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Abstract 
 

‘So many ways of being better’: Contemporary US fiction and cultures of self-help 
Gillian Elizabeth Moore 

 
 
This thesis investigates the relationship between contemporary US fiction and cultures of self-help 
in order to illuminate key concerns around selfhood and authorship. It seeks to question dominant 
understandings of the relationship between self-help and fiction which often fail to account for 
the irreducible multiplicity of ways in which contemporary authors engage with self-help cultures, 
and, instead, argues that the self-help industry, which has both expanded and diversified from the 
1980s onwards, acts as a generatively elastic site of inspiration as well as antagonism for authors 
of the past 25 years. I explore the cultural, critical, and aesthetic work self-help performs in 
contemporary literary fiction, showing how self-help discourses enable novelists to negotiate 
broader anxieties around the role of the self, the writer, and the text in modern US life.  
 
My project uses comparative and close readings, socio-historical contextualization, archival 
research, and an original author interview to interrogate the often oblique ways in which eight 
contemporary writers stage encounters with cultures of self-help and popular psychology in their 
work. David Foster Wallace, Paul Beatty, Tao Lin, Myriam Gurba, Sheila Heti, Miranda July, 
Benjamin Kunkel, Alexandra Kleeman, and Ben Lerner all critique and satirize therapeutic self-
improvement cultures for their entanglement with late capitalist privatization, but, at the same 
time, they find unique aesthetic, philosophical, and political opportunities in holding the multiple 
and contradictory practices of self-help in tension. 
 
The first two chapters consider how late-1990s writers engage with and enact performances of 
self-help authority, in part through giving inspirational commencement speeches. A first chapter 
on David Foster Wallace and a second on Paul Beatty reveal contrasting fantasies of self-help 
voices and unified didactic communities that point us towards new ways of understanding writerly 
worries around the operation of literary authority in a fragmented public sphere. 
The next two chapters explore how the self-help of time management becomes, for certain 
‘autofiction’ writers, a means of interrogating conflicting rhythms of self, society, and artistic flow. 
Asked to understand themselves as creative freelance entrepreneurs, they use self-help practices 
to manage their time and selfhood differently. Chapter 3 reads Tao Lin’s use of ‘quantified self’ 
time-tracking and reparative psychedelics alongside Myriam Gurba’s dual attraction to forward-
looking creative productivity advice but also trauma recovery and queer time cultures that look in 
other directions. Chapter 4 demonstrates how diverse self-help time theories undergird Sheila 
Heti’s plays between managed temporality and alternative founts of artistic ‘infinity’ time.  
 
The fifth and final chapter considers how Benjamin Kunkel, Miranda July, and Alexandra Kleeman 
question socially dominant self-improvement discourses of the body and brain but remain 
intrigued by self-help’s promises of neuro-bodily change and connection. My thesis concludes with 
a reading of Ben Lerner's autofiction trilogy which shows the writing of his mother, bestselling 
feminist self-help author Dr Harriet Lerner, to be crucial to his ethical and aesthetic vision. I use 
Lerner's trilogy to draw together the main concerns of this thesis and show how his ambivalent 
engagement with a range of self-help techniques beyond the terms of the liberal humanist ‘self’ 
trouble the easy distinctions between self, other, and society so often mobilized to critique 
contemporary literature and self-help texts alike. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

‘Change all aspects of our lives’ 

 

Deb Olin Unferth’s graphic novel I, Parrot (2017), illustrated by Elizabeth Haidle, comically 

critiques the various self-help discourses that enter into the protagonist’s life. Stuck in a system of 

precarious ‘stupid jobs’, including taking care of parrots for a famous self-help author, Daphne — 

and her partner — must somehow find a way to ‘change all aspects of our lives’.1 Daphne’s boss 

produces ‘positive thought crap’ that asks its audience to both uncritically ‘parrot’ her ideas but 

also conceive of themselves as individuals with a unique essence. Even a seemingly prosaic how-

to guide on parrot care advances self-help’s victim-blaming and individualist tendencies, insisting 

that bird mites emerge only in ‘dirty, poor, morally questionable households’ and, perhaps most 

bizarrely, encouraging the dissolution of parrot communities: ‘Our advice? Scatter’. Both 

pragmatic and therapeutic advice forms are reduced to ‘messages for people to listen to and 

embrace while running relentless errands over a churning earth’: a mere distraction from the social 

and environmental crisis evinced by the ‘relentless’ growth ethos of late capitalism. Self-help 

primarily works, in Unferth’s text, to spark scathing social critique and absurdist, satirical 

tendencies. But it also becomes something stranger, inspiring unlikely acts of personal, social, and 

imaginative agency. Daphne’s self-help-author boss attempts to act as a singular, authoritative 

voice, but Unferth and Haidle delight in showing how her advice circulates in unpredictable and 

unruly ways, overflowing the bounds of its objects and leaking out into the wider world through 

Daphne’s sceptical transcriptions (Figure 1) and the screeching chorus of her parrots (Figure 2). 

In the mouths of the ‘big, wild’ birds, in particular, generic platitudes become vibrant, energetic, 

and unlikely affirmations of life within the novel’s flat, greyscale social contexts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                      

 

 
1 Deb Olin Unferth and Elizabeth Haidle, I, Parrot (New York: Black Balloon, 2017), unpaginated. 

Illustration of woman at computer 
transcribing self-help slogans removed 
for copyright reasons. Copyyright 
holders are Deb Olin Unferth and 
Elizabeth Haidle 
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The parrot manual, based on ‘a simple how-to book’ Unferth once read, and felt to express 

a submerged ‘Kafkaesque’ critique of domesticated birds, is also more ambiguous than it seems.2 

It is by selectively tuning in to resistant potentialities within the cacophony of self-help voices that 

Unferth’s protagonist decides to free the parrots to ‘repopulate the earth’, and to leave town herself 

to build a new life and community with her partner and son. This may seem like a simple escape 

into individual freedom and feeling, as a solution to intractable socio-environmental issues. But by 

casting personal change as a matter of survival, rather than optimization, situating self-liberation 

within a broader effort to liberate others, and decentring the human self as the privileged object 

of improvement, I suggest that I, Parrot turns self-help towards a more conflicted and recalcitrant 

form of agency. The graphic novel form allows Unferth to interrogate self-help from within the 

terms of another highly stylized and often fabular genre, and to use the terms of self-improvement 

to visibilize, but never resolve, core tensions between personal and social, assimilation and change, 

and freedom and determinism.  

I begin this thesis with I, Parrot because, in its juxtaposition of multiple forms of self-help, 

and its joint urge to at once critique, and creatively recuperate, cultures of advice, Unferth's book 

exemplifies several broader tendencies within contemporary North American writing. In what 

follows, I explore how North American writing of the past 25 years stages encounters between 

many different self-help practices and ideas as a way of evoking productive frictions between 

various conceptions of authorship, selfhood, and society within contemporary life. If self-help is 

typically linked with contemporary fiction in its most obviously therapeutic and didactic forms — 

through confessional writing and sentimental-moral realism — I consider how advice texts and 

theories enter into a wider range of works, whose authors, like Unferth, are situated somewhere 

between experimental and mainstream traditions. I examine seven US authors — David Foster 

Wallace, Paul Beatty, Tao Lin, Myriam Gurba, Benjamin Kunkel, Miranda July, Alexandra 

 
2 Deb Olin Unferth, ‘6 Books’, HTML Giant, 2 June 2011. 

Illustration of parrots repeating self-help slogans 
removed for copyright reasons. Copyyright 
holders are Deb Olin Unferth and Elizabeth 
Haidle 
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Kleeman, and Ben Lerner — alongside one Canadian author, Sheila Heti. If this seems a somewhat 

eclectic cohort of authors, in terms of style and level of recognition, these writers are united by 

their investment in working out broader literary and social concerns through the multiple and 

contradictory practices of self-help, from commencement speeches, motivational talks, and 

African-American mutual aid traditions to productivity manuals, trauma recovery texts, makeover 

cultures, and popular guides to neuroplasticity. My thesis argues that the diverse discourses of self-

help become a generative site for recent fiction to negotiate contemporary anxieties around the 

agency of the individual, and especially the writer. The novelists I examine engage with self-help 

in ways as complex and multiple as the genre itself, interested in advice cultures as often for their 

potential to evoke subversive critique or strange, esoteric aesthetics as for their centring of 

communicative pragmatism or emotional identification. By combining close and comparative 

readings with socio-historical contextualization and archival research, I seek to unravel the 

complex ways in which the practices and legacies of self-help are put to use within writing as a 

means of understanding key tensions across contemporary literature and life.  

 

The porous practices of contemporary American self-help 

 

As a key site for ‘technologies of the self’ or ‘anthropotechnics’ that aim to shape the self and life, 

formalized advice has taken various different shapes across different societies and different eras.3 

These range from collected folk wisdom to conduct and etiquette manuals, ancient philosophy, 

religious wisdom texts, adult education lectures, mutual-aid structures, transcendentalist ideas of 

‘self-culture’, popularized psychoanalytic and psychological literature, grassroots counter-cultural 

groups, and the mass cultural industry known as ‘self-help’ today.4 Despite significant precursors, 

the Anglo-American self-help industry as a discrete, modern genre and set of practices is generally 

considered to have begun in the mid-nineteenth century with the publication and mass 

dissemination of Samuel Smiles’ Self-Help (1859) and, some decades later, New Thought bestsellers 

emphasizing the spiritualized, self-creating powers of the individual, such as Ralph Waldo Trine’s 

 
3 See Michel Foucault, Technologies of the Self (Massachusetts: University of Massachusetts Press, 1988); Peter Sloterdijk, 
You Must Change Your Life: On Anthropotechnics (2009), trans. Wieland Hoban (Cambridge: Polity, 2014). 
4 Among many accounts of these specific traditions, see Sandra K. Dolby, Self-Help Books: Why Americans Keep Reading 
Them (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2005); Tabitha Kenlon, Conduct Books and the History of the Ideal Woman 
(London: Anthem, 2020); Roy M. Anker, Self-Help and Popular Religion in Modern American Culture (Connecticut: 
Greenwood Press, 1999); Joseph Kett, The Pursuit of Knowledge Under Difficulties: From Self-Improvement to Adult Education 
in America (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994); Alfred Katz, Self-Help in America: A Social Movement Perspective 
(Boston: Twayne, 1993); Lawrence Samuel, Shrink: A Cultural History of Psychoanalysis in America (Nebraska: University 
of Nebraska Press, 2013); Hannah Dudley-Shotwell, Revolutionizing Women’s Healthcare: The Feminist Self-Help Movement 
in America (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2020). 
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In Tune with the Infinite (1897).5 The industry has both grown and diversified ever since; the US self-

help ‘boom’ of the late twentieth century has been marked not only by higher rates of authorship 

and readership but also by an increased diversification of media forms (ebooks, audio guides, talk 

shows, YouTube courses) and a proliferation and segmentation of sub-genres (including New Age, 

trauma survival, high-end philosophical self-improvement, and popular neuroplasticity).6 Though 

specific self-help media continue to thrive, contemporary self-help is also notable for its 

dissemination into the broader culture. In digital contexts, the charismatic authorship of a select 

few self-help gurus continues to appeal, but often, the figure of the advice-giver spreads outwards 

into a vaguely therapeutic field of decontextualized advice, circulated, in part, through quotes and 

memes.7 Self-help infuses broader popular, political, and personal discourses; as Patricia Neville 

notes, ‘self-help books have become integrated into our daily lives, whether we purposely seek 

these products out or not’.8  

This particular iteration of therapeutic-didactic culture is both historically specific and 

inseparable from older, cross-cultural traditions of wisdom, instruction, and psychological 

guidance. It is notoriously difficult to demarcate this capacious and slippery set of practices: as one 

group of critics put it, ‘the boundaries between self-help and other advice genres — in particular 

philosophical ethics, theological ethics, medical advice, and how-to guides for narrow practical 

tasks — often blur’.9 If several critics have attempted to propose a single common ideological 

essence running through the genre — most often its reliance on individualism — others signal a 

network of overlapping, loosely united practices roughly akin to a Wittgensteinian ‘family 

resemblance’.10 As this thesis explicitly investigates the productive antagonism between fictional 

 
5 Daniel Nehring and others, in Transnational Popular Psychology and the Global Self-Help Industry (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2016), usefully summarize the centrality of Smiles, Franklin, and others to understandings of the Anglo-
American self-help industry (20–21). For a necessarily brief selection of other scholarship on the modern American 
self-help industry, see Timothy Aubry and Trysh Travis (eds.) Rethinking Therapeutic Culture (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2015); Micki McGee, Self-Help, Inc.: Makeover Culture in American Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005); and Steven Starker, Oracle at the Supermarket: The American Preoccupation with Self-Help Books (New Jersey: 
Transaction, 1989). 
6 For an analysis of growth in the self-help market in the late twentieth century, see Christine Whelan, ‘Self-Help 
Books and the Quest for Self-Control in the United States, 1975–2000’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of 
Oxford, 2004). On further industry expansion since 2016 see, ‘Personal Development Market Size, Share, and Trends 
Analysis Report’, Grand View Research (July 2020). For a tentative typology of self-help’s expanding sub-genres, see 
Heidi Rimke, ‘Self-help, Therapeutic Industries, and Neoliberalism’, in Daniel Nehring, Ole Jacob Madsen, and Edgar 
Cabanas (eds.), The Routledge International Handbook of Global Therapeutic Cultures (London: Routledge, 2020), 37–50. 
7 On the dispersal of the advice columnist into the online landscape, see Jessica Weisberg, Asking for a Friend (New 
York: Nation Books, 2018), especially Chapter 16. See also Alex Williams, ‘The Gospel According to Pinterest’, New 
York Times, 3 October 2012. 
8 Patricia Neville, ‘Helping Self-Help Books’, Interactions 3.3 (2012), 361–79 (370). 
9 Nehring and others, Transnational Popular Psychology, 6. 
10 See Jeremy Koay, Persuasion in Self-Improvement Books (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019) on the ‘loose resemblance’ 
that ties together self-help texts (23), and Eva Illouz, Saving the Modern Soul: Therapy, Emotions, and the Culture of Self-Help 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008) on the ‘common emotional style’ that unites ‘eclectic objects’ from 
popularized psychoanalysis to talk shows and how-to books (12–13). 
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depictions of distinct, even contradictory, practices, I rely upon a similarly flexible understanding 

of self-help as indicating an expansive range of texts and activities jointly invested in signalling 

problems within the current life situation of their reader or audience and in proposing solutions.  

The post-1980s self-help landscape, and in particular, the period after 2000, in which most 

of the novels I examine were published, serves as a particularly germane context for my inquiry. 

The industry’s growth and dissemination into popular language and life in the late twentieth 

century make it a significant cultural force to be reckoned with — already by 1989, Steven Starker 

claimed that self-help occupies a space in American life ‘too pervasive and influential to be 

ignored’, and it has only expanded in the decades since.11 Increased diversification means that the 

contemporary self-help field is particularly ‘marked by eclecticism’, as Anna Maria Schaffner puts 

it.12 The typical US audience for the generalized self-help industry has traditionally skewed middle-

class and white, with slightly more female than male participants.13 More and more, though, 

mainstream self-help texts target other populations and markets; Chicken Soup for the Latino Soul 

(2005) and The Black Girl’s Guide to Self-Care (2018) are just two recent examples. But beyond this 

market-driven segmentation, many scholars have also signalled the longstanding importance of 

both commercial and non-commercial self-help practices to Latinx, African-American, and 

working-class communities, to both conservative and progressive ends.14 Recent fiction writers 

also expand our typical understanding of self-help’s readership and reception, depicting non-

bourgeois audiences who seek strategies for survival that will affirm their existence in hostile socio-

economic environments, envisioning self-help as ‘self-preservation’ rather than ‘self-indulgence’, 

to use Audre Lorde’s famous distinction.15 In addition to Unferth’s precarious gig worker 

protagonist in I, Parrot we might think, here, of Latinx convict Paul, in Chris Kraus’s Summer of 

Hate (2012), who selects Melody Beattie’s bestseller Codependent No More (1986) as well as the Bible 

from the library cart at his prison, or of Mateo Askaripour’s Black Buck (2021), whose protagonist-

narrator sets forth both a cautionary tale and a collection of how-to tips ‘to help other Black men 

and women’ to manoeuvre in corporate America.16 

 
11 Starker, Oracle at the Supermarket, 2.  
12 Anna Katharina Schaffner, The Art of Self-Improvement (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2021), 15. 
13 For a detailed discussion of self-help demographics, see Whelan, ‘Self-Help Books and the Quest for Self-Control’. 
14 For an exploration of self-help texts within indigenous and Latinx communities, see AnaLouise Keating’s chapter 
‘From Self-Help to Womanist Self-Recovery’ in Transformation Now! Towards a Post-Oppositional Politics of Change 
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2013). For accounts of self-improvement texts and practices in Black and 
working-class cultures at different moments, see, for example, Gayle McKeen, ‘Whose Rights? Whose Responsibility? 
Self-Help in African-American Thought,’ Polity 34.3 (2002), 409–32, and Eric Schocket, ‘Proletarian Paperbacks: The 
Little Blue Books and Working-Class Culture’, College Literature 29.4 (2002), 67–78.  
15 Audre Lorde, A Burst of Light (New York: Firebrand, 1988), 131. 
16 Chris Kraus, Summer of Hate (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2012), 54; Mateo Askaripour, ‘Author’s Note’, Black Buck 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2021), X.  
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In recent decades, as the personal improvement industry has both evolved and expanded, 

a particularly complex and charged relationship has developed between self-help and literary 

fiction. The closeness of these genres is often emphasized, and discourses of 'bibliotherapy' are 

used to stake relevance in a competitive media marketplace and to defend literary value in the 

culturally-relativist post-‘Death of the Author’ humanities department. As Beth Blum notes, ‘today 

the two industries appear to court and even encourage their mutual conflation’.17 Authors are also 

increasingly asked to act as life authorities outside of their writing. In the 'Program Era', many 

writers occupy teaching and mentorship roles as a matter of course, but they also feature as popular 

commencement ceremony speakers and podcast interviewees, called upon to offer practical advice 

not only to the growing ranks of aspiring writer-entrepreneurs but also to a broader public.18 Yet 

in a moment in which the fundamental literariness of the literary industry is imagined to be under 

threat, many authors remain anxious to distinguish their work from self-help in order to vouchsafe 

anti-therapeutic forms of cultural authority, both as artists and as public intellectuals.19 The 

introduction of a new ‘Advice, How-to and Miscellaneous’ category within the New York Times 

bestseller list in 1984 spoke to a dual urge to cordon off the genre as well as recognizing its growing 

market share.20  

The urge to define literary texts against increasingly prevalent utilitarian and therapeutic 

paradigms persists, and not only for self-conscious advocates of high-literary traditionalism like 

Jonathan Franzen, who suggests that literature’s role should be to critique ‘the therapeutic society’ 

rather than participate in it.21 Maggie Nelson, less prone to conventional high/low distinctions, 

nonetheless evokes the lingering shame associated with the mass cultural self-help object in Bluets 

(2009), where the speaker picks up a book called The Deepest Blue in a bookshop, expecting an 

aesthetic or cultural treatise on the colour blue, only to realise it is a self-help book on depression. 

‘Embarrassed’, she secretly orders the book online, setting up a classic distinction between 

aesthetic sophistication and practical reductionism in describing how, ‘like many self-help books’, 

its ‘horrifyingly simplistic language’ sits alongside ‘some admittedly good advice’ — and yet she 

 
17 Beth Blum, The Self-Help Compulsion: Searching for Advice in Modern Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2020). See Leah Price, What We Talk About When We Talk About Books (New York: Hachette, 2019), especially Chapter 
5, on ‘bibliotherapy’ and trends towards self-help-inspired readings of classic literature including How Proust Can Save 
Your Life (1997) and How Dante Can Save Your Life (2015).  
18 See Mark McGurl, The Program Era: Postwar Fiction and the Rise of Creative Writing (Cambridge MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2009). I consider writers as commencement speakers in my first and second chapters. 
19 See Kathleen Fitzpatrick, The Anxiety of Obsolescence: The American Novel in the Age of Television (Tennessee: Vanderbilt 
University Press, 2006) for a thorough account of authorial anxieties around new media, primarily, but also ‘the 
poststructuralist demotion of the writer’ (18). See also Richard Posner, Public Intellectuals: A Study of Decline (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2001). 
20 See Dwight Garner, ‘Times Book Review: Inside the List’, New York Times, 24 February 2008, for a brief account of 
this recategorization of the bestseller list. 
21 Jonathan Franzen, ‘Perchance to Dream’, Harper’s, April 1996, 35–54 (44). 
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remains creatively, philosophically, and personally intrigued by the strange, detached sense of self 

the book promotes and what it would mean to live in that way.22 Although, as I will argue, many 

other recent US writers no longer seek to delineate the genres so clearly — inspired, instead, by 

their blurred boundaries — ongoing concerns around the cultural role of writing and writers 

remain legible through the dialogues between literary texts and rival self-help media. 

The past twenty-five years have also seen reconfigurations of the relationship between self-

help cultures and political and public life that are especially relevant to the questions of selfhood, 

society, and authorship I explore in this thesis. Throughout the twentieth-century, self-help has 

been critiqued for turning citizens inwards and away from community and politics, but worries 

have grown that therapeutic self-help discourses are not confined to an inward-looking, apolitical 

sphere but rather infiltrating political and public discourse.23 In the 1990s, Bill Clinton was dubbed 

‘the therapeutic president’; 2020, meanwhile, saw New Age author Marianne Williamson run for 

president, and in 2021, alternative health advisor and Oprah favourite Dr. Oz started campaigning 

for the Senate.24 The perceived interpenetration of these discourses, of course, runs deeper. The 

political context of post-1980s late capitalism, with its free-market ideologies and dismantling of 

state support systems, has been seen as particularly amenable to the dual legacies of self-discipline 

and self-healing that cohere within contemporary self-help traditions. This ethos draws on much 

older ideas of self-sufficiency to construct citizens as individuals who take entrepreneurial 

‘bootstrap’ responsibility for improving their lives.  

These harsh norms are increasingly accompanied — especially following US political and 

financial crises in the early 2000s — by a softer public discourse of happiness and healing that is 

both governmental and individualistic, evident in the renewed importance placed on concepts of 

emotional intelligence or feelings management, happiness and wellbeing indexes, and ‘nudge’ 

theories of psycho-political behavioural change to public policy.25 Ben Marcus’s speculative post-

9/11 story ‘Blueprints for St. Louis’ (2017) explores these contexts, depicting architects who design 

a biopharmaceutically-enhanced monument to the victims of a terrorist attack and contemplate 

 
22 Maggie Nelson, Bluets (Seattle: Wave Books, 2009), 33–35. 
23 See James Nolan, The Therapeutic State (New York: NYU University Press, 1998) and Frank Furedi, Therapy Culture 
(London: Routledge, 2003). For a more sympathetic account of the ways in which post-1980s therapeutic advice 
cultures have redefined ideas of a public sphere, see Jane Shattuc, The Talking Cure (London: Routledge, 1997). 
24 Nolan, 235. 
25 Several sociologists have critiqued the power structures of these personal/political interfaces. See Arlie Russell 
Hochschild, The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983); 
Anthony Giddens, The Transformation of Intimacy (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993); Nikolas Rose, Governing 
the Soul: The Shaping of the Private Self (London: Free Association Books, 1999); Elaine Campbell, ‘The Emotional Life 
of Governmental Power’, Foucault Studies, 9 (2010), 35–53; Sam Binkley, Happiness As Enterprise (Albany: SUNY Press, 
2014); and Nicholas Gane, ‘Nudge Economics as Libertarian Paternalism’, Theory, Culture & Society, 38.6 (2021), 119–
42. 
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their role as public ‘therapists’: ‘We try to make people feel better.’26 While the long history of self-

help shows persistent entanglements with different forms of politics,27 this story’s anxieties around 

the reconfiguration of public space and citizenship signal a particular awareness of the shifting and 

porous dichotomies of private and public, personal and political, in contemporary life through the 

norms of self-help. For Marcus and many others, self-help’s dominance and complexity offer a 

particularly fertile ground from which to interrogate broader questions of selfhood and society. 

This phenomenon ranges far beyond the borders of the United States, but it is undeniable that the 

US remains a central and influential site of self-help production and reception. The novels I 

consider both extend and trouble the genre’s association with age-old ‘American dream’ 

individualism and the consequences of more recent neoliberalism. Thus, I explore the work of 

seven US writers and one Canadian writer, Sheila Heti.28 

Over the last quarter of a century, a certain self-consciousness around the cultural effects 

of self-help has also emerged. If our culture is saturated by self-help’s methods and precepts, self-

help has also been reified as a cultural object for appraisal and critique. We might think, for 

instance, of the regularity with which think pieces of the past five years judiciously remind us of 

the radical roots of the ‘self-care’ concept in order to question its current commercial iterations or 

degradations.29 Today, public-intellectual polemics against self-help are almost a genre unto 

themselves, and the novelists I discuss are often almost as familiar with the critiques of self-help 

as with its doctrines. This thesis is interested in interrogating the complex mix of aversion and 

attraction that characterizes literary engagements with self-help, often expressed as a joint impulse 

to deconstruct therapeutic discourses but also to reconstruct certain self-help precepts in order to 

produce new understandings of life and art.  

 

Critique and counter-critique 

 

Eva Illouz describes how myriad critics ‘agree’ that therapy culture represents ‘what is most 

disquieting about modernity’, but what they find disquieting — and indeed modern — varies 

according to their particular concerns; Timothy Aubry and Trysh Travis suggest that 

 
26 Ben Marcus, ‘Blueprints for St. Louis’, New Yorker, 25 September 2017. 
27 In Technologies of the Self, Foucault points to the ways in which, from late antiquity onwards, ‘techniques of the self’ 
have been concerned with ‘social’ as well as ‘personal conduct’ — ‘one takes care of oneself and the city’ (19–20). See 
Robert Bellah and others, Habits of the Heart (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996 [1985]), for an account of 
late eighteenth-century US ideals of ‘self-improvement’ according to which ‘each vigorously pursued his own interest’ 
believing that by helping oneself, ‘the social good would automatically emerge’ (33). 
28 My fourth chapter, on Heti’s work, briefly considers some of the differences in these national contexts. 
29 Selected examples include: Sarah Boyle, ‘Remembering the Origins of the Self-Care Movement’, Bust, 24 July 2018; 
Chris Taylor, ‘Self-Care Is a Political Act and Always Has Been’, Mashable, 25 September 2019; Leonora Houseworth, 
‘The Radical History of Self-Care’, Teen Vogue, 14 January 2021. 
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commentators project onto such critiques a ‘dystopian image’ of ‘the critic’s own historical 

moment’.30 In the wake of suspicions around mass culture industries, from the Frankfurt critics 

and others, the self-help genre has often been equated with the false promises of capitalist 

consumer culture as a whole. As Mark McGurl glosses, ‘the leftist rejoinder to the rise of 

consumerism has been to argue that its satisfactions are illusory because they are predicated on a 

larger insatiability, a never-ending itch to further optimize’.31 A genre that centres on the cultivation 

of dissatisfaction and the deferred promise of an optimized life often rendered impossible by 

socio-economic conditions, then, becomes the capitalist object par excellence, and self-help has come 

to represent salesmanship, hucksterism, and a kind of false advertising that epitomizes Lauren 

Berlant’s sense of ‘cruel optimism’.32 

However, scholars disagree on how the urge towards consumption and personal 

optimization plays out within self-help and its relationship to the wider culture. The robust 

tradition of self-help critique comes from several different angles. Aubry and Travis describe a 

series of ‘canonical critics’, mid-to-late twentieth-century liberal public intellectuals who see 

therapy and self-help cultures as harbingers of a decline in ‘authenticity’, ‘community’, ‘true 

religiosity’, and ‘meaningful work’; Philip Rieff’s The Triumph of the Therapeutic (1966), Christopher 

Lasch’s The Culture of Narcissism (1979), T.J. Jackson Lears’ No Place of Grace (1981), and Wendy 

Kaminer’s I’m Dysfunctional, You’re Dysfunctional (1993) all fall into this category.33 A subsequent 

wave of post-Foucauldian critics extended communitarian concerns to late capitalist contexts, 

targeting neoliberal creative entrepreneurialism, performative self-construction, and 

biopharmaceutical forms of self-improvement.34 As such, in different contexts, critics have 

assumed self-help to stand for increased governmentality and state inference, but also decreased 

governmentality and the declining role of the state; for the production of an atomized, 

individualistic self, but also an overly-assimilated conformist self; for discourses that ascribe the 

individual too much responsibility and power, but also for discourses that enfeeble the self as 

vulnerable, helpless, and thus in need of others’ guidance. Where Micki McGee recoils from what 

 
30 Illouz, 1; Timothy Aubry and Trysh Travis, ‘Introduction’, in Aubry and Travis (eds.), Rethinking Therapeutic Culture, 
1–24 (12). 
31 Mark McGurl, Everything and Less: The Novel in the Age of Amazon (London: Verso, 2021), 6. 
32 See Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011). For a sense of the entanglement between 
salesmanship and success in modern self-help cultures, see John Cawelti, Apostles of the Self-Made Man (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1989) and Steven Watts, Self-Help Messiah: Dale Carnegie and Success in Modern America (New 
York: Other Press, 2013). For recent critiques of self-help as a site of hollow promises, see Jessica Lamb-Shapiro’s 
memoir-essay Promise Land: My Journey Through America’s Self-Help Culture (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2014) and 
David Viñas Piquer’s study Erótica de la autoayuda (Barcelona: Ariel, 2012). 
33 Aubry and Travis, 10. 
34 In addition to the neoliberal critiques by Rose, Campbell, Binkley, and others referenced earlier, for an account of 
biomedicalized, postmodern self-help ideologies, see Nikolas Rose, The Politics of Life Itself: Bio-Medicine, Power and 
Subjectivity in the Twenty-First Century (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2007). 
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she perceives as the disciplinarian capitalist ethic of ‘continuous and never-ending work on the 

self’, Barbara Ehrenreich decries the ‘brash entitlement’ of the self-indulgent shirkers who seek 

self-help shortcuts to success.35 Self-help has been seen by some as the genre of individualists, 

anxious to stand out from the crowd, but by others as generating willing automatons, all too eager 

to ‘give authority to texts’.36 The flexibility and diversity of this field of critique speaks to the myriad 

ways in which critics have projected shifting forms of cultural dissatisfaction onto self-help, but 

also reminds us of the conflicts and contradictions within therapeutic-didactic forms. 

Indeed, the fact that many of these accounts attribute socio-communitarian decline only 

to certain aspects or types of self-help suggests that they are opposed only to certain iterations of 

advice cultures. There is a submerged reconstructive impulse here, in which the act of critique 

brings about recuperations of alternative self and life wisdom. Christopher Lasch, for instance, is 

scathing about therapeutic self-improvement, but he seeks to rescue ‘older traditions of self-help’ 

based on civic discipline as well as self-sufficiency, and has no qualms about using popularized 

psychoanalytic terms, most notably ‘narcissism’.37 Lasch’s daughter, Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn, 

excoriates New Age sensitivity and confessional self-improvement for eroding a civil-rights focus 

in African-American politics, but she approves of self-help that upholds a non-racialized ‘single 

standard of conduct’.38 Even critiques stemming from a more radical refusal of the traditional 

terms of selfhood suggest alternatives that are not entirely separable from self-help cultures; we 

may think here, of Ann Cvetkovich, who problematizes the privatizing of emotions by ‘self-help 

experts’ but envisions an alternative, collaborative ‘advice manual’, or of Sara Ahmed, who writes 

against ‘instructions on how to be happy’ but promotes chance-based practices of ‘hap’.39 It is this 

impulse that leads Courtney Bender to understand such criticism as essentially prescriptive in 

nature and argue that ‘the critique of therapeutic culture’ acts ‘as its own form of self-help therapy’ 

that attempts to offer ‘a way to live better within the system’.40 

If critique does not necessarily eschew self-help prescriptivism, self-help itself is hardly 

devoid of critical tendencies, for all its associations with sentimental naïveté. Self-help texts often 

exhibit an overlooked socially critical impulse, which can persist even when such texts move to 

address social problems in personal terms. Before offering advice on constructing a new self, many 

texts attempt to deconstruct the social as well as personal causes of suffering (what Jeremy Koay 

 
35 McGee, 142; Barbara Ehrenreich, Bright-Sided: How Positive Thinking Is Undermining America (New York: Picador, 
2009), 153. 
36 Wendy Simonds, Women and Self-Help Culture (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1992), 25. 
37 Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism (New York: Norton, 1978), 10. 
38 Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn, Race Experts (New York: Norton, 2001), 32. 
39 Ann Cvetkovich, Depression: A Public Feeling (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 95, 210; Sara Ahmed, The 
Promise of Happiness (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 3, 22. 
40 Courtney Bender, ‘Spirit’, in Aubry and Travis (eds.), Rethinking Therapeutic Culture, 46–59 (53). 
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describes as the ‘presenting the problem move’).41 This is perhaps most evident in a recent wave of 

micropolitically savvy instructive essays, with titles like Pleasure Activism (2019) and Dear Black Girl: 

Letters From Your Sisters on Stepping Into Your Power (2021), which extend the radical self-help 

mandates of grassroots women-of-colour collectives and authors such as Audre Lorde and bell 

hooks. But even less overtly politicized self-help books offer what has been called ‘proto-

sociology’.42 Sandra Dolby, too, outlines how ‘the problem or “lack” to which each self-help book 

is offered as a solution is formulated as a critique of the existing culture.’43 Thus, self-compassion 

advocate Brené Brown describes ‘watching scarcity ride roughshod over our families, 

organizations, and communities’; ‘inner child’ guide John Bradshaw condemns a society marked 

by ‘patriarchy’ and ‘authoritarianism’ and hopes better family relationships can produce an 

‘internalization of democracy’; and neo-stoic business guru Ryan Holiday blames ‘decaying 

institutions, rising unemployment, skyrocketing costs of education, and technological disruption’ 

for many contemporary dissatisfactions, even if he does counsel changes in personal ‘attitude and 

approach’ as the best means of confronting these ills.44 Indeed, criticizing one form of self-help in 

order to propose another is a move that often unites self-help authors with their critics. If these 

tendencies signal a growing market demand for social awareness on the part of self-help authors, 

they also trouble the lines of demarcation that critics often wish to erect between socially and 

aesthetically desirable forms of self-help — those attuned to politics, civic citizenship, and ancient 

wisdom, for instance — and other individualist and commercial forms. 

 A new wave of self-help scholarship is more alert to the blurred boundaries between self-

help individualism, critical commentary, and social awareness, placing a renewed emphasis on the 

micropolitical potential of everyday life practices.45 Its practitioners may be critical of particular 

aspects of the genre, but they are nonetheless attuned to the multiple and unpredictable ways its 

theories can be turned towards desirable ends, by encouraging ‘pleasure and passion’, as well as 

labour (Maasen and Duttweiler); by offering ‘useful tools’ for navigating ‘daily life’ (Illouz); by 

acting as a precursor to demanding ‘sufficiency for each and all’ (McGee); or by supporting 

 
41 Koay, 32. 
42 Sabine Maasen and Stefanie Duttweiler, ‘Intimacy in How-To Books’ in Eva Wyss (ed.), Communication of Love 
(Bielefeld: transcript, 2014), 55–78 (58). 
43 Dolby, 11. 
44 Brené Brown, Daring Greatly (New York: Gotham Books, 2012), 30; John Bradshaw, ‘Preface’, Bradshaw On: The 
Family (Florida: Health Communications, 1996 [1985]), XV; Ryan Holiday, The Obstacle Is the Way (New York: Penguin, 
2014), 1. 
45 The work of ‘everyday life’ theorists, like Michel de Certeau, who signals a small-scale capacity for tactical resistance 
enacted within and through dominant cultural strategies, is influential here. See Michel de Certeau, The Practice of 
Everyday Life (1980), trans. Stephen Rendall (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984). For a direct application of 
these theories, see Gökçen Karanfil and Özgür Gürsoy, ‘From Life to Its Online School: An Analysis of Alain de 
Botton’s “The School of Life” as Strategy and Tactic’, Türkiye İletişim Araştırmaları Dergisi, 36 (2020), 99–118. 
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energies directed ‘toward other people and toward creative projects’ (Schaffner).46 Recent work on 

the flexible, sceptical, and inventive reading practices of actual self-help readers — no longer 

imagined in the binary terms of earnest cultural dupes or resistant radicals — has reminded us that 

self-help always operates ‘in ongoing relation to other frameworks for situating personal selfhood 

in a social context’, as Paul Lichterman puts it.47 

In short, in the contemporary landscape, a singular perspective on self-help seems 

impossible, given the sheer range of its cultural objects and the varied and paradoxical ideas of 

selfhood these evoke. If the term ‘self-help’ has always encompassed a varied discourse, the growth 

and segmentation of the industry make its distinct manifestations hypervisible, as they tussle for 

space in the same publishing categories, bestseller lists, and online markets — sometimes even in 

the same books. Thus, while many self-help dicourses rely on grand narratives of authentic self-

discovery, closure, and wholeness, others suggest an oppositional postmodern ethic of flexible 

self-construction.48 Notions of the self as a site of control, discipline, and mastery are 

counterbalanced by appeals to a ‘wild’, unruly, and expansive sense of psyche and selfhood.49 Self-

help offers deeply pragmatic discourses that shore up the personal agency of the acting subject, 

and others that suggest esoteric, spiritual forms of self-transcendence. While many charismatic 

self-help gurus continue to promise dazzling results with little effort, other advisors have swapped 

magical thinking and drastic transformations for a more moderate sense of self-help: Dan Harris’ 

10% Happier (2014), James Clear’s Atomic Habits (2018), and B. J. Fogg’s Tiny Habits (2019) counsel 

small, incremental changes, often through the formation of micro-habits. The self-help field is 

more segmented than ever and yet, as this thesis will show, the transcendent, universalizing self-

help ‘you’ that hails readers across social lines remains crucial to many texts. In such a varied field, 

the ‘self’ in self-help is anything but self-evident, describing multiple stances towards individual 

agency that range from disciplined self to infantilized self, from socially situated to independent 

selfhood, and from an intense focus on the self to a renunciation of the self altogether.50 

Paradox might be said to be the fundamental operating condition of self-help more 

generally; the narrator of Sheila Heti’s How Should a Person Be? (2010) expresses her frustration with 

 
46 Maasen and Duttweiler, 63; Illouz, 5; McGee, 191; Schaffner, ‘Preface’, X.  
47 Paul Lichterman, ‘Self-Help Reading as a Thin Culture’, Media, Culture & Society, 14.3 (1992), 421–27 (422). 
48 Pauline Boss and Donna Carnes critique such romantic narratives of self-healing in ‘The Myth of Closure’, Family 
Process, 51.4 (2012), 456–69, while Heike Steinhoff’s Transforming Bodies (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015) points to 
distinct postmodern, performative self-creation discourses. 
49 Schaffner notes that ‘the more corporate we became, the more we longed for wildness’, citing Clarissa Pinkola 
Estés’s self-help classic Women Who Run with the Wolves (1992) as just one example of a counter-balancing tendency 
that emerged against rational, productivity-centred self-help media (Schaffner, 29). 
50 Dolby signals conflicting self-help ideas of ‘the obligated self, the social self, the wounded self, the detached self’ 
(Dolby, 20), while Illouz argues that contemporary therapeutic cultures simultaneously demand paradoxical 
‘disengaged self’ and ‘sociable self’ concepts (Illouz, 104). 
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self-help texts that ask the reader to both accept and reform themselves in exasperated rhyme: ‘I 

have read all the books, and I know what they say: You — but better in every way!’51 Yet the very next 

line — from which I take the title of this thesis — complicates this account to signal the sheer 

diversity of self-improvement options: ‘And yet there are so many ways of being better, and these 

ways can contradict each other!’.52 If the terms of cultural commentary often lead self-help’s critics 

to understand ‘all the books’ in a particular ‘way’, amenable to their broader arguments, literary 

fiction — responsive to changing social conditions, yet under less pressure to formulate a coherent 

position — is ideally positioned to offer a more nuanced picture of the messy and multiple strands 

of self-help culture. Familiar, to varying extents, with distinct self-help manifestations as well as 

the web of critique and counter-critique that surrounds the genre, the writers I examine in this 

thesis perform both critical and creative interrogations of self-help practices that help them to 

grapple with ‘many ways of being better’ in moral, personal, and aesthetic terms. 

 

Conversations between self-help and literature 

 

In recent years, connections between literary writing and self-help have become an increasingly 

popular topic of study. Several scholars have considered the ways in which writing might be 

therapeutic for the author, as well as the reader, through explorations of the confessional impulses 

of literary memoirs and autofiction as well as networks of blogs and self-publishing.53 Various 

studies have taken a more reader-centric approach, exploring how literary writing fulfils 

‘bibliotherapeutic’ functions of emotional or ethical healing.54 Other literary scholars have 

interrogated discourses of literary utility and emotional wellbeing specifically as a symptom of 

contemporary socio-economic conditions; Mark McGurl considers how, in the age of Amazon, 

the author is increasingly asked to act as ‘a kind of entrepreneur and service provider’ who offers a 

‘program of self-care’ to a ‘reader-customer’, while Rachel Greenwald Smith argues that an 

increased focus on ‘emotional connection’ as a form of literary ‘self-improvement’ participates in 

affective neoliberalism.55 

 
51 Sheila Heti, How Should a Person Be? (London: Harvill Secker, 2013), 6. In On Becoming a Person (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1961), Carl Rogers famously described this conflict as central to any project of self-transformation: ‘The 
curious paradox is that when I accept myself just as I am, then I can change’ (17). 
52 Heti, 6.  
53 See Megan C. Brown, ‘Learning to Live Again: Contemporary US Memoir as Biopolitical Self-Care Guide’, Biography, 
36.2 (2013), 359–75; Christopher Grobe, The Art of Confession (New York: NYU Press, 2017); and Michael Sayeau, 
‘Blogging’ in Aubry and Travis (eds.), Rethinking Therapeutic Culture, 187–98. 
54 See Price, What We Talk About When We Talk About Books. See also Jesse Miller, ‘Medicines of the Soul: Reparative 
Reading and the History of Bibliotherapy’, Mosaic, 51.2 (2018), 17–34. 
55 McGurl, Everything and Less, 12; Rachel Greenwald Smith, Affect and American Literature in the Age of Neoliberalism 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 38. 
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My thesis is particularly informed, though, by two recent monographs on the topic: 

Timothy Aubry’s Reading as Therapy (2011) and Beth Blum’s The Self-Help Compulsion (2020). Aubry’s 

study of post-war ‘middlebrow’ US fiction as ‘a practical dispenser of advice’ that contributes to 

‘the development of a common therapeutic vocabulary’ offers important insights into how 

contemporary writers and readers envisage themselves in relation to the discourses of self-help; 

his sense of the ‘heterogenous and complex’ functions of such ways of reading has been especially 

useful.56 Beth Blum’s wide-ranging scholarship focuses on the fraught international relationship 

between self-help and modernist literature, as well as self-help’s global reception history and 

contemporary writing’s changing relationship with self-help. This thesis supports her contention 

that the genres interact in complex and often unexpected ways, ‘marked by negotiation, strife, 

influence, and imitation’ beyond ‘polemical opposition’, and draws on her suggestion that literary 

authors engage with a ‘twofold understanding’ of self-help as both a specific industry and a 

transcultural impulse towards learning and wisdom.57 

However, my project diverges from these scholars in emphasis as well as historical and 

geographical scope, and selection of authors. Firstly, where Aubry primarily concentrates on 

therapeutic and affective aspects of literature, and Blum on the didacticism and pragmatism of 

advice literature as ‘an alternate pedagogy’ rather than as ‘a form of therapy’, I read therapeutic and 

didactic self-help discourses as mutually entwined.58 If the writers I study do sometimes pit 

emotional healing practices against self-education, within the broad and porous field of 

contemporary literary and guidance practices the pedagogic and therapeutic often blend or overlap. 

I also depart from their focus on self-help as a way of reading, and from a wider sense, in the 

scholarship, that the relationship between self-help and literary writing is primarily of interest for 

the ways in which it shows literature itself to offer a therapeutic-didactic payoff. I consider how 

literary interrogations of self-help can emphasise forms of continuity between the genres and 

motivate utilitarian theories of literary value, but I also argue that this is only one of the many ways 

that self-help texts enter into relationship with contemporary writing. For the authors I study, 

certain forms of self-help act as curious opportunities to engage in ideological dissent, aesthetic 

experiment, new forms of speech, and even speculative imagination; indeed, as Blum suggests 

elsewhere, self-help can act as a form of ‘fantasy fiction’ or ‘wishful thinking’.59 In particular, 

transcendentally oriented ‘self-cultures’, psychedelic counter-cultures, and grassroots 

micropolitical DIY traditions emerge as attractive counter-currents to more mainstream, 

 
56 Timothy Aubry, Reading as Therapy: What Contemporary Fiction Does for Middle-Class Americans (Iowa: University of Iowa 
Press, 2011), 1–2. 
57 Blum, The Self-Help Compulsion, 1, 24, 9. 
58 Blum, 23. 
59 Blum, ‘Self-Help is Fantasy Fiction for the Earthbound’, Aeon, 4 May 2015. 
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commercial, or rational self-help practices, even as the authors in this thesis also find themselves 

attracted to the strategic and pragmatic forms of mass-market self-help. I am inspired, here, by 

Amy Hungerford’s argument that postmodern linguistic experiment is often undergirded by an 

interest in vaguely spiritualized authority, but while Hungerford makes a point of distinguishing 

the religious and aesthetic imagination from the ‘therapeutic’, this thesis troubles such 

boundaries.60 

 I also seek to complicate another recent critical picture that is concerned with mapping 

writing and reading practices after postmodernism in terms of a presumed ‘return’ to earlier forms 

of sentiment, ethics, or realist representation. These accounts often reify postmodern literature 

and poststructuralist theory alike as somewhat affectless, abstract discourses, overly concerned 

with deconstructing systems of language, meaning, and selfhood, and thus detached from ‘real life’ 

— which is understood as a field of positive, emotional, humanist, and historical currents. 

Designations like ‘New Sincerity’, ‘metamodernism’, ‘post-irony’, and ‘post-theory’ abound, used 

to describe a tendency whereby many contemporary writers — such as David Foster Wallace, 

Dave Eggers, Zadie Smith, and Jennifer Egan — are seen to eschew aloof techniques of critique, 

satire, and parody for ethically reconstructive methods.61 Literary criticism has followed suit, 

proposing parallel models of ‘reparative’ or ‘uncritical’ reading as opposed to what Stephen Best 

and Sharon Marcus gloss as ‘deconstruction, ideology critique, and the hermeneutics of suspicion’; 

Maggie Nelson connects many of these tendencies with a renewed ‘interest in care’ which 

encompasses the scholarly ‘reparative turn’, a creative ‘aesthetics of care’, and activist, feminist care 

ethics.62 Literary interactions with self-help, then, might seem most obviously tied to these 

restorative impulses, where self-help comes to signify possibilities for direct authorial address, 

emotional immediacy, and practical concerns with life rather than language; it is, perhaps, for this 

reason that the literary genres most associated with self-help, in the contemporary moment, have 

been middlebrow realism, life writing, and the New Sincerity canon.63 

 
60 Amy Hungerford, Postmodern Belief: American Literature and Religion Since 1960 (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
2010), 23. 
61 See Adam Kelly, ‘David Foster Wallace and the New Sincerity in American Fiction’, in David Hering (ed.), Consider 
David Foster Wallace (Texas: SSMG Press, 2010), 131–46; Robin van den Akker, Alison Gibbons, and Timotheus 
Vermeulen (eds.), Metamodernism. Historicity, Affect, and Depth After Postmodernism (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2017); 
Mitchum Huehls, ‘The Post-Theory Theory Novel’, Contemporary Literature, 56.2 (2015), 280–310; Lee 
Konstantinou, Cool Characters: Irony and American Fiction (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2016). 
62 Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, ‘Surface Reading’, Representations, 108.1 (2009), 1–21 (2); Maggie Nelson, On 
Freedom (London: Jonathan Cape, 2021), 25. See also Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, ‘Paranoid Reading and Reparative 
Reading’, in Sedgwick (ed.), Novel Gazing: Queer Readings in Fiction (Durham: Duke University Press, 1997), 1–40; 
Michael Warner, ‘Uncritical Reading’, in Jane Gallop (ed.), Polemic: Critical or Uncritical (New York: Routledge, 2004), 
13–38. 
63 See Aubry, Reading as Therapy, for a sense of the middlebrow realist context; Brown, ‘Learning to Live Again’ on 
confessional life writing and self-help; and Kelly, ‘David Foster Wallace and the New Sincerity’ on self-help scenes in 



 16 

While several of the texts I study are indeed invested in signalling their interest in 

pragmatic, sentimental authorship by drawing on self-help texts or conventions, they also exceed 

these terms. Indeed, some scholars have begun to question the narrative whereby writers ‘imagine 

themselves to have rediscovered affect after its long absence from favor’.64 Lee Konstantinou 

argues that ironic, parodic, and deconstructive modes of writing and thinking are hardly devoid of 

emotional, social, or ‘real life’ concerns, but rather ‘laden with moral prepositions, thick with 

affect’.65 Throughout this thesis, I suggest that contemporary literary engagements with self-help 

practices indicate that the subversive energies of — linguistic and systemic — critique are not 

necessarily opposed to reparative impulses; as Rita Felski puts it, ‘suspicion turns out to be not so 

very far removed from love’.66 Rachel Greenwald Smith’s account of early 2000s literature as 

entangled with economic, cultural, and environmental crises, in addition to anxieties around literary 

decline, also points to writers’ attempts to reconcile socio-emotional relevance, urgency, and 

immediacy with an ongoing interest in deconstructive parody and experiment.67 In this thesis, I 

have chosen to consider a group of authors who are neither straightforwardly mainstream nor 

avant-garde. They engage in what Greenwald Smith elsewhere calls ‘compromise aesthetics’, 

caught between the distinct literary traditions and forms that are associated with social 

commentary, emotional realism, and experimental aesthetics.68 I depart from Greenwald Smith’s 

understanding of such compromise as corrupted radicalism, but neither do I wish to celebrate 

hybrid formal tendencies as inherently ethically or aesthetically progressive. Rather, I have selected 

a group of writers whose work dramatizes tensions between different ways of living and writing, 

and who are highly attuned to the complexities of self-help as a means of interrogating the 

complexities of contemporary culture more generally. 

 

Chapter summaries 

 

My thesis is structured to highlight three core thematic concerns: authority and public address; 

time-management and productivity cultures; and what might be called the self-help of bodies and 

brains. In each of these contexts, I argue, self-help discourses become a conflicted and generative 

repository of ideas for literary fiction. The first two chapters use contexts of authoritative vocality, 

 
Wallace’s work. Blum’s The Self-Help Compulsion is a notable exception that explores a broad range of often self-
consciously experimental or ‘difficult’ texts. 
64 Fitzpatrick, 217. 
65 Konstantinou, 37. 
66 Rita Felski, The Limits of Critique (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 113. 
67 Rachel Greenwald Smith, ‘Introduction’, in Greenwald Smith (ed.), American Literature in Transition, 2000–2010 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 1–14. 
68 See Rachel Greenwald Smith, ‘Six Propositions on Compromise Aesthetics’, Account, 4, 2014. 
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institutional advice, and the literary commencement speech to read the work of David Foster 

Wallace and Paul Beatty. Chapter One considers Wallace as writer and public advice-giver, 

focusing on his posthumously published novel The Pale King (2011), his 2005 commencement 

address at Kenyon College, and manuscripts from the Wallace archives, including an unpublished 

and unstudied letter composed in 1990 for James Harmon’s edited collection Take My Advice: 

Recommendations for the Next Generation. I focus on Wallace’s lifelong engagement with self-help 

authority as a troubled but productive space through which to explore his concerns around public 

and private life; generational and gendered communications; and the transition to adult citizenship. 

I suggest that Wallace’s fantasies of advisory authority emerge, in part, as a response to the social 

fragmentation and individualism he attributes to post-1960s self-help. In Chapter Two, I continue 

my focus on public speech and cultural authority but turn to the work of Paul Beatty, in particular 

his early novel Tuff (2000) and later work The Sellout, published in 2015, the same year Beatty, too, 

gave a commencement address. I explore Beatty’s ambivalent engagement with multiple discourses 

of self-help, from his burlesques of assimilationist ‘uplift’ leadership to his depictions of Black 

women’s empowerment cultures and uses of African-American social psychology frameworks. I 

argue that, while Beatty satirizes the booming voices of self-help speakers, the reductive authority 

of self-help mottos, and the individualizing effects of ‘self esteem’ culture, he also finds 

aesthetically and politically generative possibilities in grassroots self-help theorists and the 

contradictory clash of lived, communitarian wisdom practices. 

In the next two chapters, I shift to another set of authorial concerns, centred around the 

self-help of time-management, productivity, and creative timeflow. In Chapter Three, I place the 

very different work of Tao Lin and Myriam Gurba in conversation. First, I consider Lin’s 

autofictional novels, especially Taipei (2013), exploring how his relationship with time management 

evolves from an embrace of micro-managed self-control, resulting in the creation of a ‘virtual self’ 

through self- tracking technologies, to a championing of romantic, aleatory, and New Age time 

therapies. Then, by attending to Gurba’s memoir Mean (2017), as well as to the self-help advice 

podcast she hosted, I consider how therapeutic ‘trauma time’ and queer Chicanx asynchronic time 

combine to produce a sense of ‘writer’s block’ that acts as another challenge to the notion of 

literary production as a rational, controllable activity. In Chapter Four, I extend my exploration of 

time management by looking at Sheila Heti's novel-from-life Motherhood (2018) and demonstrate 

how Heti’s engagement with three very different models of time management allows her to 

consider questions of everyday time use within broader negotiations of socially normative lifecycles 

and the ‘infinity’ time she associates with art-making. 
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Finally, in Chapter Five, I offer a comparative reading of novels by Benjamin Kunkel 

(Indecision), Miranda July (The First Bad Man) and Alexandra Kleeman (You Too Can Have a Body Like 

Mine), which, in distinct ways, engage in aesthetic fantasies produced by the narratives of 

neuroscience, New Age pseudoscience, and counter-cultural aesthetics. From very different 

perspectives, each of these writers critique contemporary demands for biomedicalized self-

transformation. Instead, they grapple with a vision of embodied psychology and nervous feeling 

that decentres humanist verities and transcends the limits of identity, but also veers close to erasing 

bodily particularity. 

To conclude I turn to the work of Ben Lerner to bring together the varied dialogues 

between literary fiction and self-help considered throughout my thesis. I draw briefly, here, on his 

autofiction trilogy (Leaving the Atocha Station, 10:04, and The Topeka School) as well as an original 

interview I conducted with Lerner in 2019, and consider his dialogic textual interactions with the 

work of his mother, bestselling feminist self-help author Harriet Lerner. My conclusion gestures 

towards the submerged utopian and dystopian fantasies around contemporary selfhood and 

society present throughout this thesis, and points towards further directions for study.
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

‘An hortation’: 

Authority and advice in the work of David Foster Wallace 

 

A passage from David Foster Wallace’s posthumously published novel The Pale King (2011) 

describes the morning routine of a middle-aged father:  

 

To the medicine cabinet’s mirror in the home’s bathroom, for instance, where he could 

not help but reread and internalize them as he tended to personal grooming, were taped 

inspirational maxims such as: 

 

‘NO BIRD SOARS TOO HIGH, IF HE SOARS WITH HIS OWN WINGS – BLAKE’ 

‘IF WE ABDICATE OUR INITIATIVE, WE BECOME PASSIVE-RECEPTIVE  

VICTIMS OF ON-COMING CIRCUMSTANCES – BEECHER FOUNDATION’ 

‘DARE TO ACHIEVE! – NAPOLEON HILL’ 

‘THE COWARD FLEES EVEN WHEN NO MAN PURSUETH – BIBLE’ 

‘WHATEVER YOU CAN DO OR DREAM, YOU CAN BEGIN IT. BOLDNESS HAS GENIUS, POWER 

AND MAGIC IN IT. BEGIN IT NOW! – GOETHE’ 

 

and so forth, dozens or at times even scores of inspirational quotes and reminders, carefully 

printed in block capitals on small, fortune cookie-sized slips of paper and taped to the 

mirror as written reminders of the father’s personal responsibility for whether he soared 

boldly, sometimes so many slips and pieces of tape that only a few slots of actual mirror 

were left above the bathroom’s sink, and the father had to almost contort himself even to 

see to shave.1 

 

As Beth Blum argues, ‘the literary politics of self-help are in many ways the politics of the epigraph: 

brazenly decontextualized citations for the sake of personal use.’2 It’s hard to imagine a clearer 

instance of ‘brazenly decontextualized’ citational practice than this mangled exclamation-point-

ridden collage that equates Biblical wisdom with the thoughts of Think and Grow Rich author 

Napoleon Hill, flattens William Blake’s work into inspirational jargon, and misattributes a quote 

 
1 David Foster Wallace, The Pale King (London: Penguin, 2012 [2011]), 406–07. For all primary texts by the authors I 
focus on, after the first reference, page numbers will be given in parentheses within the body text. 
2 Beth Blum, The Self-Help Compulsion (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020), 200. 
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to Goethe. Wallace offers a shrewd and prescient depiction of literature converted into 

motivational meme as well as an unattractive portrait of a reader who obsessively, but 

unsuccessfully, mines literary texts for personal insights. Compared with his acrobatic son — an 

extraordinarily disciplined contortionist —, the father’s twists and turns to ‘contort’ himself into a 

bold high-achiever register as pathetic and misguided; after all, the quotations cram the mirror, 

making self-reflection almost impossible. Though this may seem a cutting critique of self-help and 

its readers, Wallace’s burlesque is ambiguous at best. The father’s naked desire for change and his 

‘tireless’ striving in the face of circumstantial failure demands narrative sympathy: here is a 

beleaguered father, bereft of authority and in masculine crisis, one among many of The Pale King’s 

assortment of diligent, downtrodden paternal figures. 

The contortionist boy’s father strikes a clear contrast with The Pale King’s more forceful 

advisors, in particular with the substitute Jesuit ‘Father’ who offers a lengthy life lecture in §22 and 

whose words echo authoritatively throughout the rest of the text. Nevertheless, these characters 

have more in common than we might think as compilers and vectors of self-help wisdom. In his 

lecture-hall speech, described in deliberately stilted terms as ‘an hortation’, the substitute speeds 

through ‘occasional statements and quotes’ from thinkers as diverse as Karl Marx and William 

James, who is mistaken by students for James the biblical apostle (228, 221). Like the 

contortionist’s father, the lecturer collages citations towards his own inspirational purposes, 

though where the former lives by the authority of others, the latter produces his own form of 

centralized, charismatic advice authority. These parallels suggest a curious closeness between 

different kinds of wisdom authority in Wallace’s works. As Jon Baskin puts it, ‘one of the things 

Wallace’s fiction consistently demonstrates is how problems customarily cordoned off into self-

help or (in their high form) “psychology” are also philosophical problems’, and here Wallace shows 

pop-psychology practices to be uncomfortably close to high literary insight, religious texts, socio-

political analysis, and philosophy proper.3 Wallace’s oeuvre is notable not only for the frequency, 

but also for the diversity, of its engagement with distinct advice traditions. His fiction is openly 

populated with oily motivational speakers and self-indulgent characters consumed by their own 

inner-self discovery, but also by more sympathetically rendered stern, paternalist guides and 

mutual-aid self-help organizations like Alcoholics Anonymous. 

