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In 1989, I finally surrendered to my addiction and chose recovery through a Twelve Step program that I now believe saved my life. For the first five years of my healing journey, I struggled mightily—not with the recovery journey itself but with my program’s language and literature. In 1994, I found enormous relief and inspiration when my sponsor gave me Stephanie Covington’s A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps. I can only imagine how many millions of women have finally been able to connect to their recovery through this classic—and now transgender and nonbinary individuals will be able to see themselves in recovery literature, too. Ever the visionary, Dr. Covington has yet again made women’s recovery more accessible and inclusive.

—Dawn Nickel, Cofounder, SHE RECOVERS® Foundation, Author of She Recovers Every Day

This book uses language that specifically speaks to women to explore what the Steps mean for them in their recovery journey. I have had women tell me A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps was helpful for them to understand the meaning of the Twelve Steps and how to incorporate them in their own recovery. A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps is essential to women in recovery!

—Sandy Clark, MS, LPCC, LADC, NCACII, SAP Therapist, Educator, President of Minnesota Addiction Professionals, Author of Charlie the Therapy Dog

A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps was transformative when it first debuted, and with this revision, its potential for impact has been magnified. For any woman on the journey of recovery, this book is not just a guide but a companion, cheering you on every step of the way. This one stands out as a beacon of light and hope in a world filled with self-help books. I wholeheartedly endorse and recommend it to anyone seeking to understand and embrace a woman-focused approach to the Twelve Steps.

—Kathleen Gibson, CEO, Oxford House, Inc.

In this 30th anniversary edition… Dr. Covington has done a great deal of work to update the language and truly make the shift from gender-specific care to gender-responsive care. Human, practical, and full of knowledge on how women, in their beautiful diversity and uniqueness, can approach the Twelve Steps in a more trauma-informed manner, A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps ought to be on the reading list of anyone working with the interplay of trauma, dissociation, and addiction. Thank you, Dr. Covington, for modeling solid recovery and allowing your work to evolve with the times.

—Dr. Jamie Marich, Author of Trauma and the 12 Steps and Dissociation Made Simple, Founder and Director, The Institute for Creative Mindfulness

A Woman’s Way has been a staple for women in recovery for the past thirty years. Beautifully and wisely updated now to include gender-expansive people and a broad spectrum of addictive disorders/behaviors, the book meets a need for women in therapy, women in recovery, and for all those who love, live with, and care for them. I have seen the tremendous value of this book, especially for women’s groups working the Steps together.… It is needed now more than ever as a guide to recovery and healing for women in our current political culture.

—Janet Surrey, Insight Dialogue Teacher, Author of The Buddha’s Wife: The Path of Awakening Together

Remarkably inclusive and accessible to women, A Woman’s Way addresses how women experience addiction, recovery, and everyday life, and it engages and connects with readers through careful use of stories from women of diverse backgrounds, experiences, ethnicities, races, ages, and sexual orientations. This edition’s inclusion of the voices of transgender women and nonbinary people is especially worthy of praise, as well as its careful use of language to successfully create a more inclusive and trauma-sensitive version of Covington’s timeless recovery classic.

—Jeanne McAlister, Founder and CEO, McAlister Institute of Treatment and Education
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This book is dedicated to all the sponsors who have reached out to offer help, often to unknown women, in guiding them to recovery. My first sponsor was Pat M. Thank you for living your life as an example.
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Foreword

One of the greatest gifts I’ve been given is a changed life—an opportunity to uncover information about myself that would help me turn a seemingly wasted life into something meaningful. A service-driven, useful, and productive life. During my early years, I was an observer. I sat on the sidelines drinking, using drugs, and taking other people’s inventory. Through the grace of a magnificent God, the Twelve Steps, and powerful role models, today I get to live a life far beyond anything I could ever imagine. I get to be an active participant in the creation of my own life. Today I am a sober woman with forty-four years of continuous recovery, a lawyer, and a speaker giving talks at large conferences. None of these things—and so many more—would have been possible without my taking that First Step.

