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NOTE TO READER


I have mostly used people’s real names and descriptions. Where a small degree of anonymity was required, I used people’s first names only. Where a greater degree of anonymity was required, I changed first names and one or two small details about their background.


Most of the websites mentioned in this book have changed since I wrote about them, and presumably will continue to change. One or two of them may no longer exist. All quotes and descriptions of websites were accurate at the time that I accessed them.




For my father




The first thing to bear in mind (especially if we ourselves belong to the clerico-academic-scientific type, the officially and conventionally “correct” type, “the deadly respectable” type, for which to ignore others is a besetting temptation) is that nothing can be more stupid than to bar out phenomena from our notice, merely because we are incapable of taking part in anything like them ourselves.


—WILLIAM JAMES, 1902


Most of [self-help] is of a character to repel persons of critical taste. Its language is crude. It makes assertions in regard to scientific matters that cannot be proved. . . . It is mixed up with spiritism, astrology, mind-reading, vegetarianism, reincarnation, and all sorts of other “crank” doctrines and fads—and with a few actual “fakes.” The very names of its publications are enough to make sophisticated persons smile.


—FRANCES M. BJÖRKMAN, WRITER/CRITIC, 1910





PROLOGUE


ON MISSING THE OBVIOUS


Ten years ago, I tagged along with my father to a weekend conference on how to write self-help books. The conference headliner, Mark Victor Hansen, coauthored Chicken Soup for the Soul, one of the most popular and prolific self-help series of the twentieth century, and my father hoped to learn the secrets of his success. A child psychologist by training, my father had been writing self-help books for parents and children for over thirty years, but he had never created a best seller. In college, he studied playwriting, but after penning “several bad plays about the homeless,” he switched his major to psychology. Throughout his twenties, he worked as a therapist, but he never gave up on writing. When my mother was pregnant with me, my father began work on his first parenting book, Games to Grow On. By the time he was finished I was almost two years old.


On page 100 of Games, my father describes “The Perfect Child Game.” He instructs the reader to finish the following sentence: “I want a child who . . .” My father then shares with the reader that when he did this exercise with me in mind, he said, “I want a child who is respectful, listens to me, is happy, is free and creative, is bright, is warm and loving, has good values.” He continued, “If I had had more time and had thought about what I was writing, I probably would have put down the same things but reversed their order. I was surprised to see that concern about my little girl’s behavior occurred to me before anything else (by the way, she is very well behaved).”1


That was 1979. By the time we went to the conference in 2003, my father had written over forty books and workbooks and started a catalog that sold therapeutic books, games, and toys. Most of his books were self-published and sold through his catalog to schools and psychologists. Four of his books had been published by major houses, but he had never achieved the success of someone like Dr. Phil, a name I picked not at random but because my father particularly despises Dr. Phil (as do, incidentally, many others with Internet access, a facility with Photoshop, and access to a seemingly unlimited cache of devil-themed clip art). I often think of Dr. Phil as my father’s bizarro doppelgänger—a middle-aged, mustachioed psychologist who dispenses advice, but who has made a more prosperous living and is devoted to a pop psychology that my father not only disagrees with but feels is ethically irresponsible. My father would probably also point out here that he has more hair than Dr. Phil.


At the conference, my father and I witnessed a pedagogy more befitting a tent revival than a classroom. Mark Victor Hansen proclaimed; his congregants exulted, swooned, and wept. Coming into contact with their tumescent, vigorous emotion made me feel alienated, but I also felt pangs of jealousy. I didn’t have anything in my life that I felt as passionate about. Even though I had recoiled from self-help and its myriad incarnations my entire life, my interest was piqued. What voodoo made the self-betterment crowd, here and everywhere, so devout? I wanted to know why people liked self-help so much, what it meant to them, whether it worked; and if it didn’t work, why people still craved it.
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It’s nearly impossible to live in the world and escape self-help. We are surrounded all the time by its bastard derivatives. In my local auto body shop, a yellowed sign hanging over the saddest couch in the world proclaims, WE CREATE OUR TOMORROWS BY WHAT WE DREAM TODAY. An e-mail in my in-box tells me to “take heart in this moment and know the best is yet to come.” A poster in my hardware store, of a kitten clinging to a tree branch, proffers three simple words: HANG IN THERE.


