
 Rediscovered Wisdom from A.A.’s Co-Founder
During the course of 20 General Service Conferences, 
Bill W. gave more than 33 talks, 16 of which are now 
gathered in the new book Our Great Responsibility:  
A Selection of Bill W.’s General Service Conference Talks, 
1951–1970, which is scheduled for publication in early 
May 2019. Not only does Our Great Responsibility repre-
sent the first time these talks have been made available 
in print form to the general reader, but it is also the  
first original book from Alcoholics Anonymous in over  
30 years.

“The talks included in Our Great Responsibility cap-
ture a clear picture of Bill’s vision for the future of A.A. 
and pose questions that are still quite relevant today,” 
says Greg T., G.S.O. general manager. “They also give 
fresh insights into A.A. history and the enduring purpose 
of the General Service Conference.”

The discovery of what Greg calls “a gold mine” of 
material began in the G.S.O. Archives in January 2016. 
Discussions at G.S.O. and on the General Service Board 
prompted an exploration of ideas for new book publi-
cations based on making archival materials available 

to the Fellowship. “We 
have a massive collection 
of audio recordings of all 
Conferences,” nonalcohol-
ic GSO Archivist Michelle 
Mirza says, “but we liter-
ally didn’t know what was 
included in some of the 
recordings, or what shape 
they were in.”

Michelle hired Susan U., 
former G.S.O. staffer, to under-
take the project of indexing the Conference 
tapes. “Susan had been to Conferences for over 30 years,” 
Michelle notes, “so she knew what to look for.” Susan 
brought Bill’s talks to Michelle’s attention. “Listening to 
Bill’s Conference talks was a revelation,” Michelle reports. 
“There are Conferences where Bill would reveal a nugget 
of A.A. information that is not stated or revealed any-
where else. He might go into detail in responses to a sim-
ple question about A.A. history. We realized that if A.A. 

Our Great Responsibility:

Bill W. speaking at a 
General Service Conference, circa 1950. 
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members could read these talks as essays that captured 
Bill’s voice and meaning, they might gain deep insights 
into A.A. Looking further into it, we discovered that the 
talks were for the most part not published in full — some 
excerpts and summaries, but mainly not in full.”

Michelle presented her findings to Greg, who request-
ed that a book proposal be developed. The tapes of Bill’s 
Conference talks were sent out to be transcribed — a 
complicated and time-consuming process that involved 
isolating Bill’s presentations from long audio tracks, 
and then having Archives staff painstakingly verify the 
transcriptions for accuracy. After that, the book pro-
posal was developed under the auspices of A.A. World 
Services. David R., publishing director, says that it was 
“particularly thrilling to participate in the early stages of 
putting this book together.”

David gathered a team that included Michelle; 
Eleanor W., the now-retired A.A.W.S. managing editor; 
Ames S., her successor; and Julia D., A.A.W.S. associate 
editor. The proposal for the book was reviewed in June 
2016 by the A.A.W.S. board, which forwarded it to the 
trustees’ Archives Committee, which in turn forwarded 
it to the 2017 Conference Committee on Archives, which 
approved the development of the manuscript for the 
book. When the manuscript for the book was completed, 
Our Great Responsibility was approved with minor edi-
torial changes by an Advisory Action of the 2018 General 
Service Conference. As well as Bill’s talks, it includes an 
introduction and a preface; talks by Lois Wilson, Bernard 
Smith and Dr. John Norris; extensive chapter notes; three 
appendices; and over 60 archival images.

People who worked on preparing the book found 
themselves moved by reading these long-archived talks 
of Bill’s. Robert P., a former delegate and longtime free-
lance translator for G.S.O. (he has translated such works 
as The Language of the Heart and The Twelve Concepts of 
World Service), comments that he felt “overwhelmed in a 
positive way” as he translated Our Great Responsibility 

into French. He immediately “heard” Bill’s voice: “I 
recognized his sadness at times [as Bill recounts the 
conflicts surrounding the creation of the Conference], 
but that just makes this book even more human. It is a 
beautiful story.”

John de Stefano, the nonalcoholic G.S.O. staff trans-
lator who has translated Twelve Steps and Twelve 
Traditions, A.A. Comes of Age, Living Sober and other 
important A.A. works, oversaw a team of Spanish-
language translators with whom he rendered Our Great 
Responsibility into Spanish. “Having several translators 
available to translate the different voices in the book was 
a real bonus,” John says. “The talks,” he adds, “seemed 
often to be partly improvised and were extremely idi-
omatic. Bill might start a sentence with reference to one 
set phrase or familiar saying and, through a series of 
apparently impromptu connections, finish the sentence 
with another — which can make the work challenging 
to translate, but equally rewarding.”

“I was struck by how contemporary the issues that he 
addresses were,” says Julia D., who did much of the edit-
ing on the book. “Bill focuses on inclusion and reminds 
us that we are all human and that we often see things in 
different ways — as in his talk ‘Variations on the Twelve 
Steps and Twelve Traditions.’ He also had a very impres-
sive handle on how the outside world viewed A.A.”

The editing process was complex. “The goal was to 
stay true to the exact verbiage as much possible,” Julia 
says, “using punctuation and minimal editing to untan-
gle long sentences from talks that Bill mostly made from 
notes. We tried, too, to retain the rhythms of his speech 
— to clearly capture his voice. A lot of it was fine tuning. 
It was a challenge, but a pleasure. I was really struck by 
Bill’s humor and his ability to poke fun at himself.”

“Bill has always been the most significant A.A. voice for 
keeping the doors of A.A. wide open,” Ames S. adds, “and 
for me, as I read these talks, the main benefit is that we 
go back to Bill himself — give him back his platform, in a 
sense — and can hear him describe in his own words how 
broad the expanse of Alcoholics Anonymous really is.”
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