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Summary 

Significant historical and contemporary contributions to the study of addiction, 
including those made by social anthropologists and other professionals, are examined 
through the perspective of sociological theory and research methods.  The application of 
sociological theories and research methods to studies in the sociology of addiction is 
illustrated with specific examples.  Emphasis is placed upon addiction as an interactive 
process marked by movement through a series of stages in a deviant career. A primary 
interest of this paper is the ways in which heroin addicts and alcoholics make sense of 
their substance use and changes in how they see themselves throughout this process.  
Similarities between narcotic and alcohol addicts in this process are noted.  The ways in 
which substance abuse affects and is affected by interpersonal relationships, especially 
husband-wife and familial interaction, is reviewed. The use of narcotics among women, 
physicians and pharmacists is discussed.  Ethnographic research on heroin and skid row 
subcultures is presented.  The role of social control of substance abuse is examined, 
including research on the creation of laws controlling substance use and police 
responses.  A number of rehabilitative approaches, including methadone maintenance, 
therapeutic communities, and innovative programs are examined.     
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1. The Scope of the Field:  Addictive and Non-Addictive Substances  
 
Traditionally, the Sociology of Addiction has been primarily concerned with the use of 
alcohol and the opiates. Since the 1970s , however, sociologists have turned their 
attention to other behaviors thought to be addictive such as tobacco use, overeating, 
gambling, shopping and, most recently, sex addiction. These other types of behaviors 
fit, in varying degrees, the definition of addiction first proposed by Alfred Lindesmith 
(1938).  This discussion, however, will be limited to a review of the literature on drugs 
and alcohol.  For Lindesmith, addiction had two components, a “mere physiological 
tolerance,” for which he used the term “habituated” and “addiction,” a term that “will be 
reserved for application to cases in which there is added to the physiological or 
pharmacological tolerance a psychic addiction which is marked by the appearance of an 
imperious desire for the drug and leads to the development of the other characteristic 
modes of behavior of the drug addict as he is known in our society (pp. 597-598).” 
Physiological (or pharmacological) tolerance refers to a process through which the 
individual needs increasing increments of a substance to experience the same effects he 
or she initially felt.  At some point, however, the individual can no longer get the 
desired feeling no matter how much more of the substance is taken. 

The sociology of addiction also includes the study of the use of substances such as 
marihuana (Becker, 1953) and the hallucinogens (Aaronson and Osmond, 1970) that do 
not fit Lindesmith’s criteria, as they do not produce a physiological tolerance.  
However, this research adds importantly to the literature and will therefore be included 
in this paper.   

It should also be noted that not all work in the sociology of addiction has been done by 
sociologists.  Important contributions have also been made by social anthropologists 
(e.g., Bourgois, 1995, 1998, 2003; Bourgois and Schonberg, 2009; Hoffer, 2006; La 
Barre, 1989).  They will also be discussed in this entry. 
 
2. History of the Field 
 
An early attempt to explain addiction sociologically was that of Alfred Lindesmith 
(1938).  He was responding to what he saw as the medical (and especially the 
psychiatric) profession’s view of addicts as “defective persons seeking to compensate 
for, or avoid, their inferiorities and mental conflicts” (1938: 594).  An example of that 
perspective is included within Lindesmith’s article in a comment by David Slight of the 
Department of Psychiatry at the University of Chicago.  Slight pointed out that because 
of either financial or practical purposes, addicts often seek a cure to reduce their 
tolerance.  He also noted that drug addicts are often addicted to several drugs, and those 
they choose are dependent on availability.  Addicts continue to take drugs, not out of 
fear of withdrawal, Slight asserted, but because they are seeking “some form of 
satisfaction or pleasure or relief from a state of emotional distress or difficulty of life” 
(p.  611). 

