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Abstract
Being able to control ones drinking is an expression of attitudes in most western societies
towards the act of drinking, and if losing control, one breaks with these attitudes. This is
what I call the “controlled drinking discourse.” Loss of control can be understood as any
drinking of alcohol which starts a chain of reaction that is felt as a physical and psy-
chological demand for alcohol. This is a description of how I related to alcohol for years
until a complete crisis of meaning in my life in 2014. In recovery research, different kinds
of “doings” are well documented as meaningful, while meaningful ways of thinking is less
explored. Ways of thinking is influenced by available discourses. Through an au-
toethnographic approach, I explore ways of thinking with use of an analytical framework
focusing on the relationship between discourses, narratives, and small stories. I also
discuss theories on non-drinking, alcoholism, and recovery. Doing a discursively shift in
thinking by accepting that controlled drinking is not possible, is for me a meaningful and
self-sustainable way of thinking, which keeps me sober and away from crisis of meaning in
my life.
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Introduction

This paper is part of my thesis by publication, in which I explore what people with mental
health and/or substance use challenges find meaningful in their everyday life from a
professional position (Tønnessen et al., 2023a) and a first-person position (Tønnessen
et al., 2023b). As a continuation of these different positions, I now offer what I call a self-
person position. I find the methodology of autoethnography to be well suited because of
its focus on the “auto,” which relates to one-self, the author’s subjectivity and lived
experience (Adams and Herrmann, 2023, p: 1).

I undertake an autoethnographic analytical exploration of a discourse that is dominant
in most Western societies, namely, that of “drinking alcohol with control” (Bateson 1971;
Denzin 1987a, 1987b). This discourse had major physical, mental, and spiritual con-
sequences for my life for many years and contributed to mymental collapse in the summer
of 2014.

Controlled alcohol drinking is viewed as an attractive and desirable social act in
Western countries. For young people, being able to control the loss of control is the ideal
(Measham, 2006). For the adult population, however, not being able to control one’s
drinking, breaks with what is considered socially acceptable (Bateson 1971; Denzin
1987a, 1987b). For me, loss of control means “any drinking of alcohol which starts a
chain reaction that is felt as a physical and psychological demand for alcohol. Typically
experienced as an inability to stop drinking after one drink and an inability to predict one’s
behavior once drinking begins” (Denzin, 1987a: 206). When drinking a glass with my
friends, I have always wanted more. And because I was afraid of making a fool of myself,
I always finished my drinking alone. This was during the active phase of my alcoholism;
today I consider myself to be a recovering alcoholic. I follow Denzin (1987b: 11) in his
definition of a recovering alcoholic as a once-active alcoholic who no longer drinks and
who has undergone a radical transformation in identity while letting go of their past
drinking self.

For me, being in recovery means not drinking alcohol, and my recovery is dynamic,
processual and “living” in my everyday life. Each day I either lean towards staying a
recovering, sober alcoholic or towards becoming an active, drunk alcoholic. This way of
thinking is most meaningful for me because it keeps me from drinking. I used to have an
“everyday drinking problem” that controlled my thoughts, actions, and feelings down to
the smallest detail. My “everyday not-drinking solution” is helpful in guiding me through
my daily life. The only limitation I have in my life is to avoid drinking.

I will never “recover” from my alcoholism, because for me recovery does not mean
being cured (“recovered from”); it is an attitude and a way of living (“being in recovery”)
within the limitations of my alcoholism. Being in recovery is thus an ongoing journey
rather than a destination, product, or result. I see recovery as a way of approaching
everyday challenges in the context of “normal” everyday environments (Borg and
Davidson, 2007; Deegan, 1988, 1996).

My process of recovery is personal, but it is also social in that it involves multiple
interactions with people and with my surroundings, including material conditions (Klevan
et al., 2021; Sommer et al., 2021). I am part of a community with others who regard
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themselves as recovering alcoholics in the same way as defined by Denzin (1987a,
1987b).

Mine is just one story of recovering, and other completely different stories can be told.
That being said, this paper will hopefully have implications for other people experiencing
recovery. I offer what I regard as a meaningful way of thinking about recovery that can
help people distance themselves from the controlled drinking discourse and find a more
self-sustainable way of engaging in life. Perhaps, this paper can also have implications for
practitioners and researcher`s second-person perspective. I highlight the importance of
viewing the first-person perspective as living small stories to avoid constructing stiff,
stable, and undynamic grand narratives or models for practice. Last, but not least, the
paper may have methodological implications. With my choice of an autoethnographic
methodology, I wish to contribute to methodological variation in the production of
socially constructed knowledge about recovery.

Background

I draw on different knowledge in my analysis, combining my academic resources with my
experience as a recovering alcoholic. As part of my scholarly training, I engage in
different dialogues within the academic community, and as part of my lived experience as
a recovering alcoholic I engage in different dialogues with other recovering alcoholics.

The use of academic resources in a scientific paper like this needs no rationale, but the
use of lived experience does. Denzin (1987a; 1987b) argues that alcoholism must be
studied as lived experience, what is often referred to as the “first person perspective” in
recovery research (Brekke et al., 2017; De Ruysscher et al., 2017, 2019; Ness et al., 2014).
Davidson et al. (2008) emphasize that it is the people with first-person experience who
know best what living through and recovering from challenges means. The first-person
perspective is about personal recovery, which is the person’s own perspective, experience,
active participation, and process (Oute and Jørgensen, 2021).

