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I
n the history of Mithraic scholarship, 
the paradigm of Mithras’s Persian 
origins taught by Franz Cumont, 

which is highly disputed today, was so 
firmly entrenched that it wasn’t until almost 
thirty years after his death that scholars 
began to openly reassess the evidence and 
present alternative conclusions. To do so 
while Cumont was alive would have been 
very risky professionally. Paradigms can be 
very difficult to dislodge, as Denise Breton 
and Christopher Largent discuss in this 
introduction to their work on changing 
paradigms in life and society.

It’s time for us to join the line 
of your madmen, all chained together.

Time to be totally free, and
estranged....

To set fire to structures 
and run out in the street.

Time to ferment. How else
can we leave the world-vat

and go to the lip?
We must die to become

 true human beings.
 —Rumi1 

The Global Crisis of Addictions: 
Caught in Deadly Processes

Recovery: it’s not just for “addicts” 
anymore. It’s not even just for persons, not 
when addictive processes permeate every 
social system we’ve got, from schools to 
churches to workplaces to governments. 
We’re up to our ears in addict-making 
processes, and we can’t take two steps out 
of bed without running into them.

Substance addictions. Substance addictions—
alcohol, drugs, nicotine, food, caffeine—are 
just the surface, the outward and visible 

ways addictive processes come get us. And 
they do get us. Drugs, alcohol, and tobacco 
constitute the world’s biggest economic 
empire. Only the weapons industry rivals 
it. Journalist James Mills writes in The 
Underground Empire:

Recovery: The Art of 
Paradigm Shifts
Denise Breton and Christopher Largent

From The Paradigm Conspiracy: Why Our Social Systems Violate Human Potential —And 
How We Can Change Them by Denise Breton and Christopher Largent. Copyright © 
1996 by Hazelden Foundation. Reprinted by permission of Hazelden Foundation, 

Center City MN.

Substance addictions—alcohol, drugs, nicotine, food, 
caffeine—are just the surface, the outward and visible ways 
addictive processes come get us. Photo by Renee Comet / 
Wikimedia Commons, from the National Cancer Institute.

http://astore.amazon.com/wwwrosicrucia-20/detail/1568382081
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The inhabitants of Earth spend 
more money on illegal drugs than 
they spend on food. More than 
they spend on housing, clothes, 
education, medical care, or any 
other product or service. The 
international narcotics industry is 
the largest growth industry in the 
world. Its annual revenues exceed 
half a trillion dollars, three times the 
value of all United States currency 
in circulation, more than the gross 
national products of all but a half 
dozen major industrialized nations.2

That’s just illegal drugs. How about 
the money involved in dependence on 
prescribed drugs, alcohol, and nicotine? It 
seems we can’t afford not to be substance 
dependent; our economies certainly are.

Process addictions. Next in the line of killers 
are process addictions, the ones society 
applauds: addiction to working, winning, 
high stress, fast-track jobs, perfectionism, 
relationships, making money, spending 
and debting, gaining power, getting fame 
or notoriety, living out family dramas, 
or—brace yourself—shopping. Sex can 

be another process addiction, but it’s not 
one society looks kindly on, however 
much advertising promotes insatiable and 
manipulative sex as the solution to life’s 
challenges.3 Gambling is an old addiction 
which, with all the state lotteries, is coming 
back now with a vengeance, especially 
among young people.

Even the most lauded activities—
religion, scientific study, academic inquiry, 
and government service—may take on 
classic addictive patterns. Religion turns 
into obsession. Scientific study turns 
into dogma, as if collecting enough facts 
will make up for a narrow worldview. 
Academic inquiry becomes an in-your-
head addiction—quibbling esoterica with 
rabid acrimony, fiddling while Rome 
burns. As for government service, it’s 
power addiction from the bureaucrats who 
throw around their paper-pushing weight 
to the big-timers who become brokers for 
corporate conglomerates.