Lindesmith proposed a more social psychological explanation.  Addicts continue to use 
drugs, he noted, even after they can no longer experience euphoria, in order to avoid the 
symptoms of withdrawal.  “Addiction begins,” he wrote, “when the person suffering 
from withdrawal symptoms realizes that a dose of the drug will dissipate all his 
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discomfort and misery.  If he then tries it out and actually feels the almost magical relief 
that he is afforded, he is on his way to confirmed addiction” (p. 599).  

Lindesmith’s most significant contribution to the sociology of addiction lies in his 
application of George Herbert Mead’s emphasis on the important role of significant 
symbols in an individual’s construction of the self to an explanation of the process of 
becoming an addict.  The shared meanings, by which his culture defines a “dope 
addict,” are learned by a person and applied to himself, “when the point is reached at 
which withdrawal symptoms intrude themselves upon the attention of the individual and 
compel him to go on using the drug” (p. 606).  This idea foreshadowed the later work of 
Ray (1961-1962). 

Ray examined the importance of an individual’s perception of the responses of others in 
the cycle of relapse and abstinence.  “An episode of cure begins,” Ray writes, “in the 
private thoughts of the addict rather than in his overt behavior” (Ray, 1961-1962: 134).  
He or she begins to “call into question” his or her addict identity as the result of 
interactions with “important others” (p. 134).  These interactions cause him or her to 
examine his or her present identity as addict.    

Once the individual is abstinent he or she enters what Ray terms a “running struggle” 
period, a time of ambivalence, during which addicts attempt to deal with their social 
identities.  The question they must resolve is whether they are more like non-addicts 
than addicts, and in this fragile state, they look toward non-addicts to ratify their new 
non-user identities.  “The tendency toward relapse, “Ray notes, “develops out of the 
meanings of the abstainer’s experience in social situations when he develops an image 
of himself as socially different from non-addicts, and relapse occurs when he redefines 
himself as an addict” (p.137).  Thus, Ray’s thesis is that “relapse is a function of the 
kind of objects ex-addicts make of themselves in the situations they face” (p. 138). 

One of the earliest and most influential writers in the sociology of addiction was E. M. 
Jellinek.  In a brief but important paper, Jellinek (1943) noted that while there was a 
large body of “sociological” literature available on alcoholism, “close analysis . . . 
reveals that the subject matter of the books and papers referred to is related to sociology 
but, with a few exceptions, does not report sociologic research in the strictest sense. . . 
They deal with subjects which are of interest to the sociologist, but they do not deal 
with them from the viewpoint of the sociologist, nor are they based on a utilization of 
his techniques” (p. 399).   Jellinek observed that the literature on inebriety contains 
social case histories, which are a rich source of sociological source material along with 
writing on the folklore of drinking, but these data have rarely been systematically 
subjected to sociological analysis.  He therefore called for the application of 
sociological frameworks in the study of alcoholism.  The following section in this paper 
on Theoretical Perspectives and Research Methods in the Sociology of Addiction 
reviews research that employs sociological frameworks and analysis, as first suggested 
by Jellinek.  

Jellinek’s sociological perspective appears in a number of articles.  In one of these 
(Jellinek, 1962) he reported on a questionnaire study of more than two thousand 
drinking histories of male “alcohol addicts.”  In that paper he made a distinction 
between two categories of alcoholics, “alcohol addicts” and “habitual symptomatic 
excessive drinkers.”  The main difference between them is the loss of control over 
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drinking, which occurs only for the alcohol addicts.  It is this group for whom the 
disease conception of alcohol addiction is relevant.  Jellinek sees this loss of control as 
“a disease condition per se which results from a process that superimposes itself upon 
those abnormal psychological conditions of which excessive drinking is a symptom” (p. 
357).    

From his analysis of drinking histories, Jellinek was able to reconstruct the usual career 
patterns of men who become alcohol addicts.  These careers are characterized by 
movement through discernable phases.  He is quick to point out, however, that not all 
the symptoms he identified fit all addicts. Nor did all of them follow the same phase 
sequence.  Nevertheless, he asserted that his formulation holds for the “great majority” 
of addicts. 

