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Alcoholism

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Medicine, Psychiatry, Psychology, Sociology, Public Health

1. Core Definition

Alcoholism is a historical term used to denote a chronic disease characterized primarily by an

individual's impaired ability to control the consumption of alcoholic beverages. This condition

manifests as a powerful preoccupation with obtaining and using alcohol, leading to continued

usage despite significant adverse health, social, and occupational consequences. The

understanding of alcoholism shifted dramatically when it was recognized as a medical illness rather

than a moral failure, paving the way for research and treatment modalities.

In modern clinical settings, the diagnostic term Alcoholism has been largely replaced by the more

precise and spectrum-based diagnosis, Alcohol Use Disorder (AUD), as defined in the fifth

edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5). AUD recognizes the

condition across a continuum of severity, ranging from mild to severe, while "alcoholism" is

colloquially understood to describe the moderate-to-severe end of this spectrum, where

compulsive behavior and physical dependency are prominent.

Fundamentally, AUD represents a brain disorder. It involves profound, long-lasting changes in the

neural circuits responsible for reward processing, stress regulation, and executive function, or self-

control. These neurobiological alterations drive the characteristic compulsive seeking and use of

alcohol. The severe form involves both a powerful psychological craving and physical

dependence, which is objectively defined by the presence of tolerance--requiring progressively

larger amounts of alcohol to achieve the desired effect--and withdrawal symptoms upon cessation.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The etymological roots of the term alcoholism combine "alcohol," which derives from the Arabic

word al-ku?l (originally meaning a fine powder, later applied to distilled spirits), and the suffix "-

ism," rooted in the Greek -ismos, denoting a state, practice, or condition. This linguistic

construction reflects the conceptual shift toward viewing problematic drinking as a defined state of

being.

The formal concept was inaugurated in 1849 by the Swedish physician Magnus Huss. Huss

coined the term Alcoholismus chronicus to describe the systemic pathology resulting from

excessive, chronic alcohol ingestion, thereby establishing the crucial disease concept of chronic

drunkenness. This framework marked a radical departure from the prevailing societal view, which

had long treated chronic excessive drinking solely as a moral failing, a vice, or a lack of willpower.

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chronic_disease
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alcohol_use_disorder
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Magnus_Huss
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disease_theory_of_alcoholism
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=25931
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Alcoholism 3

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

The disease concept gained significant popular and institutional traction throughout the 20th

century. Key to this shift was the founding of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) in 1935, which

adopted the disease model as the cornerstone of its recovery philosophy. Subsequently, influential

bodies like the American Medical Association formally recognized alcoholism as a legitimate

medical condition. However, in the 21st century, particularly with the publication of the DSM-5 in

2013, psychiatry moved away from the binary label of "alcoholism" to the dimensional diagnosis of

Alcohol Use Disorder. This move aimed to provide a more nuanced clinical assessment that

better captures the spectrum of severity and avoids the stigma often associated with the older

term.

3. Key Characteristics and Components (Alcohol Use Disorder Criteria)

Although "alcoholism" is a non-clinical term, its definition aligns closely with the most severe

criteria outlined for Alcohol Use Disorder (AUD). The criteria emphasize cognitive, behavioral, and

physiological symptoms indicating that the individual continues using alcohol despite significant

alcohol-related problems.

Impaired Control: This core feature involves the individual consuming alcohol in larger amounts

or over a longer period than was originally intended. It also includes the experience of a persistent

desire or unsuccessful attempts to cut down or control alcohol use.

Preoccupation and Time Commitment: A significant portion of the individual's life is spent either

obtaining alcohol, consuming it, or recovering from its effects. This time commitment often

overshadows other activities and responsibilities.

Social and Occupational Impairment: Recurrent alcohol use leads to a failure to fulfill major role

obligations at work, school, or home, as well as continued use despite persistent or recurrent social

or interpersonal problems caused or exacerbated by the effects of alcohol.

Pharmacological Dependence: The physiological manifestation of dependence is characterized

by two distinct phenomena:

Tolerance: Defined as a need for markedly increased amounts of alcohol to achieve intoxication or

the desired effect, or a markedly diminished effect with continued use of the same amount of

alcohol.

Withdrawal: The experience of a characteristic withdrawal syndrome when alcohol use is stopped

or reduced, or consuming alcohol (or a closely related substance) to relieve or avoid withdrawal

symptoms.
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4. Significance and Impact

The conceptualization of alcoholism as a medical disease, championed by Huss and formalized by

subsequent medical organizations, constituted a transformative paradigm shift in public health

and social policy. Before this recognition, excessive drinking was primarily addressed through

moral condemnation, legal punishment, or religious intervention. The medical model provided a

framework for treatment based on scientific principles.

This medical legitimacy had several profound impacts. First, it moved the societal response from

one focused on blame and condemnation to one emphasizing treatment and compassion.

Second, it legitimized and fueled scientific research into the disorder's complex neurobiological and

genetic underpinnings, leading to a deeper understanding of addiction as a disruption of brain

chemistry and function.

Finally, the acceptance of alcoholism as a disease supported the development of specialized

therapeutic interventions, including pharmacological treatments (such as disulfiram, naltrexone,

and acamprosate) and structured behavioral therapies. Crucially, the recognition of the disease

model helped to reduce the societal stigma associated with seeking professional help for

excessive drinking, thereby facilitating greater access to care.

5. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its historical importance, the term alcoholism faces several ongoing critiques, particularly

within academic and clinical communities.

Outdated and Stigmatizing Terminology: The most significant critique is that "alcoholism" is

imprecise, non-specific, and carries high levels of negative cultural baggage and stigma. Clinicians

and researchers strongly prefer the term Alcohol Use Disorder (AUD) because it aligns with a

dimensional approach, allowing for measurement of severity and clearer communication regarding

a patient's condition.

The Disease vs. Choice Debate: A perennial philosophical and ethical debate centers on the

extent to which alcoholism is purely a chronic brain disease versus a condition involving significant

elements of personal choice and behavioral control. This debate has massive implications for the

justice system, legal responsibility, public policy regarding resource allocation, and the

philosophical underpinnings of various treatment modalities. While the scientific evidence strongly

supports neurobiological changes associated with severe AUD, the question of initial volitional

choice remains complex.

Clinical Heterogeneity: The singular term "alcoholism" tends to obscure the fact that AUD is a

highly heterogeneous condition. Research shows that patients present with vastly different
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clinical courses, developmental pathways (e.g., early-onset vs. late-onset), and underlying

environmental and genetic risk factors. Lumping these diverse presentations under one label can

hinder personalized treatment planning and specialized research efforts.

6. Related and Contrasting Concepts

Related Concepts:

Alcohol Use Disorder (AUD): This is the current, preferred clinical diagnosis found in the DSM-5.

Alcoholism is generally understood in non-clinical contexts to correspond to the moderate-to-

severe manifestations of AUD.

Addiction: A broader neurobiological condition characterized by compulsive engagement in

rewarding stimuli despite adverse consequences. Alcoholism is understood as a specific

substance-related manifestation of the general condition of addiction.

Binge Drinking: Defined as a pattern of drinking that brings blood alcohol concentration (BAC) to

0.08 g/dL or higher. While binge drinking is a heavy episodic pattern that represents a major risk

factor for developing AUD, it is not synonymous with the chronic, compulsive disorder of

alcoholism itself.

Contrasting Concepts:

Social Drinking: The moderate and controlled consumption of alcohol, typically in social settings,

that does not lead to significant negative health, social, or occupational consequences and does

not meet any of the diagnostic criteria for Alcohol Use Disorder.
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