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ABSTRACT

Codependency is defined in this study as a 
disease characterized by individual adult inability to 
function in everyday life, in particular regards to 
personal relationships with others, in a healthy and 
self-loving manner. The study points to the works of 
several prominent theorists and practitioners in this 
field, such as John Bradshaw, Sharon Wegscheider- 
Cruse, Anne Wilson Schaef, and John and Linda Friel, 
as authoritative resource material on the subject.

Being progressive in nature, codependency 
eventually leads to a host of severe personality and 
physical disorders, and usually to some form of 
suicide. The study points to abusive treatment in 
childhood— either verbal, emotional, physical, sexual, 
or a combination of these— as being the primary cause 
for the development of codependency, but also, argues 
that our modern society contributes to the pervasive 
and insidious nature of the disease.

The main focus of this study is to demonstrate 
how a thorough knowledge of this common disease can 
contribute to our understanding of the human condition 
and individual personality and relationship dynamics.
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This awareness, in turn, equips us, as students, 
teachers, critics and practitioners of the art of 
theatre, to more fully comprehend the subtle 
complexities of dramatic literature and provide a new 
basis for understanding characters and relationships 
therein.

This study examines the nature of codependency 
and demonstrates, through example, how familiarity 
with this concept can enhance our understanding of 
many plays. Those used for this study are by American 
playwrights and they cover the years 19 40-1990, 
including most prominently the following: A Long
Day's Journey Into Night by Eugene O'Neill, Cat On a 
Hot Tin Roof by Tennessee Williams, Getting Out and 
'night. Mother by Marsha Norman, Death of a Salesman 
by Arthur Miller, and Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? 
by Edward Albee. The study maxes the point, however, 
that plays from all countries and periods can be 
examined on the basis of codependency for a fuller 
understanding of the characters and in particular, the 
dynamics of their relationships with other characters.

VI
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INTRODUCTION

When I look back on my interest in drama 
throughout the years, I am struck by how drawn I was 
to certain plays and specific characters from our 
modern anthology. As an actress, I dreamed of playing 
Maggie in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, Stella in A Streetcar 
Named Desire, George (although that would be unlilcely) 
in Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, or Jessie in 
'night. Mother. I, like other codependents, 
understood the pain and isolation these characters 
felt and wanted to connect with them for some kind of 
validation of my own identity. I did not simply like 
Maggie and Stella, I was Maggie and Stella.

Since I have been in my own recovery I now see 
the connection between myself and these other 
"enablers" and understand on a fundamental "gut" level 
what these characters are all about. I mention my own 
personal experience with recovery from codependency 
only as a way of establishing my own authority on the 
subject, in addition to my knowledge of modern 
American drama and the books I have consulted on both 
subjects. In my research, I found that many critics 
of the works I plan to examine talked around the
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problem of family dynamics and those that did approach 
the addiction within the plays (the more modern of 
studies) dealt with the addict alone, almost ignoring 
the family members around him and his effect upon 
them. I have found no study that addresses the issue 
of codependency as a family disease at work in some of 
our most celebrated and respected contemporary drama.

This study does not attempt to discount other 
methods of criticism or script analysis, but instead, 
hopes to add to that wealth of resources available to 
our practicing directors, actors, and scholars that 
give them new insights into many of our modern 
American dramatic characters. This awareness, I 
think, clarifies and explains much of the 
contradictory and irrational behavior exhibited by 
many of our modern characters. In the reviews I have 
read of many of these plays, Eugene O'Neill's Long 
Day's Journey Into Night and Marsha Norman's 'night, 
Mother, for example, the critics seem confused. Many 
praise the playwrights' accurate and painful depiction 
of the contemporary family and yet others call these 
dramas maudlin and neurotic, with characters that 
wallow in the worst kind of self-pity and degradation. 
My instincts indicate that the critics' degree of
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3
patience with such characters depends upon their own 
denial of these feelings within themselves, but that 
is a subject for yet another study.

In beginning this study the problem was not, as 
one might imagine, finding enough textual evidence to 
validate my theories— there was more than enough of 
that. In fact, the body of works directly involving 
codependency and dysfunctional families is 
overwhelming. I could easily devote an entire study 
to codependency concerns in the works of any one of 
these playwrights, but the real purpose of this study 
is to establish that knowledge and understanding of 
codependency can offer a new perspective on many 
modern dramatic characters and plays.

