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Alcohol gave me the wings to fly and then it took away the sky.
A Common A A Saying

...w here you stum ble, there your treasure is.
Joseph Campbell {An Open Life, 26)

But after some time in the tavern, a point comes, a memory of 
elsew here, a longing for the source, and the drunks m ust set off from 
the tavern and begin the return. The Qur'an says, "We are all 
returning." The tavern is a kind of glorious hell that human beings 
enjoy and suffer and then push off from  in their search for truth....A  
breaking apart, a crying out into the street, begins in the tavern, and 
the human soul turns to find its way home.

Coleman Barks {The Essential Rumi, 1)

Religion is for those who are afraid of hell. Spirituality is for those 
who have been there.

A Common AA Saying

Progressive politics lacks charism a today because it is literally 
d isp ir ite d .

M arianne W illiam son {The Healing o f  America, 117)

Is it possible that the path of spiritual growth leads first out of 
superstition into agnosticism  and then out of agnosticism  toward an 
accurate know ledge of God?

M. Scott Peck {The Road Less Traveled , 223)

...if you wish, you can join us on the Broad Highway
Bill W ilson {Alcoholics Anonymous , 55)
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Preface

Bill W ilson, chief architect of A lcoholics Anonym ous (AA), once 

wrote to a friend that "AA is an utter sim plicity which encases a 

co m p le te  m y s te ry ."1 This statem ent accurately suggests the difficulty  

in any attem pt to understand AA. For starters, AA is spiritual, which 

is the reason, according to Ernest Kurtz, one of the leading experts on 

A A, that it "eludes capture."2 A A is elusive by way of the paradox 

em bodied in its spiritual principles, such as the idea that one wins 

through surrender. But AA is also eclectic. AA's eclecticism  stems 

from  its reliance on experience, as well as its pragm atic practice of 

borrow ing at w ill from  the fields of m edicine, religion, psychology 

and good old com m on sense. Indeed, Kurtz contends that "it is 

doubtful that the world has ever seen a more consistent living-out of 

the p ragm atism  that so m any have thought characterizes A m erican 

c u ltu re ." 3 This eclecticism  has led some to com pare AA to the 

p roverb ial e lephant, which when exam ined by blind-folded 

observers, each of whom touches a d ifferent part o f the elephant, 

reach diverse conclusions as to the nature of the beast.4 And if this is 

not enough com plexity, AA also em bodies several rather glaring 

contradictions; it is at once both spiritual and religious, both fem inist 

and sexist.

M ysterious and elusive, paradoxical, eclectic and contradictory , 

A A often confuses outside observers. This author has the advantage 

of nine years of AA membership. But I am also a social activist and it 

is the collision betw een these two aspects of m yself— the recovering 

alcoholic and the L eftist activist— that initiated this investigation.

Since m y first days in AA, I have sought to reconcile my deepening
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allegiance and trust in the philosophy and practice of AA with my 

progressive po litica l views. It seem ed to me that personal recovery 

w ork and social activism , or w hat the D om inican priest, M atthew Fox, 

refers to as "the struggle for personal justice" and "the struggle for 

social justice ," are two diverse aspects of a larger endeavor aimed at 

com m on goals. M y efforts at integration were ham pered how ever by 

several com m on L eftis t prejudices that I had in ternalized . Consistent 

w ith the M arxist dictate that religion is "the opiate of the masses," I 

regarded anything akin to relig ion as de-facto reactionary. I was also 

leery of a focus on personal, psychological issues, harboring the 

suspicion that AA, or for that m atter the entire personal recovery 

m ovem ent, is at best irrelevant, if not counter, to progressive social 

change. H aving investigated these prejudices in ligh t of my 

experience in AA, I have not only discovered them  to be false, but 

have arrived at some very d ifferen t conclusions regarding both AA 

and the Left.

F irst am ong my insights is that AA is a legitim ate agent of 

progressive social change. Part of the evidence I offer for AA's 

progressive nature is the profound personal transform ations that 

occur in A A. Over the last six and a half decades, A A has been so 

effective in "reform ing" alcoholics that M. Scott Peck, psychiatrist and 

best selling author, claim s that AA is "w ithout doubt the single most 

effective agency of hum an transform ation in our society ."5 Of course, 

it is not change per se, but the content of that change that 

determ ines AA's political essence. AA is progressive because it 

m akes significant contribu tions tow ards the creation  of a m ore ju st 

and equitable world. D espite the popular im age of AA as devoid of
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social analysis— a m isconception fostered no doubt by AA's refusal to 

engage in social controversy— AA advances a rather elaborate 

critique of w hat Ken W ilber, a cutting edge contem porary 

philosopher, refers to as the "downsides" or the "disasters" of 

m odernity . A A shares, in fact, m uch of the Left's critique of 

contem porary  society  and by offering effective antidotes to 

m odernity 's d isasters, AA m oves society in a direction congruent 

w ith progressive goals. Clearly, the L eft and AA have much in 

com m on. Both seek to em pow er individuals and strive for greater

dem ocracy, equality  and justice .

B ut having com pared AA and the Left, and recognized all they 

share, I was also struck by the fact that AA appears stronger, w iser 

and m ore effective than the Left. I had com e full circle, starting from 

the instinct to justify  AA to the L eft and ending up at the realization

that no t only does AA require no apologies, but as the healthier, it

offers a w ealth  of invaluable lessons from  which the Left could 

greatly benefit. These lessons can be grouped under the headings of 

com m unity and spirituality. In these two arenas, the contrast 

between AA and the Left could hardly be m ore stark. W here the Left 

is organized along lines of identity  in separatist groups that "preach 

to the choir" and rem ain isolated from  the m ajority of A m ericans, A A 

successfu lly  includes, and changes for the better, individuals from  

the en tire  spectrum  of social status and political allegiance. AA's 

m odel o f on-going, inclusive and vital com m unity is so extraordinary 

that Peck, an expert on com m unity, alleges that AA is "The m ost 

successful com m unity in this nation— probably in the whole w orld."6
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AA's effectiveness is largely attribu tab le to its spiritual

foundation. It is guided by the spiritual principles of self­

responsib ility , forgiveness, gratitude, com passion and a focus on the 

present. The L eft, by contrast, appears stuck in an endless and bitter 

recital of past grievances. The Left is also severely weakened by the 

prejudices that for so long clouded my vision, namely its dism issal of 

the psychological and spiritual dim ensions o f social change. In 

neglecting these dim ensions, the L eft narrow s its appeal and isolates 

itse lf from  the m ajority of Am ericans who view it as irrelevant.

I advocate a reinvented Left based on a broader vision of social 

activ ism  that recognizes the struggles for personal and social justice

as in tim ately  connected, such that neither struggle is com plete or

effective w ithout the other. In m aking this critique, I find common 

ground with M ichael Lerner's "politics of m eaning,"7 M atthew  Fox’s 

"C reation Spirituality" and M arianne W illiam son's "holistic po litics,"8 

all of which posit inclusive, dem ocratic com m unity as the proper 

vehicle for social activism  and spiritual principles as the m ost 

effective guidelines for social change m ovem ents. I chose an 

interrogation o f AA for this excursion into social theory because it 

w as through m y experience in AA that I discovered the nature of my 

own prejudices and gained insight into the changes we m ust bring 

about if we are to create an effective progressive m ovem ent. It is to 

this transform ation that I offer this investigation of AA.

*  *  *

AA's Tw elve Steps and Twelve Traditions, to which I w ill make 

frequent reference, are printed in full in Appendix A and B. The
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steps are A A 's program  of recovery for the alcoholic, w hereas the 

traditions are the principles that guide the organizational life of AA. I 

w ill be explicating th roughout AA's two m ost im portant texts, which 

I w ill refer to by their A A nicknam es; they are A lc o h o lic s  

A n o n y m o u s , otherw ise known as the "Big Book," and Twelve Steps 

and Twelve Traditions„ which members refer to sim ply as the "12 & 

12." A A m em bers em ploy a large variety of m ottoes and aphorism s, 

w hich I w ill designate by quotation marks. Unless I indicate a source 

for these quotes, they are sayings that I know from  my own 

experience to be com m on to A A members.

*

This w ork is the culm ination of a process to which m any have 

contributed  and to whom  I am  deeply indebted and wish to thank. 

F irst and forem ost, Lois Rheaum e, w ithout whose support and love 

this p ro ject would have been im possible. My brother Roy, w hose 

death proved to be my salvation; I will forever cherish our 

friendship  and hold dear my m em ories of his broad smile, keen wit 

and sheer exuberance for life. Pam ela Clapp, whose brilliance and 

considerable skill served me so well. Professor Nora Faires, whose 

guidance has been invaluable and whose patience, as I w orked out 

these ideas through num erous drafts, has been ex traord inary . 

P rofessor Judy Rosenthal, both friend and teacher, who pushed me to 

ask the d ifficu lt questions that both prom pted and propelled  this 

inquiry. The w onderful group of alcoholics who attend A A at Clover 

School in Lapeer, M ichigan, w hose wisdom , com passion and hum or 

have sustained and inspired me these last nine years. Jan W orth,
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w hose w arm  w elcom e to the U niversity  of M ichigan-F lin t contributed 

to my subsequent academ ic success. O ther professors at U M -Flint to 

w hom  I am indebted include Danny Rendlem an, L inda Carty, W allace 

G enser, Peggy Kahn, Leslie Moch, Bev Smith and George Lord. I also 

w ish to thank my "in-laws," the fam ily of Lois Rheaume, who have 

em braced m e w ithout reservation, my father for his legacy to me in 

the form  of num erous shared interests and passions, and last, but 

certainly  not least, m y m other, for her courage and strength in the 

face o f adversity  and for sharing with me her deep spiritual 

s e n tim e n t.
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In trod u ction

On any given day all across the U nited States of Am erica, in 

every large city and in m any small towns, hundreds of thousands of 

A m ericans gather together at their local m eetings of A lcoholics 

A nonym ous (AA). For an hour they talk, laugh and cry together, 

sharing the ir jo y s, hopes, sorrow s, frustrations, failures and 

trium phs. People in itially  approach A A in various degrees of 

suffering, crisis and despair. M ost have lim ited goals— an earnest 

desire to stop drinking or to get the spouse, judge, boss off their 

backs. M any have tried, and failed, to quit drinking on their own and 

are ready to seek help. Out of a m ultitude of various circum stances, 

they share one thing in com m on— the price exacted by their drinking 

has becom e unbearably high, thus driving them  into the arms of AA. 

O f those who stick with AA, m any attain sobriety using the tools and 

support offered. But sobriety, as it turns out, is the m erest beginning 

o f w hat A A offers. For years, even decades, after the urge to drink 

has long since disappeared, m any people continue to attend AA. 

C learly  these indiv iduals have found som ething other than sobriety 

tha t draw s them . That som ething is the com m unity that AA offers 

and a better way of living that AA, through the support of 

com m unity , m akes possib le.

E ven by the m ost superficial evaluation, AA would appear to 

p rovide an enorm ous social benefit. After all, m uch of the needless 

chaos, violence and suffering in our society is associated with the 

excess consum ption of drugs and alcohol. W hen drunks get sober, 

their behavior im proves. M en and women are less apt to physically 

abuse those they have pow er over. Parents are less apt to
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em otionally  abuse and neglect their children. R ecovering alcoholics 

are less likely to kill or m aim  people with their cars or to lie, cheat, 

steal and engage in irresponsib le behavior. Sober alcoholics, quite 

sim ply, m ake better citizens than active alcoholics. B ut under AA's 

gu idance the changes undergone by the alcoholic are m ore profound 

than ju s t sobriety  and the cessation of one's m ost offensive behavior. 

A A 's Tw elve Step program  entails a whole new way of life that alters 

thoughts, em otions and attitudes as w ell as behavior. A A m em bers 

recognize this, with many claim ing that "AA" is an acronym  for 

A ttitude A djustm ent. M em bers also like to kid each other about the 

ex ten t of the transform ation fostered by A A— they tell each other "Oh 

w ell, you don 't have to change much in A A ...just everything."

AA's "way of life" is m ost accurately depicted as a spiritual way 

of liv ing. A llow  me to present my understanding of spirituality  as the 

keen aw areness and honoring of the underlying unity and oneness of 

all life  and hence of the fundam ental interconnection of all human 

beings. W hile num erous relig ions also em body this aw areness, 

sp irituality  differs from  religion due to its lack of dogm a and the 

absence of the institu tional hierarchies through which m any relig ions 

im pose rules and obligations upon their follow ers. A spiritual way of 

living does how ever entail an ethical code of behavior. C learly if we 

are all in terconnected , then anything that harm s one person also 

harm s everyone and we are therefore obligated to act in ways that 

are m utually  beneficial w hile avoiding behavior that harm s others. 

Thus, there is a set of w hat we m ight refer to as "spiritual principles" 

that are congruous with a spiritual way of life. Am ong these 

p rincip les are com passion for o thers, generosity , se lf-responsib ility ,
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service to others and the w illingness to let go of grievances and 

forgive. G ratitude is also intrinsic to a spiritual way of life because 

in terconnection  im plies in terdependence and the realiza tion  of how 

m uch we depend upon each other fosters gratitude for all that we 

receive, w hether the source o f those gifts be our fellow  travelers 

(hum an as w ell as non-hum an), human ancestors or the very 

u n iverse  itse lf.

On the other hand, there are attitudes and behaviors that are 

antithetical to a spiritual way of life because they dishonor our basic 

connection. These include lack of com passion for others, greed, 

irresponsib ility , se lf absorp tion , ingratitude and the resen tm ent and 

self-pity  that resu lt from  holding on to grievances and the failure to 

extend forgiveness to others. According to many A A m em bers, the 

attribu tes o f se lf-p ity , resen tm ent and irresponsib ility  are a fairly 

good descrip tion of their character before jo in ing  AA. A lcoholics who 

attem pt to live by AA's spiritual principles are thus required to give 

up their old ways and, in effect, to recreate them selves. These 

changes are readily  observed in A A m em bers, who stop blam ing 

others for their problem s as they increasingly assum e responsibility  

for them selves and the ir behavior. Self-pity, anger and resentm ent 

subside as m em bers p ractice the directives outlined in the Twelve 

Steps of taking a personal inventory, making am ends to those one 

has harm ed and dedicating oneself to continuous im provem ent. And 

AA m em bers experience gratitude as a natural response to the 

dram atic im provem ent in their lives; as suffering dim inishes and 

hope flourishes, AA m em bers can 't help but appreciate those forces
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outside them selves that facilita te  the positive changes that they 

found them selves incapable of producing on their own.

M any social com m entators acknow ledge in the m ost flattering 

terms the enorm ous social good created by AA. Peck claim s of A A 

that "no other phenom enon has had such an im pact for good in the 

n a t io n ," 9 w hile the novelist K urt V onnegut m aintains that AA is, 

above and beyond even jazz, "A m erica's m ost nurturing contribution 

to the culture of this p lanet."10 Sociologist R obert W uthnow views AA 

as an im portant part of a small group m ovem ent, which, he contends 

"has been effecting a quiet revolution in Am erican society ."11 And 

Fox asserts tha t AA has launched a m ovem ent of base com munities 

in the overdeveloped w orld that is analogous to the revolutionary, 

liberation  theology m ovem ent of Latin A m erica. C learly, AA's 

influence is both w idely acknow ledged and appreciated. That A A is 

held in such high regard is not surprising because AA employs two of 

the p ractices that a growing collective of voices have determ ined to 

be essen tia l to  hum an survival and future prosperity— nam ely, 

com m unity  and sp iritua lity .

The first of these trends is evident in the ubiquitous talk of 

com m unity. A cross the political spectrum , from  the far-R ight to the 

far-L eft, and everyw here in-betw een, a growing num ber of social 

activ ists and po litical and spiritual leaders have identified lack of 

com m unity as a central cause of the profound social crisis that 

envelopes A m erica. Some of these same voices attest to the hunger 

for com m unity felt by m any A m ericans. Robert Bellah, in his best­

seller, Habits o f  the Heart (1 9 8 5 ), popularized discussion of this 

hunger, as did Peck in The Different Drum  (1987). Peck writes that
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on his lecture tours throughout the country "the one constant I have 

found w herever I go...is the lack of— and the thirst for—  

c o m m u n ity ." '12 M ore recently, R obert W uthnow 's, Sharing the 

Journey: Support Groups and America's New Quest fo r  Community 

(1994), p resen ted  extensive research  on the num erous sm all 

com m unities that have sprouted up in recent decades to m eet this 

hunger. M ichael Lerner, in The Politics o f  Meaning: Restoring Hope 

and Possibility in an Age o f  Cynicism , contends that underlying our 

hunger fo r com m unity is a quest for meaning. "The quest for 

m eaning is the central hunger in advanced industrial societies,"13 

L erner m ain tains. And that quest involves com m unity because, 

according to Lerner, "The self is in need of a meaning which it cannot 

furnish  by itse lf ."14

T he im portance, indeed necessity , of com m unity for 

progressive social change is also w idely acknow ledged. Audre Lorde, 

the in fluen tial black, lesbian, fem inist poet states sim ply that 

"W ithout com m unity there is no libera tion ."15 M arianne W illiam son, 

m inister and author of The Healing o f  America, is among the spiritual 

leaders who, along with Fox, Lerner and Peck, have concluded that 

social change will com e as a result of the com m unities we build. "The 

way to heal social disorder," W illiam son declares, "is to reintroduce 

c o m m u n ity ." 16 Lerner alleges that "M uch of the work of building the 

kind of society that we seek w ill be done on the individual and 

com m unity level...m illions of little steps that we take in our personal 

lives, in our interactions with others, in what we insist upon."17 And 

W illiam son asserts that "The fabric of A m erican society m ust be 

rew oven one loving stitch at a time: one child read to, one sick
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person prayed for, one elder given respect and m ade to feel needed, 

one p risoner rehabilita ted , one m ourner given com fo rt."18

The second trend— the call for a renewed spirituality— is closely 

rela ted  to the call for com m unity. Clearly, if spirituality is the 

aw areness and honoring o f hum an in terconnection, then com m unity 

and sp iritua lity  are inex tricab ly  linked. W uthnow w itnessed firs t­

hand this link being m ade in the hundreds of small groups that he 

researched. He concluded tha t "As people try to rediscover the 

sacred, they are led to ask questions about com m unity. And as they 

seek com m unity, they are led to ask questions about the sacred ."19 

As w ith com m unity, the call for spirituality crosses the political 

spectrum , w ith perhaps one glaring absence. M any social activists on 

the Left, in their righteous opposition to the oppressive nature of 

o rganized  relig ion , address com m unity w ithou t  reference to 

s p ir i tu a l i ty .

It is the disastrous consequences of this om ission that Lerner 

sought to rectify  in developing w hat he dubs the "politics of 

m eaning." L erner believes that m any of the progressive activists that 

m ake up a loosely defined Left, dism iss anything akin to religion as 

reactionary . This dism issal leaves the Left, Lerner argues, incapable 

o f addressing the w idespread , elem ental hunger for m eaning that 

plagues A m erica. The result, Lerner claims, is a Leftist politics that 

prom otes "a narrow  conception of human needs, [in which] the only 

kind o f oppression that seem s real...is the denial of econom ic security 

or po litica l righ ts."20 This narrow  stance contributes to the failure of 

the L eft to inspire large num bers of allies. In fact, Lerner contends 

that the L eft actually enhances the success of the Right by allowing
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the R ight, w ith its articulate condem nation of the ethical and spiritual 

crisis o f the contem porary society, to claim  to be the sole 

represen tative of spiritual concerns. People turn to the R ight, Lerner 

claim s, because the R ight appears to understand the hunger for 

com m unity , connection and m eaning that the L eft d ism isses as 

i r r e le v a n t .

T he L eft's narrow  perspective is also being challenged from 

w ithin the Left, w ith m any fem inists in particular insisting on the 

essen tial role of spirituality  in political struggle. Lorde m aintains that 

the separation of the political and the spiritual is another one of the 

false d ichotom ies that underm ines our pow er to effect progressive 

c h a n g e .21 And G loria A nzaldua, another prom inent fem inist, contends 

that political activism  has a "spiritual, psychic com ponent," such that 

it "requires the total person— body, soul, mind and spirit."22 W hile 

num erous L eftists are integrating spirituality  into their political 

efforts, many spiritual leaders are becoming social activists. This 

confluence, according to W illiam son, is revolutionary; "It is the 

balance and intersection of these two im pulses— the political and the 

sp iritua l— that w ill foster the rebirth of A m erican dem ocracy and 

form  the crux of a new revolutionary pow er."23

The w orldview  em erging from  this convergence of politics and 

sp iritua lity  is a holistic perspective that in tegrates spiritual and 

psychological concerns w ith political and econom ic issues into a 

broad com prehensive p ic ture of contem porary hum an crisis. From  

this in tegrated  perspective, AA is understood as an im portant part of 

the struggle for a m ore ju s t and humane world. U nfortunately this 

holistic  w orldview  is not widely endorsed and AA has detractors who
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are every bit as effusive in their condem nation of AA as those who 

understand AA are in its praise. To AA's critics, AA and the recovery 

m ovem ent that it spawned, represent a social danger, not a social 

good. D avid R ieff, author of "Victims, All? Recovery, Co-dependency, 

and the A rt o f Blam ing Somebody Else," depicts A A as a threat to 

W estern  c iv iliz a tio n ,24 while historian John J. Rum barger casts AA as 

"yet another re trea t from  a free society."25 Interestingly, it is the 

m ost adm ired aspects o f A A— com m unity and spirituality— that AA's 

critics hold suspect. According to critics, A A is not a democratic 

com m unity that contributes to a m ore ju s t world, but an oppressive 

com m unity that robs its m em bers of their indiv iduality  and 

perpetuates an unjust status quo. And AA's spirituality  is depicted as

a ruse that aims to pass off the m ost oppressive aspects of religion

under the guise of spirituality .

W hile AA's critics are more wrong than right, they do express 

tru ths that we ignore at our peril. The attributes they m istakenly 

pro ject onto AA constitute legitim ate dangers. The critics are right to 

m aintain that not all com m unities are dem ocratic in practice or 

liberatory  in effect. M any com m unities are hierarchical; rather than 

prom oting a m ore egalitarian  and ju s t world, they m aintain and 

ju stify  unequal and oppressive social systems. The critics are also 

righ t to be cautious of anything that smacks of religion. Actually it is

in the very volatile  com bination of religion and com m unity than

m any of us have had our w orst experiences with what Lerner refers 

to as "repressive com m unities." Repulsed by the hypocrisy and abuse 

of pow er that prevails in num erous religious organizations, many of
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us left these com m unities when we came of age and never looked 

b ack .

Perhaps it is no w onder then, given our collective lack of 

experience w ith progressive com m unities, and our all-too-fam iliar 

experience w ith repressive relig ious com m unities, that we fear both 

com m unity and anything akin to religion. AA's critics see aspects of 

AA that rem ind them  of repressive religious com m unities and 

conclude that A A m ust be of like kind. This fear, which often borders 

on paranoia, is one source of the huge disparity in assessments of 

AA. Thus, on the one hand, James Christopher, in How to Stay Sober: 

R ecovery without Religion , insists that AA "echoes the dam age 

relig ious superstition has caused since the dawn of hum ankind."26 

B ut con trast tha t statem ent w ith Robert W uthnow 's allegation that 

A A is part of a m ovem ent in which "the sacred is being redefined, 

turned on its au thoritarian  head, made m ore populist, practical, and 

e x p e r ie n tia l ." 27

W hat are we to make of the striking differences in opinion 

regarding A A? How can A A be both "America's m ost nurturing 

contribution  to the culture of this planet"28 and a "retreat from  a free 

s o c ie ty " ? 29 Is AA the spearhead of a revolutionary, dem ocratic 

sp irituality  or dam aging relig ious superstition? C learly someone is 

w rong about AA. But m ore im portant, diverse assessm ents of AA 

h igh ligh t our co llective inability  to distinguish betw een nurturing 

p rog ressive  com m unities and repressive com m unities, betw een a 

dem ocratic  sp irituality  that fosters progressive change and 

oppressive relig ion  that perpetuates an unequal status quo. This 

inab ility  constitu tes an unm itigated disaster, if  indeed, progressive
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sp iritual com m unities hold the key to human survival. To 

purposefu lly  create such com m unities requires that we recognize the 

ch a rac te ris tic s  that d istinguish  them  from  repressive com m unities. 

H ence any inquiry that helps us to m ake these distinctions is worthy 

of our efforts and AA, as it happens, provides an excellent vehicle for 

this inquiry. W hy? Because AA is a progressive spiritual com m unity 

that is falsely  accused of being a repressive religious com m unity. By 

exposing  the errors and confusion that underlie dam ning 

assessm ents o f AA, we discover the characteristics that m ake AA 

such an exem plary  model of both com m unity and spirituality . This 

effo rt thus enables us to m ine A A for the invaluable lessons it offers.
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The Critics and Beyond
A A ’s critics exhibit much of the ignorance and confusion that 

stem  from  a casual fam iliarity with AA. H ow ever the critics also 

reso rt to several tricks, which, w hether intentional or not, confuse 

the issues and m isrepresent AA. One common ploy is to pick and 

choose am ong the pieces of evidence, ignoring any aspects of AA that 

w ould underm ine one's critique. Critics also neglect the diversity that 

exists w ith in  the recovery m ovem ent, which enables them  to 

disparage AA by citing the behavior of groups or individuals who are 

neither aw are of, nor guided by, AA's program  of recovery.

B ut trickery  aside, the key to understanding the controversies 

surrounding AA is to recognize that the collision between AA and its 

critics is a clash  betw een two disparate w orldview s with conflicting 

notions o f w hat it m eans to be human and w hat constitutes healthy 

hum an in teraction . On the one hand are the assum ptions of 

m odernity , a secular worldview  that grew out of the European 

E nligh tenm ent and blossom ed into the Ideology of Individualism  

w ith its p rom ise o f unlim ited individual autonom y. A A philosophy, 

by contrast, is grounded in a spiritual belief that humans are 

in terdependen t and hence that there are lim its to human autonom y. 

The two opposing philosophies are characterized by diverse 

approaches. The secular view taken by AA's critics em ploys a 

dualistic , "e ither/or" perspective that is devoid of paradox, whereas 

AA philosophy  is d ialectical, utilizing a "both/and” interpretation that 

is rep le te  w ith paradox. Critics who approach A A with m odernist 

assum ptions and dualistic  thinking continually  m isin terpret AA.

They condem n w hat they fail to understand. But for every negative
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assessm ent m ade, there is another explanation, a positive appraisal 

of A A based on altogether different values and beliefs. The following 

six sections sum m arize some of the more popular critiques of AA, 

each critique jux taposed  with a brief rebuttal that not only exposes 

the fa llacies contained therein but also offers alternative, positive 

in terp reta tions o f AA. The them es touched upon in these sum m aries 

w ill be returned to again and again throughout this treatise. As we 

explore the history, philosophy and workings of AA, it w ill become 

increasingly  evident that AA's critics are wrong and that it is the 

positive  in terpretations of A A that are valid.

I. Unhealthy Dependence or Healthy Interdependence?

C ritics claim  that AA fosters passivity and unhealthy 

dependence by encouraging alcoholics to rely on each other as well 

as on a H igher Power. AA's Twelve Step program, according to Le, 

Ingvarson and Page, in Alcoholics Anonymous and the Counseling 

Profession: Philosophies in Conflict, "promotes the idea of individual 

he lp lessness and encourages dependency, which is d irectly  contrary 

to the usual therapeutic goals of self-direction and independence."30 

W endy K am iner, in I'm Dysfunctional, You're Dysfunctional, co n ten d s 

tha t the recovery  m ovem ent disem pow ers people by encouraging a 

b e lief "in the im possibility  of individual autonom y,"31 while Le, 

Ingvarson and Page, m aintain that "AA mem bers are encouraged to 

re lin q u ish  se lf-d irec tio n  and se lf-resp o n sib ility ."32 C hristopher goes 

even further, claim ing that AA m em bers have been "coerced into 

g iving up their individual identities and free-thought processes" and 

are "w rapped in the swaddling clothes of cult care."33
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In this fine exam ple of dualistic thinking, the critics p it self­

responsib ility  against reliance on others as oppositional and m utually 

exclusive behaviors; one is e ith er  independent (and responsible) o r  

d ependen t (and irresponsib le). A ccording to this popular 

E n lig h ten m en t assum ption , any  dependence is a weakness to be 

avoided at all costs. By contrast, A A philosophy m aintains that one 

can be b o th  independent a n d  dependent (i.e. in te rd ep en d en t), able to 

rely  on others as well as to take responsibility for self and for others. 

N ot su rp rising ly , the possib ility  of interdependence, or even the 

w ord itself, is never m entioned by A A ’s critics.

To advance their claim s, critics focus on the surrender required 

by the firs t three steps of AA's Twelve Step program  and ignore the 

responsib ility  and action required by the rem aining steps. The first 

three steps call for an acknow ledgm ent of pow erlessness over alcohol 

and a turning o f one's w ill over to a self-defined Higher Power, 

w hereas steps four through tw elve require alcoholics to m ake a 

critical self-exam ination, to adm it their wrongs, to make am ends to 

those one has harm ed and to com m it oneself to continuous self­

critique and im provem ent as well as service to others. Clearly, even a 

cursory exam  of the entire Tw elve Steps exposes the absurdity of the 

allegation  that A A fosters an abdication of responsibility.

B ut critics don’t ju s t fail to grasp that surrender and 

responsib ility  can be practiced sim ultaneously. They also m iss the 

rather obvious fact that, for alcoholics, the act of surrender is itself a 

responsib le  act. In the F irst Step— "We adm itted we are pow erless 

over alcohol, that our lives have becom e unm anageable"34—  

alcoholics accept the truth concerning their addiction. In adm itting
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their pow erlessness, they surrender the belief that they can control 

their drinking. T his in turn gives them  the perm ission or rational to 

give up alcohol altogether, and thus to end the futile attem pt to drink 

w ithout creating  negative consequences. This act of surrender is thus 

the in itial and necessary act of responsibility that sets life on a new 

footing  and m akes possible subsequent responsible behavior. By not 

drinking, alcoholics not only elim inate the m any problem s and crises 

caused by their drinking, they also gain the opportunity  to repair 

dam aged re la tionsh ips w ith spouse, children, fam ily, em ployer, etc. 

A lcoholics are therefore greatly em powered by sobriety, which 

m eans tha t they are em pow ered by surrender and hence experience 

the sp iritual paradox of "surrendering to win."

