Does everyone know what addiction is?

The philosophy and psychology of addiction are at an impasse. For decades, researchers have focused on
solving the so-called “puzzle” of addiction: why do addicts use drugs despite negative consequences
(Pickard 2021)? Two types of solutions are common, one appealing to compulsion (Leshner 1997;
Charland 2002; Holton and Berridge 2013) and another to chozce (Pickard 2012; 2015; 2020). Neither
solution has proven satisfactory and, recently, theorists have started to incorporate further constructs
into their solutions, such as community- and self-identity (Sinnott-Armstrong and Pickard 2013;
Pickard 2012, 2015, 2020). But even if we find a satisfactory solution, the puzzle ignores many
important and overlooked features of addiction: (i) relapse after extended periods of abstinence, (ii)
resumed drug use on “special occasions,” (iii) the role of curiosity as a risk factor for addiction, and (iv)
the high comorbidity of addiction and attention disorders (like ADHD) (Zuckerman 1994; Kashdan et.
al. 2004; Lindgren et al. 2010; Anderson et. al. 2011; Leslie 2014; Heyman 2019). These dimensions of
addiction not only elude compulsion- or choice-based explanations, but also suggest a central role for
attention in understanding addiction. Thus, we ask: might addiction be a problem of attention?

We are not the first to detect a crucial link between addiction and attention. In The Principles of
Psychology, William James (1890) considers whether attention may be central for understanding
addiction: “being a drunkard...that is the conception that will not stay before the poor soul’s attention”
(565). While James never pursued a full-blown account of addiction—let alone one centering
addiction—passing comments like this one, combined with his claim that “what holds attention
determines action” (1892: 319), strongly suggest that James views addiction as primarily a problem of
attention, rather than of conscious choice, motivational ideals, or compulsion. In fact, his idea has left a
very tangible effect on contemporary addiction treatment. Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), the
ubiquitous addiction treatment plan developed in the 1930s, credits James as a primary influence on
their conception of addiction (Bevacqua and Hoffman 2010). In scientific and philosophical contexts
in subsequent decades, however, James’s tantalizing suggestion that addiction is fundamentally a
problem of attention has been curiously absent.

No one denies that attentional processes are part of addiction’s story; passing comments to the effect
that attention is somehow involved in addiction are frequent in the literature (Henden 2019; Kennett
etal. 2019). But we posit that addiction is a problem of attention in a stronger, more fundamental sense.
We first show that compulsion- and choice-based explanations implicitly depend on more fundamental
commitments regarding attention. For example, advocates of the incentive-salience account, a
compulsion-centered view, refer to external cues as “capturing” the attention of the addict (Berridge and
Robinson 2017; Anderson, Laurent, Yantis 2011; Field and Cox 2008). On the other hand, advocates
of the choice-based explanation focus on addicts’ attending to their person-level values or self-
conceptions in a reflective, deliberative way (Pickard 2012, 2015, 2020). These types of attention, which
we call environmental and reflective attention, respectively, are certainly part of the story. But they
cannot explain the important, yet overlooked, phenomena mentioned above (e.g., “special occasions”
of relapse, high curiosity as a risk factor for addiction, co-morbidity of addiction and ADHD).
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We then develop a novel account of an additional mode of attention: the organizational mode. Drawing
on work on perspectives (Camp 2019) and an analogy with moods, we characterize this organizational
mode as a disposition toward different ways of structuring how one is attending rather than what one is
attending to. Unlike the environmental and reflective modes, the organizational mode is
characteristically holistic and non-intentional; thus, organizational attention can be understood as a style
of attention in the way that “being joyful” or “being melancholic” are holistic frames or styles in the
affective realm. We identify rigidity and flexibility as key dimensions along which styles of
organizational attending can vary. A flexible organizational mode can structure, frame, and orient
attending with an agility that is sensitive to the variably textured internal and external environment, as
well as the agent’s shifting practical and theoretical interests. A r7gid organizational mode of attending,
on the other hand, assumes the same structuring, framing, and orientation of attention, regardless of
changes in the internal and external environment or the agent’s interests. As with moods, this rigidity or
flexibility is not voluntary and is, at best, distally controlled.

Ultimately, we argue that this organizational mode of attention is central for understanding addiction.
Addiction is often described as a problem of rigidity over and above its given object. That is, addicts
often experience a general feeling of being “enslaved” by a system of routines and habits that holistically
anchor their life and that cannot be sufficiently explained by a more restricted, object-focused
compulsion. Our picture explains this rigidity: an addict often too narrowly structures, frames, and
orients attention in a way that non-addicts would acknowledge swings free from their richly and variably
textured internal and environmental interests—e.g., lacking more beneficial stress coping-mechanisms,
reframing tools, or modes of problem solving given goals. In addition, the organizational mode can
better explain why the addict appears to lack voluntary control—a central desideratum of current
theories of addiction. A non-intentional mode of structuring and framing attention is not easily
accessible from the reflective mode of attention and is not related to the number of objects attended to
(environmental mode of attention). Our notion of a rigid organizational mode also offers novel insights
into overlooked features of addiction. For example, empirical evidence suggests that “absorption,” an
element of curiosity characterized by a tendency toward intense engagement, is a risk factor for
substance abuse (Lindgren 2010; Kashdan 2004). Our account can uniquely explain this finding by
pointing to absorption-curiosity as a manifestation of the rigid organizational mode of attention in
addiction. Finally, we draw further connections between rigidity and the attentional difficulties
characteristic of ADHD, laying the foundation for an account of addiction that can make sense of the
still unexplained comorbidity of ADHD and addiction.
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