These axioms may seem like throwaway items, mental tchotchkes that people use to shield themselves from the routine horrors of daily life. They may go unnoticed by us most of the time, but they exist in our peripheral vision, and I am one of those people who believes that we ingest these things accidentally, and that they must have some niggling, if not profound, effect on our psyches, with the most unfathomable consequences. These aphoristic posters and bumper stickers and signs and calendars and pens and e-mails and T-shirts and coffee mugs contain small but constant assurances that the point of view of the universe toward us is not one of overwhelming indifference.


The use of self-help books is a form of bibliotherapy, the idea that a stack of pages between two stiff boards can serve as a therapeutic aid. Self-help books focus on topics affected by our psychology; a book on weight loss is a self-help book, whereas a book on computer programming is not. This can get confusing, however, when they appear together in series like The Complete Idiot’s Guide or For Dummies, and because they both use the formal conventions of how-to books.


Self-help is a concept vast and vague enough to include my father’s books and board games and sweat lodges and est (a therapy from the 1960s my uncle once tried, where people yelled at you and you weren’t allowed to use the bathroom; when I asked him if it had been helpful he said he learned he could hold his urine for a very long time) and Chicken Soup for the Soul and Marcus Aurelius and fire walking and Esalen and corporate retreats and tree hugging and addiction support groups and success seminars and self-esteem classes and aspirational calendars that remind you to be the star of your own life. Self-help is so simultaneously debunked, adored, and ignored that it’s possible to assign any meaning to it you desire. If you hate self-help, it is an exercise in futility that robs fools of their money and dignity. If you love self-help, it is a structure for self-betterment, an opportunity for enlightenment.


As you read this book, try to do something I myself could never quite accomplish: forget what you know, and how you feel, about self-help. Open yourself to the idea that it could be a useful, even necessary, social component; open yourself to the idea that it could also be deceitful and dangerous. Consider what could be beautiful, noble, or enslaving about aspirational living. Consider the possibility that your weird cousin who sends you affirmation-a-day calendars at Christmas may be on to something. Consider the notion that people who think the Omega Institute website is creepy have a point. Just because some self-help books don’t fulfill their promises doesn’t make the whole genre moronic and doomed. Self-help can be flaky, inarticulate, and illusory, but its longevity, its sheer consistency, suggests it might still have some value in our lives.


Although individual self-help books can be simplistic, self-help itself is complex, contradictory, and hard to pin down. We resist lumping our own unique misery or transcendence with the dumb, hopeless problems of strangers; and at the same time we feel reassured that we are not alone. The concept appeals to our nationalistic notions of self-sufficiency; but the phrase “self-help” carries a stigma among intelligent, educated adults. I think this has something to do with the fact that there will undoubtedly come a time in every intelligent, educated adult’s life where they will be helpless and desperate, and this certainty is something we’d all prefer to ignore.


When I began this project, I spent the first few years sitting diligently at the New York Public Library researching self-help books, visiting self-help groups, interviewing self-help purveyors. I amassed pages of notes, which I put into folders, which I put into files. I searched for a Definitive Stance. I began to think of self-help as an entity, an intractable adversary, an almost-being that had some type of relationship to me, a relationship that I was supposed to discern and describe. I wasn’t sure how this antagonistic plot was going to end, though it seemed there were limited options: one of us (me or self-help) was going to be revealed as the asshole, and for the sake of a happy ending I was rooting for self-help.


Comprehending this world was less simple and straightforward than I had anticipated. No amount of pressure applied to stacks of self-help books, books about self-help books, or people who self-helped yielded any kind of satisfying clarity. Sometimes it seemed that the more I learned about self-help the more impenetrable it became. There were days when even the phrase sounded strange to me: “self-help,” I would mouth, as if, failing to wrap my brain around it, my lips would suffice. I was in a constant state of conflict, overwhelmed by paradox, and in search of a good fainting couch.


