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Codependent No More
Reflections and Guide to Reading the Work of Melodie Beattie

James F. Stone, M.A.   

In these pages, I want to point to what I consider the highlights of this book.  First, this is a workbook.  To get the full benefit of this book, it would be helpful to answer the questions at the end of each chapter.  Sometimes certain exercises are suggested.  I strongly encourage you to do them.


In particular, I suggest that you go to the end of Chapter 4 and do all the activities suggested there.  Do them on paper.  Keep them.  Set a date, say, six months from now when you will look at your first list and see what, if anything, has changed.  When you have finished doing this exercise of going over the check-list of behaviors, discuss this with people you know who are also using this book.  To recover from codependence requires that you know HOW:  Honesty, Openness and Willingness.  Can you discuss yourself Honestly, Openly and Willingly with yourself and with others?  If not, what stops you?  The odds are it is shame which stops you.


Another important point about this book is that many of the examples offered have to do with alcoholism.  This is because Beattie’s background and story involve addiction to alcohol and working with alcoholics and drug addicts and their families.  It is not necessary to be or have been in relationship to an alcoholic or drug addict to become codependent.  Simply coming from a family in which you are not free to grow in your powers to think, feel, decide and act qualifies you.


Part I:  The first 4 chapters.  Basically, she defines codependency and gives guidelines to help you determine if you suffer from it.  Many people, myself included, believe that to live in the latter part of the 20th Century is to be codependent.  To some degree, I believe we are all, more or less, codependent.  The question is what do you believe about the material presented?


Page 7:  There is a parable here.  Do you understand it?  Does it apply in any way to you?  I know that I loved this parable, but I have trouble holding onto the wisdom on a daily basis.  In my family, there was an implicit expectation that one was to know... whatever.  If we did not know how to do something, we were taught, but it was with a begrudging attitude that said, “You are a grown person (at whatever age) and you should know how to do this by now.”  By God, we are all real smart, ask a question, one of those Stones will know the answer, or it ain’t worth knowing.  My expectation that I should already know has led to much shame and much pain in my life.  When I discover something which I don’t know by making a mistake, then I must be careful.  The old tapes which say, “You are stupid!  You are worthless!  You are no one!”  can come back with a vengeance.  I must caution myself that it is actually a relief that I didn’t know something.  It reminds me that I am not God.


What is your reaction to the parable?


I think that for Chapters 1 and 2, simply reading and identifying where you can is sufficient.  Answer the questions she asks at the end of each chapter.  Do you identify with any of these stories?  Be sure not to compare your story.  It is too easy to get into denial.  There is always a way in which someone else’s story is worse than ours.  If we buy into that comparison, we are letting the denial of being in a dysfunctional family win out.  John Bradshaw says, “Perhaps nothing so accurately characterizes dysfunctional families as denial (p. 79).”


CHAPTER 3:  Page 31, second paragraph:  Do you have such a relationship with anyone?  What about the family rules which she lists here?  Are they familiar?  Take your time answering because in all dysfunctional families there is a bind regarding the rules.  The bind is that one of the rules is that you are not to name or mention the rules.


Page 31, Last paragraph:  Do you recognize yourself in this definition?  What about the way she says it on page 34, where she says “Codependency involves a habitual system of thinking, feeling, and behaving toward ourselves and others that can cause us pain”?  Does this hit home with you?  How so?  What behaviors can you list which fit this category?  For years, I believed that if only I could do the right things, my mother would finally act in a way which told me that she loved me and approved of me.  This caused me much pain because I was in denial about her reality, and thus my own.  What I could not see was that my mother was not capable of doing what I wanted her to do;  nor was she capable of giving me what I needed.  I won’t go into further detail here because in the next chapter, Beattie lists many of the behaviors to which she alludes here.