Critics often read Wallace’s engagement with self-help as evidence of a ‘new sincerity’ or 

as an attempt to produce what Timothy Aubry describes as ‘a refuge of shared sentiment within a 

 
3 Jon Baskin, ‘Untrendy Problems: The Pale King’s Philosophical Inspirations’, in Robert Bolger and Scott Korb (eds.), 
Gesturing Toward Reality: David Foster Wallace and Philosophy (New York: Bloomsbury, 2014), 211–33 (212). 
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divided, fragmented society’.4 His self-referential yet sentimental depictions of Alcoholics 

Anonymous and ‘inner child’ vulnerability, as well as his celebrated 2005 Commencement address, 

are taken to shore up his interest in using the recursive, ludic, and metafictional techniques of 

postmodernism to address ‘plain old untrendy human troubles and emotions in U.S. life’.5 On 

these terms, ‘untrendy’ advice clichés become shibboleths for raw, generalized ‘human’ emotion, 

recovered from the detritus of postmodern irony and social fragmentation. However, this chapter 

seeks to complicate the notion that self-help acts in monolithic, ‘sincere’ ways by exploring 

Wallace’s distinct treatments of different advice cultures. I problematize the association of self-

help with universal-seeming ‘human troubles’, suggesting that what counts as trouble, indeed what 

counts as human, is constantly up for grabs in his writing. This chapter explores the forms of 

advice Wallace’s fiction elevates and those it delegitimizes alongside Wallace’s own uneasy 

guidance voice, as expressed in drafts of his Commencement speech and an unpublished, 

unexamined advice letter for James Harmon’s edited collection Take My Advice: Recommendations for 

the Next Generation. Throughout this chapter, I understand Wallace’s lifelong engagement with 

advice and authority as a troubled but generative site from which to explore his concerns around 

public and private life; generational and gendered failings; and the transition to adult citizenship. 

 

The figures of fragmented authority: Public intellectuals, ‘tribal writers’, and ‘inner selves’ 

 

Wallace’s archives confirm that he read broadly and deeply across advice cultures, interested in 

Sunday School stories, Eastern parables and meditation guides, popular psycho-philosophy like 

Timothy Wilson’s Strangers to Ourselves (2002), as well as mass-market self-help paperbacks, 

including Alice Miller’s The Drama of the Gifted Child (1979), John Bradshaw’s Bradshaw On: The 

Family (1985), and John and Linda Friel’s An Adult Child’s Guide to What’s Normal (1990). As is now 

well known, many of Wallace’s self-help books have been removed from his archive following a 

controversial article by Maria Bustillos that revealed his critical comments about family members 

in these texts.6 But a curious phenomenon emerges when scholars interested in therapeutic cultures 

tackle the Wallace archive. Aware of Wallace’s self-help tendencies, they frequently interpret the 

other non-fiction texts in his collection under the rubric of personal advice. Julia Cooper uses the 

term ‘self-help books’ to encompass Wallace’s Alice Miller and John Friel paperbacks but also texts 

 
4 Adam Kelly, ‘David Foster Wallace and the New Sincerity in American Fiction’, in David Hering (ed.), Consider David 
Foster Wallace (Texas: SSMG Press, 2010), 131–46; Timothy Aubry, Reading as Therapy (Iowa: University of Iowa Press, 
2011), 107. 
5 David Foster Wallace, ‘E Unibus Pluram’ (1993), in A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again (New York: Little, 
Brown, 1997), 21–82 (81).  
6 See Maria Bustillos, ‘Inside David Foster Wallace’s Private Self-Help Library’, Awl, 5 April 2011. 



 22 

by R. D. Laing, Malcolm Gladwell, and Christopher Lasch.7 Anti-psychiatrist Laing, behavioural 

economist Gladwell, and curmudgeonly sociologist Lasch (a vocal critic of ‘therapeutic groups and 

movements’) would perhaps be surprised to find their works grouped in these terms.8 Another 

scholar, John Roache, argues that a range of texts in Wallace’s collection — the works of 

psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Vedanta teacher Swami Paramanda, psychiatrist and 

popular author Theodore Rubin, cultural anthropologist Lewis Hyde, critic and journalist Susan 

Faludi, priest and theologian Richard Rohr, and New Age writer Marianne Williamson — can all 

be considered ‘therapeutic’ texts, for all their ‘generically and politically diverse’ leanings, within a 

culture that prioritizes the salutatory functions of writing.9 I read this impulse not as a category 

error but rather as a generative slippage that points us towards the porousness of advice voices in 

Wallace’s work and world, where social analysis becomes inseparable from personal guidance. All 

of the aforementioned authors in Wallace’s collection diagnose ills and offer remedies, whether on 

personal or civic, social, and political terms, reminding us of self-help’s capacity to enfold distinct 

and often contradictory forms of authority. At times energized by the porousness of the advice 

genre, at others Wallace seems anxious about its capacity to collapse the public and civic — 

categories always at risk of disintegrating in his work — into self-focused or identitarian forms of 

guidance.  

Wallace is deeply influenced by post-war public intellectual critiques, like that of Lasch, 

that associate post-1960s self-help cultures with inward-focused subjecthood and offer alternative 

psycho-social guidance geared towards shaping civic-minded selves. As Timothy Aubry and Trysh 

Travis have outlined, such critics mourn ‘the debasement of civitas, the classical public sphere, and 

the tradition of artisanal republicanism’, responding not only to capitalist individualism but also to 

an emphasis on diversity which de-seats the universal claims of their authority.10 Writing during a 

new set of 1990s Culture Wars that revive opposition of national civitas against partisan identity 

politics, Wallace often rehearses these concerns around a public sphere flooded with diversifying 

and privatizing discourses, as he criticizes both ‘fundamentalists’ and an ‘absurd and dogmatic 

 
7 Julia Cooper, ‘Melancholy Utopia: Loss and Fantasy in Contemporary American Literature and Film’ (unpublished 
doctoral thesis, University of Toronto, 2016). 
8 Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism (New York: Norton, 1978), 117. 
9 John Roache, ‘“The Realer, More Enduring and Sentimental Part of Him”: David Foster Wallace’s Personal Library 
and Marginalia’, Orbit, 5.1 (2017), 1–35 (17). 
10 Timothy Aubry and Trysh Travis, ‘Introduction’, in Aubry and Travis (eds.), Rethinking Therapeutic Culture (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2015), 1–24 (10). 
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Political Correctness movement’ alike.11 Invested in a generalized brand of ‘interhuman sameness’, 

Wallace fears the split of society into self-help splinter groups.12 

A wave of recent criticism usefully challenges Wallace’s sweeping diagnoses of the 

‘sameness’ of ‘human emotions’. Scholars like Samuel Cohen, Kathleen Fitzpatrick, and Daniela 

Franca Joffe suggest that, like many writers newly obliged to examine their privileged social status, 

Wallace is just as concerned with the decentring threats posed by post-1960s feminism, 

multiculturalism, and identity politics as he is with the potential for social atomization occasioned 

by postmodern cynicism or late capitalist corporate individualism.13 Self-conscious around his own 

nostalgia, Wallace often anticipates and neutralizes critique by distancing himself from 

‘religious/political conservatives’ attitudes about contemporary culture’, yet he does seem troubled 

by the increased popularity and prestige of writing by women and minorities, which creates a joint 

challenge both to his role in the literary marketplace and to his sense that the true subject of 

literature is the generic, unmarked ‘human being’ with ubiquitous ‘human troubles’.14 In a letter to 

his close friend Jonathan Franzen, Wallace laments what Mark McGurl describes as increasing 

market and academic interest in ‘the experience of cultural difference and the authenticity of the 

ethnic voice’.15 Wallace writes: ‘Just about everybody with any sensitivity feels like there’s a party 

going on that they haven’t been invited to — we’re all alienated’. He continues: ‘And it’s not an 

accident that so many of the writers ‘in the shadows’ are straight white males’, for while ‘[t]ribal 

writers’ — women and ethnic minorities — ‘identify themselves with their subculture and can 

write to and for their subculture about how the mainstream culture’s alienated them’, ‘white males 

are the mainstream culture’.16 This nostalgic and self-victimizing account suggests that a raucous 

postmodern ‘party’ of gendered, ethnic, or otherwise minoritarian ‘tribes’ have broken apart a 

once-united ‘mainstream’ literary scene by winning readers from within their particular enclaves. 

Particularly relevant to my interests here is Wallace’s anxious sense of such ‘tribal writers’ as newly 

respected public cultural voices with the outsider’s authority to opine ‘at and against the culture’, 

inhabiting a role once occupied by the male public intellectual writers styled simultaneously as 

insiders and outsiders to cultural institutions. Wallace recentres the suffering or ‘human troubles’ 

of such ‘white males’, alienated, he believes, from both mainstream and subcultural capital. 

 
11 Wallace, ‘Joseph Frank’s Dostoyevsky’, Consider the Lobster and Other Essays (New York: Little, Brown, 2005), 255–
74 (273). 
12 David Foster Wallace, ‘Octet’, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men (London: Abacus, 2001 [1999]), 111–136 (133). 
13 Samuel Cohen, ‘The Whiteness of David Foster Wallace’, in Len Platt and Sara Upstone (eds.), Postmodern Literature 
and Race (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 228–43; Kathleen Fitzpatrick, The Anxiety of Obsolescence 
(Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2006); Daniela Franca Joffe, ‘In the Shadows: David Foster Wallace and 
Multicultural America’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Cape Town, 2017). 
14 David Foster Wallace, ‘Authority and American Usage’, Consider the Lobster, 66–127 (107). 
15 Mark McGurl, The Program Era (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 32. 
16 Wallace quoted in Franzen, ‘Perchance to Dream’, Harper’s (April 1996), 35–54 (51). 
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His 2001 essay ‘Authority and American Usage’ returns to these anxieties on linguistic 

terms. At one point, he describes a mini advice lecture he offers his students of colour, which 

begins by showcasing his progressive credentials, signalling his awareness that Standard Written 

English (or ‘Standard White English’) acts as ‘an instrument of political power and class division 

and racial discrimination’.17 He subsequently informs students, though, that they must 

‘communicate in SWE, because SWE is the dialect our nation uses to talk to itself’ and follows up 

with a list of eloquent Black role models (109). Wallace’s counsel bristles with a sense of advice 

and authority under siege. Noting that students tend to respond badly to his advisory lecture, he 

suggests that their interpretation of his guidance as ‘elitist/high-handed/authoritarian/racist’ 

rather than ‘candid/hortatory/authoritative/true’ is not a legitimate critique but rather the result 

of their inability to step outside of their identity categories and see him as more than a ‘Privileged 

WASP Male in a position of power’ (117). Throughout the essay, Wallace tags ‘the very language 

in which today’s socialist, feminist, minority, gay, and environmental movements frame their sides 

of political debates’ not only as partisan but also as therapeutically individualistic; education after 

the 1960s, he suggests, has a self-helpy focus on language as ‘self-exploratory and -expressive rather 

than as communicative’ (81).  

Against such cultural-linguistic relativism, he praises the ‘sound guidance’ offered by 

prescriptivist dictionary author Bryan Garner for his supposedly neutral, unmarked instructional 

authority as well as his technical expertise: ‘I had no idea whether Bryan A. Garner was black or 

white, gay or straight, Democrat or Dittohead’, he notes approvingly (119). Garner is made, here, 

into a beacon for the unbiased public speech and cultural sameness Wallace posits as a necessary 

precondition for advice and authority. His longing to find a shared sense of affective community 

beyond the lines of socially prescribed identity categories speaks to his deep frustration with 

neoliberal atomization, literary segmentation, and partisan division, and his fears that subjects are 

abandoning the grounds of shared communication for therapeutic self-absorption. But his 

reactionary melancholy for lost authority fails to recognise the authority of voices and movements 

that emphasise particularity and difference. Identitarian therapeutics and postmodern 

fragmentation become inextricably entwined in his fiction, where feminized and multicultural self-

help voices that counsel attention to the specificities of circumstance are roundly scorned. 

 

 
17 ‘Authority and American Usage’, 152. 
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‘Something wrong with their voice, some squeakiness’: The vocal authority of fictional 

self-help speakers 

Infinite Jest ruthlessly satirizes feminized and feminizing therapeutic voices, as in a comic depiction 

of a ‘men’s-issues-Men’s-Movement-type’ meeting where ‘bearded cross-legged guys’ expel ‘tears 

and other fluids’ in a quest to discover their ‘Inner Infant’.18 The group’s ‘Buddha-as-California-

surfer-dude’ leader is a 1960s leaveover who speaks in a ‘high hoarse voice’ rather than instructive, 

masculine tones, and focuses members on their own particular, and indeed gendered, forms of 

suffering (801). As Aubry notes, this scene riffs on the ‘excesses of self-pity’ attributed to the ‘inner 

child’-focused methodologies originally popularized in Hugh Missildine’s Your Inner Child of the Past 

(1963) and later in the works of Alice Miller and John Bradshaw, which Wallace owned and 

annotated.19 But the concerns at work in Wallace’s critique are more specific. The novel’s 

protagonist, Hal, stumbles upon the meeting while trying to attend a very different addiction 

mutual-aid group: the robust, civic masculinity Wallace associates with twelve-step groups has been 

supplanted, then, with a softened, infantilized cohort. The novel goes so far as to restore a parodic, 

heteronormative phallus to the scene, in the form of a teenager with a tennis racket ‘making his 

stick’s grip poke out between his legs and yelling “Nurture this! Honor getting in touch with this!”’ 

(804). Yet Wallace is not always critical of the ‘inner child’ concept, which evokes hippyish, 

feminized self-indulgence here, but elsewhere comes to signify a universalized, anti-identitarian, 

‘goo-prone’ affect he seems more sympathetic to (695). 

However, as Joel Roberts and Edward Jackson point out, though Wallace alludes to 

‘identity-less’ shared emotion, he subtly codes its subjects white and male, most evident in his 

depictions of Alcoholics Anonymous as a site of transcendent communitarian feeling.20 The 

novel’s AA meetings, set in all-American civic centres replete with boy scout memorabilia, show 

addicts returning to public citizenship by sharing stories and ‘Identifying’ with one another based 

on shared experiences of what Roberts and Jackson describe as ‘apparently transpersonal, 

genderless pain’ that is actually only available to female or Black subjects if they ‘renounce any 

experiences specific to their position’.21 As Roberts and Jackson note, this is most evident in two 

monologues delivered at AA meetings, one by a female domestic abuse survivor and the other by 

a Black cocaine addict who grew up in poverty. No firm-voiced, paternalist speechmaker, the 

woman recounts her gendered socio-economic experiences with ‘voice trembling’ and is thus seen 

 
18 David Foster Wallace, Infinite Jest (New York: Little, Brown, 1996), 804, 799, 801. 
19 Aubry, Reading as Therapy, 102.  
20 Joel Roberts and Edward Jackson, ‘White Guys: Questioning Infinite Jest’s New Sincerity’, Orbit, 5.1 (2017), 1–28 
(17). 
21 Roberts and Jackson, 20. 
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as a complainer who shirks responsibility for her own recovery: she is, after all, a proud member 

of a ‘splinter 12-Step Fellowship, an Adult-Child-type thing called Wounded, Hurting, 

Inadequately Nurtured but Ever-Recovering Survivors’, or WHINERS (372–73). Eschewing the 

generalizing rhetoric of AA, the woman is reviled for using public speech as a form of identitarian 

self-expression. In contrast, the Black AA member is presented as a successful and sincere speaker, 

with a no-bullshit approach and ‘your autodidactic orator’s way with emotional dramatic pauses 

that don’t seem affected’ (710). This orator minimizes his structural racial and socio-economic 

disadvantages, blaming only himself for ‘fucking up’, and thus manages to convince even his racist 

listener Joelle to accept him as a universalized, identity-less addict; despite his ‘colored idioms’, we 

are told, ‘She can Identify’ (708). Just as Wallace encourages his Black students to scrub their 

language of identitarian markers, the institutional community of Alcoholics Anonymous asks non-

white, non-male members to disavow the particularities of their circumstances to become neutral, 

self-helpable subjects who can be shaped and moulded anew through submission to the group; 

the Black speaker finally becomes an emblem of formless raw humanity, his face shedding ‘its 

color, shape, everything distinctive’ (710). Wallace’s much-discussed story ‘B.I. #20’ depicts 

another speaker who similarly sheds her concrete identity markers for a near-sacred universalized 

affect. Once again burlesquing the language and legacy of post-1960s self-help, Wallace has this 

‘Granola Cruncher, or post-Hippie, New Ager’ shed her politicized and feminist identity in order 

to turn her sexual assault into a story of trans-human, universalized connection. She gains narrative 

authority by un-marking herself, speaking in a ‘neutral alto’ that sets her apart from other women 

who have ‘something wrong with their voice, some squeakiness’, as the story’s explicitly misogynist 

narrator sees it.22 

Unlike the Granola Cruncher, Infinite Jest’s Dolores Rusk, school counsellor and ‘pop-psych 

manuscript’ author, holds tightly to the markers of gendered and multicultural identity and is thus 

depicted as a ‘twittery’, failed authority voice (437). With ‘doctorates in both Gender and Deviance’ 

and a sign on her office that encourages students to ‘Champion An Inner Child Today’, Rusk 

understands trauma in the gendered terms of ‘something she keeps calling the “Coatlicue 

Complex”’.23 Never explained, this offhand reference to a real psychoanalytic theory of the origins 

of misogyny indexes a general impression of broadly multicultural mother-goddess feminism in its 

reference to Aztec mother-goddess Coatlicue. Indeed, in the novel, the term ‘Coatlicue Complex’ 

leads only to a mysterious endnote reading ‘No Clue’ (note 216, 1036).24 Wallace scholars have 

attributed the text’s stagey refusal to explain the concept either to the novel’s playful polyphony 

 
22 David Foster Wallace, ‘B.I. #20’, Brief Interviews, 245–271 (245, 253). 
23 Wallace, Infinite Jest, 1039 (note 234), 551, 516. 
24 See Julia Sherman, ‘The Coatlicue Complex’, Transactional Analysis, 5.2 (1975), 188–92, for an account of the concept. 
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or the characters’ psychic repressions: Toon Staes sees the endnote as evidence of protagonist 

Hal’s unknowingness, while David Letzler suggests that, as Wallace is presumably familiar with the 

term, ‘the note works not to support the narrator’s authoritative knowledge but to separate his 

voice from that of any real or implied author’.25 I disagree: the dismissive narrative voice gains, 

rather than loses, authority here. The ambivalent authorship of the footnote points towards, rather 

than away from, the presence of an overarching didactic narratorial voice that is at once distinct 

from characters, narrators, and author, and nonetheless directed squarely at the reader. This robust, 

no-nonsense ‘No clue’ elevates direct, utilitarian, and non-identitarian forms of speech and 

delegitimizes theories like the ‘Coatlicue Complex’ as feminist psychobabble. 

Sianne Ngai’s work on the novel of ideas as ‘gimmick’ is useful in further troubling the 

notion that techniques of multivocal misdirection work, here, to decentre narrative authority. Ngai 

quotes Wayne Booth’s concept of irony to suggest that polyphonic dialogue may be deployed 

‘precisely in order to redirect the reader’s focus to a conversation with the implied author, “conducted 

behind the main character’s back.”’26 Wallace’s metafictional, recursive, and diffused narratives 

finally cohere, then, in what Aubry describes as ‘a domineering, self-referential narrative 

consciousness’.27 The much-discussed story ‘Octet’ stages the tensions between postmodern 

indeterminacy and literary authority in a post-‘Death of the Author’ landscape particularly clearly.28 

Wallace offers the reader different ways of viewing the writer: as a ‘pseudopomo Bullshit Artist’; 

an omniscient being ‘radiant of command presence and unwavering conviction’; or a ‘lost and 

confused and frightened and unsure’ figure nonetheless capable of transmitting a sense of human 

‘sameness’ (135–136, 133). The final line, ‘So decide’ (136), may seem to open back out to the 

agency of the reader — but as Iain Williams notes, this is a loaded choice, circuitously designed to 

steer their response, leaving him ‘preaching to the collective “you” of his readers of his universalist 

vision’.29 

The operations of narrative authority in Wallace’s posthumously published work The Pale 

King are particularly complex, given that the text was assembled by editor Michael Pietsch from 

drafts of Wallace’s unfinished novel. Here, too, though, we can see Wallace negotiating different 

forms of instructive authority by gesturing more sympathetically towards ‘Identification’ with 

 
25 Toon Staes, ‘The Coatlicue Complex in David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest’, Explicator, 72.1 (2014), 67–71; David 
Letzler, ‘Encylopedic Novels and the Cruft of Fiction: Infinite Jest’s Endnotes’, Studies in the Novel, 44.3 (2012), 304–24 
(305). 
26 Sianne Ngai, Theory of the Gimmick (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020), 124; Wayne Booth, ‘Irony and 
Pity Once Again’, Critical Inquiry, 2.2 (1975), 327–44, quoted in Ngai. 
27 Aubry, Reading as Therapy, 115. 
28 See Wallace’s essay ‘Greatly Exaggerated’, A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again (London: Abacus, 1998), 138–
45, for a fuller sense of his disillusionment with poststructuralist, Barthesian theories of authorial absence. 
29 Iain Williams, ‘(New) Sincerity in David Foster Wallace’s “Octet”’, Critique, 56.3 (2015), 299–314 (311). 
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certain voices than others. Using the term very differently to Ngai, Adam Kelly describes Wallace’s 

‘novels of ideas’ as producing a kind of ‘dialogic’ public sphere or ‘forum for competing ideas’, 

especially evident in a dialogue in The Pale King that Kelly understands as ‘Wallace’s depiction of 

what an informed and open conversation about American political and intellectual history might 

look like.’30 Yet, while the conflicting opinions of several different IRS employees are granted 

narrative space, a single voice dominates this scene. As the IRS centre’s boss, DeWitt Glendenning, 

expounds on citizenship, civic responsibility, and adulthood, he is occasionally interrupted by 

cynical voices who point out the conservatism of his assumptions. But these interruptions are 

rapidly and comically silenced as childish, postmodern whining or dubious appeals to moral 

relativism: interlocutor X’s statement ‘“Define violent, though. Can’t it mean vastly different things 

to different people?”’ is met with a comic ‘“I’ll throw you off this elevator, X, I swear to God I 

will’” (139). Anticipating postmodern, multiculturalist critiques of what Adam Kirsch describes as 

a ‘nostalgia for a vanished style of religious and patriarchal authority’ that saturates The Pale King, 

such voices of dissent are finally equated with whining ‘adolescents […] rebelling against parental 

authority while they borrow the keys to Daddy’s car’ (150–51).31 My point here is not that Wallace 

secretly yearns for patriarchal authority while ostensibly committed to democratic polyvocality: he 

wears his concerns openly. The Glendenning scene never really pretends to the status of dialogue; 

it is essentially a didactic lecture, with occasional asides to satisfy the cynicism Wallace presumes 

of his readers. Here, Wallace takes paternal, civic, and self-help authority as his explicit subject. 

 

‘Mother is sympathetic... father is peeved’: Familial authority and generational decline 

Self-help advice, for Wallace, is embedded within a wider network of familial guidance. Specifically, 

he often suggests that the most troubling self-help cultures emerge due to a lack of paternal 

guidance, and thus urges a recovery of fatherly wisdom. This is evident in a key transformation 

narrative in The Pale King, which traces the development of ‘“Irrelevant” Chris Fogle’ from 

‘wastoid’ adolescence to institutionalized ‘manhood’ in part due to the wisdom of Fogle’s father 

and ‘substitute’ Jesuit Father lecturer (261, 156, 231). Though Fogle is a pointedly unreliable 

narrator, who repeatedly signals his faulty memory, his story has been viewed as ‘the moral center 

of the book’, and, indeed, as Wallace’s clearest, if most self-conscious, endorsement of paternal 

authority.32 Before he can listen to his father(s), though, Fogle must first throw off the influence 

of his mother, a textbook post-1960s ‘women’s lib movement and consciousness-raising’ self-

 
30 Adam Kelly, ‘Development Through Dialogue’, Studies in the Novel, 44.3 (2012), 267–83 (269, 278). 
31 Adam Kirsch, ‘The Importance of Being Earnest’, New Republic, 28 July 2011. 
32 Laura Miller, ‘The Pale King: David Foster Wallace’s Last Battle’, Salon, 11 April 2011. 
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helper who threatens to break apart not only her nuclear family but also a more broadly imagined 

public sphere of ‘traditional institutions and authority’ (175, 163). According to Fogle’s 

unsympathetic account, his mother abandons the family to wallow in the self-indulgence of 

‘emotional support’ conversations with her new lesbian partner Joyce; the women spout hackneyed 

1960s language that Fogle dismisses as meaningless drivel, ‘like listening to background noise with 

half an ear’ (168, 159). When Fogle’s father dies, in what Kirsch describes as ‘a vindictive touch’ 

to the narrative, his mother becomes ‘consumed with remorse for her flightiness, and moves back 

into the marital home’.33 This is part of a broader trend, in Wallace’s work, towards vilifying parents 

— particularly mothers — who prioritize their personal growth over their families. Another 

example of this is Infinite Jest men’s group devotee Kevin Bain: the novel suggests he is immature 

and dysfunctional because his parents left him ‘with Hispanic nannies while they devoted 

themselves to their jobs and various types of psychotherapy and support groups’ (803). And yet 

excessive maternal presence is portrayed as almost worse than absence. Infinite Jest overtly depicts 

(s)mothering maternal figures whose ‘almost too unconditionally loving’ attitudes turn out to be a 

form of narcissistic self-reassurance that harms their children (see note 269, 1051).34  

In The Pale King, too, Fogle’s mother is at her worst when she imposes a permissive 

parenting style of letting her son ‘experience and learn things in my own way’ (162) that seems 

taken from the pages of a progressive parenting guide like Benjamin Spock’s The Common Sense 

Book of Baby and Child Care (1946), often critiqued for producing a softened, coddled youth.35 

Indeed, Wallace read and annotated Philip Wylie’s 1943 essay collection Generation of Vipers, most 

famous for Wylie’s psycho-social critique of excessive motherly authority or ‘momism’, which 

describes permissive mothers blocking their sons from ‘progress toward maturity’.36 Well-versed 

in the history of feminism, Wallace would have identified Wylie’s program as a misogynistic 

response to women’s increased social influence in the 1940s — ‘self-help for chauvinists’, in the 

words of Emily Harnett.37 Nevertheless, he redirects Wiley’s arguments towards the legacy of 

1960s parenting advice and feminist self-help which, Fogle believes, have produced a classic socio-

psychological dynamic whereby ‘son is feckless and lacks direction, mother is sympathetic and 

believes in son’s potential and sticks up for him, father is peeved and endlessly criticizes’ (158). 

The father’s criticism, the novel implies, fills the vacuum left by the vacuously sympathetic mother, 

 
33 ‘The Importance of Being Earnest’. 
34 Wallace’s sense of the narcissistic, overly loving mother figure seems derived, in part, from Alice Miller’s The Drama 
of the Gifted Child; see Bustillos, ‘Inside David Foster Wallace’s Private Self-Help Library’ for an account of how 
Wallace’s marginalia in his copy of this text connects with his complex critiques of modern mothers. 
35 For a detailed account of responses to Spock and other permissive advisors, see Ann Hulbert, Raising America: 
Experts, Parents, and a Century of Advice About Children (New York: Knopf, 2011), especially Chapter 8.  
36 Philip Wylie, Generation of Vipers (New York: Wiley, 1943), 196. 
37 Emily Harnett, ‘Married to the Momism’, Lapham’s Quarterly, 23 July 2010. 
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depicted at once as a home abandoner, wrapped up in her own self-discovery, and a coddler who 

impedes her son’s maturity into a disciplined, productive adult. 

Wallace’s faith in fatherly guidance seems to have strengthened between Infinite Jest and The 

Pale King. Susan Faludi’s Stiffed, a book Wallace read closely, describes how post-1960s white men 

felt betrayed by their fathers’ failure to act as a ‘human bridge’ towards ‘an adult life of public 

engagement and responsibility’, and this dynamic is evident in Infinite Jest’s series of fathers who 

fail to prepare their sons for manhood.38 The extra-familial father figures in the novel are more 

successful authorities, but they are almost fascistic in their approach; take tennis coach and life 

advisor Gerhard Schtitt, whose guidance on ‘Old World patriarchal stuff like honor and discipline 

and fidelity to some larger unit’ may ‘admittedly, have a whiff of proto-fascist potential’ (82). Still, 

Schtitt’s muscular manhood remains one of the novel’s most compelling advice narratives, 

alongside the Alcoholics Anonymous old-timer ‘Crocodiles’ or ‘stone-faced chieftains’ who 

provide no-nonsense advice to new recruits (354). By The Pale King, though, inept fathers and 

muscular substitutes have been replaced by quiet patriarchs who represent a kind of ‘restrained 

manhood’, rather than ‘martial manhood’, — to apply the terms coined by Amy Greenberg in her 

historical account of US masculinity discourses — one that is based on ‘moral self-discipline’ and 

allegiance to workplace and family.39 Chris Fogle’s father, disciplined and loyal to the institutions 

of workplace, family, and nation, is a case in point. Fogle Senior is ‘a hundred percent conventional 

establishment’, Chris tells us; he ‘got up every day and did [his job], end of story, everything else 

is just self-indulgent nonsense’ (193–94). Edward Jackson usefully reads characters like Fogle 

Senior as ‘schlemiels, or little men’ who are simultaneously rendered ‘pathetic’ and lionized as 

unsung heroes for their ethos of self-sacrifice and willpower in the face of their joint victimization 

by capitalism and feminism.40 

Notably, Fogle’s father is a ‘Silent Generation type’ who ‘never seemed to dispense direct 

advice about life’ but instead models a taciturn masculinity so powerful that his ‘failure to give 

advice’ becomes a way of leading authentically and by example (210). Emblems of traditional 

familial and religious wisdom, rather than commercial self-help, Wallace’s ‘little men’ eschew 

popularity. A case in point, Fogle’s substitute lecturer, mistaken for a Jesuit ‘Father’, has ‘absolutely 

zero […] desire to be liked’ or interest in ‘“connecting” with the students’; he believes that ‘true 

heroism’ is ‘incompatible with audience or applause’, and yet his inspirational speech changes 

Fogle’s life (192, 232). In contrast, the contortionist boy’s self-help-reading father tries too hard to 

 
38 Susan Faludi, Stiffed: The Betrayal of the American Man (New York: Harper Collins, 1999), 302. 
39 Amy Greenberg, Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), 10, 52–53. 
40 Edward Jackson, David Foster Wallace’s Toxic Sexuality (London: Bloomsbury, 2020), 26. 
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‘improve his social standing’, in part by reading the people-pleasing advice of Dale Carnegie, 

satirized elsewhere in the novel through a fictional ‘mass-market paperback’ entitled ‘How to Make 

People Like You: An Instant Recipe for Career Success’ (304). The pandering, self-aborbed tone 

of the Carnegie-inspired handbook is unfavourably compared with the paternalist advice to the 

young offered by classical ‘Old World’ conduct books ‘like Peacham’s Compleat Gentleman and 

Chesterfield’s Letters to His Son’ (304–05). As James Dorson notes, these depictions evince 

Wallace’s own ‘scepticism toward popularity’ in commercial and cultural terms.41 But his contrast 

between two different species of ‘organization man’ — one a spineless, sycophantic salesman, the 

other a stoic, temperate worker-citizen — also clarifies the kind of paternalist authority he 

nostalgically elevates.42 

Wallace’s successful fathers, then, derive their magnetism from their status as nostalgic 

everymen rather than charismatic high achievers. Indeed, Wallace seems particularly drawn to the 

classical strand of self-help that, as Blum notes, values ‘the imitable life story above the “long shot” 

or exception’, renouncing exceptionalism for workaday ordinariness and particularity for common, 

rote formula.43 His interest in Miller’s The Drama of the Gifted Child is partly down to its message 

that ‘gifted’ individuals should renounce a ‘sense of themselves as special’, and he depicts 

Alcoholics Anonymous as a fount of one-size-fits-all prescriptions for self-improvement. 44 ‘You 

are not unique’, new AA members are told in Infinite Jest (349), and, as we shall see, Wallace’s own 

commencement speech and advice letter to the next generation encourage youngsters to think of 

themselves as ‘just one in a crowd.’45 In one sense, then, Wallace asks self-help to stand in for 

egalitarian democracy. But by extending self-sacrificial everyman ordinariness primarily to an older 

generation of traditional patriarchs, he also paints those who express difference and dissatisfaction 

as self-important individualists. 

This sense of generational decline is especially clear in a charged scene in which Chris 

Fogle’s father encounters the aftermath of an alcohol- and weed-fuelled gathering in his home. 

‘[T]he carpeting was all littered with beer cans and Taco Bell wrappers’, Chris tells us; ‘the cans 

were my father’s beer, which he bought in bulk twice a year and stored in the utility room closet 

and normally drank maybe a total of two per week of’ (171). In this generation gap parable, Chris 

and friends come off as exemplary nihilists, wasteful, decadent and incapable of valuing the fruits 

 
41 James Dorson, ‘How (Not) to Make People Like You: The Anti-Popular Art of David Foster Wallace’ in Martin 
Lüthe and Sascha Pöhlman (eds.), Unpopular Cultures (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2016), 61–79 (61, 63). 
42 See William Whyte, The Organization Man (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1956). 
43 Blum, 149. 
44 Alice Miller, The Drama of the Gifted Child (New York: Basic Books, 2007 [1979]), 136. 
45 Wallace, letter to James Harmon for Take My Advice, undated (David Foster Wallace Collection, MS Box 3, Folder 
2, Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas, Austin). 
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of their parents’ labour, like the beer his father thriftily bulk-buys and, unlike Chris, consumes in 

disciplined moderation — a detail that is especially telling given Wallace’s sense of AA as a site of 

restraint. As Marshall Boswell observes, this section of The Pale King explicitly literalizes a metaphor 

Wallace described in interview, in which a parental figure returns to the wreckage of a home ruined 

by adolescent decadence, and, crucially, takes control of the scene.46 Wallace aims his analogy at 

the excesses of postmodernism, which now seem to him 

 

a bit like the way you feel when you’re in high school and your parents go on a trip, and 

you throw a party. […] For a while it’s great, free and freeing, parental authority gone and 

overthrown, a cat’s-away-let’s-play Dionysian revel. But then time passes, and the party 

gets louder and louder, and you run out of drugs, and nobody’s got any money for more 

drugs, and things get broken and spilled, and there’s a cigarette burn on the couch, and 

you’re the host and it’s your house too, and you gradually start wishing your parents would 

come back and restore some fucking order in your house.47  

 

In The Pale King, Fogle’s father does restore order, not as a domineering tyrant but rather as a 

disappointed patriarch, whose ‘sad, sophisticated way of expressing how sad and disgusted he was’ 

forces Chris to recognise himself as ‘a spoiled little selfish child’ (173–74). Restrained even in his 

recrimination, Fogle’s father rescues his son from the ‘wild disgusting fabulous party’ of juvenile 

decadence. Wallace enacts a similar call for writers after postmodernism to stop resisting the 

operations of authority and ‘restore some fucking order’. We might remember that Wallace also 

expressed his perceived literary alienation as ‘a party going on’ that writers like he and Franzen 

‘haven’t been invited to’, adding another valence to his yearning for traditional parent figures who 

will break up the postmodern party and establish a cultural centre with seemingly shared, universal 

values. Finally, in the interview, he acknowledges ‘the uneasiest feeling of all, as we start gradually 

to realize that parents in fact aren’t ever coming back — which means we’re going to have to be 

the parents’.48 This final pivot asks contemporary writers not only to respect but also to inhabit 

renewed forms of cultural authority, linked, as in the Fogle narrative, with adulthood and artistic 

maturity. Wallace’s ambivalent relationship with this paternalist mantle is especially explicit in his 

essays, commencement speech, and unpublished advice letter. 

 

 
46 Marshall Boswell, ‘Trickle-Down Citizenship: Taxes and Civic Responsibility in David Foster Wallace’s The Pale 
King’, Studies in the Novel, 44.4 (2021), 464–79. 
47 Larry McCaffery, ‘An Interview with David Foster Wallace’, Review of Contemporary Fiction, 13.2 (1993), 127–50 (150). 
48 McCaffery, 150. 
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‘We’re going to have to be the parents’: Wallace as conflicted advisor 

 

If the gap between author and fictional character gives Wallace freer license to explore his fantasies 

of anti-popular authorities with no ‘desire to be liked’, his public speaking and non-fiction persona 

is more affable, conspiratorial, and hyper-conscious of connecting with his audience. Wallace’s 

essayistic voice stages familiarity and ordinariness — indeed, Josh Roiland comments on Wallace’s 

‘history of anti-credentialing himself both in person and in print’ as a rhetorical manoeuvre 

designed to win the trust of journalistic sources and readers.49 Paul Dawson notes a renewed 

interest, in contemporary fiction, in the ‘verbose narrative voice’ that ‘nostalgically [invokes] the 

friend and guide of classic omniscience’ and acts as a kind of ‘public intellectual’; this positioning 

is evident in Wallace’s non-fiction as well as his fiction.50 The warmth of the knowledgeable 

‘insider’ combines, in Wallace’s essayistic persona, with the firm rigour of the public intellectual 

and his predecessor, the sermonizer. Indeed, Paul Giles connects Wallace’s ‘sentimental’ 

didacticism with a sense of ‘the author in, as it were, the pulpit’, shared with figures such as 

Emerson and Thoreau.51 Elsewhere, Giles links Wallace with more recent intellectuals like John 

Updike and Saul Bellow, though he contends that, in contrast to the ‘estranged perspective’ and 

‘curmudgeonly liberal humanism’ they represent, Wallace presents himself as a guilty insider to 

contemporary popular culture.52 I argue that Wallace blends such stern psycho-social ‘liberal’ 

diagnoses with the warmer rhetoric of the therapeutic self-help speaker, operating in a tradition 

that values personal recovery narratives and insider life experience. 

This is clear in his 1993 essay ‘E Unibus Pluram’, often thought of as a kind of manifesto. 

Here, Wallace casts himself as part of the generational ‘we’ comprising ‘Americans in the 1990s’ 

hungry for a sense of guidance, discipline, and civic commonality unavailable in a televisual, 

ironized cultural landscape (22). The lines between Wallace as social commentator/essayist and 

Wallace as advice-giver/mentor begin to blur when ‘E Unibus Pluram’ is compared with an 

unpublished advice letter Wallace sent to James Harmon in 1990, in response to Harmon’s request 

for a piece to include in his edited collection Take My Advice: Recommendations for the Next Generation, 

which he describes to Wallace as a ‘compilation of useful, original, and timely recommendations 

from prominent individuals’. Despite significant study of the Wallace archives, this advice letter 

 
49 Josh Roiland, ‘The Fine Print’, Literary Journalism Studies, 5.2 (2013), 148–61 (148). See also D. T. Max, Every Love 
Story Is a Ghost Story (New York: Viking, 2012) on Wallace’s strategic deployment, in life and literature, of what Max 
terms a ‘jus’ folks’ voice (201). 
50 Paul Dawson, ‘The Return of Omniscience in Contemporary Fiction’, Narrative, 17.2 (2009), 143–61 (156, 150). 
51 Paul Giles, ‘All Swallowed Up: David Foster Wallace and American Literature’, in Samuel Cohen and Lee 
Konstantinou (eds.), The Legacy of David Foster Wallace (Iowa: University of Iowa Press, 2012), 3–22 (9). 
52 Paul Giles, ‘Sentimental Posthumanism’, Twentieth Century Literature, 53.3 (2007), 327–44 (328, 332). 
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remains overlooked, to my knowledge, perhaps because it never made it into Harmon’s final 

collection, which was eventually published in 2002. Harmon asks Wallace to compose a ‘piece of 

advice’, ‘anything you think young people need to hear as we enter the 90’s [sic]’, suggesting that 

he should ‘think of it as a short commencement address’.53 Wallace first uses the phrase ‘E Unibus 

Pluram’ in this unpublished composition, flipping the traditional US motto ‘E Pluribus Unum’ 

(‘Out of many, one’) to express the social fragmentation and individualism which he feels define 

contemporary life. If the ‘E Unibus Pluram’ essay, published three years later, famously bemoans 

postmodern ‘irony, irreverence, and rebellion’ (67), the advice letter already decries ‘irony, eye-

rolls, icy understatement’ and ‘ridicule, nihilism, sarcasm, cool’.54 The letter describes ‘irreverent’ 

irony as ‘the song of prisoners who’ve come to enjoy their confinement’, a clear precursor to ‘E 

Unibus Pluram’, where Wallace quotes Lewis Hyde’s description of irony as ‘the voice of the 

trapped who have come to enjoy their cage’ (67). Perhaps most importantly, both works offer 

similar strategies for escaping this ‘cage’. ‘E Unibus Pluram’ counsels the development of ‘anti-

rebels’ who ‘eschew self-consciousness and hip fatigue’ to focus on ‘plain old untrendy human 

troubles and emotions in US life with reverence and conviction’, though this is expressed in 

somewhat circumspect and speculative terms: ‘The new rebels might be…’; ‘Who knows?’ (81–

82). The earlier letter is more direct: Wallace affirms that ‘my advice for any glabrous American 

who doesn’t want to end up a basket-case at 28’ is to renounce ‘irony or resignation or cool’ for 

‘caring deeply’ and ‘believing in stuff’.55 But an informal note Wallace sends to Harmon along with 

this advice essay drips with such cynicism that it throws the careful construction of his wisdom 

persona into sharp relief. Suspicious that Harmon is a fraud who plans to publish his heartfelt 

advice in ‘a-like-parody-magazine-like-Spy-or-Mad-or-something’, Wallace goes on a comic, 

sceptical defensive that begins by lampooning Harmon’s earnest tone — ‘My name is Dave and I 

got your letter and request. Wow! A person not only tolerates but solicits my advice!’ — and ends 

with hyperbolic, tongue-in-cheek menace, warning Harmon that, if he publishes the essay 

elsewhere: 

 

I will come to Banks, Oregon, find you, and kick the shit out of you. No kidding. I kicked 

the shit out of a plagiarist in Venice, CA two months ago […] He’s now staring at a 

custodial ceiling and taking nourishment through a tube.56 

 

 
53 James Harmon, letter to Wallace, 20 August 1990 (DFW Collection, 3.2, HRC). 
54 Wallace, letter to Harmon for Take My Advice, (DFW Collection, 3.2, HRC). 
55 Wallace, letter to Harmon for Take My Advice. 
56 Wallace, additional letter to James Harmon, undated (DFW Collection, 3.2, HRC). 
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Clearly, Wallace’s caustic tough-guy note is tonally divorced from the single-entendre ‘no sneers, 

no “tude”’ approach he preaches in the advice piece that accompanies it, with its sympathetic and 

unifying voice. 

The rhetorical relatability of the Take My Advice piece is also evident in Wallace’s 

commencement address, delivered to the 2005 graduating class at private liberal-arts university 

Kenyon College and posthumously published as a self-help guide. Like the Take My Advice essay, 

the Kenyon commencement speech is an explicit venture into the ‘advice to the young’ genre, as 

opposed to essays like ‘E Unibus Pluram’, directed at a wider peer audience. Wallace’s address 

took place during a decades-long boom in celebrity and especially literary commencement speakers 

that reworked the form and function of the commencement address away from its roots in 

student-led academic performances and, later, the didactic and scholarly oratory of speakers such 

as university officials, religious authorities, and academics.57 Within neoliberal contemporary 

contexts in which, as Beth Blum indicates, self-help ‘permeates the modern university’ both as 

entrepreneurial didacticism and commercial therapeutics, writerly commencement speeches are 

typically expected to combine edifying ethical truths with affective resonance and an 

inspirational bent.58 Yet, while Markella Rutherford traces how the stern, scholarly 

admonishments of past graduation speeches have often transmuted into an individualist focus on 

choices and feelings, she also indicates that the modern commencement address ‘still retains a 

stronger emphasis on collective moral authority’ than we might assume.59 Wallace’s speech 

exemplifies this hybrid impulse to invoke both ‘moral authority’ and therapeutic sentiment, 

speaking to Kasia Boddy’s suspicion that ‘secular sermons on “attention” and “compassion” have 

become the Commencement norm’.60 Wallace’s speech, then, aims to prepare students for ‘adult 

American life’ with recourse to anecdotes and parables — a fish, who needs to be told that what 

he swims in is water; men who refuse the possibility of a higher power at work in an improbable 

rescue scenario — and Wallace’s own experiences with the challenges of ‘traffic jams and crowded 

aisles and long checkout lines’.61 Echoing his advice letter and his fictional advisors, This is Water 

encourages the cultivation of ‘attention, and awareness, and discipline, and effort’ and learning ‘to 

sacrifice for’ others by means of a kind of self-work geared towards self-denial (120). Wallace 

 
57 We might think of literary commencement speakers such as Toni Morrison, who gave at least five such speeches, 
as well as Sherman Alexie, Kurt Vonnegut, George Saunders, and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. For a sense of how 
such oratorical norms have played out in the university from the ‘commencement disputation’ onwards (30), see 
Frederick Rudolph, The American College and University: A History (Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 1990). 
58 Beth Blum, ‘The Self-Helpification of Academe’, Chronicle of Higher Education, 8 July 2016. 
59 Markella Rutherford, ‘Authority, Autonomy, and Ambivalence: Moral Choice in Twentieth-Century 
Commencement Speeches’, Sociological Forum, 19.4 (2004), 583–609, (584). 
60 Kasia Boddy, ‘“A Job to Do”: George Saunders on, and at, Work’ in Philip Coleman and Steve Gronert Ellerhoff 
(eds.), George Saunders: Critical Essays (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 1–22 (19). 
61 David Foster Wallace, This Is Water (New York: Little, Brown, 2009), 77. 
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counsels ‘choosing to do the work of somehow altering’ the ‘natural, hardwired default setting, 

which is to be deeply and literally self-centered’ (44). 

Yet Wallace’s exacting instructions for developing personal discipline are tempered by 

repeated disavowals of didactic authority. Firstly, anxious that students will dismiss his speech as 

admonitory cliché, he reminds them that he is knowingly deploying the ‘better, less bullshitty 

conventions of the genre’, self-consciously recovering ‘banal platitude[s]’ (5–6, 9). He asks students 

to see him as a peer, rather than a wisdom authority: ‘if you’re worried that I plan to present myself 

here as the wise, older fish explaining what water is to you younger fish, please don’t be. I am not 

the wise old fish’ (6–7). Implicitly assuming that the students are distracted, cynical, and dismissive 

of staid, hierarchical lectures of the kind delivered by his fictional advisors, he repeatedly distances 

himself from plodding, old-fashioned moralist speakers: ‘Please don’t worry that I’m getting ready 

to preach to you about compassion or other-directedness or all the so-called virtues’; ‘Again, please 

don’t think that I’m giving you moral advice’; ‘please don’t dismiss it as just some finger-wagging 

Dr. Laura sermon’ (43, 88, 127). In fact, Wallace was so concerned with the possibility of boring 

students that in an early draft, he includes that stalwart of the self-help form, a thought exercise, 

which attempts to enfold the potential for distraction into the rhetoric of the address: ‘If right at 

this moment you feel your interest in this speech starting to wane, I submit to you that this may 

be significant; you may want to pay attention to the way your interest spikes up and down here’.62 

Likely inspired by his readings of spiritual, mindfulness-centred self-help texts, including 

Paramananda’s Change Your Mind: A Practical Guide to Buddhist Meditation and Neil Fiore’s The Now 

Habit, Wallace wanted to lead students in a mini-meditative practice, the kind with which The Pale 

King ends: ‘it is amazing what happens when someone else directs you how and when to breathe’ 

(540).63 This mirrors, in a sense, Wallace’s wider appeal to an ethos of edifying difficulty that asks 

the reader (or listener) to work to pay attention. 

In other drafts though, he considers using softer, classically therapeutic thought exercises, 

such as addressing his younger self in the speech. Self-help compendiums of public figures who 

share advice under the guise of addressing their younger selves have become increasingly popular, 

as in edited collections such as What I Know Now: Letters to My Younger Self (2006), Dear Me: A Letter 

to My Sixteen-Year-Old Self (2009), and Note to Self: Inspiring Words from Inspiring People (2018). Clearly, 

the advice-givers, in these collections, derive their instructive authority from their success, but by 

addressing the struggles of their younger self — a kind of iteration of the ‘inner child’ trope — 

 
62 David Foster Wallace, ‘My Commencement Speech’, handwritten and typescript drafts, undated (David Foster 
Wallace Collection, 28.10, HRC). 
63 For an account of Wallace’s interest in Zen Buddhist meditation, in particular, see Krzysztof Piekarski, ‘Zen 
Buddhist Philosophy Lurking in the Work of David Foster Wallace’ in Michael McGowan and Martin Brick (eds.), 
David Foster Wallace and Religion (New York: Bloomsbury, 2019), 175–85. 
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they emphasize the vulnerabilities they share with their audience. In two different undated versions 

of the speech, then, Wallace counsels his younger self. Once more emphasizing emotional 

commonality, he gently chides his student self to reject the idea that ‘no one anywhere has ever 

been like him or felt what he’s felt’, urging him to ‘consider that the world may not be what it 

looks like from your tiny, Dave-centered perspective’.64 This rhetorical intimacy reassures his 

student audience that he is not talking down to them, but speaking from a place of hard-won 

personal experience. The residues of this therapeutic tone that remain in the final address have led 

critics to read Wallace’s speech-turned-book as a thoroughly permissive, sentimental self-help 

form; Christian Lorentzen notes that Wallace is now understood as part of the ‘post-therapy, post-

Romantic, self-help-soaked culture [he] described and intermittently deplored’.65 I read the address, 

though, as a site of key tensions between overlapping didactic and therapeutic impulses, and hold 

that, despite Wallace’s disavowals of ‘finger-wagging’, his longing for firm, semi-religious moral 

authority is evident throughout the speech. 

Matt Bucher and Martin Brick argue that, while Wallace was inspired by a 1996 Kenyon 

commencement speech given by literary critic and public intellectual George Steiner, his response 

is primarily one of differentiation. Bucher and Brick hold that Wallace’s appeals ‘to a personal, 

shared sense of empathy’ are utterly distinct from Steiner’s focus on ‘lecturing the young 

graduates’; they suggest that Steiner’s text acts, for Wallace, as ‘antithesis’ or ‘negative blueprint’.66 

This is true to a point — Steiner’s wordy fire-and-brimstone jeremiad lamenting the decline of 

‘serious literacy’, humanities scholarship, and ‘adult entry into your lives’ is untrammelled by 

Wallace’s desire to connect with the students.67 Yet Wallace clearly agreed with several of Steiner’s 

points, not least his calls to transcend ‘our “natural” lazy, static self’ (Wallace asks students to 

overcome their ‘natural, hardwired default setting’). Steiner’s denunciation of ‘the cancerous 

muddle and triviality’ caused by ‘political correctness’ in humanities programs is also echoed in 

Wallace’s milder frustration with ‘standard liberal arts analysis’, which, he feels, emphasizes 

‘tolerance and diversity of belief’ to the point of ethical relativism.68 Indeed, in an early speech 

draft, Wallace appropriates Steiner’s words almost verbatim: where Steiner queries the value of 

contemporary liberal arts programs that refuse to ‘face the question of a theological foundation’, 
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Wallace considers what is lost in ‘a liberal arts curriculum that’s no longer based in any kind of 

theological foundation’.69 

These overlaps underscore affinities with Steiner’s midcentury liberal humanist 

intellectualism, which inform Wallace’s sense that, decades later, students and universities are 

plagued by the same ills. Wallace simultaneously positions himself as a friendly, therapeutic guide 

and a tell-it-like-it-is orator, insistent that his speech does not sound ‘fun and breezy or grandly 

inspirational the way a commencement speech’s central stuff should sound’ but rather shows ‘a 

whole lot of rhetorical bullshit pared away’ to reveal ‘the capital-T Truth’ (124, 125, 129). Appealing 

to moral grand narratives — ‘the capital-T Truth’ — against frothy pep, Wallace both tries on and 

refuses the role of ‘wise old fish’. In part, his equivocation between stern and soft oratory suggests 

what Bucher and Brick point to: his ‘unease in the role of secular high priest’.70 But Wallace’s 

vacillation also speaks to the complex relationship with authority we have already seen in his 

fiction. Drawing on Max Weber’s influential schema of authority, self-help advice is typically 

associated with charismatic, rather than traditional or bureaucratic power, for its reliance on guru 

figures, life experience, and personal magnetism.71 Yet the different traditions of self-help speech 

Wallace draws on often put different forms of authority in conversation with one another, such 

that his most vaunted advisor figures blend traditional patriarchal authority with bureaucratic 

expertise and mystical charisma. 

 

‘The subsurface unity of all things’: Charismatic community and transcendent authority  

 

Chris Fogle, then, experiences the intense, almost eroticized, pleasures of hierarchical didacticism 

through his substitute lecturer-Father, from whom he learns that ‘the authority relation was not a 

“democratic” or equal one and yet could have value for both sides’ and ‘that “authority” was actually 

something real and authentic’ (229). The substitute is granted all the exaggerated markers of 

traditional and bureaucratic forms of authority: a lecturer and almost-‘Father’ patriarch, he speaks 

from a pedestal, encyclopaedically enumerates tax rules and regulations, and wears a tokenistic 

‘gray flannel suit’.72 Yet his repetitive, bureaucratic discipline is the source of his charisma or ‘actual 

heroism’ (231). By ‘[e]nduring tedium over real time in a confined space’, he attains a kind of self-

 
69 Steiner, 13; Wallace, ‘My Commencement Speech’ (DFW Collection, 28.11, HRC). 
70 Bucher and Brick, 137. 
71 See Max Weber, ‘The Types of Legitimate Domination’ (1925), trans. Ephraim Fischoff and others, Economy and 
Society vols. 1 and 2 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 212–301. On the charismatic authority of personal 
experience in self-help, see Louise Woodstock, ‘All About Me, I Mean, You: The Trouble with Narrative Authority 
in Self-Help Literature’, Communication Review, 9.4 (2006), 321–46; and Wendy Kaminer, I’m Dysfunctional, You’re 
Dysfunctional (New York: Vintage, 1993). 
72 It is worth noting that Wallace owned Sloan Wilson’s bestselling novel The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit (1955). 
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mastery and endurance that make him ‘pale’ in a ‘way that seemed luminous instead of sickly’ (231, 

219). Throughout the novel, everyday institutional life becomes a training ground in 

transcendence, and indeed, as the lecturer describes the particular ‘joy’ available to those who 

devote ‘minutes, hours, weeks, year upon year’ to ‘the quiet, precise, judicious exercise of probity 

and care’, Fogle recalls that: 

 

a sudden kind of shudder went through the room, or maybe an ecstatic spasm, 

communicating itself from senior accounting major or graduate business student to senior 

accounting major or grad business student so rapidly that the whole collective seemed for 

an instant to heave (232–33).  

 

This fantasy of distinct students collapsing into the enraptured union of a single heaving ‘collective’ 

seems at once semi-parodic and deadly serious, particularly when compared to Wallace’s oft-cited 

hope that literary fiction can make different ‘heads throb heartlike’ together.73 Like the substitute’s 

lecture, Wallace’s commencement speech exalts an unexciting life of ‘boredom, routine, and petty 

frustration’ as a path towards glimmers of communitarian and even mystical transcendence. Critics 

have linked the speech with religious ideas from Protestantism to religious pragmatism to Taoism: 

theological philosopher Robert Bolger describes it as ‘a fairly straightforward and orthodox 

explanation of the religious path from self to God’.74 Indeed, an early version of the speech set 

forth ‘a story they tell ten-year-olds in Sunday school’, the allegory of the long spoons, in which 

neighbours choose either to feed one another as a community or to starve individually; in the 

speech draft, this is describes as nothing less than ‘the difference between heaven and hell’.75 

In the final This Is Water speech, Wallace transmutes this un-neighbourly inferno into a 

‘consumer-hell-type situation’ also marked by selfishness and an anti-social sense that ‘everybody 

else is just in my way’ (93, 77). Depicting everyday scenarios as a constant battleground for the 

individual’s soul, Wallace vividly evokes the psychic hell that stems from worshipping material life 

rather than ‘some sort of god or spiritual-type thing’ (102). ‘[A]nything else you worship will eat 

you alive’, he declares, enumerating all of the possible false gods available in contemporary life — 

‘money and things’, ‘your own body and beauty’, ‘power’ — and listing their consequences: ‘you 

will never have enough’; ‘you will die a million deaths before they finally plant you’; ‘you will feel 

weak and afraid’ (102, 106, 109). On the flip side, the stoic tolerance of ‘dreary, annoying, seemingly 

 
73 David Foster Wallace, ‘The Empty Plenum’, Both Flesh and Not: Essays (New York: Little, Brown, 2012), 73–116 
(74).  
74 Robert Bolger, ‘A Less “Bullshitty” Way to Live: The Pragmatic Spirituality of David Foster Wallace’, in David Foster 
Wallace and Religion, 25–44 (26). 
75 Wallace, ‘My Commencement Speech’ (DFW Collection, 28.10, HRC). 
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meaningless routines’ and ‘repulsive’ others can occasion spiritual transcendence (74, 78). Wallace 

says: 

It will actually be within your power to experience a crowded, hot, slow, consumer-hell-

type situation as not only meaningful, but sacred, on fire with the same force that lit the 

stars — compassion, love, the subsurface unity of all things. (93) 

His inventory of the hellish and heavenly promises that, by developing a prosaic, unexceptional 

form of attention, individual distinction and egoism will give way to a mystical transformation of 

everyday life. This paradoxical sense of will and self-discipline as the source of self-transcendence 

is a recurrent feature of Wallace’s favoured self-help authorities: The Pale King’s substitute Jesuit 

Father counsels ‘effacement, perdurance, sacrifice, honor’ (233) while Infinite Jest’s Alcoholics 

Anonymous group is grounded on ‘total self-surrender and spiritual awakening’ (137). Wallace’s 

own Take My Advice letter is even more explicit, as he challenges the next generation to recover a 

sacrificial form of belief that has strong religious and patriotic undertones: ‘What would it be like 

to believe in something so strongly you’d be willing to die for it?’ he asks his imagined reader, 

wondering if contemporary subjects should ‘admit to ourselves that we need things to believe, 

believe in, take deadly seriously, give ourselves up to, die for?’76 

Wallace hopes that the charismatic vibrations of advice can contribute to an ethos of self-

cultivation and self-control, but also induce a sense of self-surrender capable of unifying diverse 

individuals into one heaving ‘collective’; these universalized collectives, though, often collapse into 

exclusionary uniformity in his work. Take the substitute Father’s lecture, delivered to a 

homogenous crowd of accounting majors and graduate business students. Though sources suggest 

that by 1979, the year in which Wallace situates his fictional lecture, a decent proportion of 

accounting and postgraduate students would have been female, Fogle tells us that ‘nearly everyone 

in the room was male’ and implies they are also predominantly white by singling out the ‘oriental’ 

men (219).77 Wallace seems self-consciously aware of the demographic uniformity of this group as 

white male subjects — the substitute father addresses them, old-fashionedly, as ‘gentlemen’ — 

though he doesn’t connect their socio-cultural sameness with their capacity to blend together as a 

transcendent ‘collective’ (233–34). In less explicit ways, Wallace’s own advice both yearns to 

 
76 Wallace, letter to James Harmon for Take My Advice (DFW Collection, 3.2, HRC). 
77 For a statistical sense of the representation of women in accounting and graduate studies in the 1970s, see Vicki 
Meredith and Sandra French, ‘Women in Public Accounting’, in Kathryn Borman and others (eds.), Women and Work 
(New York: Routledge, 1996), 202–06, and Mary J. Golladay, Susan T. Hill and Lori Thurgood, U.S. Doctorates in the 
20th Century: Special Report, National Science Foundation, June 2006. 
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instantiate an unmarked, non-partisan, transcendent sense of community and obliquely marks this 

communitarianism as most available to those marked white, male, and middle-class. 