C ritics also err in representing AA's surrender as all- 

encom passing. K am iner paints a portrait of total, abject submission 

w hen she w rites "Im agine the slogan of recovery— adm it that you're 

pow erless and subm it— as a political slogan and w hat is wrong with 

th is m ovem ent becom es c lear."35 But the surrender required by A A 

is not absolute, but lim ited and specific. In addition to admitting 

the ir pow erlessness over alcohol , AA m em bers adm it their lack of 

control over "people, places and things" outside o f them selves. They 

practice the d irec tives of the Serenity Prayer— to accept the things 

they cannot change and to focus instead on changing the things that 

they can .36 A dherence to these guidelines is em powering, as one's 

energy, tim e and resources are used m ore productively. N or is AA's 

p ractice of surrendering to a Higher Power the broad abdication of 

responsib ility  im plied by Kaminer. Because AA m em bers define that 

pow er for them selves and direct their own spiritual life, this
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surrender often boils down to nothing m ore than follow ing one’s 

deeper sense of w hat is right, rather than giving in to shallow and 

se lfish  desires.

//. Cult o f  Victimization or an Effective Antidote to Self-Pity?

C ritics not only accuse AA of robbing m em bers of their 

ind iv iduality , but they also insist, in a rather inexplicable act of self- 

con trad iction , that AA, and the recovery m ovem ent that it spawned, 

encourages excess individualism . AA is said to foster a narcissistic 

se lf-abso rp tion  that results in an exaggerated sense of self-pity and 

victim hood. K am iner offers as evidence the m audlin treatm ent of 

recovery  served up by talk-television— a cheap shot to say the least, 

given that no group or issue is likely to be accurately portrayed 

w hen packaged  as entertainm ent. K am iner's broad treatm ent is 

particu larly  ludicrous when used to judge AA because the m ajority 

o f AA m eetings are private affairs. The more typical "closed meeting" 

is not open to non-alcoholics and rules of confidentiality are 

observed. Thus, AA is a far cry from  the exhibitionism  of talk- 

te le v is io n .

B ut w hile K am iner errs in treating a diverse m ovem ent as 

m onolith ic , her caricatures are all-too-fam iliar. M any of us know 

recovering  individuals so fixated on their victim ization that they lose 

perspective  and com e to view everything through the lens of their 

suffering . Furtherm ore, K am iner accurately describes the allure of 

v ictim hood in w riting that "Not only may victim ization m ake you 

fam ous and the center of some small circle of attention, it offers 

abso lu tion  and no accountability  and creates entitlem ents to
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sym pathy, support, and reparations."37 H ow ever, we will discover 

not only that the critics are dead-wrong in accusing AA of 

contributing  to the cult of victim hood but that AA's philosophy and 

T w elve Step program  are, in fact, the best counter-force to the 

dangers o f narcissism  and victim hood that exist w ithin the recovery 

m ovem ent. In adopting a spiritual way of life, AA inherited effective 

antidotes to self-pity. Through the practice o f personal inventory, AA 

m em bers assum e responsib ility  for their share of blam e and 

relinquish  excessive blam e of others and exaggerated notions of one's 

v ictim ization. In A A, self-pity is perceived to pose a danger to 

sobriety, as evidenced in the AA expression "poor me, poor me, pour 

m e ano ther drink." A A m em bers m aintain vigilance against this 

danger by urging those who lapse into self-pity to "get off the pity- 

pot." In A A, the com m unity guides its m em bers away from  self-pity 

to self-responsib ility , away from  the easy criticism  and blame of 

others to the difficu lt critique of self.

The critics, who are obviously well aware of the common 

ground shared by the struggles for personal and social justice, 

broaden the sweep of their target with this criticism . Thus, while 

K am iner assails the recovery m ovem ent for encouraging people "to 

see them selves as victim s of fam ily life ,"38 she also laments the 

"pervasive sense of victim ization among blacks,"39 and R ieff groups 

recovering  ind iv iduals w ith academ ic m ulticu ltu ra lists  (academ ics 

w ho include the perspectives and experiences of m arginalized groups 

as valid  subjects of inquiry) claim ing that "the politics of victimhood 

[is] a centerp iece of both m ovem ents."40
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Again the critics pain t with a broad stroke, in this instance 

ignoring the enorm ous d iversity  of the Left. However, victim  politics 

is sufficiently  w idespread to be w orthy of our concern. V ictim  

politics is apparent in versions of identity politics that define people 

as "oppressed" and "oppressor" on the basis of one's innate human 

attributes. In these political versions of original sin, m en are born 

sex ist p igs, w hites are born racist and heterosexuals are born 

h o m o p h o b ic .

Ken W ilber, in A B rief History o f  Everything, offers the classic 

fem in ist depiction of patriarchy as one exam ple of the problem s 

inheren t to v ictim  politics. M any fem inists portray patriarchy, W ilber 

observes, as a system  "im posed on women by a bunch of sadistic and 

p o w er-h u n g ry  m en ."41 This theory locks us, W ilber m aintains, "into 

tw o inescapable defin itions of men and women. Nam ely, men are 

pigs and women are sheep."42 W ilber points out that this depiction is 

no t only overly flattering  to men, because it proposes that they 

succeeded, in every culture and across eons, to come together and 

oppress the other half o f hum anity, but it is also decidedly 

unflattering  to w om en, who are portrayed as not only weaker, but 

stupider, than men. Far better, W ilber insists, to realize that "men 

and w om en c o -c r e a te d  the social forms of their interaction" and to 

"trace out the hidden pow er that women have had [in] various 

cu ltu ra l structures th roughou t our h istory ."43 Patriarchy is, W ilber 

posits, "an unavoidable arrangem ent for an im portant part of human 

developm ent" that is ju s t now becom ing unnecessary .44

L em er also lam ents the fallout of victim  politics, claim ing that 

victim  politics fails to "capture the com plexity of social reality" and
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contribu tes to a dualistic, us/them  m entality w hich m akes the Left

s e lf -d e fe a tin g .45 V ictim  politics has created, according to Lerner,

"hierarchies of suffering" which have led, on the one hand, to a battle

am ong the "oppressed" over who is suffering the m ost and therefore

w orthy o f the largest entitlem ent. On the other hand, those defined

as the enem y— in particular, the w hite men who bear the brunt of

this bad analysis— respond, Lerner alleges, to the "assum ption that

their very being is oppressive [by] closing their ears to the liberal or

progressive agenda and turning to the R ight."46

U nfortunately  m any of AA’s critics exploit the weaknesses of

victim  po litics to underm ine struggles for ju stice  by suggesting that

the best way to evade the self-defeating trap of victim hood and self-

pity  is to abandon the interrogation of abuse and oppression

altogether. B ut to do so is tantam ount to giving up the struggle for

ju stice , the effective  pursuit of which requires the know ledge and

em pow erm ent gained from  the exam ination of oppression. Lorde

explains the necessity  o f this inspection in w riting that, as black,

fem ale and lesbian;

America's measurement of me has lain like a barrier across the 
realization o f my own powers. It was a barrier which I had to examine 
and dismantle, piece by painful piece, in order to use my energies fully 
and creatively.4 7

R ather than forsaking the interrogation of injustice we m ust 

d iscover and em ploy m ethods of investigating and dism antling 

m odes of oppression, both individual and social, that enable us to 

transcend the us/them  dichotom ies that encourage us to define 

ourselves as victim s and subsequently trap us in pathological self­

absorption. I propose that AA illustrates the m ost effective m ethod
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to accom plish  this goal, that is through the application of the spiritual 

p rincip les of self-responsib ility , forgiveness and com passion. AA, of 

course, did not invent this spiritual approach, but m erely adapted it 

to the problem  of alcoholism . That a spiritual approach is also 

effec tive  in the po litical arena has been adequately dem onstrated by 

both M ahatm a G andhi and M artin Luther King.

Ill:  Evasion or Assumption o f  Social Responsibility?

Ju st as critics claim  that independence and dependence are 

incom patib le , they create another false dichotom y by posing 

responsib ility  to self and social responsibility as oppositional and 

m utually  exclusive. The struggles for personal and social justice are 

depicted as being invariable at odds with each other; one can focus 

either on self or  on other, we are told, but never on both. For AA's 

critics, this m eans that the personal struggle can only occur at the 

expense of the social struggle. Anyone engaged in personal recovery 

is therefore presum ed to be socially negligent. R ieff describes AA as 

"a turning inw ard...[an] abdication of social responsibility...The 

m essage, w hether psychological or political, is that there are no civic, 

no social obligations, only private ones."48 To m ake his argument 

convincing, R ieff om its any m ention of the service work required by 

AA 's Tw elfth  Step, which stipulates that "Having had a spiritual 

aw akening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message 

to alcoholics, and to practice these principles in all our affairs."49

Stanton Peele, author of Diseasing o f  America: Addiction 

Treatment Out o f  Control, argues that AA's "disease theory" of 

alcoholism  is proof that AA prom otes an abdication of social
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responsib ility . Peele claim s, on the one hand, that AA defines 

alcoholism  as a disease in the m ost literal (i.e. biological/physical) 

sense of the term. On the other hand, Peele m aintains that AA 

em ploys this literal definition to excuse alcoholics of responsibility  

for the ir behavior. According to Peele, AA's so-called disease theory 

presupposes that alcoholics are passive victim s of their addictions 

and therefore "ought not be held to ordinary m oral standards and 

codes o f com m unity conduct."50 But Peele is wrong on both counts. 

For starters, as we have seen, AA's Twelve Step program  actually 

requires (over and over again) the assum ption of responsibility . And 

w hile AA does employ a quasi-disease concept of alcoholism , we will 

find w hen we consult A A literature that AA's interpretation is more 

m etaphorical than literal. AA offers a holistic view that stresses the 

threefold  nature of alcoholism  as a physical, m ental and spiritual 

illness or m alady, with the em phasis on the spiritual. Hence, A A 

m em bers are well aware that, w hile they m ight suffer from  a 

"disease," they rem ain responsible for their behavior. This 

paradox ical juxtaposition  of blam elessness and culpability  is satirized 

by one A A m em ber known to this author who jokes that "I'm allergic 

to alcohol...w henever I drink, I break out in hand-cuffs."

F rom  AA's d ialectical, both/and perspective, the struggles for 

personal and social justice are not only com patible, but m utually 

dependent. The "self-absorption" of recovery, at least as practiced in 

AA w ith its strong em phasis on responsibility, is not an abdication of 

social obligation but the necessary first step out of the selfishness for 

w hich substance abusers are notorious. In the case of alcoholics (or 

drug addicts in general), it is fairly evident that personal work
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necessarily  precedes social/political work. The assum ption of 

responsib ility  begins w ith abstinence. After taking this first step, AA 

m em bers w ork through the rest of the requirem ents of the Twelve 

Step program , each step requiring ever-m ore involved acts of 

responsib ility , until arriving at the Twelfth Step, w ith its em phasis 

on obligation and service to others. Far from  prom oting an abdication 

of responsibility , AA encourages and guides alcoholics to become 

both personally  and socially responsible.

IV. Anti-Intellectual or Restoration o f  Balance o f  Head and Heart?

Critics point to AA's focus on emotions as evidence that AA is 

an ti-in tellectual. W ith their "w idespread preference for feelings over 

id e a s ," 51 Tw elve Step groups, Kaminer argues, substitute 

sentim entality for objective analysis. But AA is not so m uch anti­

intellectual, as it is wary of an over reliance on the intellect. 

C onsistent w ith its holistic perspective, AA values em otions alongside 

thoughts, thus challenging the fragm entation of m odern life caused 

by m odernity’s w orship of the human intellect and neglect of the 

em otional and intuitive side of human nature. In seeking to restore a 

holistic balance between head and heart, AA subverts an oppressive 

order, in w hich, according to Lorde, "feelings were expected to kneel 

to thought as wom en were expected to kneel to m en."52 To restore 

this balance is em powering because, Lorde explains, "We are easier 

to control when one part of our selves is split from  another, 

fragm ented, off balance."53

K am iner bolsters her charge that AA is anti-in tellectual by 

ridiculing the sim ple slogans of AA. But in dism issing these mottoes



The Critics and Bevond

as "nonsensical ja rg o n ,"54 Kam iner m istakes sim plicity for nonsense. 

O bviously m any AA sayings merely express com m on sense— "don't 

pick up the first drink," "first things first," "keep it simple," "Think, 

Think, Think," "you're worth more than a drink," "progress, not 

perfection," "keep the plug in the jug." However, these aphorism s are 

effective tools precisely because of their sim ple and easily 

rem em bered  form at; many a panicky alcoholic has surm ounted the 

urge to drink through recollection of one or m ore of these 

expressions. And some of AA's m ottoes em body great w isdom  rather 

than com m on sense. AA's principle of living one-day-at-a-tim e, for 

exam ple, expresses an ancient, and w idely esteem ed, spiritual guide 

to life.

K am iner also finds fault with the repetition of A A precepts. 

"Im agine listening to the same Serenity Prayer, the same steps and 

traditions," she lam ents, "at every m eeting you attend."55 But AA is 

not a classroom  of dullards struggling to grasp the sim plest of 

concepts, as Kam iner implies. On the contrary, A A is a com munity, 

w hich by Fox's definition, is a group of individuals putting "shared 

values into p ractice ."56 Hence the necessity of repetition, as AA 

m em bers practice applying shared values to the endless variety of 

c ircum stances that constitu te life.

V. Religious or Spiritual?

Critics allege that A A is religious, refuting AA's claim  to be 

spiritual, as opposed to religious. The truth is actually more complex. 

A A began in the Oxford Group, an evangelical Christian organization. 

Critics cite AA's origins as proof of its religious nature, disregarding
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the fact that AA left the Oxford Group because it was too  religious. 

AA 's founders sought to create w hat W ilson dubbed "the Broad 

H ig h w a y " 57 by transform ing the Oxford Group's religious program  

into a spiritual program  devoid of both the dogm a and coercion that 

so m any contem porary  individuals find objectionable. The im portant 

question then in not whether AA is religious or spiritual— it is both, 

because w hile its destination was spirituality , it still carries the 

m arkers o f it origins. Rather, we should determ ine how successful 

AA was in creating a program that appeals to a wide array of 

indiv iduals, regardless of their religious persuasion or lack thereof. 

The phenom enal growth of AA, the proliferation of Twelve Step 

program s and the w idespread dissem ination and practice of AA 

philosophy in the broader culture are all indications that AA 

achieved its goal by creating a spiritual path that is broad enough to 

be both acceptable and useful to 20th-century  individuals.

A A m em bers are very protective of AA 's concept of spirituality 

and the d istinction  between religion and spirituality  is continually 

em phasized. W hile free to express their particular religious beliefs, 

AA m em bers observe the lim its of acceptable discourse and avoid 

venturing into territory that others w ill find invasive or 

inappropriate. In fact, the surest way to get censured in AA is to 

prosely tize in m eetings or suggest that the spiritual views of others 

are m isguided. R elig ious/spiritual issues do how ever constitute a 

sign ifican t portion of AA discourse. In critical com parisons, m em bers 

often con trast their largely negative childhood experiences of religion 

with their positive experiences in AA. And given the freedom  to 

develop their own concept of a H igher Power, AA members do
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indeed change their im age of God. Many m em bers trade the 

judgm ental, vengeful God of their childhood for a loving, tolerant, 

forg iv ing  God. O thers abandon m onotheistic im ages altogether and 

em brace pantheistic concepts of God. Both of these concepts— a loving 

God and a pantheistic God that exists within  the group— are 

referenced in AA's Second Tradition, which states that "For our group 

purpose there is but one ultim ate authority— a loving God as He may 

express H im self in our group conscience."58

Some m em bers refer to A A as their "church," seem ingly giving 

credence to the claim  that AA is more akin to religion then 

sp iritua lity . But m em bers understand that this sta tem ent im plies 

both com parison, and contrast, to organized religion; it is to say that 

AA takes the place of a church by meeting some of the same needs 

that a church meets but w ithout the associated drawbacks. If  A A is a 

church, it is uniquely egalitarian and dem ocratic. In contrast to 

h ierarch ically  structured churches in which m inisters preach to silent 

congregations, A A has as many m inisters as congregationalists. In AA 

everyone speaks as well as listens, everyone is "m inistered to" and in 

turn  "m inisters to" others, everyone is both philosopher and 

th eo lo g ian .

Fox contends that there are two models of spirituality and 

social organization— one dem ocratic and the other authoritarian. Base 

com m unities are dem ocratic; they operate, Fox explains, according to 

the D ancing Sara's C ircle m odel, whereas the authoritarian approach 

em ploys a Clim bing Jacob's Ladder model which is "intrinsically 

elitist, hierarchical, and com petitive, since only a few can make it to 

the top of the ladder."59 Fox argues that AA is a base community.
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"The term  b a se  means," Fox alleges, "that 'the church is not being 

thought of from  the top down, but from  the bottom  up, from  the 

g ra s s ro o ts . '" 60 Base com m unities, Fox posits, awaken "those at the 

bo ttom ...to  the ir own leadership potential; w orship and teaching do 

not com e 'from  above' but arise from the experience of people."61 Fox 

insists  that:

A A groups and the groups they have spawned...perform a healing 
service using a Sara's Circle model. Their common ground is the 
storytelling that ensues. They bring about group and individual 
empowerment based on the common grief and suffering that addictions 
inflict on the addicted, their families, and friends.... Empowerment 
arises from the wounds that exist within the group.6 2

If the distinction between the spirituality  that AA advocates 

and the relig ion  that it disavows rem ains am biguous, it is perhaps 

because the concept and practice of spirituality, at least in the W est, 

is rela tively  new. AA, possibly more than any other m odern W estern 

en tity , has contributed  to this im portant em ergent phenom enon.

VI. Sexist or Feminist?

A A ’s gender exclusive language and its references to a m ale 

God m ake AA vulnerable to the charge of being sexist. AA’s texts, 

which have not been am ended since W ilson penned them, refer to 

alcoholics as m ale despite wom en’s presence in AA from  is earliest 

days. The chapter in the Big Book, "To W ives," refers to women as the 

w ives of alcoholics and relegates female alcoholics to a mere 

fo o tn o te .63 The footnote, rather unsatisfactorily , instructs readers to 

adapt the inform ation in the case of fem ale alcoholics. O ld-fashioned 

and condescending references to women that appear in AA 

literature— phrases such as "our women folk"64— are particu larly
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ja rring  to the m odern ear. But, while AA's language is undeniably 

sexist, some fem inists extend their critique of AA beyond the realm  

of language and allege that AA, which was founded by a group that 

was overw helm ingly male, is designed to m eet the needs of male 

alcoholics and is therefore unsuited for fem ale alcoholics. This charge 

fails to acknow ledge AA's underlying fem inist essence. If A A is 

su p er f ic ia l ly  sexist on the level of language, we will discover that it is 

also, when it com es to values and practices, p ro fo u n d ly  fem inist.

E n v is io n in g  P o litic a l C h a n g e  

I have claim ed that AA, as a m odel of com m unity and 

spirituality , has m uch to offer the Left. I would like to speculate at 

this po in t on how the Left would be affected by the application of 

this m odel, calling on the ideas of Fox, Lerner, Lorde, Anzaldua and 

others to create a vision of the integration of spirituality  and social 

a c tiv ism .

Political Struggles Guided by Spiritual Principles
would be Self-critical

AA m em bers learn to be self-critical through the practice of

taking a "personal inventory." Faced with a conflic t or dilemma, they

focus on their own culpability  rather than on the faults or lim itations

of others. A se lf-critical stance repudiates dualistic , us/them  m odels

that divide the world into good and evil, w ith evil securely located

outside oneself. It acknow ledges instead a d ia lectical perspective in

which all o f us are understood to be both good and evil, both

oppressed and oppressor, both victim  and victim izer.
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The psychologist Carl Jung m aintained that each one of us 

contains both shadow and light. To be self-critical then is to accept 

the existence of, and assum e responsibility  for, one's shadow. The 

shadow , according to Jungian psychologist Jacqueline Small, contains 

"our d isow ned, despised, and repressed traits."65 Jung believed that 

those w ho repress their shadow  end up projecting it onto others. 

"They cast their shadow out onto the world," Small insists,

"expunging these 'evils' from  them selves and seeing them  only in 

o th e rs ." 66 Thus we denounce from  a distance, Small notes, that which 

we desp ise in ourselves.

Shadow  projection is both an individual and group behavior. 

W hen practiced  collectively it contributes to all m anner of bigotry 

and social injustice. Anzaldua identifies racism as a case of collective 

shadow  projection. She contends that white society has split itself off 

from  m inority  groups and subsequently projected its negative parts 

onto m inorities. "W here there is persecution of m inorities," A nzaldua 

alleges, "there is shadow projection."67 The scapegoating of 

m arg inalized  groups is, according to Fox, another m anifestation of 

co llective projection. To put an end to this m ultitude of social evils 

requires therefore that we reassim ilate our shadows and stop 

pro jecting  them  onto others. W e do this through critical self- 

exam ination, which enables us, according to Fox, to em brace our 

shadow s and hence alleviates the need to project them  outward.

Social activists have several reasons then to engage in self­

scrutiny. As previously m entioned, it is the m eans of dism antling 

negative self-im ages projected upon us by others. H ow ever self- 

critique is also necessary if we, as members of oppressed groups, are
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to transcend  us/them  dichotom ies and honestly  assess our 

partic ipation  in the oppression of others. Lorde calls for vigilance 

against the tendency to duck this work when she warns of the 

wom an that "is so enam ored of her own oppression that she cannot 

see her heelp rin t upon another wom an's face."68 And A nzaldua 

insists that "W e have a responsibility to each other, certain 

com m itm ents. The leap into self-affirm ation goes hand in hand with 

being critical of self."69

The practice of self-criticism , if engaged by social activists, 

w ould pu t an end to victim  politics by debunking sim plistic us/them , 

social m odels. Identity-based hierarchies of oppression, w hich Lorde 

warns are often used "as a ticket into the fold of the righteous, away 

from  the cold winds of self-scrutiny,"70 would topple under the 

w eight o f honest self-assessm ent.

Political Struggles Guided by Spiritual Principles
would engage in both the Personal & Social Arenas

Personal struggle lays the foundation for social struggle, both 

by providing an essential source of power and by transform ing the 

character o f social struggle. Unexam ined personal pain is, according 

to Lorde, untapped power. "W hen I live through pain w ithout 

recognizing it, self-consciously," Lorde contends, "I rob m yself of the 

pow er that can com e from  using  that pain, the pow er to fuel some 

m ovem ent beyond it."71 Lorde also notes that in acknow ledging her 

vu lnerab ility  she dim inishes the arsenal of her enem ies; "My history 

cannot be used to feather my enem ies' arrow s....N othing I accept 

about m yself can be used against m e."72
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Fox points out that the personal struggle also transform s the 

social struggle from  one driven by anger and hatred to one guided by 

com passion, forg iveness and understanding. Fox em phasizes the 

necessity  to engage on the psychic battleground— to enter what 

psychologists call "the dark night of the soul" and w hat AA members 

know as "hitting bottom "— in order to experience the em ptiness, pain, 

doubt and vulnerability  that give birth to w isdom  and com passion. 

"Compassion is often born of a broken heart,” Fox argues, "[and] the 

struggle for ju stice  is born of the experience of in justice."73

Lorde and A nzaldua also insist that we act out of com passion 

and forg iveness rather than anger and hatred. "H atred is a death wish 

for the hated, not a lifew ish for anything else," L orde declares, while 

anger is "an incom plete form  of human know ledge...a blind force 

which cannot create the future [but] can only dem olish the past."74 

And A nzaldua calls for forgiveness because carrying the ghosts of the 

past only prevents us from  form ing new relationships and finding 

new ways of coping.

Lerner argues that the Left, which he criticizes for its habit of 

w riting people o ff as the enemy, would be radically  transform ed by 

com passion. He insists that the m ost e ffec tiv e  way to counter 

oppression "is to begin to recognize the pain and fundam ental 

hum anity of those who have in various ways been com plicit with 

system s of oppression ."75 Com passion does not require, Lerner notes, 

to lerating oppressive behavior. Rather, it is an extension  of trust 

tow ards im perfect hum an beings who sometim es engage in evil acts— 

a trust, L erner explains, that each of us is capable of transcending 

who we have becom e and returning to our "deepest inner truth."76
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W e m ust learn, according to Lerner, how to convey "to others a deep 

and profound  respect for their beings, even as we struggle against 

the ir oppressive  actions."77 W illiam son argues sim ilarly, insisting 

that "There is a difference betw een holding people accountable and 

p erso n a lly  dem onizing  them ."78 The form er guarantees dem ocracy, 

W illiam son notes, while the latter underm ines it. A A offers the Left a 

d ram atic  dem onstration  of the p rofound transform ations that people 

are capable of when they are shown com passion and respect in spite 

o f their sign ifican t failings.

Som e o f AA's critics deny the link between personal and social 

struggle by characterizing engagem ent in the personal arena as an 

indulgence o f the privileged, insisting that the "real oppressed" are 

too busy struggling  for survival to en tertain  such trivial pursuits. 

L orde soundly  refutes this nonsense. W hile she acknow ledges that 

B lack people have had to focus on m aterial survival, she cautions 

aga inst m oving:

from this fact to the belief that Black people do not need to examine our 
feelings; or that they are unimportant...or that these feelings are not 
vital to our survival; or, worse, that there is some acquired virtue in not 
feeling them deeply.7 9

W illiam son urges us to consider our "personal developm ent as

part and parcel of our social and political training...a m eans to a

p o litica l en d ,"80 while Lerner contends that we m ust guard against

both the danger of withdrawing into "head work," as well as the

"tendency to becom e conventional political beings....abandoning our

eth ical, sp iritua l, and ecological sensitiv ities."81 A nzaldua insists that:

The struggle has always been inner, and is played out in the outer 
terrains. Awareness of our situation must come before inner changes,
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which in turn come before changes in society. Nothing happens in the 
'real' world unless it first happens in the images in our heads.8 2

Political Struggles Guided by Spiritual Principles would  
be Characterized by Inclusive Communities

A A ’s third tradition stipulates that "The only requirem ent for

A.A. m em bership is a desire to stop drinking." By placing the decision

regard ing  m em bersh ip  squarely w ith the indiv idual, AA relinquished

all m eans of exclusion. As a result, A A is all-inclusive. By contrast,

the L eft is largely  organized along lines of identity, with separate gay

groups, A frican-A m erican  groups, A sian-A m erican groups, w om en’s

groups, A frican-A m erican gay groups, Asian w om en's groups, etc.,

etc. W hile iden tity -based  organizations provide an effective venue

for m arg inalized  groups to collectively in terrogate their oppression,

overcom e negative  self-im ages and gather their strengths, they are

ineffective over the long run, because, as A nzaldua declares,

"separatism  by race, nation, or gender will not do the trick of

rev o lu tio n ...u ltim ate ly , we m ust struggle toge ther."83

Lorde believes that we have been taught to respond to

d ifference w ith fear and hatred, and that our survival depends on

our capacity  to develop "new patterns of relating across d ifference"84

as equals. In L orde 's vision of com m unity, difference is "not m erely

tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between which

our creativ ity  can spark like a d ialectic ."85 It is only when we

recognize the "creative function of difference in our lives," Lorde

insists, that "the necessity  for interdependency become

u n th re a te n in g . "86
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AA provides one successful pattern for relating  across

d ifference as equals. By encouraging its m em bers to focus on their

com m on pain and vulnerability , AA enables alcoholics to see past

their d ifferences and d iscover their com m on hum anity. AA's

approach has resulted in w hat Kurtz refers to as the "practice of

jo y o u s p lu ra lism ."87 Kurtz describes AA in language strikingly akin to

L orde 's, m aintaining that A A treats d ifference as "richly fruitful

ra ther than  harm fully  destruc tive ."88 He explains that AA:

solved the paradoxical challenge of the alcoholic’s sense of being 
’different’ in a way that allowed, opened to, and indeed even enforced a 
joyous pluralism. A unity of identity founded in shared weakness could 
not be threatened—on the contrary, could only be enriched—by 
'difference'; for 'difference' became by definition 'good' when its basis 
was identical identifying weakness.8 9

N or is AA's quest for common ground a superficial search for 

fragile arm istice. Rather, A A fits Pecks' description of com m unity as:

a group of individuals who have learned how to communicate honestly 
with each other, whose relationships go deeper than their masks of 
composure, and who have developed some significant commitment to 
'rejoice together, mourn together.'90

By creating inclusive com m unities in w hich m em bers engage, 

as equals, in deep and honest com m unication, A A discovered the 

m eans to effect reconcilia tion  across differences. A A breaks through 

the silence that engulfs us and thus strikes at the heart o f human 

conflict, because, as Lorde explains, "It is not difference which 

im m obilizes us but silence. And there are so m any silences to be 

b ro k e n ." 91 The L eft m ust also create inclusive com m unities that 

engage in deep com m unication if it hopes to achieve reconciliation. 

A nzaldua endorses AA's approach, claim ing that "By highlighting
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sim ilarities, dow nplaying divergence, that is, by r a p p r o c h e m e n t  

betw een self and O th er  it is possible to build a syncretic 

r e la t io n s h ip .”92 She insists that "It is time we began to get out of the 

state of opposition and into r a p p ro c h e m e n t . ”93

L erner w orries that the L eft no longer even entertains a vision 

of inc lusive com m unity. Som e academ ic radicals, L erner observes, 

have rep laced  the notion of a common interest or com m on good "with 

a m ulticu ltu ra lis t focus that insists that there can be no unifying 

shared e th ica l v ision ."94 They argue, according to Lerner, that we 

lack a "language of com mon values" on which to build an inclusive 

com m unity . L erner insists that "W hen m ulticu ltu ralism  is allow ed to 

extend to the denial of the com m on good or the possibility of 

objective ethics, it underm ines the basis for building a m ore caring 

c o m m u n ity ." 95 Lorde and Anzaldua also speak to the failure of the 

L eft regard ing  com m unity. Lorde warns against hiding "behind the 

m ockeries of separations that have been im posed upon us and which 

so often we accept as our ow n,"96 while Anzaldua lam ents that "For 

the po litica lly  correct stance we let color, class, and gender separate 

us from  those who would be kindred spirits. So the walls grow 

h igher, the gulfs between us w ider, the silences m ore profound."97
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A Typical A A Meeting

This chapter attem pts to provide the reader w ho has never 

attended AA with an accurate conception of w hat takes place in AA 

m eetings. N o doubt m eetings vary across both tim e and geography. 

AA gatherings today surely d iffer from  those held in the 1930s and 

contem porary  m eetings (or groups) vary am ongst them selves in 

character, dem ographic com position and ritual p ractice . For exam ple, 

m any groups but certainly  not all, recite the Lord 's Prayer. But there 

are enough com m on threads uniting AA m eetings today that a 

know ledge of one m eeting provides a general sense of AA. The 

follow ing descrip tion  is of the m eeting attended by this author.

