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The belief that alcoholism is a condition of primary biological causation and predictable natural
history, conforming to accepted definitions of a disease. They lay perspective of Alcoholics
Anonymous (1939)—that alcoholism, characterized by the individual's loss of control over
drinking and thus over his or her life, was a “sickness”—was carried into the scholarly literature in
the 1950s in the form of the disease concept of alcoholism. The concept was rooted in 19th-century
medical and lay conceptions of inebriety as a disease. In 1977, a WHO Group of Investigators*
responding to the loose and varying usage of alcoholism, proposed substituting the term alcohol
dependence syndrome in psychiatric nosology. By analogy with drug dependence, alcohol
dependence has found general acceptance in current nosologies.
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* Edwards, G. et al., ed. Alcohol-related disabilities, Geneva, World Health Organization, 1977 (WHO
Offset Publication No. 32) WHO (1994)", p.12
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3. Alcohol dependence syndrome
3.1 Concepts
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There can be little doubt that scientifically the most apt designation of the basic condition under
discussion is alcohol dependence,’ and this term usefully emphasizes the fact that what is being
dealt with is one of the family of dependence disorders. The term syndrome has the advantage of
emphasizing the openness of the position that is being taken: it is implicit only that a number of
phenomena tend to cluster with sufficient frequency to constitute a recognizable occurrence. The
assertion is not made that all those elements will always be present with the same magnitude or
relative magnitudes, nor indeed that all elements need invariably be present. No assumption need
at this stage be made as to the causal nexus (the pathology), nor as to which elements are primary
and which secondary. Despite the looseness of the syndrome concept as at present articulated, it
nevertheless carries very considerable implications. There is the basic question of whether such a
clustering does indeed naturally occur, and if that question is answered affirmatively there is a
need then further to explore how the syndrome may be recognized and its dimensions measured,
and what are the causal processes and the nature of the linkage between the syn- drome's
different elements. The medical, social and administrative consequences of the syndrome's
existence have to be investigated.
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The simplest solution might be to use the word alcoholism as synonymous with alcohol
dependence, as was done by the Criteria Committee of the National Council on Alcoholism (NCA) in
the United States of America:
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“The committee was unanimous in defining the disease of alcoholism as a pathological
dependence on ethanol, as it is classified under Section 303.2 in the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, second edition, of the American Psychiatric Association.” ?
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It seems, however, that the term alcoholism has come to be used so loosely that an attempt to
restrict its meaning once more to a specific syndrome is likely to be futile.
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