‘A real American type of sadness’: Generalized self-help sentiments and subjects 

In the Kenyon speech, Wallace is convinced of the students’ privilege and future success and thus 

seeks to take them down a peg and teach them ‘how to keep from going through your comfortable, 

prosperous, respectable adult life dead, unconscious, a slave to your head’ (62). In an early draft, 

he describes their college experiences as a ‘childhood’ bubble, reminding students that ‘there’s 

been a whole half-invisible support system that’s worked for four years to exempt you from many 

of the boring hassles of adult reality’, including shopping, cooking, and cleaning.78 This 

generalization may be partially justified by context: Wallace gives his speech at a prestigious liberal 

arts college in 2005, when unemployment rates for new graduates were relatively low. There is 

clear pre-political potential, here, to drawing students’ attention to the ‘half-invisible’ networks of 

poorly paid labour that support a comfortable residential student life, though Wallace closes down 

that avenue of inquiry to focus on how this ‘support system’, like the post-1960s mothers of his 

fiction, mollycoddles students, imagined to be a homogenous community that only knows 

privilege. Though he acknowledges that the students will have experienced ‘traffic jams and 

crowded aisles and long checkout lines’, Wallace feels certain that these inconveniences have not 

been a regular part of their lives (77). As such, he preaches a somewhat condescending acceptance 

of the regular folk students will encounter in service roles, at the supermarket, and in traffic, in a 

manner that also assumes his audience is deeply unfamiliar with communities outside of their 

liberal, pampered bubble. In the speech, Wallace exuberantly and offensively describes the 

Midwestern working class subjects students will encounter, reflecting on how ‘stupid and cow-like 

and dead-eyed and nonhuman they seem in the checkout line’, banking on the fact that no 

members of his audience will feel personally attacked, and assuming that they, too, will have to 

make enormous efforts to treat such ‘repulsive’ people with respect (78).79  

Yet even students at a prestigious and insufficiently diverse college like Kenyon cannot be 

considered as a homogenous group whose privilege is evenly distributed or who will be as horrified 

as Wallace imagines by populations and spaces outside of the university. In imagining the university 

as an infantilized safe space, and the next generation of students as spoiled cynics, Wallace smooths 

 
78 Wallace, ‘My Commencement Speech’ (DFW Collection, 28.10, HRC). 
79 Wallace’s essay on the Illinois State Fair mobilizes similarly classist tropes that fetishize and lambaste the ‘rare grand 
mass of Midwest humanity’ as a monstrous crowd of ‘Kmart people’, depicted as ‘overweight, polyestered, grim-
faced’. See ‘Getting Away from Pretty Much Already Being Away from It All’ (1993), A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never 
Do Again, 83–137 (120). 
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over, and depoliticizes, difference to appeal to a uniform vision of community. Of course, there 

are mitigating factors: any speech must generalize its audience, to some extent; the commencement 

speech is typically an interpersonally-focused, rather than politicized form; and there are pragmatic 

reasons for attempting to be neutral or at least uncontroversial in such speeches, given the sheer 

diversity of opinions on campus and the backdrop of continued Culture Wars anxieties around 

controversial graduation speakers present at the moment of Wallace’s speech.80 The issue here is 

with the narrowness of Wallace’s sense of what counts as neutral, universal, or communitarian, 

which, as in his fiction, relies on dissolving politicized and gender difference into a vague, 

nonpartisan sense of affective union or, as Mark McGurl puts it, ‘therapeutic community’.81 

Though he is concerned with civic citizenship, his speech is not so much apolitical as it is an active 

attempt to encourage students to give up 1960s leftist politics, implicitly deemed juvenile and self-

indulgent. 

We might think, here, of a curious moment in the speech when the student audience 

misunderstand Wallace. As he describes ‘huge, stupid, lane-blocking SUVs and Hummers and V-

12 pickup trucks’ with ‘patriotic or religious bumper stickers’ driving along, ‘burning their wasteful, 

selfish, 40-gallon tanks of gas’, the crowd begins to applaud what they assume is a semi-political 

judgment on large cars ‘wasting all the future’s fuel’ (79–80). If the applause seems partially driven 

by Wallace’s stoking the fires of class prejudice, it also expresses frustration with environmental 

irresponsibility and increasing fundamentalism. But it soon becomes clear that Wallace actually 

meant to parody the internal environmentalist thoughts he imagines the students having as they 

encounter others on the roads, and thus he educates them back towards affective sameness: ‘this 

is an example of how NOT to think, though’, he reminds the cheering audience.82 The alternative 

way of thinking he suggests, however, fails to offer either a challenge to the students’ ingrained 

assumptions or a sense of real social connection across social or political difference. Rather, 

Wallace recommends evading such difference altogether by constructing elaborate mental 

backstories to explain why inconvenient others act the way they do: ‘It’s not impossible that some 

of these people in SUVs have been in horrible auto accidents in the past, and now find driving so 

traumatic that their therapist has all but ordered them to get a huge, heavy SUV’, he speculates 

(85). As Matthew Crawford notes, these constitute ‘acts of imagination, not attention’.83 Instead 

 
80 See Lois Agnew, ‘“The Day Belongs to the Students”: Expanding Epideictic’s Civic Function’, Rhetoric Review, 27.2 
(2008), 147–64, for an account of the commencement speech of recent decades as a site where conflict and political 
division are played out.  
81 Mark McGurl, ‘The Institution of Nothing: David Foster Wallace in the Program’, boundary 2, 41.3 (2014), 27–54, 
(36). 
82 This Is Water: The Original David Foster Wallace Recording (Audiobook of 2005 speech, Audible, 2019). 
83 Matthew Crawford, The World Beyond Your Head (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2015), 223. 
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of asking students to engage with others in all their uncomfortable, inconvenient difference, he 

directs them back towards an internal monologue that constructs a virtualized sense of fellow 

feeling and, finally, seems more aimed at improving the wellbeing of Wallace’s educated audience 

than that of those others they encounter. 

I argue, then, that Wallace’s brand of semi-humanist, semi-transcendental guidance renders 

universal very particular kinds of emotional suffering, response, and community. Though I do not 

wish to read Wallace’s drafts and unpublished work as evidence of true intention, versions of the 

advice letter and Commencement speech indicate that Wallace inadvertently originally imagined 

an implicitly gendered and raced audience in ways that lead to useful reconsiderations of the 

seemingly neutral emotional communities he appeals to elsewhere. In the letter for Harmon’s Take 

My Advice collection, for instance, Wallace addresses the youth with the casual, gender-neutral term 

‘kids’, a far cry from the accounting lecturer’s stiff ‘hortation’ to presumed ‘gentlemen’, and he 

seemingly targets his advice to abandon sardonic, individualist, consumerism towards an entire 

generation. But the lifestyle markers of his imagined audience skew masculine in gender, as he asks 

them to consider sacrificing ‘Styling foam. Your car. Your CD player. Cold beer. Fucking. Making 

your bicep big in the bathroom mirror. Being hip, cool, ironic. The loyalty of a fine dog. Designer 

cookies. The “right” school, job, city, apartment, girlfriend.’84 This catalogue of 1980s creature 

comforts points towards several tokens of conventional heterosexual masculine posturing that 

suggest Wallace is most interested in counselling other young men. Furthermore, in the same 

advice letter, Wallace defies his audience to imagine ‘What would a life whose aim and meaning 

wasn’t pleasure or comfort or safety or power over others be like?’, clearly directing his letter not 

to the entirety of the ‘next generation’ but rather to those whose lives are marked by material 

comfort and power, which is imagined to be the generalized condition of US youth.85 

By the time the advice letter becomes the ‘E Unibus Pluram’ essay, this gendered inventory 

of capitalist pleasures has been excised, though here, too, he refers to the masculine-coded figure 

of the ‘teenager’ who ‘monitors his biceps’ in the mirror (22). From an author so hyperconscious 

of gendered language that he refers to his imagined reader with almost exclusively female 

pronouns, this seems a clear residue of his earlier desire to address young men like himself — even 

his own younger self — even within his unmarked visions of therapeutic commonality.86 Drafts of 

the Kenyon address are less gendered in tone, save for a throwaway comment that suggests that 

students, newly confronted by the tedium of shopping and cooking for food, may ‘think you won’t 

 
84 Wallace, letter to James Harmon for Take My Advice (DFW Collection, 3.2, HRC). 
85 Wallace, letter to James Harmon for Take My Advice. 
86 Clare Hayes-Brady, in The Unspeakable Failures of David Foster Wallace (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), observes 
Wallace’s tendency to refer to his readers as ‘she’ (167). 
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have to do this because you’ll get married and your partner will do it for you’, in which case, 

Wallace affirms, ‘you have a whole separate set of problems and delusions’.87 Given the historically 

gendered distribution of domestic, and especially culinary, labour, this aside seems to be directed 

at an assumed chauvinistic heterosexual male subject. The now-enlightened older Wallace advises 

his audience to check their privileged, masculine assumptions around domestic responsibilities, 

but in doing so, he suggests once more that his literary and life advice is really tailored to subjects 

like himself. 

A different draft shows Wallace both positioning suffering as a generic, psychological, and 

ahistorical affect and implicitly directing himself towards a white or racially privileged audience. 

The final speech dramatizes the struggle for personal discipline through the idea of achieving self-

mastery, rather than remaining a ‘slave’ to emotions, impulses, or assumptions, a fairly common 

rhetorical trope, especially within addiction self-help. But troublingly, an early draft seems to 

equate this psychic slavery with the history of African-American slavery. ‘The opposite of freedom 

is slavery, and slavery is the default position, the path of least resistance,’ Wallace writes. ‘And the 

slavery I’m talking about isn’t just chopping another man’s sugar’, he clarifies; ‘the real slaveries 

are inside deals’.88 The modifiers ‘just’ and ‘real’ work to quickly minimize historical slavery, with 

the baffling suggestion that ‘chopping another man’s sugar’ is a lesser evil than the emotional pain 

he is referring to, and the equally disturbing suggestion that the wounded masculinity of toiling for 

‘another man’ was the major issue in plantation slavery.89 Wallace surely would not consider 

downplaying the trauma of slavery if he had a Black or racially diverse audience in mind, suggesting, 

once again, that the wounded white male is the ‘real’ subject of Wallace’s imagined work, at least 

at this stage of composition. 

In one sense, this visibilizes a broader sense of the subject of mainstream US didactic 

traditions as historically coded white and male.90 In another, it connotes the socio-historical 

specificity of Wallace himself. He is self-aware, in an interview with Laura Miller, around the terms 

of the ‘sadness’ he hoped to evoke in Infinite Jest, the result, he suggests, of his particular situation: 

‘I was white, upper-middle-class, obscenely well-educated, had had way more career success than 

I could have legitimately hoped for. A lot of my friends were the same way.’91 Wallace goes on to 

 
87 Wallace, ‘My Commencement Speech’ (DFW Collection, 28.10, HRC). 
88 Wallace, ‘My Commencement Speech’ (DFW Collection, 28.11, HRC). 
89 Indeed, the way Wallace phrases the shame of ‘chopping another man’s sugar’ is remarkably similar to a passage in 
The Pale King in which a character fears affronts to his socio-economic masculinity; he anxiously worries that he might 
end up ‘silently, expressionlessly pushing a wide industrial mop down a corridor lined with frosted-glass doors bearing 
other men’s names’ (24). 
90 See Valerie Babb for an important account of how sermons, lectures, and other advice forms from Cotton Mather 
on have understood whiteness as the site of ‘freedom and social mobility’ and of ‘the privilege of self-betterment’ and 
‘self-mastery’. Babb, Whiteness Visible (New York: NYU Press, 1998), 67. 
91 Wallace, quoted in Laura Miller, ‘David Foster Wallace’, Salon, 9 March 1996. 
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state that he and his ‘privileged’ cohort must ‘find a way to put away childish things’, a line that is 

echoed verbatim by Chris Fogle, who reflects on the year he ‘“put away childish things”’ (174). 

We have seen Wallace interrogate the operations of emotion, advice, and authority across 

different historical moments: Chris Fogle’s story, in the late 1970s; Wallace’s sense of himself 

coming of age in the late 1980s; his Take My Advice letter to a younger generation approaching the 

1990s; and, finally, his 2005 commencement speech to students a couple of decades younger. But 

all of these generations collapse together into a generalized narrative of decline and recovery. The 

young adults he addresses are all imagined to suffer from the same issues — narcissism; 

overindulgence; privilege — and offered the same solution: a move towards adult citizenship 

defined by a particular version of community, stoicism, and sentiment. The issue, of course, is not 

that Wallace interpellates a particular audience of privileged white men in his work, but rather that 

he pretends not to, insisting that he is simply addressing ‘plain old untrendy human troubles’ that 

are being edged out by the ‘trendy’ speech of post-1960s feminists, ‘tribal writers’, and identitarian 

self-help authorities. In the Miller interview I cited above, for instance, though Wallace eloquently 

enunciates his socio-historically situated, indeed individually situated pain, he goes on to generalize 

it as ‘a real American type of sadness’.92 There are, of course, even more specific and personal 

factors. His biographer D. T. Max describes Wallace’s severe depression, which eventually led to 

his suicide, as well as his especially addictive relationship with entertainment, television and 

sardonic postmodern media, as well as substances. Max goes so far as to suggest that Wallace 

extrapolates his own suffering into a broader context, ‘universalizing his neurosis’ by suggesting 

that ‘not just he but his whole generation’ suffer in this particular way.93 

Whether or not this is the case, judging by the popularity and cultural impact of his fiction 

and commencement address, Wallace certainly seems to have captured a zeitgeist and spoken to 

certain key aspects of contemporary life. Indeed, Ann Cvetkovich praises his commencement 

speech, in particular, for its depiction of ‘the numbing effects of normative white middle-class life’, 

and by including his work in her monograph on ‘public feelings’, she suggests that Wallace speaks 

to broader social, rather than individual, problems.94 But his investment only extends to certain 

kinds of feelings and certain kinds of public, and his ostensibly humanist ideas of advice and 

authority risk ascribing the status of human and self-helpable citizen exclusively to those subjects 

who either embody such ‘normative white middle-class life’ or are willing to slough off their 

identity markers to identify with a universalized ‘real American type of sadness’ or sense of 

‘untrendy human troubles and emotions in U.S. life.’ This chapter has argued that, as a whole, 

 
92 Miller, ‘David Foster Wallace’. 
93 D. T. Max, Every Love Story is a Ghost Story, (New York: Penguin, 2013), 94. 
94 Ann Cvetkovich, Depression: A Public Feeling (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 207. 
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Wallace’s oeuvre seeks to recuperate the authority of writers, thinkers, and, above all, advice-givers 

who counsel the recovery of sentiment, discipline, and community. In doing so, though, he turns 

certain discourses of sentiment, discipline, and community into a universal default and refuses to 

recognize other socio-culturally specific advice voices, rendered ineluctably identitarian and 

partisan. Again and again, Wallace positions himself and his fictional advice-givers as 

representative voices whose authority derives not from the specificity of identity but from a 

timeless, even mysticized, form of emotional community. My reading of the novels — and 

commencement speech — of Paul Beatty in the next chapter reveals a very different relationship 

with the authoritative and, indeed, authoritarian bent of self-help and its leaders. Sceptical of calls 

for unity within American society, and, especially, African-American society, Beatty burlesques 

monolithic advice voices, turning self-help towards a chaotic, liberating difference that becomes 

its own curious form of life authority. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

‘Unmitigated’ self-improvement: 

Self-help leadership, slogans, and grassroots psychology in the work of Paul Beatty 

 

In 2015, the year in which he published The Sellout, Paul Beatty was invited to speak at the Master’s 

Commencement Ceremony at Brooklyn College, City University of New York (CUNY). Beatty 

graduated from CUNY with an MFA in 1989 — following undergraduate and graduate studies in 

psychology elsewhere — and went on to gain notoriety first as a slam poet and then as a satirical 

novelist. CUNY is the United States’ largest public urban university, with a diverse student body; 

it is a very different institution from the private, rural Kenyon College where Wallace urged 

students to learn to navigate life outside of the sheltered university environment.1 Brooklyn 

CUNY’s commencement ceremony is also unusual, combining conventional rituals with attempts 

to buck tradition. At the 2015 commencement Beatty spoke at, for example, the standard opening 

‘Pomp and Circumstance’ march was replaced by live jazz music. Tugging at his mortarboard, 

Beatty began his speech unceremoniously — ‘I’m gonna take the hat off… is that a breach of 

protocol?’ — before warning his audience that ‘this threatens to be a commencement address even 

shorter than the introduction’.2 

Beatty’s speech, which is indeed short, conveys both his discomfort with institutional 

norms and his reluctance to take on the mantle of public sage. This will come as no surprise to his 

readers; Beatty’s satirical fiction is critical of all manner of speakers, leaders, and slogans, and has 

been accused, most notably by Ishmael Reed, of terminating in a purely negative anarchic ‘nihilism’ 

— ‘Beatty needs a vision’, Reed concludes.3 If his fiction refuses to transmit transparent forms of 

meaning and wisdom, Beatty seems even more reticent as a speechmaker. Upon winning the 

National Book Critics Circle Award in 2015, shortly before this commencement address, he merely 

thanked the organization and declared ‘I definitely don’t have a message’.4 Despite his protests, 

though, in a literary landscape saturated by understandings of writers as dispensers of moral and 

emotional guidance, ‘the reluctant oracle’ who does not to try to sell an audience on their ‘vision’ 

attains a particular kind of ‘persuasive moral authority’, as Beth Blum puts it.5 In this chapter, I 

 
1 See Anthony G. Picciano and Chet Jordan, CUNY’s First Fifty Years: Triumphs and Ordeals of a People’s University (New 
York: Routledge, 2018) for an account of this context. 
2 Paul Beatty, Commencement address at Brooklyn College Master’s Commencement Ceremony I, 1 June 2016. online 
video recording accessed via YouTube. 
3 Ishmael Reed, ‘Hoodwinked: Paul Beatty’s Urban Nihilists’, Village Voice Literary Supplement, 1 April 2000. 
4 See Michelle Dean, ‘How Paul Beatty’s Win Shakes the Jonathan-Franzen-loving US Literati’, Guardian, 25 October 
2016. 
5 Beth Blum, The Self-Help Compulsion (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020), 209. 
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explore the ways in which Beatty’s irreverent critiques of multivalent advice cultures come to form 

an alternative ‘message’. Writing against what Madhu Dubey describes as an ‘uplift paradigm’ 

which envisions the African-American writer primarily ‘as an agent of social advancement and 

cultural improvement’, Beatty often uses self-help cultures as a foil for more expansive, ambiguous, 

and slippery stories of self, community, and change.6 Yet, as the commencement speech shows, 

he finds tactical and aesthetic use-value in curating and collaging different self-help voices. 

Beatty deflects his own authority in favour of paraphrasing the advice of others; he adapts 

nuggets of wisdom offered by his own CUNY teachers, including poet Allen Ginsberg and 

academic activist Tucker Farley — ‘the person who taught me that your headspace is infinite’ — 

as well as his mentor, surrealist poet Louis Asekoff, who is asked to stand up at the ceremony as 

a tearful Beatty explains how ‘[Asekoff] told me that people will learn how to read you… that I 

didn’t have to alter myself or change myself.’ From this assemblage of others’ wisdom, Beatty does 

indeed transmit a message: he advises students, again and again, to exceed artistic, personal, and 

social limitations. In particular, he encourages students to trust that, ‘although the paper had 

borders on it’, literature is elastic enough to incorporate ‘infinite’ different headspaces, and readers 

are adaptable enough to ‘learn how to read you’ without being pandered to.7 

This emphasis on creative flexibility and artistic freedom is grounded in Beatty’s 

understanding that many of the students he addresses face urgent economic and social constraints; 

he refers directly to the student debt crisis, for instance. There is a clear contrast here with Wallace’s 

speech, which counselled discipline and limits to what he imagines to be a privileged generation of 

postmodernized semi-slackers faced with the addictive effects of too much, rather than too little, 

freedom. If these different approaches are partially explained by demographic differences between 

Kenyon and CUNY, there are also distinct authorial visions and situations at work here. Next to 

Wallace’s demands for self-sacrificing community, Beatty’s commencement advice that students 

cultivate a unique artistic vision seems more individualist in tone, especially in a cultural moment 

where the notion of ‘infinite headspace’ is inextricable from late capitalist imperatives towards the 

infinite growth of both economies and personal potential.8 But Beatty’s investment in creative 

freedom must be contextualized. As a writer and orator, he speaks with an acute awareness of the 

totalizing effects of racial and socio-economic injustice. He is not advising limitless solipsism; 

rather, he seeks to excavate the systemic gaps in which such limits can be challenged. 

 
6 Madhu Dubey, Signs and Cities: Black Literary Postmodernism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 6. 
7 Beatty, Commencement address, Brooklyn College. 
8 Though many books link the imperative to personal growth with capitalistic growth — see Simon Sinek’s business 
guide The Infinite Game (2019) — a recent spate of environmental and micropolitical guidance essays revive ‘de-growth’ 
philosophies; see, for example, Gabor Zovanyi, The No-Growth Imperative (2012) and Jason Hickel, Less Is More (2021). 
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Indeed, he makes a point of signalling his resistance to the rhetoric of personal self-

discovery. Addressing an audience of MFA graduates as well as other arts and social sciences 

students, Beatty attempts to differentiate his sense of limitless creative freedom from the 

‘prescriptivist slogans’ of finding, expressing, or simply ‘being’ oneself that Mark McGurl has 

identified within writing programmes, often deployed in ways that fetishize ‘the authentic ethnic 

voice’.9 He prepared for the speech, he tells the audience, by watching ‘a compilation of all the 

great commencement addresses’. ‘In every single one of those’, he continues, ‘the speaker would 

tell the students “Be yourself, be yourself”’. In contrast, Beatty explains: ‘to this day I have no idea 

who I am, but that allows me to go anywhere I want’.10 Encouraging students to challenge what 

they believe themselves capable of, he advocates processes of becoming over essentialized 

authenticity: ‘the thing wasn’t to be yourself, but to impress yourself… that’s what I ask you guys 

to do, go out there and impress yourselves.’ Beatty’s alternative slogan, ‘impress yourself’, is a call 

to define the terms of life and achievement outside of stifling standards and expectations. But it is 

also about making a mark, going beyond the indulgence of self-finding to impress or imprint the 

self upon the external world. 

In Beatty’s first novel, The White Boy Shuffle (1996), this same ‘be yourself’ injunction is 

satirized in the specific context of Black self-help. When a friend advises the protagonist, Gunnar, 

to ‘Stay black, nigger’, Gunnar puts pressure on the term, asking ‘And what exactly does “stay 

black” mean, Nick?’ His friend responds: ‘It means be yourself, what else could it possibly mean?’11 

In the slide from ‘stay black’ to ‘be yourself’, Beatty points to the way in which authenticity 

imperatives are linked with representational pressures and, ultimately, with the performance of a 

particular kind of Blackness. ‘Be yourself’ becomes part of a nexus of ‘empty phrases’ like ‘keeping 

it real’ in Beatty's novels, which, as Lisa Guerrero notes, work to signal ‘a commodified and 

performed black “realness”’.12 Further ridiculing the easy equation of ‘stay black’ with ‘be yourself’, 

Beatty comments, in interview, that ‘when people are themselves they act like assholes.’13 

Becoming a self, in Beatty’s view, requires a complex negotiation between responsibility to self 

and art and being accountable — or not acting like an asshole — to others. Nick reminds Gunnar 

to ‘stay black’ because Gunnar has started attending a majority-white school, and so his advice 

functions, in part, as a warning against race traitorship. Beatty frequently identifies such anti-

‘sellout’ imperatives as coercive, and yet, at the same time, he seems to value community 

 
9 Mark McGurl, The Program Era (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 34, 32. 
10 Beatty, Commencement address, Brooklyn College. 
11 Paul Beatty, The White Boy Shuffle (London: Minerva, 1996), 171. 
12 Lisa Guerrero, Crazy Funny: Popular Black Satire and the Method of Madness (New York: Routledge, 2020), 79. 
13 Chris Jackson, ‘Our Thing: An Interview with Paul Beatty’, Paris Review, 7 May 2015. 
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responsibility.14 When we consider the alternative ‘commandments’ available at Gunnar’s ‘elite 

public school’, which counsels Black deference — ‘Thou shalt not disagree with anything a white person 

says’ (170) — the guidance to ‘stay black’ and ‘be yourself’ takes on a more positive, tactical 

meaning. 

Another cluster of slogans sheds further light on Beatty’s ambivalent relationship with 

conventional Black self-help imperatives, which, he suggests, mobilize contradictory demands 

towards self-creation and self-affirmation. In his anthology of ‘African-American humor’ Hokum, 

Beatty describes growing up Black in the 1960s and 1970s, with tongue firmly in cheek: 

 
The sloganeering. The uplifting songs. [...] The insufferable, hopelessly vague 
admonishments to ‘grow up and be somebody.’ Any youth with the temerity to stand up 
and say, ‘But according to the almighty Führer of furor the Reverend Jesse Jackson, I am 
somebody,’ was sent to the DAP work camp (the Deputy Auxiliary Police — an urban 
Young Pioneers), given a blue windbreaker and a list of things not to be.15  

 
Despite or perhaps because of its comically absurdist tone, this passage evokes a deep concern 

with the limited guidance available to his generation. Unlike the ‘impress yourself’ adage, the 

‘admonishment’ to ‘grow up and be somebody’ revolves around becoming a certain kind of socially 

sanctioned somebody. Here, Beatty parodies assimilationist racial uplift philosophies that place 

responsibility on the individual for success in mainstream society rather than attempting to 

dismantle the systemic racism that blocks Black success, and indeed, Black survival or ‘being’. 

Beatty suggests that a broad range of advice voices — from public leaders and ‘paragons of good 

blackness’ to parents and ‘members of grandma’s parish’ — offer unsatisfactory, one-note advice 

on how to be Black. The passage blends personal and political advice cultures, where 

‘sloganeering’, evoking the Civil Rights and Black Power self-determination movements, mingles 

with the politico-therapeutic self-empowerment rhetoric of declaring ‘I am somebody’. In an anti-

Black society, the claim to already be ‘somebody’ without self-improvement efforts becomes a 

radical affirmation. And yet Beatty suggests that this is nonetheless vulnerable to conservative 

appropriation, clear in the ‘Führer’-like authority granted to the Reverend Jesse Jackson, who 

preaches self-acceptance in his famed ‘I am black, beautiful, proud’ speech but who has also come 

to be seen as an advocate for bootstrap self-discipline.16 In perhaps his clearest burlesque of such 

imperatives, Beatty invokes the LAPD’s Deputy Auxiliary Police (DAP) — aimed at the edification 

 
14 Randall Kennedy’s Sellout: The Politics of Racial Betrayal (2008), also challenges these terms; published seven years 
before Beatty’s The Sellout, it may have been an influence. 
15 Paul Beatty, ‘(Nothing Serious) Just Buggin’, in Beatty (ed.), Hokum (New York: Bloomsbury, 2006), 105–06 (105). 
16 See Felicia Walker and Deric M. Greene, ‘Exploring Afrocentricity: An analysis of the voice of Jesse Jackson’, Journal 
of American Studies, 9 (2006), 61–71, and Felicia Stewart, ‘The Oratory of Jesse Jackson’, in Andrew S. Crines, David S. 
Moon, and Robert Lehrman (eds.), Democratic Orators from JFK to Barack Obama (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 
217–38. 
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of minority youths — and its stringent ‘list of things not to be’, based around edicts of 

respectability politics: ‘Don’t be no nigger. Don’t be a junkie… And first and foremost, don’t be 

no fool.’ A self-declared ‘inveterate fool’, invested in the comic, parodic, and carnivalesque, Beatty 

is especially interested in disobeying this final indictment.17 

 Beatty’s work is particularly interested in connecting these legacies with more 

contemporary self-help contexts. He began publishing in the 1990s, at a moment when the so-

called Culture Wars and War on Drugs, as well as increased privatization and the decimation of 

welfare, saw exacerbated anxieties around race and revived discourses that centred on 

pathologizing the Black family. Building on the notorious 1965 Moynihan report, which attributed 

the structural disadvantages of Black communities to the assumed breakdown of conventional 

families into matriarchal, fatherless units, racially loaded stereotypes of the ‘welfare queen’ or unfit 

mother and the dangerous urban Black youth proliferated.18 As Stephen Knadler points out, these 

concepts have acted to pathologize ‘Black personhood and home life’, reinforcing problematic 

uplift ‘narratives of cure, rehabilitation, and overcoming’, but have also inspired grassroots, 

communitarian politics.19 Beatty’s writing associates these social diagnoses with a variety of 

psychological and socio-economic self-help discourses. In particular, his works interrogate 

concerns around a leadership vacuum after the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s and 

the Black Power groups of the 1970s and 1980s. Cornel West’s Race Matters (1993) and Robert 

Charles Smith’s We Have No Leaders (1996) suggested that strong leaders were required to push 

African Americans towards forms of individual and community-based self-help. Yet for Erica 

Edwards, this amounts to nostalgia for a particular form of charismatic leadership that is ‘imagined 

as singular and male’, corralling diverse Black communities into a monolithic public.20 Beatty too 

suggests that, far from having disappeared, ‘race men’ and their models of Black community exert 

an outsized discursive presence. Beatty’s ambiguous depictions of self-help slogans, though, show 

that even this most reductive of forms can move beyond monolithic, authoritarian 

pronouncements to act as contradictory shibboleths for more creative and diverse forms of 

community.  

 

 

 
17 Beatty, ‘(Nothing Serious)’, 105–06. 
18 Daniel Patrick Moynihan, ‘The Negro Family: The Case for National Action’ (1965), in Lee Rainwater and William 
L. Yancey (eds.), The Moynihan Report and the Politics of Controversy (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1967), 41–124. 
19 Stephen Knadler, Vitality Politics (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2019), 154–55. 
20 Erica Edwards, Charisma and the Fictions of Black Leadership (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2012), 25. 
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‘I used to think all of Black America’s problems could be solved if we only had a motto’: 

Slogans, signifyin[g], and satire 

  

Mottos — broadly defined by Mike Martin as ‘simple recurrent sayings used in coping’ — move 

porously across institutional, commercial, and communitarian contexts in Beatty’s work.21 We 

have already seen Beatty’s ambivalent use of the slogan cluster ‘Stay black’, ‘Be yourself’, ‘Impress 

yourself’, and ‘Grow up and be somebody’. In The Sellout, he turns to troubling the pretence to 

civic harmony proffered by official and institutional mottos. From his bleak position as a Black 

man on trial in the US Supreme Court, protagonist Bonbon tells us that ‘people have fought and 

died trying to get some of that “Equal Justice Under Law” advertised so blithely on the outside of 

this building’, cynically continuing: ‘And if I believed in such slogans, I’d have to say I’ve had more 

than my share of justice, but I don’t.’22 In deflating the civic promise to equality as little more than 

hucksterish false advertising, Beatty reminds us that institutional mottos, like therapeutic slogans, 

act as aspirational creeds rather than descriptors of social reality. 

The novel goes on to explore how the necessary generalizations of the motto form 

necessarily emphasize unity at the expense of difference, clearest in Bonbon’s reworking of the US 

motto E pluribus unum. Where Wallace sought to recover this slogan of togetherness against the 

individualist fragmentation he diagnoses in modern life, Beatty explodes the dream of assimilated 

unity the motto represents with Bonbon’s bathetic alternative for ‘an increasingly pluralistic', fast-

moving, and capitalist nation: ‘Tu dormis, tu perdis… You snooze, you lose’ (13). Beatty’s antic 

satires of the motto form are animated by ludic wordplay and comic momentum; his prose itself 

acts a riposte to the reductiveness of ‘sloganeering’. And yet, for Beatty, satire rarely equates to 

straight up disavowal. Darryl Dickson-Carr emphasizes the elasticity of African-American satire, 

though he classes the work of Beatty — along with that of Ishmael Reed, Fran Ross, Percival 

Everett, and Touré — as ‘degenerative’, intent on transgressing all structures of sense.23 I call 

attention, instead, to generative, even prescriptive, elements of Beatty’s satire. His satirical lens 

often operates ‘at two distinct frequencies’: that is, he aims a harsher ‘Juvenalian’ critique at the 

mottos imposed by powerful structures and actors, but enacts a milder ‘Horatian’ burlesque of the 

‘hypocrisy’ and ‘follies’ of reductive-but-useful slogans that confront conditions of 

 
21 Mike Martin, Of Mottos and Morals (Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2013), 3. While there are subtle differences in 
the terms ‘mottos’ (associated with institutional or national contexts), ‘slogans’ (associated with commerce and 
politics), and ‘maxims’ (associated with folk wisdom), these can be seen to constitute a large, porous ‘family of speech 
acts’; see W. Robert Connor, ‘Unmasking the Maxim’, Arion, 28.3 (2021), 5–42 (5). Like Beatty, I use these terms more 
or less interchangeably, focusing on their overlaps and continuities. 
22 Paul Beatty, The Sellout (London: Oneworld, 2017), 9. 
23 See Darryl Dickson-Carr, African American Satire (Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 2001), especially Chapter 
5. Dickson-Carr’s framework builds on that proposed by Steven Weisenburger in Fables of Subversion (1995). 
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disempowerment.24 Indeed, Beatty describes how the influence of stand-up comedian Richard 

Pryor and novelist Kurt Vonnegut taught him ‘not be afraid to parody things that are important 

to you and to others’; in doing so, he creates an ambiguous literary space in which satirized self-

help slogans act as limiting yet vital technologies.25 

 This is evident in Beatty’s parodies of the mottos of Black unity and uplift, such as Martin 

Luther King’s ‘I have a dream’, which Beatty deploys as a decontextualized, inspirational 

soundbite, targeting his satire less at King himself than at the commercialized nostalgia that now 

surrounds civil rights leaders and has made King, in the words of Brandon Terry, ‘an icon to quote, 

not a thinker and public philosopher to engage’.26 In The White Boy Shuffle, a character works King's 

phrase into an underwhelming poem: ‘Like the good Reverend King / I too ‘have a dream’ / but 

when I wake up / I forget it and / remember I’m running late for work’ (249). As with Bonbon’s 

‘You snooze you lose’ maxim, the mundane ‘dreams’ of neocapitalist reality substitute any clear 

sense of a unified community with a unified dream. In Slumberland (2008), meanwhile, Beatty 

suggests that King’s famous plea ‘to be judged “not by the color of our skins, but by the content 

of our character’’’ has been marketed as a maxim of depoliticized conformity.27 Against 

assimilationist ideals of discipline and civic ‘character’, Slumberland posits a ‘funkier’ sense of 

‘indeterminate blackness’ concerned with ‘the content not of character, but out of character’ (16). 

The Sellout even more directly identifies the slogans of racial uplift as naïve fictions. 

‘Growing up, I used to think all of black America’s problems could be solved if we only had a 

motto’, Bonbon proclaims, recalling his youthful intention to create a phrase ‘to save the black 

race in eight words or less.’ The end result is ‘Unum corpus, una mens, una cor, unum amor. / 

One body, one mind, one heart, one love’ (10–11). A mix of ‘clear simple uplifting Latin’ and, 

seemingly, Bob Marley’s ‘One Love’, Bonbon’s motto is a banal farce on the idea of Blackness as 

a space of ‘one’-ness (11). He projects his doubts onto his stuffed bear: ‘I could tell he felt my 

slogan implied a certain groupthink, and weren’t black people always complaining about being 

labelled as monolithic?’ (11–12). There is an element of self-parody here: Beatty himself engages 

in such complaints around ‘monolithic’ labels, but with the bear’s absurd, self-righteous register, 

he simultaneously satirizes such responses as clichéd in and of themselves. Overcorrecting by 

insisting there is no shared community — or common body/mind/heart/love — is just as 

 
24 I refer, here, to a distinction made by Derek Maus and James Donahue in their introduction to Post-Soul Satire 
(Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 2014), XIII. 
25 See Rone Shavers, ‘Paul Beatty’, BOMB, 1 July 2000. 
26 Brandon Terry, ‘MLK Now’, Boston Review, 10 September 2018. See also Christopher D. Rounds, ‘“Dead Men Make 
Such Convenient Heroes”: The Use and Misuse of Martin Luther King Jr.'s Legacy as Political Propaganda’, Journal of 
Black Studies, 51.4 (2020), 315–31, and Tiffany Pennamon, ‘Commercializing King’s Legacy’, Diverse Issues in Higher 
Education, 35.2 (2018), 8–9. 
27 Paul Beatty, Slumberland (London: Oneworld, 2017), 16. 
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limiting, Beatty seems to suggest, and he has Bonbon respond to the bear with a droll and 

irreverent appeal to commonality: ‘I didn’t want to ruin his dreams by telling him that black people 

do all think alike.’ (12) 

Even still, community mottos exceed the terms of their satire. Indeed, Bonbon derives 

great pleasure from cataloguing the multicultural slogans of ‘other ethnicities’, which range from 

the Chickasaw Nation’s ‘Unconquered and Unconquerable’ to ‘Allahu Akbar. Shikata ga nai. Never 

again. Harvard class of ’96. To Protect and to Serve.’ (11) Some of the mottos he lists conceal horrific 

realities — he irreverently places Auschwitz’s ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ or ‘Work sets you free’ in the list 

— but others are less violently fascistic, even coming to hold affective and strategic value. ‘These 

are more than just greetings and trite sayings’, Bonbon declares: ‘They are reenergizing codes. 

Linguistic chi that strengthens our life force and bonds us to other like-minded, like-skinned, like-

shoe-wearing human beings’ (11). These are semi-facetious assertions that follow a semi-facetious 

list, but we should not discount the lyrical force with which Beatty extols the invigorating force of 

the motto, hinted at by his invocation of chi or qi energy — Beatty has a serious and sustained 

interest in Asian philosophy.28 In a twist on Wallace’s insistence on recovering the ‘life-or-death 

importance’ of ‘banal platitudes’, Beatty imbues mundane slogans with ‘reenergizing’ talismanic 

force, imagining them becoming ‘more than’ clichés in the boundless excess of their meanings and 

effects, which he delights in juxtaposing.29 As Martin notes, mottos have a shapeshifting ‘protean 

potential’. Martin sees this as a problem for the specific pragmatic aims of the motto: we must ask 

‘do they help us cope in desirable ways, or do they cause muddle, mischief, and mayhem?’30 Beatty, 

however, is less interested in straightforward applicability than antic energy and aesthetic potential. 

The incongruous palimpsest of mottos he depicts revels in just such ‘muddle, mischief, and 

mayhem’. 

Individually, each motto offers specific wisdom. But, like the mirror montage of quotes in 

Wallace’s The Pale King, Beatty produces an absurd overdetermined collage, especially evident in 

Bonbon’s fantasy of opening a motto tattoo shop, which he envisions as a sea of bodies inscribed 

with ‘quotations from Shakespeare and Scarface, biblical passages, schoolyard aphorisms, and 

hoodlum truisms’ (12). This clashing melange of inspiration and advice is viscerally rendered via 

Latinized mottos: ‘there’s something special about having the language of science and romance 

surf the tidal waves of a homegirl’s body fat’ (13). Beatty literalizes and extends, here, Barthes’ 

sense of the text as a ‘tissue of quotations’ and Foucault’s curatorial ‘citational’ practice, by granting 

 
28 See Crystal Anderson, Beyond the Chinese Connection (Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 2013), 142–68, for an account of 
Beatty’s sustained engagement with Japanese and Chinese cultures. 
29 David Foster Wallace, This is Water (New York: Little, Brown, 2009), 9. 
30 Martin, 23, 9. 
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mottos corporeal and contextual power as messages lived out on the skin as a kind of living public 

tissue.31 Bonbon attributes a recombinatory intelligence to his community, ‘poor in praxis but rich 

in rhetoric’, as he shows how mottos circulate porously across very different social spaces, all 

layered with text: ‘uplifting words’ are ‘inscribed on a set of lovingly handcrafted commemorative 

plates’; emblazoned ‘over squeaky wrought-iron gateways’; engraved on looming public 

institutions; and embroidered ‘onto kitchen wall hangings and ceremonial bunting’ (9–10). 

Beatty repeatedly returns to moments in which mottos fail to stay within the bounds of 

their intended reach, operating differently for distinct actors in distinct situations, in ways 

reminiscent of Henry Louis Gates Jr’s concept of ‘Signifyin(g)’, a form of ‘black double-

voicedness’ in which ‘language games’ produce ‘encoded’ meanings for a specific community.32 

One example is an anti-uplift ‘maxim’ and ‘oft-repeated rap lyric’ that counsels grim resignation to 

the necropolitics that offer Black subjects a loaded choice between death or the carceral system: 

‘I’d rather be judged by twelve than carried by six’ (9).33 Unlike the ‘Equal justice under law’ motto, 

this courtroom saying is not engraved in stone but rather, Bonbon suggests, acts as a situational 

‘last-ditch rock and hard place algorithm’ that operates at multiple levels: it is ‘about faith in the 

system’ ‘on the surface’ but ‘in reality means shoot first, put your trust in the public defender, and 

be thankful you still have your health’ (9). Once again, a saying acquires lived, pragmatic complexity 

beyond its ‘surface’ meaning. Elsewhere, Beatty signals mottos as ‘codes’ fully legible only to 

certain groups, as when Bonbon imagines potential customers with tattoos in Chinese characters 

that they believe are ‘shout-outs to dead loved ones’ but which actually say ‘No tickee! No Bilateral 

Trade Agreement!', a political message legible only to those who read Chinese (12).34 Bonbon, too, 

dreams that his motto for Black America might act as a ‘calling card for an entire race that was 

raceless on the surface, but quietly understood by those in the know to be very, very black’ (11). 

Bonbon’s motto may fail to live up to this promise, but his fantasy of ‘re-energizing codes’ that 

can offer different wisdom to different communities remains a compelling force within the 

narrative. 

 
31 Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’ (1967), trans. Stephen Heath in Image, Music, Text (London: Fontana, 
1977), 142–48 (146); Michel Foucault, ‘Self Writing’ (1983), trans. Robert Hurley, in Ethics, Subjectivity and Truth, (New 
York: New Press, 1997), 207–22 (211). 
32 Henry Louis Gates Jr, The Signifying Monkey (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 51–52.  
33 The phrase is the title of a 1998 album by Trinity Garden Cartel. 
34 We might assume that Beatty is imagining a reclamation of the ethnic slur ‘No tickee, no washee’, historically used 
to mock immigrant speech, though his liberal deployment of problematic stereotypes has been criticized by some 
scholars. See Deidre Wheaton, ‘“Stay Black and Die”: Examining Minority–Minority Race Relations in Paul Beatty’s 
Fiction’, in Joseph M. Armengol (ed.), Men in Color (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2010), 101–120. For 
further context, see Wolfgang Mieder, ‘“No Tickee, No Washee”: Subtleties of a Proverbial Slur’, Western Folklore 55.1 
(1996), 1–40. 
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At other points, Beatty stretches the limits of the motto form by turning affirmations into 

questions. Slumberland also connects institutional and personal slogans, as the narrator imagines the 

‘ubiquitous commemorative plaques’ to the Holocaust scattered throughout Berlin as 

uncomfortable self-interrogations. Read in this way, ‘these metallic Post-it notes aren’t religious 

quotes and self-help affirmations like those pasted onto bathroom mirrors and refrigerator doors’ 

but rather force those who encounter them to confront difficult questions: ‘WHATEVER 

HAPPENED, AT LEAST ONE PERSON GAVE A FUCK, AND AT LEAST ONE PERSON 

DIDN’T. WHICH ONE WOULD YOU HAVE BEEN? WHICH ONE WILL YOU BE?’ (11). 

Writing against the comfort and closure of ‘self-help affirmations’, Beatty nonetheless imagines 

short statements as prompts for socio-personal questioning. The Sellout also converts the 

imperative to ‘be yourself’ into the query ‘ask yourself ‘Who am I? And how may I become 

myself?’, a formulation that is initially parodied but becomes central to the protagonist’s 

development (39).35 The mottos, imperatives, and proverbs of personal and group identity, Beatty 

implies, should not shut down meaning but rather open out as chains of questioning. Repurposed 

in this way, self-help slogans act as multi-layered, dynamic, ‘re-energizing’, and interrogative codes, 

albeit with a dangerous potential to congeal into fixed, limiting monoliths. 

 

 ‘One of us speaking’: Gurus, leaders, and alternative voices in Tuff 

 

Beatty’s sharpest critiques are reserved for the static mottos carved into stone or repeated by 

obedient crowds in response to leaders ‘pandering’ to them with ‘stale slogans’.36 But his 

protagonists — typically reluctant orators like Beatty himself — speak back with alternative advice, 

however recalcitrant, around what they and their communities need. Beatty's second novel, Tuff 

(2000), stages this contrast in the context of civic politics. Tuff centres on Harlem-dweller Winston 

Foshay, known as ‘Tuffy’, in many ways a parody of the ‘young black man as dangerous specimen 

and endangered species’ stereotype.37 Winston is persuaded to run for city council by an 

assortment of advisors, including his wife Yolanda, an avid self-help reader; his Japanese-American 

surrogate mother Ms Nomura, who introduces him to sumo-wrestling-inspired wisdom practices; 

his Black Panther father Clifford, who delivers ‘lectures’ on police brutality; his friend Fariq, who 

 
35 For an exploration of how Virginia Woolf similarly ‘converts the “how-to” into a question’, see Blum, 136. 
36 Beatty, The White Boy Shuffle, 218. The influence of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952), structured around speech 
making, as well as James Baldwin’s Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953), is evident here. 
37 Wheaton, 103. 
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gives ‘economic self-reliance’ talks lifted from Black Enterprise magazine; and his mentor, Spencer, 

from the Big Brothers of America programme.38 

This multicultural wisdom stands in stark opposition to the monolithic guidance offered 

by Winston's rival contender for city council, German Jordan, who addresses his audience ‘in the 

bold, clear voice of an old-fashioned orator’, with a ‘Hitlerian stare’ and ‘backwater Baptist 

inflections’ (278). Yet for all Jordan’s attempts to use regionalisms and the preaching styles of the 

Black Church as a shortcut to authenticity, his speech rings hollow in its refusal to speak to the 

particular contexts of his particular audience: ‘no matter the topic, if there was an African-

American subtext (and isn’t there always?), Jordan gave the same speech’ (279). At a remove from 

the impoverished neighbourhood he seeks to represent, Jordan offers a conservative and clichéd 

vision of post-racial uplift, chiding that ‘what we as a community need to do is start imagining 

ourselves beyond race’ (278). Tuff’s ‘old-fashioned’ orator-authorities are similarly satirized as rigid 

and reductive stereotypes of Black masculinity, from a Malcolm X-style ‘Minister of the Nation of 

Islam’ whose voice ‘boomed’ to an already-converted audience of ‘believers’, to an actor-

spokesman for the Big Brothers of America programme, who affirms, in his 'dinner theatre 

baritone', that ‘[p]roviding guidance in an environment bereft of direction is the moral mandate, 

nay, the incumbent duty of African-American men’ (189–91, 50). 

Winston, meanwhile, lays claim to a genuine entanglement with the disadvantaged 

community he addresses, declaring that ‘What you see is what you get, a big black motherfucker 

from a low-budget environment. If I’d been to outer space, written books, had dollars, drove a 

Mercedes-Benz, I’d imagine myself beyond race too.’ (281) Winston’s initial reluctance to act as a 

community leader stems from what Henry Ivry describes as an anti-Black ‘necro-logic’, one that 

seems to place him ‘outside of citizenship as he realizes there is “no point in talking about the 

future” because, simply, the future does not exist for him.’ 39 Instead, he imagines his role in city 

council not as programmatic politician but rather as insistent critical provocateur. Campaigning to 

his fellow prisoners during a stint in the Rikers Island jail, he describes how ‘I’d sit in the meetings, 

take my shoes off, and put my funky feet on the table, and say, “I don’t know what you stupid 

motherfuckers is making laws about, but don’t forget the poor smelly motherfuckers like me”’ 

(215). Winston’s ‘funky feet’ and claim to represent ‘poor smelly motherfuckers’ play on multiple 

meanings of funk as attitude and musical genre alike. As Tony Bolden glosses, the term speaks to 

‘the funky living conditions that blacks experience as direct consequences of the politics of race’, 

and, indeed, Beatty often depicts funky smells that symbolize Black communities left to fester on 

 
38 Beatty, Tuff (London: Oneworld, 2000), 72, 54, 90. 
39 Henry Ivry, ‘Unmitigated Blackness: Paul Beatty’s Transscalar Critique’, ELH, 87.4 (Winter 2020), 1133–62 (1144). 
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the margins of civil society.40 But given funk’s associations with unconventional rhythms, Black 

spirituality, blues, and Black Power, Winston’s ‘funky feet’ also pre-empt the ‘indeterminate 

blackness […] funkier than a motherfucker’ so crucial to Beatty’s later novel Slumberland (16), an 

alternative, open-ended way of being Black that stands in opposition to the dictates of the clear-

voiced speech or inspirational slogan. 

Yet Tuff never fully dismisses liberal self-help politics of voice and representation. A fellow 

Rikers inmate describes him as an authentic community spokesperson: ‘We need a voice. One of 

us speaking, instead of some television nigger speaking for us’ (215). For all that this singular ‘voice’ 

may seem programmatic and universal, Winston makes no pretence to charismatic representation. 

With a voice ‘hesitant’ but also ‘steady’, he attempts to articulate a diversity of lived experience 

through an elastic sense of community that incorporates his Black, Asian, Latinx, and white 

neighbours and cultures. Appealing to grassroots self-help cultures of local solidarity, on the edges 

of dominant medical and carceral institutions, his city council speech invokes a cross-cultural 

‘barrio’ of neighbours ‘goin’ to the hospital with you to watch your uncle die of AIDS, posting 

your bail, writing you letters while you upstate, sending commissary money, defending you on the 

street.’ (282) Tuff shows a residual investment, then, in the possibilities of civic self-help agency, 

vocality, and solidarity, even as it appeals to a ‘funky’, indeterminate vision of subjecthood beyond 

conventional psychology and politics. 

 

 ‘The Good Black Man: Some Assembly Required’: Popular relationship advice 

 

Throughout Tuff, the self-help precepts of civic leadership are linked with the therapeutic popular 

psychology cultures prevalent in the late 1990s. As Tamika Carey notes, from the 1980s on, 

paralleling ‘the ascent of The Oprah Winfrey Show’, ‘a lucrative market of African-American self-help 

books, inspirational literature, and film’ has emerged, specifically tailored to a Black female 

audience.41 These include feminist-activist texts like bell hooks’ Sisters of the Yam: Black Women and 

Self-Recovery (1993) as well as more commercially targeted books like Iyanla Vanzant’s Interiors: A 

Black Woman’s Healing… in Progress (1995) and Dawn Marie Daniels and Candace Sandy’s collection 

Souls of My Sisters (2000). Tuff considers the mingling of activist sisterhood advice, commercial 

interpersonal wisdom, and psychology texts in its depiction of the bookshelves of Yolanda, 

Winston’s wife, who studies psychology at a local night school and is an avid reader of ‘redemption 

literature’ and ‘self-help books’: 

 
40 Bolden, ‘Groove Theory: A Vamp on the Etymology of Funk’, American Studies, 52.4 (2013), 9–34 (27). 
41 Tamika Carey, Rhetorical Healing: The Reeducation of Contemporary Black Womanhood (Albany: SUNY Press, 2016), 5. 
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Yolanda’s substantial archives consisted of well-kept stacks of Essence, Ebony, and 
Chocolate Singles magazines crammed with articles entitled ‘Hypnotize with Pumpkin Pie,’ 
‘Atlantis, Unicorns, Black Love—Fact or Fiction?’ and ‘Ten Good Qualities About Black 
Men Other than Penis Size.’ Next to the periodicals were the self-help books, all written 
by short-Afroed women from Philadelphia: Sisters Doing It for Themselves — How to 
Masturbate to an African Orgasm; The Black Woman’s Guide to Finding a Real Man; and Yolanda’s 
bible, Nigger, Please Please Me. (45) 

 

It is perhaps unsurprising that Winston, who regularly engages in sexist and homophobic speech, 

dismisses this array of Black female self-empowerment and relationship guidance texts as the 

‘doctoral-cum-beauty-shop research’ of ‘short-Afroed women’ feminist stereotypes (45). Clearly 

frustrated with sensationalist popular and academic writings that objectify Black relationships, 

Winston laments, misogynistically, that ‘black couples have their bedroom behavior studied by 

every stuck-up bitch with a degree and a word processor’ (46). But he seems less concerned with 

how this self-help advice on ‘healthy black romantic relationships’ shores up conservative appeals 

to ‘the ideal black family’ (as Alexandra Odom puts it) than with its stereotyping of Black men. 

Yolanda’s texts enact objectifying discourses of ‘real men’ and ‘penis size’, but, perhaps most 

worryingly, they threaten to displace men altogether in their depictions of sisters ‘Doing It for 

Themselves’.42 

These gendered anxieties around the reductive and appropriative potential of Black 

women’s self-help cultures recur in Slumberland, in which a pointed footnote describes Oprah 

Winfrey ‘buying the rights to the life story of every black American born between 1642 and 1968 

as a way of staking claim to being the legal and sole embodiment of the black experience’ (162). 

Oprah’s brand of ‘therapeutic biography’, as Eva Illouz puts it, seems here to reduce the 

complexities of real lives to a single narrative of ‘suffering’ and ‘self-overcoming’.43 Dickson-Carr 

argues that Beatty’s Oprah jibe is directed at exploitative media cultures on the whole, but he 

concedes that Black women are signalled as the ‘emasculating forces’ behind such media; Oprah 

operates, after all, in what Timothy Aubry dubs a ‘women-oriented realm of affect and empathy’ 

that has been traditionally understood as sentimentally simplifying the complexities of the life 

story.44 Of course, the rise of Oprah and Black women’s self-help in the 1990s was also 

accompanied by anti-feminist backlash and calls for Black men to reclaim patriarchal masculinity 

 
42 Alexandra Odom, ‘Depictions of Black Love in Ebony Magazine’ (unpublished master’s thesis, University of North 
Carolina, 2019), 2. 
43 Eva Illouz, Oprah Winfrey and the Glamour of Misery (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 28, 44, 140.  
44 Darryl Dickson-Carr, ‘“The Historical Burden that Only Oprah Can Bear”: African-American Satirists and the State 
of the Literature’, in Lovalerie King and Shirley Moody-Turner (eds.), Contemporary African-American Literature (Illinois: 
Indiana University Press, 2013), 41–54 (48). Timothy Aubry, Reading as Therapy (Iowa: University of Iowa Press, 2011), 
141. 
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through initiatives like the Million Man March led by Nation of Islam minister Louis Farrakhan.45 

Against this backdrop, Tuff’s Winston seems caught between gendered guidance cultures. He is 

sceptical of such masculinized forms of self-help leadership, especially the radical machismo of his 

Black Panther father and the forceful paternalism of Farrakhan-esque orators but sees ‘women-

oriented’ self-help leaders like Oprah as equally domineering voices intent on appropriating Black 

stories. 

Beatty clearly distances himself from his character, though, in Winston’s disturbing 

response to Yolanda reading a parodic feminist cautionary tale. Anxious that the empowerment of 

Black women acts as a means of disempowering Black men, Winston 'imagined tearing the book 

from his wife’s hands, pinning her to the carpet, and haranguing her womanist sensibilities with 

some macho, gonadal writing.’ (47) Winston’s violent ‘imagined’ dialogues with Yolanda’s self-

help texts illuminate the context of his anxieties. Elsewhere, he draws on the cultural mythology 

of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein to evoke the monstrosity of books that try to change men: ‘I saw the 

dull yellow eye of the creature open — behold, I, Dr. Eula Frankenstein-Barnes, author of The 

Good Black Man: Some Assembly Required, have created life!’ (45) For Winston, the feminist self-help 

author is a kind of mad scientist who ‘monsterize[s]’ and pathologizes Black men, offering step-

by-step instructions on how to ‘assemble’ a predefined ideal of ‘The Good Black Man’. He sees 

such discourses as a form of ‘anthropology seeking the missing link between prehistoric Stepin 

Fetchit man and the genetically engineered Denzel Washington that fossilized him’ (45).46 Here, 

Stepin Fetchit, thus named for his degrading minstrel-inspired ‘coon’ film roles as a servant slow 

to complete menial tasks like ‘fetching’ a bucket, epitomizes spineless accommodationism, while 

Denzel Washington evokes a pro-Black, masculine role model.47 Jimi Izrael, in his reactionary self-

help book The Denzel Principle: Why Black Women Can’t Find Good Black Men (2010), bemoans Black 

women’s demands that men ‘rise to’ Washington’s standard as ‘the perfect specimen of man’: 

‘tough but vulnerable’; ‘streetwise but not thuggish-ruggish’; ‘well-read but not nerdy’; ‘mannish 

but not macho’; ‘black but not militant’.48 Once again, Black men — especially those, like Winston, 

painted as ‘thuggish-ruggish’ — emerge as over-analysed scapegoats who are asked to conform to 

someone else's monolithic ideal. 

 
45 See Susan Faludi’s Backlash (1991) as well as more recent scholarship on anti-feminist backlash in communities of 
colour, including Kimberley Springer, ‘Divas, Evil Black Bitches, and Bitter Black Women’, in Yvonne Tasker and 
Diane Negra (eds.), Interrogating Postfeminism (North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2007), 249–76, and Nikol G. 
Alexander, ‘“We Shall Have Our Manhood”: Black Macho, Black Nationalism, and the Million Man March’, Meridians, 
3.2 (2003), 171–203.  
46 For more on these paradigms, see Frank Rudy Cooper, ‘Against Bipolar Black Masculinity’, UC Davis Law Review 
(March 2006), 853–904. 
47 See Mel Watkins, Stepin Fetchit (New York: Vintage, 2005). 
48 Jimi Izrael, The Denzel Principle (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2010), 36. 
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Yet depicting Black men as the victims of Black women’s self-improvement is troubling 

from a feminist perspective. As Rebecca Wanzo argues, The Denzel Principle and books like it 

perpetuate a narrative whereby Black women ‘have unrealistic expectations and standards’ in order 

to condemn their attempts ‘to renegotiate the established terms of masculinity’, thus redirecting 

the conversation away from female desire and towards ‘black men’s intraracial victimization’.49 But 

a cursory glance at 1990s Black women’s relationship self-help shows that, while it may indeed 

perpetuate damaging ideas around Black men, its demands are primarily aimed at women. Beatty’s 

invented The Good Black Man: Some Assembly Required has real-life correlates in tomes like Theodore 

K. McClendon’s How to Find a Good Black Man (1995), Dr Ronn Elmore’s How to Love a Black Man 

(1996), and Denene Millner’s The Sistahs’ Rules: Secrets for Meeting, Getting, and Keeping a Good Black 

Man (1997). Several of these books show male advisors instructing women, and they are focused 

on asking their female readers to transform their own behaviour and expectations, which ties in 

with the observation by scholars such as Mary Crawford that generally, in relationship self-help, 

‘women, more than men, are advised to change themselves.’50 

Wallace’s anxieties around feminist self-help as emasculating echo, here, in a different 

context. But where Wallace negatively contrasted feminized self-help advisors with strong, stoic 

paternal leaders, Beatty lampoons both masculine and feminine self-help traditions. Furthermore, 

the virulent critique of Yolanda’s reading is countered by the fact that she remains one of the 

novel’s most compelling voices. Certainly, Winston seems to dismiss Yolanda’s didacticism — as 

well as her advice reading — as a ‘de rigueur Impertinent Black Mama act’ (31). As Zine Magubane 

suggests, Black female self-help authorities are often pigeon-holed either as angry scolds or 

nurturing ‘Mammy’ figures.51 But in a novel whose characters always exceed their stereotypes, 

Yolanda overflows this tired cliché. Beatty emphasizes her idiosyncrasy, complexity, and cross-

cultural literacy: an avid videogamer and stickler for good grammar who challenges anti-Semitism 

and sings French songs, Winston regularly asks her to explain psychological concepts to him, and 

even seeks her therapeutic advice. He proudly tells a friend of her phobia desensitization guidance: 

‘Yolanda been working with me. I’m confronting my fears […] What’s it called, Boo?’ (66–67). 