Before I knew Stephanie Covington, I knew of her work. She was already a pioneer in the recovery community, and there was no escaping the buzz about her and her recovery-based body of work. In 1995, I received my first copy of A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps. It was a profound experience for me, one I wish I had had fourteen years earlier. I was amazed at how someone—with not much more recovery than me—had the capacity for such clarity regarding the Twelve Steps. Someone who was able to take material that appeared focused on men and make it applicable to women, without detracting from the content’s true meaning. What also struck me was Stephanie’s ability to apply the principles beyond the realm of addiction. She made it about life.

Although I was already entrenched in my recovery, I found the book the perfect companion piece to other material I was using with the women I sponsored. For a number of reasons, it was an especially useful tool in working with young women.

First, for women who didn’t have the benefit of extensive education, Stephanie was able to take the Twelve Steps and make them digestible. That, in and of itself, was amazing considering how much education Stephanie had. She managed to simplify the principles in the Twelve Steps and created language that any woman could understand. That was admirable. She didn’t talk down to anyone, yet her writing was in plain language.

The second reason has to do with some of my early sponsees, who were unwilling to admit they even had a problem with alcohol. Maybe their drinking was sporadic; they weren’t daily drinkers. Maybe they used other drugs and felt it a challenge to connect drug use to alcohol addiction. Maybe they drank only white wine, beer, or sweet mixed drinks. Whatever the reason, they felt they were different. A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps helped these women recognize that it wasn’t what they drank, how often they drank, where they drank, or with whom they drank. The only thing that mattered was what happened to them when they used any substance. That, these young women were able to grasp.

Third, many women found the Twelve Step language to be a challenge. Because the wording was extremely male-oriented, it was quite off-putting for many women. Such male-centric language created a barrier between some women and the help they so desperately needed. It became hard for them to digest the message when they couldn’t get past the inexhaustible references to he, him, and men. Sometimes just seeing she and her felt more inclusive. A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps was a refreshing departure from the archaic language many of us grew up with, especially when referencing God. Ultimately the women I’ve worked with were taught to go beyond the language and relate to the message. But in the beginning, some just needed a little push. It’s important to meet people where they are, and Stephanie Covington has done just that.

By 2003, I was already a Stephanie devotee. I had published my first book and was invited to speak at a series of Hazelden’s Women Healing Conferences. Much to my surprise, I was to share the platform on many occasions with Stephanie. That was the beginning of a friendship that has only grown over the past twenty years. And as a lawyer, I have had the opportunity to assist her on a number of occasions. How grateful I am that she trusted me with areas quite personal to her—her published materials.

When we are open, I believe God presents us with untold opportunities to experience new people, new places, and new things—people, places, and things we might never encounter but for a new attitude.

I love and admire Stephanie, and I feel fortunate to call her a friend. When she asked if I would write the foreword to the 30th anniversary edition of A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps, I considered it an honor and a privilege.

Over the years I have recommended her vast body of work to hundreds of women. Not only A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps, but her work around trauma, her work with women in correctional facilities, and her extensive material focused on young women. It is very apparent how much Stephanie cares not only about the work but whom she does it for.

In 1994, Stephanie Covington wrote A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps. It was a groundbreaking book back then. Thirty years later, she has made it even more relevant. It continues to be a game-changer. What Stephanie has done in this updated version is focus on using the Twelve Steps not just to recover from addiction, but to create useful lives for ourselves and those we serve:


We first use the Twelve Steps to recover from addiction—to stop drinking or using or other compulsive behaviors. But as we look back, we find that the Steps have created a foundation upon which we can build our lives.



If you loved the original, you will appreciate this one even more. If you are new to the work of Stephanie Covington, grab a seat, a cup of tea, and a cozy blanket and get ready for A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps—thirty years later!

Francine D. Ward

Lawyer, Speaker, Author, Recovering Person
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Introduction to the 30th Anniversary Edition

As a woman in a Twelve Step recovery program, or as one who is beginning to think about recovery from addiction, you may be thrilled to find a book that focuses on your issues as a woman in recovery. Or you may be wondering what this book offers that you have not found in other books or in Twelve Step literature and meetings.