Nor was it difficult to find sufficient source 
material about the nature and treatment of 
codependency. The bookstores and libraries abound 
with such materials, some of which possess authority 
and some that do not. Naturally as with any research 
project, materials must be carefully scrutinized for 
their correctness, authenticity, and insight and 
selected for use on that basis. I found many useful 
treatments on the subject of codependency, some of 
which became repetitive and redundant in terms of
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actual content. Therefore, the sources I worked with 
most often reflect a similar point of view but differ 
in terms of structure, examples, and terminology. My 
first chapter briefly outlines each of these sources 
and establishes the terminology used throughout this 
study.

The major problem for me, however, became 
manageability. At first I decided to take each 
playwright and discuss codependency in his or her 
individual works. When I got into it, however, the 
material began to repeat itself . In other words, a 
discussion of the role of the "enabler" or the 
"scapegoat" in Tennessee Williams' families resembled 
those of Eugene O'Neill so much that that part of the 
discussion began to overlap. In attempting to define 
and explain what it means to be an "enabler", I found 
that one description sufficed and what mattered was 
the individual playwright's interpretation of the 
enabler as opposed to another playwright’s.

Thus, I thought of focusing on just one family 
role and discussing how each playwright dealt with and 
portrayed those particular problems. For example, if 
I focused the study on the role of the "chief 
enabler," I could discuss the playwright's
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5
verisimilitude based on his/her portrayal of this 
personality or character type. Then again, Maggie 
from Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and Mary Tyrone from Long 
Day's Journey Into Night could not be viewed in 
isolation in a field of study so new and unfamiliar.

In order for my point to be made I had to discuss 
codependency as a family illness and look at the chief 
enabler as only one part of the entire dysfunctional 
family system. Since codependency is by definition a 
family concern, I finally decided to focus this study 
on the fundamental characteristics of codependency in 
the family and the individual and show how various 
modern American playwrights have depicted these traits 
in their characters. Therefore, the study is arranged 
around major codependency characteristics that 
manifest themselves in our modern society and much of 
our best dramatic literature from the last fifty 
years.

For us to accept "codependology" (a term I coined 
for the field of codependency therapy and study) as a 
way of interpreting dramatic characters, it is 
important to recognize how codependency saturates our 
modern anthology of drama. Although codependency is 
depicted in obscure as well as renowned contemporary
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6
dramatic-literature, the point has more impact when we 
realize that our most popular and beloved plays are 
full of codependency and dysfunctional families in a 
way that is simply not present in the drama before 
this century. There has always been obsession, 
alcoholism and abuse, but there is no codependency, 
not in the sense that we understand it today. Is the 
disease really that new or have we finally put our 
finger on what has troubled the whole of mankind 
throughout the ages?

In a sense, codependency is a new and an old 
problem. Althougn the families of addicts have always 
been acutely affected by living with abuse throughout 
the history of the world, the major difference comes 
in the twentieth century with the emergence of the 
feminist movement. The profile of the true 
codependsnt is identical to the traditionally accepted 
role of the perfect wife. So yes, there has always 
been codependency, but we are just beginning to see 
how unhealthy it is and that it should not be an
accepted norm of behavior but rather a disease to be
treated and recovered from.

Although it is not unheard of for a man to be the
co-addict or enabler, history provides far more
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7
examples of the female enabler. Think for a minute 
how a woman's role in our society is one of "enabling" 
or caretaking for others. Her purpose in life has 
often been defined and prescribed by the needs of her 
husband and family, rather than her own needs and 
desires. Even female dominated careers, such as 
nursing, teaching and secretarial work, revolve around 
guiding, helping and caring for someone else. If a 
man becomes the enabler, he becomes socially 
emasculated, whereas the same behavior from a woman is 
championed as a true indicator of her devotion to the 
"appropriate" focus of her life— her husband and 
children.

No matter what miraculous changes our century has 
wrought, the most phenomenal is the women's movement. 
There will always be bigger and better weapons, new 
and easier methods of transportation and 
communication, more horrible and despicable wars; but 
never in the history of the world has the integrity, 
intelligence and intrinsic value of the female as a 
human being been recognized and given the full 
expression we have witnessed nearly worldwide during 
the twentieth century. When historians of future 
generations look for the great developments of our
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8
time, the most outstanding will be the emerging role 
of women as equal members of society.