The conceptual vocabulary of Yolanda’s self-help books, and her ‘Introductory Psychology’ 

course, come to hold pragmatic value for Winston, in particular allowing him to distance himself 

from his father’s militant, macho vision of community. Trying to find the language to stand up to 

 
49 Rebecca Wanzo, ‘Black Love is Not a Fairytale’, Poroi, 7.2 (2011), 1–18 (10). 
50 Mary Crawford, ‘Mars and Venus Collide: A Discursive Analysis of Marital Self-Help Psychology’, Feminism and 
Psychology, 14.1 (2004), 63–79 (64). 
51 Zine Magubane, ‘The Mammy and the Panopticon: African American Women in the Self-Help Movement’, Race, 
Gender & Class, 15.1–2 (2008), 220–36. 
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his father and his friends, he asks Yolanda ‘what’s that word you always using for people who can’t 

function without certain other motherfuckers in they lives?’ When Yolanda offers the term 

‘codependent’, he confronts his father with a string of pop-psychology jargon — ‘Daddy, you, 

Sugarshack, and them are all old-fashioned, paranoid, codependent homoerotics’ — before telling 

him: ‘Now bounce!’ (132). Several critics have signalled how the popular idea of codependency 

pathologizes interdependence, and the relationality associated with feminine cultural roles, and 

champions an individualist, boundaried sense of self.52 But Winston isn’t denigrating feminized 

neediness here, but rather attacking his father’s macho attempts to conscript him into a group 

identity whereby ‘we’re all black men here […] not so different from Malcolm, Huey, and Eldridge’ 

(131).  

Still, the open question of whether Winston really improves himself — and his community 

— lies at the heart of Tuff. Reed suggests that, in showing Winston following Yolanda’s advice, 

Beatty reproduces a redemption narrative ‘in which saintly black women triumph over black male 

demons’; such stories have, Reed believes, ‘Oprah-ized the black literary scene.’53 Yet, in Beatty’s 

complex characterizations, Winston is no demon and Yolanda no saint. Indeed, Winston is not 

redeemed so much as he survives; the novel’s last page describes the need to ‘make sure Tuffy 

would live to see his twenty-third summer’ (307). Winston’s capacity to change his society and 

himself is repeatedly thwarted by his systemic conditions: ‘So what if the individual changed — 

what did it matter if his circumstances remained the same?’, he asks bluntly, and, towards the end 

of the novel, eager to re-assert his neighbourhood authenticity after running for election, he insists: 

‘I ain’t changed’ (48, 283). He is immediately contradicted, however, by his surrogate mother, Ms 

Nomura: ‘Yes you have’, she says, suggesting that by attempting to do better by his family and 

polyvocal neighbourhood, Winston has enacted tactical changes within the limited parameters 

available to him. Beatty seems to lie somewhere in between these two positions, and the novel's 

concluding lines point ahead to the personal and political work that remains to be done. In a final 

piece of cross-cultural advice that closes the novel, Ms Nomura whispers an inspirational Japanese 

phrase that roughly translates to ‘Go for it’ or ‘Do your best’: ‘Gambate, Winston Foshay, gambate.’54 

(307) 

 

 
52 See, for instance, Sandra Anderson, ‘A Critical Analysis of the Concept of Codependency’, Social Work, 39.6 (1994), 
677–85. 
53 Reed, ‘Hoodwinked’. 
54 On this phrasing, see Sami Schalk, ‘Strategic Alterations and Afro-Asian Connections in Paul Beatty’s Tuff’, Mosaic, 
51.1 (2018), 55–70 (68). 
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‘My father would grab his social psychology bible’: Paternal guidance on the margins in 

The Sellout 

 

Published fifteen years after Tuff, The Sellout is set against a backdrop of ‘post-race’ discourses 

which hold racism to be a problem of the past.55 The narrative charts Bonbon's education away 

from his childhood belief that ‘there was no racism in America’ (174). His father’s murder by police 

and the erasure of his town due to racist gentrification practices propel him into an expansive, 

semi-picaresque Bildungsroman, one in which the ‘journey toward self-discovery leads him to learn 

more about his country and its relationship to race and black people than he is ever allowed to 

learn about himself’, as Guerrero says of a different Beatty protagonist.56 In his attempts to counter 

the racism that affects his community, Bonbon negotiates the legacies and language of multiple 

psychological, pop-psychological, and self-help systems, from the ‘Liberation Psychology’ of his 

father and an invented Black ‘DSM’, to the vocabulary of ‘self-esteem’, ‘self-hatred’, ‘closure’, and 

‘Oedipus and Electra complexes’ (27, 202, 275, 261, 73). Bonbon’s ambivalent striving for personal 

and social healing involves a variety of conventional, experimental, and controversial projects, 

including re-segregating the town of Dickens along racial and geographical lines, acquiring a willing 

ex-minstrel slave, and fulfilling an adapted version of his father’s role by soothing suicidal 

neighbours as the town ‘Nigger Whisperer’ (36). 

The Sellout’s Bonbon seems to be a direct descendant of Ellison’s Invisible Man, engaged 

in an ‘apprenticeship to life and leadership’.57 Like Invisible Man, Beatty’s novel refuses to offer a 

fixed endpoint to protagonist Bonbon’s psychosocial development, placing him, instead, within a 

dynamic, open-ended process that is about asking, rather than answering, questions. The novel 

sets in motion two key queries: individual — ‘Who am I? And how may I become myself?’ — and 

social — ‘“So what exactly is our thing?”’ (39, 288). Bonbon’s apprenticeship begins at home, with 

his father, the farcically named ‘African-American psychologist F. K. Me’ (275). The father’s 

methods and beliefs frequently contradict one another as he invents a system drawn from diverse 

theories of experimental behaviourist psychology, humanist personal development, and civic 

communitarian self-help. Subscribing to the ‘grow up and be somebody’ school of self-help, for 

example, he considers enrolling Bonbon in ‘a fancy prep school’, citing research that ‘black kids 

who go to school with white kids […] “do better’’’, and he leads a local intellectual discussion 

group whose members engage in ‘the usual diatribes about the dissolution of the black family and 

 
55 See Catherine Squires, The Post-Racial Mystique (New York: NYU University Press, 2014), for a thorough account. 
56 Guerrero, 74. 
57 John S. Wright, ‘The Conscious Hero and the Rites of Man’, in Robert O’Meally (ed.), New Essays on Invisible Man 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 157–86 (160). 
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the need for black business’ (171, 100). At other moments, he counsels a vocational agrarian 

education, offering his son a Booker T. Washington quote ‘for encouragement’ as he cultivates 

crops: ‘“Cast down your bucket where you are.”’ (35) At the same time, Me senior promotes 

radical, left-wing, anti-assimilationist Black Power ideals as the founder and ‘sole practitioner of 

the field of Liberation Psychology’, prone to ‘waves of pro-Black euphoria’ as he attempts to 

redress the psychic fallout experienced by his predominantly Black and Latinx community (27, 

276). 

Me’s constant attempts to guide and shape his son turn the absent Black father stereotype 

on its head: ‘my problem was that Daddy was always home’, Bonbon reflects (45). Me responds 

to the cultural pathologization of Black fathers and Black families by creating a hyper-managed 

family unit — as Bonbon has it, ‘I wasn’t fed; I was presented with lukewarm appetitive stimuli. I 

wasn’t punished, but broken of my unconditioned reflexes. I wasn’t loved, but brought up in an 

atmosphere of calculated intimacy and intense levels of commitment’ (27). These satirical scenes 

can be read next to other modern attempts to counteract the lingering stigma of the Moynihan 

report by re-envisioning Black paternity. For instance, John Edgar Wideman’s Fatheralong (1995), 

published in the same year as Barack Obama’s memoir Dreams from My Father, questions narratives 

that proclaim ‘the inadequacy of black fathers’, arguing instead that it is systemic racism that 

relegates Black fathers ‘to the margins’ as ‘empty-handed ghosts’ prevented from leaving their 

children wisdom as well as property.58 The father of The Sellout is made a literal ghost through his 

brutal murder, though he is not quite ‘empty-handed’: in a grotesque irony, compensation from 

his death enables Bonbon to recuperate the family land, but he also remains haunted by his father’s 

spectral legacy of advice and aversion therapy, its ‘afterimages’ ‘burned into’ his ‘pupils’ (142). 

F. K. Me’s voice, and his paternal guidance interrogative ‘who am I? And how may I 

become myself?’, returns to Bonbon again and again, disallowing any self-help autonomy or 

‘closure’ narrative that would permit him ‘to say “I buried my father in the backyard and that day 

I became a man”’ (55). If, as a psychologist, Me is silenced by the racist society in which he lives, 

he compensates by claiming an outsized advisory voice in his family and community, deploying 

just the kind of vocal, charismatic leadership we have seen Beatty lampoon. Me’s success as town 

‘Nigger Whisperer’ is attributed to his powerful voice, which ‘had a way of relaxing the engaged’: 

‘Doo-wop bass deep, my father spoke in F-sharp. A resonant low-pitched tone that rooted you in 

place like a bobby-socked teenager listening to the Five Satins sing “In the Still of the Night”’ (37). 

When Bonbon takes over his role as town advisor, he speaks in a ‘squeamishly shrill voice’ with 

‘all the speaking gravitas of the “shiest” member of your favorite boy band’ and has to use a 
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bullhorn to be heard by those he counsels (59). By rendering the father a literal manifestation of 

doo-wop soul music, Beatty winks at what Mark Anthony Neal calls the ‘post-soul aesthetic’, and 

Trey Ellis the ‘New Black Aesthetic’, manifestos of flouting the ‘official, positivist black party line’ 

for ‘art that either expanded or exploded the old definitions of blackness’.59 Bonbon’s anti-

masculine, gravitas-free vocal stylings contest the clear-voiced, ‘official’ models of leadership 

proffered by his father’s generation.60 

For all his power in communitarian contexts, F. K. Me's authority is not recognized 

professionally. We are told that he has held a supposedly temporary ‘interim dean’ position at the 

local community college for twenty years; is ABD, which stands for ‘all but defeated’ as well as ‘all 

but dissertation’; and, when his DIY experiments on his son fail to produce the desired results, he 

is further excluded from institutional recognition: ‘he’d never get a parking spot with his name on 

it or a reduced course load’ (35–36, 28). The Sellout suggests that therapeutic as well as academic 

psychology is coded white, provoking further marginalization. Bonbon advises his ‘nigger 

whisperee’ Hominy to find a counsellor, but Hominy feels shut out from a realm of therapists who 

display markers of whiteness, success, and cultural capital: ‘I looked on the Internet, and the 

therapists are all white. Standing in the forest or in front of a bookshelf, promising career and 

sexual fulfillment, and healthy relationships’ (83). Later, Beatty facetiously describes the luxury of 

‘Therapists That Listen’ as a ‘Super Deluxe’ white privilege (227). Claudia Rankine’s Citizen: An 

American Lyric (2014), published a year before The Sellout, portrays a similar scene of exclusion. 

Having booked a visit with a ‘new therapist [who] specializes in trauma counseling’, Rankine’s 

Black speaker describes arriving for her therapy session: 

 

When the door finally opens, the woman standing there yells, at the top of her lungs, Get 

away from my house! What are you doing in my yard? [...] You have an appointment? she 

spits back. Then she pauses. Everything pauses. Oh, she says, followed by, oh, yes, that’s 

right. I am sorry.61 

 

Beatty and Rankine suggest that Black communities are failed by mainstream psychotherapy as 

practitioners and patients alike.62 The rich history of grassroots Black self-help and mental 

 
59 Mark Anthony Neal, Soul Babies: Black Popular Culture and the Post-Soul Aesthetic (New York: Routledge, 2002), 2; Trey 
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60 Bonbon’s weakened voice also speaks to what Therí A. Pickens, in New Body Politics (New York: Routledge, 2014), 
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depictions ‘of the raced and gendered body as exclusively able, exceptionally strong or visibly threatening’ (3). 
61 Claudia Rankine, Citizen (Minnesota: Graywolf Press, 2014), 27. 
62 See, for example, Thomas McGuire and Jeanne Miranda, ‘Racial and Ethnic Disparities in Mental Health Care’, 
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healthcare occasioned by such marginalization is also represented, here, through F. K. Me's ‘Nigger 

Whisperer’ sessions, his community-action group the Dum Dum Donut Intellectuals, and his 

attempts to propel his son towards black-positive achievement with electric shock treatments and 

other experiments.63 Me’s harsh advice and behaviourist treatments make the romance of father-

son knowledge transmission visceral and violent; Bonbon describes ‘all the lines of ad infinitum 

bullshit my father shovelled down my throat, until his dreams became my dreams’ (55). In some 

ways, Me's experiments can be read as extreme versions of ‘the talk’, a conversation in which 

African-American parents conventionally ‘prepare their children to navigate an unfair and 

potentially deadly racial environment’ through practical advice on ‘where to put one’s hands and 

eyes, how to manage the tenor of one’s tone, what not to wear’ in the hopes of evading dire 

consequences such as the police brutality disproportionately aimed at Black men.64 In a sense, ‘the 

talk’ acts as a tactical iteration of the ‘What Not To Be’ list Beatty satirized in Hokum; it is a deeply 

painful advice form that offers pragmatic techniques for dodging the worst outcomes of American 

racism. Rather than rely on verbal warnings alone, Bonbon’s father administers an absurd aversion 

therapy to the burlesqued tokens of institutional racism and middle-class whiteness: ‘toy police 

cars, cold cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon, Richard Nixon campaign buttons, and a copy of The 

Economist’ (29). His nightmarish somatic experiments include administering vomit-inducing 

medication while ‘flashing split-second images’ of white women ‘centerfolds’ and ‘electrocuting 

his son’ every time he answers a question about Black history incorrectly (142, 32). If Invisible Man, 

in its famous Battle Royale scene, showed young Black boys given electric shocks when tantalized 

by spectacles of white womanhood and economic opportunity in a surreal drama of humiliation 

and re-segregation, Beatty rewrites this scene as a behaviourist ritual of parental admonishment 

that appeals to a different form of self-segregation as self-preservation.65 

F. K. Me is a rogue experimental psychologist, as single-minded and wrongheaded as mad 

scientist Dr Junius Crookman in George Schuyler’s 1931 race satire Black No More, another 

important influence. As Scott Selisker notes, Beatty ‘lampoons’ Me’s ‘faith in scientific and rational 

solutions to the problems facing African Americans.’66 He plays into a ‘mad scientist’ trope that, 

Erica Edwards notes, has long been a part of both heroic and antiheroic discourses of race 
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leadership: ‘The black leader is messiah, deliverer, and spokesman for the race as well as charlatan, 

mad scientist, and murderer.’67 At points, Beatty encourages a more sympathetic reading of Me 

that finds value in his unruly provocations in the face of socio-professional marginalization. 

Throughout his work, Beatty revels in ‘mad scientist’ figures who, in contrast to the Dr 

Frankenstein-like self-help scientist of Tuff, seek to disrupt the status quo. Elsewhere in The Sellout, 

he gleefully describes a ‘fuzzy-hair-brained guest lecturer’ who sees ‘a connection between Franz 

Fanon, existential thought, string theory, and bebop’ and is thus laughed out of ‘Yale University’s 

all-white department of black studies’ (100). The ‘fuzzy-hair-brained’ social scientist, the DIY 

psychologist father, and Beatty himself exist on a continuum, linked by their interest in absurd, 

recombinatory experiments that are often misunderstood by mainstream institutions. F. K. Me’s 

behaviourist lessons occasion chaotic, unintended results, though: some aversive stimuli ‘worked’, 

Bonbon tells us, while others ‘didn’t take’, producing a mishmash of unintended behaviours in a 

son who ends up using the Richard Nixon Watergate tapes as a soothing sleep aid (142). Beatty 

hints, here, at a sense of psyche so antically unpredictable that it can resist not only paternal 

authority, but all systems of self-improvement based on predicting and programming behaviour. 

 

 ‘Black identity is formed in stages’: The Cross identity scale  

 

Throughout The Sellout, Beatty draws on his psychology education to offer a whistle-stop tour of 

landmark studies; the novel contains references to Watson and Rayner’s ‘Little Albert’ conditioning 

experiments, the notorious ‘bystander effect’ studies of the late 1960s, and Mamie and Kenneth 

Clark’s 1947 doll experiments (29, 34). He is particularly interested in the legacy of Black 

psychological science. His description of Bonbon as a ‘black lab rat’ seems to nod to Robert 

Guthrie’s Even the Rat Was White (1976), a celebrated history of African-American psychology (27). 

Most explicitly, he models the father character on William E. Cross, an anti-racist psychologist 

concerned with offering pragmatic guidance to redress the psychic effects of systemic racism: ‘one 

of the first concerns of Black behavioural scientists should be the creation of developmental 

theories, personality constructs, and Black life-styles that promote psychological liberation under 

oppression’, Cross wrote in 1971.68 Unlike Bonbon’s father, Cross is well-recognized within 

official academic institutions, but his Frantz Fanon-inspired theory of ‘becoming Black’ through 

stages of nigrescence has had wider cultural reach. ‘The Negro-to-Black Conversion Experience’ 

(1971), referenced in The Sellout, was published not in a scholarly journal but rather in Black World, 

 
67 Edwards, XVI. 
68 William E. Cross, ‘The Negro-to-Black Conversion Experience’, Black World, 20.9 (July 1971), 13–27 (13). 



 68 

a general interest cultural magazine with a wide African-American readership. Nestled between 

cartoons, short stories, and other Black consciousness-raising articles, including Amiri Baraka’s 

‘The Ban on Black Music’ and Herb Ottley’s ‘Nation Time or Integration Time?’, Cross’s piece 

was described on the magazine’s cover as a ‘Perspective on History’ rather than as a work of 

academic psychology. Though his subsequent writing on the nigrescence theory is more strictly 

academic — particularly through his empirically validated ‘Cross Racial Identity Scale’ (CRIS) — 

Cross's work insists on overlaps between psychology, social anthropology, cultural theory, and 

didactic instruction.69 

The Cross framework is lightly fictionalized in The Sellout as Bonbon’s father’s ‘theory of 

Quintessential Blackness’, which argues that ‘black identity is formed in stages’, moving from the 

‘Neophyte Negro’ who is ‘afraid of his own blackness’, to ‘Capital B’ blackness, where ‘blackness 

is idealized, whiteness reviled’, and finally arriving at ‘Race Transcendentalism’, a ‘collective 

consciousness that fights oppression and seeks serenity’ (275–76). Cross himself delineates five 

‘well-defined’ stages: 1. Pre-encounter, which describes Black subjects in thrall to an ‘assimilation-

integration paradigm’ and, consequently, suffering from anti-Black sentiments and low self-esteem; 

2. Encounter, when a significant life event ‘shatters the person’s current feeling about himself and 

his interpretation of the condition of Blacks in America’; 3. Immersion-emersion, which involves 

exclusive absorption in Black culture; 4. Internalization, in which simplistic Black/white 

distinctions are discarded; and 5. Commitment, based on the individual’s ‘quiet, dedicated long-

term commitment’ to ‘actively trying to change his community’ as well as himself.70  

Cross’s ‘well-defined’ model may seem necessarily reductive, but he devised his ‘Negro-to-

Black’ scale as an alternative to what he perceived as a ‘simplistic, rigid code of Blackness’ that 

divided Black identity into ‘neat groups or categories’ rather than understanding that ‘the Black 

experience is a process’ that involves moving through different identities and attitudes.71 Cross is 

referenced in the acknowledgements of The Sellout, with ‘much respect, admiration, and 

inspiration’, and Beatty seems particularly intrigued by the elasticity and mutability of his work: 

Cross has revised and expanded the nigrescence framework over the years, making his stages more 

nuanced and flexible.72 Unlike the paternalistic advisors of Tuff and The Sellout, whose notions of 

Black identity are frozen in the 1960s, Cross offers a change-based model of Black-positive 

 
69 See William E. Cross and others, ‘Validating the Cross Racial Identity Scale’, Journal of Counseling Psychology, 49.1 
(2002), 71–85. 
70 Cross, ‘The Negro-to-Black Conversion Experience’, 16, 17, 23. 
71 Cross, ‘The Negro-to-Black Conversion Experience’, 15, 22. 
72 For examples of such revisions, see William E. Cross, Shades of Black: Diversity in African-American Identity 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991), especially Chapter 6, ‘Rethinking Nigrescence’, and ‘Validating the 
Cross Racial Identity Scale’ (2002). 
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subjecthood. Beatty describes being especially impressed by the ways in which Cross’s revised 

nigrescence model ‘became less tied to gender, less tied to a nationalist sense of black 

consciousness’ and ‘a little more accepting of other ways of thinking, other ways of seeing the 

world’. Moreover, this ‘parallels’ comparable changes in ‘the way black writers have portrayed 

themselves and the community over time’; the writer and the psychological theorist become 

unlikely allies in creating more capacious narratives of Black identity. 73 

Yet Cross’s stage-based model, unable to avoid appealing to what Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn 

terms a ‘natural and universal course of black self-discovery’, is ultimately antithetical to Beatty’s 

indeterminate vision.74 Beatty initially wanted to structure The Sellout according to Cross’s stages, 

but the novel refuses to conform to such a fixed model of identitarian progress.75 Initially, 

Bonbon’s narrative arc does loosely follow Cross’s trajectory, with his father’s murder by police 

propelling him from a ‘Pre-encounter’ belief that ‘there was no racism in America’ towards the 

‘Encounter’ of race consciousness present in so many African-American novels (174). But at this 

point, Beatty’s adherence to Cross’s framework begins to unravel. Intent on burlesquing the 

forward-looking ideals of self-improvement, as well as communitarian and historical progress, 

Bonbon resists linear development towards liberation, partially through an increasingly bizarre set 

of attempts to re-segregate his town. When he is told ‘those damn signs you made have fucking 

set black people back five hundred years’, he responds: ‘It’s the twenty-sixth century, because as 

of today I’ve set black people five hundred years ahead of everybody else on the planet.’ (130) 

Recalling Afropessimism’s attention to the ‘racism vortexes’ of ongoing segregation, but also 

Afrofuturism’s more speculative, reparative, and hopeful aesthetic, Beatty gestures towards a 

strange, liminal timespace (129).76 Against Cross’s vision of evolution and enlightenment, Beatty’s 

mixed-up Bildungsroman has his protagonist move forwards, backwards, and sideways in his quest 

to ‘become myself’. Bonbon most clearly signals his intent to exceed the limits of scalar identity-

formation by adding to his father’s model a ‘Stage IV of black identity — Unmitigated Blackness’, 

invested in ‘contradiction’ rather than resolution. ‘I’m not sure what Unmitigated Blackness is’, he 

muses, ‘but whatever it is, it doesn’t sell’ (277). What ‘Unmitigated Blackness’ is not, then, is a fixed 

and marketable system of racial identity development, healing, or consciousness-raising; the very 

name connotes a sense of un-improved, un-assimilated, and unruly Blackness.  

 
73 Jackson, ‘Our Thing’.  
74 Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn, Race Experts (New York: Norton, 2001), 123. 
75 See Oscar Villalon, ‘Paul Beatty on Los Angeles Lit, The Sellout, and Life After the Man Booker’, Lit Hub, 4 June 
2018. 
76 For a more detailed comparison of these terms, see Candice Jenkins, ‘Afro-Futurism/Afro-Pessimism’, in Joshua 
Miller (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Twenty-First Century American Fiction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2021), 123–41, and William David Hart, ‘Afterlives of Slavery: Afrofuturism and Afropessimism as Parallax Views’, 
Black Theology, 19.3 (2021), 196–206. 
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‘I did what worked’: Strategies beyond self-esteem and closure 

 

Beatty’s narrative also troubles Cross’s sense of the inevitability of Black self-hatred and low self-

esteem for all but the most enlightened subjects.77 In interview, Beatty correlates Cross’s stages 

with popular ‘types’: ‘stage one, you’re basically an Uncle Tom, you think everything that’s white 

is good, everything that’s black is bad [...] by the end stage you’re like Malcolm X or something’.78 

This vision of linear evolution from assimilationist sellout to strong race leader is remarkably 

similar to Tuff’s satire of the self-help that sought to transform ‘prehistoric Stepin Fetchit man’ 

into ‘the genetically engineered Denzel Washington’ (45). But Hominy Jenkins, a key character in 

The Sellout, far exceeds the ‘Uncle Tom’ or ‘Stepin Fetchit’ type — and ‘Pre-encounter’ or 

‘Neophyte Negro’ stages — he is clearly made to represent. ‘[A] sort of Little Rascals stunt coon’ 

who is masochistically deferent, Hominy insists on becoming a slave to Bonbon, gives up his bus 

seat to white women, campaigns for the re-segregation of his town, and supports blackface 

minstrelsy (71), yet he is never fully reducible to the disempowered, self-hating ‘sellout’ stereotype. 

Hominy’s trickster performance contains subtle forms of signifyin(g) and resistance, which disrupt 

the story of progress from minstrelsy to Black Consciousness/Black is Beautiful ideas.79 It is 

Hominy’s unshakeable confidence that Black beauty goes without saying that allows him to 

paradoxically insist ‘blackface isn’t racism. It’s just common sense. Black skin looks better. Looks 

healthier […] Looks powerful.’ (240) His ‘slave’ role is also played out on his own terms, as he 

seeks out punishments at a BDSM club and ends up ‘[d]oing whatever he felt like doing’ on 

Bonbon’s farm (81). In short, as Steven Delmagori puts it, ‘Hominy is in on the joke.’80 

Hominy’s characterization is part of a broader engagement, in Beatty’s work, with 

therapeutic concepts of self-hatred, self-love, and self-esteem. Before The Sellout, Slumberland had 

briefly referenced nigrescence theory, but here, it simply represented a sentimentalized, clichéd 

form of personal and cultural development. In one of the novel’s many takedowns of Wynton 

Marsalis, musician and author of Moving to a Higher Ground: How Jazz Can Change Your Life (2008), 

‘Wynton’s pretentious narcissistic nigrescence’ is seen as ‘a corny cacophonic search among the 

 
77 Cross later revised his initial assumptions that ‘Blacks who accepted the values of White society were believed to 
suffer from self-hatred and, as a result, low self-esteem’ (‘Validating the Cross Racial Identity Scale’, 71). 
78 Villalon, ‘Paul Beatty on Los Angeles Lit’. 
79 See Tom Gatti, ‘Paul Beatty: “I Invented a Richter Scale for Racism”’, New Statesman, 2 November 2016, where 
Beatty notes that Hominy was partially inspired by Amiri Baraka’s interpretation of Stepin Fetchit’s servility as a tactical 
‘trickster’ manoeuvre. For more detailed context on this reading of Fetchit, see Mel Watkins, On the Real Side: Laughing, 
Lying and Signifying (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994). 
80 Steven Delmagori, ‘Super Deluxe Whiteness: Privilege Critique in Paul Beatty’s The Sellout’, symploke, 26.1–2 (2018), 
417–25 (421). 
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ruins of a romanticized African history for a self-affirming excuse to love being black’ (95). If 

Beatty’s satire addresses the pathology of Black self-hatred, he also parodies the kind of idealized, 

nostalgic ideas of self-affirmation he associates with Marsalis, tapping into contemporary debates 

around the concept of self-esteem in Black culture. Henry Louis Gates Jr, for instance, worried 

about a ‘therapeutic regime’ or ‘Republic of Self-Esteem’ that he believed to infantilize Black 

subjects and detract from political solutions to systemic racism.81 From a very different angle, 

Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn argues that since ‘only […] a few die-hard bigots’ now perpetuate racism, 

self-help-inspired claims to ‘so-called internalized oppression’ or ‘low self-esteem’ endanger ‘the 

genuine civil rights vision of democratic universalism’ which she presents as the only legitimate 

form of antiracism.82 

Against these predefined ideas of what politicized subjects should look like, Beatty offers 

a more ambiguous commentary on self-esteem and racial injury therapeutics. If at times, his works 

savagely satirize that discourse, at others his characters productively, if ambivalently, use its 

vocabulary to reckon with socio-psychic ills. Bonbon’s outlandish town segregation project turns 

on redirecting the internalized racism of Black subjects who seek to ‘prove our self-worth’ to a 

‘domineering white presence’ by attempting ‘to impress, to behave, to tuck in our shirts, do our 

homework, show up on time’, all in the ‘hopes that we won’t be fired, arrested, or trucked away 

and shot’ (208). Beatty’s damning critique skewers several overlapping discourses: conservative 

nostalgia for segregationist eras; the self-help respectability politics of learning to ‘behave’ simply 

to survive; and the crude psychologized oversimplifications that imagine low ‘self-worth’, rather 

than oppressive politics, as the problem. Yet Bonbon’s frequent use of psychologized terms often 

becomes a point of politicized departure, rather than one of foreclosure, as he uses the concept of 

‘self-hatred’ to explain support for racist politics and considers how ‘self-worth’ is entwined with 

the navigation of public space (218, 117). When he is charged for attempting re-segregation, his 

defence rests on two main grounds: firstly, that his programme is no more racially divisive than 

the rest of society; and secondly, that non-white spaces counteract very real psychic pain and ‘poor 

self-esteem’ (275). His trial, ‘Me v. the United States of America’ is, of course, a distorted mirror 

of the famous 1954 Brown v. Board of Education case that used self-esteem studies — most 

controversially Mamie and Kenneth Clark’s doll tests — to dismantle, rather than defend, 

segregation. In his later writing, Cross critiques the Clark studies and others for their self-esteem 

focus, arguing that ‘Black citizens’ should not have to evidence ‘psychological damage in order to 

 
81 Henry Louis Gates Jr, ‘Let Them Talk’, New Republic, 20 September 1993. See also Henry A. Giroux,  ‘From 
“Manchild” to “Baby Boy”: Race and the Politics of Self-Help’, JAC, 22.3 (2002), 527–60. 
82 Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn, XV, XIII, 38–39. 
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receive social justice.83 But The Sellout reminds us that, for better or worse, psychic self-worth 

concepts are almost inextricably entangled with modern social, civic, and legal frameworks. 

Certainly, Bonbon’s misguided attempts to heal himself and his community reveal the 

intimate overlaps between civic action and individual self-help. Yet critics tend to assume that 

Beatty unambiguously devalues the personal for the socio-systemic. Monica dal Checco, for 

instance, unfavourably contrasts Bonbon’s ad-hoc one-to-one ‘Nigger Whispering’ sessions with 

his grassroots re-segregationist activism. The former shows ‘the failure of self-help against systemic 

racism’, she argues, pushing him to direct his efforts towards ‘the entire community by resisting 

unjust urban planning.’84 Hominy’s telling Bonbon that ‘saving Dickens nigger by nigger with a 

bullhorn ain’t never going to work’ supports this reading (80). However, the novel’s commitment 

to large-scale activism never erases its persistent investment in small-scale psychic transformation. 

As Ivry notes, Beatty grapples ‘within and through large and small scales without prioritizing any 

singular scale’.85 Bonbon’s father remains interested in individual psychological development 

alongside his systemic negotiations of ‘macroeconomics’ and ‘the evils of deregulation and 

institutional racism’, and similarly, Bonbon’s turn towards grand feats of social engineering 

extends, rather than negates, the person-by-person sense of healing — and comic relief — he 

offers as ‘Nigger Whisperer’ (47). His large-scale plans emerge from a desire to heal a single person. 

Bonbon doesn’t set out to transform his community but rather to help ‘my first nigger whisperee’, 

Hominy; segregating the bus is a whimsical birthday present designed to cheer Hominy up, and 

Bonbon only moves to redrawing racial lines across the town when he witnesses the strangely 

positive effects. Similarly, perhaps Bonbon’s most effective self-help effort, growing crops that 

become, as Roberta Wolfson terms it, ‘a pillar of life-giving sustenance’ for his ‘socially-dead 

community’, occurs as a haphazard combination of circumstance and interest.86 Where his father 

set forth a grandiose Booker T. Washington-inspired vision of agrarianism, Bonbon simply 

stumbles upon practical ways of helping himself and those around him, laying claim to a small-

scale, results-led praxis: ‘I’m no Panglossian American. And when I did what I did, I wasn’t 

thinking about inalienable rights, the proud history of our people. I did what worked...’ (23) If his 

father’s experiments ‘fail’ because unruly results stymie his attempts to make subjects and 

 
83 William E. Cross, ‘Disjunctive: Social Injustice, Black Identity, and the Normality of Black People’, in Philip L. 
Hammack (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Social Psychology and Social Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 129–
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others (eds.), The US and the World We Inhabit (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2019), 153–65 (153, 157). 
85 Ivry, 1139. 
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communities conform to his theories, Bonbon meets his unpredictable subjects and community 

where they are, offering ad-hoc schemes and embracing their bizarre and unforeseen outcomes. 

In a more positive echo of Reed’s ‘Beatty needs a vision’ critique, Hua Hsu contends that 

The Sellout ‘makes a mockery of the dream that things will get better’.87 Yet Beatty’s anarchic 

narrative becomes a legitimate source for socio-personal practices and possibilities — valuing 

indeterminacy is, after all, still valuing — albeit with no clear endpoint. Countering mantras that 

promise a clear goal, Beatty counsels infinite interrogation; ‘how can I become myself?’ is a 

question with no single or final answer. The ‘infinite headspace’ of Beatty’s commencement 

speech, the ‘indeterminate Blackness’ of Slumberland, the ‘funky’ resistance of Tuff, and the 

‘Unmitigated Blackness’ of The Sellout all gesture towards a paradoxical, process-oriented form of 

Blackness that exceeds any particular categorization. Operating in a tradition of radically 

destabilizing Black aesthetics, or ‘meta-blackness’, as Casey Hayman terms it, The Sellout follows 

Invisible Man in excavating a troubled sense of exuberant freedom from a liminal space of 

contradiction and chaos.88 ‘Unmitigated Blackness is coming to the realization that as fucked up 

and meaningless as it all is, sometimes,' we are told, 'it’s the nihilism that makes life worth living’ 

(277). 

The Sellout ends with a section entitled ‘Closure’, which deliberately defies the sense that 

‘there is nothing left to be done’ often associated with narrative closure.89 We do not learn the 

outcome of Bonbon’s trial or get any sense that he has ‘buried’ the pain of his father’s murder. 

Literary, psychological, and political ideas of closure come together as Bonbon recalls his father’s 

wisdom, that ‘closure’ is a ‘false psychological concept […] invented by therapists to assuage white 

Western guilt’ (261). Talk of ‘moving on’ comes at the expense of those who cannot so easily 

forget: ‘people mistake suicide, murder, lap band surgery, interracial marriage, and overtipping for 

closure when in reality what they’ve achieved is erasure’ (261). Bonbon, then, refuses to ‘move on’ 

from the injustices that have been committed against him and others. Instead, he opens back out 

onto a series of questions on the novel's final page. When a friend of F. K. Me tells Bonbon, the 

day after Barack Obama’s inauguration, that ‘he felt like the country, the United States of America, 

had finally paid off its debts’,90 Bonbon asks him: 
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88 Casey Hayman, ‘”Black Is… Black Ain’t”: Ralph Ellison's Meta-Black Aesthetic and the "End" of African American 
Literature’, American Studies, 54.3 (2015), 127–49. 
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And what about the Native Americans? What about the Chinese, the Japanese, the 

Mexicans, the poor, the forests, the water, the air, the fucking California condor? When do 

they collect? (289) 

And yet it is precisely this endless interrogative critique and appeal to diverse, even nonhuman 

perspectives on how ‘fucked up and meaningless’ contemporary life is that, as Bonbon says, ‘makes 

life worth living’. Beatty participates in a broader reckoning with the generative potential of 

Afropessimism also evident in Ta-Nehisi Coates’s advice ‘talk’ to his son, Between the World and Me 

(2015), published in the same year as The Sellout, in which Coates viscerally reminds his son of the 

scale of the damage inscribed on ‘your country’, ‘your world’, and ‘your body’, before instructing 

him that ‘you must find some way to live within the all of it’. ‘[T]he question of how one should 

live within a black body’, Coates says, is ‘unanswerable’ but never ‘futile’.91 Beatty’s absurd, antic 

satires render such questions even more indeterminate. Yet by attending to his works’ strange 

palimpsests of self-help culture in all their ‘Unmitigated’ nuance, we can move beyond binary 

readings that place nihilism and satire on one side, and meaning and reparation on the other, to 

understand Beatty’s investment in paradoxical, multivocal, and unfinished life counsel. In the 

chapters that follow, I consider how such narratives of unruly, unmanaged selfhood play out in 

very different literary contexts, as they rub up against stories of entrepreneurial, programmed, and 

time-managed subjects.

 
91 Ta-Nehisi Coates, Between the World and Me (New York: Spiegel and Grau, 2015), 11–12. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

‘Working on things’: 

Measured, managed, and muddled time in the writing lives of Tao Lin and Myriam 

Gurba 

 

In his history of writer’s block, Zachary Leader notes that many popular understandings of literary 

creation are informed by a lingering Romantic understanding that literary writing is not a ‘prosaic 

and craftsmanlike’ practice, ‘wholly conscious’ and ‘within the maker’s control’, but rather emerges, 

like ‘Keats’s “magic hand of chance”’, through unpredictable muses and unconscious mental 

processes.1 In this picture, blocks to literary production cannot be simply remedied by rational 

techniques of self-discipline or time management. This perhaps explains Leader’s decision to 

exclude ‘popular self-help manuals’ from his psychoanalytically oriented survey, for he believes 

that these ‘amount to little more than common sense and question-begging reinforcement: pull 

yourself together, be more confident, draw up and stick to a list of priorities’.2 Yet since the late 

nineteenth-century, an increasingly professionalized literary marketplace has required writers to 

understand themselves as productive craftspeople or creative entrepreneurs who are, indeed, 

reliant on managerial common sense. As Christopher Wilson has shown, the development of mass 

publishing and the growth of magazines helped to reimagine the literary object as ‘a product of 

labour rather than Romantic inspiration’, one dependent on ‘the value of ritualized routines, careful 

sounding of the market, and hard work’.3 By the mid-twentieth century, Mark McGurl argues, the 

dominance of institutionalized writing programmes emphasizes ‘craft’ and ‘literary self-discipline’ 

as central to the writing process.4 Of course, a late capitalist emphasis on creative self-reinvention, 

rather than strictly managerial professionalism, means that today’s writers are often judged, as 

Rachel Greenwald Smith has it, by their neoliberal ‘entrepreneurial capacity to marshal resources 

effectively.’5 

Against this backdrop, my next two chapters consider how three recent writers reckon 

with time as a fraught resource, alternately manageable and unmanageable, through their 

interactions with various theories of self-help time management. By putting the works of Tao Lin, 

Myriam Gurba, and Sheila Heti in conversation, I signal ongoing tensions between the 

 
1 Zachary Leader, Writer’s Block (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), 22, 126. 
2 Leader, 1, 55. 
3 Christopher Wilson, The Labor of Words (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1985), 3. 
4 Mark McGurl, The Program Era (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 81. 
5 Rachel Greenwald Smith, Affect and American Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 185. 
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contemporary writer’s self-image as, on the one hand, a temporally disciplined creative worker, 

and, on the other, as a champion of a more romanticized mythos of (literary) time as uncontrollable 

and transcendent. I begin by reading Tao Lin’s Taipei in the context of ‘quantified self’ theories of 

time-tracking and real-time creative production, but also through the time warps offered by 

psychedelic therapeutics, before exploring queer Chicana memoirist Myriam Gurba’s engagement 

with trauma-informed time as well as her role as a podcast agony aunt who offers aspiring writers 

practical advice on managing their time. Chapter Four then turns to a sustained analysis of 

conflicted temporal decisions in the work of Sheila Heti. 

To varying degrees, Lin, Gurba, and Heti find themselves at the edges of prevailing literary 

institutions. None are products of MFA programs, and they all began in alternative art scenes and 

initially published with small, independent presses, though Lin and Heti have since moved to larger 

publishers and gained international acclaim. If writers through the ages have often been on the 

margins of the calendrical workday and job stability, working in piecemeal, asynchronous, and 

even asocial ways, the contemporary moment, with its accelerated productivity demands yet 

precarious payoffs, produces a particularly acute set of writerly anxieties around time. Indeed, the 

work habits of the writer juggling different writing projects or ‘gigs’ now speak to broader 

conditions in the economy of the white-collar ‘temporary contract’ governed by labour ‘flexibility’.6 

While, in one sense, as McGurl submits, ‘novel writing retains its image as the quintessence of 

unalienated labor living on in the present, an antidote to the dominance in our world of labor of 

the other kind’, writers are also increasingly seen as the original freelancers, and thus as useful 

guides for a larger group of entrepreneurial, work-from-home types looking to manage their time. 

This interest in authors’ routines as models is evident in books like Mason Currey’s Daily Rituals: 

How Artists Work (2013) and articles like ‘I Tested Out the Writing Routines of 5 Famous Authors 

to See Which Would Make Me the Most Productive’ (Business Insider, 2021).7 

If earlier Marxist theorists noted that the industrial calendar produced a sense of ‘time-as-

measure’ of labour and productivity, stripped of the sacred or aleatory, recent critics extend this 

analysis to the domain of creative or knowledge workers.8 Contemporary white-collar work, Judy 

Wajcman argues, is defined by the ‘temporal sovereignty’ of both getting to choose and having to 

choose ‘how you allocate your time’.9 Melissa Gregg, too, considers how subjects are asked to 

perpetually reform and reinvent their time use through ‘mass-market time-management manuals’ 

and ‘life-hacking’ texts that counsel ‘time mastery’ for the sake of productivity but also for the 

 
6 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity (Oxford: Blackwell 1990), 150, 147. 
7 Mark McGurl, Everything and Less: The Novel in the Age of Amazon (London: Verso, 2021), 22. 
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therapeutic recuperation of ‘work-life balance’ (or, indeed, what McGurl characterizes as ‘me 

time’).10 Such negotiations are also explored through a ‘temporal turn’ in recent humanities 

scholarship and queer theory in particular, which critiques the ways in which individuals and 

groups are marshalled into heteronormative timelines and future-oriented life rhythms. Queer 

theorist Lee Edelman’s sense of ‘reproductive futurism’ and Elizabeth Freeman’s notion of 

‘chrononormativity’ both describe what Freeman calls ‘the use of time to organize human bodies 

toward maximum productivity’ through ‘teleological schemes of events or strategies for living such 

as marriage, accumulation of health and wealth for the future, reproduction, childrearing, and 

death’.11 Sara Ahmed directly connects such teleologies with happiness and self-help cultures, 

driven by ‘the temporality of the promise’ that life management will bring about future success, to 

which she opposes a sense of ‘hap’ or contingent time. 12 For these theorists, literature, and 

especially queer literature, often acts as a repository of alternative, anti-productive timelines. In 

distinct ways, Lin, Gurba, and Heti often also depict time management self-help as an agent of 

rational, normative individualism. But, in line with recent calls to ‘move beyond the weak 

dichotomy between normative futures and queer (non-) futures’, their work also reminds us of the 

diverse and contradictory understandings of time and progress available in contemporary culture 

and, indeed, contemporary self-help.13 In the bookstore, time-management texts on futurist 

productivity sit alongside therapeutic paeans to slow time, mindfulness handbooks on experiencing 

the present moment, books on recovering past traumas, and more esoteric guides to the aleatory 

time practices of fortune-telling, astrology, and mystical, ecstatic temporal experiences. Lin and 

Gurba, in particular, approach the diverse promises of time self-help in very different ways, 

simultaneously compelled and troubled by paradoxical calls to temporal pragmatism alongside 

fantasies of escape from the intractable problem of limited time. 

 

Tao Lin’s time investments and creative entrepreneurship 

 

Tao Lin seems to respond to the precarity of the writing life by micro-managing his time and 

image. A pioneer of self-promotion both inventive and gimmicky, Lin has sold shares in potential 

novels; named his fictional characters after editors who rejected his work; live-tweeted his reading 

and writing habits; spammed literary blogs to publicize his writing; signed up interns to plaster 

 
10 Melissa Gregg, Counterproductive (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), 53, 66; McGurl, Everything and Less, 58. 
11 See Lee Edelman, No Future (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), 3; Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds (Durham: 
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book flyers across New York City; and shared the intimate details of real-life romantic encounters 

in his work.14 While Emily Gould, writing for Gawker (a key target for Lin’s spam campaigns), 

described him as ‘perhaps the single most irritating person we’ve ever had to deal with’, others 

read Lin’s creative posturing as the machinations of the DIY self-made author; Clancy Martin, for 

instance, dubs him ‘one of the kings of that empire of online bootstrappers.’15 Emerging from a 

realm of alternative publishing networks and internet blog writing, Lin’s published novels, poetry, 

and non-fiction texts, as well as his social media output, document attempts to create and distribute 

art in an unstable literary economy in which authors must self-promote their brand. Lin is often 

read alongside writers like Blake Butler, Steve Roggenbuck, and Megan Boyle as a participant in 

the ‘alt-lit’ movement, described by Adam Hammond as the work of ‘a group of young writers 

tied together by their extremely active use of the internet and social media; it is published and 

circulated on the internet and social media; it is written in the native styles of the internet and social 

media.’16 The alt-lit writers interrogate conditions of online self-exposure and confession, 

cultivating a deliberately flat voice that hovers somewhere between nihilistic irony and sincere 

naïveté in its depiction of banal, repetitive events and documentation of characters who spend 

much of the day in bed, taking drugs, or drifting about aimlessly. This version of sincerity, of 

course, is quite different from that associated with Wallace’s authoritative, emotional universalism: 

Lin often depicts characters who refuse to progress towards adult citizenship, recalling the juvenile, 

time-wasting and marijuana-smoking slacker figure Wallace excoriated with The Pale King’s Chris 

Fogle. If Wallace’s didacticism is missing from Lin’s accounts of drifters who paradoxically micro-

manage their time, though, so too are Beatty’s anti-authoritarian critical energies. Lin has been 

critiqued not only for the presumed affectlessness of his work, but also for what is read as its 

narcissistically confessional focus: one reviewer dismisses Taipei (2013) as ‘merely recording his 

own impulses and inclinations’, deeming it ‘not so much an aesthetic achievement as an overflow 

or outpouring’ that shares the ‘Overspill. Underwritten.’ effect of social media.17 

This assessment makes a particular set of claims about Lin’s relationship with work and 

with time, fundamentally suggesting that he shirks the effort required by properly literary writing 

and editing for the laxity of in-the-moment confession. That is, he engages in the wrong kind of 

literary labour: by showily publicizing his authorial persona and dramatizing his personal life, he 

 
14 Most notably, Lin’s novel Richard Yates (2010) detailed his relationship with a sixteen-year-old who later accused him 
of statutory rape, emotional abuse, and exploiting their experiences in print, in a series of now-deleted tweets. See 
Allie Jones, ‘Alt-Lit Icon Accused of Statutory Rape as Hipster Scene Falls Apart’, Gawker, 2 October 2014. 
15 Emily Gould, ‘Now We Also Hate Miranda July’, Gawker, 27 June 2007; Clancy Martin, ‘The Agony of Ecstasy’, 
New York Times, 28 June 2013. 
16 Adam Hammond, Literature in the Digital Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 142. 
17 Ian Sansom, ‘Taipei by Tao Lin’, Guardian, 4 July 2013. 
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creates the effects of a ‘real-time’ present that ‘closes the gap between the occurrence of an event 

and its apprehension as information’, as McGurl puts it, rather than rigorously improving his 

literary craft.18 But Lin’s stylized, heavily edited narratives are aware of the impossibility of enacting 

real time. Rather than unmediated artefacts, we might want to read them, then, as self-consciously 

interrogating a yearning for the spontaneous, uncrafted present. With his careful detailing of 

protagonists’ moment-by-moment bare sensations, floating thoughts, and micro-affects, Lin seems 

inspired not only by a social media ‘real time’ but also the neutral nowness of popular mindfulness 

theories and meditation techniques like those Wallace turned to very different ends. Indeed, Sheila 

Heti reads Lin’s stance as ‘the radical acceptance of someone encountering the world without 

judgement or inclination’.19 Lin is attracted to Daoist, stoic, and Buddhist philosophies on their 

own terms, but also as they feed into popular, Westernized models of behavioural self-

improvement; his poetry collection Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy (2008) is full of mindfulness 

directives that stem from a CBT workbook.20 Lin describes the way in which his ‘flat’ style attempts 

to ‘calmly acknowledge […] all things’ as ‘a way for me to convince myself to not feel bad’.21 Blankly 

tracking the operations of the present, then, is an investment in future forms of therapeutic ‘good’ 

feeling and literary productivity alike. As Lee Konstantinou points out, the time Lin spends on 

para-literary tasks of marketing and self-promotion is transformed into material, ‘absorbed back 

into the maw of his writing’.22 Taipei deals with this explicitly in depicting two autofiction writers: 

Paul, modelled on Lin himself, and his partner Erin, modelled on Lin’s ex-wife Megan Boyle. 

Boyle’s 550-page blog-turned-novel Liveblog (2018) attempted to document ‘everything’ in her life, 

in what McGurl describes as a case of ‘self-publication as self-discipline as self-improvement’. Her 

‘catalog of casual acts of transgression and wasteful slackerdom’ raise the question ‘am I really 

wasting time if I am writing in real time about the time I am wasting?’23 Lin’s transformation of 

time waste into cultural and economic capital prompts similar questions. 

Lin’s mediated performance of real time (the mindfully unfiltered now) is deeply conscious 

of stockpiling temporal resources for future production (or productivity). On Twitter, Lin makes 

his labour visible, performing the role of the hardworking author through fastidious logs of the 

days, hours, and minutes spent per project.24 Rather than emotional ‘overspill’, this is a controlled 

 
18 McGurl, Everything and Less, 57. 
19 Sheila Heti, ‘What Would Twitter Do?’, Believer, 9 July 2014. 
20 See Frank Guan, ‘Nobody’s Protest Novel: On Tao Lin’, n+1, 20 (2014), for an account of Lin’s philosophical 
interests. 
21 Rozalia Jovanovic, ‘The Surface of Things: The Rumpus Long Interview with Tao Lin’, Rumpus, 29 September 2009. 
22 Lee Konstantinou, ‘Autofiction and Autoreification’, Habit of Tlön, 6 February 2021. 
23 McGurl, Everything and Less, 246–48. 
24 See one such log at @tao_lin, 13 August 2019. For a detailed account of Lin’s use of Twitter to generate a 
‘Künstlerroman of his life as an author’, see Justin Russell Green, ‘Tweeting the Author’, Authorship, 7.1 (2018), 1–16 (6). 
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performance of confessional time-monitoring that obliquely participates in a legacy of ‘conscious 

self-examination’ through public time-journalling that recalls a range of technologies from Puritan 

journals to 21st century tracking devices.25 In addition to this public time-accounting, Lin makes 

frequent reference to a semi-private time journal ‘notes.rtf’ document that, he claims, acts as a 

source text for many of his novels; he describes this as ‘a file I’d typed in 97 to 99 percent of days 

since October 28, 2013’ for ‘an average of two hours a day’, documenting what he does, ‘how I 

feel’, and ‘each time I’ve used a substance and the amount used’.26 Recording the (recent) past is a 

way of improving the future; the file acts ‘as a to-do list’, he tells one interviewer, and he describes 

‘notes.rtf’ elsewhere as a ‘graph of fractal recovery from drugs and other problems’ that helps with 

‘behavior modification’.27 

Lin's protagonists, alter-egos, and poetic personas are almost always jobbing writers like 

himself who channel their simultaneous desires for self-discipline, wellness, and ‘recovery’ through 

similar technologies of time and self-management, showcasing Lin’s familiarity with multiple 

strands of self-help. The poems in Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy play with the ‘neatly folded to-do list’ 

and the CBT ‘workbook’ as joint techniques for documenting and improving the self; Lin’s story 

collection Bed (2007) includes characters reading ‘books on how to improve [their] social skills’, 

among other topics; and characters in Richard Yates (2010) use time-logs in an attempt to become 

fitter, happier, and more productive.28 Lin’s earlier works, like Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy, seem 

most interested in performing temporal mark-making and self-tracking as a kind of abstract, ironic, 

and anti-teleological behavioural experiment — ‘“if you really wanted to change / you would have 

changed by now”’ (45) — but in his later writing this becomes a genuine means of charting esoteric, 

therapeutic progress. His most recent work, Leave Society (2021), details a wide range of alternative 

self-help methods, including LSD microdosing, microbiome restoration, Daoist meditative 

practices, and the appreciation of plants. He tweeted about it as ‘my optimistic novel about 

recovering from dominator society’ and promoted it through wellness media like the Spirituality 

and Health magazine podcast as well as more conventional literary avenues.29 Lin also increasingly 

uses his social media to track his alternative wellness discoveries and meditation practice, 

recommending ‘vitamins, minerals, exercise, sunlight and sleep’, to his followers, to recover from 

 
25 See Kylie Cardell, ‘Is a Fitbit a Diary? Self-Tracking and Autobiography’, M/C Journal, 21.2 (2018), np. 
26 Tao Lin, Trip: Psychedelics, Alienation and Change (New York: Vintage, 2018), 197. 
27 Willis Plummer, ‘Tao Lin on Why He Writes’, Creative Independent, 16 August 2017; Lin, Trip, 356–57. 
28 Tao Lin, Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (New York: Melville House, 2008), 60, 47; ‘Suburban Teenage Wasteland Blues’, 
Bed (New York: Melville House, 2007), 61–86 (65). 
29 @tao_lin, 3 August 2021; Tao Lin and Rabbi Rami, ‘Tao Lin, Leave Society’, Spirituality & Health podcast, 24 
September 2021. 
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‘the chemical, circadian, cultural, electromagnetic, anion-depleting, malnourishing, etc. effects of 

society’.30 

 Published in 2013, Taipei dramatizes the alt-lit self-promotion, experimental time-tracking, 

and behaviourist self-management typical of Lin’s earlier work, but also hints towards his later 

interest in alternative transcendental temporal practices. The novel offers a detailed third-person 

account of freelance writer Paul, as he self-consciously spends time ‘“working on things”’ (the 

phrase is always in scare quotes), ends one relationship and begins another, shops for healthy 

groceries, ingests various pharmaceuticals, visits his parents in Taipei, goes on a book tour, and 

reflects, often prompted by drugs, on his place in the universe.31 As in Lin’s Twitter feed and 

‘notes.rtf’ document, the minutiae of Paul’s daily life, plans, states of mind, and substances ingested 

(‘10 mg Adderall’; ‘20 mg Adderall’), are recorded in an affectless tone with an extreme degree of 

precision. Several pages detail the various stages of a ‘9:30 a.m.’ plan to go, aptly enough, to Marina 

Abramović’s performance for ‘736 hours over 77 days’, The Artist Is Present — these include a ‘9:22 

a.m.’ email, a ‘9:54 a.m.’ text message saying ‘still in bed’, and the eventual meeting at 10:54 a.m. 

(81–82). If Lin’s characters live out a parodic version of millennial laziness, waking late, ambling 

about, and spending large amounts of time doing very little on the internet, he also shows their 

concerns with efficiency: the time they spend ‘working on things’ on their laptops, often alone and 

late at night, is a constant in their irregular but precisely monitored schedules. Harsh self-

disciplinary time-techniques, in-the-moment drug-led gratification, and planned wellness practices 

all seem curiously interconnected in their lives. As Paul puts it, ‘doing drugs encourages me to be 

healthy, which increases productivity, which seems good’, reiterating, elsewhere, that ‘health and 

drugs and being productive were all in service of feeling good’ (182, 127). In this somewhat 

hedonistic moralism, ‘feeling’ good is equated with ‘being’ good; Lin’s work is full of paradoxical 

entanglements between pleasure and productivity, self-care and self-discipline. 

 The idea of therapeutic ‘health’ as an investment in productivity is clear in the way that Lin 

framed his 2007 decision to sell shares in his then-unwritten novel Richard Yates. With only a $1,000 

advance from his publisher, he needed to buy himself writing time: 

 

People who buy shares will ‘actually’ help me focus more on the novel. There is a 90–95% 

chance my second novel will be released faster and be higher quality (in my view) if I do 

not have a ‘real job,’ do not feel pressure to sell art or ‘piles of shit in my room that I draw 

on’ on eBay, and have enough money to without anxiety be able to make ‘healthy, but sort 

 
30 See @tao_lin, 4 August 2021; 23 December 2020; 11 April 2021; 28 February 2019.  
31 Tao Lin, Taipei (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2013), 19. 
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of expensive’ food choices ‘that make me feel good and healthy and better able to focus 

on writing.’32  

 

Though the irreverent, deadpan tone and trademark ironic quotation marks suggest this is as much 

a self-promotion stunt as a genuine investment pitch, Lin followed through with his scheme. But 

he was not only trying to fund a working day. He sought an investment in time for self-care and 

the ability to ‘feel good and healthy’, which, in turn, he relates to being a better writer/worker, who 

will ‘90–95%’ be able to produce ‘higher quality’ work ‘faster’. A later tongue-in-cheek job 

advertisement for literary interns to ‘promote my career very hard for me’ shows a similar desire to 

buy time by delegating work so that he can ‘socialize half the day if i want to and sometimes lay in 

bed when i wake in the afternoon’ but ‘still have large amounts of time every day’ needed in order 

‘to focus on my novel (5–7 uninterrupted hours)’.33 Far from playing the role of the spontaneous 

real-time confessor, Lin self-mockingly suggests a more conventional sense of the author as 

someone who requires long, continuous stretches of ‘uninterrupted’ time. Indeed, Lin draws 

attention to the time and effort that goes into producing the illusion of real-time, uncrafted writing. 

Unlike Boyle, who cultivates the impression that her Liveblog is unedited, Lin highlights his writing 

and editing work on social media. Perhaps baiting those critics who see his novels’ seemingly 

irrelevant, mundane details as ‘overspill’, he tweets: ‘When I edit down my writing, I’m saving a lot 

of people some time’.34 Taipei’s fictionalized account of a supposedly real-time live-tweet session 

calls attention to the delays, deferrals, and, above all, labour behind even supposedly spontaneous 

social media documentation; Lin depicts Paul’s ‘intensely concentrating expression, as he worked 

on editing a tweet’ (235). In the ad for interns, though, Lin juxtaposes the time-consuming slog of 

writing and editing (as well as the ‘very hard’ work of self-promotion he hopes to avoid) with his 

desire for time to ‘lay in bed’, ‘socialize’, watch movies, and read. Lin suggests that these activities 

are not the opposite of writerly labour, but a necessary part of its process, not least because the 

socializing and slacking is, in the end, his source material. With one eye always fixed on his literary 

future, Lin turns his life into a set of resources to be mined and managed for artistic productivity. 

Future-oriented time planning is therefore just as important to Lin as the real-time present.  

Indeed, Paul Crosthwaite reads Lin as an example of ‘market metafiction’ that makes ‘the fragility 

of twenty-first-century authorship’s material conditions newly palpable’ in part through authors’ 

anxious predictions around ‘the text’s future reception’ as a potentially appreciating or depreciating 

 
32 Tao Lin, ‘I am offering 60% of the US royalties of my second novel to “the public”’, Reader of Depressing Books, 31 
July 2007. 
33 Tao Lin, ‘promote my career for me’, Reader of Depressing Books, 11 March 2008. 
34 @tao_lin, 5 March 2019. 
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asset.35 In this context, Lin’s public time-logs of his writing serve multiple functions: they are ‘real-

time’ performances of authorship, tools for his own time management, and ways of piquing the 

interest of an audience of future readers. Indeed, Lin piously, if parodically, describes his personal 

time-saving efforts as ‘investing in the future’, assigning shifting financial values to his time in a 

modern literalization of Benjamin Franklin’s ‘time is money’ adage. ‘Any time I get any amount of 

money, I take taxis and stuff”, he explains, describing the thought process behind his time-saving 

manoeuvres: ‘If I take this taxi, I’ll save 10 minutes. And in 20 years from now, I’ll be able to make, 

like, $1,000 in 10 minutes. Or $100. But now it’s only going to cost me three more dollars to take a 

taxi than to take the subway.’36 Lin seems aware he is engaging in a kind of reductio ad absurdum of 

business speak. Yet he seems serious about how a rational self or homo economicus might be capable 

of disinterestedly taking stock of, and reprogramming, cognitions and behaviours to maximize 

time use and ‘feeling good’. He presents himself as unabashedly invested in a fantasy of temporal 

mastery that signals the individual’s capacity — and responsibility — to control time, and seeks to 

turn the self into a micro-enterprise of art, in part by outsourcing tasks to interns and others. 

