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Preface

	This book has helped thousands of people in Scandinavia, where chemical dependence is a major problem. It is now being published in English at the request of bilingual readers.

	 

	This book is aimed at those who exclaim.

	
	- I think John Doe drinks too much.



	If that is how you talk about someone you know, then this book is for you. It could be your husband, your wife, your child, your sister or brother, or your workmate. 

	You think more and more often.

	
	- What should I do? Can I help? 



	I'll try to help you, to answer that question.

	 

	I have been collecting material for a very long time, and that knowledge is compiled in the book.

	 

	Knowledge is the first thing you need. You also need courage to dare to use the knowledge, but this personal courage I cannot give you. However, through this book I will help you meet people who have this necessary civil courage.

	 

	Don't forget it's not shameful if you do not know. It's a shame not to want to know.

	Lena Holfve

	 

	
So, who is right?

	When you start wondering whether John Doe is an addict, you will find yourself questioning whether you are right. If you ask John Doe, they will tell you that you are WRONG.

	
	- What, me?

	- I don’t have any problem!

	- Mind your own business.

	- I drink! Long John and Vodka, but what the hell do you have to do with it?

	- Don’t fool around.

	- Typical, hysterical woman!



	 

	Well, are you wrong then? Is John Doe actually, right? No. The first thing you need to understand and learn is that the addict is wrong. You're going to need that knowledge. At the core of addiction is the fact that the addict will lie, and anyone who cannot understand that will find it difficult to help the addict. 

	 

	You need to trust yourself, trust your gut, and decide that you feel is right. If you think John Doe drinks too much, then that's it!

	 

	You must accept that you cannot and should not trust the views of the addict. If you truly want to help John Doe, you must never, ever doubt yourself. John Doe lies about reality; he says:

	
	- I don’t have a problem! I can stop whenever I want!



	 

	Before you make the decision to really help John Doe, you need to ask yourself if you have the courage to do so, the courage to go against John Doe and resist his view of reality.

	 

	People - neighbors, colleagues, friends, children, and spouses - who are capable of really helping, can become confused and very destructive if they are too close to the alcoholic. They are often not able to come to terms with the fact that someone who is close to them is active alcoholic.

	 

	The closer I am to a person, the worse I am at helping them. There are exceptions to that rule, but they are very rare. 

	 

	Most people who are close to John Doe exclaim once or several times, “if you only loved me, you'd stop drinking!”

	 

	We do not truly understand that alcoholism is a disease. If we did, we would not say the things we do.

	
	- If you truly loved me, you'd stop drinking!

	- For me, why don't you stop drinking?

	- If you would just listen to me, you'd stop drinking.



	 

	These are the statements that the relatives often make, and you may not see why it is such an odd thing to say, but what if you replaced the word ‘drink’ with ‘cancer’?

	
	- If you truly loved me, you wouldn't have cancer!

	- For me, why don't you stop having cancer?

	- If you would just listen to me, you wouldn't have cancer.



	 

	It sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it? We would never say that to someone who was diagnosed with cancer. Despite that, it’s a common thing to say it to the alcoholic.

	 

	We often believe that love is the cure for alcoholics. That's why there are wives of alcoholics who think they've loved their husband too little, and that the lack of love caused the alcoholic’s disease.

	 

	It goes without saying that those closest to the alcoholic are most affected, and often themselves involved in the disease. The relatives become co-dependent.

	 

	Yes, it is possible for the relative to become ill themselves. Their feelings and views are easily distorted. They can believe that their own behavior controls the alcoholic.

	
	- It was Tuesday afternoon. I think I had been sloppy with the dishes. I thought he was angry. In the evening, my fears were confirmed. He drank!

	- It was Tuesday afternoon. I think I had been sloppy with the dishes. I thought he was angry. In the evening, my fears were confirmed. He got cancer!



	No partner or friend has created an alcoholic, and so, no partner or friend can ‘fix’ them. They are not responsible for protecting or recreating the person John Doe was before his alcoholism.