The first phase identified in the alcoholic addict’s career is the prealcoholic 
symptomatic phase.  Jellinek notes that in the beginning, alcohol use is always socially 
motivated, whether or not the individual eventuates as an addict.  However, the person 
who becomes either an alcohol addict or a habitual symptomatic excessive drinker soon 
discovers a sense of relief in drinking, which does not characterize the normal social 
drinker. Gradually the individual’s tolerance for alcohol increases.  He has moved from 
the stage of occasional relief drinking to constant relief drinking. 

The second stage in the alcoholic’s drinking career is the “prodromal phase,” during 
which blackouts are experienced.  Jellinek refers to these experiences as “alcoholic 
palimpsests.” He notes specific behaviors that manifest themselves during this phase, 
including surreptitious drinking, preoccupation with alcohol, avid drinking, guilt 
feelings about drinking behavior, and avoiding reference to alcohol in conversation.  
Over time the alcoholic experiences more frequent palimpsests. 

Jellinek calls the third stage “the crucial phase.”  At this point the individual has lost 
control over his or her drinking.  “Drinking of alcohol,” Jellinek writes, “starts a chain 
reaction which is felt by the drinker as a physical demand for alcohol” (p. 363).  After a 
period of abstinence, the individual begins to drink again.  Jellinek’s explanation for this 
is that the drinker is attempting to prove to himself that he can control his alcohol 
intake.  Along with loss of control, the drinker begins to rationalize drinking to himself.  
In this phase, the individual experiences a loss of self-esteem and may engage in 
grandiose behavior as a way of compensating for these feelings.  He begins to withdraw 
from others and to isolate himself.  This is often accompanied by “marked aggressive 
behavior” (p. 364).  At this point, he or she begins to experience guilt and “persistent 
remorse” (p. 364). Under social pressure, he or she may totally abstain from alcohol for 
periods of time.  He or she may also attempt to change his or her drinking patterns to 
gain control. As his or her isolation deepens, the alcoholic begins to drop friends and 
quit jobs.  His “entire behavior becomes alcohol centered” (p. 364). Additionally, the 
alcoholic loses interest in outside activities, reinterprets his or her interpersonal 
relationships, wallows in self-pity and may think about a “geographic escape” (p. 364).  
He or she may hide alcohol, neglect proper nutrition and begin drinking right after 
awakening.  Jellinek notes that during this phase there may be a change in family 
interaction.  The alcoholic’s spouse and children may withdraw from social activities to 
avoid embarrassment and what Goffman (1963) later called a “courtesy stigma,” or they 



UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS AND THEORETICAL APPROACHES IN SOCIOLOGY - The Sociology Of Addiction - 
Thomas S. Weinberg 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

may actually increase social involvement as a means of escaping a tense home 
environment. 

The chronic phase is the fourth stage in the alcoholic’s drinking career.  By this time he 
is continually intoxicated for several days on end, which Jellinek refers to as “the onset 
of prolonged intoxications” (p. 366).  The result of these episodes includes “marked 
ethical deterioration and impairment of thinking” (p. 366).  The alcoholic may lose a 
tolerance for alcohol, experience persistent tremors and finally admit defeat in the battle 
against alcohol. 

This chronology of the stages in the alcoholic career describes the “addictive alcoholic,” 
who differs in important ways from the “nonaddictive alcoholic.”  The drinking of the 
latter does not show any clear-cut phases.  Most importantly, he or she does not lose 
control even after many years of heavy drinking.  Jellinek’s model has been widely 
accepted among alcoholism researchers and the most influential typology of the 
addiction process.  However, it has also been criticized in terms of the content of his 
phases (Rudy, 1986).          
 
