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With drinking, I cancel all my troubles;

What does it matter if I am poor?

When I drink I am as rich as the rich Croesus.

I really want to sing

while I'm lying down, crowned with ivy.

Here: I am the master of the world

and if you want, o soldier,

goes to war too.

When you have fallen, pierced,

I will be drunk, yes, but far more alive than you

(Anacreon, 5th cent. B.C.).


INTRODUCTION

This paper aims to offer some insights on the concept of socio-materiality from the perspective of neuroscientific research. The example that will be proposed is that of the neuropsychological effects of alcohol abuse at both individual and intergenerational levels.

Alcohol consumption has always been a case of construction and use of cultural artifacts. Neuro-scientific studies related to the effects on the brain and behavior of a molecule (ethanol) transformed into consumer objects (alcohol) can profitably be integrated with psychosocial studies on the role of context and social practices in the predisposition to alcohol use/abuse to understand how the encounter with a socio-material element of the experience—alcohol—impacts on psychological development in the life span.

Specifically, with respect to the wide constellation of psychological phenomena related to the “galaxy” of alcohol consumption/abuse, some considerations will be offered on the fetal alcohol spectrum disorders (FASD). In fact, it is grounded in particular socio-cultural situations such as those typically connected to consumption during pregnancy and is one of the main causes of intellectual disability of the offspring; furthermore it also longitudinally predisposes to alcohol abuse in adolescence, enhancing the already strong social pushes to consumption of substances in that age of life also thanks to social alibis such as socializing disinhibition. In short, a vicious circle that must be interrupted, is rooted in the body, affects the mind, and costs to society. At the center of this vicious circle, a cultural artifact that, like many of the socio-material objects of our experience, loses its neutral character depending on the individual and social uses it allows (think of the pervasive debate on the various forms of technological addiction: Milani et al., 2018).



THE BURDEN OF EARLY ALCOHOL EXPOSURE

Unlike most drugs acting on our brain, ethanol, usually referred to as alcohol, when considered under the chemical point of view, is a quite simple molecule (CH3-CH2OH). This might explain why its well-known effect on the central nervous system has been long attributed to a non-specific interaction with the cell membrane of neurons. The neuroscientists now know that alcohol can interact in a specific way with the two main central neurotransmitters, modulating positively some GABA receptors and negatively some glutamate receptors (Lovinger et al., 1990; Weiner and Valenzuela, 2006). Furthermore, other neurotransmitter receptors, including those for the opioids and dopamine, as well as several voltage-gated ion channels, mediate the effects of alcohol on neurons (see Abrahao et al., 2017, for review). Therefore, despite its straight chemical structure, the interplay of alcohol and brain is definitely complex.

Drinking the first glass of wine during an adolescents' party can be an amazing experience, but for a few people the long-lasting outcomes of this encounter may eventually represent a dramatic devastation of their lives. Everything is made even more complicated by the fact that in most Western countries alcoholic beverages are legal, socially accepted, and belong to the consolidated culture. Moreover, new contexts, such as the social media, can boost alcohol consumption in young people (Hendriks et al., 2018).

For alcohol drinkers, the different periods of the lifespan matter, the most striking instance being maternal alcohol consumption during gestation. Drinking during pregnancy harms the brain development of the offspring and can result in FASD, one of the leading non-genetic causes of intellectual disability. The economic and social impact of alcohol misuse during pregnancy is dramatic and the annual cost for children affected by FASD exceeds that of other serious conditions, such as autism (Greenmyer et al., 2018).