	Unfortunately, most relatives and friends, because of their lack of knowledge, often end up prolonging John Doe’s suffering through their actions. They prevent the detection of the disease. They often defend his drinking.

	
	- John Doe is just having issues at work.

	- John Doe had a very difficult childhood!

	- If I had his mom, I'd be drinking too!

	- John Doe just needs something to take the edge off.

	- John Doe is so nervous without a drink.

	- John Doe has lost a child.



	 

	Anyone close to defending John Doe this way has made herself the alcoholics lawyer. She will help the alcoholic drink even more. This is a strong sign that the defense attorney has become co-dependent and has fallen ill. Since the co-addict truly believes with all her heart that her own behavior controls the alcoholic’s drinking, it’s no surprise that she wants to hide reality.

	 

	The co-addict will blame herself if the alcoholic drinks. She hasn’t made love the right way. She overlooked some of his needs. It doesn’t matter how she frames it; the guilt arises anyway. That guilt makes her cover for the addict. It makes her call the workplace and lie. She doesn’t tell it as it is, she claims the hungover man has a cold or an unexplained stomach condition. Her love harms the one she loves.

	 

	The former Defense Attorney has now stepped into the role of the enabler. She allows the alcoholic to drink. The spouse saves the alcoholic from detection, and thus she leads the sick person away from the cure. 

	 

	As an alcoholic wife told me when she left her children alone at home to go around looking for the alcoholic in restaurants and parks.

	
	- I don't want the police to get him!



	 

	Now it’s easier to understand the claim that the closer I am, the worse I am at helping. Sometimes I think the best thing is if I don't know the alcoholic at all, if I understand the alcoholism. From the outside, reality is not distorted, and I can highlight the relatives; true behavior. That way, I can prevent the sick man from sticking with Defense Attorneys and Enablers.

	If the alcoholic mistress constantly saves her husband, he will be blind to his disease. For example, if she always saves him from the police, he will never see the effect of his actions, and thus have conviction in his claims: 

	
	- This? It's not a problem!



	 

	When the effects are a list of offences, it is more difficult to hide from reality. If the drunk man has ended up in jail many times, if he has been stripped of his driver’s license and has been convicted of driving under the influence, at least I get the chance to say:

	
	- But it’s landed you in trouble. That's a problem, isn't it?



	 

	Many people have asked me whether prison sentences are an unfair punishment for driving under the influence. They’re not. However, I would, of course, prefer to sentence them to alcohol treatment. 

	 

	Let me elaborate. Prison time can be helpful for the alcoholic, if only because the prison service staff is expected to do their job. They are likely to say:

	
	- It’s your own fault you’re here, isn't it?  Your problem!



	Such a simple sentence, when the alcoholic is in jail, is often strong enough to pant the first seed of acceptance in the alcoholic’s mind. Of course, such extreme circumstances would not be required if the relatives and friends weren’t determined to protect the alcoholic.

	Thus, when the relatives lack knowledge and courage, their inaction and their roles as Defenders and Enablers can worsen the alcoholic’s condition and delay the sick person's decision to seek treatment.

	 

	So, it all comes down to this - How are we going to get the alcoholic to seek treatment?

	The alcoholic will not seek any treatment at all until he admits that the alcohol has taken over and that it now controls their life.

	 

	However, the relatives do not need to wait for this extreme situation before they act. Once they know that John Doe does drink uncontrollably, they can seek help in order not to get sick themselves. They can seek help to not fall into roles such as the Defense Attorney or the Enabler, and they can acquire knowledge so that they do not play into the hands of the alcoholic. Relatives can change the way they behave towards the alcoholic.

	 

	 

	
How are you feeling, really?

	That is the question you need to ask yourself. By carefully considering how you are feeling, you may realize how far you have fallen into co-dependency. 

	I wrote in the preface that the book is aimed at those who often think of someone who drinks too much. How often do you think about John Doe? An hour a day? Three hours? Around the clock?