Chapter 4:  Beattie lists a wide array of feelings, thoughts, attitudes and behaviors which are characteristics of codependents.  No one, or very few people, do all of these things.  She points out (p. 36) that “Most of us started out doing these things to protect ourselves and to meet our needs.  We performed, thought and felt these things in order to survive -emotionally, mentally and sometimes physically.”  (Recall the reference to Laing just mentioned.)  When we developed these behaviors, it was our way of trying to make the best of a bad situation.  Now, these behaviors hurt us.  Look over the list, and as I said before, be sure to do the suggested exercise.  Which of these behaviors really stand out as YOU?  Are there any which you know are true but you would like to deny?  I suggest that you list any of those behaviors and find a way to tell someone you trust about them.  Break the silence which is the sign of your shame.  To remain silent is to continue to participate in your own abuse.  If you are being hurt by any of these behaviors, seek help in stopping them.  The second half of this book is an excellent self-help guide.  If working through the suggestions is not enough, get yourself to an appropriate 12-step program.  I strongly suggest therapy if you are in distress as a result of any of these behaviors.  Whatever the case, be sure to talk about what you are learning about yourself in this book with someone.  Silence is the strongest ally of codependence.

Part II:  Chapters 5 through 20:


This is, again, a workbook.  The best way to use this book is to do the suggested exercises.  I will point to just a few things which I feel are very important in these chapters.  What is most important is that you decide what is important to/for you and get to work on those things.


CHAPTER 5:  Here she lists five forms of attachment.  What is familiar here?


Page 52-53:  She gives a truly superb description of obsession.  How do you react to this?  Is this you?


Page 55:  How do you react to her statement:  “WHO SAYS YOU HAVE TO?”    Read her description of detachment.  The paragraphs at the tops of pages 56 and 57 contain good references to the meaning of detachment.  Does this seem possible to you?  Does detachment see like a “better way” as Beattie refers to it?  Does it seem cruel and uncaring?


I believe that learning to detach (not that I can always do it) is very important.  I believe that it has saved life in terms of the damage I was doing to my body by not detaching.  Let me offer this simple example.  I am a Vietnam veteran.  I have some post traumatic symptoms.  One is called “hypersensitivity to issues of justice.”  I call it, “knowing what’s right, goddammit!”  I am also an alcoholic.  To stay sober, which is a state of mind and spirituality, I must remain detached from anger in the face of things over which I have no control.  I found myself raging at the television when Reagan would do something particularly hypocritical and dishonest.  When I was about six months sober, I was watching a new broadcast reporting on Reagan’s speech at the Wall on Veterans Day.  He spoke of the great debt that was owed to ‘Nam vets.  He spoke of all that his administration was doing for the ‘Nam vet.  He conveniently left out the fact that David Stockman had just approved a large cut in the VA budget, specifically ceasing funding for certain programs which I knew to be helping ‘Nam vets.  I went crazy.  I jumped off the couch and pointed my finger at the TV and began to rage at Reagan.  Like a bolt of lightning, I suddenly saw myself as insane.  I saw that this was the sort of behavior from which I had to learn to detach myself.  I saw that I was powerless to do anything about it and that my anger was only hurting myself, not to mention scaring the daylights out of my family.  From that beginning, I learned that I could do that with my family’s behavior.  I cannot control anything they do.  If God had wanted me in charge of the world, He would have given me the job an told everyone else about it.  I’m still waiting but the job remains open.


What persons or situations can you name which you would be better off detaching yourself form?  Another way of saying this is to “let go.”


CHAPTER 6:  Look at the various headings which are italicized throughout this chapter.  Which of these most apply to you?  Talk about them.  Do they seem impossible?  I strongly recommend using her four steps for learning how to detach.  Discuss them with others.  There are many ways of actually doing these steps to detachment.  Find your own way.


I learned to ask myself some of my own questions.  When I’m really caught up with/obsessed with something, I ask myself, how important is it?  If I can see that what I am caught up with is really unimportant in that grand scheme of things, I let it go.  If it is important, I must then look at what I am up to.  Am I trying to control someone or the outcome of some event?  If I am, I must examine my motives.  This inevitably leads me to the awareness of some fear that things will not turn out as I feel they should.  When this happens, I can easily let go, because I know that I  am in violation of my daily agreement to turn my life and will over to God.  What this means is that, ultimately, a life of this kind of detachment, which is not a life of apathy, is a life of faith in God.  Detachment means trusting God that things will come out as is best for all concerned.  This means trusting in God’s wisdom which always exceeds my own.  