Some of the groups and workshops I attended seemed useful and genuine; some didn’t. Some of the books I read I admired and enjoyed; some I didn’t. There was no truth waiting to be discovered. Eventually, I grew tired of searching, and that’s when I realized that I had been stalled at the threshold of something much more personal.


Self-deception is the most intractable deception. I had become preoccupied with whether self-help was good or bad. Why was it so hated or loved? What possible light could old philosophical tracts and etiquette books from ancient Greece or the Victorian era shed on current-day self-actualization? These are problems the mind clings to, to avoid the mind’s real trouble. Looking back, it is hard to believe I could spend so much time reading centuries-old self-help books and comparing them to contemporary advice literature, oblivious to the conspicuous direction in which the subject matter was taking me. Yet it took at least four years of wading through copious, unwieldy piles of self-improvement books before I decided to start looking at books on grief, and that was when it began to dawn on me, in the protracted and bovine way that a personal blind spot comes into view, that I was headed toward a very uncomfortable, awkward, and painful conversation with my father.


My mother died just before my second birthday. Instead of memories, I have photos, objects that once belonged to her, and other people’s stories. As a child, anytime I looked at a photo or tried on some of her jewelry, I found myself wanting more information. But despite my curiosity, I hated to ask my father about her. I noticed early on that whenever I asked about my mother he became very upset. I took his sadness as a sign that he didn’t want to talk; I also found it unbearable. Perhaps once a year the subject would come up naturally, at which point I felt intuitively like I could ask one or two questions. If I ever felt like my father was getting emotional, I changed the subject. Then I would wait another year. Talking about my mother was like looking at the sun; I knew I wasn’t supposed to do it, yet I kept sneaking peeks at it every now and then.
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In the course of writing this book I walked on hot coals; took a class on how to find a husband; met a man making a weight-loss robot; explained autoerotic asphyxiation to my father; talked to over thirty aspiring self-help writers (one of whom told me I could call him Dr. Huggy Bear, which I very much did not want to do); learned how to write a best-selling self-help book; helped a friend make a vision board; sold mental health products at an Asperger’s convention; watched incredibly depressing suicide-prevention videos on the Internet; joined a Healing Circle; ate breakfast with over a hundred grieving children; and faced my debilitating fear of flying.


Of all these things, talking to my father about my mother was by far the hardest. My own ambivalence was the biggest obstacle to opening a door I’d kept shut, locked, and boarded up my whole life. A few years ago, I asked a researcher to find information about my mother, because it seemed easier than talking to someone, anyone, who actually knew her. The researcher’s name was also Jessica, which I found auspicious. She unearthed an obituary from a Washington, DC, paper and sent me a pdf. It was the first independent, hard evidence I had of my mother’s death. I was oddly elated. Of course it contained only the most generic information. The obit didn’t even say how she died, and must have been written by someone in my family, most likely my father. The researcher called the funeral home and was able to confirm my mother’s birth and death dates, information I hadn’t known—or maybe I had once asked about it and forgotten the answer.


“Your mother was born on March 27th, 1948, and died on July 27th, 1979,” the other Jessica wrote me. “Her funeral service was held on Sunday, July 29th. They couldn’t give me any further information, as I’m not directly related, but it sounds like they may have more information concerning your mother and possibly more about how she died.”


She gave me the phone number; I never called.





1. It’s true; I am very well behaved.





1


WE NEED HEART-TOUCHING, SOUL-PENETRATING STORIES!


The Power of Inspirational Tales


March 16, 2003, was a hot and humid day in Atlanta, Georgia, though you wouldn’t have known it from within the climate-controlled confines of the Hilton conference room, a location so deep inside the labyrinthine hotel that even the concept of weather seemed remote. My father and I sat in collapsible chairs among six hundred optimistic self-help-book writers, who eagerly awaited the appearance of our hero with a collective glassy-eyed stare that indicated either excitement or fatigue. It was 7 a.m.