Process addictions are every bit as 
deadly as substance addictions, because 
they underlie substance addictions—as 
well as just about every social and global 

Giovanni di Paolo, The 
Expulsion from Paradise, 
ca. 1445. A flat Earth is at 
the center of the cosmos, 
surrounded by the orbits of 
the other heavenly bodies, with 
the Zodiac on the outermost 
ring. From the collection of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York.
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ill we’ve got. They’re the 
invisible killers, the ones 
we don’t suspect, but the 
ones that made millionaire 
Ivan Boesky raid savings 
and loans to become a 
billionaire, leaving in his 
wake thousands who saw 
their life savings disappear. 
As Boesky was later to 
admit, “It’s a sickness I 
have in the face of which 
I am helpless.” Nor was 
Boesky alone in his 
sickness. Since the eighties, 
we’ve witnessed an army of 
greed-addicted corporate 
raiders, who made the 
jobs and pension funds of 
millions vanish overnight.4

Process addictions 
aren’t limited to movers and shakers 
though. Ordinary folks following the 
right diet and the right exercise program 
are dropping dead at age thirty-five from 
workaholism, relationship addiction, 
anxiety, and stress.

If all these substance and process 
addictions don’t afflict us, they nonetheless 
affect us. While addictions to drugs, food, 
alcohol, sex, or work hit us one by one, 
addictions to money,5 control, divisiveness, 
status, and official-think oppress us 
together. We can’t have power addicts 
running the world and not experience the 
consequences. Even when we try to claim 
it’s business or government as usual, we 
find ourselves suffering from global plagues 
made invisible by their familiarity.

But a familiar plague is no less deadly. 
As Anne Wilson Schaef points out, a deadly 
virus is a deadly virus, even if the entire 
population has it. Alcoholics Anonymous 
(AA) holds that addiction is a “progressive, 

fatal disease.” Schaef believes—and we 
agree—that this is true, no matter what 
form the addiction takes.6 Our lungs 
may give out from tar and nicotine, or 
our hearts may give out from stress. We 
may die from the greed that destroys the 
environment or from a nuclear chain 
reaction set off by someone’s power play. 
Addiction—substance or process, acted out 
privately or on the world stage—is a fatal 
illness that we ignore at our peril.

Not that this is news. We can’t read the 
papers or watch TV without wondering, 
what on earth is going on? We have the 
knowledge and technology. We have the 
resources, human and natural. We even have 
the desire. Why can’t our social, economic, 
and environmental problems be solved? 
Why do we live from crisis to crisis?

Addict-Making Systems
Neither substance nor process addictions 

are limited to one race, sex, economic class, 
region, or occupation. Rich and poor, 

Humanity on the Moon. “We have the knowledge and technology…Why can’t our 
social, economic, and environmental problems be solved?” Photo from NASA. 
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conservative and liberal, male and female, 
Hispanic, European, African, Asian, and 
Native Americans share the same disease.

When something so deadly cuts across 
society, we have to look at what we share: 
our social systems. In her 1987 ground-
breaking book When Society Becomes an 
Addict, Anne Wilson Schaef suggests family 
dynamics, school rules, workplace policies 
and practices, corporate hierarchies, 
government workings, media messages, 
as well as cultural and religious belief 
structures all operate in ways that set us up 
to behave addictively. In fact, society itself, 
Schaef writes, “is an addictive system.”7

That’s a strong statement, yet the more 
we understand addiction, the more it seems 
like an understatement. Award-winning 
teacher John Taylor Gatto, for instance, 
pulls no punches about the messages 
schools send through their structure: 

I began to realize that the bells 
and the confinement, the crazy 
sequences, the age-segregation, 
the lack of privacy, the constant 
surveillance, and all the rest of the 
national curriculum of schooling 
were designed exactly as if someone 
had set out to prevent children 
from learning how to think and 
act, to coax them into addiction 
and dependent behavior.8

In When Money Is the Drug, counselor 
and writer Donna Boundy sketches 
a similarly addict-making picture for 
corporations. The level of thinking 
distortion that takes over people in these 
systems is astonishing:

For money-accumulators, huge sums 
take on an unreal quality, become 
distorted. One commodities trader 
reportedly flew into a rage when 
he got his monthly bonus check, 

stormed into his boss’s office, threw 
the check on the floor, and spat on it. 
The check was for $2.1 million, but 
he thought it wasn’t enough. Even J. 
Paul Getty once admitted, “I’ve never 
felt rich—in the oil business others 
were all much richer than I was.”