Taipei seems simultaneously fascinated and troubled by the idea of an entrepreneurial 

society of endlessly flexible self-schedulers. Mobilizing a digital nomad fantasy of delegation like 

that espoused by Tim Ferriss in the self-help bestseller The 4-Hour Workweek (2007), Paul and Erin 

jokingly talk of moving to Taiwan and, like Lin himself, hiring ‘interns’ to ‘pretend to be us’ and 

‘do promotion things’ so they can ‘work on writing’ (191). This dream of the atomized, nomadic 

freelancer comes off as both liberating and lonely. The capacity for what Wajcman has called 

‘temporal sovereignty’ comes at the expense of endless time management, and Lin’s characters are 

left piecing together odd, asynchronous, and uneven agendas.37 Paul and Erin find themselves with 

too little time together at some moments, and yet at others, Paul believes they are ‘spending too 

much time together’ since they lack a standard institutional structure whereby ‘one or both people 

would have work or school’ (204). In either case, Lin suggests structured time management as the 

answer. When shared time is scarce, Paul and Erin pore over Google calendars, work rotas, and 

tour itineraries to synchronize their schedules, and when such time is excessive, they create rigid 

plans ‘to be apart from each other four hours a day’ (204) — another kind of ‘me time’. Lin’s 

earlier depiction of a time-tracking couple, in Richard Yates, is more negative, showing how the 

desire for time mastery can descend into surveillance and control. Loneliness is a given in that 

novel, where the protagonist Haley Joel Osment describes only coinciding with his housemates 

 
35 Paul Crosthwaite, The Market Logics of Contemporary Fiction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 192, 189. 
36 See David Shapiro Jr., ‘Tao Lin’, Interview, 6 June 2013. 
37 Wajcman, 164. 
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‘like twice a week for forty-five seconds’ as they all work bit jobs. Haley Joel’s response is to 

monitor not only his own time, but that of his vulnerable teenage girlfriend.38 He creates a rigorous 

schedule for her, and becomes increasingly irate when she fails to report back on her every move, 

when ‘she was not doing exactly what she had said she was going to do at exactly the times she 

had said’, or when there ‘still was missing time’ (178, 175). Time-tracking is revealed, here, to be a 

technology of control and discipline, yet even when the girlfriend seemingly reports her every 

second, there is still ‘missing time’. As we shall see, Lin’s work becomes increasingly interested in 

such ‘missing’ moments that evade the temporal record, offering counterpoints to his fantasies of 

total time mastery. 

 

‘A fourth dimension, representing time’: Psychedelic timewarps and scheduled hedonism 

  

Lin’s interest in obsessive time-tracking speaks to a particularly contemporary context in which 

digital self-tracking becomes a form of self-help. Read through this lens, Lin’s self-documentation 

seems to aspire less to the ‘overspill’ of the diarist revealing his inner feelings than to the 

behavioural record of micro-level, observable phenomena over time. Theorists Gina Neff and 

Dawn Nafus argue that, while such urges towards ‘quantification’ are not new, recent digital 

technologies of ‘datafication’ that map temporal, spatial, and biosensory inputs — geolocation 

services; social media time-stamps; apps that log time, fitness, sleep, or mood; wearable sensor 

devices — have expanded the terms and popularity of self-tracking.39 ‘Quantified self’ practices 

are now ‘part of everyday life’, generating concerns around personal data protection and 

biomedicalized selfhood, but also resulting in new ways of understanding and sharing self-

information.40 For Nora Young, the combination of ‘intentional monitoring of behaviour for self-

improvement’ and online harvesting of personal data produces a kind of ‘virtual self’, an 

‘accounting or reckoning of the individual’s time and behaviour’ through ‘Data Maps of 

ourselves’.41 Taipei shows Lin is equally intrigued and repelled by the construction of the digitally 

data-mapped ‘virtual self’. In one scene, Paul envisions an alternate life, in which he lives in Taiwan, 

as a digital transfer of self-documentation, imagining ‘a second, itinerant consciousness […] toward 

which he’d begin sending the data of his sensory perception’; this ‘backup life’ seems an uncanny 

recreation of the virtual self as data trail (15–16). Moreover, it is connected with his later sense of 

 
38 Tao Lin, Richard Yates (New York: Melville House, 2010), 20. 
39 Gina Neff and Dawn Nafus, Self-Tracking (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2016), 18, 186. 
40 Deborah Lupton, The Quantified Self (Cambridge: Polity, 2016), 41. 
41 Nora Young, The Virtual Self (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2012), 27, 25, 51. See also Deborah Lupton, Data 
Selves (Cambridge: Polity, 2020). 
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‘the brain of the universe, where everything that happened was concurrently recorded as public 

and indestructible data’, envisaging futuristic entities that, described in the strange tense of the 

future-past, ‘knew him better than he would ever know himself’ even ‘billions of years from now’ 

(172–73). As Aislinn McDougall notes, Paul’s sense of his plotted existence enacts a mobile ‘cyber-

consciousness’ in a ‘digital landscape’: he fantasizes about an expansive data set capable of 

recording ‘everything that happened’ in his lifetime.42 The precision of human time-tracking, here, 

gives way to an infinite disintegration of temporality, and indeed, in Leave Society this omniscient 

‘brain of the universe’ becomes a semi-Daoist dream of ‘time-collapsing minds’ that allow for an 

escape from the temporal record all together; ‘history would end’, the protagonist imagines, ‘when 

Earth was coated in enough time-collapsing minds’.43 

As I have suggested, Lin’s writing becomes increasingly entangled with psychedelic-

inspired, spiritual, and New Age therapeutics, which challenge the positivist idea that quantified-

time measurement can capture the experience of self and universe. In Leave Society, he explicitly 

acknowledges his debt to esoteric wellness texts or ‘illuminating books […] that most media didn’t 

cover and weren’t in most bookstores’ (275). On his website, he published a list of accompanying 

references for both Leave Society and his non-fiction book Trip: Psychedelics, Alienation, and Change 

(2018); these include alternative and natural health guides like Sasha Yakovleva’s Breathe to Heal 

(2016), Rosalind Cartwight’s The 24-Hour Mind (2010), and Dennis and Terence McKenna’s The 

Invisible Landscape: Mind, Hallucinogens and the I Ching (1975).44 The protagonist of Leave Society, Li, 

embarks on a journey of self-growth based on theories of ‘cooperation, animism, nature, and 

psychedelics’ (6), while in Trip, Lin recounts his own experiences of psychedelic micro and macro 

dosing and botanical drawing workshops; ‘starved for plant, fungal, microbial, animal, and human 

contact’, he learns ‘to seek wisdom and sanity from nature, to question “progress” and technology’ 

and to ‘spend two minutes looking at a single leaf’, meditating on its ‘fractal’ qualities, when 

depressed.45 Lin often refers to indigenous plant practices, as well as Eastern religious ideas, 

especially those derived from Buddhism and Daoism, but, like his ideas of mindfulness, these often 

appear in decontextualized forms as syncretic, Westernized self-improvement tools.46 Lin’s 

position, though, is more complex than one of mere appropriation: he presents himself as 

simultaneously a cultural outsider and insider to such practices, in particular in Leave Society, where 

he moves away from the ‘domination’ ethos of ‘the West’ and becomes increasingly interested in 

 
42 Aislinn McDougall, ‘What is Cyber-Consciousness?’, C21 Literature, 7.1 (2019), 1–27 (14). 
43 Tao Lin, Leave Society (New York: Vintage, 2021), 227–28. 
44 See ‘Leave Society’ and ‘Trip’, taolin.us. 
45 Tao Lin, Trip (New York: Vintage, 2018), 281, 53, 227. 
46 See John Clarke, Oriental Enlightenment (New York: Routledge, 2007); Jane Iwamura, Virtual Orientalism (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010); Jeremy Carette and Richard King, Selling Spirituality (New York: Routledge, 2005). 



 86 

Daoist ideas of temporality (which exceed ‘human measured time’) as connected with his 

Taiwanese heritage.47 Much of the book sees Li attempting to recover older, Eastern-inspired 

hallucinogenic, nutritional, and mother goddess worshipping practices. No longer fully future-

oriented, Lin looks backwards to an ancestral time, though his semi-utopian Taiwan never 

becomes, as McGurl puts it, the ‘deeply weighted semi-mythical origin point it might have been 

for an ethnically marked writer of an earlier era.’ 48 

Perhaps the most important way in which Lin’s protagonists experience infinite cosmic 

temporalities is through their use of psychoactive and hallucinogenic drugs. In ways that self-

consciously play with the legacy of beat and countercultural writers, Lin moves towards depicting 

therapeutic, temporally elastic drug experiences rather than the party drugs of his earlier work, 

though Taipei’s protagonist takes a mixture of both.49 Even when his characters are not actively on 

drug trips, Lin draws on the immense cosmic timescapes or hallucinogenic time dimensions 

evoked in psychedelics writing — famed hallucinogen advocates Terence and Kathleen McKenna 

are referenced in Trip — which are juxtaposed with his micro-level time-tracking elsewhere. 

Consider the following passage, in which Paul imagines himself mapped through time and space 

as he travels in a cab, transformed into a ‘dot’ of data to be tracked: 

 

He visualized the vibrating, squiggling, looping, arcing line representing the three-

dimensional movement, plotted in a cubic grid, of the dot of himself, accounting for the 

different speed and direction of each vessel of which he was a passenger—taxi, Earth, solar 

system, Milky Way, etc. Adding a fourth dimension, representing time, he visualized the 

patterned scribbling shooting off in one direction, with a slight wobble.50 (25) 

 

What most interests me about this passage is not Paul’s reduction of self to trackable dot, but 

rather his yearning to move beyond this condition. Unlike other schedules and time charts in Lin’s 

work, this data map opens into the maw of a ‘fourth dimension’ of cosmic deep time: Paul’s time-

 
47 See David Chai, ‘Zhuangzi’s Meontological Notion of Time’, Dao, 13.3 (2014), 361–77, (363). 
48 McGurl, Everything and Less, 221. 
49 For a detailed investigation into Lin’s shifting drug depictions, see Audrea Lim, ‘The Drugs Don’t Work: Tao Lin’s 
“Taipei” and the Literature of Pharmacology’, LA Review of Books, 19 June 2013. See Sadie Plant, Writing on Drugs (New 
York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1999) and Marcus Boon, The Road of Excess: A History of Writers on Drugs, especially 
Chapter 5, ‘The Imaginal Realms: Psychedelics and Literature’ (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), on 
the Beats and others who write of transcendent drug states. On hallucinogens as an increasingly mainstream source 
of self-help (evident in popular science texts like Michael Pollan’s 2018 How to Change Your Mind), see Ariel Levy, ‘The 
Drug of Choice for the Age of Kale’, New Yorker, 5 September 2016. 
50 There are clear echoes, in this passage, of Stephen Dedalus, both in his famous multi-scalar description of himself 
in ‘County Kildare / Ireland / Europe / The World / The Universe’ and his broader interest in cosmological self-situation; 
see James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000 [1916]), 12. 
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mapping shuttles him into another dimensional layer, as he relishes the idea of the linear time 

marker ‘shooting off […] with a slight wobble’, strange, alive, and unpredictable rather than 

smooth, straight, and static. Rather than showing him move regularly or predictably across the 

two-dimensional coordinates of the screen, Lin lyrically evokes a dynamic multi-dimensional self 

that throbs with sensuous, multi-directional motion: ‘vibrating, squiggling, looping, arcing’. Lin’s 

prose, too, moves beyond its usual flat, blank, precise rhythm, erupting into extended sentences 

and strings of adjectives that offer the reader a similarly expansive journey through time and space. 

Marta Figlerowicz suggests that, in an era marked by the ‘infinite storage’ of self-data now 

available digitally, contemporary writers no longer think of ‘immediate experiences as perishable 

and difficult to capture’.51 But passages like this indicate the ways in which mass data fails to 

register such ‘perishable’ qualitative aspects of embodied experience. With his romanticized vision 

of ‘scribbling’ timelines that veer off the map, disobeying the measured constraints of flat, 

chronological, and digital tracking, Lin rebels, here, against the temporally and behaviourally 

managed self he seems invested in elsewhere. In Trip — in another depiction of the self-help reader 

as collage artist, reminiscent of The Pale King’s mirror scene and Beatty’s quote tattoos — he 

describes pasting a quote from Terence McKenna’s mysticist audioguide Shamanology (1984) to his 

wall. The quote describes how ‘a book is life with one dimension pulled out of it’ (a quote, of 

course, is one dimension ‘pulled out’ of a book), highlighting all that is left out of recorded 

accounts of life (9). Later in Trip, Lin represents this missing dimension slightly differently, 

describing his life as ‘notes, etched into the four-dimensional object of the universe. Or was that 

just my behavior? My thoughts and feelings left no trace here; they went into books and then other 

minds’ (9). Once again, we see Lin gesture towards a kind of selfhood beyond the fully knowable, 

rational subject at the heart of self-tracking, time-management, and cognitive-behavioural 

techniques; even a four-dimensional cosmic timescape, here, may not capture everything, but 

rather ‘just’ behaviour. Once again troubling the model of autofiction as real-time life notation, 

Lin distinguishes between the life in ‘notes’ and the life in ‘books’, relying on the idealistic idea that 

books can contain the ‘thoughts and feelings’ missing from the observable record and transmit 

these to ‘other minds’. 

Formally rebelling against the perfectibility of the temporal record, Taipei’s time-stamped 

micro-accounting is interspersed with disorienting narrative time jumps that challenge the 

methodical, forward motion of the linear narrative timeline. If, at certain moments, characters 

rigorously track their every behaviour, at others, they move through time ‘aimlessly’, ‘distractedly’, 

and ‘with unclear purpose’, offering only a hazy sense of what happened when (74, 5). Drug scenes 
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are especially temporally uneven, showing how minutes and seconds of thinking can seem eternal, 

while hours can pass by in the flash of a single sentence, as characters freewheel, seemingly 

randomly, between content driven by the logic of the non-sequitur: one minute a Google search 

for jellyfish, the next, an existential epiphany, and the next, experimenting with facial expressions 

‘on an impulse, almost uncontrollably’ (217).52 Lin’s urge to escape the controlled, precision-

managed self, then, emerges in depictions of choppy, random time as well as appeals to cosmic 

psychedelic infinity and unproductive, aimless slacking. Yet none of these alternative temporalities 

ever fully disavow micro-managed temporal control for unruly, haphazard time states; rather, both 

are held in continual tension. 

For Brian Willems, however, Paul’s drug use on his book tour is a ‘genuinely unpredictable 

rather than planned or managed’ dimension of experience that relies on ‘the openness of exposure’ 

rather than the impulses towards control and calculation of a ‘risk society’, since he ‘never knows 

what humiliating things he is going to do or say while on drugs.’53 Of course, Paul can never fully 

control the effects of the substances he consumes, and he enjoys them, in part, for the access they 

grant to ‘uncontrollable’ feelings and expansive, unconstrained temporalities. But his scheduled 

spontaneity through meticulously timed ingestion of psychoactive substances is inextricable from 

his ongoing attempts, throughout the novel, to manage his time, his image, and his mood. If before 

the book tour, Lin tells us how Paul decides to ‘calmly focus on being productive in a low-level 

manner, finding to-do lists and unfinished projects in his Gmail account and further organizing, 

working on, or deleting them’, the tour presents his unpredictable encounters with chemicals and 

other people (22). Even here, though, Paul’s drug-taking entwines with his interest in micro-

managing his calendar. We are told that, before the tour, ‘he’d edited the seven-page itinerary from 

his publisher’, studying ‘each event in context, writing notes on the paper’, in order to plan out a 

controlled schedule of drug consumption in a joint attempt to ‘minimize anxiety and boredom for 

himself’ and come off better to his audience (93). Taipei suggests that, for Paul, drugs do not 

generate ‘unpredictability’ so much as maximize his personal pleasure and public image in 

utilitarian ways; he comes across as ‘“charismatic, articulate, and friendly”’ on drugs but ‘“stilted 

and unfriendly”’ off them (129). Moreover, his drug experiences, like Lin’s, become source material 

for his books. 

Drawing lines between good and bad drugs and choosing which to take when, becomes, 

in Lin’s work, another form of self-management, often as an attempt to manage the risks of a 

 
52 Lin has described ‘trying to achieve a level of non sequitur (or “randomness”) from sentence to sentence and scene 
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53 Brian Willems, ‘Hospitality and Risk Society in Tao Lin’s Taipei’, in Jeffrey Clapp and Emily Ridge (eds.), Security and 
Hospitality in Literature and Culture (New York: Routledge, 2015), 227–40 (230). 
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biomedicalized society. Like Willems, Ursula Heise uses Ulrich Bech’s Risk Society (1992) as a 

framework for considering drug use in contemporary literature, but she suggests that the urge to 

manage the ‘risk scenarios’ of ‘chemical toxins’ often persists as a ‘thematic component of various 

artistic practices’.54 Certainly, while Lin and his protagonists laud the time-altering, mind-altering 

capacities of natural — and some synthetic — psychoactive substances, they worry about the toxic 

effects of other chemicals: Trip goes into especially vivid detail on the dangers of addictive 

psychopharmaceuticals, caffeine, pesticides, and other chemicals, and, more recently, during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, Lin has tweeted about supposed ‘toxins’ in vaccines and 5G mobile 

networks.55 In this sense, Lin’s drug-induced deviations from time-managed selfhood seem a 

complex form of behavioural economics, a discourse, increasingly used for self-improvement, 

which sees subjects as ‘predictably irrational’ and counsels self-monitoring and behavioural 

predictions and planning.56 Even Paul’s scheduled drug-taking, then, shows a residual investment 

in predicting and correcting behaviour to maximize productivity and positive feelings. 

The ending of Taipei shows its protagonist confront a form of temporal disruption even 

more unpredictable than psychoactive substances: other people. Melissa Gregg describes how a 

‘time mastery’ ethos often frames ‘the needs of others’ as a waste of time that could be directed 

towards productive achievement or therapeutic self-focused recovery, and Lin self-consciously 

plays out this individualist narrative.57 Lin’s narrator longs for temporal indeterminacy and for 

intimate connection, but, unable to escape his personal time-grid, he ends up trapped in an eternal 

negotiation between solitary and social time management. In one of the novel’s few conventionally 

tender scenes, Paul lies in silence with Erin after they share Xanax, Adderall, and psilocybin 

mushrooms. Rather than opening him up to a realm of shared, spontaneous experience, the drugs 

threaten to ‘absorb’ him into a virtual realm, but he resists isolation, at first, trying to remain 

tethered to ‘concrete reality, where he and Erin, and other people, shared a world’, in part by 

connecting with the rhythms of Erin’s body (243). As Paul strokes Erin’s back, he becomes 

‘increasingly attuned to the speed and quality of her breathing and heart rate’ and ‘her rhythms’, 

hoping to bypass ‘the parts of them that allowed for deliberation or perception or intuition’ for 

‘momentary equilibriums’ in which their bodily tempos synchronize (244). Paul’s micro-recording 

of biosensory measurements is directed outwards, here, away from the quantified self and towards 
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56 See Dan Ariely, Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces that Shape Our Decisions (New York: HarperCollins, 2008). 
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the unpredictable bodily rhythms of another person. But while this seems a far cry from the 

relationship depicted in Richard Yates, where one partner uses time management techniques to 

impose control of the other’s bodily and temporal rhythms, Paul never really stops monitoring, 

for his attunement to his partner’s body is framed as ‘a continuous striving to elicit certain 

information from Erin by responding or not responding to her rhythms’ (243). Her body, like his, 

becomes a source of biosensory data, used to calculate near-future actions — how he will respond; 

the responses he hopes to evoke from her. While he dreams of a utopian timespace where they 

are ‘together, undifferentiated and unknowable’, he sees this as a place they ‘couldn’t, in their 

present form, ever reach’ (244). 

Tellingly, his intimate rhythmic connection with Erin lasts only as long as she silently 

receives Paul’s touch, her bodily tempos never really impinging on his time. Elsewhere, he 

fantasises, flâneur-like, about the idealized relationship of the individual with the anonymous crowd, 

which generates a convenient and ‘needless’ form of ‘affection without touching or speaking’ (15). 

It’s a moment that is oddly analogous to Wallace’s advice to students, in his commencement 

speech, to connect with strangers in public spaces primarily by imagining their back stories. Taipei 

ends with an ambivalent statement of ironized hope; in the usual scare quotes, Paul finds himself 

declaring ‘that he felt “grateful to be alive”’ (248). But this is a lonely, monadic life: Lin’s time-

managed selves travel along parallel temporal tracks to the others around them, occasionally 

overlapping but rarely allowing others to distract them from their individual futures. Even in Leave 

Society, which consciously confronts contemporary isolationism and societies based on domination 

and control by calling for a reparative ‘partnership’ society, characters work hard to protect their 

time from the intrusions of others.58 As Andrea Long Chu points out, Leave Society evinces a dreamy 

longing for a prelapsarian timespace which ‘traces utopia back to ancient, fetishized, matrifocal 

societies’. And yet its narrator fails to relate to his actual mother, and the others who surround 

him, as ‘whole person[s]’, his quixotic imaginings of New Age partnership blocking him from 

forging real relationships.59 Finally, Lin’s work is most interested in purely virtual ways of moving 

in time with others: partners, mothers, crowds, readers, online followers. For all that his writing 

expresses dissatisfaction with the time-managed self and appeals to the altered temporalities of 

psychedelic and New Age rituals, its dominant drives remain real-time productivity, behavioural 

time economics, and personal mood management. Even as his characters vacation in cosmic 

timescapes, they inevitably return, anxiously, to their precarious timetables, seeking to map out 

 
58 Lin’s notion of ‘partnership’ and ‘dominator’ societies, in Leave Society, is derived from from Riane Eisler’s The Chalice 
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optimal strategies for buying time, investing in their futures as temporal entrepreneurs, and ‘feeling 

good’. 

 

‘My body had its own agenda’: Ordering and disordering time with Myriam Gurba  

 

Myriam Gurba, a queer, Chicanx memoirist, poet, short story writer, and advice podcaster, comes 

from a very different tradition of small-press avant-garde self-writing to Lin. Until recently a high-

school teacher who wrote only in her spare time, Gurba sees herself as part of a network of 

‘outsider writers’ who emerged from an ‘open-mic scene’.60 Emphatically ‘not the product of an 

MFA program’, Gurba says her alternative grassroots education as a writer came, instead, from 

her work with groups like queer performance collective Sister Spit, which co-founder Michelle Tea 

describes as offering a ‘lived example of outsider experience, of different ways of existing, living 

an artist’s life’.61 ‘Outsider experience’ entails ‘different ways of existing, living’ in time, and 

Gurba’s work consciously evokes forms of queer and trauma time that are out of sync with 

normative chronologies and future-oriented productivity, though, as I will demonstrate, she 

remains pragmatically interested in tactics for some kind of progression. Her writing recalls Lee 

Edelman’s call for thinking ‘against futurity’ as well as Jack Halberstam’s sense of ‘strange 

temporalities, imaginative life schedules’ at the heart of queer experience.62 Indeed, Gurba often 

depicts mainstream social institutions, and particularly schools, as attempting to discipline minority 

students into productive, hardworking, and temporally assimilated citizenship. Reclaiming the 

offensive stereotype of the lazy or unpunctual Chicanx immigrant, or so-called ‘bad Mexican’ she 

discusses in interview, her work insistently rebels against standard educational timetables; like Lin, 

she shows subjects drifting, slacking, and wasting time, though they are less lonely in doing so.63 

Her 2017 memoir Mean, my focus here, shows characters skipping classes to speed ‘up the freeway’, 

ignoring the whistle that marks time during physical education drills to ‘stroll’ with ‘lazy cohorts’, 

and studying with the anti-productive ‘intent of becoming useless’.64 Gurba’s wariness around the 

normatively productive, time-managed life — Lin’s utilitarian sense of ‘feeling good’ as feeling 

‘productive’ — is informed by her marginal status as a queer Chicana, trauma survivor, and 

neurodiverse subject, and as an artist on the fringes of institutional resources and success. I seek 

to explore not only her interest in alternative, peripheral temporalities but also the ways in which, 
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64 Myriam Gurba, Mean (Minneapolis: Coffee House Press, 2017), 45, 40, 78. 
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writing around other jobs and aware of the continued barriers queer writers of colour face, Gurba 

remains preoccupied with managing and protecting her temporal resources in order to exert agency 

towards a better (writing) life. 

In Gurba’s 2007 novella ‘Dahlia Season’, tensions between managed and unmanaged time 

are explicitly connected with the lived experiences of the protagonist, Desirée, described by one 

critic as a ‘disabled queer-feminist punk’.65 Desirée’s experiences of queer, Chicanx subjecthood, 

Tourette’s syndrome, and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) are shown to generate a 

disobedient relationship with heteronormative and calendrical time. ‘[M]y body had its own 

agenda’, Desirée tells us defiantly.66 That said, however, she begins to manage her mental illnesses 

through self-help books and support groups, forms a long-term relationship, and stops working at 

strip clubs to become a teacher. Marissa López reads this trajectory as a rejection of ‘queer 

temporality in favor of bourgeois normativity’, a capitulation to ‘bourgeois reproductive’ ideals of 

‘staid lesbian domestic bliss’.67 As in Lin’s writing, cognitive-behaviourist self-help emerges as an 

important agent of productivity-oriented time-management: the prompt for many of Desirée’s life 

changes is a text her partner Rae gives her called ‘Taming Your OCD: A Self-Help Workbook and 

Guide’ with ‘promising, un-Freudian sounding [chapter] titles like “Becoming Your Own 

Therapist” and “Cognitive Behavioral Therapy: A Proven Treatment Method”’ (167–68). Gurba’s 

fictional workbook seems to parody self-help’s most damaging rhetorics of individual control: it is 

about ‘taming’ neurodivergence and doing so on ‘your own’. The book’s reliance on ‘proven’, ‘un-

Freudian’ methods like CBT speak to a rational, scientized sense of the temporally bound self. 

Indeed, Gurba seems to depict the book as an agent of adjustment to the labour market, with its 

demands for focused, undistracted work: ‘Advice from my workbook made adjusting to my new 

job easier’, Desirée reflects; ‘I’m usually too busy to be interrupted by tics.’ (171) 

But the self-help workbook is more than a token of temporal conformity. Desirée shows 

herself to be the kind of savvy self-improvement reader who, as sociologist Paul Lichterman has 

it, treats self-help as a ‘thin culture’, adopting its tenets ‘loosely’ and flexibly according to her 

needs.68 Desirée reads the workbook according to her own rhythm: ‘instead of reading through 

the workbook in sequence, I skipped around, looking through the vignettes that appeared every 

couple of pages in italics.’ (168) Opening different pages at random, Desirée turns the book into a 

disordered archive of guidance, especially drawn to the ‘vignettes’ of real-life experience strewn 
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throughout the text. One such story, told by a fellow Tourette’s sufferer makes her cry ‘tears of 

joy’ and recognition: ‘There I lived and breathed in the pages of a self-help workbook.’ (168–69) 

If Wallace valued self-help for its capacity to tell stories of universal sameness, Desirée values the 

workbook’s representation of the specificities of particular lived neurodiverse experiences. After 

all, she rejects an OCD advice pamphlet ‘commanded’ by her psychiatrist because it fails to 

represent the diversity and complexity of OCD — ‘there weren’t any descriptions of Chicana dykes 

worrying they might become serial killers’ — and she is similarly scathing around Freudian 

‘guidebooks’ that reduce her obsessions, compulsions, and tics to generalized ‘psychosexual drama’ 

(162, 149). The workbook, though, is a gift from Rae, who wants her ‘to get better’ out of an ethos 

of care rather than control (167), and while López sees the text as just another ‘institutional’ 

discourse that seeks to ‘manage difference’, the workbook never quite makes Desirée’s ‘unruly’ 

rhythms conform.69 Instead, the book motivates her to join a Tourette’s recovery group that 

encourages participants to embrace, rather than tame, their bodily tics, disavowing the tempo of 

individual self-control for a communitarian yet dissonant alternative rhythm — the strange 

discordant harmonies of a ‘tic orchestra’ (182). 

Gurba’s novella finally suggests a conflicted relationship with self-help’s therapeutic 

timelines and the disciplinary regimes of (re)productive time. On the one hand, ‘Dahlia Season’ is 

a relatively linear recovery narrative that shows its protagonist adapting to the schedules of work 

and domesticity and refusing to romanticize the temporal disruptions of mental illness the way she 

finds herself ‘fetishizing’ the alternate calendars and cultures of her Mexican heritage (94). On the 

other, Desirée never fully temporally assimilates; like the dahlia flower, she blooms at her own 

seasonal rhythm. Her work as an ESL teacher with undocumented immigrants, her unpredictable 

community of fellow Tourette’s sufferers, her queer partnership, and the ghosts of her time in 

Mexico all keep her connected with marginal rhythms and life schedules; the final scene is marked 

by the circular delays and reiterative rhythms of OCD as she asks her mother to repeat the word 

‘mija’ over and over until it ‘sit[s] right’ (190). Against the binary of the managed vs unmanaged 

self, ‘Dahlia Season’ dwells in a complex middle ground between the rhythms of controlled 

recovery and the rhythms of resistance. 

Gurba’s writing intervenes in broader debates, within feminist, Latinx, queer, and trauma 

cultures, around the role and importance of fragmented, non-linear representations of subjecthood 

and time. Antonio Viego, for instance, criticizes narratives that seek to transform the fissures of 

Latinx experience into stories of ‘subjective unity, wholeness, adaptation, adjustment to reality, 
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“mental health”’.70 In his socio-psychoanalytic reading, the Latinx ‘border subject’ is also always a 

trauma subject who, barred from the symbolic order of history and language, inhabits a ‘Janus-

faced’ temporality marked by ‘anticipation and retroaction’. Narratives of healing and recovery, he 

suggests, attempt to discipline and assimilate this radical, liminal potential.71 Though she never 

fully disavows recovery stories, Gurba shares similar concerns — wondering whether a desire to 

confer agency on its protagonists has led much Chicanx writing to eschew anti-linear experiment, 

or in her words, whether ‘if yer all wigged out about being seen and acknowledged and super 

invested in using literature as a tool for social change and/OR identity politics that makes yer work 

strive to be as scrutable as possible’.72 Foregrounding her ‘radical misinterpretations of time’ and 

non-linear composition methods, Gurba calls for experimental forms that mimic the splits in 

Chicanx temporal experience. Yet even in this piece, she remains sympathetic to the desire for 

healing, wholeness, and intelligibility, describing a practical need to balance ‘radical’ rhythms with 

‘the reality of time as the rest of the world […] knows it’ and a paradoxical impulse to write 

‘inscrutably yet scrutably’; she engages in a kind of ‘compromise aesthetic’, to borrow Rachel 

Greenwald Smith's term.73 In different ways, Gurba’s advice podcast Ask Bi Grlz and her memoir 

Mean enact these compromises. Both projects centre on learnings from life experiences, and, more 

overtly experimental than the fictional ‘Dahlia Season’, explicitly seek to subvert the success 

timelines associated with mainstream autobiography and self-help advice alike. 

 

‘Some advice about creative block’: Trauma, pragmatism, and productivity 

 

The promotional poster for Ask Bi Grlz (Figure 3), which ran from 2017 until 2020, branded it a 

podcast about ‘ART! WRITING! FEMINISM! DATING!’ and more.  
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The podcast saw Gurba and her fellow ‘BIRACIAL! BISEXUAL! BIPEDAL!’ co-host, cartoonist 

MariNaomi, respond to listeners’ queries on a host of personal and professional issues: common 

themes included succeeding as an artist, navigating unconventional relationships, and dealing with 

the traumas of a late capitalist, patriarchal, anti-queer, and systemically racist society. Ask Bi Grlz 

participated in what Claire Fallon dubs ‘a new generation of agony aunts’ who turn the advice form 

into creative, ‘semi-confessional’ performance.74 Jessica Weisberg also traces a shift towards 

understanding advice columnists as ‘complicated individuals who are still sorting out the answers 

themselves’ and who are concerned not only with upholding but also with ‘redefining cultural 

norms’.75 If this anti-expert dynamic is important within textual advice formats — Fallon and 

Weisberg discuss columns like Slate’s Dear Prudence, The Rumpus’s Dear Sugar, The Stranger’s 

Savage Love, and n+1’s Help Desk — it is even stronger within the lo-fi subcultures of podcast 

advice. For instance, Gurba describes herself as ‘not a super-huge fan’ of bestselling gay advice 

columnist and public speaker Dan Savage, who has been accused of erasing stories of marginality 

and inequality for a focus on a normative gay life trajectory in his column and videos — Jasbir 

Puar describes Savage as marketing a ‘coming-of-age success story’ of ‘individual well-being’ 
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marked by a ‘focus on the future’.76 In Ask Bi Grlz, Gurba and MariNaomi used the double 

marginality of their ethnic and queer identities to distance themselves from such normative advice, 

and their audience was broadly composed of queer, fringe artists trying to piece together work 

habits and publication strategies. They fielded questions from other semi-professionals who 

worried that they were ‘not producing’ enough ‘art’ and sought ways to ‘power through’ rejection 

and ‘creative block’, wondering how to stimulate ‘creative flow’?; ‘how to keep doing creative 

output even when it feels like a grind?’77 

Drawing on her personal experiences in her answers, Gurba’s advice often imagines 

writing time to be more irrational, unmanageable, and even mystical than other forms of labour 

time; like Lin, though, she suggests that aspiring artists can, to an extent, plan and schedule around 

the unpredictable, romanticized vagaries of creativity. Mixing such ideas with discourses of the 

inner child, she advises one listener to think of ‘your creative muse/spirit’ as a ‘little child’ or 

‘mythical fragile creature’ rather a ‘workhorse’, while, in another episode, she recounts her own 

‘paradigm shift’ where ‘instead of working according to routine, I started working according to 

inspiration’.78 Rather than seeing herself through the lens of the Romantic, representative genius, 

though, she explains how she removed the pressure to write the ‘great American Chicana novel’ 

by embracing the anti-productive energies of ‘failure and mistake’, finding freedom ‘by thinking of 

myself as a literary loser’.79 However, as Christina Lupton notes, even writers who are deeply 

invested in ideas of anti-futurist, anti-productive failure come up against the reality of writing ‘as 

something for which time has to be made, and to which it has had to be given over exclusively in 

costly chunks’ through a ‘visible work ethic’.80 All too aware of this, as she fits her writing around 

full-time work, Gurba affirms a more conventional sense of solitary, protected writing time as the 

foundation for relating to time more spontaneously. ‘I couldn’t have gotten to that point where I 

started to work based on inspiration had I not gone through [a] long disciplined phase where I 

worked without it’, Gurba reminded one advice-seeker.81 Highlighting the role of self-help where 

institutional resources are unavailable, she described teaching herself ‘how to sit at a desk […] 

without interruption’, building her own ‘long dreary lonely MFA program with only one student’. 

Those who experience temporal scarcity, Gurba insists, need the hard graft of consistent, workaday 
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writing time to be creatively productive; it is only ‘if you have a discipline, or a practice’, she 

counsels, that ‘you’re able to plug into [the muse]’.82 

Lack of time and discipline are not the only cause of creative unproductivity that Gurba 

considers; rather, she suggests trauma as a prime factor at play here. In a 2017 episode, she 

responds to a listener who describes struggling to overcome her writer’s ‘block’ in writing about ‘a 

sexual trauma event’. Acknowledging that this project has much in common with her own memoir 

Mean, which centres on traumatic experiences of molestation, rape, and anti-Chicanx, anti-queer 

aggressions, she vacillates between encouraging ‘sustained’ ‘routine’ and giving the listener 

permission to drop the productivity imperatives of ‘discipline and rigour’ and ‘turn away’ from her 

trauma project if ‘more time needs to pass’.83 Indeed, in interview, Gurba recalls how painful 

emotional blockages delayed the writing of her own trauma narrative: ‘Fear made me procrastinate. 

Also, there were times when I was writing during which I broke down crying, sobbing over events 

and horrors that I’ve never let myself cry about “in real life.”’84 If blockage and breakdown suggest 

the mechanical failure of the productive writing machine, signalling that ‘more time needs to pass’ 

before work can be done, Gurba also seems to see this emotional catharsis as part of the process 

of writing about personal trauma. Trauma also emerges here as an affective force that compels the 

urge to write, precisely in order to access what cannot be said ‘in real life’, or, indeed, in real time. 

Though it may interrupt linear writing processes, trauma is also widely understood as a 

generative artistic force, a repository for unspeakable feelings that can only be approached 

obliquely through art — what Dominick LaCapra critically glosses as a belief that ‘literature in its 

very excess can somehow get at trauma’ in ways ‘unavailable’ to other discourses.85 Of course, as 

Eva Illouz documents, more popular forms of trauma narrative, such as the confessional 

(auto)biography popularized by Oprah Winfrey — and satirized by Beatty — also attempt to ‘get 

at’ trauma, though in different ways. Illouz describes these stories as a ‘narrativization of the self 

through suffering’, one that finally absorbs the trauma into a tale of recovery and overcoming. 

This ‘self-help ethos’ promises a different kind of success that is, she suggests, less ‘self-reliant, 

solitary, or triumphant’, than the public and masculine ‘Samuel Smiles’ brand of self-help.86 The 

therapeutic trauma autobiography, then, makes the cathartic confession of experiences of suffering 

and failure a kind of psychic success. A conflict emerges between these popular stories of trauma 

healing and an ‘avant-garde trauma aesthetic’, as Roger Luckhurst puts it, which seeks to 
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‘deconstruct’ narrative temporality and subjectivity alike, evident in texts like Toni Morrison’s 

Beloved (1987), Alice Sebold’s Lucky (1999), and Maggie Nelson’s The Red Parts (2007), all of which 

Gurba cites as influences.87 Similarly, T. J. Lustig and James Peacock point to a ‘disjunction 

between sociological or psychoanalytical approaches to trauma, which might at least accept the 

possibility of cure and wholeness, and cultural approaches to trauma more interested in 

representational breakdown’.88 Gurba might seem to place herself firmly on the avant-garde side 

of the divide: ‘Experimental Chickena’ challenges linear narrative and subjecthood, and elsewhere 

she resists the ‘popular notion’ that telling one’s story ‘is enough to trigger a sense of relief, a sense 

of catharsis’. But though ‘writing […] does not necessarily heal’, Gurba remains deeply invested in 

the questions of ‘how to survive’ after abuse, and in both personal and social efforts ‘to heal and 

live our best possible lives in the aftermath of being harmed’.89 

As this suggests, the line between the experimental and self-help trauma narrative is not 

necessarily as solid as it might appear. For one thing, as Luckhurst signals, ‘the feminist self-help 

recovery movement’ has influenced popular and literary-experimental notions of trauma alike, 

particularly in the field of memoir.90 Vivian Gornick describes how post-1960s life writing more 

broadly has sought to recover stories of psychic suffering in personal and political ways. She argues 

that ‘civil rights movements and the therapeutic culture at large’ have fed ‘the now commonly held 

belief that one’s own life signifies’, leading to an ‘outpouring of testament from women, blacks, 

and gays that is truly astonishing’.91 Speaking of feminist self-writing, Estelle Jelinek suggests that 

the personal-story impulse of marginalized subjects often works against biography as the province 

of the privileged, finally successful subject who can ‘shape their life into a coherent whole’, echoing 

Viego’s revindication of the expressions of the liminal Latinx subject who writes outside of the 

terms of wholeness, adjustment, or ‘mental health’.92 Gurba’s memoir embraces such decentring 

energies, but, like her podcast, it operates through a joint desire to deconstruct and reconstruct the 

story of personal survival, progress, and coherence in time. The book’s complex sense of trauma 

time, then, negotiates between several distinct memoir conventions: highbrow, experimental 

 
87 Roger Luckhurst, The Trauma Question (London: Routledge, 2008), 174. On the influence of Alice Sebold and Maggie 
Nelson, see Rasheeda Saka, ‘Event Recap: Myriam Gurba Redefines the California Memoir’, Alta, 16 April 2021. 
Gurba considers Beloved in her story ‘SPOILER ALERT: If You Haven’t Read Toni Morrison's Pulitzer-Prize-Winning 
Novel But Plan To, Skip Ahead’, Painting Their Portraits in Winter (San Francisco: Manic D Press, 2015), 52–53.  
88 T. J. Lustig and James Peacock, ‘Introduction’, in Lustig and Peacock (eds.), Diseases and Disorders in Contemporary 
Fiction: The Syndrome Syndrome (London: Routledge, 2013), 1–16 (9). 
89 Marissa Higgins, ‘Author Q&A with Myriam Gurba’, Daily Kos, 20 June 2021. 
90 Luckhurst, 101. 
91 Vivian Gornick, The Situation and the Story: The Art of Personal Narrative (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2001), 
91. 
92 Estelle C. Jelinek, ‘Women’s Autobiography and the Male Tradition’, in Jelinek (ed.), Women’s Autobiography 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1980), 1–20 (17). 
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trauma narratives; popular autobiographies of trauma recovery and even social mobility; and self-

writing as a form of socio-political resistance. She claims to have drawn inspiration from a range 

of discourses in addition to those already mentioned, including high literary trauma writing, noir 

fiction, reality TV, and conceptual art (the performances and sculptures of Ana Mendieta and 

Hannah Wilkes especially). But she also cites, among her key influences, a less deconstructed 

memoir of agency, social mobility, and educational self-development: ‘Mean’s big brother’, she 

says, is Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez (1982), in which Rodriguez, the gay child 

of Mexican immigrants, chronicles his development into acclaimed US writer, controversially 

asserting a need to leave behind his native Spanish language to succeed.93 Though Gurba’s politics 

are different, her book echoes Rodriguez’s in its concern with the intersections of ethnicity, class, 

and sexuality, and its pragmatic belief in self-formation through education. Gurba’s work reminds 

us that there is no single temporality in which self-help’s diverse and contradictory strategies for 

managing time play out: Mean counters productive futurity with a haunted, trauma past; counters 

this past with plans for future survival and even success; and adds liminal, speculative temporalities 

into the mix. Parul Sehgal writes that ‘[u]nlike the marriage plot, the trauma plot does not direct 

our curiosity toward the future (Will they or won’t they?) but back into the past (What happened 

to her?)’.94 But Gurba’s memoir asks us to look both ways, staging tensions between competing 

ways of understanding time as a manageable or unmanageable force that can bring about self-

development but also self-annihilation. 

  

‘The clock inside you’: Trauma ghosts and rhythms of recovery 

 

Mean’s trauma subject is depicted as an outsider to forward-moving narrative. Theorist Clementine 

Morrigan points to the ‘queer time traveling’ of trauma that sees the past acquire ‘the urgency of 

the present’, the future ‘leaking into the now’, and endless cyclical ‘repetitions of traumatic pasts’.95 

Gurba, too, uses the metaphor of time travel to parse the strange, elastic timescapes of trauma, 

referring to Madeline L’Engle’s sci-fi voyage through different temporal dimensions A Wrinkle in 

Time (1962) as she reflects on the enduring pain of several painful life events, including her sexual 

assault: ‘Some of us use rape to tell time.’ (99) Gurba has described her effort to tell her story in ‘a 

form that mimics’ the ‘violence’ of the many aggressions she has experienced as a queer Chicanx 

woman, most notably her brutal sexual assault and the subsequent murder of a homeless Mexican 

 
93 Gurba, ‘The TNB Self-Interview’, TNB, 20 October 2017. 
94 Parul Sehgal, ‘The Case Against the Trauma Plot’, New Yorker, 27 December 2021. 
95 Clementine Morrigan, ‘Trauma Time: The Queer Temporalities of the Traumatized Mind’, Somatechnics, 7.1 (2017), 
50–58 (53, 50, 57). 
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woman, Sophia Torres, by the same assailant.96 As such, though Mean constitutes Gurba’s own 

Künstlerroman, it moves in a decidedly disjointed, non-linear fashion. Like Lin, Gurba depicts 

narrative leaps in time, though while his act as cosmic non-sequiturs, interrupting the micro-

tracked life, hers are intended as formal expressions of the ways in which trauma intrudes, 

proleptically and analeptically, on the smooth telling of the story. We saw, in ‘Dahlia Season’, how 

Desirée turned the self-help workbook into a fragmented, recombinatory form, whose life-as-

advice ‘vignettes’ were its most compelling feature; here, Gurba tells of her life through short, 

staccato vignettes that evoke the brutality of trauma, with episodes and thoughts punctuated by 

forward slashes, and short chapters organized conceptually rather than chronologically. ‘Rape cuts 

everything into bits and pieces’, Gurba tells us, an invocation of psychic, metaphorical splitting 

that is made even more disturbing by her recollection that her rapist’s other victim, Sophia, was 

literally dismembered, her body parts scattered in different locations (114). She suggests that 

trauma annihilates subjectivity and temporality alike: it is a ‘beast’ whose ‘fur is made of memories’, 

a sinister and unruly creature that ‘molests the clock inside you’ (100). This figurative language 

presents the trauma event as rupturing lived temporal experience, but also as dwelling, 

frighteningly, in the shadows of the repressed and unsayable. 

 This sense of trauma as an unconscious, uncontrollable force is especially evident in the 

sections of Mean that show Gurba haunted not only by her own memories but also by the traumas 

of others. The book begins by re-enacting Sophia’s attack, opening with a repeated incantation 

that forces the reader to voyeuristically and uncomfortably participate in Sophia’s murder: ‘Let’s 

become that night. Let’s become that park.’ (1) These imperatives remove Sophia from the past 

tense to which she is consigned by the historical record of newspaper reports which refer to her 

only as ‘a transient’ (3). Gurba brings her name and experiences into an urgent literary present: the 

beast of trauma cannot be consigned to the past. Dwelling with Sophia means remaining in a 

trauma time that resists the forward-moving, individual quest of certain self-help autobiographical 

traditions; ‘Let her ghost unmoor the hero’s journey’, she declares (60). The guilt of the trauma 

ghost — or beast — impolitely ‘interrupts narratives’ of healing, wholeness, and closure: ‘Ghosts 

have no etiquette. What do they need it for? There is no Emily Post for ghosts.’ (55) 

By lampooning Post’s etiquette advice, which centres on the self-control ethos of the 

properly-timed, well-managed life, Gurba calls attention to her alternative investment in emotional 

and narrative excess.97 This is not only linked to the pain of trauma but also to her ‘impolite’, 

 
96 Bernstein Sycamore, ‘Laughing in the Face of Patriarchy’. 
97 On Emily Post’s sense of the proper life, see Laura Claridge, Emily Post (New York: Random House, 2008) and 
Sarah Leavitt, From Catharine Beecher to Martha Stewart: A Cultural History of Domestic Advice (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2002), in particular Chapter 4. 
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confrontational, even ‘mean’ style, which she understands as a means of interrupting the restrained 

craft of a literary marketplace dominated by ‘well-groomed MFAs’.98 Gurba’s crude, direct tangents 

and her fondness for taboo wordplay and obscenity shows traces of the confessional spoken word 

and slam poetry scenes that shaped her — take her irreverent stream-of-consciousness take on the 

schoolboard alphabet: ‘Apple. / Banana. / Cunt. / Durian. / Egg. / Father. / Girl. / Hoe. / 

Inchilada (very short enchilada)’ (37). She has emphasized the importance of humour in the trauma 

narrative, both as a way of contesting the ‘dour reverence’ she associates with the stale conventions 

of the genre, and as a therapeutic frame in and of itself; she refers to the wisdom of an unnamed 

‘trauma specialist’ who suggests that comedic spontaneity is healing.99 Sophia is given a comically 

mischievous agency at times, performing the typical tricks of the interfering poltergeist as she 

changes the radio station to Mexican ‘ranchera’ music, ‘a man with a nasal voice […] moaning 

lyrics about heartache’ (3). These comic yet tragic spectral aesthetics also signal her distance from 

the Anglo-American tradition of Sebald, Nelson et al, allowing Gurba to position herself in relation 

to Mexican culture, which, she notes, deals with death and trauma ‘differently than they do in the 

United States’, in particular by envisioning selfhood as bound up with hauntings by other selves 

across temporal boundaries.100 Luckhurst argues that tropes of spectrality and magical thinking are 

common to trauma narratives in general, working to ‘return us instantly to the pre-modern self 

which is “porous” and thus open to all kinds of belief in occult transmissions’.101 Eliana Ávila, 

however, disputes the ‘anachronistic’ logic of relegating coeval hauntings to premodernity, arguing 

for a kind of ‘temporal borderlands’ in Latinx writing that is marked by a ‘chronoqueer’ multiplicity 

of time experiences, including futurist self-development but also a refusal ‘to move on, away from 

“traditional” collective roots towards personal liberation and professional success.’102 In this sense, 

Mean depicts a borderlands of spectral trauma time, a space just as cosmic as Lin’s very different 

elastic hallucinogenic timescapes. 

And yet, in some ways, Gurba does seek to ‘move on’, interested in pragmatically managing 

her time to make art that will help her to speak and even potentially heal her pain. There is a 

powerful counter-current, in Mean, of psychologized understandings that allow the narrator to 

name and potentially even tame the beasts and ghosts of trauma, much as Desirée, in ‘Dahlia 

 
98 Wieberg, ‘Mean Author’.  
99 E. B. Bartels, ‘Non-Fiction by Non-Men: Myriam Gurba’, Fiction Advocate, 17 November 2020. 
100 Gurba’s story collection Painting Their Portraits in Winter most explicitly reflects on Mexican trauma-ghost narratives, 
invoking the folkloric ‘La Llorona’ [Weeping Woman] figure and Juan Rulfo’s Pedro Páramo (1955). See, especially, 
‘How Some Abuelitas Keep Their Chicana Granddaughters Still’, 7–14, ‘Petra Páramo’, 84–122, and ‘Even This Title 
Is a Ghost’, 138–42. 
101 Roger Luckhurst, ‘Reflections on Joan Didion’s The Year of Magical Thinking’, New Formations, 67 (2009), 91–100 
(97). 
102 Eliana Ávila, ‘Temporal Borderlands’, in John Morán Gonzalez and Laura Lomas, The Cambridge History of Latina/o 
American Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 711–36 (713, 722). 
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Season’, learned, from the ‘Taming Your OCD’ workbook, strategies to ‘get better’ (167). 

Juxtaposed with Gurba’s liminal figurations of spectral trauma are psycho-biologized descriptions 

of discrete, psychologically legible symptoms: ‘When you have PTSD, things repeat themselves 

over and over and over’, we are told bluntly (116). Gurba’s memoir revels in liminal depictions of 

trauma-as-madness, but also operates on the more prosaic terms of mental health, diagnosis, and 

cure — making it part of what Lustig and Peacock term ‘syndrome literature’103 On the one hand, 

Gurba refers, in interview, to the ideas of an unnamed ‘trauma specialist’, and Mean invokes the 

advice of ‘my therapist’, but Gurba also makes a point of reminding us that such therapeutics 

cannot solve the problems of structural inequality and rape culture. The book ends with a visit to 

the site of Sophia’s murder ‘at the urging of my therapist’, but this is not about ‘squeezing a 

catharsis out of this pilgrimage’; like Beatty, Gurba also denies ‘the dreams of closure’, which 

‘remain dreams.’ (170–71) The pilgrimage — and book — close with an invocation of Sophia’s 

presence and a reminder that ‘somewhere out there […] a woman is getting touched to death.’ 

(175) 

Despite these caveats, Gurba does depict a form of healing when, in addressing ‘the ghost 

who’d haunted me for more than a decade’, she makes a tentative commitment to her own present 

and future: ‘I’m not glad you’re dead, but I’m glad I’m alive,’ she tells Sophia — ‘I’m glad I can 

keep feeling sunlight fade my tattoos. I’m glad I can keep inhaling the corticosteroid nasal spray 

that relieves my allergy symptoms.’ (174) These lines are remarkably similar to the closing lines of 

Lin’s Taipei. Yet where Paul’s ironized statement that he is ‘“grateful to be alive”’ primarily 

expresses wonder at an abstract sense of the cosmos, Gurba’s more earnest declaration, though 

similarly a cliché of healing and recovery speak, is framed as hard-won wisdom that takes seriously 

the possibility of death; there is more at stake, here. Like the final pages of Morrison’s Beloved, 

Mean’s ending remains suspended between parallel timelines of the living and the dead. Gurba 

moves ambiguously between the futurism of progress, productivity, and healing and the 

interruptions of a spectral past and present. In fact, it is, in part, her awareness of Sophia’s unlived 

life that makes her determined to use the time she has well. At one point, she expresses concerns 

around the time she spends idling during the college vacation: ‘having so much leisure time and 

freedom embarrassed me’ (103). This shame might seem unexpected from a narrator-author who 

declares herself ‘A cunt. A free thinker. A roamer.’ (12) However, her embarrassment stems less 

from a strict work ethic than a recognition that many Latinx subjects lack the temporal agency to 

choose between labour and leisure time. Sophia’s time was taken from her through her death, but 

also through the harsh, long working days that defined her life as a precarious farm labourer. Such 

 
103 Lustig and Peacock, 8. 
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migrants are failed by a false American dream of personal and social mobility, Gurba suggests: ‘I 

can almost hear the Statue of Liberty whispering, “I’m sorry . . .”’ (112). Driving by strawberry 

fields populated by immigrant workers, Gurba notes that she ‘felt bad that I was mostly Mexican 

but didn’t have to be out there doing that, ruining my body so people could have strawberries to 

eat.’ (45) Such contextual differences have given some queer theorists pause around the doctrines 

of anti-productivity and anti-futurity for just these reasons; Elizabeth Freeman asks us to consider 

whether only privileged subjects ‘who are always already guaranteed a future […] can afford to 

jettison the idea of one.’104 José Esteban Muñoz, too, argues that abandoning attempts to improve 

the future leaves little hope for society’s most marginalized bodies; he calls instead for a ‘queer 

futurity’ where people of colour — especially ‘queer youths of color’ — ‘actually get to grow up’.105 

Like Beatty, Gurba is all too aware of the systemically racist necropolitics that offer only certain 

subjects ‘the privilege of surviving’ and, with it, the agency to make decisions about their future 

time (112). 

This chapter has considered how, in quite distinct ways, Lin and Gurba respond to 

perceptions of precarious subjectivity by performing different kinds of self-help time management, 

as a way of working out their joint urges to assert control over their time and to dwell in the 

stranger, more unmanageable temporalities offered by literature, drugs, and trauma ghosts. In my 

next chapter, I continue these explorations but shift them into new territory, exploring how Sheila 

Heti’s engagement with self-help time-management bestsellers, as well as more ludic time practices, 

informs her sense of productive and reproductive writing time.

 
104 Elizabeth Freeman, Introduction, GLQ, 13.2–3 (2007), 159–76 (167). 
105 José Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia (New York: NYU Press, 2009), 18, 96. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Getting writing done: 

Sheila Heti’s dramas of productive and reproductive time 

 

In a diary of a week in her life for the Financial Times, novelist and autofiction writer Sheila Heti 

describes the movie Spring Breakers as the story of ‘four girls with enviable youth and beautiful 

flesh’.1 ‘I loved the film,’ she writes, ‘yet spent the whole 90 minutes wishing I was younger, or that 

when I had been younger, I had realised how young I was and had taken advantage of it by either 

robbing people or wearing bikinis…’2 Heti may seem to be simply semi-facetiously satirizing the 

‘bad girl’ trope in a culture that worships youth and commodifies female empowerment. But this 

is also an expression of deep concern witth the personal and social repercussions of aging and the 

intractable issue of ‘taking advantage’ of one’s limited time. Heti’s ‘diary’ recalls Lin’s interrogation 

of the hedonistic slacker figure, but also his urge to make visible the work, as well as non-work, of 

the writing life. Both Heti’s Financial Times piece and her earlier ‘novel from life’ How Should a Person 

Be? (2012) reflect on the flexible yet precarious condition of the freelance writer struggling to 

work.3 Yet where HSAPB? seemed to show its protagonist Sheila trading solitary writing time for 

bohemian collaboration, and detached craft for immersion in everyday life, the diary piece suggests 

that artists, and especially female artists, should stake a feminist claim to a time and space of one’s 

own, free from the obligations of everyday life.4 We might recall that Heti taught a workshop, in 

2015, entitled ‘A Room of One’s Own, or What One Needs to Write’, which used Virginia Woolf’s 

famous 1929 essay to reflect on literary agency and pragmatic life needs. The diary, then, outlines 

her attempts to find such a room, an office space that will allow her to ‘work without the distraction 

of household chores’, in the hope that by separating the spheres of home and work, so often 

blurred in freelance labour practices, she will be able to more effectively devote time resources to 

each.5 Watching Spring Breakers, though, leaves her acutely aware of the alternative, unlived life 

denied by such practical, productive forms of agency, as she wonders, in her trademark droll, 

deadpan voice, whether the live-for-the-moment hedonism of becoming ‘bad, careless, and cool’ 

 
1 Sheila Heti, ‘The Diary’, Financial Times, 18 January 2013. 
2 Heti, ‘The Diary’. 
3 Sheila Heti, How Should a Person Be? A Novel from Life (London: Harvill Secker, 2012), henceforth HSAPB?. 
4 Sheila Heti, ‘Masterclass: A Room of One’s Own’, 7 February 2015, Hugo House course catalogue. In The Self-Help 
Compulsion (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020), Beth Blum details how Woolf’s essays ‘position [her] as a 
precursor of the feminist, prepolitical strain of self-help that seeks to imagine alternatives to the patriarchal status quo’ 
(136). 
5 Heti, ‘The Diary’. 
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might be a better way of taking advantage of her time. ‘Those girls would not read, on their cell 

phones, Getting Things Done, the famous productivity manual, like I have been doing all week’, she 

reflects. ‘Their list of things to do would not include “Clean spot on skirt” but, rather, “Steal money 

and party.”’6 

In Heti’s article, David Allen’s bestselling time-management guide Getting Things Done: The 

Art of Stress-Free Productivity (2001) epitomizes society’s productivity mandates, imagined as a 

lacklustre, assimilationist ‘striving to be good’.7 The ethical superiority of those who dutifully 

allocate time to work and life management (‘Clean spot on skirt’) is finally based on a banal, 

bureaucratic relationship with time, Heti suggests, and she toys with the idea of throwing off this 

staid, mechanistic tempo for a romanticized, rebellious and temporally decadent vision of the 

creative life. But as Melissa Gregg notes, today's productivity guides — she cites Allen as an 

example — often seek to combine workaday efficiency with appeals to ‘frustrated creativity’, even 

‘superiority’; Allen frames his rational fantasy of ‘time mastery’ as a way of freeing up time for 

high-level, creative pursuits.8 For Heti, then, laying claim to creative time means laying claim to a 

certain kind of personal power, evident not only in Allen’s neoliberal entrepreneurialism but also 

in the feminist prototypes of the artist fighting to create. Heti closes her Financial Times diary by 

rejecting the temptation to dally in anti-productive ‘bad girl’ debauchery, depicting artistic 

production as empowerment and echoing Gurba’s very different call to agency: ‘Who wants to be 

a bad girl?’ Heti asks, ‘Isn’t it more fun to be the artist who invented them?’9  

By staging encounters with ‘the famous productivity manual’ next to conflicting discourses 

of creative hedonism and even slacking, Heti shows her attunement to a contemporary 

proliferation of different time management narratives. The certainty of her final resolution to strive 

towards artistic productivity is undermined by its framing as a rhetorical question and the 

suggestion that she ‘wants’ to be ‘bad’ (where being ‘good’ entails obediently checking items off 

the to-do list), even as she acknowledges the pragmatic necessity of making decisions that protect 

her writing time. In this chapter, I argue that a desire to behave recklessly and uncontrollably, 

against time and efficiency norms, remains a key shaping force in Heti’s work, even as she becomes 

increasingly preoccupied with taking advantage of scarce temporal resources. The Financial Times 

diary piece both anticipates and contextualizes the questions of time and productivity that Heti 

explores in her fiction, especially her 2018 book Motherhood: A Novel, which is my focus here. 