	Start by noting how much time you spend thinking about it. Then, day by day, try to reduce that time. It is time you are stealing from your own day, and just thinking about John Doe will not change anything. Alcoholism is a disease that is not cured by your thoughts or even by your love. Family and relatives can do EVERYTHING they think is right and they still won't be able to control of the disease. We can’t control or cure cancer with love, care, or thoughts at home in the kitchen; we can’t cure John Doe’s alcoholism just by thinking about it.

	All you are really doing in that time consumed by thoughts about John Doe, alcohol, and alcohol problems is letting the clock go in vain. I will say it again, the thoughts will get us nowhere. But they are consuming, and if you let the thoughts consume all your time, then you have already fallen ill.

	Do your own feelings usually oscillate between hate and love? Do you hate the alcoholic when he is drunk and love the John Doe when he is currently sober?

	An alcoholic is an alcoholic, even when he is sober, because alcoholism is a disease. The momentary sobriety does not change him – it may change his behavior, but it cannot change the fact that he is an alcoholic. If you love and hate the same person, if you hide his alcoholism, if you think about it night and day, if you blame yourself, John Doe’s disease has taken over your emotional life. You’re emotionally co-dependent on alcoholism.

	Whenever you think about John Doe now, force yourself to consider how it would sound if he had cancer.

	
	- I hate you because you have cancer!

	- I love you because your cancer isn't evident today!



	It is a simple swap, but it reveals the flawed logic most people have about alcoholism. Unfortunately, alcoholism is also a disease, and it affects those around John Doe before they realize it. If you talk about alcoholism as though it is not a disease, you won’t be able to help John doe.

	 

	If you truly want to help John Doe, you must learn to recognize alcoholism for what it truly is, and you must be willing to stick to your conviction. Until you have the courage to stay true to your conviction, you cannot help him. You cannot help him until you have the courage to say to him:

	
	- You're sick. You're an alcoholic! I don't care what you say, because I know you're an alcoholic. I'm the one who is right here, not you!



	 

	To get to that stage, you must first understand the nature of your own illness. How often do you blame your own upset feelings on the alcoholic? The closer you are to co-dependency, the more often you connect your own feelings to John Doe’s behavior.

	Would your life be rosy if only the alcoholic behaved differently? If even a small part of you thought yes, consider why. Why would you be so affected by John Doe’s problem if you did not have it too. Do you see the issue?

	Your life and the alcoholic’s life are controlled by the same disease. ‘I'm happy today that the patient is sober.’, ‘I felt bad yesterday because the patient was drunk.’, both these sentences break down to the same thing, ‘I am affected by the patient’s disease.’

	 

	Perhaps some part of you knew this is true. Perhaps you are overwhelmed. Perhaps you are inclined to feeling guilty again. It is alright. The first step towards change is knowing what is wrong. To help the alcoholic, you must first change your own reaction to his disease.

	Record how often your own emotional life is governed by alcoholism. How often do you think about John Doe, and how does it make you feel? The more you force yourself to make a note of these thought, the more cognizant you will become of them. Try to reduce the time you spend on these meaningless feelings and thoughts. No alcoholic has recovered from their relatives becoming co-dependent, so you must teach yourself not to be.

	 

	How often do you feel abandoned and alone even though you are with the alcoholic? Often? Seldom? Do you ever wonder if you are in the wrong? How often do you wonder if you’re the one who is wrong? How often does the problem make you feel shame and guilt? Often? Seldom? 

	Anyone who believes that relatives can cure or alleviate alcoholism often suffers from deep depressions and feelings of shame and guilt. It makes sense.

	
	- It’s my fault John Doe drank yesterday.

	- It because of me that John Doe is sober.



	Of course, if John Doe’s disease is not really cured, then he will relapse. Of course, if you credit yourself for his sobriety, it is your fault if he drinks. The guilt will develop quickly.

	As you learn to recognize the effect of the codependency on your life, you may find that it affects you more than you realized. 

	 

	Have you become more sensitive and critical of other people at home or at work? Have you been less patient? Do you find yourself yelling at the kids more often? 

	Have these thoughts affected your sleeping habits? Are you sleeping enough? Do you wake up three or four at night? Have you started to escape reality by staying in bed for a long time? 

