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The Author
At the time this volume was published, 2009, Gabor Maté, M.D., had authored two
bestselling  books: Scattered  Minds:  A  New  Look  at  the  Origins  and  Healing  of
Attention Deficit Disorder and When the Body Says No: The Cost of Hidden Stress—
published in ten languages on five continents—and co-author with Gordon Neufeld,
of Hold  On  to  Your  Kids:  Why  Parents  Need  to  Matter  More  than  Peers. Former
medical columnist for the Globe and Mail, having a byline on issues of health and
parenting, Dr. Maté has had a family practice, worked as a palliative care physician
and, most recently, with the addicted men and women in the Downtown Eastside of
Vancouver. Dr. Maté is also a Holocaust survivor. 

Contents 
The main body of this volume contains seven parts: Part I: Hellbound Train, Part II:
Physician Heal Thyself,  Part III:  A Different State Of The Brain, Part IV:  How The
Addicted  Brain  Develops,  Part  V:  The  Addiction  Process  And  The  Addictive
Personality, Part VI: Imagining A Humane Reality: Beyond The War On Drugs, Part VII:
The Ecology Of Healing. Each Part begins with a thought-provoking quotation; as do
the beginning of some chapters in each Part. One of my favourites is from Holocaust
survivor, Dr. Victor Frankl’s The Will to Meaning: “What matters is not the features of
our character or the drives and instincts per se, but rather the stand we take toward
them. And the capacity to take such a stand is what makes us human beings.” (p.
362)
   
Some Highlights and Observations 
This volume endeavours to address the following questions: “What are the causes of
addictions?  What  is  the  nature  of  addiction-prone  personality?  What  happens
physiologically in the brains of addicted people? How much choice does the addict
really  have?  Why is  the  “War  on Drugs”  a  failure  and what  might  be  a  humane
evidence-based approach to the treatment of severe drug addiction? What are some
of the paths for redeeming addicted minds not dependent on powerful substances—
that is, how do we approach the healing of the many behaviour addictions fostered
by our culture?” (pp. 2-3)
   The stories of the persons in this volume are based on Dr.  Maté’s own experiences
working in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastend.
   According to Dr.  Maté, addictions originate from some kind of stress, trauma, or
abuse, often experienced at an early age. Such was the case for a thirty year old
Indigenous woman named Serena, and many others like her. She had been sexually
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abused  ever  since  she  was  seven  by  her  uncle  and  grandfather.  Her  mother
abandoned Serena when she was born, her alcoholic grandmother raised her. When
Serena gave birth to a daughter when she was fifteen, she too abandoned her baby.
When Serena found her mother, she put a needle in Serena’s arm and she became
addicted to heroin. So Serena, her mother, and Serena’s daughter all became addicted
to drugs. Serena has tried unsuccessfully to get off drugs; she says they help her to
forget her pain.
   Dr.  Maté speaks of the helplessness that drug addicts feel when they encounter
authority figures, including himself. He points out that authority figures can and do
misuse their authority—failing to respect people with addictions, and in worst-case
scenarios, mistreating or abusing them.
    Dr.  Maté admits that he is addicted to purchasing compact discs, and traces the
origins of his addiction to the traumatic experience during the Holocaust when he
was very young and separated from his mother for a time. On one occasion, he spent
close  to  $8,000.00  in  one  week  on  CDs.  He  has,  for  example,  six  collections  of
Beethoven’s nine symphonies. Some of his collections, he admits, he’ll never listen to
again. 
   In his chapter on “What Is Addiction,” Dr.  Maté advocates viewing, defining and
treating addiction as much more than a medical issue. Rather, it involves most, if not
all areas of a person’s life.
   “At  the  core  of  every  addiction  is  an  emptiness  based  in  abject  fear.  Our
consumerist, acquisition-, action-and image-mad culture only serves to deepen the
hole, leaving us emptier than before.” (p. 259) 
   Dr.  Maté is convinced that the war on drugs has failed; and has in fact increased
the  number  of  drug  users;  especially  among  young people.  It  has  increased  the
incarceration of those found guilty of drug violations. It has failed to end or even
curtail the international drug trade. 
   “Drugs do not make the addict into a criminal; the law does. When alcohol was
prohibited, drinkers were breaking the law.” (p. 278)
   The author discusses the supporters and opponents of drug decriminalization,
harm reduction, and supervised injection sites. He is convinced that they are humane
practices, reduce crime, and have health benefits for drug users. 
   Dr. Maté states that there is a difference between abstinence and sobriety. He
affirms  Twelve-Step  programs;  even  though  they  have  flaws  and  may  not  help
everyone;  nonetheless  he  suggests  that  they  likely  save  more  lives  than medical
treatments. 
   The author shares how his ADD (attention deficit disorder) works so that he is
often  late.  It  wasn’t  until  someone  communicated  how  his  tardiness  negatively
affected others, that he realized the consequences of his tardy behaviour, and began
to make amends, trying to change his behaviour. 
   Dr. Maté also has helpful discussions and insights on how emotional stress is
related to addiction; the physiological and medical aspects of addictions; genetic vs
environmental factors in relation to addictions; the complex relationships involving
addicts  and their  spouses,  families,  and significant  others;  spiritual  factors;  and
more.
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   Although I do not agree with Dr. Maté’s views concerning spiritual factors—he
comes across as sceptical of belief in a deity—nonetheless, I highly recommend this
volume as a valuable resource for everyone wanting to learn more about addiction.   
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