Within standpoint theory, the first-person voice is viewed as marginal and thus po-
sitioned. People in marginal positions can know different things—or know them better—
than those who are comparatively privileged (Wylie 2003). Knowledge is situated, and
members of historically and systemically marginalized groups have more credibility with
respect to recognizing and identifying instances of oppression than others who are not
members of those groups (Freeman and Stewart, 2020: 36). De Ruysscher et al. (2017)
suggest that there is a lack of insight into the personal meaning and lived experience of
people facing challenges that prevents us from understanding the underlying mechanisms
of recovery processes. Uncovering the mechanisms in individual recovery processes can
lead to greater understanding of what it means to “be in recovery.”

Recovery and meaning in life

The theoretical thematic focus of this autoethnographic study is the relationship between
recovery and meaning in everyday life. A sense of meaning in life is commonly un-
derstood to be essential for people (Csikszentmihalyi and Seligman, 2000; Frankl, 1959;
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Wissing, 2014; Wong, 2012; Yalom, 2011). Research points to a mutually reinforcing
connection between the experience of meaning and the experience of recovery. To ex-
perience recovery can promote meaningfulness (Pilgrim, 2009), and meaningfulness can
promote recovery (Davidson and White, 2007; Deegan, 1988; Hipolito et al., 2011;
Leamy et al., 2011).

Schnell (2009: 487) defines “meaningfulness” in life as “a fundamental sense of
meaning, based on an appraisal of one’s life as coherent, significant, directed, and be-
longing.” She places meaningfulness on one end of a continuum, and on the other she
places “crisis of meaning,” that is “the evaluation of life as frustratingly empty and lacking
meaning. Crisis of meaning is a strong predictor for both positive and negative well-being,
and it is usually followed by a search for meaning” (Schnell 2009: 483).

While activities and “doings” in everyday life are well-recognized as sources of
meaning for people in recovery (De Ruysscher et al., 2017; Ness et al., 2014), meaningful
ways of thinking are less explored. Staying sober and in recovery requires me to “be my
own therapist every waking hour of my life” (Denzin, 1987b), and I need a useful way of
thinking in my self-therapeutic attempts. My aim in this paper is therefore to explore ways
of meaningful thinking to promote recovery, formulated in the following research
question: What are meaningful ways of thinking when one is a recovering alcoholic?

I intend to amplify what I view as a marginalized voice by providing some insight into
my recovery. I focus on how rejecting the controlled drinking discourse has become a
meaningful and useful way of thinking for me. I hope to offer an alternative discursive
approach that might be useful for people who are controlled by alcohol, as well as for
those trying to help the ones that are controlled by alcohol. I do not attempt to provide a
generalized solution or a model that will fit all people battling with alcohol addiction
because even though we, are often quick to assume that problems can be solved by the
right therapeutic model (McNamee, 1996), models tend to simplify, and consequently
something gets lost (Lauveng, 2020).

To answer the research question, I will do an autoethnographic analysis, which is more
suitable for my purpose than other research methods (Adams and Herrmann, 2023, p: 2). I
add an analytical layer to my personal story (Grant, 2017) by using a framework inspired
by the relationship between discourse, narrative, and small stories.

Methodology

Autoethnography can be described as the art and science of representing one’s life in
relation to cultural expectations, beliefs, and practices through writing with the purpose of
demonstrating a lack of awareness of a cultural discourse (Adams and Herrmann, 2023) or
a dominant cultural narrative (Grant, 2022). There is a fundamental link between the
“auto” and the “ethno” because what something means to an individual is dependent on
the discourses available to them (Grant, 2010). Autoethnography can be used to subvert a
discourse by providing an “insider” alternative to dominant narratives and offering “a self-
narrative that critiques the situatedness of self with others and in social contexts” (Grant,
2022; Spry, 2001). I acknowledge a criteria of using theory in autoethnographic analysis
(Muncey, 2010; Grant, 2019; 2023).
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Theoretical analytical framework

Moving from Discourse to the telling of living, small stories

Bager (2019) and Gee (2014) makes a distinction between discourse with a small d and
Discourse with a capital D. Perspectives that highlight Discourse tend to focus on the
broader historical aspects of discourse, while perspectives on discourse study the smaller
aspects of how meaning-making takes place in situated practices. Stories and discourses
can be understood as drawing lines to broader narratives and Discourses (Bager, 2019).
Small stories can be understood as the living small stories people construct about
themselves and who they consider themselves to be (Bager and Lundholt, 2020; Bamberg
and Georgakopoulou, 2008; Jørgensen and Boje, 2010).

Jørgensen and Boje (2010: 258) argue that broader dominant narratives create distance
from the practical circumstances of everyday life and remove “the ambiguities, com-
plexities, and paradoxes of living, day-to-day storytelling.” Dominant narratives are
“written by particular people in particular positions and privileging [sic] particular voices
instead of others,” thus leaving out, marginalizing, or overlooking some voices. Jørgensen
and Boje explain that although the dominant narrative is hegemonic over living stories,
these stories can be used to confront established, dominant narratives. Stories can also
challenge the narrative tradition of representing texts as unified wholes with “one voice,
one ethics and one essence.” Narratives also impose a linear coherence of a beginning,
middle, and end on stories, a structure that dominates theWestern narrative tradition. Such
a linear view overlooks discontinuity, fragmentation, ambiguity, difference, other voices,
and complex interactions inherent in living storytelling. The notion of the living story is
that it “is not finished, not whole, and still alive in the ‘now’ and ‘here’” (Jørgensen and
Boje 2010: 257).