	Do you have headaches more often? Stomachaches? Have you lost or gained quite a bit of weight?  Are you often depressed? 

	Have you felt unsafe in your home? Has the alcoholic hit you or the kids? Have you beaten the sick person or the kids? 

	Has your sexual life changed? 

	Has your own work been affected? Are you going home early and or staying long hours? Do you take sick days, and do you have trouble concentrating?

	Does it take so long to deal with the crises that you feel like your life is no longer your own? 

	Have you lost the ability to laugh?  Are you often tense? Have you started forgetting things? Lose things?

	How do you prevent the drinking? Are you emptying the bottles that you find? Do you plan holiday getaways far from the liquor store? Do you usually count the number of drinks? Are you hiding the car keys? 

	Have you started pulling away from friends? Have you taken extra work to raise more money? 

	Have you threatened to leave John Doe in the hopes that he will stop drinking?

	 

	If any of these reactions are true of you, the person who drinks too much is under the influence of booze and you are under the influence of clouded emotions.

	Do you still think that alcoholism is a simple thing that can be cured by thoughts or threats or love? No, right? Hopefully you now understand that alcoholism is a disease whose affects spread beyond the patient – the lives of the patient’s relatives are often infected socially, economically, and emotionally.

	It is not an easy task, but if you want to help the alcoholic, you must first learn how co-dependent you have become, how affected you are. If you recognize this, you can stop yourself before you turn into a Defense Attorney or an Enabler. 

	The first step must come from you.

	Start by finding out how you're really feeling.

	 

	 

	
Where's the problem?

	‘In the bottle!’ is what most people would say. This is a myth that has been repeated so often that people now think it is the truth. It’s just another lie that keeps John Doe from getting help sooner.

	The alcoholism is in the person, not in the bottle – the bottles come and go, they can be bought or broken in an instant. That would be too simple. That would mean that when someone pours alcohol down the sink it is proof that the person is healthy, whereas it probably means that either the person or their loved one is an alcoholic.

	If you are finding it difficult to accept the fact, perform the simple swap. Where is the cancer? In the patient, right? Where is the alcoholism – in John Doe’s mind, body, and soul.

	 

	Of course, the alcoholic’s soul cannot recover until he has left the bottle, but that is correlation, not causation. The most important thing the bottle can be is the means to an end. The alcoholism is in the person!

	If you are affected by co-dependency, understanding this may bring you some relief.

	It is sad to see how the sick person can control their family, spouse, children, friends, and colleagues but not the booze. The family screams and cries, begs, and prays, barks and threated, or shuts the alcoholic out with silence. For days, the sick person’s only punishment is silence while those affected deal with the consequences of his habit. In this period, it is easy to be mad at the alcoholic. 

	After the alcoholic's drinking comes a period of the co-dependent’s active disease. They are addicted to protecting the alcoholic from being discovered, for example, at work. They take extra jobs to save money for the family, and they do whatever they can to avoid obvious consequences of the alcoholic’s drinking.

	The alcoholic himself gets the illusion that he is almighty confirmed, and the alcoholic carries himself like a little God. His Royal Highness lives on in his almighty neurosis. The drinker mainly uses two weapons. Those close to the alcoholic must defend themselves against these two weapons so that they themselves do not completely passive in their own co-dependency. For this, they must first understand what these weapons are.

	The sick person has a well-developed ability to provoke anger. The co-dependent may lose control. This is where it's important to think:

	
	- You're sick. You're an alcoholic. I think you drink too much, and I’m right here, not you! You're just trying to provoke me so I can lose my self-control! The fact that you are trying to provoke me is proof of your illness. I'm not going to fall for it at all.



	Often, however, it is difficult to ignore John Doe’s provocations. Suppose he has succeeded, and the helper loses self-control, becoming angry and hostile towards the alcoholic. Then, unconsciously, or consciously, an illusory hatred of the person who has lost self-control is formed. This means, among other things, that she is burned for being the helper. 

	The patient now has another excuse for drinking, and because he hates you, and since you’re so stupid, he does not need to care about you anymore. It is a task to resist these manipulations.