Through my own recovery from alcoholism and my professional and personal relationships with women in recovery from a variety of addictions, I have found that most Twelve Step programs overlook a number of issues women face. These include the effects of the Twelve Step language on women, the psychological development of women as it relates to addiction and recovery, and the social and cultural factors that affect us—both in general as we navigate a male-dominated society and specifically as women living through addiction and recovery. The issues faced by people with diverse gender experiences (nonbinary, transgender, gender nonconforming, and more) are overlooked as well.

As a result of these oversights, many of us have struggled to stay with a recovery program that does not completely meet our needs or match our values. Others may have experienced relapse, or a return to addictive behavior, and felt that something was missing from their recovery program without being able to identify what that something was.

When I set out to create this book thirty years ago, my intention was to discover and share how women used the original Twelve Steps to support their unique recovery journeys. My hope was to help make the original Steps, with their history of positive effects, more inclusive and more accessible to women, and to speak more directly to the ways women experience addiction and recovery, as well as everyday life. I interviewed women who were diverse in life experience, age, time in recovery, race and ethnicity, class, and sexual orientation. In this edition, I have added the voices of transgender women and nonbinary people whose recovery was significantly supported by connecting with women’s groups. I have also updated the language from the original A Woman’s Way to be more inclusive, trauma-sensitive, and reflective of my current values about gender, sexuality, spirituality, and recovery.

My hope is that this book will offer you a new, more accessible perspective on recovery from addiction, one that acknowledges your needs and concerns. This perspective is based on a more open exploration and a more flexible interpretation of the Twelve Steps as they relate to women in recovery. It derives from the mutual learning that is possible among women as we share the stories of our struggles and triumphs in recovery. My hope is that this perspective will empower you to take ownership of your recovery process as well as your growth as a person.

The Twelve Steps were first developed in 1939 by the founders of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). Since that time, the Steps have been adopted by a variety of mutual support groups and have served as an invaluable resource and guide for people on the recovery journey. Millions have taken this journey, using the spiritual, emotional, and practical resources of the Twelve Steps in their recovery from alcoholism, drug addiction (or substance use disorder), eating disorders, and other compulsive behaviors.

The history and tradition of the Twelve Steps provide a sense of security and certainty; we know they can be effective. At the same time, it is important to recognize that the Steps were written by men for men’s needs in recovery at a time when women had few resources and little social, political, or economic power. At the time the Steps were written, few people considered the possibility of a woman developing addiction, and women with addictions faced shunning and secrecy.

As more and more women and people of diverse gender experience have entered recovery programs, we have found that recovery may look different for us at times than it does for men. Even more, we are finding that the journey of recovery is unique for each of us as individuals: there is no right or wrong way to proceed in “working” the Steps. As you read this book and explore the meaning and practice of the Twelve Steps, you will find many different perspectives on each Step to help you create your own path in your journey to recovery. This book can therefore be used as a companion to the Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions or by itself.

Using the Steps as guides, you will rediscover what you think, feel, and believe, and then begin to connect these inner experiences with your actions as you interact with other people in the world around you. This experience of connecting your feelings and beliefs with your actions is what I call wholeness, or integrity.

You will come back to this theme of unifying your inner and outer lives throughout the journey. Each of the Twelve Steps in some way touches upon integrity because all of the Steps involve soul-searching and self-honesty. Ultimately, the underlying aim of the Steps is living a life that is consistent with your deepest values. The Steps are designed to help you discover what those values are—to look at your inner life—so that you can see how you may be acting contrary to your values and learn to honor them in your outer life. This is what recovery is about: integrating inner with outer and thereby creating integrity.

As you turn inward, you will need to search deeply so that you can use the Steps in a meaningful way. Because the Steps were written in 1939 by men for male alcoholics, the language of the Steps may appear to have little relevance for you as a woman in the twenty-first century. While much of the AA literature has been revised and updated, the Twelve Steps themselves still appear in their original wording. Consequently, when you read the Steps today, they may rightfully seem to be from another era. Despite my and others’ efforts over the years, Alcoholics Anonymous World Services has consistently declined to make changes to update the language of the Twelve Steps.