My recovery process is filled with discontinuity, fragmentation, ambiguity, and dif-
ference, and so must my telling of it be. My living story starts, and it ends; it changes, it
develops, it regresses, and it starts again. The act of authoring my story represents a
transition from “living” to more still, stable “unliving,” which means losing something.
One way to try to overcome this problem of “capturing the story” might be to follow
(Jackson 2013: 37) in privileging “storytelling over stories—the social process rather than
the product of narrative activity.” This is a difficult thing to do when writing but I will give
it a shot.

The glasses on the table

My efforts to drink alcohol with control usually played out as follows:

The first glass on the table. For all of us.

The second glass on the table. For some of us.

The third glass on the table. Just for me.

The fourth glass can either be drunk in the toilet, from the bottle in my purse, or at home.
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At home it is.

My friends say, ‘Are you leaving so soon? That is a pity!’

As they always say.

I managed my drinking for years, or so it seemed for the outside. Not before I stopped
drinking could I tell my friends the truth about why I always left early. When I start drinking, I
cannot stop. Even though I give the impression of drinking with control, I always had to finish
my drinking alone. I always left early.

I lived my life like this for years, repeating the same pattern over and over again.
Gradually the meaningfulness of my life vanished and I finally decided to seek help from a
therapist.

Search for meaning in ‘controlled drinking’

My first therapist was a psychologist employed in a public psychological service. He was
providing therapy within a therapeutic framework that one might call “traditional,” in
contrast to my second therapist who defines himself as an alcoholic. “Traditional” in this
context means that the psychologist drew on his psychological training and not on his life
experiences on with alcohol and addiction. The use of psychological theory and practice is
commonly considered professional in this context, whilst the sharing of private life is
unprofessional. He and I constructed the story of me being able to drink like him, that is to
say with control:

In 2012, my first therapist told me that the truth is that I can control my drinking.

What a relief. No need to let go of my best friend.

Antabuse on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday. Drinking on Friday, Saturday, and
Sunday. Gradually the therapist discharged me because I had learned to drink like him –with
control.

Following Bager (2019), the therapy room can be understood as a situated practice
where meaning-making occurs informed by discourses. Stories told within this context
can be understood as “drawing lines to broader narratives and Discourses.” Hare-Musti
(1994:19) argues that “the therapy room is a mirrored room that reflects back the dis-
courses brought to it by the people (the client and the therapist) in the room. Therefore,
there is a predetermined content in the conversation of therapy provided by the dominant
discourses of the language community and culture,” and such “dominant discourses
support and reflect the prevailing ideologies in the society.” I can thus understand my
therapist’s controlled drinking discourse as situated within the therapy room and echoing
larger societal Discourses of self-discipline and self-control.
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Crisis of meaning

My first therapist did his absolute best to help me. Unfortunately, his way of helping me
only made my problem more severe and left me hurtling towards a “crisis of meaning,”
leaving my life frustratingly empty and lacking meaning (Schnell 2009). Before reaching
my final stop, I found meaning in trying to drink with control (actually in alternating
between controlled and uncontrolled drinking) but with every bottle I emptied, my life
became emptier. According to Schnell (2009), and luckily for me, having a crisis of
meaning is a strong predictor for both positive and negative well-being, and it is usually
followed by a search for meaning. Striving to think and act in line with my first therapist’s
discourse had increasingly negative emotional consequences until I gradually fell apart. I
reached a decisive moment—rock bottom—in the summer of 2014.

I was not able to control my drinking after all, and neither was I able to stop. I was
defeated by alcohol, and I needed a different discourse, something other than the dis-
course of controlled drinking, to guide my life. I needed what Denzin (1987a) calls a
radical break or rupture, which my second therapist helped me with when he suggested
that I might be like him, an alcoholic. This therapist was employed at a private clinic. He
was not trained and authorized as a psychologist, but he was a recovering alcoholic. The
sharing of lived experiences, which are considered unprofessional in the therapeutic
framework of my first therapist, is in this context expected from the therapist. The
underlying assumption is that you can only help others if you have the experience
yourself, an assumption which is not valid in the therapeutic framework of my first
therapist.

Finding new meaning by giving up “controlled drinking”

My second therapist told me:

I used to wake up on Monday mornings, and every time I promised my wife that this was the
last time. On Thursday, I could not recall the promise I gave my wife. On the following
Monday I repeated the same promise to my wife.

I told my second therapist:

I wake up, every morning, at half past four because I need to go to the toilet. First, I do not
remember the previous night, but then the fear and anxiety hit me. I drank. Again. Leaving the
toilet to have a cigarette on my balcony, I promise myself to not drink today. I believe myself.

At lunchtime, the anxiety starts to disappear.

In the early afternoon, I go out to buy just one more bottle of red wine. Always a bottle easy to
recognize in any store (with a red tractor on it), costing an acceptable sum (not too ex-
pensive), and with a screw cap (easy to open fast), and I never do not drink that bottle.

