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“Brigitte Mars, A.H.G., is a highly respected registered herbalist recognized by the American Herbalists Guild. I have been honored to have her as a guest on my radio shows numerous times over several decades. As an author, Brigitte offers well-researched, comprehensive information and protocols involving natural therapies, such as lifestyle and botanicals that are steeped in long-term tradition as well as supported by modern scientific inquiries. Brigitte includes easy-to-use formulas that even a newcomer can safely try—to assist in their quest for wellness and, in this particular instance, support in becoming addiction-free NATURALLY!”
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“Sugar. Nicotine. Food. Prescription medications. Sex. Alcohol. And so many more. If you’re snared by addiction—and you’re ready to change—this is the go-to guide. In it, world-renowned herbalist Brigitte Mars presents natural means for shifting from the disease state of addiction to a life of true health. Full of cross-cultural reflections, she presents more than 22 natural methods for transforming your relationship with yourself and your addictive focus. Readers can make use of herbs, nutrition, supplements, color therapy, essences, and more—to embrace purity and fly free.”

CYNDI DALE, AUTHOR OF ENERGY HEALING FOR TRAUMA, STRESS, AND CHRONIC ILLNESSES  
AND THE SUBTLE BODY

“In these stressful times, addiction is increasing throughout the world at a high rate. Addiction-Free Naturally is a very practical and thoroughly researched work from experienced herbalist, practitioner, and educator Brigitte Mars. Brigitte brings her many years of research and hands-on practice, making this book a must for anyone wanting to begin using more earthfriendly natural remedies and healthy practices to prevent and heal a wide range of addictions right away.”

CHRISTOPHER HOBBS, PH.D., L.AC., HERBALEST RESEARCH SCIENTIST, AND AUTHOR OF GROW IT, HEAL IT

“Mars’s compassionate, well-researched book takes the reader by the hand to select the best natural remedies that help break addiction to heal mind and body. She artfully uses simple language to explain how the brain is impacted and provides enough information to design a healing protocol that is based on each type of addiction.”

KATHI KEVILLE, DIRECTOR OF THE AMERICAN HERB ASSOCIATION

“Addiction-Free Naturally is a must-have resource for anyone dealing with any kind of addiction. For some it could very well be life-saving. The material is extensively researched and clearly presented in accessible language. Most importantly, the book is a wide-ranging, generous compendium of solidly reliable and applicable information and guidance.”

CHRISTOPHER M. BACHE, AUTHOR OF LSD AND THE MIND OF THE UNIVERSE, 
PROFESSOR EMERITUS IN THE DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGIOUS STUDIES AT YOUNGSTOWN STATE UNIVERSITY

“Brigitte Mars’s life-changing book Addiction-Free Naturally shares empowering information to support readers to take charge of their health and recover from their addictions—naturally! Brigitte’s wellspring of knowledge goes deep. She shares history, science, therapies, insights, and more and dispels myths by reinforcing truths about the harmful impact of addiction on individuals, their families, and society. Bless you, Brigitte, for sharing your wisdom and giving us the necessary tools of healing to help emancipate ourselves from our addictions.”

ANTHONY J.W. BENSON, FOUNDER OF INJOI CREATIVE, CREATIVE BUSINESS STRATEGIST, 
CONSULTANT, INSPIRATIONAL SPEAKER, AND WRITER

“Brigitte Mars is an herbalist from a tradition that combines the ancient healing-plant wisdom from the East and the West. Due to her long, rich personal experience with plants and herbal medicines, and having lived consciously close to the earth all her life, her books are abundant fountains of information. As we live in a time of global overconsumption on many levels, Brigitte Mars’s book Addiction-Free Naturally is a timely addition to her large collection of herbal handbooks. Presented in a clear and easily assimilated format, this book is a must in every well-rounded natural remedy household library.”
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INTRODUCTION

Where We Stand Today

Welcome to the newly revised edition of Addiction-Free Naturally, which was originally published by Inner Traditions in 2001. So much has changed since the beginning of the century! Indeed, there have been stupendous technological advancements, but also addiction is in the news daily with concerns about the opioid crisis, overdoses, and deaths. Psychedelic therapy and research, which was halted during the Nixon administration, is now being successfully revisited, with studies occurring at such well-respected schools as Johns Hopkins and New York University. We can add to our herbal pharmacopoeia kratom and iboga, two newly popular herbs that may be helpful in addiction treatment. In some areas cannabis, psilocybin, and other psychedelic compounds are being legalized or decriminalized, and require guidance on how they might be helpful and when they may be dangerous. Everywhere, research is validating what the ancient ones already understood about herbs.

This book offers both a broad overview of addiction and specific information for particular types of addiction. In part 1, you’ll find a breakdown of the basic therapies used to treat most addictions. Part 2 addresses different types of addiction one by one, helping you to build a personalized treatment plan. In part 3, we’ll talk about how to get through the withdrawal process and maintain an addiction-free lifestyle.

I suggest that you use this book in conjunction with the support of your health care provider. Addiction can be challenging to overcome in any circumstance, and the effort is more likely to be successful with the support of family, friends, and community. In some cases, therapy is called for. In other cases—especially when you’re dealing with addiction to potent and life-threatening drugs like opioids—medical help is needed.

Addiction-Free Naturally is meant to empower us to take charge of our 
health and let go of addictions—naturally! It offers lifestyle and healing 
techniques that can help us rise up, liberate ourselves from that which 
undermines our health and freedom, and live more consciously so that we can 
create the life we desire.