- 
- 
- 
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research on alcohol of its time.  Topics covered include drinking in anthropological perspective, social 
structure, subcultures and drinking patterns, religion and ethnicity, age and sex, drinking-centered 
institutions and groups, the genesis and patterning of alcoholism, and responsive movements and social 
control]. 

Preble, Edward and Casey, John J. (1969).  “Taking Care of Business--The Heroin Addict’s Life on the 
Street.”  The International Journal of the Addictions 4 (March): 10-24. [The authors review the history of 
heroin use in New York City from World War I through the 1960s.  They discuss the various levels of 
drug distribution, “specialists” in the drug scene, and contend that rather than being passive, drug users 
are active members in the heroin scene, and this involvement creates purposeful lives for them.] 

Ray, Marsh B. (1961-1962). “The Cycle of Abstinence and Relapse Among Heroin Addicts.” Social 
Problems  9: 132-140. [In this article the author takes a symbolic interactionist approach to explaining the 
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processes of abstinence and relapse for heroin addicts.  He concludes that both of these processes depend 
upon the self-perceptions of the addict developed during interactions with others such as fellow addicts 
and nondrug users.]  

Rettig, Richard P., Torres, Manual J., and Garrett, Gerald R.,(1977).  Manny, A Criminal Addict’s Story. 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin. [This book is the autobiography of Manny Torres, who was a gang member 
and later a heroin addict.  The book also contains an interview with Manny conducted by Richard Rettig, 
a chapter analyzing Manny’s life story and a final chapter presenting an integrated theoretical 
perspective]. 

Rudy, David R. (1986), Becoming alcoholic: Alcoholics Anonymous and the reality of alcoholism. 173 
pp.  Carbondale (IL): Southern Illinois University Press. [This ethnography provides a comprehensive 
analysis of the process of commitment to Alcoholics Anonymous] 

Snyder, Charles R. (1962).  “Culture and Sobriety:  The Ingroup-Outgroup Factor.”  Pp. 188-225 in David 
J. Pittman and Charles R. Snyder (eds.) Society Culture and Drinking Patterns.  Carbondale (IL):  
Southern Illinois University Press. [In this paper the author explains the low rates of alcoholism and 
drinking pathologies among Jews in terms of the integration of drinking into traditional rituals of religious 
holidays, rites de passage, and observance of the Sabbath.  This, and the definition of drinking as 
symbolic, communicative and expressive rather than convivial or hedonistic, learned during early 
socialization, serve to insulate Jews from alcohol- related problem behavior.] 

Sommers, Ira, Baskin, Deborah R., and Fagan, Jeffrey (1994). “’Getting Out of the Life’: Crime 
Desistance by Female Street Offenders.” Deviant Behavior 15 (2): 125-149. [This article examines the 
processes through which 30 women, who had engaged in drug use, violent crime and deviant street 
subcultures and had renounced criminality for at least two years, had managed to do so.  The authors 
address two main issues:  the role of life events in triggering the cessation process and the relationship 
between cognitive and life situation changes in the desistance process.] 

Spradley, James P.  (1988). You Owe Yourself a Drunk:  An Ethnography of Urban Nomads. 301 pp. New 
York:  University Press of America. [Spradley’s book describes the world of homeless, alcoholic men in 
an urban setting.  He focuses on how these men are treated by agents and agencies of social control, 
presenting in great detail the work of police, courts, and jails]. 

The Buffalo News (2011).  “Rx for Danger.”  March 20:  1A, 4A-5A. [A newspaper article, one of a 
several part series, that examines the use of and trafficking in narcotics nationwide in the U.S.]2 

Trice, Harrison M. (1957). “A Study of the Process of Affiliation with A. A.” Quarterly Journal of 
Studies on Alcohol 18: 38-54. [In this paper, the author notes the conditions for successful affiliation with 
Alcoholics Anonymous.  Among these factors are the willingness to share emotions, favorable hearsay 
about A.A., clear expectations about what the meetings are like, the provision of a sponsor, a positive 
effort on the part of the group to stay in contact with him, the ability to function in small, informal groups, 
lack of competition with A. A. from other sources, and support for his A. A. involvement from others 
close to him.] 

