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Twelve-Step Self-Help Groups:
The Spontaneous Emergence of
"Grace Communities"

Natti Ronel

Editor's Note: The author thanks Ms. Hadas Claridge for her editing
assistance.

This article describes the moral atmosphere of Twelve-Step Self-Help groups
(TSSHGs) following the cognitive-developmental schema. The author ana-
lyzes four representative principles of TSSHGs: mutuality, unconditional
care and love, faith, and voluntarism. The ideology of TSSHGs, distinct from
the actual moral reasoning and behavior of group members, represents the
highest stage of moral development. TSSHGs function as a whole according
to the sixth stage of principled justice and the seventh metaphoric stage, and
represents the highest stage of the ethic of care. Several parallels between the
educational just communities and TSSHGs provide an explanation of how the
groups influence the moral reasoning of the participants. As the underlying
principle of morality of TSSHGs goes beyond a universal just and toward an
ultimate grace, they are considered "grace communities." TSSHGs that
center around a behavioral disorder, for example, Alcoholics Anonymous
(AA) or Narcotics Anonymous (NA), represent the ability of a community to
carry the moral message of grace into its participants' lives and initiate a
moral transformation that supports the removal of the behavioral disorder.

The influence of self-help groups (SHGs) on the individual members of the group
is the subject of various studies and explanations (e.g., Gartner & Riessman, 1977;
Gidron & Chesler, 1994; Kennedy & Humphreys, 1994; Robinson & Henry, 1977;
Romeder, 1990). Interaction with the group is found to influence the member's
worldview, behavior, emotional state, social network, and spirituality. However, the
morality of TSSHGs, and the influence of said morality on the individual member, is
a component of this interaction that receives limited attention.




























