PART ONE

Natural and Herbal Approaches to Treating Addiction
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Facing the Facts

Coming to Terms with Addiction

Addiction affects more people than any other disease. A 2017 study by the Pew Research Center found that nearly half of Americans have a family member or close friend who’s been addicted to drugs. And that’s not even counting all the other substances we find ourselves addicted to! When most of us hear the word addict, we think of opioids, or methamphetamines, or heroin, or any of the other horrifyingly addictive drugs we’ve been teaching our children to abhor. Certainly we don’t think about, say, sugar—and yet sugar is the most prevalent addictive substance in the world!

As a society we’re well schooled on what constitutes an addiction, as well as what does not. The United States’ “war on drugs” is not about getting office workers to ease back on coffee, though perhaps it should be—according to the U.S. government’s own description of caffeine in its MedlinePlus database, caffeine has been linked to anxiety, insomnia, headaches, high blood pressure, and heartburn, among other things, and as you’ve probably found out for yourself, it’s highly addictive. When our schools talk about implementing drug prevention programs, they’re not talking about candy and soda, though both are loaded with sugar, which is a prime driver of the ongoing obesity epidemic. And, yes, sugar works just like an addictive drug—it stimulates the production of feel-good neurotransmitters like dopamine, and when these effects wear off, it leaves us wanting more.

Addiction-Free Naturally also addresses what could be called societal addictions: the addictive substances that have wormed their way into the daily life of Western culture. I’m talking here about that habitual morning cup of coffee, about cigarette breaks, about refined sugar being a major ingredient in just about every packaged food on the market. Addictions are endemic to our society. Some of us are fortunate enough to avoid them. Some of us know we have addictions, and we try time and time again to kick them. Others of us have simply yet to see the warning signs.

No substance is all good or all bad. As the old proverb says, “The evil lies within the person, not the drug.” Most addictive substances have significant and valuable applications. We know these uses, and we know the dangers inherent to them. If we ignore the dangers, we must take responsibility for our decisions. Addiction is our own self-made malaise. We have created it, and we are the only ones who can overcome it.

Having an addiction does not make you a bad or weak-willed person. Indeed, addictions are quite common; I’d say that more people have them than not. Some addictions are a self-destructive response to life stressors. Others are a natural by-product of the society we live in. The important thing—and often the most difficult thing—is to realize and acknowledge an addiction. Once you’ve taken that first step, you’re well on your way to beating it.

 

Are You Addicted?


	Do you feel that you just don’t want to stop indulging in a particular substance—caffeine, sugar, tobacco, alcohol—right now, although you could at any time?

	Have you ever tried to stop for a week but been unable to do so?

	Do you resent the advice of others who express concern about your substance use?

	Have you ever tried to control your addiction by switching to an alternative addictive substance? For instance, have you ever taken up smoking so that you could give up drinking?

	Do you envy people who can indulge without getting into trouble?

	Has your substance use created problems with friends and family?

	Do you try to avoid family or friends when you’re using your substance of choice?

	Have you lost relationships because of substance abuse?

	Are your friendships determined by whether others indulge in the same substances as you?

	Do you indulge in your substance alone?

	Have you ever neglected your family or work for more than two days in a row due to substance abuse?

	If your substance of choice is limited or unavailable at social events, do you try to obtain some anyway?

	Have you missed time from work during the past year due to substance use?

	Has your substance of choice stopped being fun to use?

	When you are low on your substance of choice, do you feel anxious or worried about how to get more?

	Do you plan your life around your substance use?

	Do you ever consume more of your substance of choice than you intend to?

	Are you consuming more than you used to in order to feel the same effects?

	Do you tend to consume as much as you can and feel reluctant to discard any leftovers?

	Are you experiencing financial difficulty due to substance use?

	Do you use your substance of choice when you are disappointed, depressed, or going through a difficult time?

	Does your substance use affect sleep?

	Has your sexual ability or desire suffered from your substance use?

	Are you concerned that if you stop using your substance of choice, you will lack energy, motivation, confidence, or the ability to relax?

	Do you use your substance of choice repeatedly to sleep or stay awake?

	Do you ever lie to others about how much or how often you consume your substance of choice?

	Have you ever stolen money or goods to support your habit?

	Have you lost a job because of substance use?

	Do you ever regret the way you behaved while you were on a substance-use high?

	Do you experience irritability, headaches, or tremors when you have not consumed your substance of choice for a while?

	Have you ever passed out from substance use?

	Have you ever felt that your life would be more productive if you were not indulging in your substance of choice?

	Have you become more irritable and difficult to get along with?

	Is your pattern of use potentially dangerous? (This can be true even in cases where substance consumption is neither frequent nor excessive.)

	Do you lack self-control in deciding whether or not to consume your substance of choice?

	Is your habit putting you into a state of poor health?

	Is your substance use dangerous to others? (Think about secondhand smoke, drunk driving, using up family resources, bad for the environment, et cetera.)



How many questions did you answer yes to? Deep down inside, if you are being honest with yourself, you know whether you have a substance-abuse problem or are on your way to one. Do something about it now, while you can.

 


THE QUEST FOR PURITY

Throughout history virtually every culture has devised some way of altering consciousness, whether it be through plants, fermented fruit or grain, mushrooms, or tobacco. The use of prayer, meditation, and rituals have also been methods of altering consciousness. Alcohol, tobacco, and various other mind-bending substances were traditionally used for medicine, ceremony, and celebration. In some cultures addiction to these substances was considered sinful and was treated with ridicule, punishment, and even exorcism.

