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Scene 1 – fade from black, close up on John on the 
telephone

John.,excitedely, “Hello Jane, it is great to hear from 
you.  I’ve been in rehab the last couple of months and 
just got out.  I sure have missed you.”

Jane, in a sultry voice over the telephone, “I’ve missed 
you too sweetheart.  When can I see you?  I miss us to-
gether.”

John, thoughtfully, “How about tonight?  Where can we 
meet?” 

Jane, playfully over the telephone, “Let’s meet at our 
old dive.  I am sure all the bar flies would love to see 
you again.”

John, confused, “I’m not sure it’s a good idea for me to 
go to a bar right now.”

Jane, in an aggitated voice over the telephone, “But no-
body is going to force you to drink, you can just order 
a soda”
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John, confidently, “That sounds like a plan.  I’ll see you 
at 8.”

Scene 2 – John and Jane at the bar, sitting on bar 
stools, with friends around them

John, with worry on his face, “It’s so great to see you 
guys.  I have been so lonely in rehab.”

Jane, excitedly, “John has been so good, he is sober 60 
days today.  I think we should celebrate!”

Friend, yelling from being drunk, “This round is on me.  
Congrats John!”

John, sternly, “I’m not drinking, I’ll just have a soda.”

Friend, yelling from being drunk, “You can handle just 
one, right?”

John, sternly and concerned, “OK, just one – but that’s 
it.”

Scene 3 – John leaving the bar with Jane

John, stumbling and slurring his speech, “I’m so glad we 
came here.  Thank you.”

Jane, stumbling and slurring her speech, “Me too.  Let’s 
go home.  Wait, let’s go to the other bar first.”

John, stumbling and slurring his speech, “Lead the way.”

Scenes such as this one occur every day and in every 
imaginable variation;  but why?  John was committed 
to his recovery program.  He had invested nearly 60 
days in primary treatment and had a plan of recovery 
that was sound.  He had every intention of remaining 
sober for the rest of his life.  He was confident in his abil-
ity to not drink again, taking life a day at a time.

Many would think that John’s judgment is to blame for 
his clearly rediculous decision to go to his old bar with 
his actively alcoholic girlfriend.  I would agree that the 
judgment system John is using is definitely impaired, 
however it is impaired primarily because John is so con-
fident that he has his sobriety under control that he is 
able to go to the bar without consequence.  

To further expand on the scenario:  John was prepared 
for this type of thing when he was in treatment.  He was 
told that he must avoid trigger events such as locations 
and people that are strongly associated with his drink-
ing.  However, he chose to ignore the education and 
training received in treatment.  Once again, his confi-
dence that he could handle the situation himself dis-
torted his judgment to the extent of what many would 
call self-sabotage. 

John had the knowledge that he should not be in 
contact with his alcoholic girlfriend.  He knew that he 
should not go to any bar, let alone the old hangout.  
He also knew that he should not see his drinking bud-
dies.  Yet, his best thinking led him to the conclusion 
that he can handle all of that, despite the warnings of 
treatment professionals and the shared experiences of 
his peers while in treatment.  Essentially, John chose to 
act defiantly toward his recovery effort, even though 
he genuinly did not want to drink.  He chose to rely on 
his self-will, which he thought was strong enough to 
keep him sober in the dangerous situation in which he 
placed himself.

The disease of addiction creates a multitude of symp-
toms, but this form of defiance is one that is very dif-
ficult to understand and accept.  Defiance is a part of 
many addict’s recovery process: especially early on in 
the process.  The American Heritage Dictionary Fourth 

Edition defines defiance as;

1. The act or an example of defying; bold resis-
tance to an opposing force or authority.

2. Intentionally contemptuous behavior or atti-
tude; readiness to contend or resist.

Defiance at Your Service
For the addict, the attitude of defiance can permeate 
many parts of their life in recovery.  The role that defi-
ance plays in the addict’s life serves them in many ways: 
and mostly in counterproductive ways to their goal of 
being in recovery.

Perhaps the most deceptive role defiance plays in re-
covery is to fool the addict into thinking they are acting 
to take control of their lives.  In the process of recovery, 
it can be extremely difficult to deflate the addict’s ego 
to a point where a humble approach to life becomes 
the norm.  Because the addict ego is so powerful, it is of-
ten necessary for the addict to think they are behaving 
on behalf of their own wellness despite what people in 
their support system are advising.  If the addict chooses 
a defiant approach to the advice given by their support 
system, it can give the addict the false impression that 
they are taking charge of their life and acting respon-
sibly.  In many instances, the reality is that they are still 
functioning inside a distorted viewpoint and are taking 
action to support addict thinking and behavior: the an-
tithesis of what they are intending to do when they act 
in a defiant way.