The distance between my lungs and fresh air—two ballrooms, a reception area, two escalators, a grand hallway, numerous potted palms, and several rows of automated glass doors—was making me think of death, specifically of how it would feel to be buried alive. My father, on the other hand, waited patiently to learn why Mark Victor Hansen was a multimillionaire and he was not. The thousand-dollar fee (not including the significant cost of hotel rooms and transportation) was one reason. But most attendees professed to not mind spending so much money; as with a real university, they believed the high cost of education was necessary to their success. Unlike at a real university, however, success here was measured by the number of self-help books sold. In this way, the hopeful self-help magnate is a paradoxical breed, at once believing himself to be invested in society’s greater good while also desiring to secure a personal shitload of cash.


I went to the conference partly out of curiosity, partly out of habit. I had always tagged along with my father while he worked. At six, I drew the cover of his very first catalog of self-help products, in which I also modeled with a biofeedback machine ($85), wearing a beloved ducky sweater. Flip to page 24, and you will see me pretending to play The Ungame ($15.25), a noncompetitive board game intended to aid “family communication.”1 Once when my father gave a lecture in England, a friend and I played The Ungame in front of three hundred British mental health professionals to demonstrate how cooperative therapeutic games worked. (We were each paid with a new pair of shoes.) So it seemed normal that I would accompany him to Atlanta for this conference on writing self-help. I was also fresh out of grad school, brokenhearted, and not sure what to do next.
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The hotel conference room looked exactly how a hotel conference room should look: chandeliered, windowless, blighted. We sat at long, white-clothed tables facing a black stage flanked by gold balloons; each place setting had a glass of water, a Hilton notebook, a Hilton pen, and a dog bone. We later found out the bone represented our dreams. It didn’t take long for me to be struck by the irony of self-help writers being told how to help themselves, as well as the special sadness that attends the relinquishing of authority from an expert to a superexpert. Almost an hour into the introduction, the man we’d come to see was nowhere to be seen, and people were getting restless. Meanwhile, we had learned we must wear our badges at all times, must talk to at least five people at lunch, must not lose our big white binders emblazoned with MVH’s grin and purple-shirted torso because they would not be replaced.


The attendees varied in age, class, and race, and several had severe physical handicaps. I met a thirteen-year-old boy who was writing a self-help book on surviving adolescence. I stood in an elevator next to a middle-aged man who gripped a headshot of MVH in his metal claw. There were a roughly equal number of men and women. Like the lottery, the business of writing self-help is equal opportunity; the chance that one might win, however remote, is enough to keep the system functioning. Everyone here believed they had a chance at success and, at least technically, they were correct.


As we waited for MVH to appear, most everyone, my father included, took copious notes on minor logistical topics like the hours of operation for tiki bar chain Trader Vic’s. I peeked over at my father’s notepad; it said, “drinking opportunities.”


Suddenly the lights dimmed and the crowd quieted. Speakers blasted Tina Turner’s “Simply the Best.” The emcee said, dramatically:


    Introducing the man,


    The living legend,


    The person who made the word “mega” mean something . . .2


Mark Victor Hansen bounded onto the stage. The audience erupted in wild enthusiasm, jumping out of their chairs; there were shouts of “yeah!” and “yea-uhh!” MVH crossed the stage more like an NBA star than a middle-aged, balding self-help guru, pumping his arms up and down in a gesture I am pretty sure the kids call “raising the roof.” Standing tall at 6’ 4”, the man who called himself “The Authority on Human Potential” had a penchant for purple dress shirts. He was wearing one now, as in most photos. He later revealed that purple is the highest color on the electromagnetic spectrum. There is a reason behind every decision MVH makes, and most of it is heavily based on market research (FYI: the number seven is also “very powerful”).


“Information is the most profitable product in the world,” intoned MVH, with funereal seriousness. He then told us the story of Chicken Soup. The first book, Chicken Soup for the Soul, was a collection of feel-good stories about individual success and triumph over adversity. Since then, the Chicken Soup book buyer has been offered Chicken Soup stories for every conceivable collective: moms, scuba divers, stamp collectors, abuse survivors, Christians, hockey fans, dog people, cat people, breast cancer survivors, married people, back pain sufferers, stressed people, brides, teens, preteens, Canadians, country music fans, grandmothers, runners, teachers, college students, golfers, twins, divorcées, empty nesters, Black people, Jewish people, Latinos, caregivers, dieters, entrepreneurs, gardeners, menopausal women, dentists, ocean lovers, and veterans.