When the world of medicine changed, however, it changed fast. In the nineteenth century active plant constituents were discovered and isolated in quick succession—morphine in 1806, codeine in 1832, atropine in 1833, caffeine in 1841, cocaine in 1860, heroin in 1883, and mescaline in 1896.

Addictive substances began to become a greater part of society. By 1850, for example, sugar (99.5 percent sucrose) became widely available and very cheap. In the 1860s alcohol and narcotics replaced calomel (made from mercury) and bleeding as the vogue medical treatments. Though that may not sound like a big improvement, it was: at least alcohol and narcotics killed you slowly, rather than quickly, and if you managed to stop taking them before the end, they actually could do you some good.

Chemists became obsessed with extracting active constituents from plants. Somehow it just seemed more scientific and modern to turn everything into a white powder: cocaine, heroin, and for that matter white sugar and f lour. Medicine embarked on a quest for purity. Dried green plants seemed too plain and primitive—and less profitable.

The more refined a substance becomes, the more likely it is to have side effects and addictive tendencies. Plants are a symphony of structure and wonder—vitamins, minerals, essential oils, bloodbuilding chlorophyll, saponins, glycosides, alkaloids, and more. They are not meant to be refined. Take, for example, opium. It has traditional use in folk medicine as a sedative and soporific, and it’s only mildly addictive; once refined to a white crystalline form, however, it becomes heroin, a highly addictive substance with incredibly dangerous side effects.

It was not until after World War II that addiction was recognized as a legitimate disease.




WHY ADDICTION OCCURS

Why do some people find themselves frequently indulging in things that they know are not good for them, while others are able to exercise restraint without struggling? In her book Unbroken Brain: A Revolutionary New Way of Understanding Addiction, Maia Szalavitz tells us that most of our common assumptions about addicts are wrong. Addiction does not arise from an antisocial personality disorder or character flaw. And there’s no singular “addictive personality.” Szalavitz says:

Although people with addictions or potential addicts cannot be identified by a specific collection of personality traits, however, it is often possible to tell quite early on which children are at high risk. Children who ultimately develop addictions tend to be outliers in a number of measurable ways. Yes, some stand out because they are antisocial and callous—but others stand out because they are overly moralistic and sensitive. While those who are the most impulsive and eager to try new things are at highest risk, the odds of addiction are also elevated in those who are compulsive and fear novelty. It is extremes of personality and temperament—some of which are associated with talents, not deficits—that elevates risk. Giftedness and high IQ, for instance, are linked with higher rates of illegal drug use than having average intelligence.

Whether these extreme traits lead to addictions, other compulsive behaviors, developmental differences, mental illnesses, or some mixture depends not just on genetics but also on the environment, people’s own reactions to it, and those of others to them. Addictions and other neurodevelopmental disorders rely not just on our actual experience but on how we interpret it and how our parents and friends respond to and label the way we behave. (59)

Szalavitz concludes that one fundamental factor in addiction is an inability to self-regulate—that is, to control impulses and manage emotions. She notes, “The brain regions that allow self-regulation need experience and practice in order to develop. If that experience is aberrant or if those brain regions are wired unusually, they may not learn to work properly” (61).

Other researchers agree that both genetics and environment play a role in addiction. The U.S. National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) notes that genetic factors like gender, ethnicity, and the presence of mental health disorders influence the risk of addiction, as do environmental factors like economic status, physical and sexual abuse, and early exposure to drugs (for example, if a person’s parents are drug users). NIDA research shows that families can protect their children from developing drug addiction later on in their life by establishing a strong bond between children and parents, having parental involvement in children’s lives, setting clear limits, and practicing consistent enforcement of discipline.

Still, even people with relatively healthy childhoods can grow into adults with emotional imbalances. Who doesn’t have a mustard seed of insecurity hidden away inside? As children we were afraid of the monsters under the bed, and as adults we give the monsters new names: financial insecurity, relationship problems, job stress. All of our insecurities and anxieties stem from fear—of the unknown, of change, of vulnerability. If loneliness, rejection, self-destruction, hostility, anxiety, and stress are the seeds firmly planted in our psyches, then fear is the water and sunshine that help addiction spring up. Not feeling adequately loved and not being able to express our true feelings, dreams, and fears can set us up for hard times and open the door to substance abuse.




BIOLOGICAL FACTORS IN ADDICTION

Many biological factors can contribute to addictions, including low thyroid function, poor adrenal function, metabolic disorders, nutritional deficiencies, fatigue, yeast overgrowth, food sensitivities, and hypoglycemia.

The correlation between hypoglycemia and addiction is indisputable. The question is which causes which. It’s known that hypoglycemics have a strong reaction to simple sugars, such as those found in food and alcohol. And many addictive substances, including tobacco, alcohol, and sugar, raise blood sugar levels, which over time can lead to hypoglycemia. So does hypoglycemia make you more prone to developing addictions, or is it the addiction that makes you hypoglycemic? It’s likely to be a little of both. What’s interesting is that symptoms of hypoglycemia are the same as symptoms of addiction: irritability, restlessness, fatigue, anxiety, depression, confusion, sluggish thinking, emotional outbursts, and negativity.

Hypoglycemia can play a part in antisocial behavior as well. According to Michio Kushi, author of Crime and Diet: The Macrobiotic Approach, as much as 80 to 85 percent of our prison population is hypoglycemic.