Then, my second therapist replied, “maybe you are like me, an alcoholic?”
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Hearing the living story of my second therapist was eye-opening for me. It was a
different story, and it was a counter-narrative told within a different discourse. Bager and
Lundholt (2020: 168) describe counter-narratives as “stories that people enact, which are
in opposition to more hegemonic and culturally created narratives.” Counter-narratives
stand in opposition to more solidified master or grand narratives, which represent more
crystallized knowledge. My first therapist employed a grand narrative (enjoying alcohol)
guided by a Discourse (of self-control) and thus helped me continue my battle with the
bottle. Every week I came to his office telling the story of how I had managed in the battle
since last time. My second therapist, on the other hand, shared a living story from his own
life as a counter-narrative (being an alcoholic) guided by a discourse (that control is not
possible), which eventually made me give up alcohol. He touched my beating heart and
gave me a direction in which to search for new meaning in life. When he discharged me,
my only task was to stay away from one drink: the first.

The telling of small stories and counter-narratives as identity construction

Bager and Lundholt (2021: 449, following Bamberg 1997; 2004) argue that small stories
“can be hearable as both countering and supporting narratives and discursive formations.”
Small stories can be about personal identity and identity dilemmas, and about how
subjects co-construct and co-create identity in everyday settings (Bager, 2019). My first
therapist’s controlled drinking approach supports the discursive formation of self-control
and self-discipline. My second therapist’s belief that control is not possible comes from a
more silenced and marginal small story that counters the same discursive formation.

According to Bamberg and Georgakopoulou (2008: 393), different discursive pulls
“are windows into two different master narratives (or dominant discourses), in circulation
(…) that lead to different and competing positionings.” For years I was maneuvering
between two different discursive pulls (control vs no control), juggling two storylines
(controlled drinking vs uncontrolled drinking) which led to me leading a double life.

Divided self and double life

Alternating between controlled and uncontrolled drinking made my everyday life double:
being in control when with others, losing control when alone. More and more, I preferred
the latter. This double life created an inconsistency and cognitive dissonance (Festinger,
1962) between my thinking and my acting. The everyday pattern of my life was a
movement between not wanting to drink in the morning and actually drinking in the
evening. I had what Denzin (1987a) calls an “alcoholically divided self,” a self in grip of
negative emotions due to my daily self-deception. This state of continuous self-deception
and inconsistency between thinking and acting created great mental discomfort, which
several doctors and psychologists diagnosed as anxiety and depression. This naming of
my mental state never felt quite right, but I accepted the diagnosis. My life was locked in
the alcoholic circle of existence because I could not help placing alcohol between myself
and the world (Denzin 1987a). This circular condition was not a stable one because
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alcohol finally overpowered me: I had become a woman who drank in ways-, at times- and
in places where drinking was not socially acceptable.

When I began my academic career in 1994, I soon became interested in the idea of
social construction. The self as something that represents a person’s essence is rejected for
the benefit of a self that contains a multiplicity of voices, and these voices are not
necessarily in harmony (Gergen, 1991; McNamee, 1996). As my drinking progressed, I
found myself in such an unharmonious state with a myriad of voices from professionals
(through therapy and from self-help books), friends, family, and media fueling my self-
discussion. My identity was in a way a truly socially constructed one: “continuously
emergent, re-formed and redirected as [I moved] through the sea of ever-changing re-
lationships” (Gergen, 1991: 139). The problem was that I was not an independent agent in
my own life. An external force was in control and dictating my everyday thoughts and
actions in the smallest detail. This commanding force made me listen to the voices that
allowed me to drink, even when it was not socially acceptable, which resulted in the
amplification of my everyday self-deceptive logic of drinking/not drinking.

Meeting my alcoholic therapist led me to choose an identity as an alcoholic. Embracing
this identity for further discussion with both myself and others was harmonizing, calming,
liberating and, most of all, meaningful. But it was also terrifying because if I was going to
lock my essential self into the identity of “alcoholic,” would it be necessary for me to
reject the social constructionist epistemology? To view the self as having an essence is not
in line with theory of social construction (Gergen, 1991).

Luckily for me, Romaioli and McNamee (2020) come to my rescue by giving social
constructionist epistemology the criterion of utility. Ideas are socially and historically
constructed, and the important thing is whether a given construction is useful in people’s
lives or not. When I choose to reduce myself to an essence (being an alcoholic), my
problem with alcohol can be solved. However, I recognize that my understanding of
myself as an alcoholic was socially constructed in an interactive dialogical movement
(McNamee, 1996) with my alcoholic therapist—a most useful and meaningful socially
constructed essence. In his article, “The cybernetics of ‘self’. A theory of alcoholism”

(1971), Bateson argues for what he calls “an alcoholic personality.” He provides no
explanation for or “cause” of this personality; instead, he uses the experiential episte-
mology of Alcoholics Anonymous to explain the alcoholic cybernetic self-system. He
explores both why alcoholics continue to drink and solutions to stop drinking.

According to Denzin (1987a), a strength of Bateson’s theory is that it situates al-
coholism in a societal context. Bateson (1971) explains that the conventional logic in the
Western world is that people have self-control and the ability to self-discipline and thus to
control their drinking. This is not the case, however, for people who have the alcoholic
personality. People with this personality have a sense of pride that keeps them in a
symmetrical fight with the bottle.

Understanding my problem in terms of having an alcoholic personality and being stuck
in a cybernetic self-system driven by a symmetrical fight between drinking/not drinking is
helpful for me. Like Bateson, Denzin (1987a) describes this as a cyclical closed system.
This construction has the potential to solve my problem (permanently) through the
following logic: I am an alcoholic; therefore, I cannot drink; therefore, I do not drink;
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therefore, my problem is gone. This logic contrasts the controlled drinking logic my first
therapist applied, whereby I was doomed to lose because I had a “different personality”
than him. Holding on to the first logic makes me what Vander Ven (2011) calls as a
desistor, that is, a person who once drank but chose not to do so anymore.

