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Production note


The original working manuscript of Alcoholics Anonymous has been captured with state-of-the-art technology, utilizing a Sinar AG large format camera back, and saved as tiff images at 300 dpi resolution. For preservation of the manuscript, each page was treated with an alkaline material to aid in preventing deterioration of the paper. The pages were then placed inside separate sleeves made of polyester film. Finally, the sleeves were encapsulated, in which all air was pressed out of them, making each sleeve perfectly flat.


The annotations that appear throughout the manuscript have been conserved in their original state without artificial means to wash away imperfections in the inks. However, the inks were found to be water-sensitive and not conducive to treatment for purposes of maximum preservation. The color of the pages vary slightly due to the natural aging of the paper used to compose the document, among other possible factors. To further preserve the integrity of the pages, no color enhancement was attempted in preparing this manuscript for printing. Consequently, the result is a remarkable visual display that achieves our primary intention: to as closely as possible give readers the experience of viewing the actual document.
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In homage to my grandmother, who often cited the famous line


from the Sermon on the Mount, “Don’t hide your light under a bushel,”


I, the current owner of the manuscript, happily, proudly, and humbly


make this original working manuscript edition of the Big Book


accessible to the public for the first time.
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PREFACE


Presented herein, printed from a high-definition scan, is the original working manuscript of Alcoholics Anonymous, known to people in Twelve Step programs worldwide as “the Big Book.” We are grateful to the owner of the manuscript for allowing Hazelden to make this seminal work available to readers for the first time.


Following this preface you will find two essays that introduce and illuminate the manuscript from two different but complementary perspectives. The first essay, “Historical Context and Suggested Framework for Reading the Working Manuscript,” was written by a Big Book historian commissioned by the publisher. The second essay, “The Big Book Revealed,” was written by a group of AA historians commissioned by the owner of the manuscript. They described the writing of their essay as follows:


                 This essay represents the wisdom and perspectives of many different AA historians and enthusiasts, as well as the finishing touches of readers, reviewers, and friends. It is, in fact, much the same sort of collaboration that the original Big Book represents: an act of good fellowship rather than an attempt to deliver the “final word.” We trust that what is presented here will become part of the continuing effort to uncover, debate, expand, and correct the history and origins of AA. The claims, points of view, and facts here represent our best collective effort to accurately put the origins of the Big Book in perspective, and will surely benefit from the further knowledge, opinions, and research of our readers.


After the presentation of the manuscript you will find three contributions, which are meant to provide further historical context for appreciating the manuscript:


      •  An annotated listing of the edits made to the manuscript gathered under five thematic topics provided by a lecturer and teacher on the Twelve Steps, with additional listings provided by Hazelden editorial staff


      •  A transcript of Bill Wilson’s speech on the origins of the Big Book given at the Texas State AA Convention in 1954


      •  A short publishing history of the Big Book by the AA historians who wrote the second essay, “The Big Book Revealed”


We offer these essays and other materials, not as the exhaustive or authoritative final word on this remarkable document, but as guideposts to help readers unlock their own individual interpretations and insights as they watch the text evolve before their eyes, and with hopes that the ideas revealed may come alive in their own hearts and minds.


The writers and contributors of the materials in this book (except for Bill Wilson’s speech) are currently members of AA and have chosen to remain anonymous.


— The Editor
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Historical Context and Suggested Framework for Reading the Working Manuscript


This book presents a wonderful opportunity for anyone interested in the history of the book Alcoholics Anonymous. What you hold in your hands is a rare and valuable snapshot taken from a few critical weeks in 1939 that dramatically captures the controversy and creativity that went into producing the book that would explain AA’s program of recovery to the world. In mid-February of that year, the members of Alcoholics Anonymous printed up multilith copies of their proposed book on how to recover from alcoholism. (Multilith is an offset printing process that was used at that time for small print runs.) These copies were distributed to AA members and to doctors and ministers for their comments and suggestions for changes. As those suggestions came in, they were all entered in one single multilith copy—the one reproduced in this book.


