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I. THE ADDICTIVE SYSTEM
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INTRODUCTION

Our society is deteriorating at an alarming rate. As we watch the news and read the newspapers, we are increasingly made aware of corruption in high places, financial collapse, and a lack of morality in settings ranging from preschools to meat packing plants. We fear that our children will be stolen by child pornography rings, and we hear of our “healers” taking sexual advantage of their clients. Our planet is being destroyed by acid rain and pollution, and nuclear holocaust is a very real possibility. Hunger and wars rage over the planet.

As a society, we are responding not with action but with a widespread malaise. The market for antidepressants has never been better. Apathy and depression have become synonymous with adjustment. Rather than looking for ways to change, to save ourselves, we are becoming more conservative, more complacent, more defensive of the status quo.

Those few individuals who notice and draw attention to these growing problems are met with massive denial. When they run for public office, they are not elected. When they confront us with what they know, they are ignored, dismissed, or discredited.

Other persons attempt to analyze and combat these problems by writing about them. Recent years have seen a proliferation of books expressing their concern from every field of study: Why Democracies Perish, The Reenchantment of the World, The One Straw Revolution, Turning Point, Entropy, Megatrends, and Green Paradise Lost are just a few.1

How-to books on subjects ranging from weight control to psychological self-help are more popular than ever. All try to give us answers, and none really addresses the problem.

I believe that there are two reasons this is true. First, most, if not all, stop at analysis and go no further. The thinking behind them is almost exclusively “left-brain”—rational and logical. To paraphrase Morris Berman in The Reenchantment of the World, they come out of a nonparticipatory, scientific approach that is based upon empiricism and logical positivism. This approach is quite limited; it views the world through a very narrow set of lenses.

Second, most, if not all, deal with only one piece of the problem. No one as yet has put the pieces together and treated the problem as a whole. In fact, I suspect that no one has yet perceived the problem as a whole—or, at least, seen it for what it is.

Much of what we know about our society can be compared to what the blind persons knew about the elephant. As that old story teaches us, an elephant is more than just ears, a tail, or a trunk; it is more, even, than just an animal. It is also a process within a context. It is born, it lives, and it dies. This is a process.

The context of our elephant—our society—is the fact that the system in which we live is an addictive system. It has all the characteristics and exhibits all the processes of the individual alcoholic or addict. It functions in precisely the same ways. To say the society is an addictive system is not to condemn the society, just as an intervention with an alcoholic does not condemn the alcoholic. In fact, those of us who work with addicts know that the most caring thing to do is not to embrace the denial and to confront the disease. This is the only possibility the addict has to recover. Just as with the addict, one has to say that the society has a disease. It is not itself the disease. If it admits having the disease, it has the option of recovery.

This awareness that society has an addictive disease is what is missing from other explanations and treatments of the problems we are facing today. Most other concerned writers focus only on their specific area of interest or expertise. This is the norm within a fragmented society such as ours. It is also characteristic of the tunnel vision of the alcoholic/addict.

In addition, most people who look at the system are too close to it and too involved in it to see it clearly. They are frequently themselves functioning addicts (in ways I will go on to make clear), come from addictive, dysfunctional families, or they have tried to step outside the system and be “objective,” which only serves to keep them uninformed and nonparticipating.

In order to perceive the Addictive System for what it is, one must be in it but not of it. In other words, one must be recovering from its effects. There are people who fit this criterion. Historically, however, the main curing agent for addictions has been anonymous—Alcoholics Anonymous, Al-Anon, Overeaters Anonymous, Gamblers Anonymous, and so on. As a result, the people who have the most accurate perceptions of our system have often hidden this knowledge in anonymity.

It is impossible to come to a real understanding of anything without actively participating in it. My work in the women’s movement and the chemical dependency field has taught me that the most reliable information is that which comes from people with personal experience. Objectivity is a myth. The people who can be trusted the most are those who can honestly say, “I know how you feel because I have been there myself.”

When one brings personal participation to the generation of theory, the outcome is synthesis. This book is a synthesis of ideas and experience.

The good news is that, like the individual alcoholic/addict, the Addictive System can recover. Before that can happen, though, we must name and accept the disease. We must admit that the society we care about has a disease and can recover from that disease.

We must also be willing to do the necessary work toward recovery. This is a long process that eventually requires a shift to a new system, one I call the Living Process System.