Even corporations sometimes behave as 
if their thinking has become distorted. While 
the Wall Street firm of Drexel Burnham 
Lambert was nearing bankruptcy, some 
executives still received million-dollar bonuses 
every month. In fact, as the firm’s condition 
worsened, the bonuses grew larger. Less than 
a month before the firm filed bankruptcy, one 
executive received a bonus of $16.6 million. 
The company itself was acting like an addict, 
denying and defying reality.9

THE PARADIGM CONSPIRACY

What’s going on? Why are systems 
betraying their service to us? Instead of 
performing their rightful functions of 
educating (schools), nurturing (families), 
promoting public good (governments), 
managing the shared household (businesses), 
and inspiring us to find and fulfill our life’s 
purpose (religious institutions), they’re 
abusing us and turning us into people we 
never wanted to be. Why?

Enter “Paradigms” 

Back in 1962—so long ago John 
Kennedy was still alive—historian and 
philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn gave 
an analysis of how systems change (or 
don’t) in his book The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions that rocked the intellectual 
world. He wasn’t talking about addictive 
systems but about the system of scientific 
research, which has its own brand of 
obsessive-compulsive behavior.

Introducing the term “paradigm,” 
Kuhn said that scientists operate from 

http://astore.amazon.com/wwwrosicrucia-20/detail/0062548549
http://astore.amazon.com/wwwrosicrucia-20/detail/0062502123
http://astore.amazon.com/wwwrosicrucia-20/detail/0226458083
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mental models—paradigms—that shape 
everything they think, feel, and do. How 
scientists perceive and interpret experience 
is shaped by their internal structure of 
beliefs and concepts—their paradigm. If 
something is wrong, the paradigm is the 
place to look to find out why.

To raise paradigm issues is to reflect on 
the ideas or concepts we’re using as our map 
of reality—our worldview, life perspective, 
philosophy, or mental model. Whatever 
we call it, it’s powerful stuff. To look at our 
paradigm is to look at the blueprint we’re 
using to build our worlds.10

How do paradigms start? They usually 
begin with some exemplary model—
“Newtonian science” or “Einsteinian 
relativity”—that weaves together theories, 
standards, and methods in a way that 
makes better sense than anything else. To 
share a paradigm is to share a commitment 
to rules that define how a scientist acts 
and reacts. No part of scientific activity 
is outside the reach of the paradigm’s 
influence. It’s as if scientists’ energies get 
poured through the paradigm’s mold, and 
whatever comes out is stamped by that all-
encompassing model.

In the decades since Kuhn’s paradigm 
concept was introduced, it has been 
applied to every discipline, from the arts 
to business. And rightly so. We experience 
our lives the way we do because of the 
paradigms we carry around. In computer 
terms, paradigms function like the central 
operating system of consciousness—the 
supra-program that transforms undefined 
perceptions into something we call our 
experience. They give us the mental tools 
to make sense of life and survive in it. 
We may not be able to summarize our 
paradigm in ten words or less, but our 
every thought is paradigm connected, even 
paradigm created.

Johannes Kepler, The Orbits of the Planets from 
Harmonice Mundi (The Science of the Harmony of the 
World), 1619. The Copernican Revolution, continued 
by Kepler, was one of Thomas Kuhn’s primary examples 
of the difficulties of overcoming paradigms. From the 
collection of the Rosicrucian Research Library.
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Development within a paradigm

Given the power of paradigms, two 
kinds of development follow. The first 
occurs within the paradigm’s frame-work. 
The second chucks the paradigm and 
forges a new one.

“Normal science,” as Kuhn calls it, is 
the first kind of development. Practitioners 
operate within their mental model and 
pursue its implications to the nth degree. 
Working inside the prevailing paradigm 
is the secure, accepted, and well-rewarded 
way to do science.