Of course, many women have no problem with the Steps as written, but a significant number of people take issue with the language of the Steps, viewing it as exclusive and sexist. As will become clear, people who have lived through trauma, especially family violence and sexual assault, may find the language and structure of the Twelve Steps ill-suited to their psychological and emotional concerns. For example, many are turned away by the use of male pronouns and the phrase “defects of character.”

Having spoken of the limitations of Twelve Step programs, I find it equally important to acknowledge the many ways in which the spirit of these programs can meet the needs and concerns of women. Perhaps most important for women is that recovery takes place not in isolation, but in connection with others in recovery. AA is the model for mutual support programs. It is in this mutuality—the open sharing of feelings, struggles, hopes, and triumphs without blame or judgment—that we can find the most powerful resources for healing.

The lack of a hierarchical structure in Twelve Step programs can be especially supportive to women as well as nonbinary, transgender, and gender nonconforming people, many of whom have experienced the abuses of traditional top-down power structures. In Twelve Step programs, there are no experts or supervisors or financial backers to exercise authority over program members. Each member is viewed as a potential contributor to the support and recovery of all other members.

The accessibility of Twelve Step meetings is important, especially to women who lack financial resources. Meetings are free, open to all who are in need, and, especially in heavily populated areas, readily available in terms of both location and time of day. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, online meetings have made Twelve Step groups even more accessible.

In many ways, Twelve Step recovery programs are based on a community-building model of support and healing. Although the language and practices may not always follow this collective model, the spirit of the Steps and the structure of Twelve Step programs offer an opportunity for us to explore both our recovery from addiction and our empowerment as unique individuals in connection with others.

Rather than rewrite the Steps in a way that attempts to fit all women, we can work with the original Steps—paying close attention to the spirit and meaning—and reinterpret the language to support our own recovery. As Ruth, who is in recovery from alcoholism, bulimia, and nicotine addiction, says, “The program defies the language.” In other words, there’s something powerful and healing concealed within the archaic wording of the Steps. When we look inside ourselves and reframe the original wording in the way that works best for us, each of us, individually, can discover the meaning for ourselves.

Still, recovery is not a solitary process. There’s no expectation that we will read program materials in solitude, reflect on them, and independently arrive at our own personalized interpretations. Instead, we are supported by others in the Twelve Step tradition: sharing experience, strength, and hope. In Twelve Step programs, there is an ongoing and deep interchange of personal information. Other people will share their stories, and they will hear ours. We learn from each other.

In that spirit, this book offers the stories of women who have traveled through and around the Steps, have thoughtfully examined the language and the concepts, and—listening to both their inner wisdom and the outer voices of the women around them in recovery—have discovered what fits for them and what doesn’t. Theirs are not the voices of authority, but simply the voices of other recovering women, like you, who have created for themselves a personal interpretation of the Twelve Steps.
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Author’s Note about the Cover Design

I see the lotus as a symbol of women’s recovery, so I again chose the lotus for the new cover of this 30th anniversary edition of A Woman’s Way through the Twelve Steps. A lotus is a powerful symbol of transformation and resilience, two aspects of women’s recovery. Lotuses rise from muddy waters to blossom. Although they grow with their roots deep in the mud, they emerge pure and unblemished. They unfold gradually, one petal at a time, to blossom in the sunlight.

The mud symbolizes murky beginnings, the material world, or the darkness of addiction. The water symbolizes experience, transition, or recovery. The lotus symbolizes the purity of the soul, rebirth, spiritual awakening, transformation, and enlightenment. For thousands of years, and in many religious traditions, the lotus has been associated with spiritual practices and a detachment from illusions.

Recovery is a transformational experience, a fundamental change. When a woman recovers, she is able to say, “Who I am today is not who I was.” The elegant and beautiful lotus flower that emerges from the mud is the beautiful woman within.
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Author’s Note about Language

Language is always changing. Here are some definitions and explanations of the language used throughout this book.