	Therefore, you must have the courage to keep your cool about you. You must never lose control. It is unfair, but if you have decided to help the patient, you must have the courage to resist his provocations. You must keep your cool, otherwise your emotions will be used against you.

	If the first weapon was fear, the second is anxiety. The alcoholic will trick his relatives and friends into worrying about him, or about the problems his alcoholism creates.

	A classic example is the alcoholic who withdraws money from the bank to fund their addiction, aware that it was money set aside for the house bills. The relatives, worried about losing the house, raise and save even more money. They relax for a moment, thinking the problem is solved; but the problem is only beginning. Now, the alcoholic has even more money to spend on his drinks. The Enabler, always worried about the family, continues to raise more money, while the alcoholic’s budget grows.

	The relatives may as well be saying:

	- I've accepted that you're drinking, and now I'm adjusting to it. You spent the money, so I am making more money. I'm raising money so you can get drunk.

	 

	The strain on the house funds may lead to screams, fights, or silence to punish the sick person, but they do nothing to break the cycle. Instead, the patient will have an increased sense of failure and guilt towards himself, as well as a growing sense of animosity towards his family – the people who are trying to help him are now viewed as the enemy. All these issues drive the alcoholic to the bottle. Although they may not realize, the family enables the problem while punishing the patient, saves the money while shunning the bottle. By shielding him from consequences, they are giving him approval, even though they openly condemn the act.

	Double messages between the alcoholic and the enablers are slowly becoming rule rather than the exception.

	How will the alcoholic ever realize that he is causing problems, or learn to solve them himself, if he doesn’t experience them? The relatives, anxious because of John Doe’s actions, feel forced to deal with all the consequences themselves. All the alcoholic ever sees is their anger and frustration about issues that they have already solved. He will never realize that his drinking has consequences.

	The spirits and the alcoholic's enablers are now interacting, and between them, they have taken over the life of the sick person. The alcoholic's irresponsibility is increasing because they do not realize that they are sick, and any attempts by the relatives to make him see reason only increase his hostility towards them.

	The only way to avoid this vicious cycle of worry and hate is to learn not to be provoked or anxious. If they fall victim to the alcoholic’s manipulations, their anger will create tension between them and the alcoholic, and their anxiety will force them to solve all his problems. Those close to John Doe, those who wish to help him, must first learn to control their own emotions, and this may involve outside help from those who are experienced with caring for alcoholics.

	In fact, it is dangerous to try to help the alcoholic before you are in control of yourself. When the alcoholic provokes anger and creates anxiety, the relatives take care of the consequences of the alcoholic's drinking. This delays the process of healing, because the alcoholic will believe he is right when he says:

	- It's not a problem! None!

	He’s wrong, of course. The problems are taken care of by the alcoholic's co-dependent enabler, but the alcoholic will never acknowledge this fact. The sick person will deny that he has alcohol problems for as long as he has active enablers, who automatically save him from the consequences.

	Home remedies of spouses, children, neighbors, and friends may seem kind, but they are often counterproductive. It is important that you internalize this fact, so let’s perform the swap on this statement as well. Imagine if an untrained friend or relative tried to operate on the patient to remove a cancerous tumor.

	 

	Society tries to deny the truth, but alcoholism is severe and serious. It can shorten the patient’s life by ten to twenty years if not properly treated. Unfortunately, many patients never receive proper treatment because their relatives and families enable them until it is too late.

	Thus, it’s important to understand how not to help.

	 

	 

	
Denial

	Alcoholism is denial. 

	People tend to think that it’s simple, that alcoholics are just people who sit on the park bench and drink until they pass out. Admittedly, the drinking itself is a large part of the issue. Alcoholism, however, is more about the emotional disorder.

	There are a lot of early symptoms of alcoholism. Of these, denial is the most serious – it delays the process of acceptance, which delays the process of getting treatment. The denial itself is quite evident though, since the alcoholic says, ‘I don’t have a problem!’, ‘I can stop whenever I want!’, ‘I’m not that drunk!’. What evidence could be easier to spot than that?

