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INTRODUCTION 

 

1. Addiction Is Not Just a Brain Disease 

Craig Reinarman and Robert Granfield 

 

The editors sketch an overview of the book beginning with the historical construction of 

addiction.  They distinguish disease concepts of addiction from more sociological approaches 

they call critical addiction studies. 

 

 

Part I:  HISTORICIZING ADDICTION  

 

2. Discovering Addiction: Enduring Conceptions of Habitual 

Drunkenness in America   

Harry G. Levine 

 

Levine’s classic history shows that the core features of the modern disease concept of alcoholism 

– its progressive character, loss of control over drinking, the necessity for abstinence – are all 

rooted in the ideology of the 19th-century temperance movement. 

 

3. The Cultural Framing of Addiction 

Robin Room 

 

Room shows how the concept of addiction was a culturally-specific frame for understanding 

drinking problems in early 19th-century America, one which offered a secular equivalent for 

possession as an explanation of how a good person can behave badly and how a hero can 

triumph over an inner demon. 

 

4. Deviant Drinking as a Disease: Alcoholism as a Social 

 Accomplishment 
 Joseph Schneider 

 



Schneider discusses the disease concept of alcoholism as an example of the medicalization of 

deviant behavior.  He shows that the disease concept is more a social and political 

accomplishment than an achievement of medical science. 

 

5. The NIDA Brain Disease Paradigm:  History, Resistance, and Spinoffs 

David Courtright 

 

Historian Courtwright traces the lineage of the “chronic, relapsing brain disease” framework 

that now dominates addiction research and shows that while the theory has yielded important 

insights on addictive behaviors, it remains contested terrain. 

 

 

Part II:  LOCATING ADDICTION 

 

6. What Neurobiology Cannot Tell Us About Addiction 
Harold Kalant 

 

Dr. Kalant provides a detailed account of neurological research on addiction.  He argues that 

while neuro-biochemical research offers a wealth of information about how substances act on 

the brain, it is doubtful that such approaches alone are sufficient to explain addiction. 

 

7. Praxis, Interaction and the Loss of Self-Control 

Darin Weinberg 

 

Based on his rich ethnographic observations in addiction treatment programs, Weinberg 

explores the nature of the evidence of loss of control and addiction that are produced by the 

members of these programs in their everyday interactions. 

 

8. Framing Nicotine Addiction as a “Disease of the Brain”: Social and Ethical 

Consequences 
Molly Dingel, Katrina Karkazis, and Barbara Koenig 

 

Dingel, Karkazis, and Koenig examine the biological framing of nicotine addiction, which 

depicts addiction as isolated within our bodies and neurochemistry as opposed to a lived 

experience within a complex social and political-economic context, including the marketing of 

harmful products by the tobacco industry.   

 

9. The Roots of Addiction in a Free Market Society 
Bruce Alexander 

 

Alexander locates addiction in an individual’s response and adaptation to the lack of 

psychosocial integration and a resulting sense of cultural dislocation that are characteristic of 

modern capitalist societies. 

 

10. The Extraordinary Science of Addictive Junk Food 
Michael Moss 



 

New York Times journalist Michael Moss shows that major food companies spend vast sums 

perfecting the blend of sugar, salt, fat, and starch to create addictive food products.  The 

consumption of these products are killing us at a rate that surpasses drug overdose deaths and 

constitutes a public health crisis. 

 

 

Part III:  TREATING ADDICTION 

 

11. Financing and Ideology in Alcohol Treatment 

Constance Weisner and Robin Room 

 

Weisner and Room show how cuts in government funding for treatment combined with 

entrepreneurial investors moving into human services led to shifts in the ideology and 

functioning of alcohol treatment.  These shifts expanded the definition of alcoholism, changed 

the clientele admitted, and increased use of coerced treatment. 