It is no wonder then that we are beginning to 
recognize that the traditional roles are no longer 
acceptable and, in fact, lead to all sorts of disease 
and emotional and physical malfunctions. The dreimas 
from 1940 to 1990 especially highlight the dynamics of 
the dysfunctional family and the eventual 
disintegration of the individual members. Therefore,
I have selected plays already recognized for their 
outstanding dramatic quality and in-depth 
characterizations which depict the dysfunctional 
family system with almost textbook accuracy to 
illuminate and demonstrate how a study and 
understanding of codependency or "codependology" can 
permit a fuller comprehension of the texts and aid any 
theatre practitioner who must interpret and recreate 
these or other modern characters.

It should probably be noted here that although I 
may use only one play to illustrate some points about 
family dysfunction this in no way indicates that those 
characteristics could not be found in other plays as 
well. For example, my discussion of "family 
enmeshment" centers on Death of a Salesman, but I
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could make as valid a case for enmeshment in many 
other plays from this study and many that are not 
addressed here. My point is to demonstrate how 
codependology can be used as a basis for play 
analysis, not that this one play alone contains this 
particular example of dysfuntion. Indeed, all the 
plays discussed here could be examined from any angle 
of dysfunctional systems. I refer to several 
prominent plays from our contemporary writers as a way 
of demonstrating how expansive this analysis can 
become.

The plays discussed in this study deal with the 
entire family in various ways. Some of the plays 
present the whole family for careful observation on 
stage while others focus on one or two family members 
(and the other members, though discussed at length, 
remain absent from the action). For example, Eugene 
O'Neill's Long Day's Journey Into Night, Tennessee 
Williams' Cat On a Hot Tin Roof, and Arthur Miller's 
Death of a Salesman, present the whole family at the 
same time in one place. This affords us a valuable 
opportunity to examine the family dynamics at work 
during the course of the play. Plays that spotlight 
one or two family members, such as Marsha Norman's
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'night. Mother, Williams' The Glass Menagerie, and 
Edward Albee's Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, offer 
a chance to see the effects of these family dynamics 
on the individual members. The singular vision, or 
verisimilitude, of each playwright resides in how the 
family disease of codependency manifests itself in the 
actions and dialogue of his/her characters.

Although many modern dramatic characters exhibit 
the characteristics of codependency, not all the plays 
situate these issues at the heart of the action. In 
the plays mentioned in this study, the codependent 
dynamics at work in the characters dominate all other 
elements of the plays. For example, Lanford Wilson's 
Hot'l Baltimore has many codependent characters, but 
their problems of adjusting to the realities of life 
is not the major theme at work in the play. These 
characters face the crisis of having to move from 
their "home," and it is their reaction to this crisis 
that comprises the main action of that play.

However, in plays like The Glass Menagerie and 
'night. Mother, and other plays examined in this 
study, the characters' codependency dominates the 
dramatic action. Jessie Cates cannot cope with her 
life and in 'night. Mother she voices her resentments
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and fears— just before she kills herself. Amanda 
Wingfield's codependency, especially in regards to 
control, initiates all that happens in Menagerie.
These plays are about family relationships and the 
isolation and alienation that result from family 
dysfunction.

This study is dedicated to establishing 
codependology as a viable and alternative way of 
understanding and empathizing with modern dramatic 
characters so that the re-creation and depiction of 
such characters in production will enjoy a greater 
degree of authenticity, depth and sincerity. It is 
also my hope that codependology will prove beneficial 
to modern dramatic criticism as a source of 
enlightenment for those who endeavor to interpolate 
and analyze the seemingly contradictory and irrational 
behavior of many of our modern characters.
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PART I;
THE NATURE OF CODEPENDENCY

Chapter One 
Codependency: History and Terminology

A Brief History of Codependency
Although no source can state definitively when 

and where the term "codependent" came into usage, most 
sources I consulted believe it evolved from terms such 
as "para-alcoholic" or "co-alcoholic." In the 
beginning of effective alcoholic treatment, around the 
1930's when Alcoholics Anonymous was founded, the 
"enablers" or "co-alcoholics" were those— especially 
and sometimes singularly thought to be the spouse—  

intimately connected with the alcoholic. Al-Anon and 
other recovery outlets for the family members limited 
their treatment to merely helping them adjust and cope 
with living "around" the alcoholic.

When chemical dependency began to rise to 
epidemic proportions, these treatment centers began to 
recognize that the chemically dependent person, or 
addict, had little chance of maintaining his/her 
sobriety if the entire family did not receive some

12

Reproduced with permission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout permission.



