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G.S.O. Archives Mission

The mission of the Alcoholics 
Anonymous General Service Office 
Archives is to document permanently 
the work of Alcoholics Anonymous, to 
make the history of the organization 
accessible to A.A. members and other 
researchers, and to provide a context 
for understanding A.A.’s progression, 
principles and traditions. 



From manuscript to published work – A.A.’s Big Book



First Edition Big Book

• 16 printings (April 1939 
– August 1954)

• Approximately 300,000 
copies printed



Text in the second paragraph of the Foreword changed between the first 
and second printings

FIRST EDITION, 2ND PRINTING, MARCH 1941

2nd printing1st printing



Repetitive sentence in first printing:
“She had looked for me last evening after I left the car 
and wondered off into last evening after I left the car 
and wandered off into the night.”

Corrected in second printing:
“I left the car and wandered off into the night.”

- “Our Southern Friend”

FIRST EDITION, 2ND PRINTING, MARCH 1941



In the second printing of 
the 1st Edition the personal 
story “Lone Endeavor” 
was removed and replaced 
with “Now We Are Two 
Thousand. March 1941”



Appendix II added to the 
second printing of the 
First Edition Big Book, 
clarifying the change of 
the phrase “spiritual 
experience” to “spiritual 
awakening.”



At the 1969 General Service Conference, Bill  W. 
shared on the history of changing “spiritual 
experience” to “spiritual awakening.”   

A recorded excerpt of Bill’s sharing can be found 
on aa.org: https://www.aa.org/Bill-W-at-the-1969-
General-Service-Conference

https://www.aa.org/Bill-W-at-the-1969-General-Service-Conference


First Edition 8th Printing Big Book
Known as the “war-time” 
printing, this 8th printing  
(1945) was reduced in 
size to conform with 
Government’s regulations 
for saving paper. 



Second Edition Big Book

• 16 printings, hard 
cover (1955 – 1974)

• Estimated over one 
million books 
distributed



Bill W. 
introduced the 
Second Edition 
Big Book at the 
1955 General 
Service 
Conference

Second Edition Big Book 1955



 “The Doctor’s Opinion” 
was moved from page 1 
in the First Edition to 
roman numeral page 
xxiii in the Second 
Edition.

 Dr. Silkworth’s name 
added to the reprinted 
letter - “The Doctor’s 
Opinion.”

Second Edition Big Book 1955



Five new appendices added. Appendix II Spiritual 
Experience retained.

Appendix I – The A.A. Tradition
 Appendix III – The Medical View On A.A.
Appendix IV – The Lasker Award
Appendix V – The Religious View On A.A.
Appendix VI – How To Get In Touch With A.A. 

Second Edition Big Book 1955



“Herbert Spencer” quote – What’s the story?

Second Edition Big Book 1955

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

The “Spencer” quote first appeared at
the beginning of the story “An Artist’s
Concept” in the First Edition Big Book.
This story was removed when the
Second Edition was published.
The quote was reinserted in the Third
Printing of the Second Edition in 1959,
at the end of Appendix II.

https://www.freepngimg.com/png/72547-thinking-photography-question-mark-man-stock
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/


The Third Edition Big Book was approved by the General Service Conference in 
1976.

1976 Conference Advisory Action:
Delegates take back to their areas a statement to the effect 
that the Big Book, Alcoholics Anonymous, third edition, is 
not being changed – that only the stories have been 
updated and some new ones added.

Third Edition Big Book 1976



• 74 printings (1976 – 2001)

• Over 12 million books printed 
(12,859,733)

Third Edition Big Book, 1976



1978 Conference Advisory Action:

The Voice of the Fellowship Is Expressed 

1. In the next printing of Alcoholics
Anonymous, the foreword of the
second edition be included as it
originally published in the second
edition.
2. The delegates should be made aware
of any changes under consideration in
the book Alcoholics Anonymous prior
to publication. Sketch of a GSC session in 1978



Third Edition Big Book

Two Statements in the Second 
Edition Forword  omitted 
when the Third Edition was 
published. These were 
reinstated in the Fourth 
Printing of the Third Edition, 
following action of the 1978 
GSC. 