In fact, the paradigm gets so 
comfortable that scientists forget that it’s 
there; it becomes functionally invisible. 
The way they see things is just the way 
things are. For them, there is no paradigm 
between their ideas and reality.

Applied to life, the normal-science 
phase is business as usual, families as usual, 
politics, churches, schools, and professions 
as usual. When we’re ticking away within 
a paradigm’s framework, the norm is 
well defined, and we conform. Coping 
skills mean finding ways to fit into the 
norm, whether it’s healthy or not. In fact, 
“healthy” is whatever the paradigm says it 
is. Becoming healthy means adjusting to 
the paradigm’s definition.

Paradigm Shifts

The revolutionary development comes 
when the paradigm reaches a crisis. It 
doesn’t solve problems the way it once did. 
Anomalies—things that the paradigm can’t 
explain—start accumulating. Paradigm 
health starts making us sick. More and 
more, the paradigm doesn’t work. That’s 
when scientists are challenged to shift 
paradigms by moving into a phase Kuhn 
calls “extraordinary science.”

But “extraordinary science” isn’t easy. 
In language suited to academia, Kuhn 
describes how scientists essentially freak 
out. Everything they ever learned is called 
into question. During the revolutions in 
physics early in this century, even Einstein, 
no slouch in forward thinking, wrote, “It 
was as if the ground had been pulled out 
from under one, with no firm foundation 
to be seen anywhere, upon which one could 
have built.”11

The more the paradigm fails to do its 
job, the more old-paradigm scientists try 
to make it work. The paradigm is ripe for 
a revolution, but because they’ve forgotten 
that they even have a paradigm, scientists 
conclude instead that their world is 
falling apart. Solutions—alternative ways 
of doing science—don’t exist. As far as 
they’re concerned, they’ve explored all the 
possibilities, and the only options they see 
don’t help. They’re too paradigm-bound to 
notice that they’re stumbling over the limits 
of their own models.

The Paradigm Cause of Soul-Abusive 
Systems

“Extraordinary science” describes 
the situation we face today. We’re 
not experiencing paradigm norms as 
healthy, either personally or globally. 
The blueprint for our families, schools, 
businesses, and governments isn’t 
working. It’s causing our shared social 

“Applied to life, the normal-science phase is business as 
usual, families as usual, politics, churches, schools, and 
professions as usual.... Coping skills mean finding ways to 
fit into the norm, whether it’s healthy or not.”
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systems to function abusively and to 
make us sick as a result. Happy people 
and healthy systems don’t turn addictive, 
life-destroying substances into the biggest 
growth industry on the planet.

We’d think changing a paradigm that’s 
not working would be easy, but it’s not. 
As Kuhn observed, the paradigm cause of 
crises remains invisible to old-paradigm 
practitioners. We don’t need a new 
paradigm, they believe, we just need to 
make the one we have work better. Nothing 
is wrong with our social systems, since that 
would call the underlying paradigm into 
question. Instead, when things don’t work, 
something must be wrong with us.

Blame certain people and label them 
as the troublemakers. We need more 
discipline, more restraints, “old-paradigm 
experts advise [us],” more tests and tougher 
grading systems, more hard-nosed business 
management practices, more God-fearing, 
sex-repressing piety, and more laws with 
stricter enforcement.

In other words, according to the 
prevailing paradigm, coming down hard 
on people isn’t abuse. It’s how we create 
healthy families, schools, businesses, 
governments, and churches, because 
it rids us of the sinful, ignorant, or 
otherwise unruly souls that muck up the 
social machinery. If things don’t work, 
the solution is to take away more rights, 
stifle more creativity, intimidate more 
people, build more prisons, and bring 
back the death penalty. More fear keeps 
people in line.

This paradigm touches every part of 
our lives—but invisibly. We don’t realize 
that the paradigm is there, which means 
we don’t recognize its role in creating our 
social institutions. As long as the paradigm 
remains hidden, we don’t see what’s causing 
system-wide suffering, which means we 
can’t stop it.