Food sensitivities can sometimes be a factor in addictive behavior. If you consume a food to which you are sensitive, you may initially experience an increase in metabolism, causing an energy rush. As this feeling wears off and you return to normal, you feel a decrease in energy, which leads to a craving for the food that stimulated that high.




THE CHEMISTRY OF ADDICTION

The human brain is composed of about one hundred billion neurons. Neurons are nerve cells that consist of a body, an axon (or spine), and dendrites, which extend from the neuron body like branches from a tree. Although billions of neurons are packed into the brain, they never touch. The small gaps between them are called synapses. To send signals across neurons, the brain uses neurotransmitters, chemical messengers that cross the synapses and attach themselves to receptor sites embedded in the dendrites.

In 1853 the hypodermic syringe was invented by the Scottish physician Alexander Wood. Legend has it that his wife became the first casualty of an intravenous morphine overdose.


The relationship between receptors and neurotransmitters is often compared to that of a lock and key. The receptor site is like a lock that can be opened only with the proper chemical key. Only neurotransmitters with the proper shape will fit into that lock. However, substances with shapes similar to that of the familiar neurotransmitter can trick the receptor and dock at that site, thereby blocking access for the neurotransmitter. Some addictive substances work in this fashion, crossing the blood-brain barrier into the brain and mimicking the effects of neurotransmitters. Other addictive substances stimulate or inhibit the production and transmission of neurotransmitters to influence mood.

The body’s autonomic nervous system is divided into two parts: the sympathetic and the parasympathetic nervous systems. The sympathetic nervous system (SNS) contains chiefly adrenergic (activated by epinephrine, also called adrenaline) fibers and increases heart rate. When a fight-or-flight reaction kicks in—heart racing, rapid breathing, acute sensory input—it’s the sympathetic nervous system that’s in charge. The SNS is our workhorse, what motivates us to explore, discover, and master. The SNS employs the neurotransmitters norepinephrine and epinephrine.

The parasympathetic nervous system (PSNS) contains chiefly cholinergic (activated by acetylcholine) fibers and slows heart rate. It’s often referred to as the “feed-and-breed” system because it governs our drive for natural functions such as eating, drinking, sleeping, elimination, and reproduction. The PSNS is what motivates us to rest, recuperate, and rebuild.

Each part of the nervous system has its own pleasure incentive, ensuring that we can work and recover. Activation of the SNS induces the release of dopamine, which lifts the spirits and makes us feel energized. Activation of the PSNS induces the release of endorphins, which have an analgesic effect and help us feel calm and satisfied. The sympathetic-parasympathetic dance of energy governs our behavior. For example, when endorphins are elevated, we are motivated to eat (which in itself triggers further endorphin release); when dopamine levels are elevated, we are motivated not to eat.

 

Eastern Perspectives on Addiction

According to the principles of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), addictions cause the stagnation of chi (life force) in the liver. The liver cleanses the body of negative emotions, and chi stagnation in the liver contributes to feelings of anger and stunts creativity.

Addictions also cause kidney and adrenal stress, which according to TCM leads to coldness in the body, frequent urination, and jing (vital essence) deficiency. TCM holds that when the kidneys are weak, the brain also becomes weak.

Addiction causes derangement in the heart-mind-spirit connection, contributing to lack of concentration, agitation, and sleep disorders as well as general deficiency, causing lack of motivation, energy, paleness, thinness, and lack of appetite. Addiction also causes a deficiency in chi because the abuser focuses on the addictive substance rather than true nourishment. A chi deficiency can lead to a range of emotional, social, spiritual, and physical disharmonies.

 

The feelings of well-being that neurotransmitters can induce are a large part of what attracts us to addictive substances. For example, alcohol, sugar, and many types of drugs stimulate the parasympathetic nervous system. Other drugs, such as amphetamines, stimulate the sympathetic nervous system. The resulting chemical imbalance disrupts all of our natural functions and affects our mood, energy, temperament, sleep, and health. Many people wake up with stimulants, then sedate to go to sleep. As we become more and more out of balance, we begin to depend on outside stimulants to induce what used to be natural reactions. When we begin to crave those outside stimulants, the addiction cycle has closed around us.

Get to Know Your Neurotransmitters

The neurotransmitters most involved with addictions are dopamine, endorphins, enkephalin, epinephrine (adrenaline) and norepinephrine, serotonin, and GABA (gamma-aminobutyric acid).


	
Dopamine arouses the pleasures of the sympathetic nervous sys
	tem. It lifts depression and makes us feel energized and generally happy. 
	Stimulants such as amphetamines and caffeine mimic the dopamine effect.

	
Endorphins and enkephalin are released as a by-product of stimulation of the PSNS. Endorphins are “the morphine within”; they calm anxiety, elevate mood, and soothe frazzled nerves. When endorphin levels are low, you feel on edge. Sedatives such as tranquilizers mimic the endorphin response and have a calming effect on anxiety.

	
Epinephrine (adrenaline) and norepinephrine are natural antidepressants. They’re triggered by caffeine, alcohol, sugar, cocaine, stimulants, and tobacco.

	
Serotonin contributes to feelings of calmness, better sleep 
	patterns, increased pain resistance, and fewer cravings for carbohydrates. 
	It, too, is a natural antidepressant. Low serotonin levels can cause 
	aggression, depression, food cravings, insomnia, a low pain threshold, and 
	poor temperature regulation by the body. Serotonin levels are particularly 
	affected by both sugar and tobacco.