13
form of treatment. Still, however, this "treatment" 
consisted mainly of helping the family members behave 
in such a way that would not endanger the addict's 
chances for recovery. In other words, those who were 
already "codependent"— that is, living in response to 
their addict— were encouraged simply to change the 
nature of their enabling from helping him to stay 
addicted to helping him stay in recovery.

At that time, and this was only fifteen or twenty 
years ago, there was no attempt to treat the 
codependents, or enablers, for their own disease— the 
pain and isolation that develops from living with an 
addict. Everything revolved around the "identified 
patient", that is, the one with the alcohol or other 
chemical dependency, which only emulated the home 
environment and did nothing to encourage the 
codependents to seek out help for themselves.

Sometime around the early 1980's, treatment 
centers, especially those renowned for treatment of 
the chemically dependent in Minnesota, began to 
recognize that the codependents were also in a great 
deal of pain and needed help with "their" problems, 
not just the "addict's problems." There seemed to be 
some underlying disease in family members who had been
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raised by or married to an addict that kept them from 
developing into mature and healthy adults. Children 
of alcoholics either became alcoholics or addicts to 
some other chemical, or they met with other major 
obstacles when confronted with coping with life's 
reality, such as eating disorders, chronic 
relationship problems, and a host of other 
compulsivities and physiological disorders. Those who 
recognized this disease began to call themselves 
"Adult Children of Alcoholics," and adopted the 
twelve-step recovery program that had been used for 
alcoholics for fifty years.

Today, codependency is a relatively new field of 
study and treatment and is used as a broad terra that 
describes the underlying disease that causes the major 
life problems that lead to dysfunctional adulthood.
This dysfunction usually manifests itself in the 
individual in some form of "addiction"— not 
necessarily to a chemical, but often to over-eating, 
over-spending, destructive relationships, over­
working, and so on. When the codependency leads to a 
"primary" addiction— that is, a recognizable threat to 
the person's enjoyment of everyday life— then most 
codependents eventually "hit bottom" and reach out to
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a twelve-step recovery program for help or they find a 
chief enabler (another codependent addicted to abusive 
relationships) who allows and makes it possible for 
them to continue their addictions until they 
eventually lead to death.

Unfortunately, codependency can be very covert 
and hard to detect until it turns into a primary 
addiction, but most sufferers share several common 
characteristics that will be outlined in detail in a 
subsequent section. It should be noted, however, that 
severe codependency left untreated will eventually 
lead to an unnatural or untimely death by either 
"recognizable" suicide (overdoses, shooting, and so 
on), or "well-disguised" suicide (perpetual anxiety 
that causes chronic health problems, including cancer, 
over-eating that causes heart disease and diabetes, 
smoking, driving recklessly, and so on.)

Definitions of Codependency
In my research about codependency I found a 

wealth of sources available. Although some of the 
terminology varied and the material was organized 
differently, most of these sources were strikingly
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similar in terms of content. Some scholars in this 
field had several books on various aspects of the 
disease including the reasons for its existence, its 
prevalence in our modern society, definitions of its 
nature and overall characteristics, and self-help 
treatment advice. The writers that I consulted most 
often to formulate an "overall concept" of the nature 
and definition of codependency are recognized as 
experts in this emerging field and their works have 
gained popular as well as critical acceptance.

Anne Wilson Schaef, Ph.D., has authored many 
bestselling books that deal with codependency, 
manifested in the individual as well as society. She 
is a psychotherapist who now lectures, leads workshops 
and trains healthcare professionals worldwide in a 
therapy of her own devising known as Living Process 
Facilitation.

John Bradshaw has written extensively on the 
subject of codependency and is the national director 
of [^dependency Treatment— Life Plus Institute. He 
lectures, counsels, and holds workshops throughout the 
country teaching his philosophy of reclaiming the 
inner child and becoming one's own nurturing parent.
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Melody Beattie, like most who write on this 

emerging topic, is a recovering alcoholic and former 
chemical dependency counselor who has developed her 
own philosophy concerning codependency; she has 
written two bestselling books on the subject.

Pia Mellody has become a nationally recognized 
authority on codependence and works as a consultant at 
The Meadows, a treatment center for addictions in 
Arizona.

