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January 1955

‘Alcoholics  Anonymous
- B k¢ ISANONymous

Tradition Eleven: Our public relations
policy is based on attraction rather

than promotion; we need always main-
tain personal anonymity at the level of
press, radio, and films.

AS never before the struggle for
power, importance and wedlth is
tearing civilization apart. Man against
man, family against family, group
against group, nation against nation.
Nearly dl those engaged in this
fierce competition declare that their
aim is peace and justice for them-
sdves, their neighbors and their na-
tions . . . give us power and we shall
have justice; give us fame and we
shall st a great example; give us
money and we shall be comfortable
and happy. People throughout the
world deeply believe that, and act ac-
cordingly. On this appalling dry bend-
er, society seems to be staggering
down a dead end road. The stop sign
is clearly marked. It says "Disaster.”
What has this got to do with anon-
ymity, and Alcoholics Anonymous?
We of AA ought to know. Nearly
everyone of us has traversed this iden-
tical dead end path. Powered by al-
cohol and self-justification, many of
us have pursued the phantoms of self-
importance and money right up to the
disaster stop sign. Then came AA.

APOLOGIES TO JOHN S. SARGENT

Tradition Twelve: Anonymity is the
spiritual foundation of all our Tradi-
tions, ever reminding us to place prin-

ciples above personalities.

We faced about and found ourselves
on a new high road where the direc-
tion signs sad never a word about
power, fame or wealth. The new signs
read, "This way to sanity and serenity
—the price is sdf-sacrifice.”

Our new book, The Twelve Seps
and Twelve Traditions, states that
"Anonymity is the grestest protection
our Society can ever have" It sys dso
that "The spiritual substance of anon-
ymity is sacrifice.”

Let's turn to AA's twenty years of
experience and see how we arrived at
that belief, now expressed in our Tra
ditions Eleven and Twelve,

At the beginning we sacrificed al-
cohol. We had to, or it would have
killed us. But we couldn't get rid of
acohol unless we made other sacri-
fices. Big shot-ism and phony thinking
had to go. We had to toss self-justi-
fication, self-pity, and anger right out
the window. We had to quit the crazy
contest for persona prestige and big
bank balances. We had to take per-
sond responsibility for our sorry state
and quit blaming others for it.

Were these sacrifices? Yes they
were. To gain enough humility and
sdlf-respect to stay dlive at al we had
to give up what had realy been our
dearest possession—our ambitions and
our illegitimate pride.

But even this was not enough. Sec-
rifice had to go much further. Other
people had to benefit too. So we took
on some Twelfth Step work; we be
gan to carry the AA messsge We s
rificed time, energy and our own mon-
ey to do this. We couldn't keep what
we had unless we gave it away.

Did we demand that our new pros
pects give us anything? Were we ask-
ing them for power over their lives,
for fame for our good work or for
a cent of their money? No, we were
not. We found that if we demanded
any of these things our Twelfth Step
work went flat. So thee natura de-
dres had to be sacrificed; otherwise,
our progpects received little or no
sobriety. Nor, indeed, did we

Thus we learned that sacrifice had
to bring a double benefit, or dse little
a al. We began to know about the
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kind of giving of ourselves that had
no price tag on it.

When the first AA group took
form, we soon learned a lot more of
this. We found that each of us had
to make willing sacrifices for the
group itself, sacrifices for the common
welfare. The group, in turn, found
that it had to give up many of its
own rights for the protection and wel-
fare of each member, and for AA as
a whole. These sacrifices had to be
made or AA couldn't continue to
exig.

Out of these experiences and reali-
zations, the Twelve Traditions of Al-
coholics Anonymous began to take
shape and substance.

Gradually we saw that the unity,
the effectiveness—yes, even the survi-
val—of AA would aways depend
upon our continued willingness to sac-
rifice our personal ambitions and de-
gres for the common safety and wel-
fare. Just as sacrifice meant survival
for the individual, so did sacrifice
mean unity and survival for the group
and for AA's entire Fellowship.

Viewed in this light, AA's Twelve
Traditions are little else than a list
of sacrifices which the experience of
twenty years has taught us that we
must make, individually and collec-
tively, if AA itsdf is to stay alive and
healthy.

In our Twelve Traditions we have
st our faces against nearly every
trend in the outside world.

We have denied ourselves persona
government, professionalism and the
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right to say who our members shall
be. We have abandoned do-goodism,
reform and paternalism. We refuse
charitable money and prefer to pay
our own way. We will cooperate with
practically everybody, yet we decline
to marry our Society to anyone. We
abstain from public controversy and
will not quarrel among ourselves
about those things that so rip society
asunder—religion, politics and reform.
We have but one purpose to carry
the AA message to the sick acoholic
who wants it.

We take these attitudes not at all
because we clam special virtue or
wisdom; we do these things because
hard experience has told us that we
must—if AA is to survive in the dis-
traught world of today. We aso give
up rights and make sacrifices because
we ought to—and, better yet, because
we want to. AA is a power greater
than any of us; it must go on living
or ese uncounted thousands of our
kind will surely die. This we know.