1993 Conference Advisory Action:

The Voice of the Fellowship Is Expressed 

Because of strong sentiment
against any changes in the first
164 pages of the Big Book, the
request to rewrite the first three
chapters of the Big Book not be
implemented.

Sketch of a GSC session in 1993



1995 Conference Advisory Action:

The Voice of the Fellowship Is Expressed 

The first 164 pages of the Big 
Book, Alcoholics Anonymous, the 
Preface, the Forewords, “The 
Doctor’s Opinion,” “Doctor Bob’s 
Nightmare” and the Appendices 
remain as is. 

Sketch of a GSC session in 1995



A draft Fourth Edition of the Big Book, Alcoholics Anonymous, be 
developed and a progress report be brought back to 1998 
Conference Literature Committee, keeping in mind the 1995 
Advisory Action that:

“The first 164 pages of the Big Book, Alcoholics Anonymous, 
the Preface, the Forewords, ‘The Doctor’s Opinion,’ ‘Dr. Bob’s 
Nightmare,’ and the Appendices remain as is.’”

A Fourth Edition Big Book is proposed in 1997

1997 Conference Advisory Action:



The Fourth Edition of the Big Book, Alcoholics Anonymous, be approved keeping in mind the 1995 Conference
Advisory Action which reads, “The first 164 pages of the Big Book, Alcoholics Anonymous, the Preface, the Forewords,
‘The Doctor’s Opinion,’ ‘Doctor Bob’s Nightmare’ and the Appendices remain as is” and keeping in mind the 1999
Conference Action which reads, “The Publications Department of the General Service Office maintain the following
specific editorial responsibilities regarding the Fourth Edition Big Book Project:

• Editorial ‘fine tuning’ such as footnotes, punctuation, capitalization, spelling, updating, jacket materials, page
numbers, etc. Thus, page numbers are likely to change for content after page 164.

• Coordinating the flow of work between the book designer, typesetters, proofreaders and the production people,
who order the paper and schedule the printing with the book manufacturer.

• In the case of the proposed Fourth Edition of Alcoholics Anonymous, the G.S.O. editors would prepare or
coordinate new material and changes such as:

New Material Changes
Cover and jacket design Title Page
Jacket copy Contents page
Preface Factual material that appears in footnotes
Foreword to the Fourth Edition Introductions to personal stories.

Fourth Edition Big Book Approved in 2001 
2001 Conference Advisory Action:



Although the committee acknowledged the importance of 
electronic meetings to some A.A. members, the sentence 
“Fundamentally, though, the difference between an electronic 
meeting and the home group around the corner is only one of 
format.” in the last paragraph of the Foreword to the Fourth 
Edition be deleted in future printings of the Big Book, Alcoholics 
Anonymous.

Fourth Edition Big Book – Text in the its Foreword deleted

2002 Conference Advisory Action:



A correction to inaccurate text related to the addition of appendices on page XI in the Preface of
Alcoholics Anonymous, which currently reads:

“The second edition added the appendices, the Twelve Traditions, and the directions for getting in
touch with A.A.”

Be replaced with:

“The second printing of the first edition added the appendix ‘Spiritual Experience’; in the second
edition, the appendices on A.A. Tradition, the ‘medical view’ and ‘religious view’ of A.A., the Lasker
Award and information on how to contact A.A. were added, and the appendix on the Alcoholic
Foundation was discontinued.”

Fourth Edition Big Book – Text in the Preface corrected

2014 Conference Advisory Action:



• Currently at 47th printing (October 
2001 – June 2022)

• Over 10 million books printed 
(10,292,500)

Fourth Edition Big Book 2001



 Translated into 73 languages
 Over 40 million copies distributed 

(all formats)
 Four Editions (English)
 152 printings (hard-cover only)
 Multiple formats

A.A.’s Big Book: 83 Years and counting 



Two distinct projects as directed by the General Service Conference 
being developed:

What’s Under  Way Today?

1. A translation into plain and simple
language of the Fourth Edition Big
Book.

2. A development of a Fifth Edition Big
Book.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed 
under CC BY-SA-NC

http://www.melamakeup.com/2010/06/work-in-progress.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Thank you!

Contact G.S.O. Archives
Email: archives@aa.org
Phone: 212-870-3400

www.aa.org

June 2022

http://www.aa.org/
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