John Friel, Ph.D. and Linda Friel, M.A.,
C.C.D.P., both work in private practice as therapists 
in Minnesota. The Friels are recognized nationally 
for their writing and lecturing about dysfunctional 
families, codependency. Adult Chi Id issues and 
addictions.

Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse is president of Onsite 
Training and Consulting, Inc. in South Dakota. Her 
pioneering treatise. The Family Trap . . .  No one 
escapes from a chemically dependent family, deals with 
chemical dependency as a family disease and her 
concept of family roles has been adopted and expanded 
by many of her previously mentioned colleagues, such 
as Bradshaw and the Friels. She is also the Founding 
Board Chairperson of the National Association for
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Children of Alcoholics (NACoA) and has written many 
books on the subject of family dysfunction.

There are so many issues worthy of discussion 
involved in this complicated and broad field that I 
found it difficult to restrict my comments to those 
necessary for the readers' understanding of the points 
made by this study. I have, however, contained my 
references to six primary sources that I found most 
helpful in establishing an overall concept of what 
codependency is and how to recognize the major 
characteristics. I would like to point out to the 
reader that these sources, though authoritative, 
comprehensive and insightful, do not embody all the 
work now on the market. I did find these works 
representative of the current school of thought 
regarding codependency issues and how they manifest 
themselves in the individual, and I do not hesitate to 
recommend these specific texts or any others by these 
authors to anyone concerned with further reading on 
this subject.

Probably no two authors could be considered 
pioneers in this field more than Anne Wilson Schaef 
and John Bradshaw. In her books, Anne Wilson Schaef 
describes what she considers the basis for
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codependency and all addictive practices. In Co- 
Dependence; Misunderstood— Mistreated, Schaef assarts 
that codependency is a disease that taxes many forms 
and is based in what she refers to as the "addictive 
process" which she defines as follows: "The addictive
process is an unhealthy and abnormal disease process, 
whose assumptions, beliefs, behaviors, and lack of 
spirituality lead to a process of nonliving that is 
progressively death-oriented. This basic disease, 
from which spring the sub-diseases of co-dependence 
and alcoholism— among others— is tacitly and openly 
supported by the society in which we live" (21).

Her book outlines more simply and better than 
most the basic characteristics suffered by victims of 
this addictive process (which by all other sources is 
called codependency), many of which will be referred 
to in this study. Her concept for recovery consists 
of re-laarning a new way of living which she calls the 
"living in process." Her method of experiential 
therapy— that is, therapy that encourages the patient 
to experience the pain and fear denied expression in 
childhood and to learn how to allow expression of 
present feelings— is slowly being adopted by 
professionals in the field of counseling who call
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themselves "Living Process Facilitators." The primary 
job of these individuals lies in helping the patients 
learn how to live in a healthy, non-addictive process, 
which incorporates the twelve-step recovery program 
and other forms of treatment.

Schaef contends that traditional therapy in the 
mental health field often unintentionally perpetuates 
the disease process by enabling the patient either to 
become overly dependent on the therapist or switching 
from one addictive substance to another. Transforming 
a heroine addict into a methadone addict does not 
eradicate the real problems that led to the primary 
addiction in the first place. Schaef asserts that 
recovery comes from recognizing the disease process 
learned in childhood and supported by modern society 
and then replacing it with a new way of living that 
incorporates taking care of and nurturing ourselves 
first. Otherwise, the patient predisposes himself to 
either relapse into his drug of choice or, as many 
A.A. members say, "to switch seats on the Titanic"—  

trading one addiction for another as a part of one's 
denial that everything is fixed simply because one is 
not using anymore.
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John Bradshaw's revolutionary works, Bradshaw on : 

The Family and Healing the Shame that Binds You, 
initiated a wave of popular attention to the problems 
inherent in dysfunctional family and societal systems, 
and made codependency more of a "household word," 
though few still understand the complex nature of this 
disease. His basic philosophy of an underlying 
disease based on shame induced during childhood by 
living with abuse of one form or another agrees in 
principle with Schaef and many others.