A PRIMARY DOCUMENT


This “original working manuscript” is a historical document of singular importance, combining within its pages several different stages in the writing of Alcoholics Anonymous. These overlapping layers in the creation of the final text can be discovered by carefully reading and “untangling” the different elements presented in the pages that follow.


The original working manuscript (hereafter referred to simply as “the working manuscript”) is what historians call a primary document—one that comes from a specific time and place, capturing all the complexity and immediacy of that particular moment. The working manuscript encapsulates and preserves the thinking of the people who were “founding” Alcoholics Anonymous during a very brief time period—six weeks or so—between the printing of the multilith copy in mid-February 1939, and the final editing of the first edition of the Big Book, which was done in late March or early April.


Like all important primary documents, the working manuscript should be approached with a clear understanding of its origins and history along with some appreciation for the time and place of its creation. Some of the more important “time and place” factors are briefly noted in the next section about the historical context of the document’s development. Following that, you will find a suggested framework for reading the working manuscript—an orderly way to approach the different layers of the manuscript and to make sense of the pages that may at first appear confusing. Once this context and the framework have been understood, the text can be more fruitfully read and studied.


Whether you are a scholar investigating the important spiritual movements of the twentieth century or simply a student of Big Book history, this working manuscript provides a unique glimpse into the creation and evolution of the recovery program that would eventually bring a “design for living” and sobriety to millions of people worldwide.


SOME HISTORICAL CONTEXT


While reading this amazing document, you can expand your understanding and appreciation by being mindful of the time period in which this book was written. Here are just a few of the important historical elements that affected and influenced the creation of the Big Book.


THE GREAT DEPRESSION


In 1938–1939, most of the world was still in the depths of the Great Depression. In the United States, the economy was not as dire as it had been three years earlier, but it was still just barely limping along. This had a direct effect on the ability of many marginal workers (for instance, alcoholics) to obtain jobs and to properly support their families. The language of the Big Book—especially in the chapters “To Wives,” “The Family Afterward,” and “To Employers”—is more understandable when seen in this context.


PROHIBITION


On a national level, Prohibition—America’s great experiment for ending “the drink problem”—had been a complete failure and was abandoned in 1933, less than six years before Alcoholics Anonymous was published. Prohibition was itself the result of over fifty years of intense political lobbying by the powerful Temperance Movement, which firmly believed that the best solution to the “alcohol problem” was to make it illegal. The Big Book presents a “new solution” to this problem, and the writing frequently points out these differences—for instance, it often declares that AA is addressing the problems of individual alcoholics rather than the problems of society as a whole. AAs wanted to be clear that they were not interested in legislating anyone’s drinking. Everyone involved in this writing project knew something of the Temperance Movement, and they had all been intimately involved in the recent failure of Prohibition.


THE OXFORD GROUP


Both Dr. Bob Smith and Bill Wilson were, for considerable periods of time, active members of the Oxford Group—founded by Frank Buchman in 1921 using the name “A First Century Christian Fellowship”—and they were greatly influenced by both its structure and its beliefs. Bill Wilson clearly acknowledged the Oxford Group’s influence on Alcoholics Anonymous: “early A.A. got its ideas of self-examination, acknowledgment of character defects, restitution for harm done and working with others straight from the Oxford Group . . . and from nowhere else.”1


These and other Oxford Group influences can be found interwoven throughout the Big Book. In this working manuscript, you will also see a reaction against this influence—note, for example, the comment “This is absolutely Too Groupy” at the bottom of manuscript page 43.


THE “FLYING-BLIND PERIOD”


This was a world before Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. When the Big Book was published in April 1939, there were only two AA meetings in existence—a Tuesday night meeting in Brooklyn, New York, and one in Akron, Ohio, on Wednesday nights.


Today, we might fairly say that the book was written as a “meeting in print” and was intended as the primary vehicle for carrying the message of AA to people who had never heard of the group. This was surely the rationale for including a section of personal stories in the second half of the book.