 

12. Ideological Implications of Addiction Theories and Treatment 
Kathryn Fox 

 

Fox examines how social class figures in the treatment of alcoholics and heroin addicts.  The 

abstinence approach of Alcoholics Anonymous taps into middle-class values of self-control, 

redemption, and inner strength while methadone maintenance sees heroin addicts as indolent, 

incompetent, hedonistic, lacking self-discipline, and prone to crime -- values allegedly 

associated with the lower classes. 

 

13. Disciplining Addictions: The Bio-Politics of Methadone and Heroin in the U.S. 

Philippe Bourgois 

 

Following up on his classic ethnography of crack use in New York City, Bourgois analyzes 

heroin addicts’ experience of methadone programs, showing the power relations that shape drug 

treatment in the U.S. which tend to make it a hostile exercise in disciplining unruly pleasures and 

controlling economically unproductive bodies. 

 

14. Drug Courts and the Logic of Coerced Treatment 
Rebecca Tiger 

 

In her study of drug courts, Tiger shows how the logics of punishment and rehabilitation are 

deployed to coerce defendants into a treatment system that masks the racial and class-based 

aspects of drug control and thus de-politicizes drug use and addiction.     

 

15. Social Capital and Natural Recovery: Overcoming Addiction Without Treatment 
Robert Granfield and William Cloud 

 



Granfield and Cloud focus on addicts who overcame their addiction without the assistance of 

formal treatment services or self-help groups.  They show how middle-class individuals were 

able to rely on social capital to aid them in their natural recovery.   
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16. Discursive Formation, Life Stories, and the Emergence of Co-dependency:  

Power/Knowledge and the Search for Identity 

John S. Rice 

  

By closely examining how knowledge functions as power in the co-dependency canon, Rice 

shows how co-dependents’ life stories can serve as both a form of empowerment and a form of 

subjection to an alternate authority. 
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Janice Irvine 
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Reed examines how definitions of “healthy” and “unhealthy” computer use are produced 

and mobilized through American cultural ideals.  This normalizing discourse is an  

apparatus of governance that draws on the “culture of addiction” to make “computer  

addiction” an intelligible thing.    

 

20. Constraint theory: A Cognitive, Motivational Theory of Dependence 
Richard Hammersley 

 

Hammersley provides a novel new approach to addiction, arguing that it is not so much the 

presence of some factor that predisposes some people to addictive behavior but rather the lack of 

compelling constraints in their daily lives. 
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Preface 

The concept of addiction has gone viral, taking in more and more behaviors, at the same 

historical moment that public understanding of the location of addiction has narrowed to the 

neurological.  We think this leaves out crucial pieces of the puzzles now lumped under the 

heading of “addiction,” as if that were one thing.  We assembled this anthology in the hopes of 

reintegrating the social, political, and cultural components of addiction to show how various 

modalities of addiction have been and are being constructed.   

 

While there is a voluminous literature in the fields of alcohol and drugs, deviance, and mental 

health, the sociological analysis of addiction remains underdeveloped.  The chapters we have 

assembled for this anthology present alternative perspectives to the dominant views of addiction 

typically represented in psychology, medicine, and the neurosciences.  Most of the chapters were 

written by sociologists who were influenced by pioneers in critical addiction studies such as 

Alfred Lindesmith, Howard Becker, Robin Room, and others.  These authors tend to see 

addiction not merely as an individual pathology, but rather as a social, historical, interactive, and 

political phenomenon.  Some chapters were not written by sociologists but nevertheless raise 

critical questions about the etiology, progression, and treatment of addiction.  Each of the authors 

in their own way also raise important questions about social policy regarding addictive 

behaviors.  We selected their work because it provides robust interpretations of both addictive 

experiences and how such experiences are conceptualized, interpretations that highlight the 

contextual and sociologically contingent nature of addiction. 