Unlike Schaef, however, Bradshaw identifies 
codependency as the basic disease that leads to an 
addictive lifestyle and he defines it in this way: "A 
set of survival behaviors which are unhealthy patterns 
of learned behavior. Codependency can be defined as a 
recognizable pattern of fixed personality traits, 
rooted in the internalized shame resulting from the 
abandonment that naturally happens to everyone in a 
dysfunctional family system" (165). 1

1 Since his book, Bradshaw on: The Family, deals 
with definition and recognition of codependency within 
the family, all Bradshaw citings in this study 
originate from this book, unless otherwise indicated.
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"Shame," says Bradshaw, "is the feeling of being 

flawed and worthless" (78). Being denied one's right 
to his or her own feelings and individuality is the 
process of "being shamed."
Children learn very early not to let down their guard, 
be themselves and/or show vulnerability. These 
children grow up to be shame-based parents who try to 
control their children and likewise, their children 
assume certain family roles as a means establishing 
their own control over the parents. "This control 
madness," Bradshaw states, "is . . . why dysfunctional 
families set their members up for addiction.
Addictions are ways to be out of control. Addictions 
provide relief" (78).

Whan chaos becomes a way of life, children learn 
ways of dealing with the crisis for the sake of 
survival. In effect, they relinquish their rights to 
have their own needs and feelings and become strictly 
reactive to the family around them. They do not "act" 
on life, they "react" to it. This type of reactive 
behavior forms the foundation for their future 
relationships and will eventually lead to one 
dysfunctional relationship after another. Bradshaw
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uses the term codepandency to describe what he 
identifies as a "family illness."

In her bestselling treatise. Codependent No More, 
Melody Beattie echoes this idea of codependency as 
being a process of reaction. She states that 
"Codependents are reactionaries. They overreact.
They under-react. But rarely do they act" (33).

In attempting to shape a definitive definition, 
Beattie admits that several definitions are accurate 
because some describe the cause, others the effects 
and still others the overall condition— patterns and 
symptoms. She formulates her definition of 
codependency into one sentence; "A codependent person 
is one who has let another person's behavior affect 
him or her, and who is obsessed with controlling that 
person's behavior" (31).

However succinct this definition may be, it does 
not answer all the questions concerning codependency 
as satisfactorily as those of Bradshaw and Schaef.
For instance, how does this definition address the 
concern that most codependents have with controlling 
everything, not just the person who "caused" their 
affliction? The main assets in Beattie's book reside 
in her description of the basic symptoms of
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codependency and in tier intimate revelation of her 
personal experiences with the disease and recovery.

Pia Mellody's philosophies concerning 
codependency bear so much similarity to those of John 
Bradshaw that her book Facing Codependence makes an 
appropriate companion to his works. Her main point of 
deviation rests in her discussion of the "precious 
child," in which she asserts the right of every 
individual to be precious and cherished as children.
In her discussion of dysfunctional families, she 
states; The process of abuse depletes the energy 
children must have to do the work of growing up. When 
a child is not allowed to be his or her authentic 
self, the healthy ability to adapt and change is 
misdirected, and the child is forced to begin the 
enormous adaptation process into codependence" (75).

John and Linda Friel label what others call 
codependents as "Adult Children." Their book. Adult 
Children: The Secrets of Dysfunctional Families 
outlines in a practical and simplified method the 
origin, characteristics and recovery possibilities for 
those who suffer from codependency. Their concept of 
becoming one's own nurturing parent is consistent with 
other writers but their discussion of the
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dysfunctional family and family roles is particularly 
well-expressed. Unlike Bradshaw who puts shame at the 
core of codependency, the Friels assert that fear of 
abandonment runs deeper and forms the basis of the 
disease.

The concept of being an "adult child" seems 
paradoxical, but makes sense when we realize that 
abused children do not develop into healthy and 
emotionally mature adults. They may hold down a job 
(and even enjoy a great deal of success), marry and 
have a family, and, to the casual observer, may "look 
like" an adult. But the dysfunction in their 
childhood left them emocionally or spiritually 
crippled; excelling in other areas of life (such as 
intellectual pursuits or physical prowess) becomes 
their way to compensate for the deficiencies in their 
personality. The personality eventually becomes 
severely off balance, usually to the point that will 
require either an addiction to create the illusion of 
balance or a recovery program to restore true balance. 
Often a codependent must go down the first road to 
discover the need for the second.

The Friels' definition of codependency is an 
unpretentious account of why individuals become Adult
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Children: "Something happened co us a long time ago.
It happened more than once- It hurt us. We protected 
ourselves the only way we knew how. We are still 
protecting ourselves. It isn't working anymore" (22).