Alcohol consumption during pregnancy is underreported in questionnaires (e.g., Morini et al., 2013) and FASD is underdiagnosed, especially in some countries (Vagnarelli et al., 2011) and in selected groups, such as adopted children (Bakhireva et al., 2018). Furthermore, although some authors think that prevention efforts should be devoted only to women with heavy drinking habits (Hatfield, 1985), there is compelling evidence, coming from both human and experimental studies, that even moderate or “social” maternal drinking can permanently impair offspring's cognitive functions (Olson et al., 1997; Valenzuela et al., 2012). Flak and coworkers, after carrying out a meta-analysis on the effects of different levels of prenatal alcohol exposure, conclude that “there is no known safe amount of alcohol to consume while pregnant” (Flak et al., 2014). Not to mention that many other substances of abuse, including cocaine, can negatively affect the brain development following exposure during critical gestational periods (reviewed in Ross et al., 2015). Finally, the co-exposure to more than one substance of abuse, such as alcohol and nicotine, can have a detrimental cumulative or synergic effect on the offspring's brain and cognitive function (e.g., Rivkin et al., 2008; Gautam et al., 2015). This is enough to warn the general public and the policy-maker about the risk of exposing the fetus to harmful molecules.



A PRIMING ROLE OF THE EARLY ALCOHOL EXPERIENCE?

But there's something else to be worried about. Adolescents and adults exposed to alcohol during fetal life show an increased risk of becoming addicted to alcohol and other drugs (e.g., Baer et al., 2003; Alati et al., 2006), thus perpetuating the damage in a kind of transgenerational self-sustaining vicious circle (Figure 1). One can argue that the higher risk of children of alcoholics is the consequence of several social, environmental, and genetic factors, not necessarily related to in utero exposure (Johnson and Leff, 1999). In addition, the intellectual disability per se might represent a risk factor for developing a substance abuse disorder (Carroll Chapman and Wu, 2012).
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FIGURE 1. Schematic diagram showing a neurobiological hypothesis to explain the trangenerational self-sustaining circle of drug addiction. Blue arrows represent connections among events occurring in the same individual, while the red arrow represents transgenerational events.


However, Yates et al. (1998) carried out a study on adoptees, ruling out several potential confounding variables, and concluded that fetal alcohol exposure increases the risk of later drug dependence. Many studies based on experimental reproductions of FASD in rodents helped to answer the question whether early alcohol is directly responsible for the development of drug seeking behavior during adulthood (see, Spear and Molina, 2005, for review). Recently, Wang et al. (2019), using conditioned place preference and self-administration paradigms1, demonstrated that prenatal ethanol increases the risk of psychostimulant addiction in adult rats. Therefore, a “priming” role exerted by early alcohol exposure should be taken into account when dealing with the higher risk of drug dependence in young adults affected by FASD. This is not surprising: even after experiencing something of apparent negligible significance, our neurons will never be the same anymore. In a word, neurons are plastic. The neurobiological counterpart of neuronal plasticity was first described by Bliss and Lomo in their seminal paper published in 1973 and is represented by a long lasting increase of synaptic efficacy following repetitive stimulation of glutamatergic hippocampal synapses (Bliss and Lomo, 1973). The observation of this phenomenon, referred to as long term potentiation (LTP), paved the way for the subsequent work on brain plasticity. Many studies pointed out that plasticity can be a good friend, but also a foe, since several neuropsychiatric disorders, including FASD, are characterized by a maladaptive plastic remodeling of neural circuits, and/or by a change of their plastic capacity (see Cohen et al., 2017). On this line of evidence, the permanent impairment of dendritic calcium electrogenesis observed in cortical neurons after early exposure to ethanol impacts synaptic plasticity, thus accounting for the FASD-related learning disabilities (Granato et al., 2012). Worth mentioning here, the neurobiological basis of addiction is currently considered a sort of “wrong” plasticity, or “excessive” memory of drug experience, occurring in the dopaminergic mesolimbic circuit, the reward processing area of the brain (see Kauer and Malenka, 2007). In utero exposure to alcohol triggers widespread death of neurons (Olney, 2014), whereas surviving cells undergo massive, possibly maladaptive, plastic adjustments, often caused by the same signaling cascade mediating apoptosis (Granato and Dering, 2018). The reward system itself is altered and its plastic responses are persistently modified, as demonstrated by the enhanced excitatory synaptic strength of dopaminergic neurons of the mesolimbic system in adult rats exposed to ethanol during prenatal life (Hausknecht et al., 2015). Considering the role of the dopaminergic system in the genesis of drug addiction, this finding can provide a mechanistic explanation for the increased risk of drug dependence in individuals who experienced an early exposure to ethanol (Figure 1). Other structures known to be involved in addictive behavior, such as the medial prefrontal cortex and the amygdala, are also affected by early exposure to alcohol and might contribute to generate drug dependence during later life (Baculis et al., 2015; Sharp, 2017; Cantacorps et al., 2019). Permanent consequences of early contacts with alcohol can be also explained by epigenetic mechanisms, i.e., by the long-lasting chemical modifications of DNA, some of which are known to be induced by ethanol (e.g., Mead and Sarkar, 2014; Cobben et al., 2019). Epigenetic modifications have also been demonstrated to be responsible for the transgenerational transmission of fetal alcohol effects through the male germline (Sarkar, 2016; Abbott et al., 2018), thus accounting for the paternal contribution to FASD (Abel, 2004).