	Unfortunately, those of us who are closest to the patient are most likely to have developed a co-dependency, both to the alcoholism and to the denial. You may have begun to see a pattern by now. The danger of alcoholism, more than the disease itself, is the way it affects the patient’s friends and relatives. Whether it is out of love or anxiety, we mitigate the consequences of the alcoholic’s actions, we deny the alcoholism to people outside the family, we aid in cloaking the vital truth that John Doe is an alcoholic.

	One of the few things we can do to help the patient is to tear down these high walls of denial. Even if we are co-dependent, we are on the outside of the alcoholic and his disease – we can control neither. John Doe will only recover when he decides to do so himself. 

	Of course, that does not mean that the alcoholic is alone. The friends and the relatives play a crucial role in the recovery of any alcoholic – they tear down the denial. They are the only ones who can bridge the gap between the patient and his reality. Although the healing is all internal, the first step is ridding oneself of the denial, and that is practically impossible to do without external support in some form.

	So, how do we fight the denial? We must start with ourselves!

	Remember everything we have discussed so far. First, we must be firm in our conviction. Second, we must be in control of our emotions, and finally we must face the denial head on:

	
	- I’m right here, not you. 

	- But I’m not mad at you, so please just listen to me. I know you don’t have control over your drinking habits: you’re an alcoholic. 

	- You say that it’s not a problem at all, but it is causing us issues. I’m not mad at your for lying. I know it is denial. A large part of alcoholism is denying that you have it, but you must face the truth.



	In your heart, you must be firm, and you must be calm, only then can you face the alcoholic’s defense without getting angry. You must remember what we discussed – your anger and anxiety are weapons that the alcoholic uses. You can’t help him if you cannot face his weapons. As soon as you get provoked, you have given him a new excuse to drink.

	Further, you will lose control of your own words if you fall victim to the provocations. You need to be level-headed so that you can provoke. You will have to tear into the denial.

	 

	To do so, you must first understand what denial is. Why is it a part of alcoholism? What role does the denial play?

	Put simply, denial is rose-tinted glasses. It is a blindfold that distorts the truth into a form that suits us. It’s human nature to want to keep the blindfold on for as long as possible.

	All of us are guilty of it. We ignore friends and families who try to tell us the truth. We marry the person everyone warned us about. We take the nasty job that has no potential for growth. We continue to be friends with the person with a terrible personality. It’s rare for us to see the truth until we are trapped in it. Then, five or ten years later we say:

	
	- They tried to warn me. Why didn’t I listen to them? How could I not see? Why did it take me so long to realize this?



	Well, we couldn’t see because of denial.

	Simply put, denial is a defense mechanism. We humans use denial to defend ourselves against pain, abandonment, or loss. Unfortunately, that usually brings us more pain in the future. Even in other cases, it’s important to nip denial in the bud, but in alcoholism, denial can be the difference between treatment and death.

	Luckily, not only is denial easily spotted in alcoholism, but it is also often present to an absurd degree. Even after drinking too much on every day of the week, even after throwing up, even while dealing with terrible hangovers the alcoholic can say, “I’m not drunk. This is normal.” 

	Finally, through denial, we have a buttress for our conviction, a confirmation of our suspicions. Denial makes it obvious that the alcoholic is lying, and that we are right. It gives us support when the alcoholic rejects the truth and questions our sanity. Finally, the realization settles in that the alcoholic’s view of reality is completely distorted.

	However, this realization banks on a pre-existing conviction that we are right. Without this conviction, we are susceptible to considering the alcoholic’s strong denial as reality and can be swayed into adopting his views. That’s why we won’t reach anywhere if we do not start with ourselves.

	
	- I’m right, not you. You're an alcoholic, and the fact that you deny it so strongly is part of your illness.



	Now, the alcoholic’s denial is not otherworldly. It’s quite easy to understand. Imagine, for a moment, what it would be like for the alcoholic to accept his illness. Stand in front of the mirror and say to yourself:

	
	- I'm an alcoholic!