Basically, these authorities on codependency hold 
similar theories about what causes codependency, its 
nature and symptoms, and how to treat it. From these 
several writers I have developed my own broad 
definition of codependency which I will work from 
throughout this study: Codependency is a covert
disease resulting from improper or dysfunctional 
nurturing during childhood that manifests itself in 
the individual's inability to deal constructively with 
the everyday reality of living. It is supported and 
perpetuated by our modern societal values and 
traditions and by most of the healthcare professionals 
in the mental health field. This "disease process" of 
living often leads the individual to some form of 
addiction in order to create the illusion of control 
and paradoxically, to give permission for being out of 
control. The only effective treatment is to recognize 
codependency, become your own nurturing parent and 
learn to live in the "recovery process."
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Just as becoming codependent and living in 

disease is a process, learning to change major 
behavioral patterns is a process, not an event. 
Following sections will detail what these experts 
identify as the most common characteristics of 
codependency as well as what comprises effective 
treatment for codependency.
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Chapter Two 
The Common Symptoms of Codependency

In trying to pin down the basic symptoms, or 
characteristics, of codependency, I once again 
confronted similar themes and concepts with differenc 
labels. Schaef, the Friels, Beattie and Mellody all 
list what they consider to be definitive lists of the 
common characteristics or symptoms of codependency. 
Although the lists differ in terminology and grouping, 
the basic concepts remain the same. What follows here 
is a brief overview of what the experts consider as 
either recognizable characteristics or symptoms of 
this complex disease.

Anne Wilson Schaef begins her list of 
characteristics of the codependent personality with 
her discussion of "external referenting," which refers 
to the codependent's reactive nature— establishing 
one's own self-concept by gauging others' perceptions. 
Schaef asserts that this is the most central and 
predominant characteristic of the codependent 
personality and her discussion entails a variety of 
relationship disorders based on this core problem of 
external referenting. These include relationship
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addiction (someone who will do almost anything to be 
in a relationship, no matter how destructive,) ding- 
clung relationships (one cannot survive without the 
other,) lack of boundaries (not knowing when you stop 
and someone else begins,) and impression management 
(usually referred to as people-pleasing, in which one 
adjusts his behavior to fit the expectations of 
others). Her list of characteristics of sufferers of 
what she calls the "addictive process" also contains 
the following: Caretaking (becoming indispensable to 
another person). Physical Illness (chronic health 
problems as well as a host of possible addictions). 
Self-Centeredness (a paradoxical form of 
"selflessness" that personalizes everything that 
happens to others around them in terms of some action 
on their part ("You're depressed, what did ^ do?"). 
Control Issues (codependents believe they should be in 
control of everything, which ultimately leads to 
depression based on their perception of their failure 
to "fix" and "run" things). Feelings (codependents are 
usually out of touch with their own feelings or 
possess a distorted perception of what their feelings 
really are). Dishonesty (codependents become chronic 
liars, partially in their own denial of their own
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disease and to avoid facing the reality of someone 
else's). Being Central (a need to be at the center of 
their significant other's life, otherwise they feel 
abandoned), Gullibility (an ability to believe what 
they want to is part of their system of denial). Loss 
of Morality (loss of contact with their spiritual 
self), and Fear, Rigidity, and Judgementalism (44-86).

Pia Mellody lists five core symptoms that 
manifest themselves in a variety of characteristics:
(1) Difficulty experiencing appropriate levels of 
self-esteem; (2) Difficulty setting functional 
boundaries; (3) Difficulty owning our own reality;
(4) Difficulty acknowledging and meeting our own need 
and wants; (5) Difficulty experiencing an expressing 
our reality moderately (7-42).

John and Linda Friel's list is simpler and more 
to the point, and although the terminology differs the 
similarities are striking. They list the following as 
the predominant and most significant symptoms of 
codependency or being an Adult Child; addiction, 
compulsion, unhealthy dependencies, depression, stress 
symptoms, phobias and anxiety.

Melody Beattie's list contains the following: 
caretaking, low self-worth, repression, obsession.
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controlling, denial, dependency, poor communication, 
weak boundaries, lack of trust, anger and sex 
problems. She also notes that an important
characteristic of codependency is that it is
progressive, which echoes Schaef's and Bradshaw's 
contention that left unchecked it will lead to death.

Codependency is a disease of inner chaos. Most
people afflicted with this disease become preoccupied 
with creating a controlled environment in a never- 
ending search for inner peace. This urge to control 
external things is what leads eventually to the rigid 
family rules that characterize family dysfunction and 
spawns the kind of abuse that perpetuates the deadly 
cycle of addiction and compulsivity.