We have organized this book into four parts.  We begin in Part I with the historical examination 

of the genealogy of the concept of addiction as a distinct disease.  First and foremost, addiction is 



a concept that is applied to a set of behaviors that are considered “deviant” by a significant 

number of people.  It is also a concept that has not remained stable over time.  Peeling back 

history, we see that addicts have been described as sinners, as criminals, or as having a sickness, 

most recently a brain disease.  More often than not, these viewpoints have overlapped.  What is 

important as a starting point in understanding addiction is not the “truthfulness” of any particular 

perspective, but rather a recognition that both addiction and concepts of addiction are subject to 

the winds of historical change.  

The chapters in Part II consider the location of addiction.  From where do addictive behaviors 

emanate?  For years, this simple but fundamental question has been of central concern among 

scholars in the neurobiochemical sciences as well as those in the psychosociocultural sciences.  

While some scholars see the potential for an integrated approach (Rose, 2012), the field of 

addiction remains mostly divided into these two intellectual landscapes, although unevenly.  

Nancy Campbell, a leading figure in the history of addiction, has argued that placing addiction in 

the brain has effectively displaced it from the social body.  Writing about the rise of the “chronic 

relapsing brain disease” (CRBD) perspective, Campbell (2010) notes that this view has 

“provided scaffolding for a new optics that reorganized the federal research apparatus, 

reorienting it toward neuroscience with the goal of pinpointing molecular ‘targets’ for 

medications development. The new optics did not solely consist of deployment of neuroimaging 

technologies, for it was not simply a new way of seeing, but a new way of explaining what was 

seen.” The chapters in this section raise vital questions about the location of addiction, questions 

which push beyond the brain/environment binary to conceptualize addiction in a more critical 

and synthetic way (see Kovac’s “multi-sourced model” of addiction in Chapter 21).   



The chapters in Part III focus on the social responses to and treatment of people classified as 

addicts.  Assorted religious, legal, and medical constructs have all influenced societal responses 

to substance misuse and addiction.  Casting deviant substance users as “sinners,” “criminals,” or 

“sick” has determined how they were treated -- stocks and pillories, incarceration, therapy, or 

medication.  These chapters demonstrate that the choice among these various approaches has not 

been driven by science so much as the institutional and ideological interests of the professions 

and agencies of the state with the power to define “legitimate” or “deviant” use of 

consciousness-altering substances.  Social responses to the use of and addiction to drugs are 

never solely about drugs; they are guided by normative assumptions that impute moral character 

to those defined as addicts.  However noble the intentions of those who intervene, all forms of 

addiction treatment are deeply imbued with power relations; hidden beneath the surface of 

“helping those in need” lie the usual class, racial, gender, and other disparities.  This section 

explores an assortment of these power issues as they are revealed through the financial interests 

of the treatment industry, the ideological and class-based assumptions embedded within 

treatment approaches, the bio-politics of treating/controlling addicted persons, and the 

subjugated knowledge and practices employed by those who forego addiction treatment but still 

manage to exit addiction. 

Finally, in Part IV the chapter authors broaden the focus by examining how addiction has 

expanded into numerous other areas of life.  They explore how the logic of the disease concept of 

addiction has come to be applied to sexual desire, gambling, compulsive computer use, and even 

our dependence on other human beings.  The section ends with two unusual theoretical 

approaches to addiction, each outlining a conjuncture model of addiction that synthesizes many 

other approaches.   



As the editors of this book, each of us sociologists who have worked in the field of drug use, 

treatment, and policy for over thirty-five years, we know the power that a sociological 

understanding can have in providing a more holistic view of addiction.  Like most sociologists, 

we were raised on C. Wright Mills, who taught us that what appear to be personal troubles are 

invariably linked to public issues.  To understand the personal experience of addiction we must 

grapple with the public conditions under which addictions arise.  In selecting the chapters for this 

book we hope to give you, the readers, a sense of how sociologists think about addiction so that 

you may judge for yourselves the value of such an approach.    

 

 

Robert Granfield    Craig Reinarman 

 