This particu lar group is unique in one significant way. Unlike 

m ost AA groups that m eet weekly in a borrowed space such as a 

church, hosp ital or com m unity center, the group described here rents 

a building w hich enables it to hold about seventy m eetings a month, 

usually two d a i ly . w ith one around m id-day and one in the evening. 

Tw o m eetings a week are designated for women. The Friday night 

m eeting is the only "open" m eeting; open m eetings are for alcoholic 

and non-alcoholic alike and consist of ju s t one speaker, an AA 

m em ber who has agreed to give an "open talk." C losed meetings are 

for A A m em bers only. U sually  groups that m eet w eekly designate 

one m eeting a m onth as their open m eeting w ith the rem ainder 

being closed m eetings. The follow ing description pertains to the more 

com m on, closed m eeting.

C losed m eetings are facilitated by a chairperson who has 

volunteered  to run a particu lar m eeting, say the T uesday evening



A Typical A A Meeting

m eeting, un til he/she recruits another volunteer to take over. If the 

chair fails to show up, another m em ber will take charge, utilizing a 

list of instructions which enables anyone to step in at a m om ent’s 

notice and successfully  run a m eeting. The chair opens the m eeting 

w ith a w elcom e and then precedes to read the AA pream ble which is 

as follow s:

Alcoholics Anonymous is a fellowship of men and women who share 
their experience, strength and hope with each other that they may 
solve their common problem and help others to recover from
alcoholism. The only requirement for membership is a desire to stop
drinking. There are no dues or fees for A.A. membership; we are self 
supporting through our own contributions. A.A. is not allied with any
sect, denomination, politics, organization or institution; does not wish to
engage in any controversy; neither endorses nor opposes any cause. 
Our primary purpose is to stay sober and help other alcoholics to 
achieve sobriety.

The chair then leads the group in the Serenity Prayer, often 

introducing it w ith the com m ent that "AA is not a religious program

but it does have a spiritual side. If  you like, jo in  me in the Serenity

Prayer." T he chair inquires if anyone is attending their first AA 

m eeting  because this inform ation is vital to the direction the meeting 

takes. W hen new m em bers are present, m eetings are oriented for

their benefit. If  there are no new m em bers, the chair asks for

suggestions of a topic. Typical subjects include any of the Twelve 

Steps and T raditions or principles com m on to AA such as gratitude, 

honesty  and responsib ility .

The instructions suggest several m ethods to determ ine the 

order of speakers. The chair m ight random ly call on people, go by 

seating order or ask the person speaking to select the next speaker. 

O ften the chair sim ply perm its a period of silence after each speaker, 

allow ing the next speaker to voluntarily  take the floor. M eetings
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norm ally range from  eight or ten people to about fifty, which is all 

the room  w ill hold. Those who do not want to talk will usually 

in troduce them selves when called on and then "pass" on the 

opportunity  to speak, saying som ething to the effect of "I ju s t want 

to listen  today." Tow ards the end of the m eeting, if everyone has not 

had an opportunity  to talk, the chair w ill ask if anyone has "a 

burning desire" to speak; this allow s anyone who wants to talk to do 

so. W hile m eetings are scheduled for an hour, the chair m ight decide 

to run over if  there are only a few  m em bers who have not yet had 

the opportunity  to speak. In a large m eeting, it is understood that 

there isn 't enough time for everyone to speak and the m eeting ends 

when the last speaker to take the floor before the end of the hour 

fin ishes speaking. Individuals have the floor until they relinquish it. 

Som e speak briefly , w hile the m ore loquacious w ill generally lim it 

them selves to eight or ten m inutes.

A bout forty  m inutes into the m eeting baskets are circulated.

AA is "self-supporting" which m eans that AA does not accept money 

from  outside sources and that each group supports itself through the 

donations co llected  at m eetings. U nlike som e churches which request 

m em bers to tithe, the custom ary donation at A A is one dollar. No one 

donates m ore than a dollar per m eeting and m any throw change in 

the basket or donate nothing. A sm all percentage of the money is 

sent to A A headquarters, while the rest pays for coffee and supplies 

and in the case of this group, for rent and utilities.

A nnouncem ents are m ade before the m eeting ends. The custom  

of this group is to close the m eeting w ith the Lord's Prayer. M embers
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stand in a circle holding hands and the chair initiates the group 

rec ita tion  of the prayer.

M eetings are inform al, w ith men and women alike getting up 

periodically  to m ake or serve coffee. People come and go as needed, 

arriving late and leaving early. There is a saying in AA that "you are 

never late as long as one person rem ains with whom  to talk." M any 

m em bers arrive early  and stay after m eetings to socialize. If 

som eone is new or having a d ifficu lt tim e, they are likely to be 

approached after the m eeting by m em bers offering support and 

opportun ities fo r fu rther d iscussion .

A lthough not universal to all AA m eetings, this group employs 

the ru le of "no cross-talk" which m eans that the speaker who has the 

floor is no t interrupted. No cross-talk  also entails restrictions on how 

m em bers respond to each other. The problem s of another are not 

addressed directly  and m em bers avoid telling each other w hat to do. 

Instead advice is couched in a description of sim ilar experiences and 

lessons learned tha t m ight prove beneficial. The absence of cross-talk 

is a great equalizer because it allow s all m em bers, regardless of their 

tim idity  or sense of pow erlessness, to speak w ithout fear of 

in terruption; it thus elim inates the opportunity for anyone to 

dom inate the d iscussion  or in tim idate others into silence.

W hen a new com er is p resen t the m eeting topic autom atically 

becom es AA's firs t three steps. M em bers design their com m ents to 

be o f benefit to the new com er, addressing any difficulties they 

encountered w ith the first three steps, such as d iscom fort w ith AA's 

sp irituality  or the process of overcom ing the shame of identifying as 

alcoholic. N ew com ers are advised in regard to AA's spirituality  to
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"use the group as your Higher Power" or to "think of God as Good 

O rderly D irection" or to "take what you like and leave the rest."

M em bers w elcom e new com ers and offer specific advice such as

"don't drink and com e to m eetings," "if you don't like this m eeting, 

shop around until you find one you like" and "attend ninety m eetings 

in ninety days, if you 're not satisfied w e’ll refund you back your 

m isery." The chair gives the new com er a m em bership book which 

contains a schedule of local m eetings and a lis t of phone num bers, 

explain ing  tha t m em bers who volunteer their phone num bers are 

w illing to be called at any time, day or night, to offer assistance. The 

norm s of m eetings are learned by observation rather than 

instruction and infractions of the rules are ignored. Thus, for 

exam ple, a new com er that interrupts som eone who is speaking is 

allow ed to finish w ith the interjection and the faux pax is not pointed 

ou t.

N ew com ers are generally easy to spot. N ot because they are 

strangers; new faces cannot be taken as new to A A. But, as AA

m em bers note, "no one comes to AA on a winning streak."

C onsequently , m any new com ers display fear, depression, anxiety or 

the physical sym ptom s of w ithdraw al from  drugs and alcohol. The 

body language o f sham e is often palpable, as w itnessed by this 

author in the w om an w ho killed a m otorcyclist w hile driving drunk 

or the m an who cam e straight from  ja il after being arrested for 

battering  his w ife.

Som e new com ers are hostile, seething at the courts or other 

institu tions tha t have m andated AA attendance. But these 

ind iv iduals soon learn  that, w hile their relationship  w ith these



A Typical A A Meeting

in stitu tions m ight be coercive, their relationship  with AA is not. 

B ecause AA does not believe in forcing sobriety on anyone, it 

p rov ides no m echanism s to verify anyone’s partic ipation  to outsiders. 

M em bers who receive the "nudge from  the judge" to attend A A carry

a m ulti-lined  sheet o f paper with one line designated for each

m eeting  attended. The chair signs his/her firs t nam e and last in itial 

alongside the date, tim e and location of the m eeting. But AA provides 

no addresses, phone num bers or other m eans to check the validity of 

the cha irs’ signatures. N ew com ers quickly realize that they can ju s t 

as easily  go to the bar and sign their own paper. In fact, A A 

m em bers often po in t out this fact to new com ers w hile stressing that 

successfu l sobrie ty  is self-m otivated.

The te ll-ta le  signs o f a newcomer often disappear w ithin a 

m eeting or two as people learn what to expect in AA and

subsequently  becom e m ore com fortable. One com m on fear is that of

having to talk, but new com ers quickly pick up on the technique of 

"passing" and realize that no one is ever forced to talk. They also 

d iscover by listen ing  to others that they can keep their com m ents 

general and superficial as opposed to personal and expository, thus 

con tro lling  them selves the extent o f their vulnerability .

The process of recovery in AA, like that of spiritual 

developm ent, is self-d irected . New m em bers are advised to read A A 

literature, attend a lo t of m eetings and find a "sponsor"— an "elder"

A A  m em ber w ho offers individual advice and support. However, the 

decision to follow  this advice is a m atter of personal choice and the 

response of new com ers varies w idely. Some are avid readers while 

o thers never crack a book. W hile m any attend m eetings infrequently,
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it is no t uncom m on for those struggling with abstinence to attend one 

or m ore m eetings daily. L ikew ise, the decision to label oneself 

a lcoho lic  and adopt the standard AA in troduction— "I'm  so-and-so 

and I 'm  an alcoholic"— is entirely up to each individual.

The new  person is, of course, neither necessarily aware nor 

supportive  o f AA values and principles. But newcom ers are often 

envious o f the contentm ent they see in sober AA mem bers and this 

envy hooks m any a newcom er. Baffled by alcoholics who clearly 

enjoy life  and can laugh about the trials and tribulations of 

a lcoholism , new com ers w ant w hat they see in others. They becom e 

self-m otivated , not ju s t fo r sobriety, but for all that AA offers.

If  the desire to drink or the discom fort experienced in AA 

outw eighs the desire to not drink, the new com er probably w on 't 

a ttend  m any m eetings, thus dim inishing the chance at sobriety. It's 

true that som e alcoholics achieve sobriety w ithout AA, but m any of 

those w ho attend AA after going-it-alone testify that w hat they 

experien ced  was a w hite-knuckle, m iserable sobriety that bears little  

resem blance to the com fort and serenity found in AA.

C ritics portray A A m eetings as invariably gloomy. K am iner 

insists that "the mood of the group— somber— is fairly constant."98 A A 

m em bers, according to K am iner, avoid eye contact and speak in 

barely  audible tones w ith heads hung low. Actually, the attitudes 

expressed  in AA run the gam ut of human em otions, with hope, joy, 

g ra titu d e , ligh theartedness, laugh ter and contentm ent being every 

b it as p revalen t as despair, depression and self-pity. These em otions, 

as w ell as one's body language, are a fairly accurate gauge of the 

leng th  and quality  of one's sobriety. D epression and low self-esteem
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are chiefly  exhibited  by those new to sobriety, w hile confidence and 

gratitude are expressed  by those reaping the benefits o f long-term  

sobriety and AA's way of life. The down cast eyes and mum bled 

m onologues that critics cite as characteristic of AA as a whole are in 

fact the attributes of A A m em bers who have yet to overcom e their 

sham e and depression. In denying the w ide range of em otions and 

body language displayed in AA, critics deprive them selves of the 

valuable insigh t this rich source of data offers into AA's process of 

recovery . C hanges in attitudes and dem eanor prov ide a dram atic 

dem onstra tion  of the deep healing and profound transform ation that 

indiv iduals experience in AA. Vivid representations o f the stages of 

this transform ation  are ev ident in the diverse behavior exhibited in 

m eetings. The collective, in effect, displays the indiv idual’s journey 

by reflecting  the ind iv idual’s past, present and future in the 

dem eanor and attitudes of others, enabling A A m em bers to look to 

each other for rem inders of the past and glim pses of the future.
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A Brief History o f Alcoholics Anonymous

On a cold afternoon in Novem ber 1934, Ebby T. paid a visit to 

B ill W ilson, his long tim e drinking companion and soon to be co­

founder o f A lcoholics Anonym ous. The two men talked across the 

kitchen table. B ill drank w hile Ebby, who declined the offer of a 

drink, proceeded to describe to his friend his recen t release from  

alcohol. Ebby told Bill o f how he had joined the Oxford Group, a 

nondenom inational, evangelical C hristian m ovem ent, and how 

through the practice of the group's precepts, he had achieved 

sobriety. He described the steps he had taken to W ilson. They 

entailed an adm ission of pow erlessness over alcohol, an honest self- 

exam ination , a confession, restitu tion for w rongs com m itted and 

reliance on God. Ebby told W ilson how his drinking had 

unaccountably  stopped as a resu lt of these practices and how his 

fears had been replaced by peace of mind. W ithout evangelizing or 

argum ent, Ebby told Bill his sim ple tale and then took his leave.

W ilson was alternately drawn and revolted  by Ebby's story. In 

the days that follow ed, he continued his solitary drinking but Ebby's 

v isit had m ade an im pression that he could not shake. Both Ebby and 

W ilson w ere, by W ilson's own account, chronic alcoholics with the 

th rea t o f com m itm ent hanging over them. They w ere w hat Jack 

A le x a n d e r— The Saturday Evening Post  journalist who would make 

AA fam ous— referred  to as "sanitarium  com m uters."99 In the 1930s, 

p rofessionals in the field of alcoholism  treatm ent w ere baffled by 

chronic alcoholics, with whom  they were only able to achieve a 

sobriety  rate of two to three percent. A lcoholism  rem ained,

A lexander observed, "one of the great unsolved public-health
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e n ig m a s ." 100 W ilson, who was desperate for sobriety, had dried out

on four separate occasions under a doctor's care— all to no avail. For

W ilson, E bby 's success offered hope. W ilson la ter described the

im pact o f E bby 's visit:

Several themes coursed in my mind: First, that [Ebby's] evident state of 
release was strangely and immensely convincing. Second, that he had 
been pronounced hopeless by competent medicos. Third, that those age- 
old precepts, when transmitted by him, had struck me with great power. 
Fourth, that I could not, and would not, go along with any God concept. 
No conversion nonsense for m e.1®1

B ut try as he m ight, W ilson could not stop thinking about Ebby's 

sobriety. T he v isit had, W ilson la ter m aintained, struck the spark 

that w as to becom e Alcoholics A nonym ous.

W ilson had a dilemma. D raw n by the prospect o f sobriety and 

yet deeply  revolted  by religion, his m oods alternated, he explained, 

"from  rebellion  against God to hope and then back again ."102 W ilson, 

who had been trained as an engineer, was every bit the m odern, 

secular-m inded man. He worked as a sort of industrial spy, scouting 

out the technological prowess of various com panies and then m aking 

recom m endations to brokerage firm s as to the ir investm ent 

potential. H e m ade a fortune on the stock m arket only to lose it in 

the crash o f 1929. Afterwards W ilson w ent into a dow n-hill spiral of 

drinking and depression. For the W ilsons, the early 1930s were years 

of profound m isery. By 1934, the thirty-nine year old W ilson was 

living o ff his w ife's m eager salary and pan-handling to get m oney for 

alcohol. H is w ife, Lois, had tree ectopic pregnancies against the 

backdrop o f his repeated sorry prom ises to stop drinking. Broke and 

often hom eless, the couple, according to one archivist, had 54 

d iffe ren t addresses in the early  1930s.103
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W ilson needed a rationale that would allow him  to try Ebby's

rem edy. He decided that alcoholism  was akin to a fatal disease and

asked h im self who was he to reject a possible cure. So W ilson joined

Ebby in the Oxford Group, attending m eetings at Calvary Church in

New York City and w ithin a m atter of weeks he had taken his last

drink. A ndrew  D elbanco and Thom as Delbanco, in "AA A t the

Crossroads," note how out-of-character a spiritual approach to

sobriety m ust have been for W ilson. They contend that:

the value of giving oneself up rather than 'pulling oneself together' 
[was] an ineffably strange reversal for a man like Bill, whose life had 
once been all about seizing opportunities, looking for the main chance, 
training, disciplining, driving himself. 1 °^

K urtz observes that the "self-conscious w ariness o f 'religion' 

that was so deeply to infuse the program  and fellow ship o f Alcoholics 

A n o n y m o u s " 105 was already evident in that N ovem ber exchange 

betw een W ilson and Ebby. Indeed, W ilson’s personal struggle to 

em brace a sp iritual so lution w ithout com prom ising his m odern 

d isposition  becam e AA’s struggle. The attem pt to resolve this tension 

is central to AA 's early  developm ent and its subsequent character. If 

W ilson could forge a path for him self— a highway broad enough to 

encom pass both relig ion and science— then perhaps this Broad 

H ighw ay would provide a path for others to follow.

T hrilled  w ith his new sobriety, W ilson described how his 

"thoughts began to race as [he] envisioned a chain reaction among 

alcoholics, one carrying this m essage and these princip les to the 

n e x t ." 106 He realized that m ore than anything else, he wanted to help 

other alcoholics get sober. D raw ing upon num erous sources, W ilson 

began to put together the ideas that would becom e the core of AA
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philosophy and practice. From  the Oxford Group, he took the 

necessity  o f spiritual conversion. From  the m edical field, he took the 

verd ict that alcoholism  was a hopeless and fatal affliction. To these 

ideas, W ilson added the lessons draw n from his own experience. He 

recognized  the pow er of "the kinship of common suffering"107 that he 

shared w ith Ebby, another alcoholic who understood his m isery.

A fter all it was Ebby, not his w ife or his doctor, who finally made 

W ilson acknow ledge the utter hopelessness of his condition. On a 

doctor's "say-so alone," W ilson claim ed, "maybe I would never have 

com pletely  accepted the verdict, but when Ebby cam e along and one 

alcoholic began to talk to another, that had clinched it."108

W ilson also realized that his ego had been deflated by his 

acknow ledgm ent of hopelessness and that it was this hum ility  that 

opened h im  up to a spiritual alternative. "The dying," W ilson 

suggested , "can becom e rem arkably  open m inded ."109 Thus W ilson 

concluded that alcoholics had to hum bled if they were to accept a 

sp iritual rem edy. He reasoned that if alcoholism  were addressed as a 

sickness rather than a sin, perhaps alcoholics would listen. "To 

m odern m an, science is om nipotent; it is a god,"110 W ilson explained. 

"Hence if  science would pass a death sentence on the drunk...Perhaps 

he would then turn to the God of the theologian, there being no place 

else to go ."111

In M ay 1935 W ilson got the opportunity to try out his ideas on 

another alcoholic. Dr. R obert Sm ith, another sanitarium  com m uter, 

becam e AA's second co-founder. In the now fam ous story, W ilson 

found h im self in a hotel lobby in Akron, Ohio. Drawn to the friendly 

sounds com ing from  the hotel bar, W ilson was panicked by the urge
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to drink. He reached out to another alcoholic to save his own skin, 

and in the process, saved the other man also. W ilson wrote of his 

initial encounter w ith Bob Smith, that "Needing him  as much as he 

did me, there w as genuine mutuality for the first tim e."112 This 

m utual need becam e another of AA's core ideas— alcoholics needed 

each other to get, and rem ain, sober.

D uring the sum m er, the two m en form ulated w hat they were 

learning in to  several sim ple, operative princip les w hich they 

practiced on som e unsuspecting alcoholics laid up in the local Akron 

hospitals. By Septem ber W ilson and Sm ith had three sober alcoholics 

to their credit, an am azing success rate that surpassed that of the 

m edical es tab lishm en t and indicated that they had indeed discovered 

som ething new  and exciting.

The efforts o f the two men over the sum m er of 1935 marked 

the birth of the AA fellow ship although the actual organization of the 

group and its independence from the Oxford Group would be several 

years in the m aking. In the fall of 1935, W ilson returned to New 

Y ork City w here he rejoined his group of struggling alcoholics in the 

Oxford G roup. In A kron, Smith continued to adm inister to alcoholics 

in hospitals but he, like W ilson, also worked under the auspices of 

the Oxford G roup. W ilson and Smith recruited alcoholics into the 

Oxford G roup, w here they pursued sobriety through the practice of 

the group 's sp iritua l principles. But tensions soon surfaced between 

the alcoholic and the non-alcoholic m em bers of the Oxford Group. In 

1937 the alcoholics in New York left the Oxford Group to pursue 

sobriety on their own and two years later the Ohio alcoholics 

follow ed suit.
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The Birth of AA’s Twelve Step Program  

In N ovem ber 1937 the sober alcoholics awoke to the am azing 

fac t that between New York and Ohio they now num bered over forty. 

S tartled  by their own success, they realized the potential dem and 

th a t ex isted  for their approach to sobriety. The alcoholics decided 

tha t W ilson would author a book, putting in w riting w hat they had 

learned so that they could pass it on to others in need.

W ilson began w riting in May of 1938, starting with the chapter 

"How It W orks," which included the initial version of the Tw elve 

S teps. W ilson described the steps as "the heart of our therapy, and a 

p ractica l way of life ."113 They w ere, he m aintained, "an am plified and 

stream lined  version of the principles enum erated by my friend of 

the k itchen  tab le ."114 As W ilson com pleted sections of the book, 

drafts w as circulated among the New York and Ohio alcoholics and 

in tense debate ensued over the book’s content, and in particu lar, 

over the wording of the Tw elve Steps. The conflict revealed profound 

d ifferences over the relig ious content of the program . W ilson 

reported  how the struggle ensued between several of its ch ief 

p ro ta g o n is ts :

Fitz wanted a powerfully religious document; Henry and Jimmy would 
have none of it. They wanted a psychological book which would lure the 
reader in...As we worked feverishly on this project Fitz made trip after 
trip to New York from his Maryland home to insist on raising the 
spiritual pitch of the AA book...As umpire of these disputes, I was 
obliged to go pretty much down the middle, writing in spiritual rather 
than religious or entirely psychological terms.116

W ilson became, Kurtz alleges, the "man in the m iddle,"116 

stepping into a lifelong role of m ediating betw een various fractions 

w ithin AA. But um pire or not, W ilson had strong opinions of his own.
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If  a lcoholics were cantankerous when it came to religion, Tim 

S tafford, in "The Hidden Gospel of the 12 S teps,"117 suggests that 

W ilson was the m ost cantankerous of them  all. W ilson never was 

able, according to Stafford, to "reconcile him self to any orthodox 

expression  o f fa ith ."118 But W ilson was also anxious to tone down the 

re lig io sity  o f the ir approach because he w anted a program  that 

w ould appeal to all alcoholics, regardless of their religious persuasion 

or lack thereof. U nder the auspices of the Oxford Group, W ilson had 

d ifficu lty  recru iting  Catholics because the C atholic church had 

declared the Oxford Group off lim its. This lack of inclusion deeply 

d istu rbed  W ilson and m ade him  dead set against m aking any 

p articu la r relig ious dem ands tha t w ould create barriers for 

alcoholics. W ilson wanted a program  that would appeal to Jews, 

C atholics, agnostics and atheists, as well as Christians.

B ut neither was W ilson inclined towards a purely psychological 

approach  because experience had taught him  that spiritual 

conversion  was the key to sobriety. W here m edical science had 

fa iled , a spiritual approach worked. In a passage from  the Second 

Edition o f A lcoholics Anonym ous , W ilson explained his position, 

referring  to h im self in the third person:

Though he could not accept all the tenets of the Oxford Groups, he was 
convinced of the need for moral inventory, confession of personality 
defects, restitution to those harmed, helpfulness to others, and the 
necessity o f belief in and dependence upon God.119

The problem  was thus tw o-sided, according to Kurtz, who 

exp lained  that AA "had to rem ain attractive to the tem peram entally  

non-relig ious w hile it avoided giving offense to the personally 

r e l ig io u s ." 120 AA's solution was to project itse lf as spiritual rather
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than religious. In her m em oir, Lois Remembers, Lois W ilson explains 

tha t the alcoholics decided to "present a universal spiritual program, 

not a specific religious one."121 The phrases "God as we understood 

Him" and "a Pow er greater than ourselves" w ere incorporated into 

the w ording of the Tw elve Steps as part of the com prom ise between 

w hat D elbanco and D elbanco refer to as AA's p ie tist and rationalist 

w ings. Thus, traces of the division between these tw o wings are still 

d iscernible, D elbanco and Delbanco note, in the w ording of the steps.

C ontroversy also raged over the book's title. Lois reveals that 

B ill in itially  considered nam ing the book The Wilson Movement, b u t 

"This natural but egotistical im pulse was soon overcom e by more 

m ature  re a so n in g ."122 O ther suggestions included D ry Frontiers , The  

Empty Glass  and One Hundred Men— a name that reflected that by 

1939 the group had grown to one hundred. This last nam e was given 

serious consideration, according to Lois, until one of AA's female 

pioneers, F lorence R., objected to the insinuation that A A was all 

m ale. (Florence's story was included in the first edition o f the book. 

T ragically , she did not rem ain sober and died o f alcoholism .) 

E ventually  m em bers agreed to the title, A lcoholics  Anonym ous , using 

a term  that grew out of the habit of New York m em bers to refer to 

them selves as "a nam eless bunch of drunks." Shortly  thereafter the 

book, w hich was hefty  due to the thick stock on w hich it was printed, 

becam e known sim ply as the Big Book and the group took the name 

A lcoho lics A nonym ous.

The Big Book, w hich focused on experience rather than theory, 

included the stories of thirty AA members because it was the stories 

them selves that provided the best evidence of the efficacy of their
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approach. The book urged recovering alcoholics to form  their own A A 

groups, explain ing  that "Any two or three alcoholics gathered 

toge ther for sobriety m ay call them selves an AA group, provided 

that, as a group, they have no other affilia tion ."123 W ilson devoted 

one chapter of the book, "We A gnostics," to w hat he described as 

"softening up the agnostic ."124 The Big Book was published w ithout 

listing  W ilson  as the author.

The Big Book was, according to W ilson, "the backbone"125 of the 

society  and the culm ination o f a three year period o f trial and error 

in w hich AA put together insights and ideas from  diverse sources. 

H ow ever A A 's "own continuing experience," K urtz observes, "also 

sign ifican tly  shaped the developm ent of A .A .'s though t."126 AA 

filte red  w hat it learned from  others through the lessons of its own 

experience and, in the process, created a new entity altogether. AA 

w as, W ilson  declared, "a m iddle ground betw een m edicine and 

re lig ion , the m issing catalyst of a new synthesis."127

The Oxford Group Legacy

The Big Book revealed ju s t how far AA had departed from  the 

O xford Group. However, the Oxford Group rem ains, according to 

K urtz, A A 's "conceptual hom e"128 because it is the source for much of 

A A 's philosophy and m ethods. The Oxford Group was founded by the 

A m erican  L utheran clergym an, Frank Buchm an, in 1908. Buchman 

developed  a m ethod of personal evangelism  in which the m issionary 

firs t confessed  to the prospective convert, thereby soliciting the 

co n v ert’s confession  and subsequent conversion. Buchm an's converts 

w ere then urged to convert others as a means to strengthen and
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re in fo rce  the ir own conversion. Buchm an broke his conversion 

process into a series of steps— the practices of surrender, self-exam , 

confession  and restitu tion  that Ebby had explained to W ilson over 

the k itchen  table.

The O xford Group aggressively  recruited m em bers and in 

particu lar w ent after the rich and fam ous, who were then used as 

frontm en in publicity  cam paigns. G roup m em bers m et in small, 

in form al gatherings where they exchanged personal stories and 

engaged in the practice of "team guidance." Akin to a Quaker 

m eeting, the group sat quietly, each individual listening for God's 

guidance. Any guidance received was then discussed collectively by 

the group as a means of checking its validity. M embers stove to 

obtain  the "Four Absolutes" of absolute honesty, absolute purity, 

abso lu te  unselfishness, and absolute love.

AA clearly took from  the Oxford Group both the core of its 

conversion  program  as well as the practice of breaking conversion 

down into a series of steps. Conversion, W ilson conceded, "does seem 

to be our basic process; all other devices are but the foundation."129 

AA also borrow ed from  Buchm an's m ethod of personal conversion. 

The self-confession  that Buchm an advocated is evidenced in AA’s 

practice of encouraging alcoholics to focus on their own "personal 

inventory ," w hile refraining from  taking the inventory of others. And 

B uchm an's belief that the convert's faith is strengthened by working 

to convert others becam e incorporated in AA’s Tw elfth Step work.

AA m em bers view this work as a form  of insurance against drinking 

but T w elfth  Step work also em bodies, Kurtz posits, the fundam ental 

re lig ious insight "that human life has m eaning, ultim ate meaning,
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only as lived for o thers."130 W ilson acknowledged AA’s debt to the 

O xford G roup, explaining that "the im portant thing is this: the early 

AA got its ideas of self-exam ination, acknow ledgm ent o f character 

defects, restitu tion  for harm  done, and working with others straight 

from  the O xford G roups."131 Kurtz m aintains that AA also inherited 

from  the O xford G roup an antipathy toward form al organization, the 

p ractice o f story-telling , an em phasis on individual responsibility , a 

hands-off policy regarding social issues and a w ariness of rational 

th o u g h t.

H ow ever, Kurtz argues that AA is actually m ore defined by it 

departures, than its sim ilarities, to the Oxford Group. As W ilson 

noted, the alcoholics learned from  the Oxford Group, "what, and what 

not, to d o ."132 For unlike the Oxford Group, AA, Kurtz explains, 

"stead fastly  and consisten tly  rejected absolutes, avoided aggressive 

evangelism , em braced anonym ity, and strove to avoid offending 

anyone who m ight need its p rogram ."133 W ilson insisted that many 

of the ideas and attitudes of the Oxford Group "simply could not be 

sold to alcoholics."134 A lcoholics disliked pressure, W ilson claim ed. 

They had to be led rather than pushed. They rejected, W ilson 

observed, the practice of team  guidance as too authoritarian . And the 

O xford Group goals of absolute honesty, purity, unselfishness and 

love w ere, W ilson alleged, "frequently too much for the drunks," w h o  

preferred to hold on to their defects, "letting go little by little ."135 

W ilson declared that "We are not saints. The point is, that we are 

w illing to grow along spiritual lines. [Our principles] are guides to 

progress. W e claim  spiritual progress rather than sp iritual 

p e r f e c t io n ." 136 A lcoholics, W ilson retorted, were not in terested in
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"trying to get too good by Thursday."137 For the alcoholics, the goal 

was sobriety  no t salvation.

The alcoholics also rejected the aggressive evangelism  and the 

public cam paigns of the Oxford Group. Preferring to rem ain 

anonym ous, they pursued a policy of attraction rather than one of 

prom otion  and em braced the principle of anonym ity in stark contrast 

to the public exhibitionism  of the Oxford Group. And, of course, AA 

toned down the theistic content of the Oxford Group program  out of 

its w ariness o f religion and its desire to avoid offending anyone.