Non-drinking research

Research like Vander Ven’s, on non-drinking is limited in contrast to research on drinking
(Herman-Kinney and Kinney, 2013; Advocat and Lindsay, 2015). A key theme in this
research concerns peoples challenges with not-drinking alcohol in contexts where heavy
drinking features prominently, and is focused on young people (Banister et al., 2019).

Advocat and Lindsay (2015) argue for the choice of not drinking to be against the
dominant cultural logic. To make such a choice requires an explanation and strategies for
managing to be sober in a context were one is expected to drink, thus non-drinking
students take on different identities (Herman-Kinney and Kinney, 2013). One such
identity is a positive non-deviant one, where drawing on support from others who are non-
drinkers is viewed as helpful. I find my identity as a sober alcoholic to be such a positive
non-deviant identity. Societal situations in my life are often centered around drinking, so I
need a safe haven as described by Herman-Kinney and Kinney (2013). These are sober
peer cultures to be safe in from the larger social structure of a “wet” society.

A meaningful connection against alcoholism

Bateson (1971) suggests replacing the alcoholic’s symmetrical fight with a comple-
mentary relational way of being in context. The cybernetics of self thus provides the
alcoholic with a complementary rather than a competitive way of being with others. This
system of self-construction is proposed to me by others who have found a solution to their
drinking problem. Relating to others in sober peer cultures (Herman-Kinney and Kinney,
2013) who have chosen the same way of thinking as I have supports my recovery. Being
able to offer this solution to others in such cultures makes me feel like I am part of
something greater than myself (Bateson, 1971).

Giving to others is a source of meaning in my life (Baumeister et al., 2013) and of what
Schnell (2009, 2011) calls self-transcendence. Self-transcendence is “commitment to
objectives beyond one’s immediate needs,” such as taking responsibility for societal
matters unrelated to one’s immediate concerns. Social commitment is a form of self-
transcendence, which, like other sources of meaning in life, increases the likelihood of
living a meaningful life.

Being part of something is also promoted as a solution to addiction by Hari (2015),
who suggests that addiction is not an individual problem, but a problem of relations.
Addiction happens when people are isolated, and being part of a community thus prevents
addiction. Price-Robertson et al. (2017) argue that recovery is an inherently relational
process because human beings are interdependent creatures. Replacing my former best
friend (alcohol) with people in recovery brought fulfillment and new meaning to my life.
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“I feared that I helped them not at all”

In relation to doing therapy with alcoholic patients at a hospital (in 1949–52), Bateson
admitted decades later, “I feared that I helped them not at all” (Bateson, 1971: 440).
Bateson explains how he changed his way of understanding alcoholism after hearing the
thoughts of people in Alcoholics Anonymous. Consequently, Bateson worried about how
he had previously tried to help alcoholics without understanding the mechanisms and
logics of alcoholism and the alcoholic personality. Even though my first therapist did his
best to help me, he actually contributed to keeping me in the fight with the bottle and made
my alcoholism worse. It was my alcoholic therapist who offered me a solution that
stopped the spiral.

I agree with Bateson`s suggestion that we can understand alcoholism differently and
thereby create counter-narratives to challenge power relations in opposition to more
hegemonic narratives (Bager and Lundholt, 2020). To understand alcoholism differently
means to also acknowledge what Denzin (1987a) refers to as the spurious emotional
understanding non-alcoholics have of alcoholics. These are interactional moments when
individuals mistake their own feelings and understandings for the feelings of the other and
interpret their feelings as the feelings of the other. There is a danger of using the wrong
interpretive framework when one views another’s experience not from that person’s point
of view but from one’s own. I have written about this elsewhere (Tønnessen,
forthcoming). (Deegan 1988: 14) argues that recovery cannot easily be grasped by
professional language. It is like a shared secret between us that experience it. This secret
cannot be fully understood by those who have not had this experience themselves. My
second therapist shared this secret with me while my first therapist did not.

Bateson (1971) changed his way of thinking about alcoholism after hearing the
thoughts of AA members. If professionals want to get closer to the secrets of recovery, I
believe that this might require them to be willing to move to a different discursive level
and to replace the controlled drinking discourse with other alternative discourses like the
alternative discourse suggested in this paper, told through a counter-narrative of an al-
coholic personality. McNamee (2015) argues that all social sciences negotiate ways of
talking and acting in the world and therefore have moral and political implications. One
might therefore ask what interests are at stake in upholding the discourse of controlled
alcohol drinking.

Closing reflections

By using an autoethnographic analytical approach, I have told small stories of not being
able to control my drinking. In this way, I disrupt the controlled drinking discourse
because, as Jackson (2013: 25) says, stories may “call into question our ordinary taken for
granted notions of identity and difference, and so push back and pluralize our horizons of
knowledge.”

I suggest a meaningful way of thinking about recovery that provides a self-sustainable
way of living a sober life. In doing so, I hope to contribute to expanding the horizon of
knowledge by moving from a closed cybernetic self-system in active alcoholism with a
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constantly constricting spiral driven forward by the symmetrical fight with the bottle
within the discourse of drinking with control into a more open self-system in sober
alcoholism with a self-reinforcing spiral grounded in an acceptance of defeat in the fight
with the bottle, within a counter-narrative of controlled drinking not being possible. This
counter-narrative is an alternative discourse told through small storytelling.