In the past, female was always used as the adjectival form of woman. Currently, because female is used to assign sex at birth based on an infant’s anatomy, it is seen as a less inclusive term. Woman, however, refers to a whole person. Woman can encompass anyone who defines themselves as a woman, whether they were assigned female at birth or not.

When I refer to someone whose gender is unknown—for example “a family member”—I use they or them. These pronouns are inclusive of all people and avoid assumptions. When someone’s gender is known, however, I have used the pronouns they use for themselves.

A transgender woman is a woman whose gender identity is incongruent with (or does not “match”) the male sex she was assigned at birth. Every transgender woman has a unique journey, which is affected by the level of family support or rejection she receives, her financial capacity and desire to invest in gender-affirming procedures and medications, her level of safety from prejudice and/or police, and the gender expression that feels most authentic for her. Transgender is an adjective, not a noun, and is sometimes abbreviated as “trans.”

Nonbinary is an umbrella term that refers to a spectrum of gender identities and expressions. These identities exist outside of the binary of male/man/masculine and female/woman/feminine, but they can also include features of binary gender. Gender-expansive is another umbrella term that nods to the vast and varied experience of gender people have. Some words that people use to express a gender-expansive experience can include agender, bigender, genderqueer, genderfluid, and pangender.
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The Step before the Steps

The journey through the Twelve Steps often involves a pre-step—a “step before the Steps,” if you will. In this step before, when you may not yet be ready to concede that addiction is the problem, you might be ready to admit that some areas of your life are chaotic or out of control.

For many of us, there is a growing awareness that things must change. As this feeling gets stronger, we find we are ready to take this pre-step: to admit that we need help and to accept help when it is offered, even if we didn’t seek it. Then we find ourselves on the recovery journey.

The first part of the journey takes us through the Twelve Steps from the perspectives of a diverse group of women. We will explore how the Steps help us overcome addictions and work to heal and change ourselves, creating the possibility of a new and different life. Part of the surprising truth about recovery is that our ability to use the Twelve Steps and to apply them to other areas of our lives grows as our journey progresses. So in the second part, we will explore the four areas of life where recovering women say they experience the most change—self, relationship, sexuality, and spirituality.
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Step One


We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.



We all know the saying that each journey begins with the first step. Each of us has taken many first steps in our lives. They may have included going to school, starting a job, coming out, getting married, or beginning a family. Each of us knows the many feelings that arise with first steps into something new—doubt, confusion, fear, relief, joy, sadness, and more.

Taking the first step in recovery may bring up many of these same feelings. These are natural and even expected feelings any time we start something new. Many women like us have taken this first step in recovery no matter how difficult or frightening it seemed, and each of us has received many benefits, over time, from our efforts. Recovery begins with Step One, when we admit that we’re powerless over addiction, and that as a result, our lives are unmanageable.

While AA’s Step One reads “powerless over alcohol,” we can be powerless over any behavior we can’t stop or control. The Twelve Steps of AA have been adapted and used successfully by people struggling with many kinds of addictive behaviors. You can substitute words such as drugs, food, sex, money, gambling, or relationships for the word alcohol. You can also substitute addiction, taking the focus off a specific substance or behavior and putting it on addiction itself.

After reading this first Step, you may wonder how it could possibly apply to you.


	Do you have a sense of how little power you have over the way you drink or use drugs?

	Are you able to see ways your life has become unmanageable?

	Have you tried unsuccessfully to control your addiction?



For some women, this Step makes perfect sense. It is a simple act of admitting what we already know to be true—we can’t control our drinking or using or other compulsive behavior. It is obvious to us that our lives are out of control and unmanageable.

I remember feeling a vague sense of comfort when I read Step One. Admitting my powerlessness over alcohol gave me a sense of relief and reassurance. I finally understood why my attempts to control my drinking had not worked. Not being able to control my drinking meant I was addicted to alcohol! Only when I acknowledged that I had no power at all over my drinking was I able to start making sense of the difficulties in my life. This understanding of Step One gave me a sense of hope.

For others beginning recovery, it can be much harder to recognize powerlessness and unmanageability. This acknowledgment can be particularly challenging for those of us who have continued to maintain our commitments and responsibilities despite our addiction.