K urtz explains that:

'Salvation' as the message remained. Yet A.A.'s total omission of 'Jesus,' 
its toning down of even 'God' to 'a Higher Power' which could be the 
group itself...these ideas and practices, adopted to avoid any 'religious' 
association, were profound changes.138

W ilson and his cohorts learned from  experience that they could not 

im pose any particu lar form  of salvation on alcoholics. "Nevertheless," 

W ilson declared, "we can bring people within the reach of salvation— 

that is, of the salvation they  choose."139

Kurtz suggests that w hat AA rejected from  the Oxford Group 

was not so m uch religion, but absolutes. "A large part of W ilson’s 

w ariness of religion," Kurtz alleges, "lay in his horror of absolutes."140 

The only absolu te that AA em braced, Kurtz m aintains, was "don't 

drink" and even that proscription was m odified because it was 

deem ed to be too absolute. Smith and W ilson began, according to 

K urtz, to p resen t AA as the "Twenty-Four Hour Program" or the one 

day-at-a-tim e program , so that alcoholics could focus on not drinking 

to d a y— a far m ore m anageable goal.
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AA w ould instead em brace the idea of lim itation, beginning 

w ith the adm ission of lim ited pow er over alcohol, but also evidenced 

K urtz observes, in A A ’s disclaim ers of having a m onopoly either on 

God or on solutions to alcoholism  and in AA’s mottoes of "First Things 

F irst" and its com m itm ent to progress rather than perfec tion .141 AA’s 

sense of lim itation  is well sum m arized in the Serenity Prayer which 

cam e to W ilson 's attention in June 1941. On reading the prayer— "God 

grant m e the serenity  to accept the things I cannot change, the 

courage to change the things I can, and the w isdom  to know the 

difference"— W ilson exclaim ed that "never had we seen so much A.A. 

is so few  w o rds."142 The prayer became a m ainstay of AA 

p h ilo so p h y .

A dolescence and Early Growth 

In the spring of 1939, all 5,000 copies of the first edition of the 

Big Book sat in the w arehouse while the alcoholics scrambled to find 

m oney to pay the printer. The alcoholics publicized the book through 

a m ailing and a radio show, fully expecting a flood of orders to pour 

in. Suitcases in hand, they arrived at the post office and found all of 

two orders for the book. W ilson later described "the AA book fiasco 

in 1939"143 as AA's darkest days. Indeed, times were also difficult 

for groups m em bers, m any of whom had gone into hock to get the 

book published. AA 's early years were particularly  hard on the 

W ilsons, as B ill rem ained unem ployed and devoted all his time and 

energy to AA w ithout any m onetary com pensation. Evicted from 

their hom e, the W ilsons spent the summer of 1939 in a summer
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cam p of a friend w ithout knowing where they could go in the winter. 

For the next several years, they lived off the charity of friends.

In Septem ber 1939, an article on AA in Liberty m a g a z in e  

resulted  in the sale of several hundred books. Then an O hio paper, 

the C le ve la n d  Plain D ealer , ran a series on AA that, according to 

W ilson, "ushered in a new period for A A, the era of mass production 

of so b rie ty ."144 C leveland's tw enty AA m em bers were deluged with 

calls. Big Book in hand, they responded to all inquiries and soon 

devised  the system  of sponsorship in which all new m em bers were 

visited  by an A A sponsor and conducted to their first m eeting.

W ith in  a year, C leveland had thirty A A groups and several hundred 

m e m b e rs .

B ut it was Jack Alexander's series in The Saturday Evening Post 

M arch 1941 that unleashed the pent-up mass dem and for sobriety. 

A lexander spent a m onth investigating AA and then wrote a glowing 

report o f th is "band of ex-problem  drinkers who m ake an avocation 

of helping other alcoholics to beat the liquor hab it."145 He described 

how  A A had, in the previous six years, helped over 2,000 people 

ach ieve sobriety— "a large percentage of whom  had been considered 

m ed ica lly  h o p e le ss ."146 He noted the profound personality changes of 

A A m em bers, w hose "transform ation from  cop fighters, canned-heat 

d rinkers and, in som e instances, w ife beaters, was s ta rtling ."147

As a resu lt of A lexander’s report 6,000 inquires sw am ped AA's 

tiny New Y ork office and new A A groups began to sprout up all 

across the country. M any of them  were strictly m ail order groups 

form ed w ithout any personal con tact w ith established AA m em bers 

and arm ed only with the Big Book and literature sent from  A A
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headquarters. O thers w ere established as those AA m em bers who 

w orked as traveling  salesm en w ent from  town to town, equipped 

w ith lists of inquiring individuals. By the end of 1941, AA had 200 

groups and 8,000 m em bers. In 1942, the first prison group formed in 

San Q uentin, w ith a resulting drop in recidivism  rates from  80% to 

2 0 % .148 A A was getting approval from  all sides, including from  clergy 

and m edical m en. "The pioneering had ended," W ilson announced,

"We were on the U.S. m ap ."149 By 1949, AA had 80,000 members in 

3,000 groups in 30 countries and was growing at a rate of 30% a 

y e a r .150

The Evolution of the Tw elve Traditions

New groups relied  heavily on an active correspondence with

the New Y ork office. From  1941 through 1956, W ilson personally 

answ ered all inquiries, offering AA's accum ulated experience in the 

form  of advice to groups facing various challenges. AA was, W ilson 

claim ed, in a period of frightening and exciting adolescence. 

"Everyw here there arose," W ilson observed, "threatening questions of 

m em bership , m oney, personal relations, m anagem ent of groups, 

clubs, and scores o f other perp lex ities."151 It was, W ilson contended, 

"out o f this frightening  and at first disrupting experience" that AA

m em bers realized  that they "had to hang together or die separately.

W e had to unify our Fellow ship or pass off the scene."152 Just as AA 

had discovered and fine-tuned a way of life that enabled alcoholics 

to prosper, it now needed guidelines for group prosperity .

In 1945, W ilson began to form ulate the Tw elve Traditions, a 

set of guiding princip les that offered tested solutions to the problem s



A Brief History

A A faced both internally  and externally. The traditions w ere, W ilson 

alleged, "the best answ ers that our experience has yet given to those 

ever urgent questions, 'How can A.A. best function?' and 'How can 

A.A. best stay whole and so survive?’" 153 The traditions provided the 

m eans for AA to m aintain its unity, relate to the world and continue 

to prosper and grow. The Tw elve Traditions were adopted at AA's 

F irst In ternational Convention in 1950. In 1953, the 12 & 12—  

W ilson 's explanation o f both the steps and the traditions— was 

p u b lis h e d .

W ilson  sum m arized the ideas that becam e incorporated into 

the trad itio n s:

It was thought that no alcoholic man or woman could be excluded from 
our Society; that our leaders might serve but never govern; that each 
group was to be autonomous and there was to be no professional class of 
therapy. There were to be no fees or dues; our expenses were to be met 
by our own voluntary contributions. There was to be the least possible 
organization, even in our service centers. Our public relations were to 
be based upon attraction rather than promotion. It was decided that all 
members ought to be anonymous at the level of press, radio, TV and 
films. And in no circumstances should we give endorsements, make 
alliances, or enter public c o n t r o v e r s i e s . !  ^  4

W ilson declared that the forces of anarchy, dem ocracy, and 

d ic tatorsh ip  all played roles in AA. A narchistic alcoholics were 

brought to their knees by the Tyrant Barleycorn. This allowed A A, 

W ilson reflected, to settle "for the purest kind of dem ocracy ."155 

Indeed, W ilson m aintained that "there isn 't a fellow ship on 

earth ...w h ich  m ore jea lously  guards the indiv idual’s righ t to think, 

talk, and act as he wishes. No [AA member] can com pel another to do 

anything; nobody can be punished or expelled ."!56 G roup autonom y, 

m ajority  ru le and the princip le that leaders serve rather than govern 

w ere safeguards against the em ergence of a ruling elite. The idea of
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least possib le  organization ensured that AA would rem ain flexible 

enough to incorporate new experience. And the fact that any two or 

three alcoholics could always start their own group worked, Kurtz 

suggests, against "any absolute rig id ities ."157 The pattern for AA's 

dem ocracy had been established in the com m unal, if  tedious, process 

o f rev ising the Big Book and hashing out the nature of the program.

T he traditions apply the same sense of lim itation and hum ility 

to A A as an organization that the Twelve Steps apply to individual 

alcoholics. "We of A A try to be aware," W ilson confessed, "that we 

may never touch but a segm ent of the total alcohol problem. We try 

to rem em ber that our growing success may prove a heady wine; that 

our own resources w ill always be lim ited"158 This awareness of 

lim itation is reflected in AA's singular focus on sobriety. To maintain 

this focus, AA deem ed it necessary to avoid anger and controversy 

am ongst its m em bers and to refrain from  taking positions on outside 

issues. W ilson determ ined that A A would w ork closely with doctors 

and relig ious personal, but would not engage in debate over medical 

or relig ious controversies related to alcoholism  or take positions on 

any social or political issues outside of its main focus. The goal was to 

m aintain  A A unity, which W ilson described as "one of the greatest 

assets that our Society has ."159

W ilson insisted that "On anvils o f experience, the structure of 

our Society  was ham m ered o u t."160 Indeed, several of the traditions 

can be traced to particular events in AA's history. AA's com m itm ent 

to rem ain  non-professional stem m ed from  an offer W ilson received 

from  a New Y ork hospital to operate as a lay therapist complete with 

salary, office and expense account. W ilson 's enthusiasm  for the idea
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was quickly dam pened by his fellow  AA m embers, who, in the face 

of W ilson 's opportunity , realized  they wanted A A to rem ain 

n o n p ro fessio n a l and nonprofit.

T he decision to keep AA self-supporting originated ironically in 

a fund raising effort. In February 1940, John D. R ockerfeller, an avid 

supporter of AA, organized a benefit for AA. The gathering was, 

W ilson  proclaim ed, "a veritable constellation of New York's 

p ro m in en t and w ea lth y ."161 A A members anticipated that their 

financial w orries were about to end, but to their surprise, Nelson 

R ockerfeller, representing his ill father, closed the evening by 

suggesting that AA's strength lay in its unselfish m otives and that all 

AA required  from  its friends was good will. "W hereupon the guests 

clapped lustily ," W ilson lam ented, "and after cordial handshakes and 

good-bys all around, the whole billion dollars' worth of them  walked 

ou t the door."162 W ithin several days, the flabbergasted alcoholics 

began to see the w isdom  of Rockerfeller's view.

In 1948 AA 's com m itm ent to rem ain self-supporting was 

tested  by the news that the group had inherited $10,000. Still broke, 

the group was sorely tem pted to accept the donation. B ut upon 

reflection , AA m em bers realized that AA stood to becom e rich from  

fu ture donations. N ot only w ere they reluctant to becom e beholden 

to benefactors, but they w orried that the task of dispensing excess 

funds m ight d ivert them  from  their focus on sobriety. They decided, 

W ilson reported, that AA "m ust always stay poor. Bare running 

expenses plus a prudent rese rv e"163 became the group’s policy. The 

$10,000, and all subsequent donations, were declined.
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A A ’s m em bership  requirem ent resulted, according to W ilson, 

from  "years o f harrow ing experience ."164 In the early days, each 

group created  rules for who they would exclude. This intolerance 

stem m ed, W ilson insisted, from  the fear that "som ething or 

som ebody w ould capsize the boat and dump us all back into the 

d r in k ." 165 As one m em ber quoted by W ilson exclaim ed, '"beggars, 

tram ps, asy lum  inm ates, prisoners, queers, plain crackpots, and 

fallen w om en w ere definitely out. Yes sir, we'd cater on ly  to pure 

and resp ec tab le  a lco h o lics!"166 But the fears soon proved groundless, 

W ilson claim ed, as m any of these "troublesom e people" not only 

m ade astounding recoveries but becam e intim ate friends as w ell as 

"our p rincip le  teachers of patience and to lerance."167 As W ilson 

explained it, "Our m em bership ought to include all who suffer from  

alcoholism . H ence we may refuse none who wish to recover."168 In 

the 12 & 12, W ilson clarified that "You are an AA mem ber if you  say 

so. No m atter who you are, no m atter how low you’ve gone, no 

m atter how grave...your crim es— we still can 't deny you A A ."169 Thus 

A A becam e a society, which, W ilson alleged, "would include every 

conceivable kind of character, and cut across every barrier of race, 

creed, politics, and language with ease ."170

L ikew ise the principle of anonym ity, which began as a means 

to pro tect alcoholics from  public exposure, evolved into the concept 

of "princip les before personalities," which m eant, W ilson reflected, 

"personal and group sacrifice for the benefit of all A A ."171 A A would 

not allow  its m em bers to pursue fame and fortune at AA's expense 

and therefore the nam es and pictures of AA m em bers would not be 

m ade public. AA's principle of anonym ity is reflected in the use of
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first nam e and last in itial only, the publishing of W ilson's books 

w ithout cred ited  him  as author, AA’s refusal to create shrines to its 

founders w ho are referred to simply as Bill W. and Dr. Bob, and its 

ruling that no AA group could be named after an AA member, living 

or deceased. A nonym ity was, according to W ilson, "real hum ility at 

w ork ...an  a ll-pervad ing  spiritual quality w hich today keynotes AA 

life every w here.... the greatest safeguard that A A can ever have ."172

W ilson’s Continued A ctivities

Dr. Bob died in Novem ber of 1950, after having personally 

adm inistered  to 5 ,000 alcoholics. W ilson w ithdrew  from  form al 

leadership  in 1955, but the focus of his activities continued to be AA. 

He authored Alcoholics Anonymous Comes o f  Age , a history of A A 

that w as pub lished  in 1957.

T hroughout his life, W ilson pursued an in terest in spirituality, 

even experim enting  w ith ouija boards in an attem pt to contact the 

dead. D raw n to Catholic mysticism , he took instructions in Catholicism  

in the late 1940s, but he quit out of frustration over the claim  of the 

infallib ility  of the Pope. In a letter to a friend, W ilson explained that 

"These excursions into the absolute are rather beyond me. The thing 

that still irks me about all organized religion is their claim  how 

confoundedly righ t all o f them are ."173

F or the rem ainder of his life W ilson continued to be m otivated 

by a desire to help alcoholics. He experim ented with both LSD and 

niacin (vitam in B-3) as possible cures for alcoholism , hoping to find 

an alternative to AA for those alcoholics who could not accept AA's 

spiritual approach. And W ilson persisted, Kurtz contends, in his
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"attem pts to rem ove the m ental or psychological and physical 

obstacles tha t im peded som e persons from  openness to the 

s p i r i tu a l ." 174 In an effort to reinforce AA's sense of responsibility  to 

those alcoholics who approached AA and left unassisted, W ilson 

su ccessfu lly  lobbied AA 's T h irtie th  A nniversary C onvention(1965) 

for the adoption of The D eclara tion , in which members pledge, "I Am 

R esponsib le . W hen anyone, anyw here, reaches out for help, I want 

the hand o f A.A. always to be there. And for that: I am  responsible."

In 1961 W ilson wrote the psychiatrist Carl Jung to le t Jung 

know  tha t he had initiated the chain of events that led to AA. For it 

was Jung’s patient, Rowland H., who had recruited Ebby T. into the 

O xford G roup and gotten him sober. And it was Jung who had 

suggested  to Rowland that his only hope for sobriety was a spiritual 

conversion , this advice leading to Row land's subsequent sobriety in 

the O xford Group. Jung had told Rowland, according to W ilson, "that 

science had no answ er"175 to his alcoholism. W ilson identified in Jung 

a k indred  soul in the struggle to em brace both science and 

sp iritua lity . For Jung, W ilson explained, "saw value, m eaning, and 

rea lity  in religious faith," unlike the m ajority of psychiatrists who 

agreed  w ith "Sigm und Freud's view  that religion was a com forting 

fan tasy  of m an’s im m aturity ."176 A ccording to Kurtz, both W ilson and 

Jung "intuited a religious com ponent in alcoholism  itself: this was 

w hy the spiritual approach of A lcoholics Anonym ous 'w orked .'"177 

And both  AA and Jung contributed to the m erger of psychology and 

sp iritu a lity  tha t led to the developm ent of transpersonal 

psychology— the school of psychology that comes closest, Jacquelyn 

Sm all argues, "to the basic tenets of A lcoholics A nonym ous."178 If
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Jung m ade a m ajor in tellectual contribution to transpersonal 

psychology, then A A is perhaps among its first practitioners.

W ilson, a heavy smoker, died o f em physem a in January 1971. 

H is contributions to A A, em bodied in both the Tw elve Steps and the 

Tw elve T raditions, have enabled AA to survive and prosper through 

decades of trem endous change. By 1995— the year that A A turned 

sixty— the Big Book had sold over 13 million copies and AA had more 

than a m illion  m em bers between the U nited States and C anada with 

ano ther 800,000 scattered across 140 other co u n trie s .179
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From the Horse's Mouth

T his chapter sum m arizes AA philosophy as presented  in AA's 

two m ain texts— the Big Book and the 12 & 12— both of which were 

w ritten by W ilson. Going directly to these texts affords us the 

opportunity  to clear up som e of the controversies regarding AA. The 

books clearly  reveal AA 's "disease theory" to be m etaphorical rather 

than literal and they provide amply evidence of AA's focus on 

responsib ility . They also dem onstrate that W ilson 's po rtra it of the 

alcoholic, w hen com pared to the views of contem porary experts on 

alcoholism , is rem arkably  accurate. But unlike contem porary  experts, 

W ilson had little  insigh t into the origins and causes of alcoholism. But 

neither was W ilson m uch concerned with causes. Instead, he wrote at 

length of the alcoholic 's shortcom ings and explained how AA’s 

spiritual way o f life offered an effective antidote to these 

shortcom ings. W ilson also m ounted an am bitious defense of AA's 

sp iritua l approach, seeking to dism antle the obstacles tha t prevented 

alcoholics from  em bracing AA. It is in this defense of spirituality that 

W ilson  challenged m any of the values and assum ptions of m odernity.

The im portance of the Big Book and the 12 & 12 can hardly be 

overestim ated  because w ithout them  there w ould have been nothing 

to p reven t AA from  changing with the tim es and evolving into 

som ething en tire ly  different. The fact that AA's program  has worked 

for so m any for so long explains why the books have never been 

rew ritten . W hile W ilson 's folksy language and seem ingly 

unsophistica ted  analysis m ight appear odd to outsiders, AA members 

are understandably  pro tective of it. Their attitude can be described 

as som ething along the lines of "if it works, don 't fix it."
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Plight o f the A lcoholic

A lcoholics, according to W ilson, are m entally, physically  and 

sp iritually  sick. They suffer, W ilson held, from  a "peculiar m ental 

tw is t" 180 and have lost "the com m on sense and will pow er"181 to 

contro l the ir drinking. The alcoholic has "strange m ental blank spots 

[w here] w ill pow er and se lf-know ledge"182 are of no use whatsoever. 

A lcoholics are "sm itten by an insane urge that condemned us to go on 

drink ing , and then by an allergy o f the body that insured we would 

u ltim ate ly  destroy  ourselves in the p rocess."183 In this respect, 

alcoho lics d iffe r from  non-alcoholics, W ilson reasoned, w hose "brains 

and bodies have not been dam aged as ours w ere."184

T he alcoholic 's m ental sickness stems from  "m isdirected 

in s t in c t s ," 185 which W ilson defined as our innate human desires for 

security , sex, and society. W hen m isdirected, these instincts result, 

W ilson  alleged , in "character defec ts"186 that in turn "ambushed us 

in to  a lcoho lism  and m isery ."187 It was these character defects, or 

" in stinc ts  gone as tray ,"188 that W ilson felt were "the prim ary cause of 

[the alcoho lic’s] drinking and his failure at life ."189

W ilson listed the character defects of alcoholics as nervousness, 

w orry , depression , resentm ent, jea lousy , envy, fear, self-delusion , 

se lf-seek in g , se lf-cen teredness and frustra tion . A lcoholics are, W ilson 

insisted , quick to blam e others and easy to anger. Focused on their 

resen tm en ts, they "wallow in depression, self-pity  oozing from  every 

p o r e ." 190 Lonely and isolated, alcoholics drink, according to W ilson, to 

rem ove the barriers they believe to ex ist between them selves and 

others. A lcoholics also drink, W ilson argued, "to drown feelings of 

fear, fru stra tion , and depression ."191 W ilson described com pulsive
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drinking as a vicious cycle in which the alcoholic's character defects 

and em otional insecurity  generate fear and the fear in turn generates 

m ore ch arac te r defec ts.

W hile m entally  and physically  ill, W ilson declared that the 

alcoholic 's  m ost basic trouble was spiritual sickness. A lcoholics,

W ilson  observed, are unaw are of their dependence on other hum ans 

and their u ltim ate dependence on God. D eluded by illusions of self- 

sufficiency, they indulge "foolish dream s of pom p and pow er,"192 a 

state of m ind that W ilson described as a "perverse soul-sickness."193 

W ilson insisted  that alcoholics rely too heavily on hum an intellect 

and play God:

We are certain that our intelligence, backed by willpower, can rightly 
control our inner lives and guarantee us success in the world we live in. 
This brave philosophy, wherein each man plays God, sounds good in the 
speaking...but how well does it actually work? One good look in the 
mirror ought to be answer enough for any alcoholic.194

A lcoholic are destined to fail, W ilson concluded, because they

re ly  en tire ly  on self-sufficiency. "Our hum an resources, as m arshaled

by the w ill, w ere not sufficient," W ilson proclaim ed, "they failed

utterly . Lack of pow er, that was our dilemma. W e had to find a

pow er by which we could live, and it had to be a Power greater than

ou rse lves .  " "195

Contrary to allegations that AA considers alcoholism  a genetic 

d isease that alcoholics are bom  with, W ilson suggested that alcoholics 

cross an invisib le line that separates social drinking from  

a lc o h o lis m .196 He m aintained that m ost alcoholics could quit drinking 

on their own if they m ade the attem pt early in their drinking 

careers. The charge that AA regards alcoholics as blam eless b e c a u se  

they suffer from  a disease is also not substantiated by W ilson's
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w r i t in g s .197 W hen W ilson did assign blame for alcoholism , he placed

it squarely on the shoulders of the alcoholics, who he insisted, had

been "crushed by a self-im posed cris is ."198 He described the alcoholic

as "an extrem e exam ple o f self-w ill run rio t."199 O ur troubles, W ilson

concluded, "are basically  of our own m aking."200

W ilson 's em phasis on the physical, m ental and spiritual aspects

of a lcoholism  dem onstrates that A A ’s "disease theory" is

m etaphorical. In fact, W ilson, according to Kurtz, never considered

alcoholism  a disease. K urtz cites as evidence a speech to a group of

clergy  in w hich W ilson asserted  that:

We have never called alcoholism a disease because, technically 
speaking, it is not a disease entity....Therefore we did not wish to get in 
wrong with the medical profession by pronouncing alcoholism a disease 
entity. Therefore we always called it an illness, or a malady— a far safer 
term for us to use.201

A A ’s Spiritual Solution 

W hile A A considers alcoholism  a m ulti-dim ensional illness, the 

sp iritual aspect is view ed as key to the alcoholic's recovery. "When 

the sp iritual m alady is overcom e," W ilson reasoned, "we straighten 

ou t m entally  and p hysica lly ."202 The spiritual way of living that AA 

offers as a solution to alcoholism  is guided by the Tw elve Steps, 

w hich are explained in detail in the Big Book and the 12 & 12. The 

steps are not a theory, W ilson explained, but a set of principles 

"w hich if  practiced as a way of life, can expel the obsession to drink 

and enable the sufferer to becom e happily and usefully w hole."203

A A's program  of recovery begins with the act o f surrender. 

W ilson insisted that alcoholics had to quit playing God and to adm it 

to th e ir hum an lim itations, beginning with the particu lar lim itation
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regarding alcohol. It is essential, W ilson alleged, for alcoholics "to 

fully concede to our innerm ost selves that we w ere alcoholics"204 and 

to sm ash any delusions that we could becom e norm al drinkers. "The 

result was nil," W ilson warned, "until we let go absolutely."205 W ilson 

addressed  the alcoholic 's  reluctance to m ake this adm ission, 

acknow ledging that none of us like to adm it com plete defeat and that 

our "natural in stinc t cries out against the idea o f personal 

p o w e r le s s n e s s ." 206 B ut W ilson assured alcoholics that they would:

soon take quite another view of this absolute humiliation. We perceive 
that only through utter defeat are we able to take our first steps toward 
liberation and strength. Our admissions of personal powerlessness 
finally turn out to be firm bedrock upon which happy and purposeful 
lives may be built.207

H aving surrendered, alcoholics are guided to rely on forces 

outside them selves. "Perhaps there is a better w ay,"208 W ilson 

suggested. W e have to trust an "infinite God rather than our finite 

s e lv e s ," 209 W ilson claim ed, because our human pow er is insufficient 

to destroy  our self-centeredness and rem ove the com pulsion to 

drink. "W ithout help it is too much for us,"210 W ilson concluded.

T he steps d irec t alcoholics to make "a searching and fearless 

m oral in v e n to ry ."211 This thorough house cleaning is necessary, 

W ilson m aintained, in order to "repair the dam age done in the 

past...[to] sw eep aw ay the debris"212 from our life of self-w ill. W ilson 

described tha t alcoholic as "a tornado roaring his way through the 

lives of o thers,"213 leaving behind a path of broken hearts and havoc. 

W ilson reproached  alcoholics for habitually blam ing others for their 

problem s. A lcoholics also blam ed situations, claim ing that conditions 

drove them  to drink. "It never occurred to us," W ilson adm onished, 

"that we needed to change ourselves to m eet conditions, w hatever
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they  w ere ."214 W ilson insisted  that alcoholics assum e responsib ility

for th e ir behavior and rem edy their defects w hile avoiding judgm ent

of others. Self-searching, according to W ilson, was "the means by

w hich we bring new vision, action, and grace to bear upon the dark

and negative  side of our natures."215

U pon com pletion of this inventory, the steps require alcoholics

to adm it "to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact

nature o f our w rongs."216 This adm ission of our m ost sham eful

secrets quieted , W ilson reflected, the "torm enting ghosts of

y e s te rd a y ." 217 He observed of this confession:

Provided you hold back nothing, your sense of relief will mount from 
minute to minute. The dammed-up emotions o f years break out of their 
confinement, and miraculously vanish as soon as they are exposed. As 
the pain subsides, a healing tranquillity takes its place.2 18

W ilson believed that AA’s practice of inventory and confession 

enabled  alcoholics "to settle with the past [and] leave it behind 

u s ." 219 M oreover,, he insisted that "tomorrow's challenges can be m et 

as they  com e."220 Thus, alcoholics are prepared by AA practice and 

ph ilo sophy  to be fully  present in the m om ent and live one-day-at-a- 

tim e .

A lcoholics are also required by AA's Twelve Step program  to 

ask G od for assistance in rem oving their character defects and to 

m ake personal inventory a daily habit. "Something had to be done," 

W ilson  argued, "about our vengeful resentm ents, self-pity , and 

u n w arran ted  p rid e ."221 A lcoholics had to be free of anger, criticism , 

scorn, vengefulness, all o f which W ilson regarded as "em otional 

booby trap s"222 that led to relapse. W ilson insisted that we had to be 

hard on ourselves but considerate of others:
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Where had we been selfish, dishonest, self-seeking and frightened? 
Though a situation had not been entirely our fault, we tried to disregard 
the other person involved entirely. Where were we to blame?2 2 3

W ilson urged alcoholics to avoid "quick-tem pered critic ism ...su lk ing

or silen t scorn"224 and to adm it to our faults but forgive those of

others. H e w ent so far as to insist that "W here other people were

concerned , w e had to drop the word 'blame* from  our speech and

th o u g h t ." 225 W ilson advised alcoholics to "avoid retaliation or

a rg u m e n t" 226 and to cease "fighting anything or anyone."227 He

encouraged  alcoholics to m ake honesty, courtesy and a love of justice

the basis of our relationships w ith other people. W e rely on our

H igher Pow er, W ilson m aintained, to "show us the way of patience,

to le rance , k indliness and love."228

W ilson  believed that successful, long-term  sobriety was

dependen t on helping others. He insisted that if:

an alcoholic failed to perfect and enlarge his spiritual life through 
work and self-sacrifice for others, he would not survive the certain 
trials and low spots ahead. If he did not work, he would surely drink 
a g a in .229

W ilso n  p rom ised  "undream ed rew ards"230 to the alcoholic who 

reached  out to  other alcoholics. L ife would become fuller and m ore 

m ean ingfu l as concern for the w elfare of others replaced selfish 

concerns. Service to others, W ilson alleged, becomes the foundation 

for "right living for which no am ount of pomp and circum stance, no 

heap o f m aterial possessions, could possible be substitu tes."231 

W ilson argued that spiritual values and growth should com e before 

the sa tisfaction  of instincts and m aterial desires.
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W ilson offered advice on the best way to approach other 

alcoholics. He w arned against talking down to others from  a moral 

h ighground and urged the use of "everyday language to describe 

sp iritual princip les," so as not to arouse prejudice against any 

"theo log ical term s and concep tions."232 He stressed the im portance of 

m aking it c lear to the new prospect that "he does not have to agree 

with your conception o f  God ."233 W ilson also urged AA members to 

seek only to be helpful and avoid criticizing a new prospect. Nor 

w ere m em bers to force them selves upon anyone or w aste their time 

on anyone w ho w asn 't interested in sobriety.

W ilson insisted  that alcoholics were fortunate to find AA. He 

suggested  that:

Here was haven at last. The very practical approach to...problems, the 
absence o f intolerance of any kind, the informality, the genuine 
democracy, the uncanny understanding which these people had were 
ir r e s is t ib le .2 3 4

W ilson praised A A ’s inclusive fellowship, in which "no one is too

discredited  or has sunk too low to be welcom ed cordially [where]

social d istinctions, petty  rivalries and jealousies...a re  laughed out of

c o u n te n a n c e ." 235 AA fellow ship was, according to W ilson, "that gay

crow d inside, who laughed at their own m isfortunes and understood

h is ." 236 W ilson prom ised that:

There you will find release from care, boredom and worry....Life will 
mean something at last.... Among [AA members] you will make lifelong 
friends. You will be bound to them with new and wonderful ties, for you 
will escape disaster together and you will commence shoulder to 
shoulder your common journey.237

A lcoholics are never cured, W ilson explained, but only granted 

"a daily reprieve contingent on the m aintenance of our spiritual
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c o n d i t io n ." 238 AA m em bers had discovered that there were two 

types of sobriety— the "dry drunk" was sober, but m iserable, holding 

on to the character defects that caused the drinking in the firs t place. 