When I manage to make this shift in my thinking, I am rewarded with a more a self-
sustainable way of being in the world. By being part of something bigger than myself and
letting go of my self-centered fight to drink like most people, I break free of a centripetal
force that traps me in an existential crisis. If I start drinking again, I know that this cycle
will resume and lead to a new crisis of meaning.

Jackson (2013: 44) writes that storytelling enables us to create a “necessary illusion,”
which can be essential for survival. In my case, a useful social construction that keeps me
sober. Sharing my self-sustainable logic of thinking might be helpful for both people in
recovery and the professionals who want to help them. The telling of living stories
democratizes storytelling because it can be a tool to avoid privileging certain stories and
silencing others (Jørgensen and Boje, 2010). Privileging counter-narratives of alcohol
drinking, alcoholism, and recovery can challenge the Discourses around alcohol use,
including the controlled drinking discourse.

The analysis in this paper challenges itself because to suggest that an autonomous
individual (in this case me) can represent the “auto-“ (self) in an autoethnographic
approach might collide with an understanding of the individual as socially constructed in
relation to others. Concerning the term “autobiography,”Gergen (1991: 164) suggests the
alternative term “sociobiography.”Maybe the term “socioethnography” would have been
more fitting for my methodological approach?

Following Grant (2010), who stresses that his intention is not to have the final word or
achieve closure on the topics raised in his autoethnographic papers, I would like to
emphasize that my intention is not to replace the controlled drinking discourse with a new
dominant discourse. I simply aim to offer the sharing of one recovery story. Even though I
share an identity with other sober alcoholics, I also take seriously Voronka’s (2016)
warning of the risks of “promoting notions of a shared universal identity” between
“people with lived experience.” Deegan (1988) argues that even though there are certain
fundamental constituents of recovery, each person’s recovery journey is unique. Against
such a backdrop, I stress that my story is mine alone both in its similarities to and
differences from other stories.

After spending years trying to live up to the expectation of being able to drink my
glasses of wine with control, I found the rejection of the controlled drinking discourse to
be lifesaving. The rejection opened up a meaningful way of thinking which help me to
stay sober. My aim with this paper has been to explore ways of meaningful thinking that
promote recovery as formulated in the research question: What are meaningful ways of
thinking when one is a recovering alcoholic?

12 Qualitative Social Work 0(0)
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ORCID iD

Siw Heidi Tønnessen  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1618-5284

References

Adams TE and Herrmann AF (2023) Good autoethnography. Journal of Autoethnography 4(1):
1–9. DOI: 10.1525/joae.2023.4.1.1

Advocat J and Lindsay J (2015) To drink or not to drink? Young Australians negotiating the social
imperative to drink to intoxication. Journal of Sociology, 51(2), 139-153. DOI: 10.1177/
1440783313482367

Bager AS (2019) A multimodal discourse analysis of positioning and identity work in a leadership
development practice: a combined dialogicality and small story analysis. Communication &
Language at Work 6(1): 40–62. DOI: 10.7146/claw.v6i1.113911

Bager AS and Lundholt MW (2020) Organizational storymaking as narrative-small-story dynamics.
A combination of organizational storytelling theory and small story analysis. In: Lueg K and
Lundholt MW (eds) Routledge Handbook of Counter-narratives. Abingdon: Routledge.
Chapter 12.

Bamberg M and Georgakopoulou A (2008) Small stories as a new perspective in narrative and
identity analysis. Text & Talk 28(3): 377–396. DOI: 10.1515/TEXT.2008.018

Banister E, Conroy D and Piacentini M (2019) Non-drinkers and non-drinking: a review, a critique
and pathways to policy. Young Adult Drinking Styles: Current Perspectives on Research,
Policy and Practice, 213-232.

Bateson G (1971) The cybernetics of “self”: a theory of alcoholism. Psychiatry 34(1): 1–18. DOI:
10.1080/00332747.1971.11023653

Baumeister RF, Vohs KD, Aaker JL, et al. (2013) Some key differences between a happy life and a
meaningful life. The Journal of Positive Psychology 8(6): 505–516. DOI: 10.1080/17439760.
2013.830764

Tønnessen 13

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1618-5284
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1618-5284
https://doi.org/10.1525/joae.2023.4.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783313482367
https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783313482367
https://doi.org/10.7146/claw.v6i1.113911
https://doi.org/10.1515/TEXT.2008.018
https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.1971.11023653
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2013.830764
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2013.830764


Borg M and Davidson L (2007) The nature of recovery as lived in everyday experience. Journal Of
Mental Health 1(12): 1–12. DOI: 10.1080/09638230701498382

Brekke E, Lien L, Davidson L, et al. (2017) First-person experiences of recovery in co-occurring
mental health and substance use conditions. Advances in Dual Diagnosis 10(1): 13–24. DOI:
10.1108/ADD-07-2016-0015

Csikszentmihalyi M and Seligman M (2000) Positive psychology. American Psychologist 55(1):
5–14.