	Then, think about everyone you know – your spouse, children, siblings, aunts, colleagues, managers, neighbors – everyone who is a part of your life. Imagine calling them over and telling them, “I’m an alcoholic!”

	Scary, isn’t it?

	That fear breeds denial. The denial is the alcoholic’s shield. It protects him from a truth that is both difficult to hide and very painful. As most people do, the alcoholic is using denial to cut away the part of reality that is difficult to face.

	As you can see, the denial is part of the patient’s struggle, before anything else, it is denial to himself. If you can understand this, it becomes easier not to be provoked, since the denial is not really for you in the first place.

	Getting provoked is the first step to losing your cool and making a mistake. If, in your anger, you forget the difference between lies and denial, you may end up saying something that you regret; something that is partially untrue:

	
	- Oh, my God, you lied! You denied it!



	Denial should not be equated with lies! It may seem like it, but the alcoholic is merely trying to hide from their truth. It would serve us better to call out the shield – to let the denier know that we understand exactly what he is doing:

	
	- You don't want to see. You can't stand to see! You can't see!



	If we are too close to an alcoholic, who denies their reality from morning to evening, it is easy for us to get caught up in the denials. We may start to see them as more than they are. We may even see them as attacks. Then, the accusations would come:

	
	- You're lying! You're lying! If you loved me, you wouldn't lie! I don't trust you!



	Again, with these simple words we drive a bigger wedge between reality and fiction. It was never about the alcoholic’s relationship with you. It’s about his relationship to his drink.

	It is true that denial is a shield against reality, but we must understand that it is deeper than a game of illusions. Think about it, denial is the first stage in the cycle of grief. Why? Because we can’t bear the reality of losing something dear to us. We often deny the truth about the thing that are the most important to us, the things we fear losing if we accept reality.

	It goes without saying that the alcoholic does not want to lose the alcohol. That's why he denies his alcoholism. If it’s not a problem, it won’t be taken away. Booze is important to the alcoholic.

	Otherwise, he wouldn't be an alcoholic.

	Now, that was a controversial thing to say, but reality is undeniable. Drugs are important to the drug addict; alcohol is important to the alcoholic. We only consider the substance to be harmful, but the thought and act of losing it is painful to the alcoholic. We need to understand that the patient has a very strong, dependent, loving relationship with the substance. Our words represent a threat to that relationship.

	If someone came up to us and said, “Break up with your partner! They’re not good for you!”, would we listen to them? No, our first reaction would be to feel threatened and extremely irritated. We’d say, “What do you know? Stay out of my business. I know them better!”.

	The more we react to the alcoholic’s denial, the more we paint ourselves in a negative light in his eyes. Our rationality and opinions will simply be discarded. We have already discussed that if we truly want to help the patient, we must stop feeling personally attacked be his disease. Yelling does not solve anything. Accusing the alcoholic of lying does not solve anything. Understanding the underlying issue and the nuances of this disease will do more to help the patient than any well-meaning, uninformed words can.

	If you truly understand the denial, you will realize that it can be ‘hacked’. I would say that the alcoholics don’t face stiff resistance from their surroundings can more easily be guided into lowering their defenses, the stage of denial will end quicker. Unfortunately, if the alcoholic does face resistance, his denial and thus his need for outside help, will continue to grow, pushing the patient towards the drink.

	Of course, tearing down this denial without adding resistance is a difficult and complicated task. However, even without fighting the denial, we can help the patient by nipping new defenses in the bud. 

	Defense doesn’t always come from the alcoholic himself. It can be external, in the form of Defense Attorneys, and it can be much more dangerous than the resistance to drinking. An active alcoholic who always meets new people who will drink with him is in a far worse position that one who meets people who offer resistance. This is because defenses are difficult to break down. If the alcoholic says he only went to the bar to meet up with friends, will you stop him from meeting his friends? The Defense Attorney will say that it is okay, just this once, but you must say that that is just an excuse. He could have met his friends at the coffee shop!

	“I understand you've had a bit of a misery at work. I'm sorry about you!” The defense lawyer smiles.