A A sobriety, on the o ther hand, was m arked by the serenity 

achieved when alcoholics let go of their character defects and came 

in to  balanced, healthy  relationships with self, others and God. Hence 

for AA, abstinence is a m ere beginning, the prerequisite for a 

spiritual way of life. Only one of AA’s Twelve Steps— the F irst Step—  

even m entions alcohol, w hereas the Twelfth Step calls for the 

dem onstration  o f A A 's spiritual principles "in all our affairs."239

In a passage of the Big Book that AA members refer to as "the 

prom ises," W ilson noted the changes we could expect from  living the 

AA way of life:

We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness. We will not 
regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it. We will comprehend the 
word serenity and we will know peace. No matter how far down the scale 
we have gone, we will see how our experience can benefit others. That 
feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear. We will lose interest 
in selfish things and gain interest in our fellows. Self-seeking will slip 
away. Our whole attitude and outlook upon life will change. Fear of 
people and of economic insecurity will leave us. We will intuitively 
know how to handle situations which used to baffle us. We will suddenly 
realize that God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves.240

A ddressing  the R esistance 
to all Things Spiritual

T hroughout both texts W ilson confronted "the roadblocks of 

ind ifference , fancied  se lf-su ffic iency , prejudice, and defiance"241 that 

prevented  people from  acceptance of the spiritual. W e can assum e 

these argum ents m irror W ilson 's own struggle to com e to term s with 

a spiritual solution to alcoholism . At times the reader senses that
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W ilson described him self in his depiction of the stubborn and close- 

m inded agnostic. In taking on the resistance to spirituality , W ilson, 

w hether unw itting ly  or not, challenged m odernity 's m ost basic 

assum ptions. W hen he rid iculed  the "fancied self-sufficiency" of 

alcoholics, he targeted the Ideology o f Individualism  with its 

exaggerated  notions of the possib ility  of individual autonom y. In 

belittling  the alcoholic 's infatuation and over-reliance on science, 

technology  and the hum an in tellect, W ilson derided m odernity 's m ost 

ch e rish ed  trea su re s .

F or starters, W ilson disputed the alcoholic 's pretense of 

independence, asserting that alcoholics were not even capable of 

form ing "a true partnership  w ith another human being."242 

A lcoholics, according to W ilson, either played God and dom inated 

those about them  or they leaned too heavily on others. And while not 

adm itting  to such, alcoholics were surely dependent on alcohol. They 

w ere, W ilson  observed, "subjects of King Alcohol, shivering denizens 

of his m ad realm ."243 W ilson reproached the "rebellious alcoholic 

[who concluded] that dependence of any sort m ust be intolerably 

d a m a g in g " 244 for failing to distinguish between right and wrong 

form s of dependence. W here self-sufficiency failed, W ilson declared, 

dependence upon a H igher Power worked and that "far from  being a 

w eakness, this dependence was [a] ch ief source of strength."245

W ilson  railed against the conceit that placed the human 

in te llect and hum an endeavors at the center of the universe. He 

berated "the belligeren t one [who] cherish[ed] the thought that 

m an...is the spearhead o f evolution and therefore the only god that 

his un iverse know s!"246 He criticized the notion that "human
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in telligence was the last work, the alpha and the om ega, the 

beginning and end of all."247 W ilson described the social forces that 

led to illusions o f hum an self-sufficiency:

Scientific progress told us there was nothing man couldn't do. 
Knowledge was all-powerful. Intellect could conquer nature. Since we 
were brighter than most folks (so we thought), the spoils o f  victory 
would be ours for the thinking. The god of intellect displaced the God of 
our fathers.248

W ilson concluded  tha t the "intellectually  se lf-su ffic ien t"249 were far 

too sm art fo r their own good.

W ilson also challenged those alcoholics who, while rejecting a 

H igher Pow er, claim ed to live w ithout faith.

Had we not been brought to where we stood by a certain kind of faith? 
For did we not believe in our own reasoning?...What was that but a sort 
of faith? Yes, we had been faithful, abjectly faithful to the God of 
Reason....We found, too, that we had been worshippers....Had we not 
variously worshipped people, sentiment, things, money and
ourselves?... In one form or another we had been living by faith and
little e lse .250

W ilson suggested that "Perhaps we had been leaning too heavily on 

R e a s o n ." 251 He insisted that alcoholics used reason to justify  all 

m anner of bad conduct and that logic and reason were not entirely 

d e p e n d a b le .

N ot w illing to disavow science altogether, W ilson argued that 

AA was scientific. Scientific m ethod, W ilson explained, consisted of 

"search and research, again and again, always w ith the open 

m in d ." 252 True scientists, W ilson alleged, would give AA a fair 

hearing and d iscover that AA "showed results, prodigious resu lts."253 

W ilson claim ed that ultim ately we had been intolerant, "recoil[ing]

from  m edita tion  and prayer as obstinately as the scien tist who

refused to perfo rm  a certain experim ent lest it prove his pet theory
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w ro n g ." 254 W e w ere "handicapped by obstinacy, sensitiveness, and 

u n reason ing  p re ju d ic e ,"255 according to W ilson. Some of us were so 

touchy, W ilson claim ed, "that even casual reference to spiritual 

things m ade us bristle  w ith antagonism ."256

A fter critic iz ing  agnostics and atheists for their unreasonable 

p re jud ice  against the spiritual, W ilson sought to reassure them. 

Speaking d irectly  to their fears, W ilson encouraged agnostics to "Take 

it easy. The hoop you have to jum p through is a lot w ider than you 

th in k ." 257 AA only m ade suggestions, W ilson argued, and did not 

dem and that anyone believe anything. A A m em bers, W ilson 

contended , "tread innum erable paths in their quest for fa ith ,"258 with 

m any alcoholics using the A A group as their higher power. "Here's a 

very large group of people," W ilson reasoned, "who have solved their 

a lcohol problem . In this respect they are certainly a pow er greater 

than you, who have not even com e close to a solution."259

W ilson insisted that the convictions of agnostics were not an 

obstacle to success in AA, nor did they preclude a spiritual 

experience . He m aintained that:

any alcoholic...can recover, provided he does not close his mind to all 
spiritual concepts. He can only be defeated by an attitude of intolerance 
or belligerent denial. We find that no one need have difficulty with the 
spirituality of the program. Willingness, honesty and open mindedness 
are the essentials o f  recovery. But these are indispensable.2 60

Throughout the two books W ilson refers to God in a variety of 

w ays. W hen referred to by a pronoun, God is always m ale and thus it 

appears that the God o f  Wilson's understanding is a personal God— a 

m onotheistic father-figure: "He is the principle; we are His agents. He 

is the Father, and we are His children";261 "Him who has all 

know ledge and pow er";262 "His Spirit";263 "Him who presides over us
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a l l ." 264 "the Father of L ight."265 But W ilson also flirted with a 

pantheistic  view  of God in his frequent references to "the Spirit of 

the U n iv erse ,"266 "the new G od-consciousness w ith in ,"267 "the G reat 

R e a li ty ," 268 and "the Presence of Infinite Power and Love."269 And 

W ilson believed that ultim ately God is within us. "We found the Great 

R eality  deep dow n within us," W ilson proclaim ed, "In the last 

analysis it is only there that He may be found."270

W ilson  assured his readers that there are m any ways to  

acquire faith  and that AA did not represent any particu lar faith but 

only dealt in general spiritual principles. He insisted that A A had no 

m onopoly on God and that when "we speak to you of God, we mean 

your own conception of God."271 The main object of the Big Book, 

W ilson asserted, was "to enable you to find a Pow er greater than 

y o u rs e lf ." 272 W ilson declared that "the Realm  of Spirit is broad, 

room y, all inclusive; never exclusive or forbidding to those who 

earnestly  seek. I t is open, we believe, to all m en."273 He invited

alcoholics to "join us on the Broad H ighway."274
*  *  *

W hile W ilson ostensibly aimed his critique at the alcoholic, in 

ac tuality  he addressed the general hum an condition. W hen W ilson 

described the alcoholic as "an extrem e exam ple of self-w ill run 

r io t ," 275 he im plies, according to Kurtz, that the alcoholic is "simply a 

hum an being 'w rit la rge .'"276 W ilson m ade the broader application of 

his critique explicit when he m aintained that "Finally, we begin to 

see that all people, including ourselves, are to some extent 

em otionally  ill...[and] are suffering from  the pains of growing up."277
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W hile W ilson suggested that self-sufficiency destroyed alcoholics, he 

p ro p o se d :

a look at the results normal people are getting from self-sufficiency. 
Everywhere he sees people filled with anger and fear....And 
everywhere the same thing is being done on an individual basis. The 
sum of all this mighty effort is less peace and less brotherhood than 
before. 278

W ilson concluded that "The philosophy of self-sufficiency is not

passing  off. P lainly  enough, it is a bone-crushing juggernau t whose

final ach ievem ent is ru in ."279 And W ilson also insisted that AA’s 

spiritual way of life had a wide applicability. Indeed the Tw elve 

Steps offered, according to W ilson, "a way to happy and effective 

living for m any, alcoholic or not."280

AA's Christian Ethics 

B efore leaving our study of AA’s texts, it is appropriate to 

acknow ledge the extent to which AA's way of life is based on the 

princip les and values found in the Sermon on the M ount, which 

m any theologians regard as the best sum m ary of the teachings of 

Jesus. The parallels are so strong that the sermon could w ell have

served as the b lueprint for AA.

A A ’s practice of focusing on one's own faults rather than those 

of others reflects Jesus's query, "And why beholdest thou the m ote 

that is in thy brother's eye, but considerest not the beam  that is in 

th ine own eye?"281 AA 's insistence that m aking am ends and setting 

righ t our relationships w ith others is a first order of business echoes 

Jesus's advice to "First be reconciled to thy brother, and then com e 

and offer thy g ift."282 Jesus's warning "That w hosoever is angry with 

his brother w ithout a cause shall be in danger of the judgm ent"283 is
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repeated  in AA's belief that anger and resentm ent have the pow er to 

d es tro y  us.

A A  urges com passion, understanding and forgiveness to those 

who have w ronged us, while Jesus advised us to "Love your 

e n e m ie s " 284 and ask God to "forgive us our debts, as we forgive our 

d e b to r s ." 285 AA suggests that we put aside old desires for revenge 

and avoid  conflic t altogether, w hile Jesus adm onished us to disregard 

the old adage, "An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth," and 

instead  "resist not ev il."286

E ven  AA's principle of living one-day-at-a-tim e is found in the 

serm on, w hen Jesus advised "Take therefore no thought for the 

m orrow : for the m orrow shall take thought for the things of itself. 

S u ffic ien t unto the day is the evil thereof."287 And the truth 

expressed  in the Second Beatitude, "Blessed are they that m ourn: for 

they shall be com forted ,"288 is em bedded is AA's understanding that 

the alcoho lic’s experience of "hitting bottom" is a m ystical event that 

often  opens the door to salvation.
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AA as Group Therapy

As the proverbial elephant, AA is open to various 

in te rp reta tions, several o f w hich are presented in the follow ing three 

chapters. This chapter explores A A from  a psychological perspective, 

explaining how A A works as a form  of group therapy. The next 

chap ter analyzes AA as a social phenom enon tha t provides a 

pow erfu l antidote to the downsides of m odernity. The last of the 

three chapters describes AA’s efficacy as a spiritual com m unity. Each 

o f these three in terpretations is equally valid. In fact, they verify 

each o ther through significant overlap, albeit each w ith its own 

em phasis. T aken together, they provide a better understanding of

A A than any one of them  can provide alone.
*  *  *

P rofessionals in the field  of substance abuse treatm ent 

generally  regard A A as not only effective, but as necessary, for long­

term  sobriety. Roughly 70% of alcoholics who undergo professional 

trea tm en t for alcoholism  do not rem ain sober and num erous studies 

ind icate  that fo r m any the difference appears to be AA. One study 

conducted  in the 1980s, which followed nine hundred alcoholics after 

they left treatm ent, found an abstinence rate of 73% for those who 

attended A A versus 33% for those who did not attend A A .289 Aware 

o f A A ’s efficacy, m ost treatm ent centers introduce clients to AA 

during  treatm ent w ith the hope that clients w ill continue to 

p artic ipa te  in AA after leaving treatm ent.

Sociologist Norman Denzin, in The Recovering Alcoholic, 

suggests that "the socialization experiences that occur in treatm ent 

lack the pow er to keep the alcoholic sober for any length of time
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[w hereas] the in teractions that occur w ithin AA appear to hold the 

key to sustained sobriety ."290 B ut AA interactions achieve m ore than 

ju s t sobriety, and it is AA's w ider im pact that is of interest here. 

Recall that Peck m aintains that AA is "w ithout doubt the single m ost 

effective agency of hum an transform ation in out society ."291 E. J. 

K hantzian and John E. M ack, in "How AA W orks and W hy It's 

Im portan t for C lin icians to U nderstand,"292 attest to AA's broad 

in fluence in w riting  that:

there is increasing evidence that AA helps patients to succeed not only 
in arresting their uncontrolled drinking and drugging but also in 
transforming their lives physically, emotionally, and spiritually. For 
many, the transformation is dramatic. Individuals who at one time 
appeared totally unraveled and self-absorbed....suddenly appear more 
whole, and they begin to show concern for the care of others as much 
as for themselves.293

E xperts have com e to understand, from  a psychological perspective, 

how  AA effects this radical transform ation by addressing the 

psychological needs o f alcoholics.

A Psychological Profile of the A lcoholic 

K hantzian and M ack m aintain that "A lcoholism  and drug 

dependence are the resu lt o f com plex interactions of biological, 

psychological, and cultural factors."294 However, K hantzian and M ack 

contend that it is psychological suffering that lies at the heart of 

substance abuse. D enzin concurs, describing drinking as "a sym ptom  

of an underlying em otional d isorder."295 The alcoholic's suffering is 

m anifest in a variety of em otions and behaviors. A lcoholics, 

according to these experts, lack healthy self-esteem , regard 

them selves as unw orthy or not "good enough," are uncom fortable 

w ith them selves and uneasy in their relationships w ith others,
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p erce ive  them selves as abnorm al, unattractive, inep t and as loners 

and m isfits .

A lcoholics suffer, K hantzian and M ack observe, from  "special 

in tensities o f troubling feelings, such as fear and em ptiness... and 

re la tiv e  oversensitiv ity  or vu lnerab ility  to em otional pa in ."296 They 

tend, K hantzian and M ack report, to either feel numb or to 

experience the ir em otions so strongly as to be unbearable. A lcoholics 

have troub le  identify ing  their feelings and distinguishing one 

em otion  from  another. Subsequently , they also have d ifficulty  

expressing  the ir em otions, such that they often feel, K hantzian and 

M ack explain , "em otionally stunted [and] distant from  others."297 For 

alcoholics, life  is perceived, K hantzian and M ack allege, "through 

som e k ind  o f filter" that prevents the em otional im pact of one's 

experiences from  reg istering .298 M any alcoholics com plain of feeling 

as if  they are forever trying unsuccessfully to fill up an inner 

e m p tin e s s .299 Denzin describes alcoholics as living solitary lives, "cut 

o ff from  others, unable to project them selves into the position of 

o th e r s ." 300

A ccording to K hantzian and M ack, alcoholics drink to m ute or 

avoid the ir em otions, "to control or alter feeling states that are 

inaccessib le  or cannot be put into w ords,"301 and to feel normal, 

w hich  includes "anything from  feeling calm , soothed, or subdued to 

suddenly  feeling m ore in tegrated , socially engaging, pow erful, 

e ffec tive , or attractive."302 They drink, Denzin contends, "to escape an 

inner em ptiness and fear of self," using alcohol "as a crutch; as a 

m eans o f finding a valued self-feeling that would transcend the inner 

lack that was felt on a regular basis."303 Denzin notes that for those
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unable to m eet their needs sober, alcohol reduces loneliness, fear and 

anxiety  and releases the inhibitions that p reven t sociab ility  with 

o th e rs .

K hantzian and M ack argue that alcohol serves an im portant 

function of "affect m anagem ent" for those who lack healthy means of 

regulating  their em otions. A lcoholics com e to rely on alcohol, 

K hantzian  and M ack reason, "to artificially  alter or m anipulate their 

f e e l in g s ." 304 Khantzian and M ack explain that "If the pain is too great 

and our psycho log ica l and m aterial resources d isproportionately  

m eager, we w ill turn to m aladaptive or pathological form s of affect 

m anagem en t or reg u la tio n ."305 Khantzian and M ack suggest that we 

m ig h t:

think of the substance-addicted population as being composed of 
individuals who cannot, or could not, achieve a style o f affect regulation 
or self-governance that relies enough on internal resources or
strength, or upon human relationships that are sufficiently mutually
enhancing or integrating, to avoid excessive substance dependence.306

S ubstance abusers m ask their underlying low  self-esteem , 

em otional im pairm ent and chronic suffering, according to K hantzian 

and M ack, by acting tough and uncaring, self-centered and invincible, 

aloof and disdainful or through the use of cynical humor. They 

d isp lay  "attitudes of en titlem ent, com placency, or pseudo-se lf­

sufficiency," K hantzian and M ack insist, "as a m eans o f coping with

the help lessness, loss, and despair often underlying their

d is o rd e r ." 307

If  we w ere to com pare this profile of the alcoholic with 

W ilson 's depiction in the 12 & 12 and the Big Book, the sim ilarities 

w ould dem onstrate that W ilson 's understanding agrees with that of
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contem porary  social scientists. W hile W ilson’s descrip tion is not as 

sophisticated  as m odern psychological explanations, K urtz posits that

AA, through the use of sim ple concepts and understandable

language, m ade m odern psychology accessible:

Over the years some have felt it psychologically unfashionable to speak
in terms of ’instincts' and 'moods’ rather than of 'drives' and
'complexes'; yet by this freeing of vocabulary— no matter how time- 
bound or imprecise later critics may find it— all members of A.A. were 
enabled to communicate with each other across lines of time, social 
class, and educational background.308

O rigins of A lcoholism  

In looking to fam ily environm ent for the origins of substance 

abuse, m odern psychology  discovered valuable know ledge unknown 

in W ilson 's day. K hantzian and M ack report that childhood neglect 

and abuse contribute to the developm ental deficits that in turn 

p roduce the em otional vulnerab ilities that lead to substance abuse. 

A nd D enzin argues that alcoholics were w ounded in childhood by 

d ysfunctional in te rac tional and in terpersonal experiences. "The inner 

instability  of the pre-alcoholic self" has its origins, Denzin insists, in 

"a preponderance o f negative em otional experiences that detach the 

indiv idual from  close relations with o thers."309

One resu lt o f dysfunctional parent-child  relationships is that 

substance abusers find it d ifficu lt to depend on others and to trust 

others enough to ask for w hat they need. D enzin m aintains that this 

d istrust m akes healthy intim acy im probable, if not im possible. As a 

consequence, substance abusers often experience a se lf-perpetuating  

cycle of negative em otions. Craving an elusive intim acy, they become
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increasingly  isolated. This isolation is often hid, Denzin alleges, 

behind ever grander illusions of se lf sufficiency.

Substance abuse creates conditions conducive to its own 

continuance. Iso lation , fear and low  self-esteem  are further 

exacerbated in addiction. John R. Peteet, in "A Closer Look at the Role 

of a S p iritual A pproach in A ddictions Treatm ent," asserts that shame, 

guilt, se lf-loath ing  and the sense o f failure and hopelessness deepen 

as addicts behave it ways that harm  them selves and those they care 

about. D enzin  concurs with Peteet, explaining that "the drinking act 

p roduces a second layer of em otions and negative experiences that 

are w oven in to  the underlying negative em otions the person already 

holds about h im self."310 The alcoholic, Denzin claim s, "literally 

produces an 'a lcoholic personality ' fo r h im self."311 According to 

D enzin , d rink ing  becom es "inscribed in the basic and prim ary self- 

im ages" o f the alcoholic; it becom es a "functionally autonomous" act 

as new reasons to drink supplant the original m otivations.312

AA as Group Therapy

K hantzian and M ack theorize that AA works because it is a 

soph istica ted  and pow erful group psychology that effectively  

accesses and repairs the psychological vulnerabilities of alcoholics. 

K hantzian and M ack explain how AA m em bers learn from  each other 

how to confron t problem s w ithout the im m ediate em otional relief 

offered by alcohol and drugs. In AA alcoholics begin to identify, 

experience, so rt out and express their em otions. They discover new 

w ays to com fort them selves and subsequently  are able to take 

charge o f their em otions, rather than being ruled by them. A A
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m em bers test new  m eans of affect m anagem ent in practical day-to- 

day situations. Successes and failures are brought back to A A where 

the em otions they evoke can be talked out rather than acted upon. 

The com fort and support offered in m eetings enables alcoholics, 

K hantzian and M ack posit, to tolerate their em otions and m odify 

their behavior. Thus, AA assists alcoholics, Khantzian and Mack 

conclude, in the acquisition o f effective, m ature and flexible means of 

a ffec t m anagem en t.

M oreover, A A provides the human connections, according to 

K hantzian and M ack, that enable alcoholics to break through their 

isolation. D enzin contends that the solitary existence of the alcoholic 

is reversed  by the interactional group context o f A A. The acceptance 

that alcoholics experience in AA is key to this transform ation.

B ecause no one is ever turned away from AA or told not to return,

AA m em bers receive an unconditional support that is offered 

regard less of the offensiveness of one's behavior or personality.

Connected by com m on experience, AA m em bers engage, Denzin 

claim s, in a "deep, authentic, shared em otional understanding;"313 

they draw  upon sim ilar biographies to create "a com m on field of 

shared experience" from  w hich a sense of em otional identification 

em erges. "Each individual identifies," according to D enzin, "with and 

through the em otional feelings o f the other."314 The atm osphere 

produced is, D enzin alleges, one of "warmth, fellow ship, relief, 

togetherness, oneness, so lidarity , perhaps even love and caring."315 

Thus, alcoholics are able, D enzin asserts, "to form  social groups among 

strangers, yet to do so w ithin a historical structure of understanding 

that m akes no alcoholic a stranger to a recovering alcoholic."316
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The acceptance offered by A A assists the alcoholic, Khantzian 

and M ack explain , to develop the positive self-esteem  w ithout which 

recovery is im possible. Self-esteem  is also enhanced as a result of the 

sm all successes achieved by new ly sober alcoholics, of which sobriety 

is the m ost fundam ental. D enzin reasons that "by m aking sobriety 

the prim ary goal of the alcoholic, AA produces a situation in which 

daily  success can be accom plished and hence experienced."317 

Progress in turn generates hope and inspiration for the tackling of 

la rg e r ach iev em en ts .

Thom as G regoire, in "Alcoholism : The Quest for Transcendence 

and M eaning," insists that A A avoids "the dow nfall o f insight 

o rien ted  p sy cho-dynam ic  th e rap ies"318 by requiring alcoholics to 

change their behavior, as w ell as their thoughts and attitudes. A A 

em phasizes new  behavior as an essential prerequisite of a sober life, 

often advising new m em bers to "bring the body and the mind will 

follow ." F or AA, G regoire alleges, behavior change m ust either 

accom pany or precede cognitive change in order to accom plish 

successfu l recovery. W ithin AA there is an im plicit understanding 

that alcoholics who fail to transform  them selves and their behavior 

w ill even tually  return  to drinking.

Story Telling as the M eans of Recovery

K hantzian and M ack refer to AA's "use of the shared narrative 

[as] one of [its] m ost brilliant devices,"319 while D enzin describes talk 

as A A ’s "means o f recovery ."320 Gregoire points out that even AA's 

w ritten literature  is largely based on the stories of its m embers, 

w hich are constituted as "tales of quest," of journeys "in search of
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o n e s e lf ." 321 K hantzian and M ack believe that AA "succeeds because it 

creates a hum an context of listening and attending to others' stories 

and also provides a place to help people to understand and 

feeling fu lly  express their own h isto ry ."322

K hantzian  and M ack observe that m any AA m em bers who 

in itia lly  speak w ith shaky voices eventually  conquer their tim idity 

and becom e both eloquent and inspirational. In speaking openly of 

painfu l persona l experiences of hum iliation, loss, near-death 

experiences, as w ell as the deaths of friends and loved ones, A A 

m em bers learn  to face and endure pain. It is in the process of 

sharing, K hantzian  and M ack believe, that addicts repair their affect 

d e fic its .

D enzin  asserts that "the self is recovered in and through the 

stories the m em ber learns to te ll."323 Recovery is a story-telling 

process in w hich  the alcoholic learns to in terpret his/her personal 

history  w ith in  the fram ew ork of m eanings that AA's theory of 

alcoholism  provides. Each A A m em ber becom es a talking subject, 

D enzin explains, through a process of "socialization into the language 

and lore o f A .A ."324 Follow ing AA's form at, mem bers offer their own 

personal account of w hat life was like w hile drinking, w hat happened 

as a resu lt and w hat life is like sober. In their stories, alcoholics 

present their alcoholic self to the group. It is, D enzin describes, a 

degraded, em barrassed  and lost self that com es to A A "in shattered 

pieces ... [having] been humbled by alcohol."325

It is through the repeated telling of one’s story that the 

alcoholic recreates his/herself. D enzin theorizes that "A new self rises 

out of the languages, rituals, and interactions that A.A. groups and
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m eetings o ffe r...th e  old self of the past slips away, to be replaced by

a rad ically  transform ed sense of selfhood."326 This process requires

the destruction  o f the old drinking self and the construction of a new,

nondrinking self. According to Denzin, AA facilitates a radical

restructuring  of identity  in which the old self of the suffering

alcoholic is replaced by a new identity as a recovering alcoholic; the

drinking se lf o f the past "is absorbed into the archetypal past A.A.

o f fe r s " 327 and subsequently replaced by a new, sober self.

D enzin  posits that the self-referential nature of AA discourse

enables this transition in selfhood. In the telling of one's story, the

alcoholic, D enzin suggests, objectifies the past self; "the individual is

able to turn back on him self, see him self as subject and object, and

distance h im self from  who he previously w as."328 Thus a doubling of

self occurs, in which the alcoholic, Denzin contends, "becomes a

second se lf w ithin the texts of the stories she tells."329 The past is

entered  in to , relived , re in terpreted  and ultim ately exorcised. The

alcoholic is able to step outside of that past, objectified self and

create a new  self. This process requires com m unity, D enzin insists,

because it is in the com m unal discourse that the alcoholic:

can accomplish what he cannot do by himself. He can, that is, double 
back on himself, reflect on himself, hear himself talk, and locate 
him self within a structure of experience in which he is both object and 
subject to himself. In so doing he provides the context for others who 
seek the same ends for themselves.330

In this process of storytelling alcoholics are able, D enzin 

asserts, to distance them selves from  the past and the old alcoholic 

self in sm all, increm ental steps. Recovering alcoholics com e to define 

them selves in contrast to their old selves. They create them selves 

anew  in contradistinction to who they no longer w ant to be. This
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transfo rm ation  requires, D enzin  argues, the continuous jux taposition  

o f the old self o f the suffering alcoholic and the new self of the 

recovering  alcoholic; "Sobriety is m aintained precisely because these 

tw o selves are continually  kept alive in the dialogues that occur"331 

w ith in  m eetings.

D enzin believes that AA’s unique form of hum or, which is 

based in self-parody, helps to effect this distancing from  the past. By 

transfo rm ing  serious situations into hum orous antidotes through the 

use o f paradox and contradiction, AA m em bers overcom e, Denzin 

explains, the shame associated with their alcoholism , w hich in turn 

enables them  to d istance them selves both from  the past and the 

m oral denunciation they experience at the hands of others. According 

to D enzin , fully in tegrated A A m em bers inject hum or into their 

stories; "Indeed a m em ber's standing in A A is associated in part by 

the degree of hum orous distance he can effect between his past and 

his p resen t hum orous understanding of that past."332

AA discourse is, Denzin reflects, "a prose that is at once 

perso n a l and co llec tiv e ."333 In sharing their individual stories, AA 

m em bers contribute to a com m unal discourse that D enzin proclaim s 

"is g reater than the sum of its spoken parts.’’334 Ind iv idual personal 

h istories becom e part of the collective history. "In this way," Denzin 

observes, "the m em ber's personal life becomes a part of the shared, 

group consciousness. The A A group becomes a public structure of 

p riv a te  liv e s ."335
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Stages and Obstacles in the 
A cquisition of a Sober Identity

D enzin  delineates three stages that AA m em bers m ust pass 

through in order to becom e recovering, rather than suffering, 

alcoholics. In the "preparatory stage" new m em bers identify  

them selves as "situational alcoholics" and believe that they have a 

tem porary  p rob lem  w ith alcoholic. They im itate the language and 

behavior o f o ther AA m em bers w ithout understanding underlying 

m eanings. As m em bers become socialized into AA and begin to 

com prehend A A 's theory of alcoholism , they enter the "interactional 

stage" in w hich they still speak "from a self-centered point of 

v ie w " 336 and frequently  m isunderstand AA. D uring this stage the 

alcoholic confronts the stigma of alcoholism  and releases the 

situational identity . By the participatory stage, the m em ber is an 

in tegral part of AA and has entered into friendships with other 

m em bers and learned to produce the socialized speech of AA. In this 

final stage the m em ber surmounts the stigm a of alcoholism  and 

accepts the identity  of a recovering alcoholic.

D enzin identifies several obstacles that alcoholics face in 

m oving through these stages. For starters there is the dilem m a of 

identifying as an alcoholic which Denzin com pares with that of the 

hom osexual who m ust come "out of the closet" in order to gain a self- 

affirm ing identity . A A enables alcoholics to overcom e this dilem m a, 

D enzin explains, by neutralizing the stigm a of alcoholism  through the 

ritual of having alcoholics repeatedly declare to each other "Hi, my 

name is ... and I'm  an alcoholic."
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AA discourse also poses a challenge to alcoholics, according to 

D enzin , because it requires them  to "move from  the m asculine, 

repressive view  of em otion to the fem inine mode of m ood and 

e m o tio n a l i ty " 337 and hence to violate cultural gender norm s against 

the open d isclosure of em otions. Denzin argues that AA inverts the 

cu ltu ral d ic tate that defines any display of em otion as w eak and 

fem inine. M em bers are sanctioned to cry in AA; they are encouraged 

to reveal the ir fears, depression and deviance and to talk about their 

personal failures. The display of "loss of face" that would norm ally be 

avoided in ordinary conversation is not only valued in AA, Denzin 

observes, but treated w ith com passion. Denzin m aintains that AA 

creates an em otional zone in which either sex can "discuss self­

degrading  or em otionally  d isrup tive experiences and not be 

evaluated  negatively  by m em bers of the opposite sex."338 H ow ever, 

because AA discourse is characterized by fem ale em otionality , 

fem ale alcoholics are generally m ore adept than their m ale cohorts at 

en tering  "the em otional space that exists within any A.A. 

m e e tin g ," 339 according to D enzin, and hence find it easier to move 

in to  the partic ipato ry  stage.