Finally, prenatal alcohol can increase susceptibility to substance abuse via indirect mechanisms. For instance, FASD are characterized by a higher vulnerability to stress, depression/anxiety disorders (Hellemans et al., 2010), and aberrant pain sensitivity (Sanchez et al., 2017).



CONCLUDING REMARKS

The key role played by the socioeconomic context and by education in the genesis of alcoholism cannot be underestimated (Boardman et al., 2001; Newton and Lee, 2019). Nevertheless, nature (i.e., neural circuits) and nurture (i.e., environmental context) are strictly interdependent, and can interact in such a way that the former is deeply modified by the latter. Eventually, in case of irreversible circuit changes, even the most refined attempts to improve the environmental conditions may result ineffective. This prompts the neuroscientist to search new therapeutic strategies to counteract the permanent and detrimental plastic changes induced by harmful environmental factors.

Considering alcohol as a cultural artifact with the profound implications for the body here described can lead to a profitable integration between the studies conducted by the neuroscientific and psychosocial perspectives, providing each of them with the opportunity to understand features that would escape from an unintegrated view.

We define alcohol abuse as a phenomenon at risk of intergenerational transmission. In this regard, the psychosocial view offers the possibility of understanding when and in which social and contextual framework the interaction with the molecule takes place; of this same interaction the neuroscientific view can provide a detailed comprehension of the specific mechanisms and their medium and long term consequences from the cerebral point of view.
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FOOTNOTE

1Two paradigms largely used in experimental behavioral studies of addiction. The conditioned place preference is based on the observation that addicted animals (usually rodents) spend more time in one of two places in which they were given the drug during conditioning, compared to the other, in which they received only the vehicle (i.e., saline). In the self-administration protocol used in the cited study (Wang et al., 2019), animals were trained to press a lever to receive intravenous injection of the psychostimulant drug. Addicted animals self-administered more drug infusions than controls.



REFERENCES

 Abbott, C. W., Rohac, D. J., Bottom, R. T., Patadia, S., and Huffman, K. J. (2018). prenatal ethanol exposure and neocortical development: a transgenerational model of FASD. Cereb. Cortex 28, 2908–2921. doi: 10.1093/cercor/bhx168

 Abel, E. (2004). Paternal contribution to fetal alcohol syndrome. Addict. Biol. 9, 127–133. doi: 10.1080/13556210410001716980

 Abrahao, K. P., Salinas, A. G., and Lovinger, D. M. (2017). Alcohol and the brain: neuronal molecular targets, synapses, and circuits. Neuron 96, 1223–1238. doi: 10.1016/j.neuron.2017.10.032