The Paradigm of Control and Power-Over
What kind of paradigm requires 

that we blame individuals, intimidate, 

“‘Extraordinary science’ describes the situation we face today. We’re not experiencing paradigm norms as healthy, either 
personally or globally. The blueprint for our families, schools, businesses, and governments isn’t working. It’s causing our 
shared social systems to function abusively and to make us sick as a result.”
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punish them in order to keep our social 
systems “healthy”? Like a complex tapestry, 
the paradigm has many threads, but the 
overall pattern has to do with control: Who 
has power over whom, and how is a power-
over relation maintained?12 Riane Eisler, 
in her pioneering work The Chalice and 
the Blade calls this the “dominator model,” 
contrasting it with the “partnership way.” 
Domination is the paradigm’s driving issue, 
and for a reason: in this worldview, top-
down control is necessary for social order.

According to the power-over 
model—what we refer to as the control 
paradigm—if somebody doesn’t control 
us, our social systems will fall into 
chaos. Archaeologist John Romer notes, 
for instance, that the Roman Emperor 
Diocletian, in an attempt to hold “a 
ramshackle empire” together, “made a 
state where animals, land, and people were 
all tightly organized and controlled; one 
writer complained that there were more 
tax collectors than tax payers.”13 Like 
Diocletian, authorities of today believe 
that nothing would work if we each did 
our own thing. To have order, we must do 
what the authorities tell us to do.

Soul: The Big Threat

Now come the threads: to be 
controlled, we have to be unplugged from 
competing sources of control. The major 
threat to external control is our internal 
guidance system—our souls.

A clear definition of “soul” isn’t 
easy to come by, since it’s not an object 
we can measure or photograph. But 
“inner identity” or the “core of who we 
are” are good places to start. Soul refers 
to our deep presence. It’s our inner 
connectedness to whatever we take to 
be Being, God, the One, the whole, or 
the ground of creation (to paraphrase 
theologian Paul Tillich). Physician Larry 
Dossey describes the soul as “some aspect 
of our selves that is infinite, beyond the 
limits of space and time.”14 It’s our direct 
link to reality.

This whole-connected core is the 
source of our talents and the well-spring 
of creativity. It’s also what gives us the 
conviction that our lives have meaning. 
When we live from our souls, we feel alive 
and vital, and we take seriously the idea 
that we’re here for a purpose.

“Physician Larry Dossey describes 
the soul as ‘some aspect of our 
selves that is infinite, beyond the 
limits of space and time.’ It’s our 
direct link to reality.”

http://astore.amazon.com/wwwrosicrucia-20/detail/0062502891
http://astore.amazon.com/wwwrosicrucia-20/detail/0062502891
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To us, our souls are our best friends 
and most trusted guides. But to the control 
paradigm, they’re the enemy that has to 
be removed in order for external control 
to work. Only when we’re sufficiently 
disconnected from our inner compass will 
we follow outer demands.

“Get Rid of the Troublemakers” 

For fear of chaos, social systems adopt 
the control paradigm and run with it. 
Through all sorts of institutionalized 
policies, we get the message that we’re 
unacceptable as we are, but that if we 
surrender ourselves to the social system 
(the family, school, business, profession, 
or religion), we’ll become acceptable. 
Our souls are sloppy and unmanageable 
troublemakers; they clog the system’s 
efficient workings, and we’re better off 
without them.

This isn’t reality talking; it’s a 
paradigm, an old one. Maybe sometime in 
the dim, dark recesses of human evolution 
a control-based paradigm may have served 
the species (we’re skeptical about that), but 
it’s not serving us now. The more power-
over systems zap our inner lives, the less 
social order we have. It’s a paradigm in 
crisis, and it’s creating neither personal 
nor global health.

Two Paradigm Conspiracies

As long as the paradigm remains 
invisible, we’re stuck. The prevailing model 
stymies change. Every time we try to move 
in a new direction, the old paradigm kicks 
in and intimidates us into doing the same 
old, soul-diminishing stuff.

That’s the first paradigm conspiracy, the 
one that blocks our best efforts to confront 
crises and change.