D enzin notes that alcoholics who either fail to surm ount these 

obstacles or com plete the transform ations of self required by the 

three stages are not successful in A A. Faced with difficult situations, 

m em bers who still identify as situational alcoholics are likely to 

drink. Those who are unable to relinquish m asculine m odes of 

expression are also, Denzin asserts, more prone to relapse. On the 

other hand, m em bers who m ove into the participatory  stage of
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involvem ent in AA are apt to rem ain sober and experience the full 

transition  to a new, nondrinking self.



AA as Antidote to Modernity

AA as Antidote to Modernity 

In the previous chapter alcoholism  was presented as a 

psychological dilem m a faced by individual alcoholics. H ow ever 

alcoholism  can also be viewed as a social affliction. Ernest Kurtz takes 

this broader perspective in interpreting alcoholism  as a sym ptom  of 

the m alaise and alienation of m odern life. Kurtz describes alcoholism  

as the m odern age's "m etaphor for the problem atic reality of being 

h u m a n " 340 and suggests that AA is effective because it offers 

solutions to m odern predicam ents. To understand K urtz's 

in terpretation of AA requires a consideration of the legacy of the 

E uropean E nlightenm ent and how this legacy contributed to m odern 

a lie n a tio n .

M odern A lienation  

The European Enlightenm ent brought about the dem ise of 

feudalism  and the ascent of the m odern liberal state and thus 

ushered in the age of m odernity. This far-reaching revolution 

transform ed the political, ideological and econom ic foundations of 

W estern societies. On the ideological front, the rational scientific 

th inking prom oted by the E nlightenm ent underm ined the relig ious 

dogm a that supported feudal authority. M eanw hile technological and 

scientific progress gave birth to capitalism  which soon overw helm ed 

and destroyed  antiquated feudal econom ic arrangem ents. For the 

m odern liberal state, the dom inant w orldview  becam e cap ita listic , 

secular and rational rather than feudalistic, religious and 

s u p e rs t i t io u s .
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W ith the age of m odernity and the m odem  liberal state came a 

m ultitude of benefits or w hat Ken W ilber refers to as the dignities of 

m odernity . W ilber counts am ong these dignities, science and 

m edicine, the practice of representational dem ocracy and the values 

of freedom , equality  and justice. Science and technology raised the 

standard of living w hile m odern m edicine im proved health  and 

increased life span. In addition, the liberal state delivered previously 

undream ed of freedom s. W hereas feudal system s subordinated  the 

rights o f individuals to the "greater common good," the liberal state 

prom oted  ind iv idual freedom  and autonom y and advanced the 

notion that the state has no right to interfere in the individual 

pu rsu it o f happiness. H ypothetically  at least, m odern individuals 

gained the freedom  to pursue happiness unim peded by others and 

w ithout regard for the greater good. In fact, m odernity prom ised 

happiness as the rew ard for the individual's release from  the 

burdens o f relig ious superstition and feudal form s of authority. 

Prophets of m odernity  declared that science, technology and the 

hum an in te llect would create a bright future for hum anity— a m odern 

u to p ia .

W hile liberal freedom s and scientific advances clearly  

constitu te great benefits to hum anity, m odernity is, according to 

W ilber, both dignity and disaster, "an intense com bination of good 

new s, bad new s."341 M odern dignities, for starters, w ere not equally 

available to all. But even for those who enjoyed the benefits of 

m odernity  there was a price to be paid. The freedom  to pursue 

ind iv idual happiness led to a ram pant indiv idualism  that fragm ented 

society and left individuals stranded in isolation. W orship of the
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rational and scientific and a concom itant devaluation of the

em otional and in tu itive sides of human nature created an identity

crisis  in w hich ind iv iduals experienced them selves as fragm ented

and unreal. And a secular, rational world could not provide the

m eaning and value trad itionally  offered by religion. W ilber lists

am ong m odern ity 's  d isasters:

the death of God, the death of the Goddess, the commodification of 
life...the brutalities of capitalism...the loss of value and meaning, the 
fragmentation of the lifeworld, existential dread, a rampant and vulgar 
materialism— all of which have often been summarized in the phrase 
made famous by Max Weber: 'the disenchantment of the world.'3 42

W ilber credits m odern science with creating m uch of this 

disenchantm ent. N ot content with the lim its of its own dom ain of 

inquiry, m odern science becam e, according to W ilber, scientific 

im perialism . A pow erful and aggressive science sought to include all 

of life w ithin its grasp. To accom plish this, m odem  science 

perpetuated , W ilber m ain ta ins, a "reductionist n igh tm are,"343 

denying the very existence of mind, soul and spirit, and reducing 

everything to m atter, which "could best be studied by science, and 

science a lone."344 The world according to this m odem  nightm are, is, 

W ilber describes, a m echanism  governed solely by chance and 

devoid of m eaning and value, a "flatland"345 of all surface and no 

depth, or as W hitehead would have it— "a dull affair, soundless, 

scentless, colorless; m erely the hurrying of m aterial, endlessly , 

m e a n in g le s s ly ." 346

R ather than happiness and utopia, m odernity spaw ned 

disenchantm ent and alienation. Kurtz argues that m odernity  is, by its 

very nature, incapable of delivering on its prom ise of happiness.
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Ind iv idual autonom y could not translate into happiness, Kurtz 

explains, because "hum an freedom  m eant insatiable craving" which 

did not resu lt in happiness but "boom eranged to generate alm ost 

in fin ite  u n h a p p i n e s s . " 3 4 7  Thus, Kurtz notes, "the very identi ty  of 

m o d ern ity ...revealed  itse lf  as inherently  add ic tive ."348

The epidem ic levels of addiction in the U nited States bolster 

K urtz's claim  that Am erica is "the E nligh tenm ent n a tio n ."349 As "the 

one political entity founded as new  in the age of Enlightenm ent out 

of com m itm ent to the living out of Enlightenm ent insights,"350 

A m erica exem plifies, Kurtz proposes, the m odern era's dedication to 

secu larization , technological progress and the pursu it of 

individualism . No w onder then that the United States has over 

tw enty m illion  alcoholics, ten m illion drug addicts and m illions of 

others addicted  to various com pulsive behaviors.351 W ith two 

percent o f the w orld's population consum ing sixty percent of the 

w orld 's illic it d rugs,352 the United States offers am ple evidence that 

substance abuse is, at least in part, a response to m odern 

p re d ic a m e n ts .

As far back as the 1830s, the Frenchm an, Alexis De Tocqueville, 

testified  to the strength of A m erica’s com m itm ent to Enlightenm ent 

goals. In his insightful classic, Democracy in America, T o cq u ev ille  

w arned of the dire threat that A m erica’s intense pursuit of 

indiv idualism  posed to social cohesion and w ell-being. He suggested 

that ind iv idualism  that is unchecked by responsib ility  or obligation 

to com m unity leads to a fragm ented society of isolated individuals. 

Ind iv idualism  encourages people, Tocqueville alleged, to "form the 

habit o f thinking of them selves in isolation and im agine that their
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w hole destiny is in their hands."353 In A m erica, T ocqueville insisted, 

"Each m an is forever thrown back on him self alone, and there is 

danger that he may be shut up in the solitude of his own heart.354

N or has A m erica's com m itm ent to rugged indiv idualism  w aned 

since T ocqueville 's day. In Habits of  the Heart , Robert Bellah suggests 

that con tem porary  A m erican culture defines "personality , 

achievem ent, and the purpose of human life in ways that leave the 

indiv idual suspended in glorious, but terrifying, iso la tion ."355 Hence 

A m ericans, as citizens of the Enlightenm ent nation, suffer perhaps 

m ore than others from  m odern alienation and existential dread. The 

paradoxes of m odernity, Kurtz reasons, "pinched m ost painfully in 

the U nited States of America, the first m odern society."356

AA's Answ er to M odernity

K urtz declares that AA "with very little notice, has uniquely 

confronted the problem  of the m odern even as it has shown the way 

to sobriety to a m illion men and women."357 AA is, according to 

K urtz, "a counter-E nlightenm ent phenom enon an tithetical to the 

cen tral assum ptions of self-sty led  'm odern ity .'"358 In its challenge to 

m odernity, A A incorporates, Kurtz alleges, the insights of 

ex isten tia list philosophy. In "Why A.A. W orks; The Intellectual 

S ignificance o f A lcoholics A nonym ous,"359 Kurtz explores the affinity 

betw een A A and existentialist philosophy, claim ing that A A becam e 

an "unconscious bearer of the existentialist insigh t"360 that to be 

hum an is to be lim ited and dependent, and yet to yearn for 

transcendence. This insight is, Kurtz explains, both antithesis to, and
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debunking  of, m odernity 's assum ptions about the unlim ited nature of 

hum an autonom y and independence. M odernity sought absolu te 

autonom y and absolute control and the existential philosophers in 

turn exposed the illusory nature of these goals.

A ccording to Kurtz, AA recognized along with the existential 

philosophers that the source of m odern alienation is not hum an 

lim itation per se, but the den ia l  of that lim itation. A A understood the 

" s in " 361 of m odernity, Kurtz explains, to be the insistence on absolute 

hum an independence and the refusal to adm it to hum an dependence. 

A lcoholics sin in refusing to adm it their lim itations regarding alcohol. 

The claim  to be unlimited is a claim  to be God and AA finds the 

claim , K urtz alleges, to be inherently self-centered. Self-centeredness, 

A A proposes, is the root of the troubles and vulnerability  of both 

alcoholics and non-alcoholics alike. The alcoholic dem onstrates this 

vulnerability , Kurtz contends, by living out the denial of lim itation 

that u ltim ately  leads to self-destruction.

K urtz describes how AA guides alcoholics to em brace the idea 

o f essential human lim itation. The idea of "fundam ental fin itude"362 

is im plicit, Kurtz explains, in AA's very definition o f the alcoholic as 

"one who cannot drink any alcohol safely."363 Thus, K urtz m aintains, 

"there is an essential 'not'— an inherent lim itation— in the very 

concept of ’alcoholic."364 W hen the alcoholic declares under AA's 

guidance that "my name is so-and-so and I am an alcoholic," he/she 

expresses the honest acceptance of lim itation and thus throw s off the 

self-deception that is the root of the alcoholic’s problem s. The 

realiza tion  that m arks the beginning of sanity for the ex isten tia list
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philosophers, signals, Kurtz proposes, the beginning of sobriety for 

a lcoho lics.

In "hitting bottom " alcoholics com e face-to-face with their 

essen tial hum an lim itation. They grasp the ex isten tia list insight, 

K urtz notes, "by standing on the brink of 'the sickness unto death' 

that is despair."365 Kurtz contends that AA m em bers, as a result of 

their suffering , "intim ately knew the nature and ram ifications of the 

illness, the dis-ease, that was their age's m etaphor for the 

problem atic reality  of being hum an."366 AA understood, Kurtz posits, 

that the essence of the human condition was the "conjunction of 

in fin ite  th irst w ith essentially  lim ited capacity"367 and that this 

d ilem m a is personified in the alcoholic. If the m odern citizen suffers 

from  illusions of self-sufficiency, the alcoholic, according to AA’s 

perspective, is but an exaggerated version of this self-delusion, or as 

W ilson put it, "an extrem e example of self-w ill run rio t."368 

A lcoholics, whom  W ilson believed to be "all or nothing people," deny 

even m ore vehem ently than the average indiv idual their need for 

o th e rs .

A ccording to Kurtz, AA also grasped the second part of the 

ex isten tia lis t insight that humans, w hile lim ited, yearn to transcend 

their lim itation. A A understood the alcoholic, Kurtz suggests, as one 

for w hom  "the th irst for transcendence had been perverted into a 

th irst for alcohol."369 AA is not unique in viewing the com pulsion to 

drink as a m isdirected spiritual quest. Kurtz argues that the com m on 

use of the w ord "spirits" to refer to alcohol conveys this im plicit 

u n d e r s ta n d in g .370 U nfortunately, in substituting "spirits" for the 

"spiritual," the alcoholic makes a poor substitution, because, Kurtz
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asserts, the pursu it of the infinite by means of the fin ite is inherently 

addictive and ultim ately  self-defeating. It is the ludicrous nature of 

this quest that provides the source of much of AA 's humor. AA 

m em bers laugh, Kurtz observes, at the ridiculous search for 

transcendence through alcohol, juxtaposed  against the reality  of 

hum an lim itation. Hence AA's self-parodying hum or is based, Kurtz 

declares, on the "essential incongruity at the core of the human 

c o n d itio n ."371

In defining alcoholism  as a threefold disease which 

encom passes the spiritual, m ental and physical, AA expresses its 

understanding , Kurtz m aintains, that m odern citizens suffer from  a 

"false separation w ithin the self."372 Healing therefore requires a 

holistic approach that reinstates the underlying unity of hum an life. 

AA pursues this holistic integrity, Kurtz claim s, by m oving the 

em otional side of human life to center stage and relegating the 

rational to back stage; in AA, sobriety is understood to com e "through 

w itness, not by reasoning."373

Kurtz proposes that AA also contradicts the m odern assum ption 

that any dependence is hum iliating and dehum anizing. M odernity , 

Kurtz alleges, defines "full hum anity as the overcom ing of all 

d e p e n d e n c ie s ." 374 Therapies based on m odernist assum ptions aim, 

Kurtz reasons, to cure the alcoholic's dependence on alcohol by 

guiding clients "to responsible personal a u to n o m y . "375 AA 

incorporates w hat K urtz describes as a "longer-w isdom ed insigh t"376 

by suggesting that the alcoholic’s problem  is not dependence per se, 

but dependence on alcohol. For AA, to be human is to be dependent. 

AA’s rem edy to the alcoholic's dilemma, Kurtz asserts, is "not the
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elim ination  of dependence but its shift to its proper object."377 AA 

requires alcoholics to surrender the idea that salvation can be found 

in the self and to place their dependence upon God and other 

hum ans. A ccording to Kurtz, alcoholics need each other precisely 

because of their weakness and lim itation; they transcend their 

ind iv idual lim itations by "em bracing a new relationship  w ith others 

who are also essentially lim ited ."378 This self-transcendence is 

enabled, K urtz m aintains, by AA's understanding "that to be fully 

hum an is to need human o thers."379

K urtz explicates how AA "as fellowship  lives out and 

enab les ...th e  need for connectedness."380 This need is written into the 

steps w hich present the subject as "we" rather than "I," m aking it 

clear, K urtz insists, that alcoholics need "other alcoholics w ith whom  

to utter that first 'W e.'"381 This m utual dependence is consistently  

reinforced  in AA m eetings, w ith m em bers sharing stories that, 

according to Kurtz, "both  offer hope and  ask for help."382 Kurtz

suggests tha t the essence of AA therapy is the constant rem inders in

every AA m eeting that each alcoholic "has both  som ething to give 

a n d  som ething to receive from  his fellow  alcoholic."383 In stark 

contrast to the assum ptions of m odernity, AA proclaim s, Kurtz 

alleges, "the in tegri ty  of dependence;"384 in insisting that the 

alcoholic is not omnipotent, not-G od, A A discovers the essence of the

alcoholic as "revealed to be needing others, and needing them  in a

m utuality  that accepts that e v e r y  human being needs others both to 

give to and to receive from ."385

The unique society that AA creates is, according to Kurtz, based 

on the m utual need that stem s from  shared w eakness; in AA, each
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alcoholic "enables and fulfills the other...each becom es fully  human 

and thus hum anizing only by connection w ith the o ther."386 Thus 

alcoholics find a strength born of shared w eakness and discover that 

w holeness arises from  the acknow ledgm ent of lim itation . The honest 

acknow ledgm ent of need becomes in turn the ability  to give. In A A, 

m em bers transcend  their self-centeredness and expand, K urtz 

explains, beyond their original "lim itations in depth of feeling, 

understand ing  and in sigh t."387 Paradoxically  the ind iv idual's identity 

is strengthened rather than weakened as a consequence of m utual 

dependence because relationships of reciprocity  and m utuality  

u ltim ately  em pow er the individual.

In sharing their weakness AA m em bers experience, Kurtz 

reports, a feeling of fundam ental human equality. AA 's joyous 

p luralism  stem s from  its prem ise, Kurtz observes, that humans are 

m ore alike than different. In AA members are encouraged to identify 

rather than com pare them selves to each other, to search for 

sim ilarities rather than focus on differences. W hen w eakness and the 

sense of incom pleteness are shared, they lead, K urtz reasons, to 

"ready acceptance that the partial com pletenesses of others 

com plem ent rather than destroy, enrich rather than dim inish, one's 

own p a rtia lity ."388

W hile A A em braced lim itation, it also recognized the need to 

lim it or control that very lim itation. AA understood, Kurtz posits, that 

"either claim ing absolute control or denying any ability  to control 

seem ed equally  dehum an iz ing ."389 Dependence on others is lim ited 

because others are also recognized as "not-God." Kurtz claim s that 

this recognition of universal human fallib ility  is consisten t with the
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anti-perfectionism , rejection of absolutes and sense o f lim ited control 

that pervades A A, from  the Serenity Prayer to the focus on not

drinking today to the goal of progress rather than perfection.

* * *

AA achieved its critical perspective of m odernity , Kurtz asserts, 

through the rescue and practice of ancient concepts, including those 

of sin, surrender, conversion and salvation. K urtz believes that these 

concepts afforded AA insight into the underlying problem s of 

m odernity  precisely because of their age. Kurtz argues that AA has 

m ade sign ifican t contributions to m odernity in both the rescue of 

ancient w isdom  and in the pragm atic use and effective 

com m unication of that wisdom. He proposes that, on the landscape of 

tw entieth century Am erica, "A lcoholics A nonym ous best if  not alone 

w itnesses w ith a clarity  and sim plicity that render its w isdom  

readily, easily , and vividly understandable by all and accessible to 

all "390 Because of AA's affinity with existential philosophy, Kurtz 

recom m ends that AA be accorded the respect it deserves as "a 

phenom enon of unique in tel lectual  s ign ificance."391

Kurtz notes that AA's insistence on the need for others is its 

m ost fam ous as well as its m ost criticized facet. This m utual need is 

w ritten off, Kurtz observes, as the mere "substituting of a social 

dependence for a drug dependence."392 But Kurtz points out that is 

"all too hum an to attack m ost sharply that which threatens m ost 

acutely, and the instinct of the m odern mind here is accurate ."393 The 

m utual healing through shared vulnerability that occurs in AA is no 

small accom plishm ent, Kurtz alleges, "in an age when the expansion 

of 'me' and 'more' as the w atch-w ords of m odernity seem to



A A as Antidote to Modernity 1 1 0

jeo p ard ize  all hum an com m unity ."394 Perhaps A A has a m ajor 

contribu tion  to make to m odernity, Kurtz suggests, in its insistence 

on the fundam ental and inescapable hum an need for hum an others.

B ecause AA's ethical and relig ious fram ew ork m itigates against 

narcissistic  and individualist tendencies, AA should not be confused, 

K urtz contends, "with the in te llectually  fuzzy, pop-therapeutic fads 

that perenn ially  sprout on the A m erican landscape."395 K urtz notes 

that the recent proliferation of self-help therapies coincides w ith the 

explosion of drug use that began in the late 1960s, but he observes 

th a t:

Astute commentators readily recognized the 'narcissism* that underlay 
both the drugs and the therapies, but only the most acutely 
psychoanalytic realized that Alcoholics Anonymous, far from being a 
manifestation or cure of the craze, afforded perhaps the only cure for 
both the fads and the malaise underlying them.3 9 6

* * *

W hen we recognize how effectively  AA addresses m odern 

predicam ents, the veracity of W ilson 's claim  that AA's spiritual way 

of life offers "a way to happy and effective living for m any, alcoholic 

or no t"397 becom es evident. In both philosophy and practice, AA 

provides re lie f to the suffering of m odern citizens. By balancing head 

w ith heart, AA reinstates holistic  integrity  to fragm ented individuals. 

By checking individual rights with a strong sense of social 

responsib ility , A A counters m odernity 's ruinous em phasis on 

individualism . And AA restores value and meaning to life by 

providing a form at for living out the need for connection to others. In 

return ing  to a sacred w orldview  and opposing w hat W ilson referred
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to as the "bone-crushing juggernau t"398 of self-sufficiency, AA 

discovered  a way to transcend the disasters of m odernity .
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AA as Democratic Spiritual Community

For M el Ash, author of The Zen of  Recovery ,399 AA is a 

com m unity of sp iritual p ractitioners akin to B uddhist com m unities. 

G iven the m any paralle ls betw een existentialist philosophy and Zen 

Buddhism , Ash's com parison of Zen and AA lends credence to Kurtz's 

com parison of ex isten tia lism  and AA. Ash's analysis also supports the 

psychological in terpretations of AA sum m arized in chapter seven, 

although Ash em phasizes AA as therapeutic com m unity rather than 

as group therapy.
* * *

W hile W ilson could simply invite alcoholics to jo in  him  on the 

Broad H ighw ay, it rem ained for A A to make that highway a reality. 

Just how successful was AA in forging a spiritual program  devoid of 

dogm a and acceptable to m odern secularists? M el Ash finds evidence 

for AA's success in the many parallels between Zen B uddhism  and 

AA. Buddhism  not only is defined by its lack of dogma, but for 

generations it has proved attractive to W esterners. F rom  the 

A m erican T ranscenden ta lists— Em erson, Thoreau and W hitm an— to 

Alan W atts and Jack Kerouac of the Beat Generation, to the Beatles, to 

D eepak Chopra's current audience, W esterners in full fligh t from  

m onotheistic relig ious traditions have been drawn to the less 

doctrinal spiritual traditions of the East. Ash, who is both an AA 

m em ber and B uddhist instructor, was struck by the resem blance 

betw een the two traditions. Their common ground includes, Ash 

alleges, the practice o f spiritual dem ocracy, the absence of dogm a, 

insights about suffering, the centrality  and inclusivity  of com m unity, 

w ariness of the hum an intellect and the practice of m indful living.
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Both Zen and AA practice spiritual dem ocracy, Ash explains, by 

granting ind iv iduals the freedom  a n d  the responsibility  to find their 

own way. Buddha instructed his follow ers to "Be lamps unto 

y o u rs e lv e s ," 400 w hereas AA, Ash observes, encourages the same

sentim ent w ith its motto "To thine own self, be true." Both practices

avoid devotion to leaders or prophets. In fact, Zen practitioners say 

that if you m eet Buddha on the road you should kill him. This 

practice o f "K illing the Buddha" instructs us, Ash notes, not to rely too 

heavily  on any particular teacher. AA m em bers also kill the Buddha, 

Ash m ain tains, by not hinging their sobriety on another hum an 

being. A sh reasons that when A A m em bers rem ind each other that 

"the m em ber w ith the m ost sobriety is the one who got up earliest 

this m orning," they highlight the fallib ility  of all A A m em bers, 

including those w ith the m ost years of sobriety.

Both A A and Zen, Ash explains, shun dogma and are concerned

w ith "the all-encom passing spiritual rather than the narrow  and 

exclusive system s of the relig ious."401 N either Buddha nor A A 

addressed theological issues such as life after death, and AA, w hile 

clearly  grounded in the ethical teachings of Jesus, avoided doctrinal 

debate by refraining from  any m ention of Jesus. Ash explains that, 

while Zen view s attachm ents to beliefs and opinions as roadblocks to 

enlightenm ent, AA 's founders perceived rigid ideas and absolutes as 

obstacles to sobriety.

Both traditions refrain from  defining God. Ash asserts that A A, 

in advocating the "God of your understanding," encourages its 

m em bers to define God for them selves. Buddha, on the other hand, 

claim ed that God is an ultim ate m ystery that eludes capture in words
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or thoughts. For Buddhists, God is pantheistic; God is the universal 

m ind which exists inside all things, including hum ans. A A offers a 

d iversity  of references to God, evoking both m onotheistic and 

pan theistic  im ages. In teresting ly , Ash discovered that m any fellow  

A A m em bers, given the freedom  to define their own H igher Power, 

select concepts of God that they feel a part of and that are 

"essentially  an extension of our deepest yearnings and noblest 

h o p e s ." 402 W ilson h im self observed this intuitive process in which 

AA m em bers firs t experience God w ithin them selves and then 

apprehend God based on that inner experience. "W ith few 

exceptions," W ilson reported, "our m em bers find that they have 

tapped an unsuspected  inner resource which they p resen tly  identify  

w ith their own conception of a Pow er greater than them selves."403 

This is of course consistent with W ilson's claim , referenced earlier, 

that "W e found the G reat Reality deep down within us. In the last 

analysis it is only there that He may be found."404

Both AA and Buddhism  perceive suffering as the entrance to 

enlightenm ent, driven, Ash notes, by the paradox that "The m ore 

desperate and bottom ed-out we becam e...the m ore we becam e, in 

fact, people on a spiritual odyssey."405 Buddha devised the E ightfold 

Path to an enlightened life after "having seen into the nature of his 

own suffering," Ash alleges, w hereas W ilson created AA's Tw elve 

Step program  after surviving the m isery of alcoholism . For both 

traditions, suffering constitu tes, Ash contends, the "season in which 

we usually hear the call."406 Ash claim s that "We had to pass through 

our own dark night of the soul in order to gain the light. W e had to 

becom e com pletely  em pty and wrung out."407
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Ash insists that alcoholism  educates alcoholics in B uddha's First 

N oble T ruth— that life is suffering, but it is AA that teaches alcoholics 

Buddha's Second N oble Truth, which is that we cause our own 

suffering through the denial of the fundam ental unity and 

in terdependence of life. A ccording to Zen philosophy, all human 

discontent, dysfunction and com pulsion is caused by our illusions of 

separation. And our suffering is such, Ash m aintains, that "the harder 

we try to attain happiness in our lim ited sense of selfhood, the 

further we get from  any real and lasting fu lfillm ent."408

The solution offered by both Zen and A A, Ash declares, is to 

becom e m indful of our basic unity and to let go of our feelings of 

uniqueness and separation. The path back to our authentic nature is 

through com m unity. W e recover in A A, Ash reasons, to the extent 

that we regain a consciousness of unity with others. A ccording to 

Ash, both AA and Zen open "our hearts...[to the] sense that we all 

need each other...[that] each of us com pletes the other."409 As a 

consequence, Ash explains, "the big loneliness recedes ju s t a b it."410 

H ealing in com m unity offers the advantage of "together action," 

which Ash points out is the Zen belief that it's m ore efficient to clean 

d irty  potatoes by rubbing them  against each other than by w ashing 

them  individually. In A A we heal together, Ash suggests, because 

"we need each other to get better...[that] alone, it m ight take 

fo re v e r ." 411 The V ietnam ese Buddhist monk, Thich N hat Hanh, in 

Living Buddha , Living Christ , em phasizes the efficacy o f com m unity. 

"Com m unities of practice," Hanh w rites, "with all their shortcom ings, 

are the best way to m ake the teaching available to people."412
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Both traditions, Ash asserts, value the w elfare of the collective 

over that o f the individual. This priority is evident in AA's first 

tradition, w hich states that "Our com m on w elfare should com e first; 

personal recovery  depends upon AA un ity ."413 Among Zen 

practitioners, all effort, Ash observes, is exerted for the Sangha o r  

com m unity. Hanh defines a Sangha as a group of people "who 

practice together to encourage the best qualities in each other."414 He 

concludes that "If it moves in the direction of transform ation it is a 

real S angha."415 G iven AA's efficacy in transform ing its m em bers for 

the better, AA clearly qualifies as a Sangha.

Ash also insists that AA practices the B uddhist "bodhisattva 

ethic" in w hich enlightened bodhisattvas delay their individual 

liberation from  suffering until all hum ans are liberated. Both B uddha 

and W ilson m odeled this ethic, Ash explains, by dedicating their lives 

to relieving the sufferings of others. Ash regards W ilson as "an 

A m erican Buddha...[w ho] attained enlightenm ent as a result of his 

trem endous suffering and then passed on his profoundly sim ple 

teach ing ...never...ask[ing] for anything in re tu rn ."416 W ilson's 

contribution, Ash reasons, "lay in his im plicit renunciation of a 

personal salvation or selfish redem ption. Instead of Me, he addressed 

Us and identified w hat it was that made us alike rather than 

d if fe re n t ." 417 Ash believes that W ilson’s personal exam ple of self- 

sacrifice evolved into AA's ethic of paying for our recovery by 

sharing it w ith others. This ethic im plies, Ash posits, that there is no 

such thing as personal salvation; "There is no personal self to save. 

There is nothing to save unless we also save the world."418 It is this
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eth ic , Ash asserts, that protects A A m em bers from  "the dim inishing 

sp iral o f se lf-absorbed  recovery ."419

Both traditions hold an inclusive concept of com m unity that 

em braces the d iversity  of hum anity. Buddha's m essage, A sh declares, 

"was com pletely  egalitarian  and offered w ithout d istinction  to caste, 

education  or sex,"420 ju st as AA's m essage reaches across lines of 

relig ion, class, race, gender, and sexual orientation. W ilson 's Broad 

H ighw ay parallels, Ash observes, the Buddhist desire to m ake "the 

rescue veh icle ...large  enough for everybody."421 Both traditions 

em phasize hum an com m onality  and deem phasize d ifference in their 

pursu it of egalitarian com m unity. In Zen, Ash explicates, "differences 

in appearance and belief are only different faces of the same, 

unchang ing  tru th ."422

A nother common trait of both traditions, Ash alleges, is a 

w ariness o f the human intellect. Zen fears the rational because of its 

propensity  to rob us of life. Our thoughts are, Ash warns, "the 

spectral hands that push the fullness of life away and keep it at a 

m ental arm 's leng th ."423 Buddhists counter the m ental hab it of 

focusing on the past or the future through the practice of m indful 

living. Sim ilarly AA mem bers live m indfully, Ash suggests, when 

they live one-day-at-a-tim e, rem inding each other that "if you've got 

one foot in yesterday and the other in tom orrow, you're pissing all 

over today ."424 M indful living also requires, Ash insists, that we 

rem ain aw are of our thoughts and actions and attend to our 

responsib ility . For AA m em bers, these practices are guided by AA's 

T enth Step, which requires that we continue "to take personal 

inventory  and when we were wrong prom ptly adm itted it." Ash
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notes that both AA and Zen regard serenity as the rew ard for 

m indfu l liv ing .