 Alati, R., Al Mamun, A., Williams, G. M., O'Callaghan, M., Najman, J. M., and Bor, W. (2006). In utero alcohol exposure and prediction of alcohol disorders in early adulthood: a birth cohort study. Arch. Gen. Psychiatry 63, 1009–1016. doi: 10.1001/archpsyc.63.9.1009

 Baculis, B. C., Diaz, M. R., and Valenzuela, C. F. (2015). Third trimester-equivalent ethanol exposure increases anxiety-like behavior and glutamatergic transmission in the basolateral amygdala. Pharmacol. Biochem. Behav. 137, 78–85. doi: 10.1016/j.pbb.2015.08.009

 Baer, J. S., Sampson, P. D., Barr, H. M., Connor, P. D., and Streissguth, A. P. (2003). A 21-year longitudinal analysis of the effects of prenatal alcohol exposure on young adult drinking. Arch. Gen. Psychiatry 60, 377–385. doi: 10.1001/archpsyc.60.4.377

 Bakhireva, L. N., Garrison, L., Shrestha, S., Sharkis, J., Miranda, R., and Rogers, K. (2018). Challenges of diagnosing fetal alcohol spectrum disorders in foster and adopted children. Alcohol 67, 37–43. doi: 10.1016/j.alcohol.2017.05.004

 Bliss, T. V., and Lomo, T. (1973). Long-lasting potentiation of synaptic transmission in the dentate area of the anaesthetized rabbit following stimulation of the perforant path. J. Physiol. 232, 331–356. doi: 10.1113/jphysiol.1973.sp010273

 Boardman, J. D., Finch, B. K., Ellison, C. G., Williams, D. R., and Jackson, J. S. (2001). Neighborhood disadvantage, stress, and drug use among adults. J. Health Soc. Behav. 42, 151–165. doi: 10.2307/3090175

 Cantacorps, L., Montagud-Romero, S., Luján, M. A., and Valverde, O. (2019). Prenatal and postnatal alcohol exposure increases vulnerability to cocaine addiction in adult mice. Br. J. Pharmacol. doi: 10.1111/bph.14901. [Epub ahead of print].

 Carroll Chapman, S. L., and Wu, L. T. (2012). Substance abuse among individuals with intellectual disabilities. Res. Dev. Disabil. 33, 1147–1456. doi: 10.1016/j.ridd.2012.02.009

 Cobben, J. M., Krzyzewska, I. M., Venema, A., Mul, A. N., Polstra, A., Postma, A. V., et al. (2019). DNA methylation abundantly associates with fetal alcohol spectrum disorder and its subphenotypes. Epigenomics 11, 767–785. doi: 10.2217/epi-2018-0221

 Cohen, E. J., Quarta, E., Bravi, R., Granato, A., and Minciacchi, D. (2017). Neural plasticity and network remodeling: from concepts to pathology. Neuroscience 344, 326–345. doi: 10.1016/j.neuroscience.2016.12.048

 Flak, A. L., Su, S., Bertrand, J., Denny, C. H., Kesmodel, U. S., and Cogswell, M. E. (2014). The association of mild, moderate, and binge prenatal alcohol exposure and child neuropsychological outcomes: a meta-analysis. Alcohol. Clin. Exp. Res. 38, 214–226. doi: 10.1111/acer.12214

 Gautam, P., Warner, T. D., Kan, E. C., and Sowell, E. R. (2015). Executive function and cortical thickness in youths prenatally exposed to cocaine, alcohol and tobacco. Dev. Cogn. Neurosci. 16, 155–165. doi: 10.1016/j.dcn.2015.01.010

 Granato, A., and Dering, B. (2018). Alcohol and the developing brain: Why neurons die and how survivors change. Int. J. Mol. Sci. 19:E2992. doi: 10.3390/ijms19102992

