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wisdom to offer. James Joyce even trumpeted his "usylessly unreadable Blue Book of Eccles” in Finnegans
Wake. As a result of this consensus, it seems unlikely to us today that modernist authors could have been
implicated in self-help's peddling of popular advice. Few might suspect that Ezra Pound chanted the self-help
motto "Wake up and Live!" every day for forty years, or that, before he wrote How to Win Friends and
Influence People, Dale Carnegie yearned to be a modernist, moving to Paris in the 1920s to pen his magnum
opus, The Blizzard. "Proverbial Modernism" argues that we cannot fully understand the stakes of modernist
difficulty without considering the concomitant rise of self-help. Conversely, modernism's recalcitrance helps
to make visible the neglected complexities of self-help's pragmatic reading method. This dissertation unearths
a tradition of mutual critique between the novel and the success manual to illuminate modernism's overlooked
embroilment in the practice of reading for advice.
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ABSTRACT
PROVERBIAL MODERNISM:
DIFFICULT LITERATURE AND THE SELF-HELP HERMENEUTIC
Beth Blum

Paul Saint-Amour

One point upon which modernism’s early advocatesdeiractors could agree was that it
had little useful wisdom to offer. James Joyce a@vempeted his “usylessly unreadable
Blue Book of Eccles” iFinnegans WakeAs a result of this consensus, it seems unlikely
to us today that modernist authors could have bephcated in self-help’s peddling of
popular advice. Few might suspect that Ezra Pobadted the self-help motto “Wake up
and Live!” every day for forty years, or that, befdne wroteHow to Win Friends and
Influence PeopleDale Carnegie yearned to be a modernist, mowariRgtis in the 1920s
to pen his magnum opusBhe Blizzard“Proverbial Modernism” argues that we cannot
fully understand the stakes of modernist difficultighout considering the concomitant
rise of self-help. Conversely, modernism’s recedeite helps to make visible the
neglected complexities of self-help’s pragmatialreg method. This dissertation
unearths a tradition of mutual critique betweenrtbeel and the success manual to

illuminate modernism’s overlooked embroilment ie thractice of reading for advice.
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“Could the most complex and sophisticated workarbfegitimately be
considered somewhat as proverbs writ large?”

— Kenneth Burke, “Literature as Equipment for Ligin
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INTRODUCTION

Described as difficult, elitist, and inaccessilmi®mdernism is not generally known
for its practical insights. Yet this dissertatiomcovers modernism’s historical
involvement in the industry of practical advicelf$elp and modernism emerged
contemporaneously during the late-nineteenth cgné&nd vied for space on the same
bestseller list until 1918Many of the formal qualities we now associate withdernism,
such as fragmentation, parallax, and interiorigyeloped as correctives to self-help’s
formulaic advice. Whether in the case of Gustawilb¢rt’s deconstruction of cliché or
Nathanael West's acerbic irony, the industry of-eelp can clarify the nature and stakes
of modernist difficulty, which emerged in respotg¢he commodification of counsel in
the popular sphere.

“Proverbial Modernism” investigates the inversiatien between the rise of
popular advice and the apparent decline of liteeatyice in the modernist period.
Initially, we might chalk this correspondence ugtie old bugbear of modernist elitism:
the literary maxim grew unfashionable just wheleitame associated with popular taste.
However, the following chapters demonstrate thad@noism’s engagement with the
popular advice industry is more complex than uar@tnarratives of highbrow modernist
elitism imply. Rather, the relation between modamand self-help takes the form
variously, and at the hands of different twentietimtury authors, of influence, resistance,
kinship, rivalry, and revisionism. As it progress&aroverbial Modernism” adopts an

increasingly dialectical trajectory in order to ézate the multifaceted interplay between

! Frank Luther MottGolden Multitudes: The Story of Best Sellers inlhéted States
(New York: R.R. Bowker Company, 1946), 205.
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the two discourses of modernism and self-help, lvmdially appear to maintain an
oppositional relation but ultimately are animatgdalreciprocity that culminates in
online advice culture.