Ash identifies num erous other parallels betw een AA and 

Buddhism . He believes that A A m embers conform  with the Tao when 

they adm it their pow erlessness and turn their w ill over to a H igher 

Power. AA's process of m aking amends is, according to Ash, a way to 

"balance and neutralize the effects of our karm a."425 And both 

traditions advocate a life of balance; with its slogan "Easy Does It,"

AA encourages alcoholics, Ash proposes, to avoid the em otional highs 

and lows that endanger sobriety. In Zen, this balance is known as 

"the M iddle Path of m indfulness, acceptance and to lerance."426

Ash alleges that AA succeeds in encouraging people to explore 

the ir own spiritual path. In recent decades, Ash has w itnessed an 

increasing  num ber of m em bers of Twelve Step groups taking 

instruction  in Zen m editation as the means with which to pursue 

A A 's E leventh Step w hich directs m em bers to seek "through prayer 

and m editation to im prove [their] conscious contact with God." Ash 

concludes that m em bers of Tw elve Step groups are drawn to 

B uddhism  because of the com m on ground it shares with Tw elve Step 

p h ilo so p h y .

Kurtz also com m ents on the profound resem blance betw een AA 

and Zen Buddhism , noting that AA incorporates Zen’s "calm  

acceptance of hum an lim ita tion ."427 Kurtz posits that AA, precisely 

because of its profound Am ericanness, is well suited to prom ulgate 

B uddhist ideas. He insists that:

If a philosophy accepting not only limitation but the wholeness of the 
limitation is ever to be made effectively available to the vast majority or 
ordinary Americans, this will likely have to be achieved by a source as
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pragmatically American yet deeply Christian as Alcoholics 
A n o n y m o u s.428

Ash contends that Zen and AA are not religions, at least not in

the trad itional sense of the term. He cites the growing popularity of

both p ractices as evidence that:

Something new is emerging, something that doesn't hand our spiritual 
guidance over to others, something that insists on the dignity of each 
person's unique search. Something is emerging that doesn't merely 
give lip service to the spiritual, but actually and fundamentally saves 
lives and changes awareness for the better.429

* * *

T hat AA can have Christian origins and yet resonate so strongly 

with B uddhism  is not as surprising at it m ight initially  appear. Hanh 

contends that w hile C hristianity and B uddhism  "have d ifferent roots, 

traditions, and ways of seeing [they] share the common qualities of 

love, understand ing , and acceptance."430 The obstacle that prevents 

m any people from  investigating the teachings o f Jesus, Hanh 

explains, is C hristian dogm a— in particular, the insistence that Jesus is 

the only Son of God. "From a Buddhist perspective," Hanh queries, 

"who is not the son or daughter of God?"431 The value of the life of 

Jesus, Hanh believes, is found in his teachings. Hanh insists that 

"W hen we look into and touch deeply the life and teaching of Jesus, 

we can penetrate the reality of God,"432 which he describes as the 

qualities of love, understanding, courage, and acceptance. Thus AA, 

by avoiding C hristian dogm a and em bracing C hristian ethics, finds 

com m on ground w ith Buddhism .

Fox argues for a pantheistic interpretation of C hristianity, 

claim ing that the Christian dogma that Hanh finds objectionable is in
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fact a d istortion of the teachings of Jesus. Fox looks to the Christian 

m ystics of the m iddle ages for evidence of this in terpretation .433 Fox 

m ain tains that when M echtild of M agdeburg w rote of "a sp irituality  

in w hich we see 'all things in God and God in all things,"'434 he was 

advancing the pantheistic  relationship  to divinity  that Jesus 

advocated in preaching "that the reign of God was am ong  us."435 

Furtherm ore, Fox contends that the Sara's C ircle m odel em ployed by 

AA operates according to the pantheistic understanding "that God is 

in all things....[that] God works from the base, from  the bottom  up, 

from  the inside out."436 By creating "group experiences in w hich 

persons treat one another as equals in a circle, sharing a com m on 

story of pain and grace," AA acts on the belief, Fox suggests, that 

"w isdom , and thereby divinity," are found in the group itself, among 

and w ithin its m em bers.437 Thus, while AA encourages its m em bers 

to create their own images of God, it offers an exper ience  o f God as 

pantheistic. And, as both Ash and W ilson observed, m any AA 

m em bers define God based on that experience.

Num erous Christians also attest to AA’s success in creating the 

Broad Highway. W riting in Christianity Today, T im  Stafford asserts 

that A A is not Christian but that W ilson "made a group that has a 

w ider appeal, for it takes on the pluralistic religious coloration of our 

c u ltu re ." 438 Stafford insists that AA recognizes "as many gods as 

there m ay be religions, any of which can 'w ork.'"439 As for fears that 

AA m em bers m ight express intolerance of Christians, S tafford  

concludes that "this seems rarely to be the case."440 He explains that 

"C hristians can express their convictions [in AA] w ithout any sense of
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in tim ida tion , unless they underm ine the p lu ralistic  assum ptions of 

the group by suggesting that others' view of God is m isguided."441

C hristians note as well the disparities betw een AA and 

organized Christian institutions. D ale Ryan, a B aptist pastor and 

author of "Addicts in the P ew ,”442 discovered that recovering 

alcoholics find in AA "a level of honesty and integrity about life that 

is in contrast to what they experience in church."443 And Philip 

Y ancey, in "The M idnight Church," relates how "AA has m eant 

salvation in the m ost literal sense"444 for an alcoholic friend. Yancey 

alleges that AA, which keeps his friend alive, "has none of 

C hristian ity 's underlying doctrine and centrality  o f C hrist."445 He 

reports that his friend perceives the Christian church as "irrelevant, 

vapid, and gu tless”446 com pared to the vitality of AA. Ryan proposes 

that the "Christian w isdom  that's em bodied in the Tw elve Steps got 

separated  o ff institu tionally  from  the m ainstream  of the church ."447 

In this sense, one m ight argue that AA is m o re  C hristian than 

C hristian  institutions, practicing a distilled C hristianity  based on 

C hristian  values while avoiding the theological issues that d istract so 

m any "Christians" from  living according to the teachings of Jesus.

Klaus M akela, in "International Com parisons of A lcoholics 

Anonym ous," also confirm s the existence of AA's Broad Highway. He 

m ain ta in s  that:

Spirituality is an extremely complex field of meaning....For some [AA] 
members, spirituality has a definite theological content, whereas for 
others, spirituality is simply a humble and respectful attitude toward 
life. AA is not characterized by a set belief about spirituality but rather 
by an emphasis on the individuality of spiritual beliefs. Thus, the same 
meeting may be attended by supporters of different religions and 
denominations as well as by atheists and persons uncommitted to any 
particular relig ion .448
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* * *

Perhaps AA's critics are right to label AA as both church and 

religion. If the m ark of a true church be, as Fox insists, where 

com passion is found, or if Hanh is correct in m aintaining that one of 

the main tasks of a church is "looking deeply together , "449 then AA is 

indeed a church. And if, as Kurtz alleges, "it be a function of authentic 

relig ion both to m ake com prehensible the hum an experience of 

suffering and to open human sufferers to each other in a healing 

way, A lcoholics Anonym ous qualifies w ell."450 H ow ever, by rejecting 

dogm a, AA transcended the specifics of any particu lar religious 

practice and arrived instead at a sp irituality  that encom passes 

principles com m on to diverse religions, such as the practice of living 

one-day-at-a-tim e. Iron ically , many AA m em bers are m ore fam iliar 

with the Sanskrit version of this concept than w ith Jesus's advice to 

"Take no thought for the morrow," because it is the Sanskrit poem, 

which begins with the line "Look to this day, For it is life," that 

appears in AA's daily prayer book, Twenty-Four Hours a D ay.451

K urtz declares that A A achieved a "contem porary coup"452 by 

opposing sp irituality  to religion, and then positing religion as 

derogatory and sp irituality  as acceptable. "To render the spiritual 

acceptable in m odern tim es is," Kurtz alleges, "no small 

a c h ie v e m e n t."453 Ash also acknowledges AA's h istorical significance, 

insisting that "Bill's introduction of the Tw elve Steps w ill be viewed 

as one of the greatest spiritual, if not religious, m ovem ents of the 

time. Only half a century later, virtually no one is untouched by the 

m e ssa g e ." 454
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A A ’s Feminist Essence

To establish AA's credentials as an agent of progressive social 

change requires that we lay-to -rest the various fem inist critiques of 

AA. U ndeniably AA's use of gender exclusive language is sexist. 

H ow ever fair play dictates that we consider the historical context of 

AA 's origins and thus not judge AA too harshly m erely on the basis 

of its literature. As well, we need to understand that A A m em bers 

have good reason to be protective of, and hence reluctant to amend, 

their literature. Having granted the sexism  inherent to A A 's gender 

exclusive language, we can turn to the m ore im portant critique 

regarding AA's suitability, or lack thereof, for fem ale alcoholics. I 

believe that AA is w ell-suited for women because AA's underlying 

essence is actually rem arkably fem inist. I offer as evidence AA's 

fem ale em otionality , its dem ocracy, its com m itm ent to a holistic 

balance betw een head and heart, its focus on relationships and 

em phasis on hum an in terdependence, its dem ocratic sp iritua lity  and 

inclusive com m unity and its efforts to equalize power. D espite this 

p reponderan t evidence, num erous fem inists argue that AA is ill- 

suited to m eet the needs of fem ale alcoholics.

In 1975, Jean K irkpatrick founded W omen for Sobriety (W FS) 

as an alternative to A A for fem ale alcoholics. K irkpatrick m aintains 

that fem ale alcoholics suffer m ore than male alcoholics from  guilt, 

depression  and feelings of w orthlessness, pow erlessness and 

inadequacy  and that therefore AA 's "unified," one-size-fits-all, 

program  is unsuited to w om en.455 K irkpatrick, an alcoholic who 

failed  to get sober in AA, alleges that AA's practices of personal 

inventory  and am ends exacerbates w om en's sense of sham e and low
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self-esteem . K irkpatrick replaced AA’s Tw elve S teps, with their focus 

on reso lv ing  past issues, w ith thirteen positive affirm ations, among 

them  are "Happiness is a habit I w ill develop" and "I am w hat I 

think." Positive thinking and a focus on the future are, K irkpatrick 

believes, the best m eans for w om en to raise their self-esteem . 

C ontrary to AA's m ulti-d im ensional view of alcoholism  as having 

m ental, physical and spiritual com ponents, K irkpatrick  advocates a 

behavior m odification m odel that views alcoholism  as solely a m ental 

afflic tion  that requires the m ental treatm ent o f positive thinking.

F ifteen  years after K irkpatrick  established W FS, num erous 

fem inists continue to find fault w ith AA's Tw elve Step program . Gail 

U nterberger, in "Twelve Steps for W om en A lcoholics,"456 claim s that 

AA's approach is too m asculine for women. In "The Tw elve-Step 

C o n tro v e rs y ," 457 Charlotte D avis Kasl argues, in m uch the same vein 

as K irkpatrick, that A A is designed to break down the over inflated 

egos of the white, m iddle-class men who founded AA and is 

therefore unsuited to women who instead suffer from  the lack of 

healthy  egos.

In revising AA's Tw elve Step program , both K asl and 

U nterberger m ade significant departures from  AA. They changed 

A A ’s inner-d irected , personal inventory into an ou ter-d irected , social 

critique. Instead of a "searching and fearless m oral inventory of 

o u r s e lv e s ," 458 U nterberger recom m ends "a hard look at our 

patriarchal society and [acknow ledgm ent of] those ways in which we 

have partic ipated  in our own oppression,"459 w hile Kasl urges an 

exam ination of "our behavior and beliefs in the context o f living in a 

h ie ra rch ica l, m ale-dom inated  cu ltu re ."460 AA's practice of daily
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personal inventory  and prom pt adm ission o f w rong doing became for 

Kasl "C ontinued to trust my reality, and when I was right prom ptly 

adm itted it and refused to back dow n."461

Kasl and U nterberger also altered AA's p ractice of making 

am ends. W hile K asl's program  includes "making am ends when 

a p p ro p r ia te ," 462 U nterberger only recom m ends th a t we becom e 

"aware o f those who depend on us and of our influence on them" and 

that "We w ill discuss our illness with out children, fam ily, friends 

and colleagues [and] m ake it clear to them  (particu larly  our children) 

that what our alcoholism  caused in the past was no t their fault."463 

U nterberger alleges that wom en, unlike men, have nothing to 

apologize for, a notion that she defends with the rather dubious 

assertion tha t "W om en's feelings of guilt are often pervasive and 

diffuse, w hereas m en’s rem orse tends to be tied to specific acts."464

U nterberger and Kasl also depart from  AA in their views on 

com m unity and social obligation. U nterberger's com m unity is a 

"com m unity of sis ters ,"465 a separatist vision far rem oved from  AA's 

joyous pluralism . The sense of obligation to others in U nterberger's 

Tw elfth Step is decidedly lukewarm — she suggests that, "having had a 

spiritual aw akening," all we owe others is to know  that "we are 

com petent wom en who have m uch to offer o thers."466 R em arkably, 

Kasl declined altogether to w rite an alternative to A A 's Twelfth Step. 

Instead she advised wom en "to rem em ber to firs t care for and love 

them selves." As for com m unity, Kasl urges us to m ove on. Clearly she 

does not share AA 's bodhisattva ethic whereby sober m em bers stick 

around to help others get sober or the sense of A A as a Sangha 

com m itted to the life-long practice of shared values.
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W hen K asl and U nterberger com plete their fem inist 

"im provem ents," little of A A rem ains. Gone is the insistence on 

personal responsib ility  and obligation to others. Gone are the 

m echanism s for resolving sham e that enable alcoholics to pu t the 

past behind them  and live in the present. Forgiveness of others, 

inclusive com m unity, adherence to sp iritual p rincip les— all are 

scrapped. And Kasl and U nterberger replace AA's deem phasis of 

d ifference and focus on com m on ground with exaggerated notions of 

m ale-fem ale difference. In fact, AA 's fem inist critics prom ote a very 

idealized, rom antic portrait of fem ale alcoholics as blam eless. AA 's 

d ia lectical jux taposition  of innocence and culpability  is replaced by 

an us/them  m odel in which w om en are cast as passive victim s 

lacking the ability  to harm  others. K asl's and U nterberger’s laudable 

attention to the social causes of alcoholism  com es unfortunately at 

the expense o f any acknow ledgm ent of personal responsib ility . 

U nterberger's alcoholic m other only needs to let her children know 

that her alcoholism  is not their fault; any adm ission of her m istakes 

or apologies are deem ed unnecessary . Perhaps U nterberger would 

have the m other explain to her children when they are old enough to 

understand such things how patriarchy  bears sole responsib ility  for 

any suffering they endured as a resu lt of her drinking.

S tephanie Covington, a recovering alcoholic, m other and author 

of A Woman's Way Through the Twelve Steps , refutes the m yth that 

fem ale alcoholics do not harm  others. She insists that "W hen an 

addiction is at the center of our lives, other people suffer."467 

Covington argues that even the best behaved of fem ale alcoholics 

abuse others through neglect, indifference and em otional absence. As
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for alcoholic m others, Covington claim s that "W hen we can 't even 

take care o f ourselves it's im possible for us to be aware of what's 

really  happening in our children 's lives."468 A lcoholic m others, 

according to C ovington, are irresponsib le and unreliable, they thrust 

too m uch responsib ility  on their children and they are "critical, 

dem anding , im m ature, se lf-invo lved , and em otionally  

u n a v a ila b le ." 469

C ovington notes that m any substance abusing m others suffer 

sham e for their failure as parents and believe that they are beyond 

forgiveness. John Peteet warns of the dangers of this sham e, 

m ain tain ing  that "A ddiction-related deception, failed  prom ises, and 

harm  done to others often creates a sense of m oral failure and 

hopelessness, w hich in turn contributes to further substance 

a b u s e ." 470 To be effective, recovery program s m ust provide 

m echanism s to resolve shame and self-pity . Peteet contends that the 

active responsib ility  that AA m em bers take for their alcoholism  

"contributes to a transform ation of identity  from  victim  to survivor 

to helper."471 AA's fem inist critics need to ask them selves if, in 

d iscard ing  AA's process of personal inventory, am ends and 

restitu tion, they serve fem ale alcoholics well. W hat do they offer, for 

exam ple, to the drug-addicted, alcoholic m other w hose children 

burned to death in a house fire w hile she was at the drug house? Are 

we really  to believe that this w om an's shame and guilt can be 

reso lved  th rough an in terrogation  of the patriarchy?
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In teresting ly  W ilson anticipated the argum ents of fem inists. In

the 12 & 12 he wrote that:

Some of us...clung to the claim that when drinking we never hurt
anybody but ourselves. Our families didn't suffer...What real harm had
we done?... This attitude, of course, is the end result of purposeful 
fo rg e tt in g .47 2

AA's Fem inist Essence

By 1995 m ore than one-third of AA m em bers w ere fem ale,473

a figure that indicates that for many women, gender d ifferences are

not hindering their participation in A A. In "W hat Do W om en Get Out

of Self-H elp? Their Reasons for A ttending W omen for Sobriety and

A lcoholics A nonym ous," Lee Ann Kaskutas presents the findings of

research in w hich she sought to determ ine the valid ity  of fem inist

claim s that the experience of fem ale alcoholics d iffers enough from

that o f their m ale counterparts to w arrant d istinct trea tm ent

approaches. To her surprise, Kaskutas found greater sobriety  among

fem ale AA m em bers than among women who pursued  alternatives

to A A. She also discovered that women in AA achieve higher

abstention rates than their m ale cohorts. In teresting ly  K askutas

credits w om en's low er self-esteem  as a contributing factor to their

success in AA, explaining that:

characteristic psychological traits of women alcoholics (such as low self 
esteem, drinking because of feeling inadequate, and external locus of 
control) may in fact make it easier for women to follow the AA steps and 
admit powerlessness over alcohol, to admit past wrongs, to accept 
surrendering to a higher power, and to ask for help than for men— who 
are supposed to be independent and self-reliant (Beckman, 1993).474

Covington also concludes that AA works for w om en, observing 

that "Having spoken of the lim itations of Twelve Step program s, it is 

equally im portant to acknow ledge the many ways in w hich the spirit
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of these program s m eets the needs and concerns of w om en."475

Covington alleges that A A em powers all of its m em bers, including

wom en who have traditionally  lacked pow er. And AA's practice of

em pow ering oneself, as we em pow er others, is consistent, Covington

m aintains, w ith fem ale ways of being; "It is in this m utuality— the

open sharing of feelings, struggles, hopes, and trium phs w ithout

blam e or judgm en t— that women can find the m ost pow erful

resources for healing ."476 Covington describes AA's m odel of m utual

support and cooperative pow er as "the fem inine form  of pow er at its

b e s t."477 For Covington, AA is rem iniscent of traditional wom en's

circles. She reflects that:

For centuries, [women] have supported each other by meeting in 
groups, sharing information and resources. We have gathered together 
to wash clothes, sew quilts, share stories over coffee, raise children, 
play cards, raise consciousness, exchange business contacts. Because of  
this tradition, we often feel very much at home in a recovery meeting.
In Twelve Step programs, we move out of isolation and gather for 
mutual support.4 7 **

Covington also argues, as did Kurtz and Denzin, that AA underm ines 

m asculine cultural norms. She cites as evidence AA's valuing of 

rela tionsh ips of m utual support over self-reliance and com petition.

As well, AA 's rule of no cross-talk m itigates against the culturally  

ingrained habit of m en to dom inate wom en in discussions.

AA's suitability  for women is also evidenced in AA's propensity  

to address several problem s that are m ore com m on to w om en than 

to men. The Serenity Prayer provides an effective antidote to the 

social p ressure exerted on wom en to be responsible for everyone and 

everything. In practicing the guidelines of the prayer, w om en lim it 

their arenas of responsibility  and subsequently put less tim e and
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energy into others and take better care of them selves. AA also helps 

w om en by em phasizing a goal of progress rather than perfection.

B ut perhaps the best evidence that AA works for wom en is the 

extent to w hich wom en have em braced Tw elve Step philosophy and 

practice. N ot only have women joined Twelve Step groups in large 

num bers, but they have adapted the Tw elve Steps to m eet a variety 

of w om en's needs, addressing issues such as codependency, incest, 

sexual abuse and eating disorders.

Lesbian A lcoholics

R esearch on lesbian AA m em bers sheds light on the fem inist 

controversy over AA. In "Lesbians' Participation in A lcoholics 

A nonym ous: Experiences of Social, Personal, and Political T ension,"479 

Joanne M. H all presents the results of w hat she describes as a 

"fem inist ethnographic study o f lesbians' experiences in recovery ."480 

H all studied th irty-five lesbians who were, or had been, m em bers of 

AA— of H all’s sample, one-third were women of color. W hile some of 

the wom en attended separate lesbian A A m eetings, few did so 

exclusively; m ost of the women also participated in w hat H all refers 

to as "m ainstream  AA," which she defines as those m eetings that "are 

open to all, bu t...are  generally controlled by Euro-A m erican m ale 

m e m b e rs ." 481

In the San Francisco Bay area where Hall conducted her 

research, lesbian participation in AA was so high that one inform ant 

explained that 'Everyone who is anybody in the lesbian com m unity is 

in recovery  in A A ."482 W hether this participation rate is due to a 

higher incidence of alcoholism  among lesbians, or to a greater
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propensity  on the part o f lesbians to pursue sobriety, rem ains 

u n c le a r .483 R egardless, Hall reports that "lesbians as a group have 

been m oving away from  alcohol use"484 and that AA and other 

Tw elve Step groups now m eet many of the same social needs of 

lesbians that used to be m et in the bars.

In choosing lesbians, Hall picked a population that is very 

politicized and therefore inclined to be critical of A A. N ot 

surprisingly, Hall found that the experience of lesbians in A A was 

fraught w ith tension  due to the political controversy surrounding AA. 

The lesbians' perceptions of AA often differed on the basis o f 

w hether or not the wom en accepted, or rejected, the various 

critiques of AA. These differences were evident in opinions of 

separate lesbian A A m eetings versus m ainstream  m eetings. W om en 

who preferred  lesb ian  m eetings, said that they experienced  

hom ophobia, racism  and sexism  in m ainstream  AA m eetings. 

H ow ever, m any lesbians reported positive experiences in 

m ainstream  AA. They valued AA p r e c i s e ly  because they found an 

easier in teraction w ith heterosexuals in AA than in o ther 

environm ents. "They experienced a level of k indness, safety , and 

inclusion," Hall explains, "that was not always available to them  as 

lesbians in other social institu tions."485 One lesbian spoke of her 

am azem ent that people she assum ed to be very cold and unfeeling 

turned out to be accepting of her sexuality. A nother com m ented on 

how beautiful it was to have "all these people who are no t like 

you ...in terested  in keeping you sober,"486 and dem onstrating  their 

concern with phone calls and visits. One woman attested to finding 

her g reatest support am ong heterosexuals and how that acceptance
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not only increased  her tolerance, but provided her the opportunity  to 

teach others to lerance. She explained her AA experience as one of 

breaking dow n barriers betw een people:

There's a lot of real important allies I have made through AA. These are 
straight people in AA who have befriended me because of this common 
bond we have. I may not have met them otherwise. It is an enormous 
amount of human compassion I get to have. I remember sitting next to a 
Hell's Angels type guy in an AA meeting. He was probably a rapist, but 
we were sitting there talking and I thought, 'I love you, you creepy 
Hell's Angel.' He was changing his entire life and I was changing
m i n e . 4 **7

These accounts dem onstrate how AA 's inclusive com m unity 

fosters reconcilia tion  across differences. By focusing on their com m on 

vulnerability  and pain, the lesbian and the biker experience AA's 

joyous pluralism ; they discover what Kurtz describes as "a unity of 

identity  founded in shared w eakness."488 In breaching the silence 

that separates them , the lesbian and the biker see past their 

d ifferences and d iscover their com m on hum anity. The barrier 

between them  com es down and in its place is reconciliation and a 

heightened sense of m utual understanding, acceptance and 

co m p assio n .

A nother reason cited by those lesbians who preferred separate 

lesbian AA m eetings was the freedom  to address issues such as 

sexual abuse or concerns particular to the lives of lesbians. But some 

lesbian alcoholics objected to this change in focus, alleging that 

lesbian only m eetings strayed too far from  A A values and practices. 

One wom en com m ented that "I think this still needs to rem ain a 12- 

step program . So if someone walks in, they can tell that they are at 

A A and not a lesbian rap group."489 The lack of spirituality in the 

lesbian m eetings also concerned many of the wom en, one of whom
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insisted  th a t she understood that wom en rejected AA's sp iritua lity

because they associated it with patriarchal religion but she fe lt that

the sp iritual essence of the program  was lost when religion was

rejected  altogether. She explained that:

If you say religion is bad, there is no spirituality at all, and you can't 
even say the word God, then you can't even get your hands around the 
first three steps. If you can't get to the idea of a God, or a higher power, 
then you can’t get the whole program— the spiritual awakening.490

M any of the wom en felt, Hall relates, "that those who attended 

lesbian AA seem ed less 'healthy' or less 'spiritual' than other AA 

m e m b e rs ." 491

A A 's failure to exam ine the role of patriarchy in alcoholism  was 

also a source of controversy. W hile some of the lesbians believed that 

A A contributed  to false consciousness, others claim ed that A A 

enhanced their political awareness. "Once you get clean and sober," 

one wom an explained, "you have so m uch m ore ability to see the 

w orld c lea rly ."492 And sobriety was viewed by many of the women 

as a political act, in-and-of-itself, that em powered the alcoholic by 

freeing up one’s time and energy for social activism . These wom en 

noted the opportunity  for activism  inside  of A A, with one woman 

alleging that for a lesbian to chair an A A meeting constituted "a little 

po litica l trium ph righ t there ."493

H all concluded that "many lesbians find ways to incorporate 

w hat A A has to offer and want to use this resource; the autom atic 

conclusion that AA will 'not work' for m arginalized wom en does not 

m atch th e ir experience ."494 Hall advised social workers to prepare 

their lesbian alcoholic clients for some of the obstacles they w ill 

encounter in AA by providing "anticipatory guidance, the
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opportun ity  for ventilation of concerns, and support in exploring  how 

these obstacles m ight be overcom e."495

A pples and Oranges

Clearly AA does not work for those whose objections or 

d iscom fort prevent them  from  participation in A A. N or can A A 

address every issue or concern. Sexual abuse, for exam ple, is not an 

appropriate subject m atter in AA; this is true, of course, regardless of 

w hether the victim  of such abuse be m ale or fem ale. This m eans that 

recovery venues other than AA are necessary. As w ell, separate AA 

m eetings for wom en, lesbians, gay men and other m arginalized  

groups are, for m any, a necessity. But diverse recovery venues often 

com plim ent, rather than com pete, w ith each other. In her 

com parative study of AA and W FS, Kaskutas found that m any 

w om en attend both groups, using each group to m eet d ifferen t needs. 

The wom en appreciated WFS for the freedom  to engage in cross-talk 

and as a safe place to discuss intim ate wom en's issues, w hereas they 

valued AA as m ore salient to their sobriety. But the wom en also 

liked AA 's spiritual focus and valued the acceptance, fellow ship  and 

supportive environm ent found in m ixed gender m eetings.

W hile alternatives to AA are warranted, critics are m istaken to 

declare AA unsuitable for women or to assume that their "fem inist" 

revisions constitute im provem ents to AA. In fact, C ovington 

concluded ju s t the opposite, arguing that many of the "efforts to 

rew rite the Steps from  a wom an's point of view...[m ove] too far away 

from  the original sp irit of the program ."496 As a consequence of these 

departures, many revised program s exist in relation to A A as apples
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to  oranges. W FS, for example, takes an antithetical approach to 

sobriety than A A— as a behavior m odification program , WFS aims to 

enhance indiv idual control whereas AA encourages the surrender of 

co n tro l.

W hile the m erits of alternatives to AA are debatable, AA's 

uniqueness is beyond dispute. Because of its spiritual focus and 

inc lusive com m unity , AA offers unparalleled opportunities. As was 

ev ident from  H all's study, even separate lesbian AA m eetings differ 

drastically  from  m ainstream  AA. In sacrificing AA's spiritual way of 

life, the lesbians lost the focus on responsibility , forgiveness and 

disavow al o f self-pity  that enables AA m em bers to move beyond a 

v ic tim  identity . In disavow ing AA's Tw elfth Step w ork, the lesbians 

relinquished  the pro tection  that service to others offers against 

n arc issistic  se lf-absorp tion . And separate w om en's m eetings deprive 

w om en of the rare opportunity to increase their tolerance and 

achieve reconcilia tion , perhaps even with those once deem ed as 

enem ies. W here else but m ainstream  A A can the lesbian fem inist 

and the "creepy H ell's Angel" come to know , understand and love 

each  o ther?

To judge A A as sexist on the basis of its gender exclusive 

language is unfair. To dism iss AA as unsuitable for women is a 

serious m istake that stems from  the failure to acknow ledge AA’s 

underlying fem inist essence. Far from being sexist, AA is one of the 

m ost am bitious and effective practitioners o f fem inist vision in our 

tim e. How else can we explain an organization that is com m itted to 

holistic health , dem ocracy and equality— a bold experim ent that 

em pow ers wom en even as it guides legions of men to explore their
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em otions, adm it their fears, assume their responsib ilities and becom e 

m ore ju s t in their personal relationships? In fact, one m ight 

reasonably  argue that AA's practice of inclusivity  makes it m o r e  

f e m in is t  than separatist alternatives to A A. It is A A after all that 

undertakes w hat A udre Lorde describes as "the w ork of fem inism  to 

m ake connections, to heal unnecessary d iv isions."497
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A Quiet Revolution

R obert W uthnow ’s 1994 book, Sharing the Journey: Support 

Groups and America's New Quest fo r  Community, corroborates m any 

o f the claim s m ade heretofore about AA. W uthnow  presents the 

resu lts  o f a extensive three year research pro jec t undertaken by 

fifteen  scholars on "the sm all-group m ovem ent." The study sheds 

light on AA indirectly by looking at a larger m ovem ent to which AA 

belongs. W uthnow ’s findings on the sm all-group m ovem ent verify 

the populist and dem ocratic nature of AA and confirm  AA 's efficacy 

as an antidote to the fragm entation, isolation and alienation of 

m odern life. His conclusions buttress argum ents that AA corrects 

m odern ity 's unbalanced focus on individualism  by restoring  a 

healthy  balance betw een individual rights and social com m itm ents. 

A nd W uthnow  substantiates assertions that AA fosters a sp iritual 

p u rsu it that is in tuitive, dem ocratic and self-directed, ra ther than 

dogm atic and authoritarian. W uthnow  also bolsters the conten tion  

th a t sm all groups such as AA foster reconciliation across differences 

and thereby contribute to the com m on good.