 Granato, A., Palmer, L. M., De Giorgio, A., Tavian, D., and Larkum, M. E. (2012). Early exposure to alcohol leads to permanent impairment of dendritic excitability in neocortical pyramidal neurons. J. Neurosci. 32, 1377–1382. doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.5520-11.2012

 Greenmyer, J. R., Klug, M. G., Kambeitz, C., Popova, S., and Burd, L. (2018). A multicountry updated assessment of the economic impact of fetal alcohol spectrum disorder: costs for children and adults. J. Addict. Med. 12, 466–473. doi: 10.1097/ADM.0000000000000438

 Hatfield, D. (1985). Is social drinking during pregnancy harmless? Adv. Alcohol Subst. Abuse 5, 221–226 doi: 10.1300/J251v05n01_15

 Hausknecht, K., Haj-Dahmane, S., Shen, Y. L., Vezina, P., Dlugos, C., and Shen, R. Y. (2015). Excitatory synaptic function and plasticity is persistently altered in ventral tegmental area dopamine neurons after prenatal ethanol exposure. Neuropsychopharmacology 40, 893–905. doi: 10.1038/npp.2014.265

 Hellemans, K. G., Sliwowska, J. H., Verma, P., and Weinberg, J. (2010). Prenatal alcohol exposure: fetal programming and later life vulnerability to stress, depression and anxiety disorders. Neurosci. Biobehav. Rev. 34, 791–807. doi: 10.1016/j.neubiorev.2009.06.004

 Hendriks, H., Van den Putte, B., Gebhardt, W. A., and Moreno, M. A. (2018). Social drinking on social media: content analysis of the social aspects of alcohol-related posts on Facebook and Instagram. J. Med. Internet Res. 20:e226. doi: 10.2196/jmir.9355

 Johnson, J. L., and Leff, M. (1999). Children of substance abusers: overview of research findings. Pediatrics 103(5 Pt 2), 1085–1099.

 Kauer, J. A., and Malenka, R. C. (2007). Synaptic plasticity and addiction. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 8, 844–858. doi: 10.1038/nrn2234

 Lovinger, D. M., White, G., and Weight, F. F. (1990). NMDA receptor-mediated synaptic excitation selectively inhibited by ethanol in hippocampal slice from adult rat. J. Neurosci. 10, 1372–1379. doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.10-04-01372.1990

 Mead, E. A., and Sarkar, D. K. (2014). Fetal alcohol spectrum disorders and their transmission through genetic and epigenetic mechanisms. Front. Genet. 5:154. doi: 10.3389/fgene.2014.00154

 Milani, L., La Torre, G., Fiore, M., Grumi, S., Gentile, D. A., Ferrante, M., et al. (2018). Internet gaming addiction in adolescence: risk factors and maladjustment correlates. Int. J. Ment. Health Addict. 16, 888–904. doi: 10.1007/s11469-017-9750-2

 Morini, L., Marchei, E., Tarani, L., Trivelli, M., Rapisardi, G., Elicio, M. R., et al. (2013). Testing ethylglucuronide in maternal hair and nails for the assessment of fetal exposure to alcohol: comparison with meconium testing. Ther. Drug Monit. 35, 402–407. doi: 10.1097/FTD.0b013e318283f719

 Newton, N. C., and Lee, N. (2019). Evidence-based prevention and the need for tough decisions: Alcohol and other drug education in schools. Drug Alcohol Rev. 38, 595–596. doi: 10.1111/dar.12986

 Olney, J. W. (2014). Focus on apoptosis to decipher how alcohol and many other drugs disrupt brain development. Front. Pediatr. 2:81. doi: 10.3389/fped.2014.00081

 Olson, H. C., Streissguth, A. P., Sampson, P. D., Barr, H. M., Bookstein, F. L., and Thiede, K. (1997). Association of prenatal alcohol exposure with behavioral and learning problems in early adolescence. J. Am. Acad. Child Adolesc. Psychiatry 36, 1187–1194. doi: 10.1097/00004583-199709000-00010