	“You've been drinking because you've lost control, and this talk about work is just a defense to be allowed to drink”, you should say.

	Unfortunately, depending on your relationship to the patient, your words will be interpreted differently. If you are the patient’s family, you will be dismissed as a terrible person who does not understand the situation the alcoholic is in. However, if a coworker or manager said the same things, they would be treated differently. Those who are too close to the alcoholic are therefore at an unhealthy disadvantage since the alcoholic will hate them for not being understanding. This only shows once again that home cures are excluded.

	Yet, as difficult as it is, these defenses must be broken. If the alcoholic cannot see the problem, if he denies that it exists, how can he be expected to fix it? It is the denial itself that excludes any possibility of change. In the end, every problem with the bottle is more complex than it seems.

	Humans try to be incredibly rational beings, and thus we usually do not expend effort where there is no problem.

	Imagine calling a plumber to book an appointment. The first question he will ask is, “What is wrong?”. Imagine if you said, “nothing at all!”. Would you ever do that? No, we don’t work that way. We don’t call plumbers for no reason. Why would we hire and pay them when there is nothing to be fixed? Similarly, no alcoholic will seek out treatment until he knows it is a problem, and a life-threatening problem at that.

	Denial is an effective shock protection for the soul. When the denial is gone or attacked, it can expose the person to shocking information. I've been shocked quite a bit, but it applies to me. That shock is so personal that it probably can't be copied. It will be unique to every individual.

	Allow me to give you an example. I came face to face with a colleague who was an alcoholic on the extreme end. As with most other people, my colleague was deep in denial.

	I was quite blunt when I said:

	
	- You're a couple of years from death. I know that. I'm the one who feels right here, and you don't!



	I decided to present reality as it is, shocking as it may be. Besides, I didn't have much to lose. Yes, my best workmate may stop talking to me, but I would lose them either way! Instead of whining about my concerns, I promised my colleague to publish a beautiful obituary in the union newspaper. 

	
	- When you are dead, I'll publish an obituary. I promise, it will be beautiful. All our colleagues will get it.



	That's what I call a shock attack on the defenses. Of course, the alcoholic can try to fool me, and he may succeed, but very, very few people can ignore the fact that a colleague is planning his necrology in detail.

	Of course, I received answers, and the answers were entirely logical to the alcoholic, always new defenses, and denials. This may make it seem like the shock attack did not work, but if we made the alcoholic think about his reality, we have made progress. 

	We must understand that, paradoxically, denial is part of the process of acceptance. It is the first part of many steps. It’s much more complex than we realize, and one short conversation will not bring the walls crashing down, it is merely meant to make the alcoholic think about his reality.

	But it can't stay there.

	 

	We have been discussing about alcoholism quite a while. I want to ask you now, reader, do you still think that it’s about the bottles? About pouring out alcohol for the alcoholics. A question about just stopping going to the liquor store? A question about restrictions? A question of love?

	‘I would come down to the kitchen in the morning, and there he was in the dawn light, drink. In his shaky hand he held a transparent drink. If asked him what he was drinking, and he would try to straighten up as he said it was lemonade. As I walked closer to him, I would smell the alcohol in the air. I could try to tell him it smelled like vodka, but he would just look at me in shock, “Vodka? That's not possible! I don't drink booze. I'm sober. You know that don't you?”

	I would shake my head and repeat that the glass contains vodka, nothing but vodka! For a moment he would look like a wounded and sad child, like a child who was called a liar, but then he would down the glass in one go. Bottoms up, and with it the proof so to speak. I knew, he probably knew I knew, but he still lit up and exclaimed, “Ah! What a good juice you have!”

	He used to puke in bed, usually pooped in it at night, and I've often found him unresponsive. He never wavered an inch away from the notion that he was sober. He never drank any booze at all! My words were merely evil slander.

	One day he fell and broke his neck. Since I am a doctor myself, I could understand from the autopsy report that he had been unresponsive, he was drunk and did not have any control over himself. His denial, his drinking. He is, if the expression is allowed, a dead proof that alcoholism is the disease of denial’, said a doctor among many I have interviewed.
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