Before being ready for recovery, the individual alcoholic/addict must often “hit bottom.” I believe that our society is rapidly approaching this point, and that it may now be ready for the ideas discussed here.

Part I outlines my personal journey toward the awareness that our system is an addictive system, and that the Addictive System and the White Male System are one and the same. The remainder of Part I then provides a general introduction to addiction. Relationship addiction is used as a model because it is one with which most of us can easily identify. This section also introduces the concept of co-dependence and how it relates to addiction.

Part II names the characteristics of addiction and illustrates how they exist and function within both the individual and the system. Until now, these characteristics have been articulated only in the circles of those who treat addictions. Even there, they have never been gathered together and linked so as to describe an entire system.

To my knowledge, the awareness that larger systems such as schools, churches, businesses, and governments exhibit the same characteristics, processes, problems, and outcomes as the individual alcoholic/addict is new and revolutionary. So, too, is the awareness that these characteristics, processes, problems, and outcomes are prevalent within our system as a whole.

Part III deals with the processes of the addictive system. These processes are insidious and are what hold the system together and keep it functioning. Since the system does not think in terms of processes, partly because processes cannot be measured and controlled, and the system does not conceptualize in terms of processes because this kind of conceptualizing requires participation, it is largely unaware of the stranglehold these processes have on it.

Part IV introduces several new concepts, including paradigm shifts, as well as older concepts like the Alcoholics Anonymous Twelve-Step Program, and suggests some ways they can be used to work toward systemic recovery.

Like my first book, Women’s Reality: An Emerging Female System in a White Male Society, this is a book of naming and, also, renaming. It explores our system and provides us with a way to understand it. Understanding is the first step toward change.






LOOKING BACK AT WOMEN’S REALITY

Because When Society Becomes an Addict builds upon some of the ideas put forth in Women’s Reality, it is useful to begin by briefly returning to those ideas.2

Women’s Reality identified and described three systems: the White Male System, the Emerging Female System, and the Reactive Female System, as I then called them.

I called the system in which we live the White Male System because the power and influence in it are held by white males, and it is perpetuated by white males—with the help of all of us. As the prevailing system within our culture, it runs our government, our courts, our churches, our schools, our economy, and our society. I want to emphasize here that I am not talking about individuals. I am talking about a system that all of us have learned and in which we all participate. There are as many White-Male-System women as there are men operating in our culture today. I am talking about a system, a worldview.

This system is supported and sustained by four myths. The first myth is that the White Male System is the only thing that exists. Hence, the White Male System defines itself as reality, and when someone lives out of another system, that person is said not to understand “reality” or not know “how things are.” The beliefs and perceptions of other systems—including the Black System, the Chicano System, the Asian-American System, the Native American System, and both female systems—are unknown to the White Male System and dismissed as irrelevant, inconsequential, or crazy.

The second myth is that the White Male System is innately superior. Anyone who does not operate according to this system is by definition innately inferior. This is a confusing myth, because if the White Male System is the only system that exists (reality), what is it superior to? We will see however, that since this system generates its own rules it need not be logically consistent. And often it is not.


The third myth is that the White Male System knows and understands everything. This myth means that anything that is not known and understood by the methods and technology of the White Male System theoretically does not exist. This myth defines what knowledge is and what is worth learning. It also defines large areas of knowledge out of existence.

The fourth myth is that it is possible to be totally logical, rational, and objective. If one believes it is possible to be logical, rational, and objective, then one ignores the ways one is not and uses only a small part of the brain and senses. The White Male System ignores the existence of and devalues other thinking processes, such as intuition, and multivariate non-linear thinking, which would be considered right-brain or brain stem functions.

All four of these myths can be summarized by another overriding myth: that it is possible to be God as defined by the system. If the White Male System is the only system that exists (reality), if it is innately superior to any other system, if it knows and understands everything, and if it values only the logical, rational, and objective, then it can be God as that system defines God. This God is all the “omnis,” omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent. The major role of this God is that of ultimate controller.

What I have called the White Male System surrounds and envelops us, but it does not feel like “home.” In order to survive within it, we must adjust our language, values, and thinking and the way we view the world. We must deny our own reality and surrender our personal power in order to gain a modicum of acceptance.