Davidson L and White W (2007) The concept of recovery as an organizing principle for integrating
mental health and addiction services. Journal of Behavioral Health Services & Research 34:
109–120. DOI: 10.1007/s11414-007-9053-7

Davidson L, Andres-Hyman R, Bedregal L, et al. (2008) From “double trouble” to “dual recovery”:
integrating models of recovery in addiction and mental health. Journal of Dual Diagnosis 4(3):
273–290. DOI: 10.1080/15504260802072396

De Ruysscher C, Vandervelde S, Vanderplasschen W, et al. (2017) The concept of recovery as
experienced by persons with dual diagnosis: a systematic review of qualitative research from a
first-person perspective. Journal of Dual Diagnosis 13(4): 264–279. DOI: 10.1080/15504263.
2017.1349977

De Ruysscher C, Tomlinson P, Vanheule S, et al. (2019) Questioning the professionalization of
recovery: a collaborative exploration of a recovery process. Disability & Society, 34(5),
797-818. DOI: 10.1080/09687599.2019.1588708

Deegan PE (1988) Recovery: the lived experience of rehabilitation. Psychosocial Rehabilitation
Journal 11(4): 11–19. DOI: 10.1037/h0099565

Deegan P (1996) Recovery as a journey of the heart. Psychiatric Rehabilitation Journal 19(3):
91–97. DOI: 10.1037/h0101301

Denzin NK (1987a) The Alcoholic Self. Sage Publications, Incorporated.
Denzin NK (1987b) The Recovering Alcoholic. Sage Publications, Incorporated.
Festinger L (1962) A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. Stanford: Stanford University Press.
Frankl VE (1959) Man’s Search for Meaning. Boston: Beacon Press.
Freeman L and Stewart H (2020) Sticks and stones can break your bones and words can really hurt

you: a standpoint epistemological reply to critics of the microaggression research program. In
Microaggressions and Philosophy. New York: Routledge. pp. 36–66.

Gee JP (2014) An introduction to discourse analysis: Theory and method. Routledge.
Gergen K (1991) The Saturated Self. Dilemmas of Identity in Contemporary Life. New York: Basic

Books.
Grant A (2010) Writing the reflexive self: an autoethnography of alcoholism and the impact of

psychotherapy culture. Journal of Psychiatric and Mental Health Nursing 17(7): 577–582.
DOI: 10.1111/j.1365-2850.2010.01566.x

Grant A (2017) Drinking to relax: an autoethnography of a highland family viewed through a new
materialist lens. In Sparkes A (ed) Auto/Biography Yearbook, Nottingham: Ruself Press.
pp. 33–46.

Grant A (2022) What has autoethnography got to offer mental health nursing? British Journal of
Mental Health Nursing 11(4): 4–11. doi: 10.12968/bjmh.2022.0035

Grant AJ (2023) Crafting and recognising good enough autoethnographies: a practical guide and
checklist. Mental Health and Social Inclusion. DOI: 10.1108/MHSI-01-2023-0009

14 Qualitative Social Work 0(0)

https://doi.org/10.1080/09638230701498382
https://doi.org/10.1108/ADD-07-2016-0015
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11414-007-9053-7
https://doi.org/10.1080/15504260802072396
https://doi.org/10.1080/15504263.2017.1349977
https://doi.org/10.1080/15504263.2017.1349977
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2019.1588708
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0099565
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0101301
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2850.2010.01566.x
https://doi.org/10.12968/bjmh.2022.0035
https://doi.org/10.1108/MHSI-01-2023-0009


Hare-Musti RT (1994) Discourses in the mirrored room: a postmodern analysis of therapy. Family
Process 33(1): 19–35. DOI: 10.1111/j.1545_5300.1994.00019.x

Hari J (2015) Chasing the Scream: The Search for the Truth about Addiction. New York:
Bloomsbury.

Herman-Kinney NJ and Kinney DA (2013) Sober as deviant: the stigma of sobriety and how some
college students “stay dry” on a “wet” campus. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 42(1),
64-103. DOI: 10.1177/0891241612458954

Hipolito MMS, Carpenter-Song E andWhitley R (2011) Meanings of recovery from the perspective
of people with dual diagnosis. Journal of Dual Diagnosis 7(11): 141–149. DOI: 10.1080/
15504263.2011.592392

Jackson M (2013) The Politics of Storytelling: Variations on a Theme by Hannah Arendt. Museum
Copenhagen: Musem Tusculanum Press.

Jørgensen KM and Boje DM (2010) Resituating narrative and story in business ethics. Business
Ethics: A European Review 19: 253–264. DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-8608.2010.01593.x

Klevan T, Bank RM, Borg M, et al. (2021) Part I: dynamics of recovery: a meta-synthesis exploring
the nature of mental health and substance abuse recovery. International Journal of Envi-
ronmental Research and Public Health, 18, 7761. DOI: 10.3390/ijerph18157761

Lauveng A (2020) Grunnbok I Psykisk Helsearbeid. Det Landskapet Vi Er Mennesker I. Oslo:
Universitetsforlaget.

Leamy M, Bird V, Boutillier C, et al. (2011) Conceptual framework for personal recovery in mental
health: systematic review and narrative synthesis. British Journal of Psychiatry 199(6):
445–452. DOI: 10.1192/bjp.bp.110.083733

McNamee S (1996) Therapy and identity construction. Constructing the self in a mediated world,
(18), 141.

McNamee S (2015) Practitioners as people: dialogic encounters for transformation. Metalogos
2015(28): 1–25.

Measham F (2006) The new policy mix: alcohol, harm minimisation, and determined drunkenness
in contemporary society. International Journal of Drug Policy, 17(4), 258-268. DOI: 10.1016/
j.drugpo.2006.02.013

Muncey T (2010) Creating Autoethnographies. London: Sage Publications Ltd.

