
The History of The Twelve Steps & Twelve Traditions
A clear, inspiring, women‑friendly guide to where the 12&12 came from and why it
matters

1. The World Before the 12&12 (1930s–1940s)
When Alcoholics Anonymous began in 1935, recovery was still a mystery. Two men
— Bill W. and Dr. Bob — discovered that one alcoholic helping another could spark a
transformation neither could achieve alone.
In 1939, they published the Big Book, which introduced the Twelve Steps. But as AA
grew, something became obvious:

People were getting sober
But staying sober — emotionally, spiritually, and relationally — was harder
Groups were struggling with unity, leadership, and boundaries

AA needed more than a book about how to stop drinking. It needed guidance on
how to live.

2. The Birth of the Twelve Traditions (1946–1950)
As AA groups multiplied, so did problems:

Who should lead?
Should AA take donations?
What about religion?
What if a group wanted to change the Steps?

Arguments were breaking out everywhere.
Bill W. realized AA needed principles of unity just as much as it needed principles of
recovery.
In 1946, he wrote an article in the AA Grapevine called: “Twelve Suggested Points for
A.A. Tradition.”
These ideas eventually became the Twelve Traditions, adopted at AA’s first
International Convention in 1950.
The Traditions protected AA from:

Ego
Money
Politics
Outside influence
Internal power struggles



They became the “spiritual guardrails” of the fellowship.

3. Bill W.’s Personal Struggle and the Need for a New Book (1950–1952)
After the Traditions were adopted, Bill W. entered one of the darkest emotional
periods of his life. He battled:

Depression
Exhaustion
Spiritual dryness
A sense of being overwhelmed by AA’s growth

Writing became part of his healing.
Members kept asking him:

“Can you explain the Steps more deeply?”
“Can you help us understand the Traditions?”
“Can you write something we can study together?”

Bill realized AA needed a second major book — one that would:
Break down each Step
Break down each Tradition
Offer practical wisdom
Speak to long‑term sobriety
Help people grow emotionally, not just stay dry

4. Writing the 12&12 (1952–1953)
Bill W. began writing the manuscript in the early 1950s. He worked closely with Tom
Powers, an early AA member who helped edit and shape the chapters.
The writing process was:

Slow
Reflective
Deeply personal
Spiritually challenging

Bill poured his own struggles into the book — especially around humility, self‑will,
relationships, and emotional sobriety.
This is why the 12&12 feels more gentle, philosophical, and introspective than the Big
Book.

5. Publication and Early Impact (1953–1960s)
The book was published in 1953 by Alcoholics Anonymous World Services.
It included:

12 chapters on the Steps
12 chapters on the Traditions



TIt quickly became a favorite among:
Step study groups
Sponsors
Treatment centers
Long‑term sober members
Newcomers who wanted clarity

By 1957, over 50,000 copies were already in circulation.
Women in early AA — who often felt invisible — found the book especially
helpful because:

It explained emotional recovery
It addressed relationships and self‑worth
It offered spiritual tools beyond “just don’t drink”

6. Why the 12&12 Became So Important
The Big Book teaches how to get sober. The 12&12 teaches how to live sober.
It helps with:

Letting go of guilt and shame
Understanding character defects
Building healthy relationships
Setting boundaries
Practicing humility without losing dignity
Growing spiritually
Handling conflict
Supporting group unity

For many women, the 12&12 became a guide to:
Rebuilding identity
Healing from trauma
Learning self‑respect
Finding community
Developing emotional strength

7. Influence on Other 12‑Step Programs
As new fellowships formed — Narcotics Anonymous,
Al‑Anon, OA, CODA, and many more — they adopted the
Steps and Traditions directly from AA. The 12&12 became a
universal teaching tool for recovery communities worldwide.



8. The 12&12 Today
Decades later, the book remains:

A cornerstone of AA
A foundation for step study meetings
A tool for sponsors
A source of emotional and spiritual growth
A companion to the Big Book

It has been published in:
Large print
Audio
Multiple languages
Digital formats

And it continues to help
millions — especially women —
find clarity, strength, and purpose.

9. Why Women Connect So Deeply With the 12&12
Women often say the 12&12 speaks to them because it:

Addresses emotional healing
Encourages self‑honesty without shame
Teaches boundaries and self‑respect
Helps rebuild identity
Supports spiritual growth
Validates the complexity of recovery
Offers wisdom for relationships, family, and community

It’s not just a recovery book — it’s a life book.

10. A Closing Thought
The Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions was born from struggle, humility, and a desire
to help people grow beyond survival.
It continues to guide women toward:

Freedom
Connection
Healing
Purpose
Spiritual strength
A life that feels whole again

It’s more than history — it’s a legacy of hope.
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