But one paradigm conspiracy deserves 
another—the leap into “extraordinary 
science.” True, paradigm shifts are full of 
uncertainties, trials and errors, hiccups and 
false starts, not to mention soul-searching 
forays into the unknown. We never know if 
we’ve come up with the “right” paradigm or 
even if there is such a thing. In extraordinary 
science, we let everything go into flux. Yet 
nothing conspires to change our world so 
completely as doing precisely that.

The most conspiratorial part of a 
paradigm shift is that it lies within the 
power of each of us to do it. Paradigms 
aren’t Godzilla monsters; they’re ideas. 
Their power comes from our shared 
commitment to them. The minute 
one person starts to explore alternative 
models, the paradigm no longer holds the 
same power.

As Marilyn Ferguson explained in The 
Aquarian Conspiracy, the word conspiracy 

“In extraordinary science, we let everything go into flux. 
Yet nothing conspires to change our world so completely as 
doing precisely that.”

http://astore.amazon.com/wwwrosicrucia-20/detail/0874774586
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comes from conspirare, which 
means “to breathe together.” A 
new cultural paradigm begins 
with each person stepping 
out of the old and daring 
to breathe something new. 
The “movers and shakers” 
are powerless to prevent 
a paradigm shift once we 
together breathe a paradigm 
revolution into being.

Making the Shift: By Death 
or By Recovery?

Paradigm shifts are scary 
precisely because we don’t 
know what’s next. Control-
paradigm authorities claim 
that soul-guided worlds aren’t 
possible—that they degenerate 
into anarchy. Challenging this 
cultural belief involves a leap 
of faith. Our souls are what the 
old paradigm systematically 
pushed out of our lives, and 
we’re not sure what it means 
to get them back or how our 
lives together would work if 
we did.

Given all these uncertainties, 
how are we ever going to make the paradigm 
shift that’s needed? Are we stuck with the 
old model?

Plan A: Death

Kuhn believed that paradigms 
permeate our consciousness so thoroughly 
that the only way to get rid of them is 
for old-paradigm practitioners to die 
off. Kuhn wasn’t recommending drastic 
measures; as a historian he was just 
describing what happens.

We can appreciate his observation, 
especially when we run head-on into 

control-paradigm types in power-over 
positions. But as a method, it lacks 
practicality, particularly if you buy the 
notion of reincarnation, e.g., what if Hitler 
was Caligula or Genghis Khan reborn? A 
power addict’s death may not be the long-
term solution it seems. If that’s Plan A, 
what’s Plan B?

Plan B: Recovery

In a way, Alcoholics Anonymous agrees 
with Kuhn. Addict-making paradigms 
lead to death. Either we let a paradigm 
die, or we die under the addictive model. 
One way or another, as the apostle Paul 

Senior Zadith consults the Alchemical Tables of Hermes. From Aurora 
Consurgens, late fourteenth century. From the collection of the Zurich central 
library. “It’s a healing process for people committed to inner transformation. 
The reason it works is that it invites people to experience their personal 
paradigm in crisis and then to embark on the journey of ‘extraordinary 
science’—to evolve their own new models.”
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said, “I die daily,” or as Jelaluddin Rumi 
(1207–1273 ce), the great Sufi mystic, 
sage, and poet, observed, “We must die to 
become true human beings.”

But what kind of death will it be? 
Physical death is one way to experience 
a paradigm shift. Dying to a deadening 
paradigm is another.

For decades, AA—joined now by 
a host of programs focusing on specific 
addiction—has pioneered recovery through 
support groups and a Twelve Step process 
with a better track record than any other 
treatment program. It’s not a crutch for 
losers; it’s a healing process for people 
committed to inner transformation. The 
reason it works is that it invites people 
to experience their personal paradigm in 
crisis and then to embark on the journey 
of “extraordinary science”—to evolve their 
own new models.

The Limits of Micro Recovery

But there’s a snag with doing recovery 
on the personal level alone. How can we 
get healthy when our systems are sick? In 
paradigm language, how can we make the 
paradigm revolution that our souls require 
as long as our cultural paradigm conspires 
to sabotage our shift?