In the foreword to the second edition of Alcoholics Anonymous, Bill Wilson wrote that the time before the Big Book was published was the “flying-blind period.”2


This characterization is helpful in understanding the many decisions that went into the changes to the text that you will find here. AA takes a very pragmatic approach to alcoholism, and the evolving text reveals the founders’ struggles to understand what their own collective experience had been—“what has worked for us”—and then to write about it in a clear and concise way.


Finally, it should be noted that Bill Wilson, the primary author of this work, wrote the first version of the chapters “There Is a Solution” and “Bill’s Story” in late May or early June of 1938, when he was just three-and-a-half years sober. Bill was only four years sober when he wrote the first, full version of the Twelve Steps in December 1938. All of the other contributors to this book had even less sober time than that. Today, many AA members consider it nothing short of miraculous that this book was written by people with so little time in sobriety.


A MULTI-LAYERED TEXT


It is possible to discover at least five different “layers” buried in the text of the working manuscript: The multilith printing itself, the “accepted” changes, the “rejected” changes, the marginalia, and the “proof sheet” changes. Clearly identifying these layers can provide helpful insights into the thinking of AA’s founding members as they tried to describe their program of recovery in print for the first time.


Perhaps the best example of these different layers exists in the familiar reading that opens the chapter “How It Works”—which appears on pages 30 and 31 of the working manuscript.


THE MULTILITH PRINTING


The first layer is the multilith printing, on which the handwritten, suggested changes were added, resulting in the working manuscript presented here. This is the version of the Big Book as it was originally proposed in mid-February 1939. It is a remarkable document presenting AA’s “first pass” at the book that they hoped would “show other alcoholics PRECISELY HOW THEY CAN RECOVER” (wording taken from the manuscript foreword, which is on the unnumbered page before page 1).


The first two pages of “How It Works” reveal many interesting items, not least of which is the “original” version of the Twelve Steps. This manuscript presents a First Step that lacks the famous “We” at the opening, as well as some significant variations on the other Steps that we are so familiar with today—including


      •  turning our will and our lives over to the “direction” of God in Step Three


      •  being entirely “willing” in Step Six


      •  getting “on our knees” and “holding nothing back” in Step Seven


      •  making “complete” amends in Step Eight


      •  improving “our contact with God” (with no “as we understand Him”) in the Eleventh Step


      •  a Twelfth Step that claims “a spiritual experience”3 is the result of “this course of action” and recommends that we try to carry this message “to others, especially alcoholics”


A favorite line of many readers of this multilith printing is the sentence that immediately follows the abc’s on page 31: “If you are not convinced on these vital issues, you ought to re-read the book to this point or else throw it away!” This is one excellent example of the multilith printing’s presentation of Alcoholics Anonymous’s solution in a very “preachy” and directive format.


THE “ACCEPTED” CHANGES


The next layer in the text can be discovered among all the written notations themselves. This is the collection of changes suggested by doctors, psychiatrists, ministers, and members of AA that were incorporated into the text that was first published in April 1939.


Many of the “accepted” changes found in the opening to “How It Works” will be easily identified by anyone familiar with this reading. Here you will find “followed our path” substituted for “followed our directions” and “At some of these we balked. We thought we could find an easier, softer way” replacing “At some of these you may balk. You may think you can find an easier, softer way.” This move from directive language (“You must find Him now!”) to a softer and more suggestive tone (“May you find Him now!”) is typical of the suggested changes that eventually made their way into the book.


By carefully considering the exact meaning and tone of the deleted words and then comparing them with the tone and meaning of what replaced them, we can see the “working mind” of Bill Wilson and the members of Alcoholics Anonymous who helped him craft the final text.


And, if experts can someday identify all the writers of the different handwriting that entered these suggestions, we will gain even further insights into the creative process that resulted in the final text of the Big Book’s first edition.


THE “REJECTED” CHANGES


But there is another layer on these same pages that offers even greater insights into the thinking of those who created the Big Book—and these insights can only be found here, in the working manuscript. These are the suggestions that were submitted and written down here—but were not taken. The “accepted” changes could always be identified by comparing a multilith printing to a first-edition copy of the Big Book, but the “rejected” suggestions can only be seen in the copy that you now hold in your hands.
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