Motherhood is intent on linking broad, sweeping, existential time concerns — what Brad Aeon and 

 
6 Heti, ‘The Diary’. 
7 Heti, ‘The Diary’. 
8 Melissa Gregg, Counterproductive (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), 69. 
9 Heti, ‘The Diary’. 
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Herman Aguinis describe as a ‘perennial’ response to the time-limited human condition — with 

the particular time conditions of the socially situated female artist navigating changing ways of 

living and labouring.10 

Motherhood is not about Heti’s maternal labour, but rather dramatizes a ‘wrestling place’ of 

suspended indecision in which the novel’s unnamed narrator, a writer whose life mimics Heti’s 

own, weighs up the decision of whether or not she wants to have a child by engaging in 

philosophical reflections, tracking the rhythms of her menstrual cycle, asking questions of I Ching-

inspired coins, and tapping into the informal advice economy of her friends’ wisdom. While Heti 

ultimately emphasizes the value of non-maternal forms of creativity — Christian Lorentzen goes 

so far as to call the question of motherhood a ‘MacGuffin’ that allows Heti to explore other 

concerns — reviews of her novel often painted her as participating in a recent spate of books on 

the complexities of motherhood, including Rachel Cusk’s A Life’s Work (2001) and Jacqueline 

Rose’s Mothers (2018).11 Yet the life decisions she depicts are as much about time as about 

motherhood; the temporal axis is so important to this text that the narrator wonders, at one point, 

whether to name her book ‘The Soul of Time’, and, throughout, Heti ambivalently negotiates 

narratives of productive and reproductive time that move between artistic and maternal acts of 

creation.12 Her deliberately bombastic attempt to explore ‘how time acts in the life of a woman’ 

robustly affirms women’s rights to choices around bodily and temporal autonomy alike. Like 

Woolf, she calls for women to claim time and recognition for themselves and their projects; one 

of the book’s most-quoted passages is the narrator’s assertion that ‘The most womanly problem is 

not giving oneself enough space or time, or being allowed it’, leading to her subsequent desire ‘to 

take up as much space as I can in time’, ‘to give myself the largest parcels of time in which to do 

nothing’ (169–70). 

This liberal feminist sense of time management as a source of personhood and agency 

squares with Blum’s sense of Heti as a writer who is attracted to the ‘moral humanism’ offered by 

self-help, but Heti’s position in Motherhood is more complicated, as she juxtaposes the self-help of 

pragmatic agency with more ambiguous, esoteric, and self-transcendent forms of wisdom.13 Heti’s 

interest in a wide range of — often conflicting — cultural manifestations of self-help has been 

evident throughout her writing career, from her first novel, Ticknor (2005), which includes semi-

 
10 Brad Aeon and Herman Aguinis, ‘It’s About Time: New Perspectives and Insights on Time Management’, Academy 
of Management Perspectives, 31.4 (2017), 309–30 (311). 
11 Christian Lorentzen, ‘Sheila Heti, Ben Lerner, Tao Lin’, Vulture, 11 May 2018. For examples of two such reviews, 
see Alexandra Schwartz, ‘Sheila Heti Wrestles with a Big Decision in Motherhood’, New Yorker, 30 April 2018, and 
Stephanie Bishop, ‘To Have or Not to Have’, The Monthly, August 2018. 
12 Sheila Heti, Motherhood (New York: Henry Holt, 2018), p. 17.  
13 Beth Blum, ‘The Self-Help Hermeneutic: Its Global History and Literary Future’, PMLA, 133.5 (2018), 1099–1117 
(1099). 
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fictionalized self-help pamphlets from Marie Stopes’ nineteenth-century clinic,14 to the avant-garde 

self-help book she wrote with Misha Glouberman, The Chairs Are Where the People Go (2011), to 

How Should a Person Be?, which, as Blum notes, syncretically connects ‘Western self-help with the 

Hebrew Bible’s parabolic wisdom’.15 Though critics tend to read Heti either as a staunch critic who 

takes down ‘the tyrannical confidence of women’s magazines and self-help guides’, or as a 

wholehearted supporter of commodified self-help mythologies, her relationship with the genre is 

essentially exploratory.16 Her investigations of time self-help are particularly ambivalent: she is both 

intrigued by and sceptical of the humanist poetics of self-cultivation and temporal mastery offered 

by productivity gurus David Allen and Stephen Covey. Moreover, her work also shows a complex 

engagement with chance-based anti-wisdom forms such as the I Ching, tarot and fortune-telling, 

and suspended creative ‘flow’, which have a long history of inspiring experimental life practices 

and art practices alike.17 Where Gurba foregrounded anti-productive spectral time, while 

reluctantly acknowledging the need to exert temporal agency, Heti moves in the opposite direction, 

departing from a conviction that controlled time choices empower her female artist narrators but 

coming to long for less managed ways of being in time. By interrogating the broad range of time 

and productivity practices that enter into Heti’s work, this chapter offers new perspectives on 

Heti’s dramas of temporal agency and control across the embodied female lifetime, but also her 

place in socio-historical discourses around artistic labour and the creative individual in society.  

 

‘A slow and deliberately performative voice’: Dramatizing labour, leisure, and time waste  

 

Motherhood theatrically presents a drama of decisions and deferrals by staging a complex 

relationship with time and artistry — we might remember that Heti started out as a playwright and 

studied philosophy. Christopher Fenwick describes how Heti uses self-help to stage a speculative 

form of ‘imaginative philosophy’ in her fiction: Motherhood’s narrator, for instance, documents her 

life and her attempts to shape that life by seeking advice on whether to have a child; how best to 

work; and how to relate to broad questions of time, fate, and ancestry.18 Heti’s work calls attention 

to itself as an artistic performance of a lifetime in progress. In a piece she published in n+1 in 

 
14 Heti later turned the semi-fictional pamphlet into a stand-alone chapbook, A Marriage Tract by Marie Stopes (Calgary: 
No Press, 2012). 
15 Blum, ‘The Self-Help Hermeneutic’, 1111. 
16 Emily Witt, ‘To Be, Or Not: Who Does Sheila Heti Think She Is?’, Observer, 22 June 2012. Jessa Crispin sees Heti’s 
work as ‘bad self-help’ (Bookslut, 18 August 2012). 
17 See, for example, Marc G. Jensen, ‘John Cage, Chance Operations, and the Chaos Game’, Musical Times, 150.1907 
(2009), 97–102 and Paul Mountfort, ‘The I Ching and Philip K. Dick's The Man in the High Castle’, Science Fiction Studies, 43.2 
(2016), 287–309. 
18 Christopher Fenwick, ‘How Should a Person Be?’, Point, 7 April 2014. 
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2014, ‘From My Diaries (2006–10) in Alphabetical Order’, Heti scrambles the chronology of the 

diary form by re-ordering her reflections according to the first letter of each sentence or fragment.19 

The effect is a circular, repetitive form that shows her returning to similar themes across 

presumably different time periods rather than producing a forward-moving narrative of personal 

development — ‘What a boring life — to always be rehashing the same little things’, she wryly 

laments in the section containing sentences beginning with ‘What’.20 Motherhood also formally 

foregrounds the author’s reordering consciousness or sjužet, over the real time fabula of 

chronologically and causally ordered events.21 Like Lin, Heti deploys precise diaristic temporal 

clauses — ‘next morning’, ‘the night before’, ‘that afternoon’ — but she often consciously 

dislocates these temporal markers from extra-diegetic time with disorienting effect: ‘Was it January 

1? […] December 30?’ (50, 10, 8). Perhaps the clearest statements of temporally experimental form 

are Heti’s organization of chapters around the rhythms of the menstrual cycle — the titles PMS, 

Bleeding, Follicular, and Ovulating repeat themselves — as well as her narrator’s use of coin-flips 

to make narrative and life decisions; Heti tells us in a prefatory note that she really did use ‘the 

flipping of actual coins’ to determine the ‘results’ of her book. 

In the opening scene, though, the narrator seeks self-development rather than temporal 

randomness, through a mock-grandiose monologue performance of her temporal dilemmas. Like 

Heti in the Financial Times ‘diary’, the narrator expresses her anxieties around time use and aging in 

melodramatic form by means of unfavourable self-comparisons with younger women. ‘I wished 

to have the time to put together a world view, but there was never enough time, and also, those 

who had it, seemed to have had it from a very young age, they didn’t begin it at forty’, she says, 

castigating herself for her perceived failure to maximize her time (1). She describes how ‘[t]he girl 

who was staying with us — she was twelve — made me see my own limitations as no one else 

had: my frailty, my obedience, my petty rebellions; most of all, my ignorance and sentimentality’, 

offering comic example of her failures and decline: ‘when I entered the living room in the morning, 

half a hot dog was on the table. I called it a banana’ (1). Her lament then turns into a self-directed 

pep talk. If Paul Beatty’s Tuff expressed anxiety that self-help would usher in Frankenstein’s 

monsters, Heti views the process more positively: her narrator resolves to ‘transform the greyish 

and muddy landscape of my mind into a solid concrete thing’, a ‘powerful monster […] a monster 

apart from me, that knew more than I knew, had a world view, and did not get such simple words 

 
19 Heti began a similar project recently: since 19 January 2022, she has been sending weekly instalments of a series 
called ‘A Diary in Alphabetical Order’ to New York Times newsletter subscribers. 
20 Sheila Heti, ‘From My Diaries (2006–10) in Alphabetical Order’, n+1, 18 (2014). 
21 On the distinction between ‘fabula’ and ‘sjužet’, see Victor Shklovsky, ‘Art as Technique’ (1917), in Lee T. Lemon 
and Marion J. Reis (eds.), Russian Formalist Criticism, trans. Lemon and Reis (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1965), 3–24. 
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wrong’ (1–2). This is, of course, a new self, but also a new book; self-creation and literary creation 

seem to run on parallel tracks, here. 

Like Heti’s other time experiments, the monologue foregrounds its own performativity, 

rather than a sense of authentic, real-time self-documentary. The highly stylized, anachronistic-

feeling voice used here echoes the descriptions, later in the novel, of her narrator using ‘a slow and 

deliberately performative voice’ for her father’s videocamera that create confusion between ‘her 

acting and “herself”’ (79–80). More generally, Motherhood plays with a sense of anachronism by evoking 

older, somewhat dated literary traditions: its antiquated vocabulary and liberal scattering of 

mannered exclamation points and ellipses recall the melodrama of what Stefano Castelvecchi 

describes as ‘the sentimental page’ (‘You’re not meant to be together—just look!’, the narrator declares at 

one point; ‘How silly, stupid and petty we all are!’ at another).22 The narrator also characterizes 

herself through an older ethic of character virtues and vices — ‘obedience’, ‘frailty’, ‘ignorance’, 

‘sentimentality’.23 Where Wallace appealed to notions of character and duty with genuine, if 

ironized, nostalgia, Heti indicates a dual and conflicted desire both to accept and burlesque the 

gravitas of marching towards future progress and self-improvement: the failure to progress in time 

to such exacting standards seems to be Heti’s real subject here, acting as a riposte to the classic 

self-improvement or success manual. Yet, as Dena Fehrenbacher notes, ‘self-deprecating 

performances of failure’ become a form of ‘self-help’ for writers like Heti who rework their 

perceived ‘failures’ into ‘punchline aesthetics’ that allow them to progress as writers; this echoes 

the ways we have seen Lin and Gurba turn failures of writerly productivity, such as writer’s block, 

into material.24 

 The drama of the anti-productive, blocked writer procrastinating work has been central to 

Heti’s autofictional work, especially in HSAPB?, which was criticized for valorizing self-absorbed 

time-waste: drawing from Heti’s own life, it is the story of a writer failing to write a play and, 

instead, thinking through questions of life — and self-help — with artist friends, including through 

transcripts of their conversations. Though James Wood admired the book, he also described it as 

a ‘hideously narcissistic’ endeavour, which, in eschewing fiction to depict ‘more or less privileged 

North American artists, at leisure to examine their creative ambitions and anxieties’, was finally 

 
22 Stefano Castelvecchi, Sentimental Opera (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 138. Motherhood, 117, 223. 
23 See Warren I. Susman, Culture as History (New York: Pantheon, 1984) on the competing ‘character’ and ‘personality’ 
ethos, XXII. Notably, HSAPB? opens with a monologue that explicitly reflects on the enduring appeal of both 
‘character’ and ‘personality’ ethics in contemporary understandings of achievement (2). 
24 Dena Fehrenbacher, ‘Punchline Aesthetics: Recuperated Failure in the Novels of Ben Lerner and Sheila Heti’, 
Post45, 20 July 2021. On representations of writer’s block in Heti’s work, see Aaron Colton, ‘Writing About Writer’s 
Block’, College Literature, 47.3 (2020), 468–97 and Jennifer Cooke, Contemporary Feminist Life Writing (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2020), Chapter 2. 
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‘evasive’ of the ‘rigor’ of artistry.25 Just as Lin’s writing-from-life was described as real-time 

‘overspill’ that lacks the polished craft of ‘aesthetic achievement’, Heti’s autofiction is read as an 

unedited document of seemingly petty life dilemmas and Heti herself as a literary slacker who 

shirks the ‘rigorous’ work of writerly craft and imagination for the ‘leisure’ of a form of self-

examination he sees as not worth the reader’s time. This is a symptom of a broader scepticism 

towards contemporary autofiction as not only self-obsessed but also diaristically uncrafted: Heti, 

Lin, and others — like Ben Lerner, Chris Kraus, or Karl Ove Knausgård — are often discussed 

as enacting a kind of ‘reality hunger’, animated, as Lee Konstantinou puts it, by the ‘fantasy that 

one might escape linguistic and conceptual mediation and thereby gain access to the real itself’.26 

Such ‘linguistic and conceptual mediation’, of course, is the literary labour of craft. But just as we 

have seen Lin showing the hard work and laborious editing time that goes into producing such 

real-time, seemingly spontaneous effects, while ostensibly representing drifters, so too Heti finds 

herself exploring such tensions. At points, Motherhood seems invested in revaluing an ethic of anti-

productive failure; at others, it seems to endorse the narrator’s insistence that she must ‘work 

harder’ to be a better self and writer (112). This dialectic becomes central to Heti’s work, as she 

seeks to combine the anti-productive energies of cyclical repetitions, chance-based creative 

techniques, and literary loafing with a defence of the hard work — and large swathes of time — 

that go into writing. 

Heti is insistent that literary writing, especially women’s literary writing, should be 

understood as work for which time needs to be made, rather than immediate, intimate overflow. 

In a review of Kate Zambreno’s part memoir, part biography, part fiction, ‘part feminist tract or 

call to arms or self-help manual’ Heroines (2012), Heti draws attention to the time and, indeed, 

rigour Zambreno put into the book. Heti lauds this feminist ‘freedom to take oneself seriously 

enough to put years of application into a finished work of art and fight it into the world’, which 

she negatively contrasts with uncrafted blogging as a form of ‘bleeding diaristically on the internet’, 

the opposite of ‘taking the time to craft something, using one’s skills’.27 Heti reproduces, here, a 

well-worn discourse that sees women’s writing as confessional excretion, akin to menstruation, in 

order to distinguish the ‘time’ and ‘skill’ her own work, and Zambreno’s, represent from the 

uncrafted ‘bleeding’ of others.28 In Motherhood, then, the narrator centres the need to secure 

 
25 James Wood, ‘True Lives: Sheila Heti’s How Should a Person Be?’, New Yorker, 18 June 2012. 
26 Lee Konstantinou, ‘Neorealist Fiction’, in Rachel Greenwald Smith (ed.), American Literature in Transition: 2000–2010 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 109–24 (111). See David Shields, Reality Hunger (New York: Knopf 
Doubleday, 2010). 
27 Sheila Heti, ‘I Dive Under the Covers’, London Review of Books, 6 June 2013. 
28 See Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, No Man’s Land, vol. 3 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), on the 
language of blood, excretion, and ‘emotional waste’ used to denigrate women’s writing as uncrafted sentiment in the 
early-to-mid twentieth century (67). 
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significant chunks of solitary writing time — ‘I really need an infinity amount of time to work.’ 

(229) — more than in HSAPB?, where Heti focused on the social aspects of the creative process. 

But she also worries that her work, with all its creative procrastination and vacillation, is 

dangerously close to ‘the decadence of doing nothing but sitting before a computer, typing out 

words’, or at least that is how it is seen, she thinks, wondering if she is viewed as a ‘draft dodger’ 

from the ‘real’ work of motherhood (132). Eternally anxious about time waste, she comically chides 

herself: ‘The day will come when I’ll think, What the fuck did you waste all those years putting in commas 

for?’ (195). This is a rewriting of the famous Oscar Wilde anecdote in which Wilde brazenly inhabits 

the persona of the leisurely artist, describing his ‘hard work’, tongue in cheek: ‘I took a comma out 

of one sentence… In the afternoon, I put it back again.’29 Of course, like Wilde, by comically 

stating the insignificance of her work, Heti’s narrator reasserts its anti-productivity-culture value. 

In one of her most exaggerated self-disciplinary pep talks, the narrator resolves to ‘remove my 

feminine self-doubt […] remove my second-guessing, that utter waste of time; work harder; think 

harder’ (112). But the ‘self-doubt’ and ‘second-guessing’ are her work; they are the engine of the 

novel’s drama of vacillating decision-making, which finally revindicates the ‘waste of time’ that 

hovers at the peripheries of creative work. 

Moving forward circuitously, by means of delays and deferrals, Motherhood often shows its 

narrator energized and inspired by seemingly time-wasting activities. In defiance of the stern 

internalized voice of the productivity guide, with its commands to ‘work harder; think harder’, she 

is constantly waiting, sitting around, queueing, wandering, strolling, procrastinating, loafing, and 

getting waylaid from her plans. Heti also revindicates another, more specific kind of ‘waste’: if , in 

her review of Zambreno, she dismissively referred to blogging as ‘bleeding diaristically’, in 

Motherhood, Heti shows menstrual bleeding to be a generative force rather than mere waste removal. 

As Emily Martin has shown, notions of mass production and time efficiency have shaped cultural 

understandings of women’s menstrual periods, such that ‘[m]enstruation not only carries with it 

the connotation of a productive system that has failed to produce, it also carries the idea of 

production gone awry, making products of no use, not to specification, unsalable, wasted, scrap.’30 

The harsh internal dialogue of Heti’s narrator, ever the (re)productivity disciplinarian, plays out 

this dynamic. Once she has decided not to have a child, the narrator understands her ‘bleeding’ as 

wasteful, inefficient, and unruly: ‘I think, Isn’t it stupid my body did this again? […] Will it never take the 

hint?’; ‘It just keeps on working.’ (151) 

 
29 See Barbara Belford, Oscar Wilde: A Certain Genius (London: Bloomsbury, 2000), 41. 
30 Emily Martin, The Woman in the Body (Boston: Beacon Press, 2001), 46. 
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Engaged in a perpetual back-and-forth with herself around the managed and unmanaged 

body in time, though, the narrator comes to understand her ‘bleeding’ more tenderly, considering 

‘the little animal inside me that is doing its work so diligently and well’ (151). The novel’s cyclical 

chapter structure revalues the menstrual cycle as offering a different, anti-linear way of relating 

with time. In conversation with Tao Lin — an avid self-tracker, as we have seen — Heti describes 

how her interest in ‘a narrative structure modelled on something from the female body’ emerged, 

in part, from years of tracking her periods: ‘Every woman should have this knowledge about her 

body.’31 Feminist traditions of self-help cycle tracking combine, here, with a more literary sense of 

écriture feminine based on female lived experience, or what has been called ‘women’s time’, in which 

‘the eternal recurrence of a biological rhythm’ produces a sense of ‘cosmic time’ that is ‘infinite 

like imaginary space’.32 Motherhood explicitly, and often semi-parodically, plays with romanticized, 

mysticized, and, indeed, essentialized understandings of ‘bleeding’ time, most notably through the 

narrator’s visit to a tarot reader, who waxes lyrical, in New Age terminology, about ‘something 

beautiful that happens with the bleeding out’, invoking creative ‘burning of the blood’ rituals and 

‘energy’ therapeutics (150, 148, 144). At several points, the narrator seeks out such anti-rational 

form of self-help — coin flips; time with a ‘spiritual healer or fraud’; fortune telling — to 

counterbalance controlled, productive time-management pressures (47). She may turn to such 

guides out of desperation to control her future, but she stays for their capacity to offer her new 

stories about herself: ‘fortune games’ have historically appealed primarily to the ‘unknowability’, 

rather than the predictability, of the lifetime, says one writer on the phenomenon, while another 

reminds us that esoteric practices like tarot and horoscopes, which have experienced a twenty-first 

century upsurge, offer relief from the pressures of ‘a quantifiable and meticulously organized 

world’.33 Heti’s fundamentally dialectical method moves between competing discourses of ‘taking 

the time’ to craft and control the future and disavowing the egoism of the planned lifetime by 

submitting to the flow of destiny or chance.34 By turning, now, to Heti’s engagement with three 

very different writers of productivity self-help — David Allen, Stephen Covey, and Mikhalyi 

Csikszentmihalyi — I explore the stakes of this central dilemma in more depth. 

 

 
31 ‘Sheila Heti and Tao Lin In Conversation’, Granta, 4 July 2018.  
32 See Julia Kristeva, ‘Women’s Time’ (1979), trans. Alice Jardine and Harry Blake, Signs, 7.1 (1981), 13–35 (16). See 
also Hélène Cixous, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’ (1975), trans. Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, Signs, 1.4 (1976), 875–
93. 
33 Cody Delistraty, ‘The Surprising Historical Significance of Fortune-Telling’, Jstor Daily, 26 October 2016; Julie Beck, 
‘The New Age of Astrology’, Atlantic, 16 January 2018. 
34 Heti, ‘I Dive Under the Covers’. 
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‘What you would want people to say about you at your funeral’: Scripted futures and 

programmed time 

 

David Allen’s book Getting Things Done, the ‘famous productivity manual’ Heti refers to in her 

Financial Times diary, offers a fundamentally mechanistic vision of self and time; Allen promises his 

readers ‘workflow mastery’ by thinking of themselves as computers devoted to ‘maximizing output 

and minimizing input’.35 Motherhood obliquely interrogates this dream of the programmable life and 

calculated, managed future. Heti’s own syntax of decision-making can seem to burlesque the 

operations of computational logic, with either/or binary equations that are as abstruse as they are 

precise. ‘I was explaining […] how either we as individuals have no souls, but experience a sort of 

collective soul, that either belongs to time or is time, or that our lives — we — are time’s soul’, her 

narrator ponders in one of the novel’s many sentences crammed with conjunctions and 

clarifications (8). She also repeatedly deploys ‘if/then’ conditions in order to anticipate outcomes, 

make better decisions, or reassure herself: ‘if I choose now — decide it, wasting no more time — 

not to have children, can I set myself on a course of reforming my mind […]?’; ‘if my desire is to 

write […] that is no less viable a human aspiration than having a child’ (111–12, 120). Indeed, Heti 

sees the algorithmic syntax of digital programming, as well as the formal logic she studied as a 

philosophy student, as culturally dominant: ‘I think probably computer programmers — those 

whose work involves a series of IF THEN and IF NOT, THEN codes — kind of steer the way 

we see the culture’, she told an interviewer, though she wishes ‘the painters’ had more of a voice.36 

One way of reading Motherhood is as an attempt to bring in the steering influence of ‘the painters’ 

while remaining invested in the logic of codified choices. The passages in which she asks and 

answers yes/no questions by flipping coins, inspired by the I Ching, might seem to depict another 

New Age escape from the digital, but they also act as a crude re-enactment of the binary commands 

of the computer program (or the machinistic time-management program). Motherhood suggests that 

logical calculations are never enough to make major decisions about life and time: the narrator 

disobeys the coin’s orders and harangues them with weighty philosophical enquires they cannot 

give answers to. Furthermore, the novel soon begins to invoke less restrictive, more expansive ‘if’ 

constructions: open-ended ‘what if’ questions; the poetic ‘as if’ of similes; and a curious ‘if not, not’ 

clause that allows for a non-binary state where different possibilities for the lifetime coexist all at 

 
35 David Allen, Getting Things Done, (New York: Penguin, 2001), 85, XII. 
36 Nathaniel Moore, ‘Sheila Heti Versus Toronto’, Open Book Toronto, 13 October 2010. 
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once, so that the narrator is not a mother yet ‘not not a mother’.37 Finally, the narrator moves to a 

place in which ‘the world isn’t as binary for me as it was before’ (177). 

 Though Stephen Covey’s The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People (1989) offers a less 

machine-oriented vision than Allen’s, Heti shows its futurist orientation to be just as stifling. 

Positioned as an alternative to fuzzy, therapeutic inner-self work, Covey’s productivity book is 

firmly in the American grain of self-reliance traditions (his press is named after Benjamin Franklin), 

and encourages readers to cultivate disciplined habits and behaviours as ‘highly effective people’ 

driven by ‘temperance, courage, justice, patience, industry’ rather than indulging in ‘undisciplined 

leisure time’.38 In interview with Jonathan Mcaloon, Heti recalls taking Covey’s ‘really popular sort 

of self-help book for people that wanted to be more successful in business and so on’ to a writers’ 

retreat and finding it both ‘terrible and wonderful’. She was intrigued, in particular, by Covey’s 

practical, speculative philosophy, designed to help the reader to understand their priorities in life:  

 

[The book] had you do these exercises like think about what you would want people to say 

about you at your funeral. I was doing this exercise and I went back a week later, read what 

I had written, and it was so horrible! What I wanted people to say was so revolting to me 

and it just made me think about this idea of self-help, how we’re compelled by it but 

ultimately how terrible and revolting it is; how it brings up the worst parts of you.39 

 

As with all of the ‘perspective expanding experiences’ Covey evokes in Seven Habits, this exercise 

is designed to help the reader to reflect on what is most important in order to take control of their 

time and lives by ‘writing our own script’ to bring about the desired outcomes.40 Covey asks readers 

to imagine themselves at the end of their lifetime, to ‘look inside the casket’ and ‘come face to face 

with yourself’, but also to imagine what others will have thought about them during their life: 

‘What character would you like them to have seen in you? What contributions, what achievements 

would you want them to remember?’.41 Heti is ‘compelled’ not only by Covey’s promise of a 

controlled and impactful life, but also by the formal theatricality of the exercise, which produces a 

 
37 See Motherhood, 113, 102. In an earlier speculative fiction, ‘There is No Time in Waterloo’, McSweeney’s, 32 (2009), 
225–35, Heti explored her interest in quantum understandings of simultaneous time states, which may inform this ‘if 
not, not’ conjunction. Perhaps she was also thinking of Lydia Davis’s story ‘A Double Negative’, also concerned with 
the operations of formal logic in childbearing decisions, which reads, in its entirety: ‘At a certain point in her life, she 
realizes it is not so much that she wants to have a child as that she does not want not to have a child, or not to have 
had a child’. The Collected Stories of Lydia Davis (London: Penguin, 2011), 373. 
38 Stephen Covey, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1989), 114–15, 18. 
39 Jonathan Mcaloon, ‘Sheila Heti: “I did worry putting sex in the book would eclipse everything else”’, Spectator, 31 
May 2013. 
40 Covey, 103. 
41 Covey, 96–97. 
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‘different relationship to the reader’, as she terms it — one based on direct address, philosophical 

speculation, and the promises of self-scripting.42 But it is precisely Covey’s suggestion that 

individuals should plan their lifetime right down to their imagined funeral, hoping to micro-manage 

how others respond to them as well as how their lives play out, that provokes Heti to write such 

‘horrible’ answers, which she sees as appealing to ‘the worst parts’ of the self. 

Like Allen’s programmed life, Covey’s scripted life attempts to fix the future; his funeral 

image turns the living self into a pristine corpse. Heti’s writing frequently shows its disdain for 

such notions. In HSAPB?, for instance, Sheila’s friend Margaux responds to a piece of writing that 

fixes her as a wise voice by painting herself as a ‘grotesque’ icon, a ‘fat, chubby-cheeked Buddha 

figurine, with a smug, sly smile’ (174–75). Buddha, for Margaux, is ‘the one who turned his back 

on the suffering of the world to sweeten himself with good feelings — privileged feelings of 

benevolence and purity’ (175). If Lin praised the pursuit of ‘feeling good’ through mindful 

detachment, Heti expresses horror at the deadened, self-contained icon of the managed self who 

vainly elevates ‘good feelings’ over the messy, unpredictable dynamism of life.43 Indeed, HSAPB’s 

major comic ephiphany centres around letting go of control over future scripts and the opinions 

of others alike; Sheila spends much of the book worrying about a play script written by a jealous 

ex-boyfriend that negatively prophecies how her life ‘would unfold, decade by decade’, but finally 

decides ‘Who cares? […] Who am I to hold myself aloof from the terrible fates of the world?’ (24, 

273). Rather than trying to wrestle control of the script — ‘doing whatever I can to make my life 

resemble some beautiful thing’ — she decides to submit herself to the uncontrollable influences 

of fate, chance, and other people (273). Her grand realization is hardly a wholesale rebuff to self-

help’s strategic approach to life, though, as the phrase ‘Who cares?’ comes directly from the legacy 

of other ‘self-help books’ and ‘self-improvement tapes’ used by Margaux’s mother’s friend; once 

again, the strengths of self-help, for Heti, as for many of the authors I have considered, lie in the 

malleability of its conflicting precepts (6). 

 Motherhood’s narrator, then, finds some value in a reworked version of Covey’s end-of-life 

exercise, imagining her deathbed rather than her funeral, though the novel remains insistent that 

the future can never be fully scripted: ‘Nobody completely expected it to go the way it went — 

their life’, she muses (30). Engaging in what Blum dubs a long self-help tradition of ‘deathbed 

meditation’ as a form of ‘personal inventory-taking’, the narrator weighs up whether or not to have 

a baby by ‘thinking about my deathbed’, realizing, through the meditation, that she does not want 

to ‘die leaving a child from my body behind’ but rather ‘beautifully and profoundly alone’ (268).44 

 
42 Mcaloon, ‘Sheila Heti’. 
43 Tao Lin, Taipei (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2013), 127. 
44 Blum, The Self-Help Compulsion, 226. 
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‘[D]idn’t I know it all along — that a baby would never come from between my legs?’ she continues 

(269). The novel’s regular appeals to mystical, unconscious foreknowledge suggest a life perhaps 

not entirely unscripted, but one that cannot be consciously scripted: forward-focused future 

planning gives way, here, to a retrospective vision, where the narrator ‘looked at it backwards’ 

(269). Where Covey’s funeral exercise skips over the vulnerable confrontation with mortality to 

emphasize such future planning, Heti uncovers a stranger, more speculative temporality within the 

deathbed thought experiment, one that asks readers to imagine the person they will have been and 

inhabit the future-perfect tense, described by Mark Currie as evoking a ‘tension between the 

uncertainty of prospect and the certainty of retrospect’.45 

Another key difference is that Covey’s death scene centres on winning the positive 

opinions of others as a ‘husband, wife, father, mother, son, daughter, cousin, friend, or working 

associate’.46 This social tableau iterates a ‘chrononormative’ idea of the productive life, one that, in 

Elizabeth Freeman’s terms, elevates mainstream ‘forms of object-choice, coupledom, family, 

marriage, sociability, and self-presentation’.47 Though Covey occasionally reflects on the 

importance of friendship and extra-familial roles, his book tends to assume that its readers hope 

to move successfully through life stages marked by heterosexual marriage, childrearing, 

professional achievement, and financial comfort; aside from the funeral, he suggests two other 

thought exercises: visualizing the family you hope to have created at your fiftieth wedding 

anniversary and imagining your retirement from work.48 In Motherhood, Heti makes a point of 

resisting the social script of ‘a house and a marriage and children’, which she presents as the mixed 

result of choice, chance, and social conditions: ‘those promises and pleasures were never meant to 

be yours’ (135). Invoking both fate and circumstance, she suggests that the ‘promises’ of a 

conventional, materially comfortable family life are unavailable, echoing Lauren Berlant’s sense of 

the ‘cruel optimism’ inherent in asking contemporary subjects facing precarious labour conditions 

and a lack of social security to aspire to ‘conventional good-life fantasies’ based on a nostalgic 

version of the 1950s that never really existed in the first place.49 In Motherhood, the narrator evokes 

the lingering spectre of such aspirations as she describes waking up at night ‘disgusted and horrified 

with how I have been living’:  

 

 
45 Mark Currie, The Unexpected: Narrative Temporality and the Philosophy of Surprise (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2013), 71. 
46 Covey, 97. 
47 Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), XV. 
48 Covey, 131. 
49 Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 2. 
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For a woman nearing forty, earning not enough money, renting an apartment infested with 

mice, with no savings, no children, divorced, and still living in the city of her birth, it 

seemed I had not thought as my father advised me to do ten years ago, after my marriage 

ended: Next time — THINK. (20–21) 

 

A stable, heteronormative shadow life haunts the narrator, who can only define her own existence 

through negatives: ‘not enough money’; ‘no savings, no children, divorced’. This passage embodies 

Motherhood’s general uncertainty around how much of a life is the product of personal decisions 

(the narrator’s failure to ‘THINK’) and how much can be attributed to the invisible forces of socio-

economic circumstance and even more mystical fate. 

However, Heti’s characters encounter different, often contradictory scripts for the well-

lived life (just as in her Financial Times diary, she staged a clash between nihilist punk and plodding 

productivity lifestyles). ‘[S]till living in the city of her birth’ would not necessarily be a marker of 

failure according to family-oriented heteronormative narratives, but the narrator is equally 

compelled by notions of ‘an avant-garde life’ that draws on romantic ideas of artists as free, 

cosmopolitan wanderers, egged on by the advice of her friend Teresa, who cautions against being 

‘streamed into the conventional life’ (34, 23). Indeed, Blum describes how, in a passage from 

HSAPB?, Heti’s narrator turns a biographical book, Important Artists, into a self-help ‘guide to 

relocation’, deciding she should move to New York for her art.50 The narrator of Motherhood, too, 

questions whether Toronto is the right place to write her book — but finally, she opts to stay. For 

Heti, this dilemma around where a person should be is intimately connected with her personal time 

concerns. In interview, Heti describes how, while in New York she would be confronted with the 

accelerated pace of a ‘race to publish’, Toronto allows her to claim some temporal agency and 

engage in a different form of writerly productivity: ‘I like being in a place where I can think and 

take my time’, she reflects, characterizing her hometown as a place where ‘I can live and work at 

my own rhythm, not the city’s rhythm’, in part due to an accessible cost of living, ‘inexpensive 

apartment’, and network of fellow artists who are able to ‘cobble together their existence’ in this 

environment.51 In another interview, Heti returns to the importance of Canada’s social safety net 

in buying her time to write. ‘I write better here’, she says, not only for personal reasons but because 

‘if I moved to the States, I’d have to teach to afford health insurance’ and ‘worry’ about basic 

security. 52 The writer’s life she evokes, then, is not an American dream of an autonomous, free-

moving, and self-made individual. Rather, she foregrounds her reliance on Canada’s welfare 
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infrastructures as well as local communities, which grant her enough control over her time, that 

she can ‘work hard’ but not ‘in the confines of a routine or a schedule’.53 For all Heti’s relative 

success and privilege, she suggests that the precarious writing life necessitates tactical management 

of scarce financial and temporal resources. 

The narrator of Motherhood also comes to reframe her initial ‘horror’ at failing to attain a 

nostalgic, normative idea of middle-aged professional and family life as an empowered choice. Not 

having a child becomes a way for the narrator to protect one form of productivity — the 

production of books — while refusing to participate in other forms of familial and professional 

(re)productivity. ‘One can either be a great artist and a mediocre parent, or the reverse’, her partner 

reflects, ‘but not great at both, because both art and parenthood take all of one’s time and attention’ 

(35). If such thinking calls attention to the difficulties of combining creative work with other 

responsibilities, it also leads Heti to sometimes perpetuate, rather than defy, stereotypical notions 

of parental life. Elaine Blair notes that the book frames motherhood as an inevitable ‘move toward 

the conventional and conservative’ and thus sidelines many alternative, artistic, and queer 

structures of maternity.54 For all her interest in dismantling either/or choices, Heti’s narrator 

constructs a narrow binary opposition between ‘the conventional life’ of reproduction, stability, 

and mainstream professional success, on the one hand, and the ‘avant-garde life’ of the childless 

creative whose time is devoted only to her art, on the other (23, 34). Of course, she is aware of her 

own absurdity in doing so; just as soon as she states her romanticized desires, a friend reminds her 

‘There is no such thing as an avant-garde life’ (34). In the end, deciding not to have a child focuses the 

narrator not only on her writing but also on other forms of family-making. 

Motherhood is filled with submerged fantasies of non-heteronormative community; as Leora 

Fridman points out, ‘[q]ueerness and queer time hide in plain sight.’55 As well as waxing lyrical on 

the blended family — she especially enjoys bonding with the mother of her partner’s child — she 

imagines polyamorous bisexual partnerships, dreaming of ‘a girlfriend and a boyfriend both’ (104–

05). She is most interested, though, in a female homosocial utopia, dreaming up a semi-apocalypse 

where ‘all the men started dying’ and the remaining women must find a new ‘homeland’, ‘lighter, 

freer, and more relaxed without them’ (216–17). In her idealized ‘childless land’, the women ‘would 

just do a million things together forever’; the narrator feels abandoned when her friends ‘jump 

ship’ by having children (163–64). Some critics have dismissed this as immaturity; Alexandra 

Schwartz, for instance, described this last scene as ‘a startlingly childish vision of adult life’ marked 
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by ‘bratty’ expectations.56 But though Heti’s narrator is indeed deferring the norms of ‘adult life’ 

to linger in childishness, she is doing so quite deliberately, looking to trouble discourses of ‘adult’ 

life achievement. In part, Motherhood seeks to revalue the Jungian figure of the puer aeternus, or 

eternal child, which emerges repeatedly in Heti’s work. In the acknowledgements for HSAPB?, 

Heti cites Ann Yeoman’s psychoanalytic guide, Now or Neverland: Peter Pan and the Myth of Eternal 

Youth (1998), and she begins her article on ‘Secret Self-Help’ with Marie-Louise Von Franz’s 

handbook, The Problem of the Puer Aeternus (1970). Like the productivity manuals, these texts initially 

seem to feed the self-critical inner voice; Heti describes how reading Von Franz’s book made her 

‘wish I’d lived my flighty life differently — and maybe I still can!’57 But Von Franz’s pathologizing 

of the puerile ‘fantasy life, the artist’s life’ as a form of arrested development is not the whole 

story.58 Motherhood is a paean to ‘the artist’s life’ and its ‘fantasy’ timescapes, and Peter Pan or puer 

mythology clearly animates the narrator’s imagined ‘childless land’ of women ‘together forever’, 

which comes to seem like a rewriting of J. M. Barrie’s Neverland through a coterie of lost girls 

rather than lost boys. 

Deriding the idea that a woman’s life should be defined by the time in which she is 

conventionally most economically and sexually productive — ‘fourteen to forty-four’ — Heti 

focuses on the subversive potential of other life stages: the child, the teenager, and the elderly wise 

senex or crone figure often considered the antithesis to the puer (194). If Motherhood opens with the 

narrator’s joint fears of aging and losing creative and reproductive fertility, she comes to 

understand the move towards menopause as a ‘freeing’ escape from societal expectations and the 

male gaze; she is ‘left alone’ at last to ‘think’ and write (266).59 Finally, the ‘queer time’ of the novel 

is invoked not only through non-normative relationality, but also through odes to the resistant 

qualities of creative ‘alone’ time. 

 

‘I need to access infinity in time’: Holding periods and creative flow 

 

Heti’s ‘From My Diaries (2006–10)’ introduces the idea of the ‘holding period’, a term drawn from 

investment theory, where it describes the wait between acquiring an asset and making it produce 

wealth, but also used in psychoanalysis to denote the wait before therapeutic productivity.60 Joyce 
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Slochower describes this as ‘the suspension of active investigatory or interpretive analytic work’ 

through the construction of ‘an emotionally protective, contained space’ where the patient can 

access conflicting and contradictory feelings.61 ‘The thing to do when you’re feeling ambivalent is 

to wait’, Motherhood’s narrator declares, and the novel comes to resemble, through its formal and 

thematic investments in deferred decision-making, a kind of holding period that holds space for 

multiple possible outcomes at once and generates narrative suspense through the vacillating and 

proleptic anticipation of the narrator’s choices. With liberal scatterings of ellipses, trailing 

sentences, and frequent section breaks, framed with blank space on the page, Motherhood enacts a 

poetics of pause and ambivalence. Indeed, the narrator lyrically and symbolically visualizes the 

vacillation between actions and options, imagining decision-making scales that ‘hover at the same 

height in mid-air’, and describing herself as ‘hung suspended between’ contradictory thoughts and 

‘suspended in life’s net’ (239, 152, 237). Heti maps this liminal suspended time onto the experience 

of writing; her most recent novel, Pure Colour (2022) describes how ‘[a] writer could suspend their 

soul in language’,62 while Motherhood envisions the ‘writing place’ as a ‘cocoon of time and space, 

where everything stills, and my self becomes mush, and something new is formed.’ (228) 

Motherhood’s narrator fantasizes this space as a form of ‘protection against the world’ and its 

demands for time- and self-management (229). As Fridman glosses, Heti’s ‘mush time’ is a vision 

of ‘stepping off the track’ of ‘normative measured time’.63 The narrator’s womb-like writing 

cocoon, like her dalliances in esoteric divinatory time, dissolves her ordinary temporal sense of self 

in order to make something new. 

Here, and in her chance-based composition practices, Heti draws on a rich mythology of 

ritual as enabling access to a kind of anti-rational kairotic time that eschews ordinary chronology to 

open up a ‘point in time filled with significance’, as Frank Kermode puts it; Motherhood’s narrator 

often asks the coins to tell her when ‘the time’ is right to write or think about certain things (5–

6).64 But her mystical expansive understanding of temporality is also inspired by more prosaic and 

popular discourses, specifically Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s self-help manuals Flow: The Psychology of 

Optimal Experience (1990) and Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention (1996). By 

now, Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of the ‘flow state’ has entered popular consciousness as a 

descriptor of the ‘optimal experience’ when creative productivity seems to flow effortlessly from 
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the individual due to a combination of challenge, capability, and circumstance. Heti has made 

reference to this state, as well as specifically to Csikszentmihalyi.65 Like Heti’s cocoon holding 

period, Csikszentmihalyi’s flow state is marked by a ‘deep but effortless involvement that removes 

from awareness the worries and frustrations of everyday life’. In flow ‘the sense of time becomes 

distorted’; ‘hours pass by in minutes, and minutes can stretch out to seem like hours’.66 Heti seems 

particularly drawn to this idea that artistic flow can expand or ‘stretch’ felt experiences of time and 

space.67  

While the narrator of Motherhood is harangued by a productivity-focused internal voice 

which insists that time is ‘running out’ and that ‘there is not enough time’, the flow cocoon allows 

her to ‘stretch out in time, languidly’. (194, 169) In her most lyrically creative moments, she 

envisions an infinite ‘universe’ — the echoes of Lin’s cosmic time are clear — a mystical quantum 

‘space’ that ‘opened up inside every molecule of an instant’. Feeling herself ‘not capable of putting 

a child there’, she puts a book there instead (183). Confronted with existential and social time 

limitations, and pressures to (re)produce, it is perhaps no wonder that the narrator writes into 

being a fantasy of stretched, abundant time capable of ‘holding’ an infinity of moments, of 

possibilities, and of feelings, nothing foreclosed. Aware that calendrical time will never give her 

the ‘infinity amount of time’ she ‘needs’ to write everything she wants to, she transmutes the desire 

for infinite time into a desire for infinite-feeling time, or temporal quality over quantity: ‘Infinity is 

not a duration of time, it is a quality of time. I can reach it in moments like this one.’ (229) As 

Mark McGurl notes, the very concept of ‘quality time’ emerged as a strategy intended to convince 

time-poor workers, especially mothers, that they could nonetheless manage to have free and family 

time in ‘quality’, if not in quantity, by managing their time correctly. Heti is in a different 

conundrum to the middle-class mother newly expected to have a full-time job, but the infinite 

‘quality of time’ Heti ascribes to creative flow also responds to anxieties around lacking time.68 

Motherhood’s ‘quality’ cocoon-time is both a deeply solitary, virtual state, detached from the 

rest of the world, and one that transcends any sense of self-possession, such that the narrator’s 

writing seems to come from outside of her. Through writing, she can ‘access a bigger sadness that 

wasn’t mine’ and finds herself able to ‘tunnel inside’ a maternal lineage family pain marked by her 

grandmother’s time in Auschwitz and her mother’s painful experience of immigration; this porous 

 
65 Heti references Csikszentmihalyi in Sheila Heti, ‘An Interview with Sophie Calle’, Believer, 1 June 2012; in 
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minutes to weeks passed in a novelty-clouded, calmly emotional, deathward trance’. Lin, Leave Society (New York: 
Vintage, 2021), 221–22.  
68 Mark McGurl, Everything and Less (New York: Verso, 2021), 58. 
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intergenerational affect is also connected with the exaggerated New Age mysticism of the tarot 

reader, who tells the narrator that her family’s grief ‘got implanted in you as an energy ball’ (144, 

275). This sense of writing as spectral possession echoes Gurba’s hauntings by trauma ghosts, but 

there is an insistent impulse towards future production here. Csikszentmihalyi also attributes a 

porous quality to the flow state, described as a near-ecstatic experience of ‘self-transcendence’ in 

which ‘a new thing, a living form, takes shape in front of the astonished creator’, outside of their 

conscious agency.69 Csikszentmihalyi’s direction of such ego transcendence towards the creation 

of ‘a new thing’, though, reminds us that the flow state has a purpose: his readers are not seeking 

subversive, ecstatic experiences as valuable in and of themselves, but rather as the means to 

produce work, art, or a better life. Heti, too, often frames her cocoon time as a temporary precursor 

to self-transformation: ‘for any change at all to happen, we must, for some time, be nothing — be 

mush’, the narrator decides (227–28). Of course, the concept of the cocoon also speaks to the 

inspirational self-as-butterfly metaphor common to self-help: we might think here of Susan Jeffers’ 

Feel the Fear… and Beyond (1998) — a follow-up to her classic Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway (1987) 

— which urges readers to emerge from their ‘cocoon’ of safety as a means of ‘becoming the best 

you can be and moving forward with your life’.70 Heti is less certain about the transformation into 

butterfly; in the liminal timespace she evokes, metamorphosis is never guaranteed, and the self has 

little control over whether it moves forward or backwards in time. The narrator reminds herself 

to take a less futurist focus: ‘maybe you will not be a butterfly at all. Maybe you will become a 

caterpillar again. Or maybe you will always be mush.’ (228) 

Of course, accessing this mystical timeflow in the first place requires making the time for 

it. Unlike Heti, who regularly invokes the forces of randomness and fate, Csikszentmihalyi does 

not believe that flow is ‘the result of good fortune or random chance’ but rather an exercise in 

willpower and self-organization.71 In Creativity, he underscores the necessity of ‘managing time, 

space and activity’, using many of the techniques endemic to conventional time management: 

‘schedules to protect your time and avoid distraction, arranging your surroundings to heighten 

concentration, cutting out meaningless chores that soak up psychic energy’.72 Jules Evans similarly 

describes flow as a ‘disenchanted idea of ecstasy’, stripped of any submission to aleatory, animistic, 

or supernatural forces; he argues that, for all Csikszentmihalyi’s appeals to a mysticized self-

transcendence that opens to the flows of life, he still relies on a sense of ‘the human agent’ as 

‘triumphantly masterful’ and ultimately in control of their creativity, productivity, and destiny.73 
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Heti, like Gurba, makes creative flow represent a less managed and less controllable state, one in 

which ‘human agency’ is punctured by other forces. And yet both suggest that flow requires 

management; we might recall that Gurba advised her podcast listeners to set aside consistent 

creative time in which the unruly ‘creative muse/spirit’ might choose to appear.74 Heti, too, is 

deeply aware of the paradoxical need to master time in order to access unmastered time, fencing 

off temporal resources to move forward. Progress is never a given, for Heti’s narrators, but like 

Lin’s writer-protagonists, they are nonetheless always thinking of the future artwork — and future 

self — at the end of their cocoon time. ‘If I sell this book, I will get back gold in return’, Motherhood’s 

narrator states; ‘I want to turn my mother’s sadness into gold.’ (16) She is referring, here, not only 

to financial and cultural capital, in a literary marketplace where female trauma is a valuable 

commodity, but also to personal healing. ‘This will be a book to prevent future tears — to prevent 

me and my mother from crying’, she tells us (16). Personal and temporal agency must finally coexist 

with stranger and more impersonal ways of relating to time: accessing the ‘energy’ of others by 

experiencing the past as present; asking the muses to ‘stretch’ creative time; dwelling in a suspended 

‘holding period’ or ‘mush’ time. Heti is clear on the need to emerge from the holding cocoon. In 

‘From My Diaries’, where the notion of the ‘holding period’ is attributed to psychoanalyst Ann 

Yeoman (the author of puer aeternus guide Now or Neverland), the line ‘Ann says it’s a “holding 

period,” and she’s right.’ is followed immediately, and comically, by the statement ‘Ann says it’s 

no longer a holding period’ — ‘holding’ is, clearly, a provisional and transitory state.75  

This conflict between times of ‘holding’ and times of action is played out as a tension 

between solitary and social time in HSAPB?, where the isolated writing ‘cocoon’ shows up as 

oppressive, rather than liberating: ‘I said to myself sternly, It’s time to stop asking questions of other 

people. It is time to just go into a cocoon and spin your soul.’ (5) Of course, Heti does precisely the opposite; 

her conversations with ‘other people’ are the material of her book which, as Rachel Sagner Buurma 

and Laura Heffernan point out, ‘dissolves the hard division between life and literature, between 

living in the world and writing in your room.’76 Yet while Buurma and Heffernan suggest that this 

means the novel wholly disavows solitary writing work for freewheeling collaborative 

engagement — the narrator declares that she is more interested in ‘talking’ than ‘sitting in a room 

typing’ (82) —  there are important counterbalances. The protagonist’s therapist Ann, who is based 

on Ann Yeoman, reminds her that dallying in such eternal puer time will prevent her from ‘working 

to the end and winding up with something solid’ (82), and of course, the narrator puts solitary 
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hours into styling conversational transcripts into a novel; Heti herself calls attention to the time 

that went into writing HSAPB?, ‘five or six years’.77 Motherhood, too, is full of the words of others, 

but it wears its investment in ‘freedom and solitude’, as preconditions for writing, on its sleeve, 

defending the woman artist’s right to a time of her own (128). One of Heti’s mentors is the feminist 

philosopher Mari Ruti who builds on Csikszentmihalyi’s Creativity, which she cites in arguing that 

artists must ‘flaunt the absolute legitimacy of […] solitude’, and that ‘the isolationist tendencies of 

creative individuals, far from being pathological, are a means of protecting the kind of focus that 

allows them to sustain the creative process.’78 At times, Heti too seems to consider the ‘legitimacy’ 

of ‘solitude’ exclusively the province of the artist; after all, Csikszentmihalyi’s ideas of flow are 

grounded on the Romantic mythos of the ‘extraordinary individual’ who can use time creatively.79 

When she interviewed Sophie Calle in 2021, Heti explained how Csikszentmihalyi’s Creativity 

suggests that ‘while most people are either introverts or extroverts, or people are either smart or 

naïve — you know, at one end of these poles — the artist actually contains both poles. They are 

simultaneously opposites’, and asked Calle for her opinion.80 However, Calle’s response deflates 

this rarefied thinking, questioning the idea that ambivalent complexity is the domain of artists 

alone: ‘I don’t know. I must be many things simultaneously, but not because I’m an artist, you 

know. Because I’m a human. Even my cat is simultaneously many things.’ 

Though Heti might seem to endorse — or ‘flaunt’, in Ruti’s terms — the idea that artists 

alone can, or ‘need to access infinity in time’, as Motherhood puts it, she remains conflicted around 

ways of managing time that isolate the individual from the wider social world (229). Motherhood’s 

narrator prioritizes her solo writing time, but she is aware that in in doing so, she is choosing not 

to spend time in more socially or politically active ways: ‘Am I wrong in ignoring the suffering of 

others?’ she asks the coins (6). There are clear echoes here of the ‘smug’ Buddha self-portrait 

Margaux painted in HSAPB?; the Buddha is imagined, here, to have vainly ‘turned his back on the 

suffering of the world’ (174). Heti links these anxieties not only with claiming creative time, but 

with the broader logic of self-help cultures that encourage us to focus only on ourselves, seeing 

others as interruptions to our imagined pristine, productive, and scripted life. If her reading of 

Stephen Covey’s Seven Habits made this clear, her talk ‘Why Go Out?’, which draws on her reading 

of Allen Carr’s legendary Easy Way to Quit Smoking (1985), underscores the anti-social temptations 

she associates with self-help. The speech is an attempt to answer the question ‘Why do you spend 

time with other people?’; after reading Carr’s ‘excellent book’, frustrated by the time-wasting, 
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irritating, and confidence-knocking aspects of socializing, she wonders ‘whether it is possible to 

quit people’, as well as cigarettes, in order to gain ‘self-confidence, wealth, courage, energy, peace 

of mind, and self-respect!’81 It is possible, she concludes, but deeply horrifying, and she goes on to 

paint a grotesque picture of self-helping ‘little Buddhas, meditating and masturbating and watching 

TV’ in a bubble of time and space all their own. How to square this horror with Heti’s emphasis, 

elsewhere, on claiming solitary, productivity-oriented, even self-improving time? I have argued, in 

this chapter, that this is a central, animating dilemma in Heti’s work, and one that is never fully 

resolved. Her sense of cycle, pattern, and rhythm, though, go some way towards helping us to 

understand how she seeks to live, and write, out these tensions.  

Heti’s interest in cyclical repetition has been clear throughout this chapter: ‘From My 

Diaries’ showed how the same concerns recur at different moments in the life cycle; Ann Yeoman 

suggested that there are periods of ‘holding’ and periods of social and productive immersion; and 

Motherhood, of course, formally enacts the menstrual cycle and shows how the narrator’s creative 

productivity comes in waves rather than moving in a straight line. Mason Currey — who authored 

Daily Rituals: How Artists Work (2013) — describes attending an online workshop in early 2021 led 

by Heti which explored her rhythmic ethos as part of what he terms ‘methods for getting writing 

done’.82 According to Currey, Heti cited popular psychotherapist and self-help author Esther Perel 

and advised attendees that the writing process is marked by the ‘cycles of harmony, disharmony, 

and repair’ Perel identifies in relationships.83 Certainly, Heti understands her own writing as 

following a cyclical, periodic tempo. In the interview in which she discussed the importance of 

Canada’s social safety net in buying her time to create, she says: ‘I can spend a week doing nothing 

but working, and then the next week letting my mind rest.’84 Heti’s sense of time is rhythmic and 

multiple, with productive seasons followed by fallow seasons, punctuated by escapes into strange, 

elastic creative times. This recalls Kathryn Bond Stockton’s call for ‘punctuation’ as the defining 

rhythm of queer scholarship, which argues that it is only through ‘work-ethic duty’ and attention 

to ‘getting things done’ that the anti-productive ‘practice of a hedonistic Sabbath’ becomes legible 

as hedonistic.85 

Heti, like Gurba and Lin, moves rhythmically through and between different time states, 

and draws on an expansive repertoire of different self-help time traditions in order to do so. For 
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all three of these authors, time management becomes a crucial site for negotiating the rhythms of 

self, other, and society, perpetually in tension. They have something in common, then, with Roland 

Barthes, who suggests that balancing personal and social time-rhythms is a fundamentally 

communitarian matter; Barthes’ How to Live Together has been described as an alternative ‘guide to 

being in the world’.86 Barthes proposes an idyll of ‘idiorhythmy’ in which ‘each subject lives 

according to his own rhythm’, alternating times of ‘solitude with regular interruptions’.87 But what 

is one’s ‘own rhythm’, and how does it overlap with the tempos of others? Together with Barthes, 

Lin, Gurba, and Heti are all compelled to wonder what selves and times might emerge outside of 

measured, productivity-oriented time norms. But rather than looking to time organization styles 

that are entirely unique or idiorhythmic, they often turn towards self-help practices that allow them 

to experiment with alternative temporal orientations and find new ways of positioning themselves 

amidst changing understandings of creative work and subjecthood. For these authors, managing 

time can be a practice of creative isolationism, but also a means of social synchronization. In my 

next chapter, I turn from the self-help of time to the self-help of bodies and brains, which comes 

to inform different ways of reckoning with the difference — and overlaps — between self and 

other.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

‘We’re chemistry. That’s what we are’: 

Body-brain transformation in the work of Benjamin Kunkel, Miranda July, and 

Alexandra Kleeman 

 

For the writers in chapters 3 and 4, self-help narratives of time came to signify managed, normative 

self-improvement but also more unruly, expansive therapeutic or creative states. This final chapter 

explores how the body — approached and imagined through competing discourses of self-help 

— acts as a similarly productive, and similarly complex, site of inquiry for three contemporary 

writers: Benjamin Kunkel, Miranda July, and Alexandra Kleeman. These authors stage 

unconventional Bildungsromane in which their protagonists learn to cultivate new relationships with 

their bodies and the social networks of other bodies that surround them, often through esoteric 

forms of neural embodiment. Kunkel’s self-proclaimed ‘ironic variety of neuronovel’ Indecision 

(2005), for instance, traces listless protagonist Dwight as he rejects individualizing pharmaceuticals 

and talk therapy for politicized neuro-sensation, psychedelic transformation, and the art of slow 

living.1 Cheryl in July’s The First Bad Man (2015) is bombarded by bodily and pseudo-scientific self-

improvement cultures, but she also finds unlikely sources of cosmic and interpersonal connection 

in New Age and self-defence embodiment practices. Finally, Kleeman’s You Too Can Have a Body 

Like Mine (2015) shows its narrator victimized by the cult-like consumerism of women’s makeover 

and diet cultures, but also suggests that the cultures of skincare and Scientology can offer an 

intriguing neuro-synaesthetic method of improving the body and brain. 

To varying degrees, then, these novelists explore how cultures of neuroscientific, 

pharmacological, and psychedelic self-improvement, as well as diet, makeover, and New Age 

practices, inscribe themselves on contemporary bodies, in ways that are often oppressive but 

potentially liberating. In particular, as we shall see, the infinitesimally precise language of cellular 

and even neuronal change employed in self-transformation cultures is redeployed by contemporary 

authors as an interrogation of bodily experience across multiple scales and perspectives. Accounts 

of Kleeman’s You Too, for example, highlight the ‘narrator’s microscopic gaze into her own body’, 

and the ways the novel put ‘the white noise of everyday living, like junk food advertisements and 

female beauty rituals, under a microscope until they appear new and strange’.2 What is crucial, in 

this chapter, is the way that bodily self-improvement informs both micro- and macro-level 

 
1 Benjamin Kunkel uses this descriptor in ‘Letter to Norway’, n+1, 6 August 2010. 
2 Mary Breaden, ‘Interview with Alexandra Kleeman’, Visitant Lit, 13 January 2016 and Adalena Kavanagh, ‘The 
Familiar Is an Extreme: An Interview with Alexandra Kleeman’, Electric Lit, 20 August 2015. 
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investigations of contemporary subjecthood: these authors are interested in ‘microscopically’ 

investigating the particularity of the individual body, right down to neuronal and cellular scales, 

but also in widening out to consider the operations of networks of bodies in wider socio-cultural 

systems. As we shall see, on the one hand, theirs is a ‘micropolitical’ focus on power and resistance 

within what Jane Bennett refers to as ‘the practices of everyday life’ or Foucauldian ‘technologies 

or practices of the self’.3 On the other hand, they offer visions of subjecthood beyond the systemic; 

these novels zoom in, defamiliarizing bodies beyond recognition, or zoom out into a cosmic web 

of feeling bodies that recalls the more mystical timescapes of Heti, Gurba, and Lin. The novels I 

explore critique several self-help discourses of brain-training, pharmaceuticals, cosmetics, and 

pregnancy advice in favour of more expansive forms of bodily wisdom. Their authors show their 

protagonists coming to viscerally understand their bodies as socially situated, gendered, and raced 

bodies, but they also offer fantasies of escaping such societal inscription for a shared, lyrical 

subjectivity, grounded on the sameness of somatic systems and bodily change.  