	
GABA is a calming neurotransmitter that helps minimize excitatory messages to the brain. GABA works as a muscle relaxant and helps calm anxiety. Caffeine, nicotine, alcohol, and drugs all cause depletion of GABA.






BEATING ADDICTIONS

Rarely does one intend to become an addict. Most of us underestimate the power an addictive substance can have, and we overestimate our power of self-control. But just as habits can be acquired, so can they be broken. Others have done it, and you can, too!

Addiction-Free Naturally teaches you how to replace negative habits with positive ones. In giving up your addiction, you’ll learn how to nourish your body, mind, and soul, and how to stay healthy and addiction-free for life.

There’s no one method that works for everyone, so Addiction-Free Naturally offers a variety of safe and natural addiction-beating techniques. Their only side effect is better health. Rather than just quitting without any support except willpower, you will now have at your disposal recipes, remedies, and simple lifestyle techniques to nourish brain chemistry, stabilize blood sugar levels, correct nutritional deficiencies, and calm the anxieties that keep you craving.

Remember, it took more than a few days for a habit to become your addiction, and it will take more than a few days for you to banish it from your life. The next chapter will introduce you to natural remedies that have benefited others and can be of help to you.

Many blessings!
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On Your Own Terms

Overcoming Addictions with Natural Therapies

This is it. You’ve made up your mind. You’re going to kick this damned addiction once and for all. You may have tried to quit before but failed. If so, you’re in good company. According to the American Addiction Centers, 70 to 80 percent of addicts who enroll in rehab programs drop out after three to six months. Among smokers, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration reports, although more than 55 percent say that they want to quit smoking, only 7 percent are successful. So quitting is hard! But never mind that; now I’m going to help you quit for good. How will I do it, you ask? Naturally, I respond—mindfully, conscientiously, safely, positively, spiritually, emotionally, determinedly, bravely, and with all the forces of nature helping you.

There’s no doubt about it, kicking an addiction is hard work. It takes willpower, determination, and a whole lotta little pep talks for yourself. But to be successful, most people must do more than simply quit cold turkey. To safely shepherd themselves through the withdrawal period, they must nourish their bodies, ease their anxieties, calm their minds, strengthen their resolve, uplift their spirits, soothe their frazzled nerves, and, above all, remind themselves over and over again of the absolutely compelling and passionate love they have for a healthy, addiction-free life. The natural therapies suggested in this chapter can help. They focus not only on helping you recover from 
a physical addiction but on rebuilding a healthy and balanced body, mind, and soul.

 

Natural Therapies  for Overcoming Addictions



	Therapy and counseling
	Herbs



	Support groups
	Homeopathy



	Prayer
	Massage and bodywork



	Positive affirmations
	Acupuncture and acupressure



	Visualization
	Emotional freedom technique (EFT)



	Journaling
	Aromatherapy



	Art therapy
	Flower essences



	Breathwork
	Light therapy



	Exercise
	Color therapy



	Nutrition
	Gem and crystal therapy



	Vitamins and other supplements
	Psychedelic therapy




 

Before quitting, really get to know the mechanics of your addiction. Watch yourself in the mirror as you engage in your addiction: smoking, drinking, eating, or so on. Look yourself in the eyes. Be present with the experience. Pay attention to the details of your indulgence. Connect with who you are and what you’re doing.

I recently spoke with a woman who told me she ate five doughnuts a day. She usually did this while running up and down the stairs at work, going to get the mail, and moving around her office. I suggested that the next day she eat one doughnut, very slowly. Sit down. Do nothing else. Close her eyes. Feel the fat on her tongue. Savor the cheap flavorings in her mouth. Don’t read or work; just be with the doughnut. Chew every bite fifty times. Experience mindfulness and presentness as she engaged in addictive behavior. To her surprise, she found the experience distasteful. She didn’t want to eat more doughnuts!


THERAPY AND COUNSELING

Simply avoiding the substance you’re addicted to is not the entire extent of kicking an addiction. For many people, success lies in understanding why they’ve come to have an addiction. Good counseling or therapy can help you get to the deeper roots of the problem and can be of great help during the transition period.

Sometimes a habit gets worse before it improves—perhaps because becoming more aware of it reminds you of doing it. Perhaps the stress of trying to give it up actually makes you need it more. Just persevere. It’s only temporary. Keep trying.


Counselors can help you answer questions such as, “Why do I feel unable to resist this addiction? Is there anything I can do to overcome this feeling of powerlessness?” They can help you reach a state in which you can affirm to yourself, “I’m not going to let any issues from the past ruin my future.” They can allow you to gain and maintain a sense of personal power over the circumstances of your addiction, helping you acknowledge the issues surrounding your addiction and find ways of dealing with them. A good counselor can be your best friend both in making the decision to kick your addiction and in staying addiction-free.




SUPPORT GROUPS

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) was founded in 1935 by Bill Wilson, a stockbroker, and Bob Smith, a physician, both alcoholics who helped each other get sober and who brought their message to others. AA has become a tremendously powerful and successful support group that has helped millions of alcoholics all around the world give up drinking and recover healthy, positive lives. AA created the mold for many of the addiction-related support groups that exist today.

Support groups offer the soul-warming support and guidance of others who have been there. Many people feel more comfortable talking to others who are in the same situation as them, who face the same 
challenges and suffer from the same pain, and support groups offer this open, empathetic atmosphere. They can help you talk through emotional tangles related to your addiction, and they can even give you someone to call during difficult times who can help you stay focused on being addiction-free.

