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Talking Back to Addiction  
 

Talking Back to Addiction is a set of practice principles that articulate core elements of 
meaningful behavioral change in a personal program of recovery. Without taking its eye off the 

disease, TBA offers a unique theoretical construct whose principles share coherence with 
many theories, models and traditions within addiction treatment and recovery.  

The principles of this approach are: 
 

1. Acknowledge the timely or terrible truth--Things are (or were) messed up.  
Your life is (or was) out of control because of: using alcohol and other drugs or (-fill in the blank-). This 
principle applies not only to actions you’ve taken or choices you’ve made that have harmed yourself 
and others, but also includes the terrible things that have happened to you, by chance or malicious 
intent of others, including abuse and neglect. Although it would be easier to resist this level of self 
examination and disclosure your recovery effort requires that you acknowledge, name and begin to sort 
out the story of your personal problems and suffering. The practice of writing out a narrative self report 
story is ancient.  Many modern approaches call this exercise “writing a drug-a-log or history of use.”  
Reference:  
[A] King John: “Do not seek to stuff my head with more ill news, for it is full.”  
Philip Faulconbridge (aka the Bastard): “But if you be afeared to hear the worst, then let the worst, 
unheard, fall on your head.” --- Shakespeare, King John, Act IV, Scene II  
[B] “A.A. was born out of trouble, one of the most serious kinds of trouble that can befall an individual, 
the trouble attendant upon this dark and fatal malady of alcoholism. Every single one of us approached 
A.A. in trouble, in impossible trouble, in hopeless trouble. And that is why we came.” (Bill W., Talk, 1958) 
Reality check—Make an honest assessment of the damage that has occurred in your life with this 
problem.  Talk about these issues with your significant others (SO’s); e.g., partner, spouse, sponsor, 
counselor.  
 

2. Identify personal paradox. You feel divided. Identify your dilemma. 
For some unexplainable reason, you are pulled between two contradicting realities that both define and 
destroy you. This condition has many degrees, —some of them palatable, others toxic. For example, 
“Part of me wants to be sober, but part of me still wants to use.” The paradox here is that admitting 
powerlessness liberates—and thereby empowers—you to find new courses of transformative action. 
It’s worth noting that the term paradox may also imply duality, as in shadow and mask, yin and yang. 
Reference: [A] Such is the paradox of A.A. regeneration: strength arising out of complete defeat and 
weakness, the loss of one’s old life as a condition for finding a new one.  (Bill W., A.A. Comes of Age, p. 46) 
[B] Letter to Dr. Carl Jung: “Most conversion experiences, whatever their variety, do have a common 
denominator of ego collapse at depth. The individual faces an impossible dilemma. In my case the 
dilemma had been created by my compulsive drinking, and the deep feeling of hopelessness had been 
vastly deepened by my doctor. (Bill W., Grapevine, January 1963) 
Reality check—Talk with SO’s about how you experience a personal dilemma or paradox. 

 

3. Identify what life is calling you to do… distinguish between:  
Real self-activation vs. self-destruction     Real self-aspiration vs. self-grandiosity 
Real self-care vs. self-craving      Real self-fulfillment vs. self-inadequacy 

Reference: “What was really needed was a fundamental change in attitude toward life. We had to 
learn ourselves and, furthermore, we had to teach the despairing men, that it did not really matter what 
we expected from life, but rather what life expected from us. We needed to stop asking ourselves about 
the meaning of life, and instead to think of ourselves as those who were being questioned by life—daily 
and hourly. Our answer must consist, not in talk and meditation, but in right action and in right conduct. 
Life ultimately means taking the responsibility to find the right answer to its problems and to fulfill the 
tasks which it constantly sets for each individual.” (p. 85) Man’s Search for Meaning, An Introduction to 
Logotherapy, by Victor E. Frankl, © 1959, 1984 (3rd ed.) 
Reality check—Talk with SO’s about integrating rather than disintegrating your potential in life.  
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4. Identify what you are willing to do to achieve your goals. 
This principle’s value to a personal program of recovery depends on activating a self-observation 
construct called Tracking the Triad. As the client becomes familiar with this tool, he or she finds that 
“tracking the triad” [1] helps to focus on what must be done to achieve sobriety with a strong program of 
action; [2] offers techniques for dealing with stormy and confusing emotions; and [3] safeguards 
integrity even in the midst of setbacks. Pay attention to the simple tasks of self-care on a daily basis.  
Reference: In all these situations we need self-restraint, honest analysis of what is involved, a 
willingness to admit when the fault is ours, and an equal willingness to forgive when the fault is 
elsewhere. We need not be discouraged when we fall into the error of our old ways, for these 
disciplines are not easy. We shall look for progress, not perfection. (p. 91) [re: Step 10] Twelve Steps and 
Twelve Traditions © 1952, Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc 
Reality check—Practice a new habit by talking honestly with others about how you are doing. Find 
your strength and build your hope by working through issues and difficulties. 
 

5. Identify and construct a personal Firewall for Recovery.  
Firewall strategies and tactics are aimed at doing the actual work of recovery, protecting you from old 
temptations, walking the talk, and “clearing our thinking of wrong motives.”  
Reference: A.A. experience has taught us we cannot live alone with our pressing problems and the 
character defects which cause or aggravate them. If Step Four has revealed in stark relief those 
experiences we’d rather not remember, then the need to quit living by ourselves with those tormenting 
ghosts of yesterday gets more urgent than ever. We have to talk to somebody about them. (Bill W., 
Twelve and Twelve, p. 55) 
Reality check—Make certain you are using a sponsor, attending meetings, developing sober support, 
counting sober time, monitoring your high risk cues/triggers for relapse, and for some, beginning 
therapy.    
 

6. Acknowledge that the voice of addiction grew stronger as it was fed. In his 
famous Pensées, 17th century French mathematician-philosopher Blaise Pascal wrote, “Desire and 
force between them are responsible for all our actions; desire causes our voluntary acts, force our 
involuntary.”  Examine how instinct run wild relates to the cause of your destructive drug use. 
Reference: “The alcoholic must fully and completely understand his disease—how it occurs, how it has 
affected his personality and behavior, why he is depressed when he stops drinking, why alcohol makes 
him feel better, why he experiences the urge to drink, why he cannot ever safely take a drink, why he 
will return to drinking if he is not protected—in short, all of these questions must be confronted and 
answered. Once he understands his disease, he will also understand what he must do to control it.” (p. 
151) Under the Influence, James Milam and Katherine Ketcham, Bantam Books, © 1981 
Reality check—Talking back to addiction means more than just saying no. It means saying yes to a 

new task: Carry “real” fuel (i.e., feelings and unfinished business) to the hearth of recovery.  
 

7. Assert your voice of recovery--as an active voice of your real self.  
Reference: “How many of us would presume to declare, “Well, I’m sober and I’m happy. What more 
can I want, or do? I’m fine the way I am.” We know that the price of such self-satisfaction is an 
inevitable back-slide, punctuated at some point by a very rude awakening. We have to grow or else 
deteriorate. For us, the status quo can only be for today, never for tomorrow. Change we must; we 
cannot stand still.” (Bill W., Grapevine, Feb. 1961)  
Reality check—The above principles identify structural and strategic methods for achieving healthy change 
through self-regulation and taking right action. Navigating without a map is always perilous. Talking Back to 
Addiction, Tracking the Triad and building a personal Firewall for Recovery are shown to be useful constructs 
for upgrading the operating system for the recovering person. The individual at the helm of recovery must use 
various tools and strategies to achieve good, orderly direction.  
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