 This all occurs against the backdrop of what has been called, in recent decades, a ‘somatic 

turn’ or particular interest in the body as the ‘principal field of political and cultural activity’.4 

Specifically, there has been a renewed emphasis on what sociologist Chris Shilling dubs ‘the body 

as a project’ and Heike Steinhoff the ‘transforming body’ as a ‘site of change and malleability’.5 As 

Steinhoff points out, the discourses of bodily self-improvement appeal to a sense of postmodern 

performativity, but, paradoxically, many body change narratives still cling to essentialized notions 

of the body as a ‘site of the expression of “authentic” identity’.6 Contemporary self-help acts, then, 

as an intriguing repository of varied body transformation advice, showing, in particular, very 

different relationships to scientific and non-scientific understandings of the body and brain. 

The expansion of biomedicalized, pharmaceutical narratives is evident in discourses on 

brain change or neuroplasticity as a form of improvement. Davi Johnson Thornton’s study Brain 

Culture outlines a symbiotic, pragmatic relationship between neuroscientific theory and self-

improvement praxis: ‘Just as popular neuroscience lends scientific authority to self-help, self-help 

offers neuroscience productive channels of dissemination’ that encourage ‘audiences to actively 

take up and act on its message’ and frame ‘everyday practices as amenable to precise scientific 

assessment and modification’.7 If this ethos is clearest in advice bestsellers — such as Daniel 

 
3 Jane Bennett, ‘Postmodern Approaches to Political Theory’, in Gerald F. Gaus and Chandran Kukathas (eds.), 
Handbook of Political Theory (London: Sage, 2004), 46–56 (51). 
4 Chris Gilleard and Paul Higgs, Ageing, Corporeality and Embodiment (London: Anthem Press, 2013), 1; Bryan S. Turner, 
Regulating Bodies (London: Routledge, 1992), 12. 
5 Chris Shilling, The Body and Social Theory (London: Sage, 2003 [1993]), 4. 
6 Heike Steinhoff, Transforming Bodies: Makeovers and Monstrosities in American Culture (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015), 5–6. 
7 Davi Johnson Thornton, Brain Culture (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2011), 66. 
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Amen’s Change Your Brain, Change Your Life (1996), Sharon Begley’s Train Your Mind, Change Your 

Brain (2007), and Rick Hanson’s Buddha’s Brain: The Practical Neuroscience of Happiness, Love, and 

Wisdom (2009) — it has also been disseminated into ideas of improvement more broadly, such that 

literary edification, too, is seen by some as a matter of ‘wedging readers inside fMRI scanners to 

measure novels’ effects’, as Leah Price puts it.8 Next to this ‘brain culture’, however, sits another 

self-help discourse that seeks to recover a more holistic sense of the body, from practices of 

somatics, nervous system healing, and ‘bodyfulness’ (rather than mindfulness) to revamped New 

Age or New Thought energetics and psychedelic therapies that blur the boundaries between mind 

and matter, body and spirit.9 

 By foregrounding these narratives of body and brain improvement, this chapter offers a 

new way into several contemporary debates on the role of bodily feeling. I uncover a productive 

set of writerly tensions between critiques of the textualized body within representational systems 

of meaning, on the one hand, and, on the other, narratives of immediate, even presocial, bodily 

sensation that speak to recent materialist, affective turns in literature and the humanities more 

generally.10 As Ruth Leys points out, the renewed literary interest in affect often draws on 

popularized neuroscientific ideas around the pre-conscious flow of neural circuitry, though — 

unlike the researchers Price describes ‘wedging readers inside fMRI scanners’ — the literary affect 

theorists attempt to bypass neuro-reductionism by emphasizing the ‘unpredictable and potentially 

emancipatory qualities’ of neurobiologized sensation.11 Self-help becomes, then, a compelling 

archive of brain–body practices through which writers negotiate wider questions of bodily 

individualism, (neuro)scientific society, and holistic feeling flow. 

 

‘An ironic variety of neuronovel’: Pharmaceuticals, psychedelics, and nervous feeling in 

Benjamin Kunkel’s Indecision 

 

Benjamin Kunkel is clearly interested in large-scale politics; in his collection of essays on the 

capitalist crisis, Utopia or Bust (2014), he self-mockingly reflects on the label of Marxist or ‘Marxish’ 

 
8 Leah Price, ‘Prescribed Print: Bibliotherapy after Web 2.0’, Post45, 17 September 2019. 
9 For a sense of some of these practices, see Christine Caldwell, ‘Mindfulness and Bodyfulness: A New Paradigm’, 
Journal of Contemplative Inquiry, 1.1 (2014), 69–88; Linda Hartley, Somatic Psychology: Body, Mind and Meaning (London: 
Whurr, 2004). For an account that traces the interlocking history of Spiritualism, New Thought, and modern New 
Age thinking, see J. Gordon Melton, ‘New Thought and the New Age’, in James Lewis and J. Gordon Melton (eds.), 
Perspectives on the New Age (New York: SUNY Press, 1992), 15–29. 
10 See Luke Turner, ‘Metamodernism’, Notes on Metamodernism, 12 January 2015. See also Melissa Gregg and Gregory 
J. Seigworth, ‘An Inventory of Shimmers’, in Gregg and Seigworth (eds.), Affect Theory Reader (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2010), pp. 1–25. Gregg and Seigworth offer a useful account of the affective turn in the humanities 
and the social sciences led by figures such as Eve Sedgwick, Donna Haraway, Silvan Tomkins, Paul Ekman, and Brian 
Massumi. 
11 Ruth Leys, ‘The Turn to Affect: A Critique’, Critical Inquiry, 37.3 (2011), 434-72 (441). 
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public intellectual he has been given.12 He describes gaining a political consciousness through 

Thoreau rather than Marx, and remains invested in neo-Transcendentalist ideas about literature’s 

capacity to suggest alternative ways to live, personally as well as socially;13 however, he posits a 

dichotomy between ‘therapeutic cant or smug self-help’ and ‘self-improvement of the kind 

Thoreau undertook’, which, he feels, invokes a broader commitment to change ‘psychologically 

and politically’.14 Perhaps Kunkel’s time at Deep Springs College also contributes to his attraction 

to the Transcendentalist life. Deep Springs is a California desert ranch school focused on 

alternative living practices, manual as well as intellectual labour, and small community government 

that, in a certain sense, seems a more communitarian version of Thoreau’s self-cultivation 

experiment in Walden.15 n+1 magazine, which Kunkel co-founded in 2004, also styled itself as a 

cultural corrective: the blurb for n+1’s anniversary anthology notes that it ‘intended to revive’ the 

‘midcentury magazine’ tradition of public socio-literary analysis.16 Indeed, in 2014 they marketed 

the n+1 ‘Self-Help Set’, a collection of publications designed to offer alternative ways of cultivating 

a contemporary, intellectually-engaged self.  

To an extent, Kunkel enacts Wallace’s longing for authoritative public literary voices, in 

ways perhaps even more self-conscious: Indecision sends up protagonist Dwight’s paternalist dream 

of ‘pounding on the lectern’ as a ‘motivational speaker’ committed to ‘preaching the gospel of 

mediocrity to already mediocre men’, but the novel ends with a satirical-yet-serious reclamation of 

speakerly authority, as Dwight finds his voice to pontificate on ‘the garden path of social justice’.17 

The novel traces Dwight’s development from indecisive apathy to understanding that his choices 

matter, and Adam Kelly usefully reads Indecision, in connection with Wallace, as a ‘shift from a 

model of ironic negation to a new kind of sincerity’ that occurs ‘despite or perhaps because of its 

comic buoyancy and ethical undecidability’.18 Distinct from Wallace’s paternal advisors, though, 

Dwight’s lover Brigid facilitates his semi-sincere transformation, guiding him through a hippyish 

psychedelics experience that sensitizes his nervous system to the global injustices of late capitalism. 

Signalling a curious closeness between self-discovery and self-abnegation — evident, too, in Lin’s 

hallucinogen-time depictions — Kunkel semi-parodically suggests that the body’s dissolution into 

neurologized sensation is a necessary first step towards political awakening. 

 
12 Benjamin Kunkel, Utopia or Bust (London: Verso, 2014), 1. 
13 Utopia or Bust, 7. 
14 Benjamin Kunkel, ‘Misery Loves a Memoir’, New York Times, 16 July 2006. 
15 See L. Jackson Newell, The Electric Edge of Academe (Utah: University of Utah Press, 2015) for a thorough account of 
the institutional and cultural history of Deep Springs College. 
16 Happiness: Ten Years of n+1 (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2014), back cover. 
17 Benjamin Kunkel, Indecision (New York: Random House, 2005), 174–75, 233. 
18 Adam Kelly, ‘From Syndrome to Sincerity: Benjamin Kunkel's Indecision’, in T. J. Lustig and James Peacock (eds.), 
Diseases and Disorders in Contemporary Fiction: The Syndrome Syndrome (London: Routledge, 2013), 53–54. 
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While Heti’s Motherhood valued the spaces of suspended vacillation offered by creative life 

practices, Indecision depicts Dwight's indecisiveness as both a pernicious block towards meaningful 

personal and political agency and a shared social condition. His neuro-medicalized culture, though, 

privatizes and pathologizes such conditions: he is given a psychiatric diagnosis of ‘abulia’ or 

‘chronic indecision’ for which his medic friend gives him the drug ‘Abulinix’ (31–32). Kunkel 

wants to make social diagnoses instead, and he condemns a society in which privileged yet 

precarious subjects like Dwight — ‘an assistant communications technician subcontracted to 

Pfizer’, he makes ‘only around 26K a year’, has no health insurance, and ‘couldn’t afford a 

psychiatrist’ — are biomedicalized and apathetically disconnected from the other bodies exploited 

by their late capitalist system (133). Kunkel sends up neuro-psychiatric individualism as he finally 

reveals that Abulinix is a placebo, that desire is stronger than drugs, and that those who believe 

that the relationship between ‘excitatory neurotransmitters’ and ‘inhibitory neurons’ is what ‘make[s] 

you happy, make you want to do things’ are fundamentally mistaken (34). Indeed, Kunkel describes 

the book as an ‘ironic variety of neuronovel’, and his disdain for what has been called 

‘neurocapitalism’ and ‘neuromania’, with its commodified displacement of self into the reductionist 

narratives of popular neuroscience, is evident.19 As Dwight moves from undergoing DIY 

psychoanalysis with his sister to taking a psychiatric medication to solve his problems, the novel 

dramatizes what Harvey Blume describes as a cultural shift ‘from a psychological, especially a 

Freudian, perspective’ to a ‘brain-centred view, with an emphasis on wiring and neural circuitry 

that makes for ready links to computer culture’.20 Though Audrey Farley argues that ‘Indecision 

invokes psychoanalytic reading practices to demonstrate how interpretive rigor better enables 

social change’, the only instance of psychoanalytic therapy in the novel does precisely nothing to 

shift Dwight’s political consciousness; it comes off as merely another consumable technique for 

self-discovery.21 Neither psychoanalytic talk therapy nor neuropsychiatric brain therapy seem 

capable of motivating his personal-political transformation. 

Dwight’s mother offers him different forms of self-transformation, including wisdom 

gleaned from her Episcopalian church, her newfound vegetarian lifestyle, and a set of I Ching coins 

she gives Dwight ‘for ancient Chinese guidance’ (5). Yet these, too, are shown to be insufficient 

for an ethically engaged life; where Heti’s narrator found inspiration in the aleatory mysticism of I 

 
19 Kunkel, ‘Letter to Norway’. See Ewa Hess and Hennric Jokeit, ‘Neurocapitalism’, Open Democracy, 3 March 2010; 
Paolo Legrenzi, Carlo Umiltà, and Frances Anderson, Neuromania: On the Limits of Brain Science (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2011); Sally L. Satel and Scott O. Lilienfeld, Brainwashed: The Seductive Appeal of Mindless Neuroscience 
(New York: Basic Books, 2015 [2013]). 
20 Harvey Blume, ‘Neuro-Narratives’, American Prospect, 10 November 2001. 
21 Audrey Farley, ‘New Sincerity and the Legacy of Psychoanalysis’, Critique, 59.3 (2018), 271–83 (280). 
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Ching coin flips, Kunkel’s protagonist merely uses the coins to further his trifling indecision. 

Dwight’s father, meanwhile, preaches very distinct strategies for improving the body and mind. 

When Dwight was younger, he remembers his parents counselling him ‘to be true to myself’, but his 

father now disparages notions of authenticity, self-discovery, and the ‘religious concept of the 

“soul”’, and professes faith in neuro-pharmaceutical self-transformation (80, 79). Whereas Wallace 

respects, if also parodies, ‘Silent Generation’ 1970s father figures for their work ethic and 

conservative values, Kunkel’s novel, set after the 2001 recession, more forcefully dismisses ‘dad’s 

scotch-and-golf-oriented generation’ as WASP boomers who have brought about an economic 

and environmental crisis (77). A ‘Rockefeller Republican’ and ‘bankrupt’ — financially, and, it is 

implied, morally — commodities trader, Dwight’s father believes wholeheartedly in ‘the role of 

pharmaceuticals’ as a tool for personal change ‘in our American society’ (77–78). His father 

declares ‘we’re chemistry. That’s what we are’, reducing all of embodied life — ‘food, exercise, 

sexual intercourse, warmth’ — to the terms of ‘drugs’ that ‘modify your mood and perspective’; 

he encourages Dwight to invest in this ‘market for what are essentially inner goods’ (79). Though 

Dwight denounces his father’s Big Pharma leanings and ‘somewhat scary effort to reengineer the 

whole human personality’, he begins to wonder whether ‘my entire personality boiled down to 

neurochemistry’ (80, 85). Finally, his parents fail as advisors, merely sounding out the different 

reductive bodily technologies available in an individualizing, neoliberal society. 

But thinking neurally does not always mean thinking reductively: Dwight’s later epiphany 

is based around different drugs and the ethics of a sensitized nervous system, where ‘senses can still 

be used for extracting pleasures from fruits, nuts, beverages of all kinds, words on a page, a loved mammal in your 

arms…’ (237). The typical understanding of the ‘neuronovel’, though, as explained by Marco Roth, 

one of Kunkel’s fellow n+1 co-founders who coined the term in an essay published in the same 

year as Indecision, is one in which ‘novelists have ceded their ground to science’, with its ‘new 

reduction of mind to brain’.22 Roth also sees increased novelistic illustrations of neurological or 

psychological syndromes as a harbinger of difference, individualism, and asociality. Using deeply 

ableist language, and perhaps responding to increased calls for recognition of ‘neurodiversity’, he 

expresses concerns that novels of neurological syndromes use ‘odd language for describing odd 

people, different in neurological kind, not just degree, from other human beings’ thus renouncing 

literature’s proper object, ‘the universal’.23 This troubling othering of brains deemed incapable of 

representing ‘universal’ selfhood also fails to recognize the diverse and generative ends served by 

 
22 Marco Roth, ‘The Rise of the Neuronovel’, n+1, 8 (2009). For an account of the ‘preoccupation with neurological 
conditions’ in contemporary Anglophone literature, see also T. J. Lustig and James Peacock, ‘Introduction’, in Lustig 
and Peacock (eds.), Diseases and Disorders in Contemporary Fiction, 1–16, (1). 
23 Roth, ‘The Rise of the Neuronovel’. 



 133 

neuroscience in fiction. Popular discourses of neurobiology are themselves varied; if some 

promote a particularized idea of neurological uniqueness, others see the brain as a shared, even 

universalized, mechanism for response. As Jason Tougaw points out, ‘neurological stories take 

many forms’, representing ‘a variety of affects and philosophical conditions’. 24 Indeed, Tougaw 

explores how recent writers like Siri Hustvedt and Ian McEwan use nervous system imagery to 

connote a lyricized sense of ‘shared subjectivity’, in part to support the idea that the stimuli of art 

can materially ‘act upon the bodies of readers, spectators and listeners’.25 Stephen Burn, too, has 

shown how a recent cohort of ‘second-generation’ neuroscience novels are less interested in 

reducing consciousness to mere biology than in producing thickly psychological, sometimes 

romanticized, odes to bodily sensation and perception. Rather than eliminating the notion of soul, 

as Dwight’s father hoped, these narratives imbue neuroscience with a lingering aura of 

‘transcendent spiritual meaning’.26 

Operating in this vein, Kunkel neuro-aestheticizes the cure for Dwight’s condition, rather 

than the condition itself, as he undergoes an ecstatic drug experience. If early in the novel, he 

attempts to resist the self-improvement mandates of his society by slacking off, languishing in 

indeterminate hesitancy, and indulging in party drugs, by the end, he has developed a felt sense of 

political injustice primarily through a half-ironized, half-earnest psychedelics-fuelled rite-of-

passage trip to Ecuador. While travelling, Dwight falls in love with Belgian Marxist activist Brigid, 

gets high on ‘the San Pedro cactus’ (mescaline), and, guided by Brigid, experiences a neuro-somatic 

epiphany. Brigid asks Dwight to imagine ‘a fruit. Or it could be a drug’ that mimics their mescaline 

experience, sensitizing the taker in immediate, tactile, ways: 

 

When you eat from this fruit then whenever you put your hand on a product, a commodity, 

an article, then, at the moment of your touch, how this commodity came into your hands 

becomes plainly evident to you. Now there is no more mystification of labor, no more of 

a world in which the object arrives by magic — scrubbed, clean, no past, all of its history 

washed away […] now whenever we touch something that was grown or made we will 

sense how it was grown or made. (215–16) 

 

Her dream of somatic re-enchantment transforms normally invisibilized socio-historical systems 

into tactile vibrations which allow consumers to ‘sense’, through a ‘moment’ of ‘touch’, the web 

 
24 Jason Tougaw, The Elusive Brain: Literary Experiments in the Age of Neuroscience (New Haven-London: Yale University 
Press, 2018), 24. 
25 Tougaw, 170, 169. 
26 Stephen J. Burn, ‘Mapping the Syndrome Novel’, in Lustig and Peacock (eds.), Diseases and Disorders in Contemporary 
Fiction, 45–46. 
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of others involved in commodity capitalism. Brigid’s speech is rendered in the defamiliarized 

grammar of the imagined non-native English speaker, and by using the present tense, rather than 

the conditional, to describe the effects this drug would have, she brings about her fantasy in its 

very telling: ‘Now there is no more mystification of labour’, she states matter-of-factly. This is 

surely Kunkel’s most earnest suggestion of the lyrical possibilities of literature: as an exoticized 

foreigner uncorrupted by corporate American life, Brigid stands in for a certain sincere innocence, 

and a less ironic neuro-romanticism. Unlike the reductionist, brain-based narrative of 

‘neurotransmitters’ propounded by Dwight’s father and medic friend, Brigid’s story invokes a 

dispersed nervous system that flows through the individual body and beyond, into the world. She 

imagines a kind of electrical charge or electroshock therapy where the ‘pain involved in the making 

of the product’ courses through the receiver’s body ‘like a shock from the door handle’ (216).  

In a novel that aims to ‘shock’ its reader out of apathetic complacency, the neuro-stimulant 

work of this magical fruit stands in for the writerly dream of words and stories becoming ‘mind-

blowing in the way of LSD or mushrooms’, as Kunkel once described Fredric Jameson’s more 

utopian writings.27 Like Lin, Kunkel is self-consciously drawing, here, on the literary traditions of 

countercultural hallucinogen experiences, and Dwight’s psychedelics-induced ‘constant 

perception’ seems a direct reference to Aldous Huxley’s The Doors of Perception (1954). Indeed, 

Huxley, like Kunkel, both critiques a culture of happy pills — in Brave New World (1932), he shows 

a government which doles out a feel-good drug to distract its citizenry — and suggests that 

alternative ‘mind-changing’ substances like mescaline are ‘powerful devices for altering the 

chemistry of the body in general and the nervous system in particular.’28 Later in the novel, Dwight 

directly frames his epiphanic ‘change’ as a form of neuroplastic improvement. ‘We can do with 

our brains whatever we want’, he declares to his former university classmates in a speech; ‘if we 

can change in all these really drastic physical ways […] then how much easier it must be to change 

our minds’ (232). Changing one’s mind, of course, could seem like the ultimate form of indecision, 

but Kunkel suggests that Dwight is no longer mired in immature dithering but rather dwelling in 

a more positive form of indeterminacy experienced by a subject newly open to global operations 

in the form of nervous affect. Brigid’s words, combined with the mescaline, ‘shock’ Dwight into 

experiencing something like the feelings of her magical fruit. ‘And so, in this fucked-up San 

Pedrified way the entire world system of neoliberal capitalism disclosed itself to me’, Dwight 

declares, suddenly sensitized to all the harm done to exploited bodies and environments: ‘there the 

sea was […] the rubbery gardens and drowned mountains, the creatures from plankton up to 

 
27 Utopia or Bust, 70. 
28 Huxley, Moksha: Aldous Huxley’s Classic Writings on Psychedelics and the Visionary Experience (Vermont: Park Street Press, 
1999), 371. 
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nekton, the swimming bodies and the unburied skeletons, and now you — or I — I saw it all at 

once.’ (212–17). Blending the ‘you’ and the ‘I’ together into a shared web of neural sameness, 

Kunkel imagines an alternative form of neurobiologized ‘change’ that is both self-improvement 

and society-improvement; at the novel’s end, Brigid reminds us that it is important to live ‘[b]oth 

these good lives’, seeking both the ethical good and personal good feeling (240). Brigid’s ‘Eden or 

paradise or utopia’ is a fantasy of closing the feeling gap between subjects, such that the personal 

good becomes the social good: she imagines a timespace in which ‘everyone will have been all the 

other people in the world. And then for once finally we will treat each other well’ (206–07).  

Some have argued that the exaggerated idealism on display here, as well as Kunkel’s use of 

a deliberately exoticized Ecuadorian setting, signals an intent to undermine Dwight’s ‘conversion 

experience’ as stereotypically vain. For instance, Emilio Sauri cites Kunkel’s claim that ‘you’d have 

to be a fool on the order of Dwight to be convinced of a political position by reading my book’.29 

But Kunkel’s multiple uses of the ‘fool’ trope are ambivalent and complex enough to make us 

question whether he is really making so strong a disavowal. In Indecision, he writes that ‘any 

movement failing to recruit ignoramuses or turning its nose up at fools can never succeed’ (237–

38). In the preface to Utopia or Bust, he proudly acknowledges that ‘we American leftists were on a 

fool’s errand’ and, reflecting on Indecision, suggests that Dwight’s ‘foolishness or naivete’ is both 

‘ridiculous and necessary’, acting as a useful literary strategy ‘to allow him to look at the world — 

which could only be that of neoliberal globalization — with relatively fresh eyes’ through an 

idealistic poetics and politics ‘most available, among privileged Americans during the Bush years, 

to the immature, clownish, and/or stoned’.30 Signposting how privileged engagements with 

socialist idealism bear the legacy of dilettantish hippie experiment, Kunkel nonetheless dares the 

reader to take Dwight seriously, in all his embarrassing conformance to type. He is in on the joke; 

just like Heti, Kunkel uses a kind of ‘punchline aesthetics’, to use Dena Fehrenbacher’s term, to 

recuperate his failure to produce a serious narrative of political enlightenment as itself a kind of 

enlightenment; Dwight may be a fool, but he is a kind of holy fool, Kunkel suggests, who speaks 

the truth.31 Kunkel’s longstanding interest in the traditions of socialist utopia — most evident in 

Utopia or Bust — suggests that he is consciously evoking ideas of sensory anti-capitalism. We might 

think of Marx’s contention that ‘the transcendence of private property’ would bring about ‘the 

complete emancipation of all human senses’ or Terry Eagleton’s more ambivalent account of the 

 
29 Emilio Sauri, ‘Cognitive Mapping, Then and Now: Postmodernism, “Indecision”, and American Literary 
Globalism’, Twentieth Century Literature, 57.3–4 (2011), 472–91 (485). 
30 Utopia or Bust, 9. 
31 Dena Fehrenbacher, ‘Punchline Aesthetics’, post45, 20 July 2021. 
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‘creative turn to the sensuous body’ as an ‘alternative to the dominant ideological forms’.32 Indecision 

updates this narrative into a story of liberating neurologized sensory feeling flow both to sense 

global injustice and to recover from it.  

In a sense, Kunkel’s mystical neuro-empathy might be read as an enactment of Greenwald 

Smith’s anti-neoliberal ‘impersonal feelings’ or Jonathan Flatley’s sense of the ‘affective map’ as a 

grid that turns ‘historical forces’ into sensations.33 But as Lee Konstantinou notes, in a reading of 

the enchanted fruit scene, Brigid’s ‘faith’ that experiencing the suffering of other bodies ‘as sense-

data’ will inevitably lead towards better action, as well as better feelings, is fundamentally ‘suspect’; 

there is a gap between empathy and agency.34 Indeed, the assumption that all bodies can or will 

respond the same is perhaps the most neurobiologically universalizing, even reductionist, aspect 

of this fantasy — the body becomes a standardized stimulus–response system where certain inputs 

inevitably occasion affective outputs, finally seeming like one great pulsing ‘impersonal’ body. 

Kunkel radically rethinks the neuronovel, turning the affectable, neuroplastic body into the 

grounds for an ethical imperative that centres on helping the self and its society. But he also risks 

bypassing the particular feelings of particular bodies for a utopian neuro-affect that is every-place 

and no-place all at once. 

 

‘A new shape’: Self-defence and embryogenesis in Miranda July’s The First Bad Man 

 

Like Kunkel, Miranda July interrogates mainstream and alternative ideas of bodily self-

improvement from a position both ironic and sincere. Yet her sense of the body as a dual site of 

cultural oppression and lyrical resistance emerges from very different contexts. A film director, 

performance artist, and writer, July was strongly influenced by the grassroots ethos of 1990s post-

punk Riot Grrrl music, film, art, and writing scenes. Riot Grrrl saw young female artists shut out 

from mainstream production methods distributing their work through underground networks and 

‘committed to girl empowerment and self-representation’, in part through a self-help network that 

aimed to give women tools of self-expression, self-publishing, and self-defence.35 Though she 

came late to the movement, July recalls that it ‘offered a model of strength and self-reliance (DIY) 

 
32 Karl Marx, ‘Private Property and Communism’, trans. Martin Milligan. Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 
(New York: Prometheus Books, 1988), 99–114 (107); Terry Eagleton, Ideology of the Aesthetic (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), 
3. 
33 Rachel Greenwald Smith, Affect and American Literature in the Age of Neoliberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2015), 3; Jonathan Flatley, Affective Mapping: Melancholia and the Politics of Modernism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2008), 3. 
34 Lee Konstantinou, Cool Characters (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016), 253–54. 
35 See Kevin Dunn and May Summer Farnsworth, ‘“We Are the Revolution”: Riot Grrrl Press, Girl Empowerment, 
and DIY Self-Publishing’, Women’s Studies, 41.1 (2012), 36–57 (136). 
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that I really needed as an artist’.36 In the spirit of collaborative art, July published a feminist fiction 

zine, joined a band, and created a chain-letter tape archive of feminist filmmakers called Joanie 4 

Jackie. Lines of continuity connect these micropolitical therapeutic projects with many of July’s 

later works, which Antje Czudaj characterizes as invested in ‘creative participation and artistic self-

expression’.37 These include her social media app Somebody, designed to provoke encounters 

between strangers; her Sunday Sermon of ‘offbeat advice’ at The School of Life, a philosophical 

self-help organization; her participatory website-turned-book ‘Learning to Love You More’, in 

which she gives readers creative assignments; and her films, Me You and Everyone We Know (2005), 

The Future (2011), and Kajillionaire (2020), which emphasize unlikely forms of self-realization and 

community.38 Alison Hoffman describes July as promoting a fundamentally ‘embodied’ aesthetic 

that shows bodies to be sources of ‘both political and personal agency’ that ‘activates the 

persistence of feelings and hand-touch sensibilities’.39 Like Kunkel, though with an interpersonal, 

rather than macro-social, bent, July is fascinated by art’s lyrical capacity to produce immediate, 

bodily feelings — or ‘unspoken weird empathy’, as one interviewer puts it — that promise to help 

self and other alike.40 If July has been criticized as overly idiosyncratic or ‘quirky’, her fiction, as 

well as her films and performance art, often expresses a longing to bypass the conventions of 

individual personality, indeed of psychological realism altogether, for an undifferentiated mass of 

empathic affect.41 

 July’s ‘weird’ embodied sense of self-help was also influenced by her parents, Richard 

Grossinger and Lindy Hough, the founders of North Atlantic Books — a Berkeley-based publisher 

of New Age, Eastern-philosophy-inspired self-help books on ‘bodywork and somatics, ecology 

and sustainability, health and healing, indigenous cultures and anthropology, psychology and 

personal growth, social justice and engaged activism, and spirituality and liminality’.42 July’s parents 

are also writers: Hough mainly publishes poetry, while Grossinger produces New Age guidance 

texts of cosmic, somatic healing, including Planet Medicine: From Stone-Age Shamanism to Post-Industrial 

Healing (1980), Embryos, Galaxies, and Sentient Beings: How the Universe Makes Life (2003), and 

 
36 Miranda July, ‘Miranda July on Riot Grrrl’, Pew Center for Arts and Heritage, 10 April 2014. 
37 Antje Czudaj, Miranda July's Intermedial Art: The Creative Class Between Self-Help and Individualism (Bielefeld: transcript-
Verlag, 2016), 209. 
38 See Calum Marsh, ‘Can Miranda July’s Somebody App Really Make Us Talk to Strangers?’, Guardian, 11 May 2015; 
Miranda July ‘On Strangers’, lecture delivered at The School of Life, London, 23 October 2011; Miranda July and 
Harrell Fletcher, Learning to Love You More (Munich: Prestel, 2007). 
39 Alison Hoffman, ‘The Persistence of (Political) Feelings and Hand-Touch Sensibilities: Miranda July’s Feminist 
Multimedia-Making’, in Corinn Columpar and Sophia Mayer (eds.), There She Goes: Feminist Filmmaking and Beyond 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2009), 19–33 (19, 22). 
40 Feliz Lucia Molina, ‘Miranda July’, BOMB Magazine, 5 December 2012. 
41 For July’s own thoughts on the ‘quirky’ label, see Catherine Conroy, ‘Miranda July: “To call my work quirky is to 
say I’m a little girl”’, Irish Times, 13 March 2015. 
42 ‘Who We Are’, North Atlantic Books, undated. 
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Embryogenesis: Species, Gender and Identity (1985) which, as we shall see, becomes important to July’s 

novel The First Bad Man. July recalls seeking to distance herself from her parents and their ethos of 

mysticized self-making; she describes being partially attracted to the Riot Grrrl mythology because 

it reflected ‘the hardworking self-reliant attitude I grew up with — except instead of revolving 

around my dad, it revolved around girls!’43 July has also expressed a certain discomfort with the 

privileged codes of the ‘rarified exclusive Berkeley snobby’ counterculture she associates her 

parents with.44 This speaks to a wider ambivalence in July’s work around the spaces and systems 

of self-improvement: Czudaj notes that July ‘is self-critical of white self-help culture, but at the 

same time she is unable to discard its rhetoric’.45 

July’s novel The First Bad Man yokes together a range of alternative bodily, pseudo-

scientific, and New Age guidance systems that operate outside of mainstream neuro-medical 

science but are imbued with the overdetermined ‘science mysticism’ of the esoteric, as Egil Asprem 

puts it.46 The aura of scientized authority is often a source of oppressive control within the novel’s 

lonely corporate landscapes, sexually predatory cultures, and oppressive heterosexual family 

norms, but it also becomes a key site of affective union. Cheryl, the protagonist, works for a New 

Age company named Open Palm, which is initially a ‘women’s self-defense studio; a repurposed 

tae kwon do dojo’ that produces ‘depressing how-to video[s]’ to combat ‘rape, gang rape, sexual 

humiliation, and unwanted caress’.47 However, the company soon strips ‘depressing’ feminist 

politics from their videos to manufacture cheery, vaguely empowering ‘fitness DVDs’, whose 

‘buyers say they don’t even think about the combat aspect, they just like the up-tempo music and 

what it does to their shape. Who wants to watch a woman getting accosted in a park?’ (15). Fellow 

Riot Grrrl-inspired artist Carrie Brownstein, who interviewed July shortly after the novel was 

released, mentioned that Open Palm seemed reminiscent of punk-feminist self-defence projects 

like Free to Fight, and July confirmed that she drew on ‘vague memories’ of that ‘whole self-

defence movement’.48 Indeed, Open Palm’s transition from offering grassroots, woman-centred 

self-help towards profiteering from apolitical wellness trends mimics what Kirsten Schilt calls ‘the 

commodification of the radical feminist message of Riot Grrrl’, diluted and repackaged as late 

capitalist feelgood feminism.49 And yet, despite their corporate selling out, the tapes serve multiple 
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47 Miranda July, The First Bad Man (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2015), 14–15. 
48 Carrie Brownstein, ‘Miranda July’, Interview, 21 January 2015.  
49 Kristen Schilt, ‘“A Little Too Ironic”: The Appropriation and Packaging of Riot Grrrl Politics by Mainstream Female 
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and intriguing purposes in July’s novel; she delights in outlining every bizarre detail of the tapes’ 

role-playing scenarios, which ultimately become sites of strange, eroticized connection rather than 

simple self-empowerment. 

It is not the techniques of self-defence, but rather the complex performative aspect of the 

tapes, ‘a re-creation of a simulation of the kind of thing that might happen to a woman’, that allows 

Cheryl to turn them towards simultaneously cathartic, absurd, and comedic ends (87). She re-

enacts the tapes’ self-defence scenarios through brutal but erotically charged physical fights with 

pregnant teenager Clee, who eventually becomes her romantic partner. By repeating, with a 

difference, the primordial hetero-patriarchal violence of ‘the first bad man’, the women create a 

queer, BDSM-informed kinetic, visceral, and erotic choreography. We might remember that dance 

plays a key role in July’s films and social media performances, and here she gleefully describes how 

the women ‘catapulted upwards’, ‘barreled’, and ‘can-canned with full force’, ‘kicking everything 

in sight’, ‘grabbing’, and ‘pounding’.50 More so than any other therapy she tries, the fights open up 

Cheryl’s uptight, repressed way of life and cure her ‘globus hystericus’ syndrome (2). She lyrically 

describes her embodied ecstatic union with Clee: ‘Long loose thrums of pain were gently vibrating 

through my limbs […] Exquisite. A million tiny, delicate sensations’ (61). For Emma Sullivan, in 

these scenes, ‘July reveals the productive potential of performance and role-play’ in order to affirm 

‘an “inauthentic” or radically superficial model of subjectivity and sexuality’.51 This is true to an 

extent — and yet, in one of their most viscerally described self-defence performances, Cheryl 

‘forgot the simulations and fought to kill’; a certain amount of the erotic frisson derives from her 

sense that, for Clee, ‘it might not be a game, it might be real’ (97, 92). In The First Bad Man, 

conscious bodily performance is always liable to dissolve into a romanticized realm of seemingly 

pre-conscious and unperformable bodily affects, impulses, and feelings; both conceptions are held 

in tension. 

 As Czudaj points out, these romanticized, somatized erotics of transcendence are the 

‘continuation of a tradition that runs from the transcendentalists to avant-garde art and eventually 

to Miranda July’s art’.52 But July is also ambivalent about the universalism of this legacy. Her 

satirical short story ‘The Shared Patio’ (2007) tells of a woman who aspires to write for Positive, a 

magazine for HIV-positive readers that papers over embodied experiences of illness and inequality 

for a vision of advice on a timeless, universal scale: ‘Common sense and the truth should feel 

 
50 July, The First Bad Man, 91, 61, 97. 
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52 Czudaj, 19. 
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authorless, writ by time itself’, the narrator announces proudly.53 Indeed, ‘if it weren't for the 

advertisements — Retrovir, Sustiva, Viramune — you would think it was a magazine about staying 

positive, as in upbeat’; in its generic ‘lists of ways to feel better, kind of like “Hints from Heloise”’, 

the magazine neutralizes and domesticates queer experiences of HIV — Hints from Heloise is a 

fairly conventional homemaking advice column published in Good Housekeeping magazine, among 

other avenues, and aimed at wives and mothers (10). July seems to satirize self-help traditions of 

bland, normative sameness that masquerade as ‘authorless’ ‘common sense’. But even here she 

offers a counterpoint. By the end of ‘The Shared Patio’, the universalist self-help ‘writ by time 

itself’ July initially parodied has become the source of an aestheticized and mysticized transcendent 

idiom. The story closes with an article the narrator has submitted to Positive magazine, expressed 

through the universalizing second-person of self-help:54 

 

Look at the sky: that is for you. Look at each person's face as you pass them on the street: 

those faces are for you. And the street itself, and the ground under the street, and the ball 

of fire underneath the ground: all these things are for you. They are as much for you as 

they are for other people. Remember this when you wake up in the morning and think you 

have nothing. Stand up and face the east. Now praise the sky and praise the light within 

each person under the sky. It's okay to be unsure. But praise, praise, praise. (11) 

 

If the article initially seems to individualize as much as universalize, encouraging a sense of 

entitlement to all the world, ‘that is for you’, as it grows in lyrical, rhythmic, even Whitmanic 

intensity, its second-person ‘you’ is equated with ‘other people’, and finally, the disparate ‘faces’ on 

the street blend together, their inner lights reflected in a shared, expansive universe. ‘[T]he light 

within each person’, too, seems less a rhetoric of personal self-love than a strange, ‘unsure’ prayer 

that goes beyond the terms of self to tunnel into the earth’s core, ‘the ball of fire underneath the 

ground’, and expand outwards into a cosmic ‘sky’. There is an aura of New Age energy flow, 

vibrating monadically through the individual body and the cosmos, but also a more conventionally 

religious sense of self-abnegating ‘praise’ — the narrator earlier describes ‘God’s love, in my chest’ 

(6). The ‘ball of fire underneath the ground’ could be read as hell, just as much as a romanticized 

vision of the earth’s innermost geological layer; with the religious and the spiritual in tension, here, 

July connects the infernal fire with the celestial sky, evoking a romantic naturalism that pulses 

 
53 Miranda July, ‘The Shared Patio’, No One Belongs Here More Than You (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2015 [2007]), 1–11 
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through every body regardless of identity. If we saw Wallace urge his audience to resist the ‘hot, 

slow’ hell of individualism for ‘love, fellowship, the mystical oneness of all things’, July appeals to 

a similarly ecstatic, almost Transcendentalist sense of community, though hers, perhaps, leaves 

more space for difference and idiosyncrasy.55 

 July’s ambivalence around New Age mysticism is particularly acute in The First Bad Man: 

many of the esoteric therapies Cheryl tries are marked by inefficacy and hucksterism. She goes to 

see a chromotherapist, for instance, who charges exorbitant prices, defensively insists that ‘“I’m a 

doctor”’ and gives her a little bottle with ‘the essence of red’ in ‘energy’ form that fails to help her. 

The novel similarly burlesques a psychotherapist who has a certificate on her wall that reads 

‘TRANSCENDENTAL REBIRTHING MASTERS CERTIFICATION II’ (2–3, 145). But when Cheryl begins 

to take an active role in Clee’s antenatal care and, eventually, her son’s childcare, esoteric self-help 

alternatives to mainstream pregnancy advice come to seem more appealing. For instance, the 

advice offered by the website Grobaby.com reinforces gendered norms around maternity in a 

commanding, peppy voice (‘“Week seventeen,” I read, “This week your baby develops body fat 

[join the club!]”’) and offers only rudimentary biological information: ‘This website was not a how-

to guide. If the thing in Clee was in any way relying on my narration, there would be major gaps 

in its development’ (138, 146). Thus, Cheryl turns to New Age texts, in particular, a book called 

Embryogenesis, which becomes a talisman for her mysticized understanding of maternity, kinship, 

and energetic biology; ‘I fingered Embryogenesis’, she tells us, in one of various scenes in which she 

consults the tome, forging a link between the book and the body through an eroticized sense of 

touch (159). Reading the book allows Cheryl to stop focusing on her own metaphorical inner child 

— she decides to cancel the transcendental rebirthing session with her therapist — and instead 

connect with the real child growing in Clee’s womb, as she reads passages of the text aloud to the 

unborn foetus. 

 The book is based on, and directly excerpts, Embryogenesis: Species, Gender, and Identity, 

authored by July’s father Richard Grossinger. July thanks him in the novel’s acknowledgements 

for permission to use his writing in these passages; he, in turn, acknowledges July in a 2000 reprint 

of Embryogenesis, noting that she previously performed ‘radical segues of the ideas in this book’ in 

her speculative theatre piece Love Diamond (1998), which drew on his dreamy accounts of ‘life 

forms’ and ‘bacteria and cells’.56 A combination of alternative self-help for expecting parents and 

esoteric cultural history, Grossinger’s book blends conventional embryonic science with a New 

Age neuro-biologized account of ‘how spirit infuses matter’ and how ‘the cosmos literally writes 
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itself’ on the body’s consciousness, such that ‘all levels of the brain embody rudimentary 

phenomenologies, some of them ancient, some of them newly arising.’57 July has described her 

parents’ texts as ‘sciencey-type books, but more metaphysical’, and she seems interested, here, in 

exploring just this mix of the biological and mystically transcendent.58 While Clee’s body physically 

gestates the child, then, Cheryl writes herself into his embryogenesis story by going beyond biology 

to imagine energetically guiding his cellular, neural, and affective gestation. Cheryl begins to feel 

‘as though [Clee’s] body was taking its cues’ from Grobaby.com and then Embryogenesis, which, 

together, offer lyrical accounts of the foetus’s ‘electric memory’ transforming from egg to ‘zygote 

— shiny and bulbous’ to ‘neural tube’ to conscious child (136–37, 147). She imagines how ‘the 

cells twiddled their thumbs, waiting for further instructions’ before developing; her storytelling is 

envisioned as the impetus behind Clee’s, and the foetus’s, metamorphosis (137). 

In July’s novel, then, maternity is not limited by biological constraints. Though she did not 

physically gestate him, once Jack is born, and she begins to care for him, Cheryl’s body and brain 

undergo a neuroplastic transformation, described as a ‘brainwashing, a process by which my old 

self was being molded, slowly but with a steady force, into a new shape: a mother’ (220). If Heti’s 

narrator, in Motherhood, attempts to avoid such ‘brainwashing’, believing this is the best way for her 

to live as an artist, July’s protagonist joyfully submits to the transformative energies of a queer, 

anti-essentialist form of motherhood that is fascinated by all of the creative and generative 

processes by which ‘spirit infuses matter’, to use Grossinger’s terms. We might remember, here, 

that the women who work out with Open Palm’s videos do so because of ‘what it does to their 

shape’; Cheryl is also seeking ‘a new shape’, but hers is a stranger and more radical transformation 

(15). Further displacing the centrality of heterosexual reproductivity and, indeed, individualist 

creation mythologies, once Jack is born, she marvels at ‘the web of people that has spun him into 

being’ as ‘my son’ (270). Against the social precarity of her position — for she lives in fear that 

Clee might ‘leave me, taking the boy who was not legally my son’ — Cheryl extends the sense of 

embryonic malleability outlined in Embryogenesis to set about neuro-biologically shaping Jack in his 

most formative years, imprinting herself on his development. She describes in detail her attempts 

to stamp Jack’s nervous memory by constructing sensory situations ‘full of stimulating, indelible 

sights and sounds’ and doing ‘things that he might remember, on a cellular level’ (232). Cheryl’s 

turn to metaphysical energies seems motivated here, by her desire, as a queer mother, to kick back 

against the limitations of law and biology alike. The queerness of her experience, though, hovers 

on the edges of the narrative: as Sullivan notes, July resists naming ‘the lines that define identity, 
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gender and sexuality’ in order to gesture towards a less categorizable fantasy of ‘mutation and 

metamorphosis’.59 I suggest that Grossinger’s Embryogenesis is a key source text for July’s 

interrogations, parodies, and evocations of this broader ethos of transcendent transformation.  

Bodies are constantly metamorphosizing, in July’s work, but they are formed and re-

formed through a cosmological sameness that is legible even through the identitarian diversity of 

individual bodies. In the most extreme example, Cheryl invokes monadic reincarnation ideas; 

Grossinger’s Embryogenesis, too, describes a ‘vortex’ of remembered ‘other lives’.60 The First Bad 

Man, though, doesn’t evoke past lives, but rather a simultaneous, present-moment vision: Cheryl 

believes that the embodied spirit of a baby she once held is ‘hosted’ in many other children she 

encounters throughout the novel (28). Holding the child transports the narrator into a 

transcendent, liminal timespace in which beings are interchangeable manifestations of mysticized 

matter, and biological maternity is only one kind of motherhood. Cheryl recalls holding him —  

 

for what I hoped would be eternity. He fell asleep and I drifted in and out of consciousness 

myself, unmoored from time and scale, his warm body huge then tiny — then abruptly 

seized from my arms by the woman who thought of herself as his mother. (9) 

 

The infinite, unmoored, and spectral timescapes we saw emerge through the writing of Heti, Lin, 

and Gurba are given flesh in a different way here, as July produces a sense of cosmic yet corporeal 

union capable of stretching and shrinking bodies beyond the limited ‘time and scale’ of everyday 

life. There is an almost identical scene of energetic expansion in her 2007 story, ‘How to Tell 

Stories to Children’, where the narrator also briefly holds a child: ‘As she slept in my arms, I found 

I could only think thoughts that were cosmological in scale. I considered the round ball of the sun, 

the food cycle, and time itself…’61 In both passages, the embodied, particular, and materially 

grounded experience of connecting with the baby’s small body spirals outwards into a vast, multi-

layered ‘cosmological’ awareness of ecological systems (‘the food cycle’) and celestial bodies (‘the 

round ball of the sun’, a mirror of ‘the ball of fire beneath the ground’ described in ‘The Shared 

Patio’). 

Different bodily narratives of self-help, then, perform mystical, multiple, and often 

contradictory operations in July’s writing. She is critical of commercialized self-expression and self-

development practices that refuse to acknowledge the suffering of vulnerable bodies, evident in 

her fictional burlesques of the glossy advice magazine Positive, the Open Palm videos that turn 
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grassroots women’s self-defence into a fitness obligation, and the peppy pregnancy advice that 

propagates mundane, heteronormative ideas of reproductive experience. All of these methods fail 

to recognize the stranger, more generative potential of bodily change, either as a means of 

idiosyncratic self-expression or a way of energetically melding with the bodies of others, all in 

perpetual transformation. July’s poetics of DIY self-defence performance and of New Age 

embryogenesis show the nervous stuff of feeling combine with shared, kinetic gestures to produce 

a sublime affect of bodily change. Her dream of dynamic bodily sameness skips past the societal 

for the cosmological to offer a liberating fantasy of escape in which queer and female bodies are 

not defined by their limiting social conditions.  

 

‘A better version of yourself’: Makeover cultures and sensitive skin in Alexandra Kleeman’s 

You Too Can Have a Body Like Mine 

 

Alexandra Kleeman's debut novel, You Too Can Have a Body Like Mine, also focuses on the bodily 

dimensions of women’s self-improvement cultures but she approaches the topic very differently. 

You Too is a conscious intervention into the Great American postmodern ‘systems novel’ tradition 

associated with Thomas Pynchon, Don DeLillo, and others, which is typically coded masculine; 

indeed, critics have commented on the novel's similarities with ‘paranoid, conspiracy, systems-y, 

postmodern-y books’ or the writings of ‘canonical postmodern dudes’.62 In one interview, 

Kleeman says that she ‘wanted to write a big American story. And in order to do that, I felt I had 

to write about transformation’, and describes how she was inspired by ‘ads for products that will 

help you become a better version of yourself. Thinner. More beautiful. And also, better on the 

inside — more in touch, more fulfilled, upgraded spiritually somehow.’63 The ‘transformations’ of 

body, psyche, and soul improvement are the central topic of the age, Kleeman suggests, or, at least, 

key topics for an author seeking to capture her time and place in broad ‘big American story’ sweeps. 

If Kleeman was inspired by the contemporary operations of product infomercials, self-help texts, 

and religion, she also considered much broader concepts and contexts of transformation for her 

novel; she speaks of ‘studying evolutionary biology, reading Ovid, reading about mutation’.64 
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Kleeman majored in cognitive science as well as literature and has an ongoing interest in ‘the idea, 

in cognitive science, that mental representations are stored bodily structures too’.65 For all its focus 

on the particular pressures experienced by late capitalist female bodies, You Too is deeply infused 

with more generalized mythologies of allegorical metamorphosis as well as neuro-biologized 

change; it is as invested in shared cognitive mechanisms or ‘bodily structures’ as in the specificity 

of individual experience. 

The novel builds a microcosmic model of a dystopic contemporary America, told through 

the intimate narration of twenty-something protagonist A, who navigates a dizzying array of diet, 

makeover, and other self-help cultures that ask her to be a better girlfriend, friend, and woman. In 

her review of My Year of Rest and Relaxation (2018) — Ottessa Moshfegh’s take on these same issues 

— Kleeman describes women as impelled ‘to work at getting ahead, building a career, building a 

family, building good credit. To work at relationships, professional and personal. To work at 82 

cents on the average man’s dollar. And then, also, to work toward perfecting their pore size, their 

abs, their core, their back-of-arm fat’.66 You Too wears its systemic fixations heavily, then, showing 

a dystopian, late capitalist America that herds women towards their own self-objectification as a 

lucrative market for transformation products. As in the work of Kunkel and July, there is a scalar 

tension, here, between bodies imagined individually, socially, and universally. The first two of the 

novel’s three parts offer a granular account of A’s experience, as she tracks every transformation 

in her pores, cells, and feelings; reflects on the particle-level composition of cosmetics and 

foodstuffs; and lives out a claustrophobic, triangulated interpersonal life, essentially engaging only 

with her roommate B and boyfriend C. The novel’s final section moves outwards to a macro-social 

context: loosely adopting the conventions of the Bildungsroman, A learns about herself and the 

workings of society alike by joining a Scientology-inspired self-help cult, The New Christian 

Church of the Conjoined Eater, which is revealed, in a paranoid denouement, not to be a fringe 

group but rather a powerful institution at the helm of modern consumer society, controlling the 

supermarkets, the beauty industry, and the television stations. 

Kleeman’s twist on the postmodern novel involves rendering social effects lyrically and 

obliquely, aiming to capture the diffuse sensations of everyday systems as lived out across bodies. 

Kurt Vonnegut serves as a model for what she is trying to do: ‘the sadness of each of his individual 

characters becomes visible as a sad but sympathetic web that connects us all invisibly’, she says, 

showing the reader ‘what it’s like to empathize not just with individual others, but for the whole 
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painful system’.67 Like Kunkel’s Indecision, Kleeman’s You Too seeks to restore the vibrations of 

nervous affect to networked systems, but also to convey the absurdity of inhabiting and shaping a 

contemporary woman’s body. As she explains to one interviewer, ‘there's a deep symbol-system, 

a deep strangeness, and a heightened sensitivity around issues of identity and appearance 

that goes along with performing female gender’, and she affirms her belief that ‘that's just 

as epic as the territories marked out by these other books.’68 Symbols, strangeness, and 

sensitivity are keywords for the novel, which is often caught between a desire to 

interrogate the socially mediated performances of the female body, on the one hand, and 

to defamiliarize women’s bodies and bodily rituals into universalized, de-particularized 

systems on the other. Her characters, initialled as A, B, and C, are made into absurdist 

symbols; they are stripped of names, dropped into vague, unidentifiable suburban 

locations, and granted no discernible cultural, racial, or family backgrounds.69 Kleeman 

describes consciously seeking to use the tropes of a ‘mainstream “unmarked” white culture’, 

depicting bodies that have the luxury of being understood as ‘generic’ blank canvases in order to 

produce a kind of existential abstraction but also to investigate the ways in which the supposed 

malleable, featureless subject of certain self-improvement cultures is based around corralling 

diverse bodies towards whiteness and thinness.70 

The novel’s major agent of female self-improvement culture, the Cult of the Conjoined 

Eater, attempts to mould women’s bodies into the same normative shape. The cult — which 

controls all the major beauty brands in the novel — seeks to paradoxically combine promises of 

essence, truth, and depth, with the ‘postmodern imagination of the body as malleable plastic’ that 

Susan Bordo located at the heart of women’s beauty practices.71 Take the novel’s overdetermined 

descriptions of television advertisements for a ‘new citrus-based face scrub’, in which a woman is 

shown 

 

[…] peeling the whole surface of her face off with a filmy sound like plastic wrap unsticking 

from itself. Underneath is another face exactly like hers, but prettier. It’s younger and 

wearing better makeup. You’d think that she might want to stop here and start being happy 
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up (her mother is a professor of Japanese literature) — see Anelise Chen, ‘Bookforum talks with Alexandra Kleeman’, 
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70 Chen, ‘Bookforum talks with Alexandra Kleeman’. 
71 Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 38. 
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with herself the way she newly is. But she doesn’t stop: instead, she clutches at the side of 

her face and begins to peel again, and this time the face underneath is even prettier […] 

And she peels again […]72 

 

The advertisement promises plasticized transformation — a ‘new’, ‘prettier’, ‘younger’, ‘better’ self 

— but it suggests that the way to transform the self is by burrowing inwards, beyond skin deep, 

peeling off the debris of the outer self to discover an attractive inner skin: ‘YOUR REAL SKIN 

IS WITHIN’ (7). The skin ‘within’, though, connotes no pre-social interior, but rather an ‘even 

prettier’ surface with ‘makeup’ on: the always-already-improved beautified female body is 

naturalized.73 There is, of course no end point to the infinite work of self-improvement; ‘And she 

peels again’, keeping the dizzying cycle of shedding and acquiring newer, prettier faces in motion.  

 By centring her body-transformation narrative around a semi-religious cult, Kleeman can 

explicitly interrogate the psycho-spiritual residue of discrete and unique essences to be discovered, 

or indeed communed with, alongside postmodern understandings of the changeable self. Body-

improvement is inextricably linked with soul-improvement in the cult’s worship not only of clear 

skin but also emaciated female bodies and dietary purity rituals that encourage women to become 

‘clearer, thinner, Brighter’ (203). There is a clear commentary, here, on the epidemic of eating 

disorders in young women who are socially disciplined towards thin, white norms, including recent 

attention to forms of orthorexia, or ‘clean eating’, which Kleeman has written about elsewhere, as 

well as New Age and New Thought curative fasting regimens.74 But Kleeman also invokes the 

religious history of anorexia mirabilis in her cult’s diet practices, which ultimately aim at eradicating 

the individuated bodily shape altogether and achieving immaterial transcendence; in composing 

the novel, she recalls reading medieval history that detailed how ‘female mystics would abstain 

from food as a way of separating themselves from the world and the evil in it’.75 Kleeman's cult is, 

of course, modelled on Ron L. Hubbard’s Dianetics or Scientology movement, which evokes its 

own spiritualized-yet-scientized mythology, inspired, as Stephen Kent and Susain Raine point out, 

by ‘psychoanalysis, occultism, philosophy and indigenous spirituality’ as well as conventional 

 
72 Alexandra Kleeman, You Too Can Have a Body Like Mine (London: 4th Estate, 2017 [2015]), 7. 
73 On the naturalization of the disciplined female body, in relation to diet, skincare, and makeup practices, see Sandra 
Lee Bartky, ‘Foucault, Femininity, and the Modernization of Patriarchal Power’, in Irene Diamond and Lee Quinby 
(eds.), Feminism and Foucault (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1988), 61–86. 
74 For Kleeman’s journalistic account of the restrictive fruitarian diet, see Alexandra Kleeman, ‘The Raw and the 
Rawer’, n+1, 21, winter 2015. You Too was mentioned in JoAnna Novak’s article ‘On the Literature of Eating 
Disorders’, Lit Hub, 21 June 2016.  
75 Carly Taylor, ‘On Alexandra Kleeman’s “You Too Can Have a Body Like Mine”, Stanford Daily, 1 May 2019. 
Kleeman describes reading the work of medievalist Caroline Walker Bynum, likely referring to Bynum’s influential 
monograph Holy Feast and Holy Fast (1987). 
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religions.76 Hubbard’s system, as outlined in Dianetics (1950), relies on freeing the inner spiritualized 

self, and uses language strikingly similar to Kleeman’s ‘clearer, thinner, Brighter’: an individual or 

‘preclear’ who has succeeded in ‘complete integration’ is described as ‘a Clear’, and Hubbard even 

offered a full-scale ‘Purification Program’ of dietary, as well as psycho-spiritual, guidance in Clear 

Body, Clear Mind (1990).77 The women of Kleeman’s cult are also encouraged to purge their bodies 

and souls through thought exercises — ‘techniques for filtering and refurbishing mental material’ — and a 

starvation diet that will turn them into corpse-like vessels for ‘the perfect being of radiant Light within 

you’: ‘self-improvement is self-subtraction’, the cult leaders say (222, 193). 

Skincare and diet monitoring intertwine, here, to produce an ethos of white supremacy and 

heightened sensitivity: women cultivate ‘white skin’ so thin and ‘pale’ that it reveals ‘something 

moving’ inside the ‘belly’, in a complex envisioning of being pregnant with spirit (232). As Steven 

Connor points out, female whiteness has been historically linked with spiritual sensitivity through 

‘the conventionally positive associations of whiteness — clarity, innocence, purity, power, beauty, 

truth, light’, which finally produce a fantasy of skin so white it is effectively translucent, what 

Connor calls ‘a thin or minimal skin’ defined by ‘delicacy and sensitivity’.78 Finally, the cult’s self-

improvement-as-self-subtraction ethos promises that bodily transformation can bring about a kind 

of metaphysical, rapturous ascent, carried out through a caricatured patriarchal but also white 

supremacist oppression of women’s bodies. This is never clearer than in Kleeman’s allusions to 

the Ku Klux Klan: the members of her fictional cult also wear white sheets ‘with holes cut out for 

their eyes’ and they transform into a homogenized mob, ‘shouting and shouting in perfect unison 

like one great white sprawling person with a single monstrous voice’ (36, 216). If, when members 

join the cult, it becomes less a self-help community than a site of authoritarian control and 

submission, its ideas have already filtered into the self-improvement imperatives of wider society 

by means of pamphlets, skincare praxis, and television shows; this is no esoteric fringe group, but 

a harbinger of fascist, racist, and misogynistic ideologies that undergird society at large, Kleeman 

suggests. 

 And yet, despite this searing critique, Kleeman finds such discourses of bodily and spiritual 

transformation artistically compelling. Compare how she describes her approach to Scientology to 

that of her father, a scholar of religion, in an interview: 

 

My dad, he hates Scientology, right? Who doesn't? So he'll download pirated versions of 

their secret valuable texts and he'll email them to me […] Reading those texts was really 

 
76 Stephen Kent and Susan Raine, Scientology in Popular Culture (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2017), XI. 
77 Ron L. Hubbard, Dianetics (Los Angeles: Bridge Publications, 2007 [1950]), 33, 79. 
78 Steven Connor, The Book of Skin (London: Reaktion, 2004), 147, 161. 
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compelling in that I could see how someone could read them and feel a change happening 

in their body and feel a change happening in how they perceived the world. They give you 

a lot of procedures on how to show you that your mind is growing. Like, ‘Imagine a wall. 

Hold the wall in your mind. Now the wall is green. Do you see it's green? Do you see how 

you made it green?’ 79 

Distinguishing herself from the wholly critical stance taken by her professor father, Kleeman 

presents herself as a writer attuned to the ambivalent, imaginative, and affective value of these 

texts, which animate a writerly longing for words to make their readers ‘feel a change happening’, 

instantly, in their brains and bodies. As purely performative utterances, Scientology’s mantras 

produce a felt sensation of change in the moment; this viscerally recalls Kenneth Burke’s 

contention that ‘The reading of a book on the attaining of success is in itself the symbolic attaining of that success. 