W uthnow  identifies the sm all-group m ovem ent as consisting  of 

the follow ing four categories: (1) adult Sunday school classes, (2) 

B ib le study groups and prayer fellow ships, (3) self-help groups— the 

category that includes AA and (4) special in terest groups— a loosely 

defined category that includes political issue focus groups as w ell as 

book discussion, sports and hobby groups. W hile the groups included 

in W uthnow 's research have diverse goals and purposes they all 

function as support groups— that is to say, that all of the groups could 

be described as em ploying w hat Fox refers to as the Sara's Circle
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m odel o f peer support through the sharing of personal stories. 

W uthnow ’s team  of researchers interview ed over a thousand 

m em bers of sm all groups, am assing a considerable am ount of data 

tha t enabled W uthnow  to gauge the nature and im pact of this 

burgeoning m ovem ent. His book offers, W uthnow  alleges, "a 

d isp a ss io n a te  sum m ary"498 of the study's findings.

W uthnow  was struck by the trem endous extent and im pact of 

the m ovem ent, which he described as a "vital feature of Am erican 

so c ie ty " 499 and "a significant force in Am erican relig ion."500 The 

m ovem ent is easy to dism iss, W uthnow concedes, because it does not 

m ake headlines and avoids public policy debates. M ost groups are 

in itiated , W uthnow  observes, in response to a particu lar need and 

group m em bers generally focus on their own group, unaw are or 

unconcerned w ith the larger social phenom enon in which they 

partake. The effects o f these support groups, W uthnow  contends, are 

barely  percep tib le— a suicide prevented here, an addiction 

surm ounted  there. W uthnow  notes of the m ovem ent’s repercussions 

th a t:

What happened took place so incrementally that it could seldom be seen 
at all. It was, like most profound reorientations in life, so gradual that 
those involved saw it less as a revolution than as a journey. The change 
was concerned with daily life, emotions, and understandings of one's 
identity. It was personal rather than public, moral rather than 
political.5 0 1

H ow ever, W uthnow  insists that it is a m istake to overlook the 

sm all-group m ovem ent or to dism iss it as artific ial or ineffective. To 

ascertain  its im pact requires, according to W uthnow , that the 

ind iv idual stories "be m agnified a hundred thousand tim es to see 

how pervasive they have become in our society ."502 W uthnow not
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only asserts that the m ovem ent’s growth— forty  percent o f A m ericans 

now partic ipate  in sm all support groups— is unprecedented, but he 

also claim s that the m ovem ent's influence is unique in the history of 

our society. The m ovem ent is, W uthnow m aintains, "beginning to 

alter A m erican society, both by changing our understandings of 

com m unity  and by redefin ing  sp iritua lity ."503 W uthnow  declares 

that "The sm all-group m ovem ent has been effecting a quiet 

revolution  in A m erican society ."504

W uthnow  believes that small groups are filling some of the 

gaps left by the break down of traditional form s of com m unity and 

fam ily. They provide, W uthnow  posits, the intim acy that historically 

was found in fam ilies, friendships and neighborhoods and as such 

have "em erged as a serious effort to com bat the forces of 

fragm entation  and anonym ity in our society ."505 But small groups are 

also, W uthnow  alleges, changing the ways we relate to each other by 

"reunit[ing] sp irituality  w ith its roots in hum an com m unity."506 W ith 

its em phasis on support, the m ovem ent suggests, according to 

W uthnow, "that the sacred is pursued best...by being part of a close- 

kn it group that can put faith into practice."507 W uthnow  insists, m uch 

as Ash did, that som ething new and radically d ifferent is afoot. 

P resent-day seekers, W uthnow  explains, are not follow ing a fixed 

path, bu t are taking responsib ility  to map their own spiritual 

journey . Sm all groups "may be fostering an intuitive spirituality," 

W uthnow  proposes, "rather than one grounded in b iblical 

tra d it io n s ." 508 W uthnow  discovered that people, when confronted  

with personal crises, "found they could no longer believe in a child­

like im age of God that had no relevance to the bad times of life."509
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He suggests that "The god people w orship in their groups m ay not be

the sam e gods that sm ile on established religious organizations."510

The groups "are dram atically changing the way God is understood,"

W uthnow  asserts, with the result that "God is now less of an external

au thority  and m ore of an in ternal presence."511 The m ovem ent is

"rev italiz ing  the sacred,"512 according to W uthnow, by m aking it

m ore personal and serviceable to the needs of individuals. "Groups

generate a do-it-yourself religion," W uthnow declares, "a God who

m akes life  easier."513

W uthnow  theorizes that confronting personal crises in the

context o f a support group "may be a significant way in which

sp iritua l developm ent takes p lace ."514 He notes the effects o f the

groups on the spirituality of group m embers:

This heightened awareness of God was very decisively influenced by the 
group process. As people shared their problems or just their thoughts, 
and as they empathized with others, they ceased feeling so alone. Rather 
than feeling they were distinct individuals, they momentarily dropped 
the boundaries separating themselves from others and felt more a part 
of something larger than themselves. There seemed to be a kind of spirit 
in the group that they were participating in, but one that was more 
powerful than they.5 1 5

W uthnow 's reference to the "spirit in the group" verifies Fox's 

suggestion  that base com m unities provide an pantheistic  experience 

of the Divine.

W uthnow  sought to determ ine how m uch attention m em bers of 

sm all groups paid to p rivate versus public com m itm ents. He had 

expected to find group m em bers "to be turned inw ard, devoted to 

the ir own em otional needs to the point that they would have no time 

or in terest in politics or civic affairs."516 To his surprise, W uthnow 

d iscovered  that groups encouraged, rather than deterred, social
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involvem ent. Sm all groups have a positive im pact on the w ider 

com m unity , W uthnow  reports, "by freeing individuals from  their 

own insecurities so that they can reach out m ore charitab ly  toward 

o ther p eo p le ."517 The groups "draw people out of them selves" 

W uthnow  contends, and connect them  "to the w ider society ."518 

W uthnow  argues that the groups are "not an insular 

p h e n o m e n o n ," 519 but are instead constantly extending them selves 

outw ard to new people through fam ily settings and friendship  

netw orks. The groups are conducive to volunteer service, W uthnow 

explains, because they generate interest and caring tha t extends 

outside the boundaries of the group and subsequently  prom pt their 

m em bers "to becom e m ore active in their com m unities, to help 

others who m ay be in need, and to think more deeply about pressing 

social and political issues."520 He thus suggests that "the critics who 

charge that sm all groups are engaged only in a narcissistic obsession 

w ith their m em bers' own feelings appear to be w rong."521

W uthnow  also in terrogated the effects o f group partic ipation  on 

the individuality  of group m em bers. He found that the groups, 

because of their strong norm s of tolerance and respect fo r individual 

autonom y, do not com prom ise the individuality of group m em bers. 

W uthnow  m aintains that the groups are "thoroughly A m erican... 

because they fit w ell w ith the em phasis on indiv idualism  that has 

been so prom inent in A m erican culture."522 But W uthnow  also claim s 

that the groups "provide an occasion for rounding o ff the rough edges 

of our individuality , transform ing us into com m unal be ings."523 The 

give and take that individuals experience in the groups helps to 

tem per, W uthnow  alleges, "the rugged indiv idualism  that has
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decayed the fabric of communal life in our society."524 W uthnow  also 

discovered  ev idence for the A m ericanness o f the m ovem ent in the 

populist and dem ocratic nature of the groups; the m ovem ent exists, 

according to W uthnow , "not because of strong leaders and agendas, 

but desp ite  them ."525

W uthnow 's research substantiates A lexis De T ocqueville 's 

assertion tha t sm all organizations are the key to A m erican 

dem ocracy. T ocqueville  reasoned, W uthnow  explains, "that such 

groups em pow er people to be concerned about larger social 

is s u e s ," 526 a view W uthnow endorses in arguing that the sm all group 

m ovem ent is strengthening com m unity attachm ents and producing 

"an overall positive effect on involvem ent in w ider com m unity 

a c tiv i tie s ." 527 T he m ovem ent has, W uthnow postulates, "significant 

potential for m aintaining, or even enhancing, the role of com m unity 

in con tem porary  society ."528 Sm all support groups, W uthnow  insists, 

"enrich the w ider society...by linking the individual to larger social 

e n t i t ie s ." 529 And by reconnecting com m unity to spirituality , the 

groups have created  the potential, W uthnow  suggests, for sp irituality  

to "becom e one of the primary ways in which the common good is 

enriched and ennobled ."530

In m aintain ing  that "many sm all groups have the potential to 

build bridges am ong people from  different segm ents of the society 

rather than sim ply isolating them  further am ong their own kind ,"531 

W uthnow  corroborates argum ents m ade herein that AA fosters 

reconcilia tion  across differences. W uthnow  explains that "In a world 

torn by po litical, racial, ethnic, and religious conflicts, small groups 

perhaps can becom e a staging ground for seeking reconcilia tion ."532
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A nd W uthnow  substantiates my contention that the m echanism  that 

effects this reconcilia tion  is personal responsibility . Sm all groups 

prom ote forg iveness, W uthnow  observes, by provid ing  the 

opportunity  to vent anger at the same time that they require 

individuals to assum e responsibility  for their share of blam e. Group 

partic ipants, according to W uthnow, "learn to recognize that part of 

the problem  is theirs" and then subsequently "realize that it is in 

their in terests to forgive the targets of their anger."533 This is the 

process o f shadow  assim ilation described earlier, by w hich 

ind iv iduals— through the assum ption of personal responsib ility—  

transcend us/them  dualities and adopt a both/and d ia lec ta l 

perspective tha t enables them  to m ove from  self-pity  to com passion 

and fo rg iv en ess .

In teresting ly  W uthnow  reports that the positive  attribu tes that 

he d iscovered to be characteristic of the sm all-group m ovem ent as a 

w hole w ere m ost pronounced in the groups that m ake up the 

category of self-help groups to which A A belongs. In com parisons 

betw een the four broad categories of groups, W uthnow  found that 

the self-help  groups generated the highest levels o f tru st and 

satisfaction am ong their m em bers, were rated the best at m aking 

new com ers feel w elcom e and were "the m ost dem ocratic , the least 

dependent on form al organization, and the m ost capable of 

function ing  w ithout strong leaders."534 W uthnow also noted that 

w ithin the category of self-help groups, the groups accorded the m ost 

favorable ratings by their m em bers were those groups that em ploy 

versions of AA's Twelve Step program .
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U nfortunately  W uthnow  did not explore the particu lar role of 

A A in the developm ent of the sm all-group m ovem ent, but several 

observations appear justified . F irst is the rather obvious fact that AA 

is the G randfather of the plethora of groups that constitu te 

W uthnow 's category of self-help groups. But AA has also provided 

both m odel and inspiration for the groups of W uthnow 's other three 

categories. Fox contends that "Support Groups borrow  from  the 

successful Sara's C ircle m odel of peer-group healing that AA has 

la u n c h e d ." 535 Obviously Bible study groups and adult Sunday school 

classes predate AA. But W uthnow did not study h istorical exam ples 

of these groups, but their reincarnation as support groups. These 

church sponsored groups were rem odeled as a response, at least in 

part, to the unflattering com parison noted by Yancey w hen he 

contrasted AA 's vitality to the perception of C hristian churches as 

"irrelevant, vapid, and gutless."536 Church leaders created support 

groups m odeled after AA in order to reinvigorate churches and as a 

m eans to a ttract and retain  m em bers.

C learly AA plays both a unique and pivotal role in the small- 

group m ovem ent as m odel, inspiration and original source. And given 

the recent, m ost-favorable ratings awarded the Tw elve Step groups, 

we can surm ise that AA and its off-shoots continue to be in the 

forefront of this m ovem ent by dem onstrating a successful practice of 

inclusive, dem ocratic, spiritual com m unity. It seem s safe to conclude 

then, that AA, perhaps more than any other entity, is responsible for 

this quiet revolution which is revitalizing the sacred, redefining and 

reinv igorating  com m unity and effecting  reconcilia tion  betw een 

groups torn apart by differences.
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Conclusion

The evidence I have offered in support of my claim  that AA is 

an agent o f progressive social change ranges from  the obvious to the 

not-at-all-obvious. C learly AA's practice of fem inist values and its 

success at healing the alienation and fragm entation of m odem  life 

are im portant contributions to a more ju s t world and as such offer 

testam ent to A A ’s progressive political essence. Less readily  

apparent perhaps is the contribution to social ju stice  that A A makes 

by way of the dram atic individual transform ations of its m em bers. 

Surely it is indisputable that AA m em bers becom e m ore ju s t in their 

personal relationships as they m ove from  self-pity , resentm ent, 

anger and selfishness to self-responsib ility , forgiveness, com passion 

and service to others. However it is necessary to repudiate the false 

dichotom y that poses the struggles for personal and social justice as 

invariably  at odds with each other in order to recognize that the 

personal ju stice  that AA fosters translates into social justice . The 

struggle for justice  is, as A nzaldua describes it, "a tw o-way 

m ovem ent— a going deep into the self and an expanding out into the 

w orld, a sim ultaneous recreation of the self and a reconstruction of 

s o c ie ty ." 537 This m utuality exists regardless of w hether we are 

consciously aware of it. Thus while Gandhi insisted that "We have to 

be the change we wish to see,"538 it is also true that as we change 

ourselves we alter the world in ways that we perhaps neither intend 

nor recognize. This is the quiet revolution that W uthnow discovered, 

and the fact that its participants are often unaware of their 

partic ipation  in this revolution, or that the revolution is neither
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loudly proclaim ed nor takes place in the public eye, does not m itigate 

against its significance.

AA's im pact on society is ju st such a quiet revolution. And 

m ake no m istake about it, the m ovem ent that AA fosters is from  

injustice to ju stice , from  shadow projection to shadow  assim ilation, 

from  anger, resentm ent, self-pity , prejudice, b igotry  and 

scapegoating  to com passion, forgiveness, se lf-responsib ility  and 

increased to lerance, understanding and acceptance. As AA m em bers 

assum e personal responsibility  and stop blam ing the cop, the spouse, 

the boss, they alleviate the psychological need to engage in either 

indiv idual or co llective shadow projection and thus underm ine 

psychological support for political and econom ic injustice. That AA 

prom otes ju stice  is evident in the reconciliation that so m any of those 

quoted herein— from  Kurtz to W uthnow to the lesbians of H all’s 

study— have claim ed is a common occurrence in AA. And because of 

AA's inclusivity , this reconciliation often occurs across the very lines 

of class, race, ethnic, gender, religious and sexual orientation 

differences that currently  divide people and provide the cites of so 

many contem porary  hum an conflicts. Surely reconcilia tion  is a 

vehicle of ju stice  and therefore the reconcilia tion  across difference 

that AA so ably effects is a contribution to social justice.

This brings us to the m ost politically controversial of AA's 

efforts— i.e. AA's quest to restore the sacred. G iven the all-too- 

common role of religion as a reactionary force, it is natural to assume 

that AA 's relig iosity  m ust somehow com prom ise its progressive 

political essence. H ow ever close exam ination reveals an altogether 

different reality , which is that A A, by rejecting dogm a and insisting
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on the freedom  of individuals to pursue their own experience and 

know ledge of Spirit, has transform ed religion from  a reactionary to a 

progressive force. For it is not AA's assertion that Spirit exists that is 

reactionary . W hat is reactionary about religion is that which A A 

rejected, nam ely the im position of religious dogma. Religion, as 

practiced by A A, that is, devoid of dogm a and infused with 

dem ocratic freedom s, is in fact a profoundly progressive force. A A of 

course does not refer to itself as "religious," but distinguishes itself 

from  the dogm atic and reactionary relig ious practice that it disavow s 

by labeling itself "spiritual." In order to com prehend how AA 

brought about the political catharsis of religion and to appreciate the 

enorm ous significance of this accom plishm ent, we m ust step back for 

a m om ent and consider the historical setting in which AA pursued its 

m om entous goals. Ken W ilber's exposition of the relationship of 

relig ion and science provides this context.

Science and Religion 

In The Marriage of  Sense and Soul, W ilber alleges that modern 

science and religion are engaged in an aggressive w ar that threatens 

the very survival of hum anity. W ilber explains how this hostility 

came about and proposes the m eans of its resolution. A ccording to 

W ilber, prem odern science and relig ion coexisted peacefully , but 

w ith the advent of modern science and scientific im perialism  in the 

afterm ath  o f the European E nlightenm ent the re la tionsh ip  becam e 

antagonistic. W hen scientific im perialism  reduced Spirit to m atter, it 

created, W ilber declares, "a m assive and violent schism  and rupture 

in the internal organs of today's global culture."539 M odern science
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challenged the central tenets and dogm as of religion and m ade it 

possib le, W ilber reports, for in telligent people to "do som ething that 

w ould have u tterly  astonished previous epochs: deny the very 

existence of Spirit."540 But science could not elim inate religion 

because science cannot provide the m eaning that hum anity craves. 

The province of science is truth, W ilber m aintains, not w isdom  or 

value or worth. Science elucidates the basic facts of the universe. It 

tells us w hat is, W ilber contends, but rem ains conspicuously silent on 

w hat should be. "In the m idst of this silence," W ilber observes, 

"relig ion  speaks;"541 it is religion that provides billions of people 

w orldw ide "the basic m eaning of their lives, the glue of their 

existence, and offers them  a set of guidelines about what is good."542 

W ilber asserts that "Science is clearly one of the m ost profound 

m ethods that hum ans have yet devised for discovering tru th , while 

relig ion rem ains the single greatest force for generating m eaning.  "543

W ilber describes these two form idable forces— truth and 

m eaning, science and religion— as locked in a relentless struggle, each 

vying for world dom ination. The threat posed by this conflict is so 

enorm ous that W ilber reasons that there is no m ore pressing agenda 

facing hum anity than to bring science and religion back into peaceful 

coexistence. If this is hyperbole W ilber is in good com pany, for Fox 

posits the possibility  that science and spirituality  m ight com e back 

together as "the best and m ost em powering news of our tim e"544 and 

Peck depicts this unification as "the m ost significant and exciting 

happening in our intellectual life today."545

W ilber submits that the way to end this conflict is to integrate 

m odern science and prem odern religion. For this integration to take
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place, both religion and science much begin, according to W ilber, "to 

harbor the suspicion that its truth is not the only truth in the 

K o sm o s ." 546 Science, for its part, m ust give up its im perialistic and 

reduction ist assau lt on Spirit. And religion m ust relinquish  its 

m ythological proclam ations because, W ilber alleges, they are 

dogm atic and cannot stand up to the interrogation of science. In the 

place of prerational m ythic belief, we must discover, W ilber insists, 

an "authentic sp iritua lity "547 or "true religion"548 w hose claim s will 

m eet the rigors of scientific authority. To accom plish this religion 

m ust rely on its unique strength, which, W ilber suggests, is not 

dogm atic m yth, but contem plation. W ilber m aintains that the great 

w isdom  traditions of the world have, through the practice of 

contem plation and over the course of the last three thousand years, 

am assed data that shows "a surprising unanim ity ."549 It is th is  

know ledge, W ilber proposes, "that religion, holding its head high, can 

bring to the in tegrative tab le ."550 An authentic sp irituality  will,

W ilber posits, "unite the best of prem odern w isdom  with the 

brightest of m odern know ledge, bringing together tru th  and meaning 

in a way that has thus far eluded the modern m ind."551

Furtherm ore W ilber stipulates that the transition  from  

prem odem  relig ion to true religion will also require that religion 

incorporate the liberal political freedom s of the E nlightenm ent. True 

relig ion w ill thus com bine religious freedom s, w hich W ilber describes 

as the "release from  the chains of space and tim e, self and suffering, 

hope and fear, death and w onder,"552 with political freedom s. Taken 

together these two freedom s create, W ilber alleges, a new 

progressive force which points "to the liberation of all
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beings...w eav ing  together political freedom  and spiritual freedom  as

the w arp and w oof of a culture that cares."553 True religion then is

progressive, according to W ilber, because it extends political liberal

freedom s in to  the spiritual sphere unlike prem odern relig ion which

attem pts to coerce people into system s of prerational m ythic beliefs.

This m eans, to sum m arize W ilber, that the process of integrating

relig ion and science transform s religion from  a reactionary, to a

progressive, force. W ilber asks if this transition doesn’t suggest that

"true relig ion , far from  being a reactionary force yearning for a lost

yesteryear, w ould become, for the first time in history, the vanguard

of a p rogressive, liberal, and evolutionary force"?554
* * *

W hen AA is examined in light of W ilber’s views, it is obvious 

that AA accom plished the very transform ation of religion that W ilber 

describes. The term inology varies, but in distinguishing religion from  

sp irituality  AA references the same differences that W ilber m akes 

betw een prem odern  relig ion and authentic spirituality  or true 

religion. To in terpret A A in W ilber's language then is to m aintain 

that AA created an authentic spirituality by rejecting the dogm a of 

prem odern relig ion  and by incorporating the po litical liberal 

freedom s of the Enlightenm ent into its practice of spiritual 

dem ocracy. Furtherm ore AA achieved this end by the very m ethod 

prescribed  by W ilber, that is through the integration of religion and 

science. T hat A A consciously pursued this integration is evident in 

W ilson 's claim  that A A sought "a middle ground betw een m edicine 

and religion, the m issing catalyst of a new synthesis."555 In launching 

the Broad H ighw ay, AA declared the integrity of both science and
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relig ion  and created an avenue in which there was am ply room  for 

both truth and m eaning. For it was not modern science that W ilson 

critiqued, but scientific im perialism  with its hegem onic im position of 

logic and reasoning and m atter into arenas of m eaning and value and 

Spirit. W ilson challenged the idea that human in telligence was "the 

beginning and end of a ll"556 and he pointed out the folly of being 

"abjectly faithful to the God of Reason."557 But he also argued for the 

com patibility  of science and religion when he insisted that AA, with 

its underlying spiritual foundation, was itself scientific for it "showed 

results, prodigious results" when subjected to scientific m ethod of 

"search and research, again and again, always w ith the open 

m in d ." 558 And A A lived out the integration of science and religion by 

m erging psychological and m edical truths with spiritual w isdom . For 

W ilson this integration was a m atter of survival because he could no 

m ore shed his m odern scientific disposition then he could his skin, 

and yet he was acutely aware, as he noted in a letter to a friend, that 

"W e will find some spiritual basis for living, else we die."559

N ot only did A A achieve both the integration o f science and 

religion as well as the resultant political rehabilitation o f religion, but 

AA pursued these m om entous goals a full half-century  before 

influential thinkers like W ilber, Fox and Peck began to articulate 

their im portance. AA also foreshadow ed recent developm ents when 

W ilson argued that the existence of Spirit is com patible w ith modern 

science. Scientists are increasingly  rejecting m odern ity ’s assertion 

that the world is a m echanism  governed solely by chance and devoid 

of Spirit. According to W ilber, "Chance is not what explains the 

universe; in fact, chance is w hat the universe is laboring m ightily to
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o v e rc o m e ." 560 W ilber declares that the twelve billion years since the 

Big Bang is not even enough time to produce a single enzym e by 

chance. The traditional interpretation of D arw in's theory o f evolution 

is inadequate to explain evolution, w hich, W ilber contends, does not 

resu lt from  random  m utation, but occurs "in quantum  leaps of 

c rea tiv e  em erg en ce ."561 Scientists have agreed, W ilber notes, to refer 

to this process as '"quantum  evolu tion’ or 'punctuated evolu tion ' or 

'em ergen t ev o lu tio n .'"562 Hence, W ilber announces, "self­

transcendence is built into the universe."563 This means that the 

U niverse is creative, and "what is creativity," W ilber queries, "but 

ano ther nam e for Spirit?"564

If  W ilber is correct, then AA's quest to restore the sacred and 

create  an authentic sp irituality  governed by liberal freedom s 

constitu tes a m ajor contribution to the pursuit of liberation and 

freedom . Thus the claim  that AA is progressive appears understated. 

R ather we should declare that A A, for the last sixty-five years, has 

been in the forefront of efforts in the W estern world to forge a new, 

and pow erfu l, progressive force.

Ye Shall Know Them by Their Fruits

A spirituality  sensib ility  that insists upon the fundam ental 

underlying unity o f all hum an beings is perhaps the quin tessential 

progressive ideology because it im plies by its very defin ition that all 

hum ans are w orthy of respect, com passion, freedom , equitab le 

treatm ent and opportunity. AA offers evidence of the veracity  of this 

claim , for if AA's fruits of healing, reconciliation and justice 

dem onstrate AA’s progressive political character, it is AA 's
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spirituality  that brings these fruits to bear. It was AA's grounding in 

a keen aw areness and honoring of our basic hum an interdependence 

that enabled A A to reject m odernity 's dualistic thinking and 

em phasis on ind iv idualism  and em brace instead a d ialectical 

perspective tha t balances individual freedom  with social 

responsib ility . This perspective, along with the spiritual practices of 

com passion, forgiveness and service to others, m ade AA a prolific 

producer o f ju stice . AA's spirituality is therefore not detractor to, but 

actually  guarantor of, AA's progressive political essence.

C onversely the Left's failure to resolve the dilem m as of modern 

life stems from  its lack of a spiritual grounding. The Left's inability to 

address the crisis of m eaning is attributable, as Lerner so clearly 

articulates in The Politics o f  Meaning, to its disavowal of the realm  of 

Spirit and m eaning and its subsequent narrow  focus on econom ics 

and politics. In its dism issal of Spirit, the L eft m erely perpetuates 

m odern ity ’s flatland  and all of its associated disasters. M odernity 's 

reduction ist n ightm are is evident in the us/them  dichotom ies of 

victim  po litics; w hereas m odernity defines m arginalized  and 

oppressed groups as subhuman, inferior "Others," the L eft sim ply 

reverses roles and defines "the oppressor" as the inherently , and 

irrem ediably, evil Other. Sabotaged by the anger, self-pity and 

shadow projection  fostered by victim  politics, the Left cannot 

produce the fruits of healing, reconciliation and justice. Thus w hile 

the L eft loudly proclaim s itself the solution to m odernity, its affinity 

with m odernity  renders it incapable o f m ounting an effective 

challenge to m odern d isasters.565
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Judged by their fruits, it is AA, and not the Left, that m odels an 

effective pursuit of justice . If we wish to achieve progressive social 

change, we would do well therefore to follow  A A ’s example. To reap 

the bounty of com passion and forgiveness, we m ust engage the 

struggle for personal justice , even as we com bat individualism  and 

narcissism  with an em phasis on individual responsib ility  and social 

obligation. To be rid of the debilitating effects o f self-pity requires 

that we be self-critical and accept responsibility  for our share of the 

blam e. The strength of this critique is greatly enhanced if we become 

adept at self-parody, follow ing the lead of AA m em bers in 

unleashing the trem endous capacity of hum or to heal our wounds 

and propel us beyond our shortcomings. W e will need to forge a 

m ultitude of Broad H ighw ays, proliferating the practice of spiritual 

dem ocracy and advancing the transform ation of relig ion from  a 

reactionary  to a progressive force. And we m ust create inclusive 

com m unities that rep licate AA's practice of joyous pluralism  by 

fostering reconcilia tion  through deep, honest com m unication in 

search of our com m on hum anity— com m unities that allow us our all- 

too-hum an character defects even as they enable us to grow beyond 

them. Like A A, we ought to adopt a holistic, eclectic, dialectical 

perspective that provides am ple room  for head and heart, truth and 

m eaning, m ystery and paradox, awe and gratitude. By follow ing AA's 

exam ple, we will infuse our personal lives, as w ell as our 

com m unities, w ith justice , thereby increasing the possib ility  that one 

day we m ight awaken to discover this justice  reflected back upon us 

from  the world.
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* * *

W ho looks out with my eyes? W hat is the soul?
I cannot stop asking.
If I could taste one sip of an answer,
I could break out of this prison for drunks.
I d idn’t com e here of my own accord, and I can't leave that way. 
W hoever brought me here w ill have to take me hom e.566

R um i.



Appendix A: The Twelve Steps
15  6

A p p en d ix  A:
The Twelve Step of  

A lcoholics Anonymous

(1 )  W e adm itted we were powerless over alcohol— that our lives 
had becom e unm anageable.

(2 )  Cam e to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could 
restore us to sanity.

(3) M ade a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care 
of God as we understood Him.

(4 ) M ade a searching and fearless m oral inventory of ourselves.

(5 )  A dm itted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the 
exact nature of our wrongs.

(6 )  W ere entirely  ready to have God rem ove all these defects of 
c h a ra c te r .

(7 )  Hum bly asked H im  to rem ove our shortcom ings.

(8 )  M ade a list o f all persons we had harm ed, and becam e willing
to m ake am ends to them  all.

(9 )  M ade d irec t am ends to such people w herever possible, except 
when to do so would injure them or others.

(1 0 )  Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong 
prom ptly  adm itted  it.

(1 1 )  Sought through prayer and m editation to im prove our 
conscious contact with God as we understood H im , praying only 
for know ledge o f His w ill for us and the pow er to carry that 
ou t.

(1 2 )  H aving had a spiritual awakening as the resu lt of these steps,
we tried to carry this message to alcoholics, and to practice
these princip les in all our affairs.
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A p p en d ix  B:
The Twelve Traditions of 
A lcoholics Anonymous

(1) Our common welfare should come first: personal recovery depends 
upon A.A. unity.

(2) For our group purpose there is but one ultimate authority—a 
loving God as He may express Himself in our group conscience. Our 
leaders are but trusted servants; they do not govern.

(3) The only requirement for A.A. membership is a desire to stop 
d rin k in g .

(4) Each group should be autonomous except in matters affecting 
other groups or A.A. as a whole.

(5) Each group has but one primary purpose—to carry its message to 
the alcoholic who still suffers.

(6) An A.A. group ought never endorse, finance, or lend the A.A. name 
to any related facility or outside enterprise, lest problems of 
money, property, and prestige divert us from our primary purpose.

(7) Every A.A. group ought to be fully self-supporting, declining 
outside contributions.

(8) Alcoholics Anonymous should remain forever non-professional, but 
our service centers may employ special workers.

(9) A.A., as such, ought never be organized; but we may create service 
boards or committees directly responsible to those they serve.

(10) Alcoholics Anonymous has no opinion on outside issues; hence the 
A.A. name ought never be drawn into public controversy.

(11) Our public relations policy is based on attraction rather than 
promotion; we need always maintain personal anonymity at the 
level of press, radio, and films.

(12) Anonymity is the spiritual foundation of all our traditions, ever 
reminding us to place principles before personalities.
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modernity. I do not cite Wilber directly here because Wilber 

does use the term "the Left" and I do not want to presume that 

Wilber would extend his critique to what I refer to as the Left.

I believe that the Left shares many of the mistakes of extreme 

postmodernism and therefore state these conclusions as my 

own.

56  6 The Essential Rumi Translated by Coleman Barks. (San 

Francisco: Harper 1995) 2.
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