As it is, our social systems reward 
soul-negating habits—those that 
blast our innate worth, creativity, and 
spirituality—and penalize people who put 
inner-directedness first. To take a common 
example, salaried employees who work on 
weekends get top performance ratings, 
while those who choose to spend that time 
with their families or, heaven forbid, to 
“have a life” are evaluated as mediocre by 
comparison. They’re not “going the extra 
mile” for the company, which means their 
choice not to be workaholics costs them 
career advancement.

As long as social systems operate on 
a control paradigm, they reinforce habits 
that put soul needs last, because that’s 
how we’re controllable. Those who are 
“hungry enough” rise to the top; those less 
insatiable stay down in the ranks, though 
their battered self-esteem often leads to 
addiction as well.

No matter how committed we are to 
making a personal paradigm shift, how 
can we do it if our shared systems don’t 
come with us? Sick paradigms make sick 
institutions that make sick people—and 
then reward us for not noticing how sick 
we’ve become.

One Nazi doctor, for example, spoke 
of his relationship to the system and the 
overpowering “authority of the regime,” 
especially when he contemplated getting 
out. We’ve heard the same message, 
whether the system was a family, a church, 
a nonprofit, or a corporation: 

“The whole system radiated that 
authority. Like it or not, I was part of 
it.... I had no choice. I was in this web—
this network of authority.... If you talk to 
people [in general terms about possibly 
leaving], they would say, you have to stay 
wherever you are... where you are needed. 
Don’t disturb the organization.”15

Getting to the Paradigm Cause of Social 
Illness

AA’s response to the dilemma between 
personal recovery and social illness 
has been to conceive of recovery as a 
lifelong process—a point on which it’s 
been criticized, as if AA labels people as 
lifelong addicts. But who’s being chronic 
here? People do their best to break out of 
addictive habits. It’s the social systems that 
resist, because the control paradigm hiding 
in the shadows won’t allow system-wide 
transformation to occur.
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Micro recovery is undoubtedly where 
paradigm revolution starts. Exploring our 
own internalized habits of self-abuse is 
how we understand abusive processes and 
trace them to their origins. Getting to the 
root of these patterns, we question the 
paradigm behind them and move away 
from it.

But even if every traumatized person 
on Earth were in a recovery program, 
global addiction still would not stop. The 
social systems requiring us to behave in 
soul-disconnected ways must also change. 
And no matter how hard we try to change 
social systems, they won’t budge until we 
tackle the belief structures, rules, methods, 
and goals—the paradigm—that require 
“soul loss,” as shamanic traditions call it, to 
create a “healthy” society.

Micro without macro recovery is 
where most recovery people are these 

days. We’re dealing with original-family 
as well as self-esteem issues, which means 
we’re challenging the power-over, soul-be-
damned messages we got while growing up. 
We’re doing our best to make a personal 
paradigm shift and to honor our souls in 
ways that were never modeled for us.

But as if this personal work isn’t hard 
enough, we’re living in systems that persist 
in the soul-excising model. Personal 
recovery can feel like one step forward and 
two steps back because, as we reconnect 
with our souls, we feel the soul-demeaning 
messages coming from institutions that 
much more intensely. Messages that, 
for instance, constantly measure our 
worth according to dollars, sales, deals, 
commissions, productivity but never in 
terms of fairness, compassion, responsibility, 
honesty, or integrity grind away at us. In 
control-paradigm systems, we’re not human 

Cologne Cathedral in Germany amidst the 
rubble of World War II: “One Nazi doctor, 
for example, spoke of his relationship 
to the system and the overpowering 
‘authority of the regime,’ especially when he 
contemplated getting out.” Image from the 
US Army Signal Corps.
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beings on quests for meaning; we’re money-
making, job-doing machines.

It’s time all the wisdom gained from 
wrestling with personal abuse is focused 
on the root of the problem: addictive social 
systems and the control paradigm behind 
them. Recovery won’t bring wholeness 
until it percolates down to the paradigm 
level, because recovery is nothing less than 
the art of making a paradigm shift.

As Kuhn observed, such a shift is 
revolutionary not to a piece of life but to all 
of it. The social system piece can’t sit this 
one out.16
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