It is while they read that these readers are “succeeding”’.80 Kleeman is intrigued by the potential for 

this kind of neuro-sensory transformation, where the energy of thoughts and feelings affect the 

physical world of bodies and objects, brains ‘growing’ and walls turning green.  

She also offers an aestheticized revaluation of skincare and makeover cultures, in part by 

imagining the skin as a kind of dispersed, affectable brain and showing the sensory pleasures of 

attending to the skin. In You Too, transforming the skin becomes an art form — like ‘painting a 

portrait’ — and a key source of the novel’s strange sensory and affective poetics (77). Kleeman 

offers rich descriptions of the textures, colours, and layers of skin in manifold situations: there are 

odes to ‘creamy, skin-colored skin’, bumpy skin ‘full of peaks and valleys’, ‘thin skin, smooth as 

paper’, skin rubbed raw exposing ‘the deeper pinks, the bluish-lilac tint belonging to the subdermal 

layers of skin’.81 Using cosmetics is depicted as a sensuous, multi-textured process: in one scene, 

A describes ‘rubbing’, ‘buffing’, and ‘sanding’ the skin; in another, she recalls how she ‘poured’, 

‘dabbed’, and ‘blend[ed]’ ‘gooey and flavored’ products that form ‘wet-sheened plateau[s]’ (54, 77). 

Even when she destroys makeup, in a later scene, she does so sensorially, enjoying the ‘chalky 

crumbs’ of ‘powdered pigment’, ‘warm and melty’ lipsticks, and ‘daubs of color, bright like petals 

on my skin’ (145). Skin transformation practices and products perpetuate limiting standards of 

appearance, but in this novel, they also prompt women to take pleasure both in the haptic 

sensations of skin itself and the ‘little tinted liquids’ that ‘touched’ the skin (2). This positive image 

of sensitized skin, far removed from the sensitive skin the cult associates with whiteness-as-purity, 

 
79 Duray, ‘Alexandra Kleeman’s Debut Novel’. 
80 Kenneth Burke, ‘Literature as Equipment for Living’, The Philosophy of Literary Form (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1941), 293–304 (299). 
81 You Too, 54, 74, 116, 177. 
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is evident when B, a character who is typically full of self-loathing, stands ‘in front of the mirror’, 

after her makeover, finding her inner child through her skin as she starts ‘brushing her fingertips 

gently against the skin of her nose, cheeks, chin, tracing it with reverence, caressing it like an infant, 

newly born’ (81). If the cult’s advertisement for skin exfoliant claims to offer women access to a 

more authentic face beneath, it also insists that they keep ‘peeling’, keep improving. But here, 

transforming the face with makeup paradoxically returns B to its sensory tactile qualities through 

a positively imagined form of self-worship typically unavailable to the women of You Too. This 

scene doesn’t show women bamboozled by promises of simultaneous self-discovery and self-

transformation, but rather operating with complex ambiguity, able to hold space for multiple 

understandings of self and skin: ‘this impression of uncovering a face was exactly as real as the fact 

that I was covering up a face at the same time’, the narrator muses, as she puts concealer and 

foundation on B (76). 

Kleeman’s novel reveals the unstable malleability of the face as a source of pleasure and 

power as well as normative self-improvement. As Namwali Serpell notes, the human ‘face means 

identity, truth, feeling, beauty, authenticity, humanity’, whether as a site of sentimental sympathy 

or Levinasian ethical alterity, but, she argues, ‘our continued belief in The Ideal Face’ exists 

alongside ‘our persistent desire to dismantle it’, pointing to a range of stranger, ‘recalcitrant or 

unruly faces’ that de-centre such humanism, including ‘the racially ambiguous face’, ‘the animal 

face’, and the flattened ‘digital face’.82 As a Taiwanese-American woman writer, Kleeman is very 

much interested in such de-centring of faces and bodies alike, intent on staking out a literary 

identity for herself beyond the limiting categories she has been pigeonholed into for her 

appearance. Being female and biracial, she explains to one interviewer, meant her ‘face […] could 

be read multiple ways’ and her ‘body was considered an object for public viewing’; her response 

to the objectification of her female, biracial face, though, is not to re-assert racialized, gendered 

humanity, but rather to take control of this self-objectification, in part by producing such ‘stranger’ 

selfhood in her writing, hoping, as she tells her friend Kathleen Alcott, that texts can become odd 

machines, putting ‘the gender and appearance of the body […] in parentheses, like a sort of 

extended Turing test’.83 We might recall Wallace’s depiction of an idealized Black AA member 

whose ‘face has lost its color, shape, everything distinctive’ in his subscription to the fantasy that 

all self-help subjects, regardless of their gender, race or class situation, can transform themselves 

equally.84 Kleeman seeks both to interrogate the terms by which such seemingly universalized self-

 
82 Namwali Serpell, Stranger Faces (Oakland: Transit Books, 2020), 12. 
83 Anelise Chen, ‘Bookforum talks with Alexandra Kleeman’, Bookforum, 20 September 2016; Kathleen Alcott, ‘On the 
Intense Power of Literary Friendship’, Literary Hub, 20 August 2015. 
84 David Foster Wallace, Infinite Jest (New York: Little, Brown, 1996), 710. 
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improvement is coded white, but also offers her own transcendent poetics, where the neuro-

sensory potential of the skin and body allows subjects to transcend the particularity of their 

identities. If Beatty counselled an indeterminate, resistant Blackness, Kleeman’s response to 

racialized self-improvement imperatives is to transform the skin into a surface defined by its 

strange, sensory affect, rather than its colour. 

Fantasies of a fugitive, feeling surface beneath the visible skin recur throughout You Too, 

as characters peel off their outer dermal layers to reveal a ‘newly born’ face, untouched by the 

racialized and gendered gaze (81). This dream of revealing a raw bodily material common to all is 

a unifying one; ‘our surfaces alone […] ‘distinguish us from one another’, we are told (2). Indeed, 

Kleeman uses imagery of sculpture, ‘pottery’, and ‘unglazed, unfished’ ‘clay’ in her makeover 

scenes, evoking cross-cultural myths of selves and bodies shaped from a universalized clay-like 

substance (76–77). Her 2015 short story ‘Hylomorphosis’, a surreal faux-angelology narrative, 

draws out the biblical and Aristotelian associations of a primordial clay or ‘material raw and ready 

for reuse’, ‘not yet shaped’, then ‘formed’ ‘like dough’.85 The echoes of this story in You Too signal 

a persistent fascination with malleable ‘flesh’, evoked as a kind of universal skin; though Kleeman 

never lets us forget that what is often taken to be unmarked ‘skin-colored’ or ‘flesh-colored’ skin, 

is in fact, ‘uniform beige’, ‘bland white good-looking’ skin.86 Her 2016 article ‘The Untouchable, 

Irresistible Fantasy of Perfect Skin’ extends this critique of skincare colourism, describing how 

‘lightness and brightness had always been at the center of the Asian ideal of beauty that I 

encountered growing up’ and cataloguing the ‘brightening creams’ and ‘melanin blockers’ that 

contribute to a white-centric ideal of ‘perfect skin’.87 In the article, she describes monitoring her 

skin close-up in the mirror: 

 

new things shifted into view, lifted from the background like the 3-D image hidden in a 

Magic Eye poster: I saw light-brown spots littering the swell of cheek below my eyes, the 

pitted prick of pores, the faint ghostly geometry of tiny criss-crossing lines […] I was 

amazed at how uneven I truly was, at how long I had gone without noticing. 

Her close-up self-awareness is depicted as a fall from childish innocence into adolescent awareness 

of her skin as a flawed, gendered, and racialized object with visible ‘lines’, ‘spots’, and ‘pores’. 

 
85 Alexandra Kleeman, ‘Hylomorphosis’, Intimations: Stories (New York: HarperCollins, 2016), 179–87 (183–84). See 
Michael Peramatiz, ‘Aristotle’s Hylomorphism’, Metaphysics, 1.1 (2018), 12–32. 
86 Kleeman, You Too, 54, 270, 56, 37. On how the descriptor ‘flesh-colored’ has been used to construct ‘an equation 
between skin itself and whiteness’, see Lorna Roth, ‘Home on the Range: Kids, Visual Culture, and Cognitive Equity’, 
Cultural Studies ↔ Critical Methodologies, 9.2 (2009), 141–48 (142). 
87 Alexandra Kleeman, ‘The Untouchable, Irresistible Fantasy of Perfect Skin’, The Cut, 13 October 2016. 
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Kleeman has written about the technology of the mirror ‘transforming our faces into images for 

scrutiny’, hoping that we might, instead, turn to ‘knowing our bodies by how it feels to dwell in 

them’.88 She is clearly also responding to more recent technological innovations, for instance, the 

‘zoomed-in’ perspectives of smooth skin offered by social media selfie culture, magnified skin 

imagery in beauty advertisements and Instagram skincare accounts, and reality television’s use of 

the close-up.89 But the defamiliarization of looking so closely that her face becomes ‘my own alien 

landscape’, as she says later in the article, is also thrilling, and such abstract geographies of skin are 

also vividly evoked in You Too, where pores, when A ‘leaned in close’ seem like ‘tiny skin-colored 

mounds rising out of little sloping craters’ (77). Looking in the mirror is a form of ‘scrutiny’ but 

also a potentially tactile, sensory experience, just as Patricia Malone argues that the You Too 

narrator’s ‘double vision’ when she sees herself onscreen allows her to reclaim a self-directed gaze 

and affirm ‘her embodied existence’.90 

The central metaphor of the Magic Eye, a stereogram puzzle that challenges viewers to 

find ‘hidden’ images planted beneath a repeating pattern, offers another way of reading the face as 

an abstract map, one that revolves around a shared common neuro-cognitive schema through 

which viewers identify patterns. For Kleeman, seeing a face is inextricable from the socially situated 

perception of the individual viewer, but it also relies on stable, shared cognition of sense data. In 

her mirror scene, the face is taken apart and reassembled as a series of geometric forms. This 

mimics the passages in her novel that describe the phenomenon of pareidolia, whereby our 

cognitive perceptual machinery leads us to identify faces or patterns in inanimate material: ‘a couple 

of dark spots on a lighter surface or a dark oval in the distance might be a face. An electrical socket 

could be a face, a mailbox or a couple of punctuation marks’ (56). The cognitive animation of 

inanimate objects recurs throughout the book, in regular interludes devoted to the escapades of a 

beleaguered cartoon cat, which, she explains in an interview, was designed to ‘reactivate […] 

feelings’ of ‘empathy’ for a cartooned non-human, a form that is an assemblage of flat abstract 

lines and marks.91 Of course, a former cognitive science student, Kleeman is intimately familiar 

with discourses of kinaesthetic empathy through perceptual recognition and has given talks on the 
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topic.92 Like the Scientology thought exercise, she evokes a fundamentally neuro-literary fantasy in 

which words, like drawings, act as abstract shapes nonetheless capable of inducing immediate, pre-

conscious affectual response. The novel is filled with moments in which words — like faces — 

shed their semantic meaning to become tangible matter, felt through their shapes, vibrations, or 

textures alone, as when the words spoken on a low-volume radio lose their linguistic qualities and 

become tactile energy ‘twitching in the air, a slightly human presence’ (117). This is about the 

materiality, as well as the literary quality, of texts: Kleeman repeatedly links skin with paper, 

imagining the paper a book is printed on as a kind of sensitized skin, where ‘hundreds of pages 

blended into some single surface’ of interface (51); this is, of course, a somewhat nostalgic 

materialism in the age of dispersed online publishing, audiobooks, and e-books.93 

Throughout the novel, cognitive mechanisms are shown to be grounded in fleshy, material, 

but neurologized affect. One scene, in which A watches television with her boyfriend, C, 

illuminates the shared nature of this neuro-bodily aesthetic. Even though they may ‘feel differently’ 

about the ‘meaning’ of the televisual image they watch — the ‘panic-tightened face’ of an animal-

rights activist — she feels ‘comforted by the fact that what was going on in his head was the same 

as mine’, as the perceptual stimulus ‘threaded its way from the eyes toward the center of the head, 

through branching neuronal trails to a sludgy affective core’ (30). The difference between ‘his head’ 

and ‘mine’ collapses into a single, third person neuroscientized body which experiences a pre-

conscious response to the ‘panic-tightened face’, in an enactment of Kleeman’s sense of individual 

feeling dispersed into ‘a sad but sympathetic web that connects us all invisibly’.94 Linkages between 

the ‘neuronal’ ‘core’ and the skin as a dispersed nervous system are clear in Kleeman’s various 

descriptions of neuro-affectable, porous nonhuman skins. ‘I empathize with amphibians’, she says 

in a panel interview; ‘my skin is extremely permeable to the outside world’.95 Her fiction is 

populated with jellyfish and other sea creatures who represent alien ways of sensing and dispersed 

cognition, their brains spread across their skin.96 In You Too, she envisions ‘the first eye’, a single-

celled underwater organism that exists in deep time. This entity is ‘born sensitive to individual 

particles of light’, registered all across its outer body: ‘it felt their soft touch on its surface as a blow 

and registered that shock by wincing slightly, changing its shape’ (143). Kleeman connects this 

ancient skin-brain with a tactile, sensitive form of perception, depicting its cells ‘cringing together 

 
92 For example, Alexandra Kleeman, ‘Being the Thing “In-Itself”: Simulation, Empathy and the Engaged Object’, 
unpublished paper delivered at ‘Fleshing Out the Text’ conference (Brandeis University, 7 November 2008). 
93 Jessica Pressman’s Bookishness: Loving Books in a Digital Age (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020) traces 
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94 Kleeman, ‘Philip K. Dick’s “Gnostic Logic” and Other Influences’. This scene echoes Don DeLillo’s White Noise 
(1985), in which the televised face of Babette becomes a similar site of neuro-spiritual energy. 
95 Teddy Wayne, ‘Six Authors on the Forces Inside and Out That Shape Their Books’, Salon, 8 September 2015.  
96 For one example, see Alexandra Kleeman, ‘Jellyfish’, Intimations, 131–50. 
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at the sun’; it is also remarkably similar to her descriptions of the brain itself as ‘a cavefish-pale 

organ with no nerves of its own’, dependent on the ‘nerve channels’ dispersed around the body to 

sense worldly stimuli (216). This primitive underwater creature dramatizes the real evolution of 

touch and sight; take Joseph Amato’s account of the deep history of ‘the simple epidermis of the 

first sea creatures’ morphing into the skin of vertebrates, which still ‘brings the tactile world to us’ 

by ‘using the whole body as an antenna’.97 For Kleeman, this fantasy seems as futuristic as it is 

atavistic, representing the dream that we might once more attain such embodied sensitivity. Just 

as a Transcendentalist legacy reverberated through the writing of Kunkel and July, Kleeman’s first 

eye recalls Emerson’s famous ‘transparent eye-ball’, a way of transcending the self to be ‘nothing’ 

but ‘see all’, letting in ‘the currents of the Universal Being’.98 Kleeman’s fleshier iteration rewrites 

visual perception as tactile, kinetic sensing, depicting the eye as an innervated skin that touches the 

world. 

Of course, Kleeman’s dream of unthinking, pre-conscious, neuronal sameness can also be 

seen as a nightmare. Nicholas Dames describes how You Too proposes ‘an idea of empathy so 

extreme it collapses in on itself’, finally expressing a ‘hunger’ for ‘distinctness’ and ‘solitude’.99 

Dames is right to point to the horrors of de-individuation that lurk around the novel’s depictions 

of bodies corralled into sameness; we might remember that the cult ‘conjoins’ distinct individuals 

into ‘one great white sprawling person’, while their makeup products can evince ‘a wet aggregate 

femininity’ defined by an ‘anonymous female scent’ that makes the individual ‘smell like a person 

but not like any person in particular’ (216, 145). The imperative to transform the self into a ‘better 

person’ is also shown to produce expectations of emotional labour that threaten to annihilate the 

individual for the mass: ‘All around me, people were giving feelings and help to one another all 

the time, as if it were the only thing to do. And I watched these exchanges like a dead thing, a thing 

sealed off perfectly’ (75). Here, A doesn’t seek to be porously entwined with others, but rather 

‘sealed off’; like Heti’s narrator in Motherhood, she wants to claim time and space for herself. If, at 

these moments, Kleeman’s narrator seeks escape from an onslaught of communal affects and 

expectations, I disagree with Dames that Kleeman evokes this ‘empathy so extreme’ only to stage 

its overcoming through ‘distinctness’ or ‘solitude’. Kleeman is deeply invested in A’s exquisite, 

painful alertness to others, in ways that recall the pop-psychology discourses of the ‘empath’ or 

‘Highly Sensitive Person’ as well as more literary discourses of emotionally sensitive, empathic 
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affect.100 You Too’s poetics of neuro-sensory sameness come off as sublimely terrifying and 

compelling at once, and in a panel discussion, Kleeman expressed her interest in activating pre-

conscious empathy: ‘The body empathizes first’, she suggests — ‘when you see someone, you can’t 

help but empathize with them’, but we often end up ‘pushing […] away’ these sensations to re-

individuate.101 You Too shows a narrator who is unable to seal off the floodgates of feeling; her 

porous neuro-body is depicted both as a blessing and a curse. 

The very title of Kleeman’s book signals its investment in bodily sameness and 

metamorphosis. She was inspired by magazine advertisements promoting bodybuilder Charles 

Atlas’ famed diet and exercise system, which showed a ‘grossly, inhumanly muscly man’: 

 

Below, it would say, ‘You too can have a body like mine’, and I just thought that was a 

really scary idea — seeing a man like no man I had ever seen before and feeling, viscerally, 

the promise that I could somehow come to be like him.102 

 

Atlas’ advertisements typically deploy the phrase ‘you can have a body like mine’, only occasionally 

adding the ‘too’ that appears in the title (see Figure 4). As well as adding rhythm, the particular 

iteration chosen by Kleeman emphasizes the equivalence of the deeply different bodies (that of 

Atlas and that of his viewer-reader) hailed by the slogan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
100 Elaine Aron’s The Highly Sensitive Person (1996) and Judith Orloff's The Empath’s Survival Guide (2017) are two 
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Oxford University Press, 2007) comprehensively traces the history of novelistic empathy, though where she envisions 
literary defamiliarization as opposed to such ideas of emotional sensitization, my reading of Kleeman is more in line 
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sensation informing experimental literary empathy aesthetics. See Meghan Marie Hammond, Empathy and the Psychology 
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The ad’s appeal to a classic self-help fantasy of immediate change (‘I’ll show you how you can get 

it FAST’) reminds us that discourses of bodily improvement are wrapped up with those of 

psychological improvement; ‘You’ll feel different’, Atlas promises, just like the Scientology texts. 

Crucially, Atlas suggests that any body can choose the way it appears (‘I don’t care how old or 

young you are… Just choose the body you want and post the coupon’). If the advertisement is 

clearly directed towards men seeking ‘HE-MAN bodies’, Kleeman deliberately misreads Atlas’ 

appeal to a universalized ‘you’, depicting herself as a reader viscerally hailed by the ‘scary’ yet 

alluring ‘promise that I could somehow come to be like him’. In ways reminiscent of queer readings 

of bodybuilding as an ultimately gender-destabilizing and transgressive practice, her novel applies 

the mode of this hypermasculine rhetoric to women’s self-improvement practices.103 Kleeman 

excavates, from the image of the bodybuilder hawking his self-improvement program, a sublime 

 
103 See Niall Richardson, ‘The queer activity of extreme male bodybuilding’, Social Semiotics, 14.1 (2004), 49–65 (53). 

Charles Atlas magazine advertisement removed for copyright 
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published in Race for the Moon, 21 (1962) by Thorpe and Porter. 
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sense of the body as a plastic raw material common to all and defined principally by its capacity 

for transformation. The Atlas advertisement suggests the terrifying, yet liberating, prospect that 

one human body can be made into another, that we are not unique individuals, but rather made of 

biologized matter that can be manipulated and formed. 

The very first lines of You Too announce these concerns: ‘Is it true that we are more or less 

the same on the inside?’, the reader is asked, before being told the answer: ‘this heart from my 

body could be lifted and placed in yours, and this portion of myself that I had incubated would 

live on, pushing foreign blood through foreign channels’ (1). Bodies are at once similar enough for 

their parts to be interchangeable, yet distinct enough for others’ body parts to be recognized as 

‘foreign’ matter. Like the Atlas advertisement, this passage addresses the reader directly and relies 

on overcoming the difference between ‘my body’ and ‘yours’. By imagining the authorial voice and 

its audience inhabiting a shared space of universalized, neuro-bodily affect, Kleeman once again 

creates a sense of literature as acting on, indeed transforming, the bodies of readers. This recalls 

Wallace’s hopes for a shared space of literary ‘human’ emotions, but Kleeman also foregrounds 

the tensions and sense of alterity or defamiliarization that infuse her strange, almost posthuman, 

empathy aesthetics. Her vision echoes contemporary theories of neuroaesthetics and affect which 

centre on art’s power to provoke feeling by means of shared psycho-bodily mechanisms. Indeed, 

discursive overlaps with the language of neuroplasticity brain-training are evident in the famed 

defence of experimental literature written by Kleeman’s MFA mentor, Ben Marcus, in which he 

envisions the brain as a ‘supreme reader’s muscle’ that ‘grows and strengthens’ when confronted 

with ‘strange, harder texts’; he envisions his ideal readers, only semi-facetiously, as ‘fierce little 

reading machines’, receptive to the text’s ‘vibrations’ of feeling. 104 Kleeman, too, envisions the 

reader’s body as an ‘empathy machine’.105 If women’s bodies are turned into machines for 

normative self-improvement, Kleeman — like Marcus — envisions art as an alternative change 

machine, one that perpetuates an alternative ethos of body-brain betterment through the reader’s 

simultaneously cognitive, nervous, and affectual sensitivity. 

Yet both authors worry that such radical immediacy aesthetics are impossible or at least 

unliveable. Kleeman finally seems to disavow the cultivation of ‘betterness’ entirely, appealing to 

the nihilistic, meaningless hum of life: near the novel’s close, her narrator concludes that ‘[t]here 

was no better way to live, or worse. It was all terrible, and you had to do it constantly’ (280). Her 

most recent novel, Something New Under the Sun (2021), returns to the trope of artistic-moral 

hypersensitivity with Alison, a character whose alertness to the environmental pain caused by 

 
104 Ben Marcus, ‘Why Experimental Literature Threatens to Destroy Publishing, Jonathan Franzen, and Life as We 
Know It, Harper’s (October 2005), 39–52 (39–40). 
105 Hedlund, ‘An Interview with Alexandra Kleeman’. 
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climate change produces a form of affective eco-consciousness but also a constant sense of 

suffering. After a breakdown, she seeks therapy but ultimately determines that cultivating her 

sensitivity is a necessary form of self-improvement that counteracts the self-help tools offered by 

contemporary society: ‘The therapist didn’t care whether Alison lived an ethical life, didn’t care 

whether she got better, meaning became a better person.’106 By joining a different self-help cult 

that mourns the loss of natural habitats and species, Alison finds solidarity, though it is unclear 

whether they manage to enact any broader social change. 

If Kleeman, Kunkel, and July ultimately appeal to transcendent affects that are practically 

unliveable, are they, finally, erecting boundaries between art and life, poetry and pragmatism, 

indeed, self-abnegation and self-help? I don’t think so: their texts certainly define themselves 

against particular forms of bodily self-improvement, but they draw on the alternately imaginative, 

pragmatic, and transformative energies of others. These writers value self-help for its capacity, like 

fiction, to allow readers to imagine a different body, different self, and, occasionally, a different 

society. By drawing on a multiplicity of bodily self-help discourses — neural plasticity, drug 

transformations, self-defence, New Age reproductive practices, skincare and diet makeovers, and 

cultish spirituality — they evince diverse and often contradictory understandings of self, body, and 

community. Self-help offers them a micro-level view of the socially situated self, ripe for critique, 

but also a more lyrical, sublime ethics of metamorphosis and self-transcendence. 

The authors I have considered in this chapter are compelled by diverse self-improvement 

narratives that allow them to consider the body as a raw material that can be re-shaped and re-

formed by oppressive self-help programs and aesthetic sensitization alike, but they also seek to 

depict bodies as unruly, dynamic, and finally uncontrollable. Their narratives of dispersed bodily 

feeling and transformation challenge ideas of rational selfhood that privilege mind over body to 

depict a sublime bodily sameness that offers a glimmer of escape from socially scripted identities. 

But in doing so, they run the risk of dissolving the materially specific feelings of particular bodies 

into an inchoate mass of transmissible and aestheticized affect, one that can rely upon a rarefied 

vision of artistic sensitivity. Yet rather than suggesting that universalizing tendencies block societal 

specificity, or that either aesthetics or sociopolitics win out in the end, this chapter has shown that 

self-help allows these writers to access critical and creative energies that hold distinct forms of 

contemporary bodily transformation practice in tension. By interrogating the terms of their 

aesthetic and political fantasies in the context of self-help, we better understand the stakes of these 

tensions, and the unique opportunities they offer to write new stories of holistic body-brain 

change. 

 
106 Alexandra Kleeman, Something New Under the Sun (New York: Hogarth, 2021), 151. 



 159 

 



 160 

CONCLUSION 

 

Mid-way through Ben Lerner’s autofiction novel 10:04 (2014), his narrator Adam is asked to give 

a speech to aspiring authors at the Columbia University School of the Arts. ‘I assume I was asked 

to talk about how I became a writer with the idea that my experience might be of some practical 

use to the students here’, he explains, insisting ‘I’m afraid I have nothing to offer in that regard’.1 

Like Wallace and Beatty, the protagonist initially disavows his authority and the task of inspiring 

or helping his audience. While 10:04 is a novel, Lerner clearly signals that it is based on his own 

life story — like the other two books in his autofiction trilogy Leaving the Atocha Station (2011) and 

The Topeka School (2019) — and, as such, the narrator’s self-deprecating refusal to extract a lesson 

from ‘my experience’ is especially charged. Elsewhere in the book, Adam’s agent infuriatingly 

instructs him to satisfy the market’s demand for conversion narratives in his next work: ‘make sure 

the protagonist undergoes a dramatic transformation’ (156). As well as critiquing the 

autobiography-as-self-help narrative, 10:04 lampoons several other discourses of personal 

improvement, from self-medication, which transforms the body into a ‘patchwork of sertraline, 

tetrahydrocannabinol, clonazepam, and Rioja’, to the bourgeois ‘conflation of self-care and 

political radicalism’ (148, 46–47). Nevertheless, again like Wallace and Beatty, Lerner’s fictional 

avatar does have something ‘to offer’ in the way of writerly self-help. If we read the trilogy as a 

Künstlerroman tracing Adam’s development towards artistic maturity, the Columbia University 

speech plays a pivotal role: he tells a vivid story of how an early experience of rhetorical prosody 

— Ronald Reagan’s speech following the Challenger shuttle disaster — inspired his own aesthetics, 

which attempt to transform the ambivalence of ‘poetic language’ into a simulated, affective 

commons. Like Kleeman, July, and Kunkel, he imagines a kind of corporeal coevality, repurposing 

Reagan’s inevitable failure to encapsulate the enormity of the Challenger tragedy as a virtual, lyrical, 

and ‘transpersonal’ success: ‘all across America those rhythms were working in millions of other 

bodies too’ (112–13).2  

Adam’s speech acts as a masterclass on becoming an artist by using tools of speculative 

projection, recuperation of personal and linguistic failure, and recombination of other materials; 

in this sense, it resembles a later workshop, given by Lerner, that instructs students to ‘think of 

writing fiction as a curatorial art’.3 Moreover, a ‘how-to book’ has now been released based on 

 
1 Ben Lerner, 10:04 (New York: Picador, 2015), 109–10.  
2 See Pieter Vermeulen, ‘How Should a Person Be (Transpersonal)?’, Political Theory, 45.5 (2017), 659–81, for a 
thorough account of the ‘impersonal’ and ‘transpersonal’ in Lerner’s work.  
3 Ben Lerner, ‘Craft of Fiction – Fiction as Curation’, Riverdale Press, 1 February 2018 (event details for unpublished 
workshop given at Sarah Lawrence College, 20 February 2018). 
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10:04, which extrapolates its ethic of virtualized failure ‘to help you with your craft if you’re a 

writer’ or ‘to help you live with yourself if you’re just generally a person’.4 Dena Fehrenbacher also 

suggests that therapeutic and literary strategies intertwine within Lerner’s trilogy, noting how the 

narrator’s comedic and creative transformation of failure into art mimics his therapist’s advice to 

recount his ‘predicaments’ in a ‘“winning and humorous way”’. Thus, Lerner’s aesthetic, she 

argues, acts as a form of ‘self-help’.5 

I conclude this thesis by turning briefly to Ben Lerner’s self-consciously experimental 

novels because, like many of the works considered already, they signal resistance to discourses of 

‘practical use’ and ‘transformation’ yet are intimately entangled with the diverse forms and 

functions of self-help; the final absorption of 10:04 into the form of the literary ‘how-to’ is fitting. 

In this way, these works function like many of the modernist texts explored by Beth Blum, which 

emerged as a corrective to popular advice cultures, but are now valued as highbrow self-help for 

their very reluctance to offer conventional wisdom.6 Yet I also want to suggest that Lerner, like 

the other authors I’ve discussed, is drawn to self-help not simply in order to define his work against 

it, but also because of the potential for idealism, speculation, and agency it offers. For all of these 

writers, I believe, it is ultimately less productive to think of their work as self-help — or, indeed, 

as entirely anti-self-help — than as enacting an ongoing dialogue with self-help’s diverse promises 

of personal, political, and aesthetic change. The narrator of 10:04 stages aesthetic–ethical debates 

with himself. In one, he makes a wholly dissident straw man out of an assumed ‘modernist 

valorization of difficulty as a mode of resistance to the market’, to which he responds: ‘Art has to 

offer something other than stylized despair’ (93). 

That ‘something’, throughout Lerner’s trilogy, takes the form of a speculative possibility 

accessible through the dissolution of linguistic and personal agency, which paradoxically produces 

new ways to live. Again and again, Lerner’s novels depict transcendent, polysemic ‘breakdowns’ 

of self and sense — often through the defamiliarizing influence of drugs, madness, or poetry — 

which act as epiphanies, rupturing dominant stories of language and selfhood alike. But Lerner 

suggests that such experiences are most valuable not as revelations but rather as a first step towards 

writing, speaking, and behaving differently. Two central queries animate his ethos: 

 

[W]hen you arrive at that point of linguistic disillusion that can come through an experience 

of prosody or transcendence, or through an experience of brutalization, the question is, 

 
4 Adam Colman, New Uses for Failure: 10:04 (New York: Fiction Advocate: 2018), Kindle ebook, 18.  
5 Dena Fehrenbacher, ‘Punchline Aesthetics: Recuperated Failure in the Novels of Ben Lerner and Sheila Heti’, Post45, 
20 July 2021. 
6 Beth Blum, The Self-Help Compulsion (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020); see especially Chapter 3 and 
Chapter 5. 
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how do you re-establish a pattern? And what kind of formal patterning do you establish 

that might be more generous or life-giving than what preceded it?7 

 

Here, Lerner attempts to reconcile the legacy of experimental modernisms and poststructuralist 

thought, which are interested in destabilizing language and subjecthood, with the question of how 

such a deconstructed subject might nonetheless speak, act, and change. I conclude this thesis with 

a consideration of his autofiction trilogy because it grants a central role to such inquiries, which 

have deeply concerned all of the authors I have considered, encapsulated, perhaps, most neatly in 

Heti’s provocative title How Should a Person Be? In explicit or implicit ways, all of the writers this 

thesis has explored wrestle with a desire to vouchsafe authority or agency, without necessarily 

returning to the liberal subject as a site of sovereign self-construction, in the wake of the lingering 

‘cultural imaginary’, as Mitchum Huehls puts it, of theory: ‘the death of the author, the materiality 

of the signifier, the textuality of the world, the recursivity of reference’.8 ‘Theory’ is not dismissed 

in Lerner’s work, but rather made to bear questions of everyday praxis; Nicholas Dames notes that 

Lerner and others ask, at once satirical and deadly serious, ‘How does Theory help you hold a job? 

Deal with lovers, children, bosses, and parents? Decide between the restricted alternatives of 

adulthood?’9 Indeed, future scholarship might productively compare the mutual operations of 

critical theory and self-help theory as distinct but entangled educational tools that seek both to 

diagnose and prescribe: in Lerner’s work, deconstruction is the beginning of reconstruction.  

In their attempts to integrate these different forms of self and life knowledge, this thesis 

has seen several writers seek a form of ‘agency without mastery’, as Leigh Gilmore puts it.10 Such 

notions inform memoirs like Gurba’s Mean, which wondered how to enact pragmatic temporal 

agency from within a traumatically shattered sense of self and time; or novels like Kunkel’s 

Indecision, whose narrator, confronted with a destabilizing knowledge of himself as a bundle of 

neurochemicals, looked to inhabit an alternative neuro-psychedelic sublime. Lerner seeks a similar 

form of de-mastered agency, then, in asking how the newly aware, disintegrated self, and the 

language that constitutes it, can create a different ‘pattern’. My introduction cited Deb Olin 

Unferth’s portrayal of the unjust demand that precarious contemporary subjects ‘change every 

aspect of our lives’; attuned to the socially constructed nature of their experiences of authority, 

time, and embodiment, the authors in this thesis are always already aware of their inability to invoke 

 
7 Gillian Moore, unpublished interview with Ben Lerner, Brooklyn, 26 September 2019.  
8 Mitchum Huehls, ‘The Post-Theory Theory Novel’, Contemporary Literature, 56.2 (2015), 280–310 (285, 282).  
9 Nicholas Dames, ‘The Theory Generation’, n+1, 14 (Summer 2012). 
10 Leigh Gilmore, ‘Agency Without Mastery: Chronic Pain and Posthuman Life Writing’, Biography, 35.1 (2015), 83–98 
(84). 
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such grandiose change. 11 From this bind, however, each, in different ways, seeks to rescue limited 

spaces of manoeuvre, authorship, and pragmatic agency; this is what ties them most closely to self-

help, which, as Kathryn Schulz notes, relies on the curious paradox that some ‘part of you’ can 

detach from the forces of determinism and habit alike, ‘capable of solving’ the same issues it has 

perpetuated.12 This is not the self-help of full self-mastery, though: Lerner’s sense of ‘re-patterning’ 

is based on minor and often paradoxical transformations. 10:04 offers an iterable account of 

authorship and agency via repetition with a difference, branching out into several speculative 

storylines, in which similar things happen, slightly differently, according to the micro-choices made 

by the author-narrator to shape his life in distinct ways.13 The overdetermined play of real, 

narrative, and counterfactual timescapes that underlies this sense of multidirectional personal 

potential speaks especially clearly to my readings of Lin, Gurba, and Heti as engaging in a perpetual 

back and forth between an ethos of managed time and a romantic sense of speculative literary 

time-patterns.14  

 In interview, Lerner makes clear that his sense of writing as a force capable of both 

interrupting and re-creating patterns of speech and action is inspired, in part, by the self-help 

writing of his mother, psychologist Dr Harriet Lerner, who, as the character Jane Gordon, plays 

an important role in his novel The Topeka School. Harriet Lerner is the bestselling author of several 

works of feminist, family-systems-oriented advice including The Dance of Anger (1985), a text 

accessible enough to be excerpted in venues like Cosmopolitan magazine and featured on The Oprah 

Winfrey Show, yet rigorous enough that Jonathan Franzen, notoriously sceptical of Oprah’s brand 

of therapeutic reading, has publicly acknowledged how much the book helped him ‘at a dark 

moment’.15 Ben Lerner describes how his mother’s work, concerned with identifying and adapting 

the social reproduction of structures of speech, behaviour, and selfhood, compelled him to engage 

with patterning as a formal and personal tool: 

 

She's very concerned, like so many women, in particular, of that generation, with the 

gender politics of different kinds of labelling, the combination of the idea that form is a 

form of content in interpersonal relationships, and that you have to be alive to patterns 

 
11 Deb Olin Unferth and Elizabeth Haidle, I, Parrot (New York: Black Balloon, 2017), unpaginated. 
12 Kathryn Schulz, ‘The Self in Self-Help’, New York Magazine, 4 January 2013. 
13 10:04’s specific sense of repetition with a difference is especially informed, according to its acknowledgements page, 
by Giorgio Agamben’s The Coming Community (1994), as well as Walter Benjamin. 
14 Lerner’s acknowledgements suggest that Heti and Lin were early readers of 10:04. 
15 See ‘Jonathan Franzen: By the Book’, New York Times, 25 April 2013. For a detailed account of Franzen’s famous 
discomfort at Oprah’s selection of The Corrections for her Book Club, see Kevin Quirk, ‘Correcting Oprah: Jonathan 
Franzen and the Uses of Literature in the Therapeutic Age’, in Jaime Harker and Cecilia Konchar Farr (eds.), The 
Oprah Affect (Albany: SUNY Press, 2008), 253–76. 
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across generations. […] My thinking about patterning, change, recurrence, repetition was 

tied up in her as a first editor-teacher. 16  

In even more direct ways, though, mother and son regularly collaborate and influence each other’s 

writing at both idea and sentence level: in the acknowledgments for 10:04, Lerner describes the 

book as ‘written in conversation with Harriet Lerner; what’s best in it is for her’, and Harriet returns 

the compliment in many of her books, noting a particular debt to ‘Ben Lerner for important 

conversation and wise editing on all chapters’ of The Dance of Fear: Rising Above Anxiety, Fear, and 

Shame to Be Your Best and Bravest Self (2004).17 She describes his contributions as ‘especially’ 

important in a chapter entitled ‘When Things Fall Apart: Facing Illness and Suffering’. In many 

ways, this chapter recalls 10:04’s poetics of transpersonal embodied affect, especially in Harriet 

Lerner’s sense that feeling states, particularly anxiety, ‘are not just a characteristic of individuals’ 

but rather ‘an invisible force that flows through all human systems’, partially produced by shared 

sociocultural experience and partially by the ‘paralyzing neurochemical storms’ of our similar 

nervous systems.18 The Dance of Fear counsels strategies for coping with ‘crisis’ and ‘failure’ when 

ordinary patterns of living ‘fall apart’ — rather than ‘the American way’ of ‘bootstrap’ 

independence, she counsels opening to ‘transcendence’ or even ‘grace’; the bidirectional echoes of 

Ben Lerner’s appeals to failure and disintegration as the grounds for alternative ethics and 

aesthetics are clear.19 Once again, self-help serves as an unlikely interlocutor that inspires, in Lerner, 

both critical and poetic responses. 

The figure of the mother becomes increasingly important throughout Lerner’s trilogy; 

indeed, the protagonist Adam’s development towards mature masculinity can be indexed in his 

increased openness to his mother’s advice. In Leaving the Atocha Station, he pretends she is dead to 

get attention, while by 10:04 he feels guilty about this lie and, when trying to help a distressed 

student, finds himself ‘desperately trying to channel my parents’ — Adam’s, and Lerner’s, father 

is also a psychotherapist (218). By The Topeka School, the mother’s voice has become an exalted 

source of wisdom and anger management, one that allows Adam to confront the ‘wrong tutelage’ 

of ‘the Men’ who encourage him to repeat their violent, misogynistic, and oppressive speech 

patterns.20 ‘How do you rid yourself of a voice, keep it from becoming part of yours?’ Adam asks, 

thinking of his grandfather, an abusive ‘patriarch’. By learning to ‘summon’ his mother’s ‘voice’ 

instead, he engages in a ‘refusal of repetition across the generations’, repeating his mother’s words, 

 
16 Moore, unpublished interview. 
17 Harriet Lerner, The Dance of Fear (New York: Harper Collins, 2005), 229. 
18 The Dance of Fear, 173, 13. 
19 The Dance of Fear, 176–77, 192–93. 
20 Ben Lerner, The Topeka School (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2019), 209. 
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with a difference, to break the pattern of ‘toxic masculinity’ (241). As in his address to aspiring 

writers, Adam suggests a kind of curatorial, recombinatory agency based on repurposed speech — 

and this is more broadly typical of the writers discussed here; we have seen such collage-selves 

emerge again and again in relation to self-help, from Wallace’s mirror quote montage to Beatty’s 

palimpsest of slogans to Heti’s collage of advice from her friends.  

Of course, the particular role Lerner’s mother plays, as both a familial advice-giver and 

public self-help author, is unusual, but it brings out wider themes legible throughout this thesis. I 

have shown contemporary writers concerned with gendered crises of parental advice transmission 

and thus anxious around successfully navigating the path to adulthood, renegotiating its terms, and 

passing on wisdom to a new generation. As Benjamin Noys notes, the ‘issue of the future’, in 

10:04, is often evoked through its protagonist’s concerns about his ‘capacity for reproduction and 

raising a child.’21 Such worries around the paternal legacy were evident in my first two chapters. 

Where Wallace feared that a generation of ‘inner children’ might adopt feminist, rather than 

fatherly, guidance that would hamper their progression towards adult citizenship, Beatty’s 

protagonists tried to resist paternalist tyranny but also had their doubts about feminized self-help 

and (absent) motherly wisdom. But the women authors I have considered are also preoccupied 

with the intergenerational transmission of life wisdom, as mothers and as daughters. Consider, 

here, Heti’s turn towards the life experiences of her mother and grandmother to combat her fears 

that not having a child would render her a puer aeternus, or July’s recuperation of her father’s esoteric 

advice books, which offer a mystical, anti-rational, and unconventional way of approaching 

motherhood.  

Still, given Lerner’s hyper-awareness of the limitations of agency and, in particular, the 

difficulty of repatterning ingrained social habits, Adam’s fight to become a better self — and, more 

specifically, a better man — by changing the kinds of speech he reproduces is not entirely 

triumphant. By the end of The Topeka School, he manages to give up ‘mansplaining’, and, where in 

the earlier Leaving the Atocha Station a sense of ironic distance kept him silent on important issues, 

he finds his voice as part of a collective. His voice blends into the crowd as he chants at a 

demonstration against post-Trump immigration policy, acting as a positive counter to the rage-

fuelled men shown protesting elsewhere, Make America Great Again ‘red baseball caps’ perched 

atop their heads (275). However, the book reflects on its self-congratulatory story of changed 

masculinity when Adam confronts a man — the ‘bad father’ to his good father persona — whose 

son mistreats Adam’s young daughters (267). Funnelling his parents’ psychologized vocabulary 

 
21 Benjamin Noys, ‘Happy Like Neurotics: Roland Barthes, Ben Lerner, and the Writing of Neurosis’, College Literature, 
45.2 (2018), 222–45 (237). 
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into a stream of irate insults, he shames the man for refusing to assist in ‘making the playground a 

safe space for my daughters’ (270); at once ‘lovingly protective father and dick-swinging alpha 

male’, Adam comes to ‘cynically weaponize therapeutic language against a rival man’, as Josh 

Cohen puts it.22  

The ‘bad father’ figure is one of many ‘bad’ doubles or unimproved selves who appear 

throughout the trilogy. As I have suggested, Adam — whose name alone hints at the new 

beginnings of self-reinvention — signifies the counterfactual possibility of different futures and 

selves; but he is shadowed by those other unimproved selves who often lack the resources or 

agency to create a better life. Most obviously, there is the mentally ill, intellectually disabled Darren, 

in The Topeka School, a peer of Adam’s who fails to overcome his adolescent sexism, as Adam does 

for the most part, but rather ends up a violent misogynist and virulent Trump supporter. Darren, 

Adam reflects, is ‘the bad surplus’ of masculinity, a ‘man-child’ who never grows up but remains 

both victim and perpetrator. Socially excluded and unable to access sufficient mental healthcare, 

he becomes an allegory of America’s failures: male, ‘white and able-bodied’, he is ‘the perverted 

form of the empire’s privileged subject’ (118). In 10:04, the mentally distressed student also mirrors 

his teacher, Adam: both enter into a breakdown of self and language, and share similar politics, 

but, with little systemic support to piece himself back together, the student fails to experience this 

condition as the sublimely liberating grounds for poetic agency. 

Lerner’s tales of privileged white manhood are especially anxious around the less privileged 

selves most marginalized from the possibilities of self-change, yet most in need of self-

preservation. In 10:04, wanting to ‘be of use’, the narrator starts tutoring a young undocumented 

Salvadorean boy called Roberto, who shares the narrator’s anxieties around impending 

environmental, political, and personal doom (11). As the impact of Roberto’s stark statement that 

‘we don’t have papeles [papers] we can’t get anywhere’ becomes clear, the narrator realizes the 

hollowness of blind ‘faith in our ability to fix things’: he eventually revisits Reagan’s address to ‘the 

schoolchildren of America’, modifying Reagan’s words — ‘The future doesn’t belong to the 

fainthearted; it belongs to the brave’ — with an addendum: ‘to brave people with papeles’ (13, 223). 

This proviso reminds us of the darker side of self-help: the false promises it offers, the ways it 

deflects the need for structural change. Several authors in this thesis have sought to tell the stories 

of disempowered subjects similarly left out from an American dream of self-improvement. 

Gurba’s Mean, for instance, showed a queer Chicana subject who is resistant to futurity discourses, 

but eventually moves forward, in limited, ambivalent ways; the undocumented immigrant 

murdered by the same man who abused her had no such future. Beatty, too, gives only partial 

 
22 Josh Cohen, Losers (London: Peninsula Press, 2021), 76. 
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solutions: grassroots mutual aid therapeutics offer certain absurdly generative possibilities, but The 

Sellout stresses also the futility of demands for Black uplift in a fundamentally anti-Black and 

unequal society. 

Lerner’s guilty sense that his notions of ‘transpersonal’ community could be exclusionary 

points towards broader concerns I have explored within this thesis. Throughout, I have 

demonstrated how fiction writers use self-help to manage tensions between commonality and 

diversity. The generalizing sweep of self-help’s direct, second-person address, which unites its 

audience into a single helpable subject, has been a subject of fascination for authors testing the 

possibilities for semantic sameness in the aftermath of poststructuralist différance. This is evident in 

Wallace’s desire for direct communicative authority; in Kleeman’s interest in the ‘you too’ directive; 

in the spiritual instructions July outlines in ‘The Shared Patio’; in Heti’s transformation of her 

narrator’s specific dilemmas into broad questions that interpellate the reader. And yet, for these 

writers, different forms of self-help also offer ways to reckon with socio-historical particularity at 

group and individual levels, through forms of self-improvement designed to address the unique 

problems experienced by women, for instance, in the case of Kleeman; African-American 

communities, in the case of Beatty; or fringe artists, in the case of Gurba. Writing when 

conceptions of ‘New Sincerity’ related to Wallace and others were already common currency, 

Lerner seeks both to distance himself from Wallace’s universalized white male poetics of ‘human 

troubles and emotions’ and to echo his longing for affective commonality: 10:04’s narrator declares 

his overdetermined intention to ‘work my way from irony-to-sincerity in the sinking city, a would-

be Whitman of the vulnerable grid’ (4).23 Whitman acts as a kind of presiding spirit for Lerner. He 

is deeply attracted to what he describes as Whitman’s ‘impossible desire to both recognize and 

suspend difference’, yet he remains suspicious of what he calls ‘the Whitmanic (and nostalgist) 

notion of a perfectly exchangeable “I” and “you”’.24 In interview, he enunciates his concerns that 

the ‘Whitman fantasy of universality’ he is inspired by masks ‘a very specific white male nostalgia 

for an untroubled normativity’.25 Lerner’s explicit and ongoing dialogue with Whitman reminds us 

of the potency of Transcendentalist legacies for many contemporary writers interested in themes 

of selfhood, society, and spirituality. This thesis has explored Kunkel’s direct engagements with 

Thoreauvian self-help, Kleeman’s more submerged echoes of Emerson, and Wallace’s interest in 

Emersonian sermonizing and self-culture; Lin’s escape fantasy in Leave Society, too, has been 

compared to Thoreau’s Walden.26 

 
23 David Foster Wallace, ‘E Unibus Pluram’ (1993), in A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again (New York: Little, 
Brown, 1997), 21–82 (81).  
24 Ben Lerner, The Hatred of Poetry (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2016), 64, 70.  
25 Moore, unpublished interview. 
26 See, for example, Ryan Napier, ‘We Can’t Leave Society. We Can Only Change It.’, Jacobin, 7 October 2021. 
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Whitman’s ‘transpersonal’ poetics, then, enables Lerner to think through self and system 

at different scales and velocities. His trilogy is preoccupied with the minute life decisions of 

individuals, but also with their irrelevance, against the enormity of impending ecological collapse 

and societal crisis. Rachel Sykes notes that Lerner uses ‘meditation, reflection and quiet as engines 

of fiction’, and leisurely self-cultivation practices are everywhere in his books, from Whitmanic 

loafing to the unhurried pace of psychoanalysis to the bourgeois slow-living ideals of the Park 

Slope Food Co-op; 10:04’s narrator burlesques the ‘gentrifying’ co-operative but insists that it is 

not ‘morally trivial’ (96).27 But there is also a desire, here, for more immediate and urgent 

transformation — as in the works of many of my authors, neuro-pharmaceuticals and artistic 

idealism produce rapid-fire, somatized epiphanies. It is perhaps Lerner’s disillusionment with the 

privatizing narratives of liberal personhood, but also the potentially universalizing narratives of the 

transpersonal, that lead him to reach beyond the terms of the person altogether: the semi-

therapeutic transcendence at the heart of 10:04 is frequently situated within non-human or 

posthuman forms of agency. Beyond the forms of technological ‘cyborg’ subjectivity, often 

associated with the text’s interrogations of bio-technologized reproductive treatments and digital 

consciousness, Lerner shows selves communing with nature and animals in futuristic, yet nostalgic, 

ways. The narrator’s fantasy of writing a ‘more sci-fi’ story in which ‘an author changes into an 

octopus’ is realized when — drunk on alcohol and literature — he briefly inhabits a radically 

dispersed cephalopod nervous system (157). Lerner’s narrator starts by speaking, in the third 

person, of the octopus’s ‘alien intelligence’, dazzlingly perceptive across its entire body, yet 

defamiliarized, like the narrator, from ‘the realistic fiction the world appears to be’ (3, 7). Soon, 

though, the pronouns collapse, as he momentarily dissolves into an octopus consciousness that 

annihilates his bodily boundaries: he describes in the first-person how ‘my parts were coming to 

possess a terrible neurological autonomy’; later, he says, ‘three-fifths of my neurons’ extended out 

into ‘my arms’ (7, 158). In a scene remarkably similar to Dwight’s drug-addled epiphany of 

capitalist injustice in Kunkel’s Indecision, the narrator’s identification with posthuman corporeality 

sensitizes him to the pain of octopuses but also to wider capitalist food, labour, and art networks: 

‘the majesty and murderous stupidity of it was all about me, coursing through me: the rhythm of 

artisanal Portuguese octopus fisheries co-ordinated with the rhythm of labourers’ migration and 

the rise and fall of art commodities and tradeable futures’ (156). Adam awakens to the need for 

political, as well as personal, change. 

This dream of transcending the human self for neural fusion with the octopus is at once 

the apex of Lerner’s defamiliarization aesthetics and the source of an uncanny sense of familiarity. 

 
27 Rachel Sykes, The Quiet American Novel (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017), 169. 
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Peter Godfrey-Smith describes how the cephalopod is ‘probably the closest we will come to 

meeting an intelligent alien’, but he also notes octopuses share a common ancestor with humans, 

evoking ‘the deep origins of consciousness’.28 Such origins are of deep interest to Lerner, whose 

narrator, in 10:04, understands having an anxiety attack as ‘a form of devolution’ (150), recalling 

pop-psychology notions of the limbic system as a lizard brain — indeed, Harriet Lerner describes 

the anxious self as having ‘the brain of a reptile’.29 The panic attack is set, overdeterminedly, at the 

prehistoric dinosaur display at the Natural History Museum, which is described as ‘futuristic 

because post-apocalyptic’; the spectre of a human-provoked environmental apocalypse that will 

erase human civilization and put the world ‘underwater’ haunts 10:04 (152). Inhabiting the 

‘underwater’ octopus, as ancestor and as post-anthropocene survivor, de-centres the human as just 

another creature in the deep history of species. Such fantasies of sublime yet natural posthuman 

transcendence have lurked at the edges of several works considered in this thesis: Kleeman’s 

sensitive underwater organisms are perhaps the closest correlate, but Lin is also fascinated by the 

Romantic strangeness of nature, though he focuses on psychedelic botany rather than animal 

narratives. 

Of course, at first glance, these fantasies of radical de-selfing seem entirely opposed to the 

basic assumptions and practices of self-help. I’ve been suggesting, however, that they should be 

seen as drastic iterations of these authors’ hopes for forms of agency, authorship, and indeed, a 

self-help that, somewhat paradoxically, extend beyond the terms of rational, sovereign, or 

enlightened personhood. I have argued throughout this thesis that the vast range of practices and 

texts that constitute self-help offer diverse and conflicting philosophies of self; the discourses of 

self-improvement, self-mastery, and self-control are accompanied by mythologies of self-

transcendence, self-abnegation, self-sacrifice, and self-overcoming, especially in the counter-

cultural currents of self-help that have inspired so many of the writers I have discussed. As I have 

shown, much contemporary North American writing turns to this varied archive in order to reckon 

with, reimagine, and expand the terms of conventional selfhood. Even the most seemingly anti-

humanist poetics I have considered are steeped in psycho-therapeutic rhetoric: Lin describes using 

hallucinogenic plants and drawing botanical structures as wellness techniques; Kleeman suggests 

that empathizing with non-human creatures promotes personal and ecological betterment; and 

Lerner’s octopus-self is rendered in neuro-scientized and pop-psychologized terms. Anna 

Katharina Schaffner has argued, too, that ‘self-help that encourages us to learn from animals or 

 
28 Peter Godfrey-Smith, Other Minds: The Octopus, The Sea, and the Deep Origins of Consciousness (New York: Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, 2016), 9. 
29 Harriet Lerner, The Dance of Fear, 219. For an account of limbic/reptilian brain imagery in other contemporary 
fiction, see Stephen Burn, ‘Don DeLillo’s Great Jones Street and the Science of Mind’, Modern Fiction Studies, 55.2 (2009), 
349–368. 
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even from plants’ has become an increasingly important sub-genre in recent years.30 Of course, 

self-help and literary writing alike have long trafficked in self-as-animal metaphors — often used 

to encourage humans to get in touch with archetypal primal, aggressive, or wild energies — as well 

as botanical imagery of personal growth as a form of flourishing.31 If the self-help of ‘nonhuman 

life forms’ often still centres on anthropomorphic metaphor — take Amy Chua’s Battle Hymn of the 

Tiger Mother (2011) or Jordan Belfort’s Way of the Wolf: Straight Line Selling (2017) — Schaffner 

suggests that a humbler sense that ‘we have much to learn from other species’ has generated 

stranger self-improvement narratives that go beyond symbolism, pointing towards ‘different 

kind[s]’ of self-help and ‘social organization’ that jointly challenge ‘our anthropocentric 

assumptions’.32 Schaffner mentions tomes like Being a Beast (2016), The Little Book of Sloth Philosophy 

(2018), and Think Like a Tree (2019), but, thinking of the strange sea creatures at the edges of 

Kleeman and Lerner’s dramas of self-development, we might also consider the guide Wisdom from 

a Humble Jellyfish (2020), the popular documentary My Octopus Teacher (2020), and the philosophical 

treatise Animal Lessons: How They Teach Us to Be Human (2009). Each of these texts reminds their 

reader that there are, as Heti says — and as I titled this thesis — ‘so many ways of being better’, 

ways that often ‘contradict each other’.33 

These contradictions have allowed my cohort of writers to make self-help stand in for the 

worst impulses of self-obsessed neoliberalism, but they have also drawn on the genre to express 

speculative desires for different selves and lives beyond the standard sovereign, self-

entrepreneurial terms. If the odd animals evoked by Kleeman and Lerner are an obvious example, 

Wallace’s self-sacrificial aesthetics, Beatty’s palimpsestic, anti-futurist selves, the transcendent time 

travelling of Gurba, Lin, and Heti, and the mystical esotericism of Kunkel and July all push the 

terms of self-development to their limits and grapple with how much it is possible to help others 

by changing oneself. The longing to entangle self-liberation with social liberation, already evident 

in I, Parrot — the text with which I began, and another animal self-help story — has been a central 

concern for many of the writers I have discussed here. 10:04 makes explicit the ‘sci-fi’ bent in such 

speculative imaginings of personal and social change, evoking ‘the utopian glimmer of fiction’ in 

 
30 Anna Katharina Schaffner, The Art of Self-Improvement (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2021), 109. 
31 Zoe McCaw, ‘Critical Stylistics: Language, Ideology, and Identity in Self-Help Literature’ (unpublished master’s 
thesis, Queen’s University, Belfast, 2015) tracks the metaphor sets ‘people are animals’ and ‘a person is a plant’ through 
self-help books (166–68, 196–98). See also, for example, John Simons, Animals, Literature, and the Politics of Representation 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002) and Randy Laist (ed.), Plants and Literature (New York: Rodopi, 2013). See 
Schaffner on ‘botanical’ imagery in ancient ideas of ‘self-cultivation’ (6), Elizabeth Keeney’s chapter ‘Botanizing and 
Self-Improvement’ in The Botanizers (North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1992), and Daniel Walker 
Howe, Making the American Self (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), Chapter 4, on organistic metaphors 
in transcendentalist self-culture. 
32 Schaffner, 109, 114. 
33 Sheila Heti, How Should a Person Be? (London: Harvill Secker, 2013), 6. 
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its virtual enactment of the potential for newly recombined selves and stories defined more by 

‘possibility than determinism’ (157, 54). Blum points to buried ‘affinities between self-help and 

speculative fiction’, for both genres ‘challenge the necessity of present circumstance’, and Lerner’s 

explicit appeal to the ‘utopian’ reminds us that self-help has acted, in the fiction I have explored, 

both as a marker of dystopianism and as the source of a more hopeful, utopian vision.34 

This final sense of self-help’s generative elasticity, as imagined through fiction, signals 

several opportunities to contribute to burgeoning literary conversations on critical and reparative 

— or futurist and pessimist — aesthetics; posthumanist and transhumanist reckonings with liberal 

subjecthood; and the genre turn towards science-fiction in recent fiction. But while it might be 

tempting to import writerly critiques and recuperations of self-help into existing critical discourses, 

understanding these as a renewed form of authority, sincerity, hope, or politics, my thesis has 

argued against such foreclosures. Turning towards the irreducibly ambivalent conversations 

contemporary US fiction carries on with self-help offers fresh ways of approaching recent writing 

and the stories of self it wants to tell. I have sought not to determine a fixed or final relationship 

between contemporary writing and the practices of self-help, but rather to ask what cultural, 

critical, and aesthetic work self-help does for these writers, asking not only how but also why they 

are drawn to staging rejections or revaluations of its tenets. This comparative lens has allowed me 

to uncover unexpected discursive and even formal overlaps and contrasts between very different 

novelists, typically read through different combinations or labels (‘autofiction’ versus 

‘psychological realism’ versus ‘experimental writing’, say). By holding in tension the diverse 

narrative threads woven between fiction and self-help, I have suggested that other understandings 

of self — and indeed, ‘help’ — become legible, pointing us towards novel approaches to questions 

of selfhood and society in contemporary US fiction. For the authors in this thesis, self-help has 

served as a worthy antagonist but also as an enabling source of creative agency, fantasy, and socio-

communitarianism, offering a reminder that, by opening to the advice of others, the ‘naked 

helpless’ contemporary self, as Wallace once termed it, might, after all, be helped towards 

something new.35 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
34 Blum, ‘Self-Help: The Other Fantasy Fiction’, Aeon, 4 May 2015. 
35 David Foster Wallace, ‘Octet’, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men, 111–36 (131). 
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