CHAPTER 7:  I found the first two pages, 69 and 70, to be a wonderful explication of the myriad ways in which people try to control others’ behavior.  Beattie’s listing of the reasons which we use to justify controlling behaviors is also quite informative.  Go over these two pages. Are you here?  Can you name the things that you do?  Can you name the things that others do that really get to you?  It is also true that we can learn about our own codependence by looking at this list and seeing the things which we give in to.  What I mean is, of all these behaviors listed here, which ones can be used to manipulate you?  Which of these can you not say no to?


The single most important line in this chapter, and I believe in the entire book is on page 74.



CONTROL IS AN ILLUSION.  IT DOESN’T WORK.


Beattie goes on to say that “The only person you can now or ever control is yourself.  The only person that it is ever your business to control is yourself” (p. 75).  Do you understand this?  I believe that most people do not even realize that they are trying to control the behavior of others or the outcome of events.  It is very difficult to live freely within one’s own boundaries, I believe because most of us had parents who just could not help doing things “for your own good.”  This leads to our becoming other oriented for our sense of control.


If you are in a leadership position, do you allow those you lead to find their own ways, to use their own creativity, to accomplish the goals that are set, or must they do it your way?  Have you ever worked with such a leader?  How does it feel to lead that way or to be led that way?


The point is that by trying to control others, we become out of touch with ourselves and we do not allow others the freedom to be themselves.


CHAPTER 8:  Are you in this chapter?  I believe that this is a very important chapter for people in religious life.  Some people, and I am one of them, offer a definition of codependence as being “an addiction to caretaking.”  Look at page 78 where she defines what a rescue is.  Do you do these things?  How do you understand this behavior?  Do you feel that you have no choice about it?  Do you wish that you would not do these things?  What about the “Drama Triangle” as she describes it; is this familiar to you?  Have you seen others get caught up in this?  I have done assessments with people who were addicted to caretaking and who were seething with resentment because while they were so busy “doing the right thing,” i.e., caring for others, no on took care of them!  There is usually an agenda of expectations of “warm fuzzies” secreted within the caretaker’s style.  Have you experienced this within yourself or others?  Talk about it.


The summary point of the chapter is on page 84:  “At the heart of most rescues is a demon:  low self-worth.  We rescue because we don’t feel good about ourselves.”:  This is how I believe we can look at rescuing - as an addiction to caretaking.  We do it for the “hit” of feeling good about doing something for someone else.


How do you feel about her comments about Martyrdom on page 87?  Talk about this.


CHAPTER 9:  In the first half of this chapter, Beattie reviews the many reasons people give themselves for not taking care of themselves.  How do you feel about these?  Are they familiar?  Discuss them.  Remember, Honesty, Openness and Willingness are the key.


In the second half of this chapter, Beattie outlines suggestions for learning to be “independent.”  Which of these do you want/need to learn?  Definitely do the activity suggested at the end of the chapter with at least one close relationship in your life.  What do you see?  Talk about it, preferably with that person.  


CHAPTER 10:  The main thrust of this chapter, in my estimation, is that we need to learn to trust God and to learn the “art” of self-care.  Pages 104 and 105 are just filled with excellent material.  Starting at the bottom of page 104, read through her description of the attitude of self-care.  How does this strike you?  Do you live this way?  Is it possible?  Is she crazy to suggest these things?


