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A Room and a Coffee Pot
Support groups have been springing up
everywhere lately to strengthen people’s
ability to cope with personal problems.
They activate the healing power o f faith,
hope, and charity. They also prove an old
theory: that you can’t do good for another
person without doing good for yourself...

It is insufficiently recognized in the news of all the
bad things that are going on in this world that a lot of
good things are also happening. God knows the hu-
man race has problems -- new and different ones, it
seems, every day. But the problems are not, as in the
past, simply being allowed to take their course; peo-
ple are resisting them, coping with them, trying to
eliminate or mitigate their causes. And in this way,
good is coming out of bad, bringing hope to countless
individuals who otherwise might be doomed to a life
of misery.

There could be no better example of this phenome-
non than the support group movement which has
grown up in recent years to help people to cope with
personal afflictions. In the English language the
movement also goes under the heading of "self-help"
a term that is somewhat misleading at first glance. In
a great many cases, people turn to these groups pre-
cisely because they cannot help themselves: they
have surrendered control over their own behaviour to
an addiction or other form of inner compulsion.
They need the help of others to restore their personal
autonomy.

There is, however, some validity to the term when
you consider the psychological process that takes
place when people decide to join support groups.
First, they refuse to let a problem run rampant with-
out fighting back. Then, rather than handing the
problem over to a professional, as a litigant would
hand a law suit over to a lawyer, they take responsibil-
ity for dealing with their own cases in association
with fellow-sufferers. Most well-established support
groups welcome professional counsel, but profession-
al participation is ancillary to their "do-it-yourself"
approach.

The concept of self-help originated in the United
States in 1935 with the formation of Alcoholics

Anonymous. In those days little help was available
for alcohol addiction outside of hospitals. AA’s
founders developed a step-by-step program of recov-
ery from their addiction centred on meetings at
which alcoholics related their experiences and com-
pared notes on how to stay sober. They set up a system
through which members could call on the moral sup-
port of their fellows in moments of weakness at any
time of day or night.

Of course, the idea of mutual support was not new:
on the contrary, it goes back to the very beginnings of
civilization. The first human settlements were built
by people who faced common hardships and dangers
and realized that their burdens were lightened when
they were shared. People formed religious congrega-
tions which brought the strength of unity to the task
of aiding the weaker members of their society. At the
centre of it all was the extended family, consisting not
only of parents and children, but of grandparents,
cousins, uncles and aunts.

What was new about AA was that it responded to
the needs of a society in which the role of the family
was diminishing. Today the extended family, with
more or less all of its members in one place, has large-
ly become a thing of the past. In North America, mo-
bility is part of the culture. When people are scattered
all over the map, they become less likely to turn to
their families in times of trouble than if they had
stayed in their places of birth.

It is interesting that one of the founders of Alco-
holics Anonymous was living away from home when
the movement started. He was a stockbroker from
New York City working in Akron, Ohio, on a busi-
ness deal. The venture failed, and he was tempted to
resume drinking after a long spell of sobriety. He
sought out another alcoholic, a local physician, and
helped the latter overcome his own drinking