I highly recommend that people struggling to give up an addiction join a support group. You should be able to find a group that meets in your location, or online, with just a quick internet search.




THE POWER OF PRAYER

Prayer is a powerful tool. It’s good for the body, mind, and spirit, and it’s free. So let go and let God/dess help you. You have a direct line to that higher, greater-than-ourselves power. Use it. Ask for divine help. It is available.

If you don’t have any particular religious beliefs and are uncomfortable praying to a higher power, you can use a meditative type of prayer. Simply sit quietly and clear your mind of thoughts. Feel warmth and nourishment being received from the center of the Youniverse. Join with this holy energy, asking for help in being free of addiction.

Researchers at Harvard, Yale, and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology have found evidence that meditation can alter the physical structure of the brain, promoting plasticity in areas important for cognitive and emotional processing and well-being (Cromie, “Meditation Found to Increase Brain Size”).


Prayer gets easier with practice. It can even become a ritual that you practice during many everyday activities, such as walking, bathing, and simply being.




POSITIVE AFFIRMATIONS

Addiction eats away at our sense of self-worth, and restoring that sense of self-worth is vital to recovery. So long as we see ourselves as stuck and addicted, we will be. If we see ourselves as wonderful, healthy, love-worthy beings, we have no need for addictions.

Affirmations are prepared positive thoughts that you repeat to yourself, out loud, over and over again. If you say something often enough, eventually your mind begins to believe it. By repeating a positive affirmation, you reprogram your thought patterns in a positive direction. When you convince your mind that you are a person for whom addiction holds no attraction, it begins to become true. Many studies—and millions of people—have proven the efficacy of positive affirmations.

Say your affirmations upon rising in the morning, during quiet periods of the day, and before drifting off to sleep. Affirmations work even better if you say them standing in front of a mirror, making eye contact with yourself, repeating the words forcefully, as if you are trying to convince this person before you.

The late great Louise Hay, author of Heal Your Body, said that addictions are “running from the self. Fear. Not knowing how to love the self.” Affirmations you might choose to reverse these feelings include:


	I now discover how wonderful I am. I choose to love and enjoy myself.

	I live in the now. Each moment is new. I choose to see my self-worth. I love and approve of myself.



Whenever faced with temptation, you can repeat affirmations such as:


	I am strong. I am getting better. I am able to resist.

	I release the need to indulge in
	_______________ (coffee, cigarettes, alcohol, et cetera).






VISUALIZATION

Visualization is another method of reprogramming your mind. In a quiet, almost meditative state, visualize yourself as the addiction-free person you want to be, or visualize different symbolic methods of letting go of your addiction.

For example, imagine that you are holding on to a balloon string; at the base of the balloon is a basket. Into that basket, put all the negative things in your life—your addiction, feelings of being unloved or unworthy, guilt, and so on. Lift your hand and visualize letting go of the balloon.

Or visualize yourself getting through those moments or emotions in which you’re most likely to indulge in your addiction with grace, humor, and goodwill—and without the crutch of your addiction.

In moments of stress, you can practice visualization to help you relax. For example, visualize a clear bubble surrounding you that expands as you inhale and contracts as you exhale. Imagine the most beautiful place possible—a beach, forest, cottage, or whatever best comforts and calms you. Create as much detail as possible. Then bring this safe place inside your bubble. The more you practice this visualization, the easier it will become, and in time you’ll be able to call it up in an instant, whenever you start to feel stressed or anxious.

 

Preparing for Visualization

Find a comfortable, quiet location. Lie down or sit in a comfortable position. If it’s cold, cover up with a blanket. Close your eyes. Breathe deeply. Focus on the in and out of your breath. Feel your lungs expand and contract, the breath moving in your nostrils, and the coolness of air passing through your throat. Try to let go of any other thoughts. Tell yourself that you’re taking a time-out. In ten minutes—or five, or twenty, or for however long you practice visualization—you will return to these thoughts, but for just these few precious minutes you’re putting them aside. When you feel relaxed, begin the visualization.

 

There are many possible forms of visualization. If you can’t find one that works for you, sample some of the guided visualizations that are available online. You can also record your own visualization session and play it back to yourself. Or find a therapist who works with guided visualization, and work together with him or her on building one that’s right for you.

Ayurvedic medicine combines chakra consciousness with color for a powerful healing visualization (see facing illustration). Chakras are the seven energy centers in the body that correspond to states of consciousness and physical health. When a chakra becomes blocked, proper functioning in that area is affected. For example, a person with a chakra blockage in the solar plexus may have difficulty assimilating food, bloating or gas, or stomach pain. Sending healing energy and acknowledgment to each chakra can help clear such blockages.

The chakras each correspond to a particular color. If you visualize sending the appropriate healing color to a chakra, you activate it, clearing blockages and revitalizing its energy. Close your eyes and mentally feel out each chakra. Then begin visualizing each chakra surrounded by and suffused with its corresponding color. Keep up each chakra visualization for about a minute, then move on to the next.




JOURNALING TO OVERCOME ADDICTION

Overcoming addiction can be an experience of really getting to know your inner self. Creativity is an excellent means of acknowledging and expressing inner emotions, and journal writing is a great place to begin. Buy yourself a journal and allow this to become a place where you can bare your soul in private. Write private poetry about your struggle with addiction. Explore your feelings without judgment or criticism.

Try writing to your habit with your right hand, describing how it affects you. Then, with your left hand, have your addiction “write back to you.” What does it want from you? Why is it with you?


