Introduction


The Tao that can be spoken of is not the Tao, reads a prominent line in the Tao Te Ching, yet the entirety of the book is indeed about the Tao, about something that is but which can’t be explained. But the collection of essays you are now about to read is, unlike the Tao, about something that isn’t—addiction—but which has been and can be written about exhaustively as though it indeed is. 


Anthropologist Gregory Bateson said that there are no groups in nature, just minds which group things. Addiction is one of those things, a set of behaviors we can isolate in our minds but which upon close inspection has no real, identifiable borders. Still, even if addiction isn’t, if we believe it is it can still affect us. 

Bateson wrote about alcoholism in his powerful essay, The Cybernetics of “Self”:  A Theory of Alcoholism, in which he analyzed the experience of addiction and the effectiveness of the self-help group Alcoholics Anonymous. He saw addiction as a result of an imperfect way of knowing the world and the consequent being in that world, as a symptom of a problematic “style of sobriety,” and he viewed AA as one way to sort out that epistemology-gone-awry.


Alcoholism is a way out of an intolerable normalcy—as are such disparate activities as shopping, sex, schizophrenia and religion. The following essays, underpinned in great part by Bateson’s essay and other work, loosely follow my own internal and external experiences during years of weaving in and out of the oscillating process which we call life when we witness it on a large scale, addiction or alcoholism when we view it on a smaller one. You will find no answers or solutions in this book—for there is no real question and no real problem—but after reading it you may better understand a thing that isn’t.