Some of us feel that Step One asks more of us than we expected. We enter recovery wanting only to change the way we drink or use drugs. Or we want more control over our lives, not less. And no matter what our situation, thinking of ourselves as powerless or out of control can feel very threatening and uncomfortable.

It is common to wonder how a Twelve Step program, and Step One in particular, is going to make a difference in our lives. Yet Step One tells us there is a surprising solution: only when we realize we can’t control our drinking or drug use or eating, do we find a way to change. Letting go of the illusion that we can control our addictive behavior is the first Step on the journey of recovery.


The Endless Loop of Addiction

One way to let go of our illusion of control and begin to recognize our powerlessness is to look at the endless cycle of our addiction. We use alcohol or other drugs or compulsive behaviors with things like food, relationships, or overspending to change how we feel—to numb our pain or to feel better about ourselves or to forget our problems. But the change is only temporary. Reality swiftly returns when we wake up the next morning with the same feelings and the same problems—along with a hangover and perhaps guilt about what we had done.

We swear to ourselves that this will never happen again. But despite our best intentions, we find ourselves drunk or high or spending again, caught in a cycle of using and regretting, using and regretting—the endless loop that is known as addiction. Having lost control, we feel frustrated, despondent, hopeless, even disgusted with ourselves. There is a saying used in Twelve Step groups about being sick and tired of being sick and tired. When we reach this point, we are ready to recognize the truth.

The truth is, no matter how desperate we feel or how sincerely we believed we would “never drink like that again,” we couldn’t force ourselves to stop. We can’t overpower an addiction. An addiction is beyond our power to control. Only when we admit we are powerless over how we use alcohol or drugs can we begin to be free. Only when we realize we can’t quit any time we like do we finally have a chance to stop the cycle.




Are We Really Powerless?

The word powerless is a problem for many women. Many of us were taught to let something or someone else control our lives. It can be difficult to acknowledge we are powerless over our addictions because we already feel powerless in so many other areas of our lives. Admitting powerlessness may appear to be one more instance of our familiar one-down position. It seems like too much to ask of us.

Yet only when we admit our powerlessness and lack of control over our addiction can we begin to find out where we truly have power in our lives. This is the first of many paradoxes we experience in recovery.

Recovery is about empowerment—finding and using our true inner power. It may seem contradictory to claim our power when we’ve just admitted our powerlessness, but actually we are made more powerful by this admission. How can this be true? It’s very simple. By admitting our powerlessness over our addiction, we are freeing ourselves to turn our attention to areas where we do have control. When we give up the struggle to control the things we can’t control, we begin to discover our true source of power.

Questioning the idea of powerlessness doesn’t mean we abandon or ignore Step One. Many women who have walked the Twelve Step path translate this Step into words that help them discover how the ideas of powerlessness and unmanageability fit their personal experience. We have the freedom to interpret this Step in whatever way helps us recognize the power of our addiction.

The idea of powerlessness made Sandy, who sought help for her destructive relationships as well as her addiction to alcohol and other drugs, feel even more depressed than when she was using. It was helpful for her to use different words to think about this Step. “To say I was powerless was not good for me,” she recalls. “It didn’t feel right. My body responded with a drop in energy. Rather than powerless, I use the word surrender—as in surrendering to the truth. I surrender because I cannot control the amount and the way I use.” For Sandy, surrendering to her inability to control her substance use was the beginning of her recovery journey.

Some of us may not question our feelings about powerlessness because we have learned that others find us more attractive if we have less power. We may have received messages, directly and indirectly, that we are more feminine, more acceptable, and more lovable when we have little or no power. It is important that we not confuse our desire for approval with our powerlessness over our addiction. It is especially important for women to acknowledge the power of their addictions while discovering their personal power through recovery.

“As a woman, I need to claim my power,” says Sandy. “I am empowered when I look inside and ask myself, ‘What do I think? What do I feel? What are my options?’ I start figuring out what’s true for me—not whether it will please other people or make them happy. I don’t want to be insensitive to others, but I also need to be more sensitive to myself.”