CHAPTER 11:  This is more of what she has been doing over the previous few chapters.  How does the phrase, “Have a love affair with yourself” strike you?  Talk about it.  There is a woman who is in one of my 12-step groups who told the entire group that she starts the day by looking into her own eyes in the mirror an saying, “Jane (not her real name), you are a wonderful person.  God loves you and I love you.”  She said this without flinching and without shame.  A number of us looked at each other with “knowing” smiles.  We know a wacko when we see one.  I really reflected upon this.  I am convinced that this woman is a Godsend to me.  She keeps getting under my skin with her recovery.  Bottom line:  I could never do what she does.  I’d be too self-consciousness.  What she does is what she chooses to do because it helps her get well.   What she does takes a kind of courage I just don’t have.  What she does takes faith.  It was easier for me to judge her (project my shame), than  simply let Jane be Jane and to identify with what she was trying to do.  She loves herself and lets herself show it unabashedly and with a healthy narcissism.  Could you do what Jane does?


On pages 109-110, Beattie describes the many ways in which we show that we do not love ourselves.  Which of these are familiar to you?  Can you identify with what she says about not only picking on ourselves but putting ourselves into situations in which we have no alternative but to feel bad bout ourselves (p. 110)?  Talk about this.


She make an important point when she says that we must stop blaming ourselves for our faults and start taking responsibility to change them.  Do you agree with this?  Is this possible?


Beattie closes the chapter with a line quoted from Nathanael Branden regarding healthy self-esteem.  Read this over.  What touches you here?  How does this relate to the manner in which you perceive yourself?  Discuss this with someone who knows you well.


CHAPTER 12:  If you are going to change how you live and how you perceive yourself, you will suffer some losses.  You must grieve these losses.  Acceptance is the process of coming to terms with what is, as it is.    On page 121,  Beattie makes it clear that acceptance is not resignation nor is it adaptation.  My way of saying this is that acceptance is the key to action.  Once we are clear in our own minds about what is, then we can move into realistic action to make our lives better.  I believe that more than anything else, acceptance is the loss of illusion.  We must become dis-illusioned in order to live a life of non-illusion.  This means letting go of believing in what is not there.  Suppose a person whom I like keeps hurting me and apologizing for doing this and promising not to do it again.  If I keep believing that the person is going to change despite all evidence to the contrary then I a am living a life of illusion.  Once I accept that dealing with this person means getting hurt by this person, I am free to decide, “no more,” or to decide, “despite being hurt, I will continue to interact with this person, but I know I will be hurt by him/her.”  Continuing to interact with someone who keeps hurting us, of course, would be reflective of poor self-esteem.  Sometimes, in recovery, we first must come to acceptance before we can take the more advanced step of ending relationships which hurt us.  Getting well is non-linear and discontinuous.  


For some, acceptance may mean admitting that working the way they do is killing them.  This acceptance usually means facing and confronting a destructive belief system.  What do you need to face and accept?


Beattie describes acceptance as a peaceful, but not necessarily happy experience.  Do you understand this?  Do the suggested activities at the end of this chapter; they are quite valuable.


CHAPTER 13:  This is quite straightforward and is an excellent discussion of how feelings become “frozen” even in families where there is no substance addiction.  In some families, certain feelings are simply not allowed because they are not “nice.”  Here again is the issue of control.  By trying to raise their children to be “nice” parents often raise their children to be numb.  “Don’t feel that way” is an injunction against the child’s being.  It damages the soul and spirit of the child.  We cannot chose how we feel.  We can simply recognize our feelings and feel them.  Feelings are merely a way we tell ourselves the meaning of what is happening in our lives.  To feel hate does not make us bad any more than feeling love “makes” us good.  In order to be who we are, we must feel what we feel.


How do you feel about this chapter?  What moved you?  Discuss this.

CHAPTER 14:  Here it is.  From my experience in working with religious and clergy over the past years ANGER is the most problematic emotion.  Since there are entire books devoted to the topic, I will not  get into a detailed discussion in this paper.


On pages 141 to 142, Beattie details many of the myths about anger.  Which of these do you find that you believe?


Her suggestions for dealing with anger are excellent.  Which do you use?  How do you deal with your anger?  Which of the suggestions will you take up in order to improve the way in which you deal with anger?