The story of how he and partner Jack Canfield came to publish their first book was the first of innumerable inspirational tales we would hear that weekend, and it seemed fitting that their narrative of publishing inspirational stories was itself an inspirational story. The bread and butter of the Chicken Soup empire, and almost all self-help narratives, is the inspirational story. In fact, over the course of the weekend I would hear this particular story from various people more than twenty times, and each time the number of New York publishers who rejected the book got higher (highest: 144), and the number of copies sold got larger (largest: seventeen million), and the payoff got concomitantly better.


I will admit to you right now that I quickly grew to love this story, and, furthermore, that it ignited in me an exponentially growing urge to shout, IN YOUR FACE! As such, I submit to you that these predictable and formally drab success narratives, while bizarre and improbable, are unhateable. A man returns home to find his wife and children dead; feeling his life has no purpose, about to commit suicide, he rescues a baby from a swimming pool and reaffirms his usefulness in the world. A nurse works in a hospital caring for “cripples” when a crane smashes through the window and paralyzes her; now she lobbies against the government and is famous and rich. Yes, the ways in which these stories manipulate our emotional response are evident, yet, despite such knowledge, the formula works. These stories are tiny units of powerful emotional incitement. Even for a cynical reader, is there not something potentially chord-touching in these stories? Do you hate babies and cripples?


MVH employed the same technique used in his books to emotionally ignite and detonate his audience. With Pollyannaish optimism, he shared story after story of turning tragedy into triumph, lemons into lemonade. For instance, did you know that Sylvester Stallone wrote Rocky in three days? That it was turned down by “every major Hollywood producer”? That some bonehead wanted to cast Robert Redford as Rocky? (This gem elicited many a horrified gasp.) Did you know that Stallone sold it for nothing on the condition that he would play the lead? Did you know that David fought Goliath with only one stone? MVH used this exact story sequence to incite zealous, if slightly unfocused, fervor in his audience: he paced the stage, he waved his hands emphatically, the purple shirt shagged back and forth, he insisted we sing the Rocky theme song. Truly terrible humming and DA-da-da-DA-da-DA-da-da-DA-ing ensued. Some people were confused and sang “Eye of the Tiger.”


MVH’s never-say-die ethos was dubious but seductive. After all, there is a theory behind the power of the inspirational story, implicit (and often outright acknowledged) in almost every self-help book since pre-Biblical times: that hearing about other people’s success gives us hope, and hope is the backbone of perseverance and triumph. Have you ever noticed that when you encounter misfortune many people will tell you a similar story from their own lives? That 99 percent of the time the moral of said similar story is that they overcame said similar situation and, most probably, you will too? MVH encouraged us to “start from where you’re vulnerable; it endears you to the audience.” The power of these stories, according to MVH, could not be overestimated; he insisted, “We need heart-touching, soul-penetrating stories!”
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The inspirational story appears in all self-help topics, from personal finance to weight loss to overcoming addiction to spiritual renewal to marriage to child rearing. The message of the inspirational story has nothing to do with subject or specifics; it simply says, “If that guy can do it, why can’t you?” Our country’s founding document tells us that all men are created equal, which we often mistake for meaning that we all have the same abilities. We indisputably don’t; yet inspirational stories repeatedly tell us that if one person can accomplish something, anyone can. To contradict this would be to contradict one of the founding tenets of the American Dream. In 1840, Alexis de Tocqueville noted the logical flaw in America’s promise of equal opportunity when he wrote,


The same equality that allows every citizen to conceive these lofty hopes renders all the citizens less able to realize them; it circumscribes their powers on every side, while it gives freer scope to their desires.