Defiance is relatively easy to identify for an outsider 
observing the addict, however it is far more difficult 
for the addict to recognize in himself or herself.  Often, 
even if the defiant attitude is pointed out, the addict 
will not acknowledge the behavior as defiant, they will 
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likely call it taking care of himself or herself instead.

It is this deceptive and misleading characteristic of de-
fiance that inflates the ego of the addict:  he or she is 
convinced that taking action according to his or her 
own rules will be better than following the suggestion 
or direction of another person.  This is particularly prev-
alent when the addict is interacting with an authority 
figure such as a parent, spouse, doctor or clinician.  In 
the struggle to quickly regain some control of the ad-
dict’s life, he or she will push aside the wisdom of others 
in favor of his or her own often-distorted view of what 
should happen.

not to follow those actions because someone in their 
support system has made the suggestion.  In essence, 
the addict is acting in a less healthy way simply be-
cause someone with authority has suggested a more 
healthy way.  If one were to put this type of behavior 
into words it would sound like this, “I know I should be 
doing something different, but I am not going to be-
cause you told me how to, so I am going to do it in my 
own different way.”  

Sometimes the addict may state their opinions outright, 
and other times the addict may internalize.  When he or 
she states their defiant position it is easy to identify that 
he or she will continue to act out until he or she learns 
that such acting out will be detrimental.  Sometimes 
talking through the defiant self-reliant thought process 
can have an impact and help encourage change in the 
addict.  However, when the addict passively integrates 
the defiant self-reliance into his or her thinking and be-
havioral process, he or she will act in unhealthy ways 
without giving notice of intention to do so.  This form of 
defiant self-reliance is extremely difficult to understand 
for most people who do not have experience with it.

Regardless of the form of defiant self-reliance; this type 
of juvenile, rebellious, and defiant thought process only 
leads the addict back into old behaviors and away from 
recovery behaviors.  The addict is aware that they are 
behaving in this way as well, he or she just cannot come 
to allow themselves to be humble enough to accept any 
suggestion or instruction that they feel will demoralize 
their ego.  The insidious part of defiant self-reliance is 
that accepting other’s suggestions or instructions can 
be most liberating, and is likely the most defiant thing 
he or she can do because it is the very antithesis of his 
or her inclination.

Dealing With It
Defiance must be dealt with by the addict in order for 
him or her to progress into a spiritual experience that 
will lead to personal change in thought process and be-
havior.  The first step to moving toward a more healthy 
attitude of acceptance is for the addict to acknowledge 
the role that defiance is playing in his or her decision 
making.  Once the addict recognizes the unhealthy role 
defiance is playing, he or she must learn how to recog-
nize the defiant behavior as it happens, and then create 
the skill of linking the defiant behavior to the defiant 
thought process.  This is difficult work and is usually 
processed with the assistance of a clinician.

Once the addict has a thorough understanding of the 
defiant mechanism in their psyche, he or she must em-
brace its existence and learn how to use it only when 
appropriate.  In doing so, the addict is able to retain a 
valuable the useful part of themselves, and only apply 
it when it is beneficial to his or her goal of a long-term 
fulfilling lifestyle of recovery.

It is important to note that the addict will be changing 
one of his or his most reliable coping skills for dealing 
with life.  Therefore, it is of paramount importance to 
replace the void in coping mechanisms with the sup-
port of trusted others.  The addict will not initially know 
how to make decisions without the use of defiance; and 
even if willing, he or she may fall back on old behaviors 
out of fear and insecurity.  It is clear that the support 
system around the addict must be understanding, sup-
portive, open and honest with the addict as the chang-
es process takes place.  Over time, the addict’s cognitive 
process and behaviors will change to a more healthy 
form.

The fundamental complication that the addict’s defi-
ance adds to the challenge of recovery is that all of the 
drama, angst, frustration, anxiety, friction, worry, fear, 
and anger caused by the defiant behavior serve only 
as a distraction from the spiritual component of re-
covery.  The spiritual experience is a process by which 
the addict discovers in himself or herself that they no 
longer need to be in control and impress all the time, 
and that being themselves is enough to command love 
from those around them and from himself or herself as 
well.  It follows that, as long as defiance is a part of the 
addict’s routine life coping skills, the addict will not dis-
cover the spiritual experience as it will be trumped by 
the addict’s sense of self-importance and willfulness.

To this point in this article defiance has been presented 
in the context of a thought process and behavior that 
the addict is somewhat oblivious to.  However, there is 
another form of defiance that is more insidious.

I am Going to do it Anyway
Defiant self-reliance occurs when the addict recognizes 
the healthy actions they should take, yet they choose 
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