Themes of low self-esteem, inability to live 
interdependently with others (with them but as a 
separate identity), dishonesty, preoccupation with 
self and fear dominate all these lists and certainly 
characterize the codependent personality. The best 
way to understand and sort through the complexities of 
these "indicators" of codependency is to examine the 
dysfunctional family system and how it creates, 
encourages and sustains this illness within its 
members. Part Two of this study will discuss in
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detail the rules by which a dysfunctional family 
operates based on treatises on the subject by Schaef, 
Bradshaw, and the Friels as a way of leading into my 
discussion of how many of our modern American 
dramatists have portrayed and depicted this 
phenomenon.

First, however, a brief overview of the treatment 
for codependency is in order, not only to complete 
this capsulized discourse on the nature of 
codependency but also to validate the origins and 
manifestations mentioned here and in subsequent 
sections of this study.
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Chapter Three 
Recovery from Codependency

An examination of the recovery process and what 
it entails helps us sort through and understand the 
perplexing nature and diverse manifestations of the 
disease of codependency. Schaef, Bradshaw, the 
Friels, Mellody and Beattie all agree (as do others) 
that the most effective method of recovery is to 
become your own nurturing parent and learn how to 
recognize and cope with your feelings and take 
responsibility for meeting your own needs and wants. 
Loving yourself is easy to dictate and makes for a 
good doctrine but is very difficult for a codependent 
to put into actual practice. That is why most of the 
sources I consulted included some self-help advice on 
how to "take care of yourself.”

Most of these exercises could be included in what 
is being called "experiential" therapy. Apart from 
traditional psychotherapy methods of analyzing a 
patient's problem, an experiential therapist helps the 
patients learn how to be themselves and feel and 
"experience" their own reality, which is part of what
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has been denied to them in their dysfunctional 
rearing.

Since the medical community does not universally 
accept codependency as a recognizable disease there is 
no standard treatment available. Healthcare 
professionals in the mental health field have been 
trained to treat addiction, obsession, depression and 
compulsion as personality disorders that respond to 
support groups in conjunction with drugs and 
traditional analytical counseling. All too often, 
however, the patient becomes abstinent— able to 
refrain from using the primary addiction for relief 
from other maladies— only to find they still 
experience the same relationship problems, sexual 
dysfunction, financial difficulty, weight problem, or 
whatever, that led them into trouble to begin with.

What I would like to suggest, based on my own 
experience and the works especially of Schaef and 
Bradshaw, is that all these ailments are symptomatic 
of the real disease— codependency. Certainly the 
primary addiction must be treated first, but unless 
the sufferer works on his own codependency issues 
there is a much greater chance of either relapse or 
addiction switching— all of which is part of our
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'Night Mother by Marsha Norman

Set on a back road in rural Kentucky in the home 
of Thelma Cates, this play chronicles the last ninety 
minutes of her middle-aged daughter’s, Jessie Cates', 
life. Jessie announces her intentions to commit 
suicide early in the play and what remains is Thelma's 
sometimes desperate and often dispassionate attempts 
to keep her daughter alive. What the play is about, 
however, is not Jessie's death, but what in her life 
led her to this point of utter despair and total lack 
of interest. In the end, she escapes to the back 
bedroom and we hear a gunshot, indicating that she has 
indeed ended her own life.

Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? by Edward Albee
The play opens with George, a professor at a 

small college, and his wife, Martha, returning home 
intoxicated from a party elsewhere. Soon after their 
entrance, Martha announces that she has invited 
another couple over, a new, young professor (Nick) and 
his plain wife (Honey). The liquor flows quite freely 
and inhibitions break down permitting both couples to 
reveal more about themselves in this one evening than
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most do in a lifetime. George is revengeful and 
controlling, Martha manipulates and cajoles to get her 
way, Nick is aggressive and opportunistic, and Honey 
is sadly naive and needy. Through the course of the 
evening together. Honey gets sick, Nick and Martha 
have sex, and a tragic and despairing truth is 
revealed about the unhappy state of these four 
people's lives. What makes this evening significant 
in the lives of George and Martha, however, is that 
they finally confront their common source of misery, 
the death of their only child, and come to a point of 
termination with it. Whether the child ever actually 
existed has been a point of debate for critics since 
the play was written, but that fact is of little 
significance when compared with the more important 
dramatic function the issue itself holds in the play.
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