Ness O, BorgM and Davidson L (2014) Facilitators and barriers in dual recovery: a literature review
of first-person perspectives. Advances in Dual Diagnosis 7(3): 107–117. DOI: 10.1108/ADD-
02-2014-0007

Oute J and Jørgensen K (2021) Forord. Recovery-orienterede praksisser i velfærdsinstitutioner og
civilsamfund [Recovery-oriented practices in health and social care and civil society]. In: Oute
J and Jørgensen K (eds) Recovery-orienterede Praksisser I Velfærdsinstitutioner Og Civ-
ilsamfund [Recovery-Oriented Practices: in Health and Social Care and Civil Society].
Fredriksberg: Samfundslitteratur.

Pilgrim D (2009) Recovery from mental health problems: scratching the surface without ethnography.
Journal of Social Work Practice 23(4): 475–487. DOI: 10.1080/02650530903375033

Price-Robertson R, Obradovic A and Morgan B (2017) Relational recovery: beyond individualism
in the recovery approach. Advances in Mental Health 15(2): 108–120. DOI: 10.1080/
18387357.2016.1243014

Tønnessen 15

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545_5300.1994.00019.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241612458954
https://doi.org/10.1080/15504263.2011.592392
https://doi.org/10.1080/15504263.2011.592392
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8608.2010.01593.x
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18157761
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.110.083733
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2006.02.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2006.02.013
https://doi.org/10.1108/ADD-02-2014-0007
https://doi.org/10.1108/ADD-02-2014-0007
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650530903375033
https://doi.org/10.1080/18387357.2016.1243014
https://doi.org/10.1080/18387357.2016.1243014


Romaioli D and McNamee S (2020) (Mis)constructing social construction: answering the critiques.
Theory & Psychology 31(3): 315–334. DOI: 10.1177/0959354320967757

Schnell T (2009) The sources of meaning and meaning in life questionnaire (SoMe): relations to
demographics and well-being. The Journal of Positive Psychology 4(6): 483–499. DOI: 10.
1080/17439760903271074

Schnell T (2011) Individual differences in meaning-making: considering the variety of sources of
meaning, their density and diversity. Personality and Individual Differences 51(5): 667–673.
DOI: 10.1016/j.paid.2011.06.006

SommerM, Biong S, BorgM, et al. (2021) Part II: living life: a meta-synthesis exploring recovery as
processual experiences. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health
18(11): 6115. DOI: 10.3390/ijerph18116115

Spry T (2001) Performing autoethnography: an embodied methodological praxis. Qualitative
Inquiry 7(6): 706–732. DOI: 10.1177/107780040100700605

Tønnessen S (forthcoming) Spurious emotional understanding what do ’ordinary’ people know
about the bubbly fizzing ’hung-before’ feeling ? In: New Voices in Autoethnography,
Routledge.

Tønnessen S, Klevan T and Ness O (2023a) Giving can be meaningful: a two-part qualitative
analysis to restore and decode professionals’ understandings of meaningfulness in dual re-
covery. Human Systems, 26344041231160345. DOI: 10.1177/26344041231160345

Tønnessen S, Ness O and Klevan T (2023b) Co-exploring meaning in everyday life for people in
mental health recovery: a photovoice study. The Qualitative Report, 28(4), 1070-1095. DOI:
10.46743/2160-3715/2023.5782

Vander Ven T (2011) Getting Wasted: Why College Students Drink Too Much and Party So Hard.
NYU Press.

Voronka J (2016) The politics of ‘people with lived experience’: experiential authority and the risks
of strategic essentialism. Philosophy, Psychiatry, and Psychology 23(3): 189–201. doi:10.
1353/ppp.2016.0017

Wissing MP (2014) Meaning and relational well-being: a reflection on the state of the art and a way
forward. Journal of Psychology in Africa 24(1): 115–121. DOI: 10.1080/14330237.2014.
904100

Wong PTP (2012) Toward a dual-systems model of what makes life worth living. In:Wong PTP (ed)
The Human Quest for Meaning: Theories, Research, and Applications. New York: Routledge,
pp. 3–22.

Wylie A (2003) Why standpoint matters. In Figueroa R and Harding S (eds) Science and Other
Cultures: Issues in Philosophies of Science and Technology, Routledge. pp. 26–48.

Yalom ID (2020) Existential Psychotherapy. New York: Basic Books.

16 Qualitative Social Work 0(0)

https://doi.org/10.1177/0959354320967757
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760903271074
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760903271074
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2011.06.006
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18116115
https://doi.org/10.1177/107780040100700605
https://doi.org/10.1177/26344041231160345
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2023.5782
https://doi.org/10.1353/ppp.2016.0017
https://doi.org/10.1353/ppp.2016.0017
https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2014.904100
https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2014.904100

	The meaningfulness of challenging the controlled drinking discourse. An autoethnographic study
	Introduction
	Background
	Recovery and meaning in life

	Methodology
	Theoretical analytical framework
	Moving from Discourse to the telling of living, small stories

	The glasses on the table
	Search for meaning in ‘controlled drinking’
	Crisis of meaning
	Finding new meaning by giving up “controlled drinking”
	The telling of small stories and counter
	Divided self and double life
	Non-drinking research
	A meaningful connection against alcoholism
	“I feared that I helped them not at all”

	Closing reflections
	Acknowledgements
	Declaration of conflicting interests
	Funding
	ORCID iD
	References