CHAPTER 15:  Most religious and clergy whom I have assessed are quite bright and think rather well.  Some think too much.  Thinking is a process to which some people are becoming addicted.  How do you understand thinking?  Is it addictive?  Would you rather think about something than do it?  Do you get stuck making decisions because you can’t stop thinking about them?  Discuss this.


The point of the chapter is that you can think for yourself.  Part of accepting responsibility for yourself is learning to think for yourself.  This means making decisions based upon what you decide is best for you, not what someone else thinks is best for you, or is what you “ought” to do.  


Look at her suggestions on pages 152 to 153.  Do any of these apply to you?  Discuss those that are most pertinent.   CHAPTER 16:  I don’t have a lot to say about this chapter.  How does this material strike you?  Can you set and attain your goals?  Her suggestions are excellent (pgs. 157 to 160).  What do you have to say about them?  Are you clear in your goals?  What are they?


CHAPTER 17:  Again, here is a topic which has filled volumes of literature.  This chapter cannot do much more than point out that communication is problematic for codependents.  How did you feel when reading the sample of poor communication which she has at the start of the chapter?  Is this you?  Do you know people who communicate in this manner?  How do you feel when it happens?


The last two paragraphs of this chapter are excellent.  Read them over.  How do you feel about what she says?  Can you do this?  If not, what stops you?  One way of understanding the goal of psychotherapy is that I am to try to help the client say what he/she means and mean what he/she says.  If everyone lived according to that suggestion, what sort of world would we have?  How do you feel about this?  Can you say what you mean and mean what you say?


CHAPTER 18:  AA saved my life.  ACOA/Al-Anon is teaching me how to live free of my codependence on a one day at a time basis.  I am prejudiced.  I believe in the twelve steps.  I see them rooted in a “perennial philosophy” which can work for anyone.  Beattie gives an excellent description of the steps and the meaning of working them.  What is your reaction to her descriptions?  You must decide for yourself if you think a twelve-step program would help you.  Review all the checklists at the end of the chapter.  Do you find yourself here?  Talk about it.


CHAPTER 19:  This chapter is sort of an outline of topics which could be the basis of papers or seminars.  From my work in assessing religious and clergy, I would say that the most important topics here are:  fear of intimacy, fun and limits/boundaries.  The latter section is quite important in my estimation.  What moved you in this chapter?  What do you need to work on?


 CHAPTER 20:  Just good gentle advice for getting started on facing your issues and doing something about them.  I don’t have a lot to say.  How does the material in the chapter move you?  Have you decided, from reading the book, that there are issues of codependence which you want to begin to work on?  What are they?


The EPILOGUE is a nice close to the book.


It is obvious to me that this book can help anyone who reads it to articulate for himself what is meant by codependence.  Further the book can help individuals discern if and how they are codependent and what they want to do about it.


I believe it is also of great value in assessing/evaluating those who are called to a life of vowed commitment to the work of God.  Such a life is full of traps for codependents, as is any life which is dedicated to being a care-giver.  Missioners and other religious and clergy are among the professional caretakers of the world.  They are very likely to be codependent simply because the life of self-sacrifice appeals to many codependents.  This viewpoint  needs to be developed in a paper by itself.  Can you see the ways in which this book can be of help in reassessing the consciousness of others who are in religious life?  Can you see how it may be of help in evaluating candidates for the vowed life?  Discuss this with some of your acquaintances or write down the ways in which it could be helpful.  


I want to close by thanking the reader for allowing me to share my story and perspectives.  I want to offer a final caution.  Very few people suffer all the characteristics of codependence.  Some suffer mildly, some are what Robert Subby refers to as “flaming codependents.”  Not having all the characteristics does not mean a person is not codependent.  Every time you do something mentioned in this book as a characteristic of codependence does not mean you are giving in to the disease of codependence.  What is important is that you recognize whether you have a given characteristic.  If you have it, when does it show itself?  When it shows itself, is it harmful to you or someone else?  Look for chronic patterns of self denial and self-negation.  That is where you will best know if and how you are codependent and what you need to work on for yourself.
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