Now where does anonymity fit into
this picture? What is anonymity any-
how? Why do we think it is the
greatest single protection that AA can
ever have? Why is it our greatest
symbol of personal sacrifice, the spirit-
ual key to all our Traditions and to
our whole way of life?

The following fragment of AA his-
tory will reveal, | deeply hope, the
answer we all seek.

Years ago a noted ball player so-
bered up through AA. Because his
comeback was so spectacular, he got a

tremendous personal ovation in the
press and Alcoholics Anonymous got
much of the credit. His full name and
picture, as a member of AA, was seen
by millions of fans. It did us plenty
of good; acoholics flocked in. We
loved this. | was specially excited be-
cause it gave me idess.

Soon | was on the road, happily
handing out personal interviews and
pictures. To my delight, | found |
could hit the front pages, just as he
could. Besides, he couldn't hold his
publicity pace, but | could hold mine.
| only needed to keep traveling and
talking. The loca AA groups and
newspapers did the rest. | was aston-

ished when recently | looked at those
old newspaper dtories. For two or
three years | guess | was AA's num-
ber one anonymity breaker.

So | can't really blame any AA who
has grabbed the spotlight since. | st
the main example myself, years ago.

At the time, this looked like the
thing to do. Thus justified, | ate it up.
What a bang it gave me when | read

those two-column spreads about "Bill
the Broker,” full name and picture,
the guy who was saving drunks by
the thousands!

Then this fair sky began to be a
little overcast. Murmurs were heard
from AA skeptics who said, "This
guy Bill is hogging the big time. Dr.
Bob isn't getting his share." Or, again,
"Suppose dl this publicity goes to
Bill's head and he gets drunk on us?'

This stung. How could they perse-
cute me when | was doing so much
good? | told my critics that this was
America and didn't they know | had
the right of free speech? And wasn't
this country and every other run by
big-name leaders? Anonymity was
maybe okay for the average AA. But
co-founders ought to be exceptions.
The public certainly had a right to
know who we were,

Real AA power-drivers (prestige-
hungry people, folks just like me)
weren't long in catching on. They
were going to be exceptions too. They
said that anonymity before the gener-
al public was just for timid people;
all the braver and bolder souls, like
themselves, should stand right up be
fore the flash bulbs and be counted)
This kind of courage would soon do
away with the stigma on acoholics.
The public would right away see what
fine citizens recovered drunks could
make. So more and more members
broke their anonymity, al for the
good of AA. What if a drunk was
photographed with the Governor?

Both he and the Governor deserved
the honor, didn't they? Thus we
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zoomed aong, down the dead end
road!

The next anonymity breaking de-
velopment looked ever rosier. A close
AA friend of mine wanted to go in
for acohol education. A department
of a great university interested in al-
coholism wanted her to go out and
tell the general public that alcoholics
were sick people, and that plenty
could be done about it. My friend
was a crack public speaker and writer.
Could she tell the general public that
she was an AA member? Well, why
not? By using the name Alcoholics
Anonymous shed get fine publicity
for a good brand of alcohol education
and for AA too. | thought it an ex-
cellent idea and therefore gave my
blessing.

AA was already getting to be a fa-
mous and valuable name. Backed by
our name and her own great ability,
the results were immediate. In noth-
ing flat her own full name and pic-
ture, plus excellent accounts of her
educational project, and of AA, landed
in nearly every large paper in North
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America. The public understanding of
alcoholism increased, the stigma on
drunks lessened, and AA got new
members. Surely there could be noth-
ing wrong with that.

But there was. For the sake of this
short-term benefit, we were taking on
a future liability of huge and menac-
ing proportions.

Presently an AA member began to
publish a crusading magazine devoted
to the cause of Prohibition. He
thought Alcoholics Anonymous ought
to help make the world bone dry. He
disclosed himself as an AA member
and freely used the AA name to at-
tack the evils of whiskey and those
who made it and drank it. He pointed
out that he too was an "educator,”
and that his brand of education was
the "right kind." As for putting AA
into public controversy, he thought
that was exactly where we should be.
So he busily used AA's name to do
just that. Of course, he broke his
anonymity to help his cherished cause
along.

This was followed by a proposal
from a liquor trade association that
an AA member take on a job of "edu-
cation." People were to be told that
too much alcohol was bad for anyone
and that certain people—the alcohol-
ics—shouldn't drink at al. What
could be the matter with this?

The catch was that our AA friend
had to break his anonymity; every
piece of publicity and literature was
to carry his full name as a member
of Alcoholics Anonymous. This of
course would be bound to create the

definite public impression that AA
favored "education,” liquor trade style.