[image: image]
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Good questions to ponder in your writings include:


	How does this addiction serve me?

	Does this addiction keep me from having to deal with certain issues?

	What does addiction keep me from doing? Getting a job? Having a relationship? Being social, sexual, or physical?

	What was going on in my life in the year or two prior to the addiction?

	What do I want my life to look like a year from now? Five years from now? Ten years from now? What do I need to do to get there?

	What can I learn from this experience?

	If I persist in this habit, what are the three worst possible consequences?

	If I give up this habit, what can I gain?

	Why can’t I just let go of this addiction?

	How would I live life if no more
	_________ (cigarettes, alcohol, sugar, et cetera) existed?



A journal can become a tracking system for your addiction, allowing you to pinpoint the emotions and situations that trigger it. In your journal, note how you feel both before and after you indulge in your addiction. Write down the time of day for each incident, what was going on around you, what you were thinking about, and how you felt. Notice when you are most at risk and what triggers the habit—the clues, buzzwords, and emotions. If you can identify these triggers, you can learn to avoid or overcome them.




ART THERAPY

“Art is toxic discharge,” said a wise teacher of mine, Michael Tierra. Working with your hands helps improve your self-esteem and gives you a new focus for an addiction-free life. Learn to sketch, paint, draw, knit, crochet, carve, build, weld, make jewelry, macramé, sculpt, or garden. Play an instrument. Write a song. It’s never too late to take lessons or take up a craft or hobby you enjoyed as a kid.

Draw pictures of your addiction. A monkey on your back? A dog biting your butt? A parrot pecking on your head? Putting it on paper helps get it out of your system, or at least gets you to laugh at yourself.

Make a vision board collage of what you want to manifest in your life.




BREATHWORK FOR OVERCOMING ADDICTION

Breathing is the one automatic biological activity that we can completely control. And how we breathe affects our health and consciousness. Generally speaking, deep breathing—pulling the air all the way down into the belly—can both calm and energize us. In times of stress—say, for example, when an addiction craving strikes—breathing exercises can help relax the mind and ease tension. Here are a few deep-breathing techniques that you can experiment with:


	
Deep relaxation breath. Lie on the floor with a pillow beneath your knees. Place your hands on your stomach, palms down, with your fingers gently laced just above your navel. Breathe in through your nostrils to a count of three, feeling your abdomen push your fingers up toward the ceiling. Exhale to a count of five as your fingers and abdomen move toward the floor. Repeat ten times.

	
The complete breath. Lie in a quiet place with your arms at your 
	sides, palms down. Close your eyes and slowly inhale through your nostrils, 
	feeling your abdomen expand, then your rib cage, and finally your upper 
	chest. Hold for a few seconds. Breathe out slowly while drawing in your 
	abdomen and relaxing your chest and rib cage. Then inhale again, slowly 
	raising your arms, in synchronization with your breath, above and behind 
	your head until the back of each hand touches the floor. Keep each arm as 
	straight as possible as you stretch. Hold for ten seconds. As you slowly 
	exhale, bring your arms back to your sides. Repeat the entire procedure 
	several times.

	
Alternate-nostril breathing. This breathwork technique helps bring more air into your lungs and move accumulated pollutants. It’s quite simple and can be practiced anywhere. First breathe in through both nasal passages. Then close one nostril with a finger and exhale through the remaining open passage. Breathe in and out through that open side, keeping the other nostril closed. Repeat on the other side.



Deep, steady breathing can be a surprisingly effective deterrent to addiction. During the day, check in with yourself. Pay attention to your breathing. Make a conscious effort to breathe deep the breath of life.




EXERCISE: THE LEAN, GREEN, OVERCOMING ADDICTION MACHINE

Exercise improves the health of the body, mind, and spirit. Exercise boosts circulation, moves blockages in the body, improves digestion, lifts depression, and relieves anxiety. It also enhances the production of endorphins and enkephalin, which can relieve pain and elevate mood.

There are many different kinds of exercise that are good for both body and soul. Dance helps you “go with the flow.” Put on some of your favorite music—maybe some tunes that remind you of a time when you felt safe and happy—and dance to your heart’s delight. Walking lets you introduce yourself to the neighbors and marvel at flowers and seasonal sensations. Hiking brings you in contact with the healing power of nature. Biking allows you to race like the wind. Kickboxing and martial arts classes help you feel strong and independent. Do whatever it is that you enjoy. The important thing is to get out there and move your body!

Early in your process of recovering from any addiction, choose low-impact exercises such as yoga, tai chi, or simple stretching.


Yoga is an extremely effective form of healing exercise. In a study conducted by the Yoga Biomedical Trust of London, of 219 tobacco smokers who started practicing yoga, 74 percent felt that it helped them in overcoming addiction.

Specific yoga poses for overcoming addiction are those that aid in clearing substances from the liver. Examples include the Locust, the Shoulder Stand, the Plow, and the Fish Pose. I highly recommend that you join a yoga class in your area; ask the instructor to include these poses, or other liver-cleansing poses, in the routines that he or she teaches.




NUTRITION

Keeping your blood sugar at a normal level, correcting nutritional deficiencies, and cleansing the body are the nutritional keys to overcoming addictions. In general, eat a high-fiber diet, which promotes good elimination, and drink plenty of fluids, especially pure water. Choose foods that are as unprocessed, chemical-free, and close to their natural state as possible. Go for nourishing food that tastes good.

