“SUBTLER HARMS”
Excerpted from: “The Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions”
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We might next ask ourselves what we mean when we say that
we have “harmed” other people. What kinds of “harm” do people do
one another, anyway? To define the word “harm” in a practical way,
we might call it the result of instincts in collision, which cause
physical, mental, emotional, or spiritual damage to people. If our
tempers are consistently bad, we arouse anger in others. If we lie or
cheat, we deprive others not only of their worldly goods, but of their
emotional security and peace of mind. We really issue them an
invitation to become contemptuous and vengeful. If our sex conduct
is selfish, we may excite jealousy, misery, and a strong desire to
retaliate in kind.
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Such gross misbehavior is not by any means a full catalogue of
the harms we do. Let us think of some of the subtler ones which can
sometimes be quite as damaging. Suppose that in our family lives we
happen to be miserly, irresponsible, callous, or cold. Suppose that we
are irritable, critical, impatient, and humorless. Suppose we lavish
attention upon one member of the family and neglect the others.
What happens when we try to dominate the whole family, either by a
rule of iron or by a constant outpouring of minute directions for just
how their lives should be lived from hour to hour? What happens
when we wallow in depression, self-pity oozing from every pore, and
inflict that upon those about us? Such a roster of harms done others—
the kind that make daily living with us as practicing alcoholics difficult
and often unbearable could be extended almost indefinitely. When we
take such personality traits as these into shop, office, and the society
of our fellows, they can do damage almost as extensive as that we
have caused at home.
Having carefully surveyed this whole area of human relations,
and having decided exactly what personality traits in us injured and
disturbed others, we can now commence to ransack memory for the
people to whom we have given offense.
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