Maria, a physician in her sixties, has given serious thought to power and powerlessness. Maria developed alcoholism following her divorce and became sober after going through several detox programs. Because she had achieved success in a competitive profession, at first she was concerned about admitting powerlessness—it felt too much like giving up and giving in. Only after much soul-searching was she able to see admitting powerlessness as a way to prevent the further loss of her power.

“Women have always been powerless,” says Maria. “So admitting I’m powerless over alcohol is really a way to keep the power I do have. I’m admitting that there’s something I can’t control and that by trying to control it, I am going to lose even more power than I’d already lost by virtue of my being female.”

Like Sandy, Maria focuses on enhancing the power she has gained through her recovery rather than thinking of herself as a powerless person. Now that she is sober, she expresses her feelings and asserts herself without agonizing over what people think of her. This, she knows, gives her a true sense of personal power. But she recognizes that this power does not mean she has control over her drinking. The drinking is out of her control.

For Chase, a nonbinary person in recovery who counsels people in the queer community with substance use issues, the concept of powerlessness seems more “appropriately humbling” to “a white, cisgender, heterosexual man of middle income.” Chase sees that men with that level of privilege have been taught that they need to have all the answers. For women and people of diverse gender experience, however, Chase believes that “you don’t want to be sitting with the sense of powerlessness, because it has already caused a lot of pain in your life.” With their clients and in their own recovery, Chase finds that it is helpful to see substance use as a way to try to feel better, to gain some power over a difficult emotional world. “It’s a good fit for a while, until it stops being a good fit,” they observe. “So the recovery process is about taking that part of you that wants to manage your stress, to connect with other people, and find that consistently through being sober instead. In that way, it is about gaining power, not about losing power.”




Looking Inside

If we enter recovery because someone else wants us to, we may not think powerlessness is the problem. Instead, it probably seems as if someone else has the problem. Many of us try to get sober or stay abstinent because families or friends want us to, or because the court sent us to a recovery program. We attend meetings to please or obey someone, or maybe to reduce tension at home.

“Getting clean wasn’t something I wanted to do for myself,” says Elena, who had a cocaine addiction and started going to Narcotics Anonymous meetings because her husband, Joe, threatened to leave her. “I figured it was the only way to save my marriage. If I stopped using, Joe would stay. That was all that mattered. I went so I could keep him from leaving. It never occurred to me that I was powerless over cocaine or that I really had a problem.”

Many of us enter recovery without an awareness of our inner needs and with no sense of being powerless. It may take a while to believe we have an addiction or to admit that our drinking or using other drugs causes us unhappiness and conflict.

The first step in recovery is to look inside ourselves. Turning inward is the beginning of becoming more truthful with ourselves. Honesty is essential because our addictions thrive on dishonesty: we have become accustomed to hiding from our true feelings and values.

Most of us begin recovery without a clear sense of our inner lives or feelings. This was certainly true for me. I was so overly concerned with outer appearances that I rarely stopped to notice my real feelings—who I was, what I really felt, wanted, and needed. Like many other women, I had numbed myself to my feelings. As I became more conscious in sobriety, I realized alcohol had helped me avoid my anxiety and fear. It kept the door to my inner self locked.

When we misuse substances, we lose contact with our inner selves. While our values may urge us to be responsible, creative, loving, and open, our lives are filled with dishonesty, rigidity, fear, and distrust. This split between our inner values and our outer lives causes deep pain.

As difficult as it is, we need to let ourselves admit our powerlessness and feel our discomfort. This is how we’ll stop the cycle of drinking and using and open the door to our inner selves.




Layers of Denial

When we deny that something exists, we can’t change it. If we deny a problem, it will remain a problem. If we insist we’re not hurting, lonely, and frightened, then there’s no opportunity to learn how to feel better. Only when we tell ourselves the truth—and risk seeing ourselves as we are now—can we begin to change.

Becoming aware of our real relationship with a substance or a compulsion allows us to break through our denial. We often stay in denial because we’d rather not experience all our feelings or face the painful truth about ourselves. Our denial also protects us from the fear of facing what it means to be addicted and from the necessity of giving up our usual ways of coping with the world.