One of the most striking instances of how self-lspped modernist history
concerns a famous literary debate of the post-warsy the notorious dispute between
Arnold Bennett and Virginia Woolf. Few are awdnatt aside from his literary
accomplishments, Bennett is one of the only careshiovelists in the history of English
literature to have also enjoyed a prospering caseamn author of self-help. In his lifetime,
Bennett published several tremendously populafstsd guides, or “pocket
philosophies” as he tastefully described them. &heslude:How to Live on 24 Hours a
Day; Literary Taste: How to Form jtMental Efficiency The Human Machin&elf and
Self-ManagemenandHow to Make the Best of Lif€he majority of Bennett's pocket
guides originated as short “Savoir Faire” colummaiagazines such &smopolitan,
WomanandT.P.’'s Weekly He described his technique in a letter as “mgftiut Marcus
Aurelius and Christ assimilated and excreted bymsaiitable form.? However,
Bennett's account of hiBhilosophy of Livingseries was not always so flippant:

When | proposed to republish them in book form sweost strongly urged not
to do so, and terrible prophecies were made tofril@ecsinister consequences
to my reputation if I did. | republished them. ‘HdwvLive on Twenty-Four

Hours a Day’ sold very well from the start: it lihs a steady sale, and it has

brought me more letters of appreciation than allather books put together. |

2 Arnold Bennett, quoted in James Hepbukmold Bennett: The Critical Heritage
(London: Routledge, 1981), 43.
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followed it up with a dozen or more books in a $amvein. And | do not
suppose that my reputation would have been anydiessiful than it is if | had
never published a line for plain people about tlEmagement of daily
experiencé.
Bennett's self-help guides achieved such monumentadess that the American
industrialist Henry Ford is reputed to have pass#b00 copies dflow to Live on 24
Hours a Dayto his employee$in 1915, his boolental Efficiencyspawned an
American self-help series of that same fitloday, Bennett’s guides are enjoying
something of a renaissance thanks to forums sublinaée, which has repackaged his
organizational tips for overtaxed twenty-first agnytreaders.
How to Live on Twenty-Four Hours a Dayas the first self-help book to achieve
a place on thBookman’shestseller list in 1912. In it, Bennett boast e can help
readers save seven extra hours per week by congitieem that time is more of a
commodity than money. As one of his first orderdwudiness, he provides detailed
instructions on how to set up one’s tea and bisa@ath night so that one can rise two
hours before the servants. “These details may $eeal to the foolish, but to the
thoughtful they will not seem trivial.” He continsieThe proper, wise balancing of one’s
whole life may depend upon the feasibility of a afipea at an unusual hotf.”
Thumbing his nose at the avant-garde of the dagnBtt developed a formidable

body of practical, journalistic writings that chaliged modernism’s most touted edict: its

% Arnold BennettThe Author’s Craft and Other Critical Writings ofrfold Bennett
(Lincoln Nebraska: The University of Nebraska Pra868), 264.
* Hepburn, 43.
®> Mental Efficiency(New York: Funk & Wagnalls Company, 1915).
® Arnold BennettHow to Live(New York: The Bookman, 1910), 14.
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anti-instrumentalism. His essays on the art ohtiwvere an affront to modernism’s
protest against the “crude” utilitarianism of paliaste. In a piece called “Translating
Literature into Life,” Bennett implores,
take down any book at random from your shelvescamdluct in your mind an
honest inquiry as to what has been the effectatfpharticular book on your
actual living. If you can put your hand on any sedisent period, or fractional
moment, of your life, and say: “I acted more wistgn, | wasn’t such a dupe
then, | perceived more clearly then, | felt moreplg then, | saw more beauty
then, | was kinder then, | was more joyous thema$ happier then—than |
should have been if | had not read that book™—ifi gan honestly say this, then
your reading of that book has not been utterlyduBut if you cannot say this,
then the chances are that your reading of that baskbeen utterly futilé.
“The man who pores over a manual of carpentrydaoes naught else is a fool,” he
declaimed. “But every book is a manual of carperdnd every man who pores over any
book whatever and does naught else is deserviag abusive epithet.” Just imagine
how Flaubert—the grandfather of high-modernistlzsstism—would have received
such a pronouncement! Indeed, Bennett’s insistapoa the life-import of the literary
provides the subtext for Woolf's dismissal of “Timeddlebrow...who ambles and
saunters now on this side of the hedge, now on ith@ursuit of no single object, neither

art itself nor life itself, but both mixed indisgoishably, and rather nastily, with money,

" Arnold Bennett, “Translating Literature Into LifeThings That Have Interested Me
(London: Chatto & Windus, 1926), 57.
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fame, power, or prestigé.Bennett’s ostracized status among the modernisssofy
course cemented by Woolf's 1924 essay “Mr. Benawedt Mrs. Brown,” which indicates
the indebtedness of modernism’s self-definitiongalisavowal of self-improvement
regimes. Woolf's denunciation of Bennett's crassemnalism coincides with her
announcement of the rise of the modernist moverfsiet uses the term “Georgian”
instead)’

The context of self-help enables us to see howl¥gaaeritings for the public
sphere—and indeed her broader essayistic style-egept an inspired rebuttal of
Bennett’s practical philosophies. How can we réémblf's essays to thEommon
Readey written during the same period as the Bennepiudes, apart from Bennett's
directives for the “Plain Man and His Wife"? Esséiike her “How Should One Read A
Book?” now appear as concerted rewritings of Befmigtstructionahandbooks such as
Literary Taste: How to Attain ItWWoolf opendher essay: “In this first place, | want to
emphasize the note of interrogation at the endyofithe. Even if | could answer the
guestion for myself, the answer would apply onlyrte and not to you. The only advice,
indeed, that one person can give another abouing&ito take no advice, to follow
your own instincts, to use your own reason, to ctongur own conclusions> We
could say that the difference between Bennett andliNs the distinction between the

declarative and the interrogative; it is the diiece that question mark makes.