 Rivkin, M. J., Davis, P. E., Lemaster, J. L., Cabral, H. J., Warfield, S. K., Mulkern, R. V., et al. (2008). Volumetric MRI study of brain in children with intrauterine exposure to cocaine, alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana. Pediatrics 121, 741–750. doi: 10.1542/peds.2007-1399

 Ross, E. J., Graham, D. L., Money, K. M., and Stanwood, G. D. (2015). Developmental consequences of fetal exposure to drugs: what we know and what we still must learn. Neuropsychopharmacology 40, 61–87. doi: 10.1038/npp.2014.147

 Sanchez, J. J., Noor, S., Davies, S., Savage, D., and Milligan, E. (2017). Prenatal alcohol exposure is a risk factor for adult neuropathic pain via aberrant neuroimmune function. J. Neuroinflammation 14:254. doi: 10.1186/s12974-017-1030-3

 Sarkar, D. K. (2016). Male germline transmits fetal alcohol epigenetic marks for multiple generations: a review. Addict. Biol. 21, 23–34. doi: 10.1111/adb.12186

 Sharp, B. M. (2017). Basolateral amygdala and stress-induced hyperexcitability affect motivated behaviors and addiction. Transl. Psychiatry 7:e1194. doi: 10.1038/tp.2017.161

 Spear, N. E., and Molina, J. C. (2005). Fetal or infantile exposure to ethanol promotes ethanol ingestion in adolescence and adulthood: a theoretical review. Alcohol. Clin. Exp. Res. 29, 909–229. doi: 10.1097/01.ALC.0000171046.78556.66

 Vagnarelli, F., Palmi, I., García-Algar, O., Falcon, M., Memo, L., Tarani, L., et al. (2011). A survey of Italian and Spanish neonatologists and paediatricians regarding awareness of the diagnosis of FAS and FASD and maternal ethanol use during pregnancy. BMC Pediatr. 11:51. doi: 10.1186/1471-2431-11-51

 Valenzuela, C. F., Morton, R. A., Diaz, M. R., and Topper, L. (2012). Does moderate drinking harm the fetal brain? Insights from animal models. Trends Neurosci. 35, 284–292. doi: 10.1016/j.tins.2012.01.006

 Wang, R., Shen, Y. L., Hausknecht, K. A., Chang, L., Haj-Dahmane, S., Vezina, P., et al. (2019). Prenatal ethanol exposure increases risk of psychostimulant addiction. Behav. Brain Res. 356, 51–61. doi: 10.1016/j.bbr.2018.07.030

 Weiner, J. L., and Valenzuela, C. F. (2006). Ethanol modulation of GABAergic transmission: the view from the slice. Pharmacol. Ther. 111, 533–554. doi: 10.1016/j.pharmthera.2005.11.002

 Yates, W. R., Cadoret, R. J., Troughton, E. P., Stewart, M., and Giunta, T. S. (1998). Effect of fetal alcohol exposure on adult symptoms of nicotine, alcohol, and drug dependence. Alcohol. Clin. Exp. Res. 22, 914–920. doi: 10.1111/j.1530-0277.1998.tb03889.x

Conflict of Interest: The author declares that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2020 Granato. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.



OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		The Transgenerational Consequences of the Interaction Between Humans and Molecules: Alcohol as a Cultural Artifact



		Introduction



		The Burden of Early Alcohol Exposure



		A Priming Role of the Early Alcohol Experience?



		Concluding Remarks



		Author Contributions



		Acknowledgments



		Footnote



		References

















OPS/images/cover.jpg
’ frontiers
in Psychology

The Transgenerational
Consequences of the Interaction
Between Humans and Molecules:

Alcohol as a Cultural Artifact





OPS/images/fpsyg-11-00061-g001.gif
——
todugaddic

o
ion










OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/logo.jpg
, frontiers
in Psychology





