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Preface 

Addiction Reimagined: Challenging Views of an Enduring Social Problem pro-

vides a comprehensive analysis of the concept of addiction as a social problem, 

rather than as a medical or psychological issue. The work examines historical 

aspects of addiction; explores some emerging issues such as the inclusion of 

behaviors as addictions; discusses diagnosis, treatment, and prevention 

measures; describes the effect of addiction on the family; explores its relation to 

the criminal justice system; explains sociological perspectives regarding addic-

tion, and provides strategies for advocacy. The book provides a strong socio-

historical background to better address the current understandings of the am-

biguous concept of addiction. Rather than providing only a micro, individual-

level perspective of addiction, meso- and macro-level perspectives, such as 

those involving the role of risks at different levels in society, are included in this 

examination. The book challenges many current understandings of addiction 

and calls for a reimagining of the field of addiction. 

The impetus for this original monograph is my concern about the addic-

tions field. Prior to my academic life, I was a probation officer, correctional 

counselor, addictions counselor, and director of a mental health and addic-

tion program for children and adolescents; therefore, my engagement in the 

addictions field was multifaceted. A recent encounter with the field (after 

many years) exposed the realization that my work in graduate school provided 

me with a much broader view of this ambiguous concept that I wish I had as a 

clinician. Therefore, it is hoped that others will review the book’s contents and 

develop their sociological imaginations on this issue, whether they are coun-

selors, therapists-in-training, addiction program administrators, academics, 

interested persons, advocates, and, of course, people who suffer with addic-

tion and all others affected by it.  

 





 

Chapter 1  

Introduction 

“…the medical profession has officially accepted alcoholism as an ill-

ness, and through this fact alone, alcoholism becomes an illness…”  

(E.M. Jellinek, 2010 p. 12) 

Addiction as a Social Problem 

All lives are affected in one way or another by addiction. It is responsible for 

numerous problems that occur in relationships with families, in broader 

communities, and work settings, in addition to the tumultuous conditions 

directly experienced by addicted persons. Overdose and death are undoubt-

edly special concerns associated with addiction. Some social institutions seek 

to address the problems informally, as when families or faith organizations 

encourage people to remain addiction free. Other institutions are more formal 

and restrict and punish the use of addictive substances as agencies in the 

criminal justice system or seek to treat behaviors involving addiction through 

medical and behavioral activity in the mental health system.  

So, while addiction is an individual problem, it is a social one as well. The 

purpose of this book is not to investigate the biological and physiological 

aspects of addiction; examined instead will be the social conditions that often 

lead to and are affected by addictive sources that lead to addiction. Using 

history as a backdrop and sociological insights as a guide, it is believed a bet-

ter understanding of addiction can evolve and be broadcast to a wide audi-

ence of people concerned with the problems caused by addiction. Certainly, 

social categories involving race, sex, ethnicity, class, religious background, 

and others are addressed in sociology; however, this work has a more general 

focus and references these categories primarily in a historical framework. 

A sociological perspective moves the focus from the individual to the social. 

Particularly noted will how socio-historical factors have influenced human’s 

experiences with addiction sources, often as a means of coping in a scary and 

changing world. Currently new and evolving risks in the contemporary era 

create the “anxieties of our age” for which people look to new substitutes for 

the traditional social bonds provided by family, communities, faith organiza-

tions, and others that can create forms of social integration that can serve as a 

protective factor against the use of drugs or other maladaptive behaviors 

(Alexander, 2000). The chapter on sociological theory, which specifically de-
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scribes this perspective, will come later in this text in order to reflect sociolog-

ically on basic concepts of addiction mentioned earlier.  

This examination also uses an approach known as public sociology, a subfield 

of sociology that seeks to move information from academia into the places that 

can make direct use of the knowledge. Therefore, the sociological understand-

ings of addiction contained in this book will hopefully move the discussion to 

various publics that deal with the problem of addiction on a day-to-day basis 

such as, the treatment programs, addictions professionals, the media, commu-

nities, advocates, and most importantly, the people who suffer with addictions 

and their families. The book, therefore, is for all people concerned with addic-

tion. As readers might encounter sociological terms and concepts with which 

they are unfamiliar, efforts are made to explain these terms. 

Addiction: Understandings and Examinations 

Definitions about what society considers to be addiction have taken many 

forms such as, moral failings, bad habits, compulsions, or the results of dis-

ease. And ideas about the causes of addiction have also varied, for example, in 

the form of demons, sinful excesses, peer pressure, or genes. Ideas about how 

addiction can manifest itself are expanding, from substance addictions such 

as alcohol and other drugs, to behaviors such as gambling, sexual behavior, 

eating, Internet gaming, and many others. Society also grapples with how 

addiction can be thwarted (if indeed it can); this is a major political and ethi-

cal concern as strategies of legalization of certain drugs in the continuing 

national war on drugs are debated. 

To thoroughly examine this idea of addiction, it is beneficial to adopt micro-, 

meso-, or macro-levels as our points of analysis. If a micro-level analysis is 

used, attention will be paid to bio-psychological factors such as the how ad-

diction affects the individual through the internal mechanisms of drug-taking 

or behavioral activity, and the development of craving, tolerance, and with-

drawal. The meso-level approach would seek to observe the effects of addic-

tion on an individual’s family and community and the effectiveness of certain 

community-based treatment and prevention programs. The macro perspec-

tive would analyze the effects of addiction at a global level, such as under-

standing the role of international drug markets, drug trafficking, and the 

efforts by organizations such as the World Health Organization to counter the 

effect of addictions. 

There are many different disciplines that seek to understand the process of 

addiction and its consequences at different levels of analysis. Biology, for 

example, focuses on the biological and constitutional aspects of addiction; 

psychology pays more attention to the cognitive and learning processes that 
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