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Famously, Weber credited an accumulation-oriented 
economy to the “Protestant Ethic”, an immaterial force 
at the heart of capitalism. Some decades later, Keynes, 
reflecting on Capitalism’s crises, posited “animal spi-
rits” as an ephemeral but necessary driver of economic 
growth. But, if capitalism accumulates profits, based 
on the growth and satisfaction of ever-increasing and 
refined appetites, then other, darker spirits also appe-
ar. As the 20thC progressed “Addiction” emerged as the 
spectre haunting capitalism (at least in the Anglophone 
world), appetites unleashed to individually and social-
ly destructive ends. Using two very different texts, Ga-
bor Maté’s Hungry Ghosts and JD Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy, 
alongside reflections of more than 20 years researching 
addiciton and recovery,  I examine how these concepts, 
paired with an ever-widening discourse on “trauma” has 
created a stable metaphysical platform to reflect on (and 
critique) a society based solely on contracting, self-in-
terested individual at the heart of the bourgeois politi-
cal imagination. This paper examines how a variety of 
authors and social actors talk about addiction from the 
perspective of ghostly presences and haunting appetites, 
while reflecting on both the making and dissolving of 
social bonds. 
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Jamie Saris is is an Associate Professor 
in the Department of Anthropology, 
Maynooth University. He holds an MA 
and PhD in Social-Cultural Anthro-
pology (University of Chicago) and 
completed a postdoctoral fellowship 
in clinically relevant medical anthro-
pology (Harvard Medical School). For 
over twenty-five years, he has worked 
in medical and psychological anthro-
pology, publishing on mental hospitals, 
major mental illness, colonialism/post-
colonialism, structural violence, aut-
henticity, health services research, and 
drug use, abuse, and recovery. He led 
one of Ireland’s first national prevalen-
ce studies on opiate use and directed 
the only anthropology projects to have 
won major support from the Health Re-
search Board of Ireland. His latest book 
is "From Legacies to Futures. The Life-
worlds of Older Adults in Europe." (with 
Katja Seidel and David Prendegast, 

2025, Berghahn Press)
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Jamie Saris (Maynooth University)
Capitalism and the Spirit of Addiction: 

The Making and Unmaking of the Social in the Haunting of Appetites
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