Though these two developments
never happened to get far, their im-
plications were nevertheless terrific.
They spelled it right out for us. By
hiring out to another cause, and then
declaring his AA membership to the
whole public, it was in the power of
an AA to marry Alcoholics Anony-
mous to practicaly any enterprise or
controversy at all, good or bad. The
more valuable the AA name became,
the greater the temptation would be.

Further proof of this was not long
in showing up. Another member
started to put us into the advertising
business. He had been commissioned
by a life insurance company to deliver
a series of twelve "lectures' on Al-
coholics Anonymous over a national
radio hookup. This would of course
advertise life insurance and Alcoholics
Anonymous—and naturally our friend
himself—all in one good-looking pack-

e.
agAt AA Headquarters, we read the
proposed lectures. They were about 50
per cent AA and 50 per cent our
friend's persona religious convictions.
This could create a false public view
of us. Religious prejudice against AA
would be aroused. So we objected.
Our friend shot back a hot letter
saying that he felt "inspired" to give
these lectures, and that we had no
business to interfere with his right of
free speech. Even though he was go-
ing to get a fee for his work, he had
nothing in mind except the welfare
of AA. And if we didn't know what

was good for us, that was too bad!
We and AA's Board of Trustees
could go plumb to the devil. The lec-
tures were going on the air.

This was a poser. Just by bresking
anonymity and so using the AA name
for his own purposes, our friend could
take over our public relations, get us
into religious trouble, put us into the
advertising business and, for all these
good works, the insurance company
would pay him a handsome fee.

Did this mean that any misguided
member could thus endanger our So-
ciety any time or any place simply by

breaking anonymity and telling him-
self how much good he was going to
do for us? We envisioned every AA
advertising man looking up a com-
mercial sponsor, using the AA name
to sdl everything from pretzels to
prune juice.

Something had to be done We
wrote our friend that AA had a right
of free speech too. We wouldn't op-
pose him publicly, but we could and
would guarantee that his sponsor
would receive several thousand letters
of objection from AA members if the
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path into which | might have led our
entire Society. Thus | learned that the
temporary or seeming good can often
be the deadly enemy of the permanent
best. When it comes to survival for
AA, nothing short of our very best
will be good enough.

We want to maintain 100 per cent
anonymity for still another potent rea-
son, one often overlooked. Instead of
securing us more publicity, repeated
sdlf-serving anonymity breaks could
severdly damage the wonderful rela-
tion we now enjoy with press and
public alike. We could wind up with
a poor press and little public confi-
dence at all.

For many years, news channels all
over the world have showered AA
with enthusiastic publicity, a never-
ending stream of it, far out of pro-
portion to the news values involved.
Editors tell us why this is. They give
us extra space and time because their
confidence in AA is complete. The
very foundation of that high confi-
dence is, they say, our continual in-
sistence on personal anonymity at the
press leve.

Never before had news outlets and
public relations experts heard of a
society that absolutely refused person-
ally to advertise its leaders or mem-
bers. To them, this strange and re-
freshing novelty has always been
proof positive that AA is on the
square; that nobody has an angle.

This, they tell us, is the prime
reason for their great good will. This
is why, in season and out, they
continue to carry the AA message
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of recovery to the whole world.

If, through enough anonymity lapses
we finally caused the press, the public
and our acoholic prospects themselves
to wonder about our motives, wed
surely lose this priceless asset; and,
aong with it, countless prospective
members. Alcoholics ~ Anonymous
would not then be getting more good
publicity; it would be getting less
and worse. Therefore the handwriting
on the wall is clear. Because most of
us can already see it, and because the
rest of us soon will, I'm fully confi-
dent that no such dark day will ever
fall upon our Society.

For a long time now, both Dr. Bob
and | have done everything possible
to maintain the Tradition of Anony-
mity. Just before he died, some of
Dr. Baob's friends suggested that there
should be a suitable monument or
mausoleum erected in honor of him
and his wife, Anne, something befit-
ting a Founder. Dr. Bob declined,
with thanks. Telling me about this a
little later, he grinned and said, "For
Heaven's sake, Bill, why don't you
and | get buried like other folks?"

Last summer | visited the Akron
cemetery where Bob and Anne lie
Their simple stone says never a word
about Alcoholics Anonymous. This
made me so glad | cried. Did this
wonderful couple carry personal anon-
ymity too far when they so firmly re-
fused to use the word "Alcoholics
Anonymous," even on their own
burial stone?

For one, | don't think 0. | think
that this great and final example of

self-effacement will prove of more
permanent worth to AA than could
any spectacular public notoriety or fine
mausoleum.

We don't have to go to Akron,
Ohio, to see Dr. Bob's memorial. Dr.

Bob's rea monument is visible
throughout the length and breadth of
AA. Let us look again a its true
inscription ... one word only, which
we AAs have written. That word is
Sacrifice.

Editor's note: delegates to AA's General Service Conference are at present

considering the advisability of once more briefing publishers on AA Tradition
of anonymity at the public level. (A letter on this subject was mailed to all

major newspapers, wire services and radio stations in 1950.)
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