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Celiac Disease or Allergy?

Four years ago, my father was diagnosed with Celiac Sprue. Two years later, I was diagnosed. Celiac Sprue is known as celiac disease and gluten-sensitive enteropathy. Ingestion of wheat gluten or related rye and barley proteins causes inflammatory injury to the mucosa of the small intestine and malabsorption (Farrell and Kelly 180). While the symptoms of Celiac Sprue have been described in books as far back as second century AD, doctors today are still deciding whether this should be considered an allergy or a disease (Fasano, “Celiac”). A study done in 2003 found that one out of one hundred thirty-three Americans should be diagnosed with Celiac Sprue. This result shows that Celiac Sprue is perhaps the most common genetic disorder in the United States, as well as one of the most poorly diagnosed (Fasano, “Prevailence”). It seems to me now is good time to make a decision on how to classify Celiac Sprue. 

When one thinks of a food allergy, rashes or swelling come to mind. Stedman’s Medical Dictionary defines an allergy as an abnormally high acquired sensitivity to certain substances, such as drugs, pollens, or microorganisms, which may include such symptoms as sneezing, itching, and skin rashes (“Allergy”). I searched through many different medical dictionaries and found that Stedman’s held the most thorough definitions. If using this definition, Celiac Sprue does not fit the criteria listed in Stedman’s.  Celiac Sprue is not a sensitivity to drugs, pollens, or microorganisms. It is a sensitivity to gluten, which is a protein found in wheat, flour, rye, and barley. When eating foods that contain gluten, most people diagnosed with Celiac Sprue will have no sneezing, itching, or skin rashes.  It might be argued that Celiac Sprue does cause a skin rash; however, this is not the case. Dermatitis Herpetiformis (DH) is an important associated disorder of celiac disease which is manifested in the form of a skin rash (“Celiacs”). DH is not a side effect from being allergic to gluten, however; instead it is a disease that sometimes goes along with Celiac Sprue. It might be argued that it is a side effect of Celiac Sprue because they are treated the same way: a gluten-free diet. The main difference is that most allergies have these types of symptoms, while DH is extremely rare in people who are diagnosed with Celiac Sprue and is entirely its own disease. 

As mentioned before, another name for Celiac Sprue is Celiac Disease. A disease is defined by Stedman’s Medical Dictionary as a pathological condition of a body part, an organ, or a system resulting from various causes, such as infection, genetic defect, or environmental stress, and characterized by an identifiable group of signs or symptoms (“Allergy”).  In this case, Celiac Sprue does fit Stedman’s definition.  According to this definition, Celiac Sprue is a disease because it is a pathological condition of the small intestine. People who have Celiac Disease set off an autoimmune response that causes damage to the small intestine by eating certain types of protein, called gluten. This, in turn, causes the small intestine to lose its ability to absorb the nutrients found in food, leading to malnutrition and a variety of other complications (“Celiacs”). 
So far, Celiac Sprue fits the first criteria listed in Stedman’s. There is a second part of the definition, however, which states the causes, such as infection, genetic defect, or environmental stress. The Celiac Sprue Association clearly states, “Celiac disease is a genetic disorder” and further defines it as “a genetic, inheritable disease” (“Celiacs”). This would explain how I came to have Celiac Sprue: from my father. It also shows that it is linked to genetically transmitted histocompatibility cell antigens. This would be considered a genetic defect, complying with the second part of the Stedman’s definition. 
The last part of Stedman’s definition says a disease is characterized by an identifiable group of signs or symptoms. Celiac Sprue has many symptoms including: abdominal cramping, intestinal gas, distention, bloating, chronic diarrhea or constipation, anemia, and weight loss with appetite or weight gain (“Symptoms”). These are the classic symptoms of Celiac Sprue. Most people believe these symptoms are natural and never seek help for them. This leads to about 3% of the people in the United States who actually have been diagnosed with Celiac Sprue (“Celiacs”). These are symptoms and are not a natural part of life, however, and therefore Celiac Sprue does have an identifiable group of symptoms. Since Celiac Sprue fits all three criteria in Stedman’s definition it is easy to define Celiac Sprue as a disease. 
As stated in the first paragraph, Celiac Sprue is also referred to as gluten-sensitive enteropathy. Stedman’s Medical dictionary, Merriam-Webster’s Medical dictionary and WorldNet, all define enteropathy as a disease of the intestinal tract (“Enteropathy”). Here the word “disease” in the definition of enteropathy is a recurring theme. By this definition, Celiac Sprue would be enteropathy, because it is a disease of the intestinal tract. This only emphasizes that Celiac Sprue should be classified as a disease. 
As Celiac Sprue’s awareness increases this dilemma will soon be resolved. Doctors are now becoming aware of its symptoms and the diagnoses are more frequent than in previous years. Celiac Sprue has become well known in Austin already. Several restaurants around town even have their own gluten free menus. There is also a gluten free bakery that specializes in many different baked products. This kind of awareness will force a decision to be made. After going over the definitions of allergy, disease, and enteropathy, it should be evident that Celiac Sprue should be classified as a disease. 
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