In 1882, William Mather, a British professor, lawyer, and journalist, wrote of “success” books, “From the general spirit of these appeals, one would suppose the writers to believe that every human being at birth is potentially a Shakespeare or a Newton, and that, provided he is educated properly, and labors long and hard enough, he may astonish the world with ‘Hamlets’ and ‘Principias.’ ”


The inspirational story is so ubiquitous it has subgenres: rags-to-riches tales, Horatio Alger Jr. stories, Cinderella stories, ugly duckling stories. Your classic I.S. looks like this:


Human in desperate, objectively bad situation—Makes accidental yet somehow fated discovery—Has epiphany—Pursues line of activity based on epiphany—Becomes wildly successful—Overcomes desperate, objectively bad situation.


Many of today’s most popular self-help books begin with the author at an incredibly low point. Consider the second sentence of contemporary best seller The Power of Now: “Until my thirtieth year, I lived in a state of almost continuous anxiety interspersed with periods of suicidal depression.”


Our hunger for inspirational stories is nothing new. Ancient Egypt had a genre called “Sebayt,” an instructional literature on life (Sebayt means “teachings”). Stoic philosophers Seneca, Marcus Aurelius, and Epictetus frequently mixed anecdotes with maxims on how to live, and works by these three authors can still be found in the self-help section of your local bookstore.3 Sections of the Bible like the book of Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes use parables to guide the reader’s behavior (Tyndale House Publishers even offers a Bible “self-help edition”). During the Early Middle Ages, Middle Ages, and Renaissance, mirror-of-princes books told stories of kings whose behavior should be imitated or avoided. Conduct books, which told men how to behave in polite society, were popular in Italy, France, and England during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Horatio Alger Jr.’s popular fictions in the late nineteenth century featured stories of upward mobility and personal triumph, where merit was prized over inherited privilege, and a person of modest or no means could succeed through ingenuity, education, talent. Titles like Jed, the Poorhouse Boy and Ragged Dick cued the reader toward his characters’ low beginnings.


In 1863, an inspirational story of losing weight, William Banting’s Letter on Corpulence, became an instant hit. Banting, a portly man with a kind face, was a “fashionable London undertaker,” and was known for having made the Duke of Wellington’s coffin. At age sixty-five Banting weighed 202 lb., could not tie his own shoes, and had to climb down stairs backward. By following a protein-and-liquor-centric diet of his own design he lost nearly fifty pounds.4 He addressed Letter on Corpulence to the public, saying his only motive was a sincere wish to help his “fellow creatures.” He so strongly believed in his mission that he gave away the first 2,500 copies.


More than individuals of any prior era, Victorians embraced the tenets of progress, discipline, and self-betterment. During the Industrial Revolution, people moved to cities in record numbers. As modern living became chaotic and baffling, Victorians searched for structure and order. Self-help provided this, as well as a way to organize and disseminate knowledge. During the 1850s there was a surge in success literature on both sides of the Atlantic, designed to provide readers with useful knowledge about navigating urban and industrial life and to suggest tactics for “getting on”; the mid-nineteenth century saw many books like Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help (1859), encouraging readers to follow a prescripted path to self-improvement.5


Samuel Smiles grew up in Scotland, the eldest of eleven children. A writer for the Leeds Times, he was approached by the Mutual Improvement Society in 1845 to give a talk, later published under the title “The Education of the Working Classes.” Self-Help, a prototypical Chicken Soup for the Soul, was a collection of inspirational stories about working-class men rising to power. Mixing precept and anecdote, Self-Help chronicled the lives of men who succeeded against all odds. Smiles felt these examples of what other men had done were “illustrations of what each might, in a greater or less degree, do for himself.”


Smiles believed in the stories’ ability to promote change; he writes that, after attending his lecture, “the youths went forward in their course; worked on with energy and resolution; and, reaching manhood, they went forth in various directions into the world, where many of them now occupy positions of trust and usefulness.” Smiles wrote in his autobiography that the purpose of his stories was to “illustrate and enforce the power of [ . . . ] PERSEVERANCE.” If “enforce” seems like a bizarre word choice here, it most likely reflects the Victorian fanaticism for uplifting society, but it could also argue for the didactic potential of parables. Biographies, rather than simply stories of individual lives, were regarded as demonstrations of “what men can be, and what they can do.” Indeed, each story repeats the narrative structure of a man who “sprang from the ranks” and ends up the “founder of the modern factory system” or sets an example for “the whole cotton trade” or makes an “astonishing achievement, which may be pronounced almost unequaled in the history of mechanical invention!”


