

[image: cover-image]




CO-DEPENDENCE

Misunderstood — Mistreated

ANNE WILSON SCHAEF

[image: image]





Dedication

To all those persons who are suffering from this previously unnamed disease and who have not known that they have a disease that can be treated and from which they can recover.

To those courageous enough to acknowledge having this disease and be willing to teach us about it.

To those professionals who have stretched their conceptual boundaries to name and begin to treat this insidious and pervasive disease.

To all of us who seek recovery and are joyfully recovering.
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Introduction to the New Edition

Has it only been six years since I first penned an introduction to my book Co-Dependence: Misunderstood — Mistreated, then stating that I wanted to get my ideas about this new concept in on the ground floor? Astonishingly, the concept and most of the ideas in this book seem as relevant today as they did when the book was first written. Certainly, the title is perhaps even more to the point than it was six years ago.

When we talked about a new introduction, the publisher asked me to try to respond to some of the controversy that is raging about the concept of co-dependency. I personally find this focus very difficult because I experience the issues raised by critics as so insane that it almost requires a plunge into the addictive process to even try to respond to them.

For example, a critic was recently on a national talk show promoting his book, which viciously attacks the concept of co-dependence. (I refuse to give his name or the title of the book because I do not want to support or promote him or his book in any way!) He had two main criticisms that he repeated over and over, refusing to listen to any input from the audience or anyone else. The first was, “People are making money off of co-dependence!!”… Now that’s an interesting critique! Isn’t he making money promoting his book attacking co-dependence? Isn’t that why he was on the show, to sell his books? And, as a therapist, doesn’t his very livelihood depend upon making money off of other people’s problems? Yet, the implication is that there is something inherently wrong (or evil, perhaps) in making money off of a concept that helps people heal. I find this kind of thinking confusing.

His other frequently repeated statement was, “The experts are telling people that they are addicts and co-dependents.” Again, another strange statement coming from someone who considers himself an expert and gets paid for diagnosing and treating people from his perspective. Ironically, the whole interest in co-dependence has grown in a grass roots way by people naming and claiming this “disease” for themselves and seeking recovery in a way that does not include the expert-authority model. Indeed, most of the writers in the field are writing from the perspective of their own struggles with this addictive process and are only sharing their “experience, strength, and hope.” How does individual sharing get twisted into “experts,” and then how does the use of “experts” become “bad” when he, himself, comes from a paradigm that believes in and supports experts, himself being one? This kind of thinking always confuses me.

I also noticed that this particular “expert against experts” was incapable of hearing person after person in the audience refute his hypothesis. Again and again they stated that “no one had told them that they were addicts or co-dependents.” They had discovered that for themselves.

In these interactions, I saw another characteristic that I have come to recognize in opponents of the concept of co-dependence: the inability to listen, explore, discuss, or be open to new information. The basic style seems to be “don’t confuse me with the facts and, most of all, don’t confuse me with your experience or your truth.” What is the real issue? I continue to wonder.

Some time ago, I thought I would write an article responding to some of the almost violent articles that have come out against addiction, co-dependence, and recovery. Here are some of the ideas I developed…

There is a trend against a trend. What is this about? Seemingly coming from a place of ignorance and non-participatory judgmentalism, it is now chic to criticize how chic it has become to participate in twelve step groups.

Under the guise of a critical, objective, scientific mind set, writers such as Stanton Peele (The Diseasing of America) lash out with pseudo-rational emotionalism. There’s nothing wrong with emotionalism. It is only when it hides under the guise of rationalism and objective science that it becomes frightening and dangerous. Such critics seem to forget that the very basis of science is open-mindedness and the ability to explore new ideas and new concepts from a position of clarity (sobriety?) within oneself.

Why, might I ask, are these sophisticated, critical thinkers not being open to the exploration of the truths that exist in the new awareness about addiction and co-dependence? In recovering circles, the kind of thinking that we see in many of these articles would be nailed as “stinkin’ thinkin’ “ (confused reasoning characteristic of the addictive process), and people would be encouraged to do their own work and get clear before they dumped their own issues on others.

Unfortunately, this degree of clarity does not seem to be a criteria applied in the publication decisions of magazines such as the New York Times Book Review, Family Circle, Playboy, and others. I have noticed a decided bias in publishing these volatile, emotional, often nasty attacks on the concepts of addiction and co-dependence while giving no space or credence to the concepts themselves. I do know that as I have tried to read some of this material, I have felt covered over with a slimy goo, and that in trying to respond, I am forced to enter into a system that I perceive as unhealthy and that I do not like.

Another issue that gives me great concern is the joining of feminists and mental health professionals in this attack. At first glance, these two seem to be strange “bedgals” indeed. Yet, I have experienced this teaming up to be common and frequent. I have no idea what has happened to the feminism of the sixties and seventies that was suspicious of psychotherapy and its power differential and attempts to keep women in a patriarchal system. I see many women who call themselves feminists aligning themselves with a mental health approach and a way of thinking that solidly locks them into the very patriarchy they try to avoid. I know that sometimes my need to understand this phenomenon often interferes with my acceptance of its truth for some people.

What I do know is that my entry to recovery was through the door of co-dependence and that there is no discrepancy whatsoever between recovery from addictions and feminism for me. The two go hand-in-hand and are mutually supportive. What I know is that it is a relief to see this connection. I have a disease process that I learned in the society. I can recover and no longer play the role of victim that the mental health system would impose upon me. In my recovery, I do not have to accept either end of the victim/perpetrator dualism, and neither do I have to orient myself to that dualism. I have come to know that as I free myself from my addictions, I also free myself from a mechanistic, scientific worldview that requires sexism, racism, homophobia, and ageism in all their subtle forms.

My recovery has also allowed me to understand with all my being a scientific and spiritual worldview that is much more in keeping with my knowledge as a woman. Recovery has taught me the wonders of full participation in my life the way I define it.

And, yet, co-dependence was only a door for me. As I progressed in my recovery, I began to see that even though the concept of co-dependence offered me a “way” into recovery, after I had progressed in my recovery it became a roadblock. I could see that I was using the “co” term in two destructive ways to block my further progress: (1) I was using it to feed my one-ups-womanship to feel just a little superior to “those addicts”; and (2) I was continuing to use it to externally referent, be a victim, and not claim my own life. So, I had to face yet another shift. I had to admit I was an addict…a relationship addict…just like any other addict. And then my recovery took off.

So, I believe that the term co-dependence has been a useful door for many who decide to step upon the road to recovery, and I believe that in all recovery we need to move on. The recovery movement needs to move on and we as individuals need to move on. Nothing that is alive is static. Stasis belongs to a scientific worldview that is entropic and devouring itself.

This book continues to be an important door. Let’s use it that way.
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