In addition to our own attempts to deny the truth of our addictions, the people around us may pressure us to deny our addictions. Sometimes it seems that our culture encourages our communities and families to pretend that women don’t develop addiction. Because of this, we often feel we aren’t taken seriously when we try to get help. People are often unwilling to listen to us because it’s unpleasant to face a problem like this openly. Many of us find our drinking or other drug use overlooked, ignored, or downplayed. This cultural denial can extend to our families, who join society in looking the other way.

Shannon had blackouts from her drinking from the time she was thirteen. Her brother often covered for her and even diverted their parents’ attention with his own addictive behavior. Shannon’s parents were unable to see the obvious signs of her alcoholism.

To Shannon’s delight, adults bought liquor for her, bartenders didn’t ask for her ID, and police officers always let her off the hook, once even taking her home rather than arresting her after she was stopped for drunk driving.

Shannon, now sober for two years and in her early twenties, believes no one acknowledged her problem because she was an attractive young woman. “I could raise hell and still make it all look good because nobody believed I was doing the things I was doing,” she says. Her alcoholism was invisible to everyone else, so it was hard for Shannon to see the seriousness of her condition. The denial of the people around her reinforced her own denial.

When we do dare to openly admit we have a problem with alcohol or other drugs, we become vulnerable to criticism and rejection, which adds another pressure to maintain our denial. The unfortunate truth is that our society judges women with addictions more severely than men in the same situation. Being a drunk or an addict is bad enough; being a woman who is drunk or addicted is doubly shameful. Women with addictions are often stereotyped as promiscuous, slovenly, and immoral. If we have children, we are often shamed further by ourselves and others if our drinking or using interferes with our ability to care for our children.

It takes a great deal of courage to be honest with ourselves. The layers of cultural denial increase our own personal denial, and we find it more difficult to recognize and admit that we have a problem. We may be reluctant to name our addiction or to admit we are powerless or out of control. It may seem as if we are confessing that we’ve done something wrong. We will not want to open the door on our inner self if that self seems “bad” or “hateful.” So instead of “admitting,” many of us prefer to think of “acknowledging” or “recognizing” our addictive patterns.




The Only Way Out

Cultural messages about what it means to be a woman can strengthen our denial. We are often expected to direct our attention toward caring for others, not toward self-care, self-knowledge, or our own inner experience. We may believe it is selfish to focus on ourselves. We may feel we are demanding too much when we ask for what we need, set limits, or say no. If we step outside the roles expected of us, we risk being told we’re not giving enough of ourselves or fulfilling our “feminine” role. All these pressures to be selfless can make it hard to look inside and see our own needs. This keeps us in denial.

If a woman is miserable in a relationship with a man, she may tell herself, “Well, I’m not very happy, but he’s really doing the best he can and he needs my support, so I shouldn’t complain.” Believing that it would be selfish to think about what we want or believing that we don’t deserve anything better, many of us relieve our pain by using alcohol or other drugs. Not only do we deny our feelings, but we deny that we are addicted as well.

As you work through Step One, you can start to let your real feelings come to the surface. Consider trying something new. Just for a little while, ignore the voices saying you’re selfish and demanding for wanting something better for yourself. Try to ignore the possibility that someone might treat you as if you’re invisible, unimportant, or shameful. Imagine, instead, that you have opened the door you had kept locked by your denial and are on the other side. Imagine you are in a calm, quiet inner place. Imagine a still voice telling you that you deserve to be taken seriously and accepted without judgment. Imagine that you have the right to ask for and receive help—and that help comes.

In this quiet inner place you can start to trust—or just for now, act as if you trust—your inner self. Soon you may find that you need less denial to protect yourself. Eventually you will be comfortable with what you find and more hopeful about your life.




Is Life Unmanageable?

Step One asks that we first gain a better understanding of powerlessness. Then it asks us to recognize that our life is unmanageable. Many women hear the word unmanageable and immediately say, “Yes, that’s my life!” Others aren’t so certain.
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