Like Chicken Soup for the Soul, Self-Help was initially rejected (by Routledge in 1855). Smiles self-published using his own money in 1859, and the book became a sweeping best seller, moving 20,000 units. By 1900 it had sold more than a quarter of a million copies. Self-Help was published in the same year as The Origin of Species; Smiles outsold Darwin. The only book Self-Help didn’t outsell that year was the Bible.
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Certainly the ever-growing Chicken Soup audience attests to the perennial power of inspirational stories: The series, which began in 1995, has by now sold over 112 million copies, has been translated into over forty languages, and has almost two hundred titles in print. Mark Victor Hansen and cocreator Jack Canfield hold the Guinness World Record for having the most books on the New York Times best-seller list at one time (seven books, May 1998). They even created a Chicken Soup branded dog and cat food (if you ever want to see photos of white people hugging dogs, this is your website). MVH was completely unapologetic about his financial success; to him, it only indicated how much need there was for his product. “In case you ain’t got it,” said MVH, “I’m pro-capitalism and free enterprise. My immigrant parents came from Denmark—” Here MVH was cut off by wild applause, either for capitalism or free enterprise or Denmark.


Along with the inspirational story, MVH employed the second favorite rhetorical arm-twist of self-help: the imperative. “Who’s going to build the information empire? Point to your neighbor and say ‘I see you doing it!’ ” I looked at the gray-suited man on my left. I pointed weakly to Gray Suit even though, given that he was teary-eyed and breathing funny, I didn’t really see him doing it.


Lorrie Moore’s story collection Self-Help, in which she frequently uses the imperative tense, demonstrates why oversimplified instructions are not necessarily the best tool for confronting human suffering. In “The Kid’s Guide to Divorce,” she writes,


Try groaning root beer, root beer, like a dying cowboy you saw on a commercial once, but drink the water anyway. When you are no longer choking, your face is less red, and you can breathe again, ask for a Coke. Your mom will say: I don’t think so; Dr. Atwood said your teeth were atrocious.


Tell her Dr. Atwood is for the birds.


The imperative highlights the avoidance of the titular divorce; it isn’t mentioned until the last paragraph, and then only briefly: “Leave out the part about the lady and the part about the beer.” Moore at once directs our attention to how safe and comforting the imperative is as a mode—not to mention a relief from personal accountability—while pointing to its obfuscating potential.


MVH was an enthusiast of the imperative, which he abused frequently in order to make adults, myself included, do a number of surprising things. By the end of those first two hours on Saturday morning he had whipped the audience into a religious fervor:


MVH: Say, “I’m ready.”


AUDIENCE: I’m ready!


MVH: Say, “I recognize my gift!”


A: I recognize my gift!


MVH: Say, “I love selling it!”


A: I love selling it!


MVH: Here’s another great reason to be an author. It’s an impressive career. Say, “I’m an author.”


A: I’m an author!6


MVH: J. K. Rowling is richer than the queen of England! Say, “That’s me!”


A: That’s me!


MVH: Touch yourself and say, “I’ve got permission.”


A: [interpreting “touch yourself” in various discomfiting ways] I’ve got permission!


His call-and-response was punctuated by occasional shouts of “Amen” and Hansen’s admission that he “prayed to the Lord last night that [we] would be successful.” At this point, if he’d commanded us to say, “I’m a rhinoceros,” and gore our Hilton notepads with imaginary horns, we most likely would have complied. It may come as no surprise, then, that toward the end of the lecture, when MVH commanded us to grab another person’s index finger and draw a smiley face on the tip, we did. I gingerly pinched Gray Suit’s finger; he grabbed mine with gusto. If you have never drawn a smiley face on a stranger’s finger, suffice it to say that it is uncomfortably intimate.
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