The female companion system to the White Male System is what I have called the Reactive Female System. This system is a stereotypic, externally defined system that tells women what they should think, feel, and do. It defines women in such a way that they will consciously and unconsciously support the White Male System and its myths. The basic concept of this system is the Original Sin of Being Born Female. In the Reactive Female System, women are taught that they are innately inferior by birth and that there is no absolution except through the intervention of an outside mediator, which is always a man. If women can attach themselves to a male and obtain male validation and approval, then they will be absolved of the Original Sin of Being Born Female. Unfortunately, this never works, but it does not keep us from trying.

Even though there is no “justification by works,” we continue to try to make ourselves acceptable by being fair, following the rules, hiding our feelings, and becoming incredibly understanding.

The third system identified in Women’s Reality is what I called the Emerging Female System. I called it that then because it was a system that I heard from women as they began to trust their own perceptions. The Emerging Female System is variable and changing and would be described in system circles as an open system. It is a system in process, a system of process. It is not a new system that we do not know; actually, many people, both women and men, as they move into it describe a feeling of coming “home” to something they have always known and have never been able to articulate.

Women’s Reality was a book of naming. Written out of women’s awareness and perceptions, it gave us a way to begin communicating about the White Male System, the Reactive Female System, and the Emerging Female System.

That which goes unnamed may exert considerable influence over us, but because we have no words for it we cannot address it directly or deal with it. One example is battering. Only in the last couple of decades have we had a word for battering. It was going on long before then, but it did not functionally exist until it was given a common, agreed-upon name. Nobody talked about it. No one was called a batterer or a victim of battering. No statistics were gathered about it. No safe houses were set up to shelter its victims; no funding was set aside to study or treat it. Once it had a name, though, it became an acknowledged reality in our society. Individuals could say, “I’ve been battered,” or “I’ve been a batterer.” They could talk about their experience and thus validate it.


In her book The Wizard of Earthsea, Ursula LeGuin describes how to become a wizard.3 During the lengthy process of training and education, it is necessary to spend a concentrated block of time with the Master Namer, a teacher who knows the true name for everything. The true name is different from the common, public name. When you learn the true name of something, you are able to take back any power it has over you. We need to do that with the system in which we live.

In her book Silences, Tillie Olsen points out how our refusal to speak our reality or name our experiences makes us accomplices of a system that oppresses us.4 Only by naming can we reclaim our reality and our power. We are beginning to do that, too, with the Emerging Female System.

Since writing Women’s Reality, I have come to see the White Male System, the Reactive Female System, and the Emerging Female System more clearly and to understand more about how they interrelate. I now realize that the White Male System and the Reactive Female System are not two separate systems; instead, they are two aspects of the same system. They cannot exist without each other. They support and perpetuate each other and are part of an inextricable dualism. To move out of the White Male System, one must let go of the Reactive Female System; to let go of the Reactive Female System, one must move out of the White Male System. Neither can be treated as a distinct entity. If there were no White Male System, there would be no need for a Reactive Female System, and if women stopped living in the Reactive Female System the White Male System would collapse. Neither needs to exist without the other, and each must have the other to exist.

In contrast, the Emerging Female System is utterly distinct. It has no relation to the White Male System-Reactive Female System dualism. It exists separately, and functioning within it requires what Marilyn Ferguson, in The Aquarian Conspiracy, calls a “paradigm shift.”5 What is fascinating is that despite the need for this paradigm shift, many women and quite a few men already know and understand what I have called the Emerging Female System.

My new awareness has also caused me to revise my thinking about another aspect of Women’s Reality. In that book, as I was comparing the Emerging Female System with the White Male System, I kept stressing that neither system is right or wrong, good or bad—they are just different. That period was my “fair” phase. I really believed then that neither was right or wrong, and I wanted to be fair.

I no longer believe that. The two systems are not “just different.” Instead, what I called the Emerging Female System is life-supporting and life-producing, and what I called the White Male System is nonliving-oriented and entropic.

The White Male System is not only destructive to women; it is destructive to men, animals, plants, and our planet and is threatening to spread its destructiveness into space. The White Male System has a nonliving orientation.

The Emerging Female System is proliving. It embodies the state of being fully alive in the broadest possible sense of the word.

Another issue that has arisen in the years since Women’s Reality was first published is that of the names I gave the systems. Several people have suggested (some more than “suggested”) that I change the names of the systems I described there. Their reasons have varied, and all have had some validity and truth to them: not all males fit into the White Male System; calling the new system the Emerging Female System alienates men; the Emerging Female System is not strictly female; some of the most White-Male-System people are women; the labels male and female are divisive; and so on. All these points are important.

The use of the labels male and female has also prompted concern
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