Many addictions arise from or are accompanied by a sugar and refined carbohydrate dependency. To keep your blood sugar level steady, eat small, frequent meals. Cut out sugary snacks, which can cause your blood sugar to swing wildly between high and low levels. If you need a sweetener, use a natural one like brown rice syrup, coconut sugar, maple syrup, molasses, dates, honey, or stevia in moderation. Natural sweeteners, which of course should not be overused, contain nourishing trace minerals. Even better, look to winter squashes and sweet potatoes, which are both deliciously sweet and a great source of fiber and vitamins, especially beta-carotene.

Refined carbohydrates are another form of simple sugar that should be eliminated from your diet. They include just about anything made with white flour—bread, pancakes, pasta, crackers, and so on. Instead, eat more whole grains, such as brown rice, buckwheat, millet, barley, and quinoa (technically a seed) to keep your blood sugar on an even keel. Oatmeal is another great whole-grain choice; it’s known to calm the nerves and is used in Ayurvedic medicine to treat opium addiction.

Miso is also good for stabilizing blood sugar levels. When you’re feeling a late-afternoon crash and start craving some sugar, mix a teaspoon of miso with warm water and drink. This pick-me-up broth will quell your craving and bring your blood sugar level back to a normal condition.

To minimize intense addiction cravings, consume small amounts of protein every couple of hours. Good protein sources might include organic, free-range poultry and eggs but also fish, good-quality cheese, yogurt, and other dairy products (if you are not vegan), quinoa, nuts, seeds (like chia, hemp, pumpkin, and sunflower), legumes, tofu, tempeh, spirulina, and even kale. Nuts and seeds, in particular, also contain essential fatty acids, which can reduce withdrawal symptoms, minimize cravings, and help you feel more calm and alert. Black beans, azuki beans, kidney beans, and fermented soy foods are especially tonifying for depleted adrenal glands and kidneys. Fava and lima beans help the body produce dopamine, which can lift depression and enhance feelings of well-being.

Soak chia seeds in water overnight, and in the morning, dress them up with nuts and superfoods like goji berries, blueberries, and walnuts for an energizing breakfast that’s full of omega-3 fatty acids, protein, and vitamin E.


Eat plenty of foods that help the liver cleanse itself, including apples, artichokes, beets, burdock root, carrots, celery, daikon radish, green leafy vegetables (dandelion greens, kale, collards, and watercress), and sweet potatoes.

Make sea vegetables such as dulse, kelp, kombu, nori, and wakame a regular part of your diet. They help nourish the thyroid gland and endocrine system, and they improve metabolism, help maintain normal weight, and provide a multitude of trace minerals.

Foods that are black in color are traditionally used in TCM to strengthen the kidneys, the adrenal glands, and our willpower—a great combination for anyone who’s recovering from substance abuse. So get to know wild rice, black beans, black lentils, black quinoa, black chia, black olives, and black sesame seeds.

Barley grass juice, wheat grass juice, blue-green algae, spirulina, and chlorella are all superfoods and can be important elements of a rebuilding diet. They are highly nutritive, rich in chlorophyll and amino acids, and easy to digest.

Do your best to drink plenty of pure water. Juice made from carrots, beets, celery, string beans, or any dark green leafy vegetable such as spinach, watercress, or wheat grass can also be used to help cleanse the system. Note, however, that fruit and vegetable juices are very high in sugar and lacking in fiber. Dilute them by half with water to avoid overstimulating the pancreas. If you can harvest wild, pesticide-free greens such as dandelion, violet, chickweed, and purslane to include in salads and green juices, you are truly blessed.

An adequate amount of dietary fat helps nourish and lubricate a frazzled nervous system. It also aids in serotonin production, which calms the mind and enhances the feeling of well-being. Olive, flaxseed, and hempseed oils are good sources. Organic, unsweetened yogurt is also very nourishing for the nerves and helps repair the digestive system.

 

Foods for Overcoming Alcoholism

Kohlrabi and mung bean sprouts aid in detoxification from alcohol. Also try winter melon, a traditional Asian remedy for alcoholism. You may be able to find it in an Asian foods market.

 

Warming spices such as basil, cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, cumin, fennel, garlic, ginger, mustard seeds, pepper, and rosemary help improve circulation and digestion. Use them liberally to season and spice your diet.

Create a feeling of security by eating warming soups and stews and lightly cooked vegetables. These warm, pleasant-tasting foods stimulate endorphin production, which helps the body relax and produces a sense of well-being.

Though warm foods should be the dietary emphasis for someone struggling to give up an addiction, small amounts of raw fruits can also be helpful. Fruits are cleansing and supply the body with natural sugars and nutrients. Many fruits can assist you in giving up an addiction:


	
Apples lubricate the lungs and help relieve intoxication. They’re 
	high in pectin, which binds with toxins such as tobacco smoke and carries 
	them out of the body.

	
Pears, a close relative of apples, are used in traditional 
	Chinese medicine to treat alcoholism.

	
Berries are rich in antioxidants and help cleanse the blood and 
	liver.

	
Figs are also rich in antioxidants and have a cleansing effect.

	
Bananas aid in detoxification, and their natural sugars help 
	relieve cravings during withdrawal. In traditional Chinese medicine a tea of 
	organic banana peel is recommended to relieve hangovers and alcoholism. 
	Practitioners of folk medicine in Hawaii suggest banana, along with papaya 
	and pineapple, to overcome the desire to consume alcohol and tobacco.
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