth was a physician at Towns Hospital in New York City
who treated many alcoholics. He was one of the first medical professionals to
recognize alcoholism as a disease and supported the founding of Alcoholics
Anonymous.



How does the 'Doctor's Opinion' describe the nature
of alcoholism?

The 'Doctor's Opinion' describes alcoholism as a threefold illness: physical
allergy, mental obsession, and an inability to control drinking. It
emphasizes that alcoholics have a physical reaction to alcohol that causes
uncontrollable cravings.

What role does the 'Doctor's Opinion' play in AA's
approach to recovery?

The 'Doctor's Opinion' lays the foundation for AA's approach by acknowledging
the physical allergy and mental obsession aspects of alcoholism. It supports
the need for a spiritual and holistic recovery process beyond mere willpower.

Is the 'Doctor's Opinion' section still relevant to
modern understandings of alcoholism?

Yes, the 'Doctor's Opinion' remains relevant as it was pioneering in
recognizing alcoholism as a disease. While medical science has advanced, AA
continues to use this foundational perspective to support its recovery
program.

Where can I find the 'Doctor's Opinion' in the AA
Big Book?

The 'Doctor's Opinion' is located at the very beginning of the AA Big Book,
right after the Foreword and before the personal stories. It is one of the
first sections readers encounter.

Does the 'Doctor's Opinion' mention the concept of
allergy in alcoholism?

Yes, Dr. Silkworth describes alcoholism as a physical allergy to alcohol that
causes an abnormal reaction leading to uncontrollable drinking and craving,
differentiating alcoholics from non-alcoholics.

How has the 'Doctor's Opinion' influenced the
treatment of alcoholism?

The 'Doctor's Opinion' helped shift the perception of alcoholism from a moral
failing to a medical condition, influencing treatment approaches to focus on
disease management, abstinence, and support groups like AA.



Additional Resources

1. The Big Book: Alcoholics Anonymous

This is the foundational text of Alcoholics Anonymous, often referred to
simply as "The Big Book." It contains personal stories, the Twelve Steps, and
the Doctor’s Opinion, which provides a medical perspective on alcoholism. The
book serves as a guide for individuals seeking recovery from alcohol
addiction.

2. Alcoholics Anonymous Comes of Age

This book chronicles the early history and growth of Alcoholics Anonymous. It
offers insight into how the movement developed and includes reflections on
the importance of the Doctor’s Opinion in legitimizing alcoholism as a
disease. It’'s an essential read for understanding the context of AA’s
founding.

3. Dr. Bob and the Good Oldtimers

Written by one of AA’'s earliest members, this book provides an intimate look
at the founding of the organization and its early members, including the role
of medical professionals. It highlights the significance of the Doctor’s
Opinion in shaping AA’s approach to alcoholism.

4. Twenty-Four Hours a Day by Richmond Walker

This daily meditation book is designed to support sober living and recovery.
While it does not focus solely on the Doctor’s Opinion, it draws from the
principles established in the Big Book, encouraging ongoing reflection and
spiritual growth.

5. The Language of Letting Go by Melody Beattie

A daily meditation book that complements the Big Book’s teachings by focusing
on emotional and spiritual healing. It helps recovering addicts understand
the importance of acceptance and surrender, concepts that align with the
medical perspective of alcoholism as a chronic condition.

6. Pass It On: The Story of Bill Wilson and How the A.A. Message Reached the
World

This biography of Bill Wilson, co-founder of AA, explores his personal
struggles and the development of AA’s program, including the influence of the
Doctor’s Opinion. It offers a comprehensive understanding of the origins of
AA and its medical and spiritual foundations.

7. Alcoholism: The Disease by Milton J. Rubin

A medical perspective on alcoholism that complements the Doctor’s Opinion
found in the Big Book. This book provides an in-depth look at the disease
model of alcoholism, discussing its physiological and psychological aspects.

8. Recovery: Freedom from Our Addictions by Russell Brand

Though focused broadly on addiction recovery, this book incorporates
principles similar to those in the Big Book and the Doctor’s Opinion,
emphasizing the importance of admitting powerlessness and seeking help.
Brand’s perspective bridges modern recovery culture with traditional AA



teachings.

9. Living Sober

This practical guide offers straightforward advice for maintaining sobriety
without extensive emphasis on spirituality. It supports the Big Book'’s
medical viewpoint by providing concrete strategies to manage cravings and
avoid relapse, reinforcing the idea of alcoholism as a manageable condition.
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