Trice, Harrison M. and Roman, Paul M. (1970). “Delabeling, Relabeling, and Alcoholics Anonymous.” 
Social Problems.  17, (4): 538-546.  [In this paper the authors examine the factors contributing to the ex-
addict’s reintegration into society.  They conclude that his acceptance and relabeling (as a recovering 
alcoholic) are facilitated by the availability of the reformed sinner role and societal attitudes toward 
alcoholism and knowledge of its causes, such as the disease concept of alcoholism popularized by 
Alcoholics Anonymous]. 

Tunnell, Kenneth D.  (2005). “The OxyContin Epidemic and Crime Panic in Rural Kentucky. “ 
Contemporary Drug Problems.  32 (Summer): 225-258. [In this article, the author describes the use of 
OxyContin and its effects on rural communities.  He contends that the crime panic he describes was 
socially constructed by the media and government sources and was not grounded in empirical reality.]   

Ullman, Albert D. “First Drinking Experience as Related to Age and Sex.” Pp. 259-266 in David J. 
Pittman and Charles R. Snyder (eds.) Society Culture and Drinking Patterns.  Carbondale (IL):  Southern 
Illinois University Press. [This article first reviews research, primarily that of the author, on first drinking 
experiences of both institutionalized and college student populations.  The author then reports on a study 
of male and female college students’ first drinking experiences, finding that more men than women 
became somewhat intoxicated during their first drinking experience, women were more likely than men to 
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have had their first drinking experiences at home with their parents, and that more women than men had 
their second drinking experiences in a matter of days or weeks after their first time using alcohol.  He also 
found that social pressures were greater in motivating young women to drink than they were for young 
men, who gave more individual reasons.] 

Weinberg, Thomas S. (1994).  Gay Men, Drinking, and Alcoholism.  193 pp. Carbondale (IL): Southern 
Illinois University Press. [The volume is the definitive study of alcohol use in the gay male community.  
Topics covered include drinking as social behavior, the bar, love relationships and drinking, drinking 
careers, and types of drinkers.  Alternative explanations for gay problem drinking are discussed, as well 
as suggestions for controlling alcohol abuse in the gay community]. 

Weinberg, Thomas S. and Vogler, Conrad C. (1990). “Wives of Alcoholics: Stigma Management and 
Adjustment to Husband-Wife Interaction.” Deviant Behavior 11: 331-343.  [This article, based on data 
collected from women participating in Al Anon (a support group for families of alcoholics) explores the 
complex relationships between women and their alcoholic husbands]. 

 Winick, Charles (1961). “Physician Narcotic Addicts.”  Social Problems 9 (2): 174-186. [In this article 
the careers of physicians who became addicted to narcotics are examined.  Their careers differ from that 
of the street addict in a number of ways, the drugs they use, the age at which they begin using drugs, their 
success in their field, their lack of a peer addict network and the consequences they face once they are 
caught.] 

Wiseman, Jacqueline P.  (1970). Stations of the Lost:  The Treatment of Skid Row Alcoholics. 346 pp. 
Englewood Cliffs (NJ): Prentice-Hall. [Using a symbolic interactionist framework, Wiseman discusses 
the situation of men on skid row, including the role of police, the judicial screening process, jail, and 
rehabilitation efforts.  She notes that these men have great difficulty staying sober because they lack the 
kind of support systems available to middle class alcoholics]. 
Yablonsky, Lewis. (1967). Synanon: The Tunnel Back. 403 pp. New York: MacMillan. [This book is an 
unabashedly partisan view of the Synanon program.  Within a decade after the book was published, 
Synanon evolved into a cult controlled by founder Charles E. Dederich]. 
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