8 Virginia Woolf, “Middlebrow,” The Death of the Moth and Other Esséysndon:
Hogarth Press, 1942), 115.
° Virginia Woolf, “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown.” Caltted Essays. Edited by Leonard
Woolf. Vol. 1. (London: Hogarth, 1966), 319-337.
1% virginia Woolf, “How Should One Read a Book@bllected Essay®58.
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As such case studies make clear, modernism usecheccial self-help to
articulate its own pedagogic initiatives. The exérgd Woolf and Bennett helps us to
see contemporary self-help readings of modernisnaspresent-day eccentricities but as
the latest in a long history of engagement betwhkerwo fields. It is in part because of
the alternative she represents to Bennettian daisitt that Woolf's wisdom has been
embraced by contemporary authors like llana SimahsseA Guide to Better Living
through the Work and Wisdom of Virginia Waades the Bloomsbury artist’s oblique,
diary-entry observations as occasions to ruminatepics such as routine, solitude, and
friendship™* In her rejection of her own contemporaries asm@ksources of counsel,
Simons enacts the “family romance” of feeling oliplace in present circumstances;
thus she turns back to modernism for idols instéad. up with commercial
manipulation, propaganda and the false promises@iomic success, our era is ripe for
the modernists’ brand of useful “anti-advice.”

More than a trivial epiphenomenon, Simons’s bogkad of a developing genre
of self-help appropriations of modernist texts afsdudingHow Proust Can Change
Your Life** Why You Should Read Kafka Before You Waste Y@/f'I0fut of Sheer

Rage:Wrestling with D.H. Lawreng¥ What W.H. Auden Can Do For Y,btand

™ llana SimonsA Guide to Better Living through the Work and Windaf Virginia
Woolf(New York: Penguin Books, 2007).

12 Alain de BottonHow Proust Can Change Your Lifieondon: Picador, 1998).

13 James Hawe#Vhy You Should Read Kafka Before You Waste Ya@Nafv York:
St. Martin’s Press, 2008).

!4 Geoff Dyer,0ut of Sheer Rag&Vrestling with D.H. LawrencéNew York: North
Point Press, 2009).

15 Alexander McCall SmithWhat W.H. Auden Can Do For Y¢New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 2013).

6



Ulysses and Us: The Art of Everyday Life in Joydéésterpiecg® to name a sampling.
Though it is crucial to attend to the textual anuittigthat such popular readings of
modernism too often elide, they also disclose tohtal logic of generic reciprocity that
literary criticism has largely overlooked. Moreoysuch applications of modernism
signal a paradigm shift in what can be considesdidhelpful, and so are revealing of our
cultural needs and predilections today. Admittedipdernism is neither the sole nor the
most privileged object of self-help’s attentionsitBvhile self-help readings of
Shakespeare, Montaigne, and Jane Austen abidiine turn to modernism for advice is
unique in that it undermines the authors’ own ectpéinti-utilitarian agendas. The
deterrent complexity of modernist narrative foroesders to articulate, even reconsider,
the expectations they bring to literary texts. Stextent applications act as useful
reminders that the modernists did not eschew maattisdom altogether, but developed

a recursive, dialogic style of counter-advice.

The “Self-Help Hermeneutic”
The self-improvement industry has been analyzexwh fa variety of disciplinary

perspectives including sociolog¥history!® and religior?® But its essential literariness

'8 Declan KiberdUlysses and Us: The Art of Everyday Life in JoydéésterpiecgNew
York: Norton, 2009).

" See, for instance: Laurie Maguik&here there’s a Will there’s a Way Or All | Really
Need to Know | Learned from Shakespdatew York: Penguin Book, 2006Barah Bakewell,
How to Live: Or a Life of Montaigne in One Questamd Twenty Attempts at an Answer
(London: Chatto & Windus, 2010); Lori Smithhe Jane Austen Guide to Life: Thoughtful
Lessons for the Modern Wom@auilford, CT: Pequot Press, 2012).

18 Micki McGee,Self-Help, Inc.: Makeover Culture in American L{xford: Oxford
UP, 2005).

19 Steven StarkeQracle at the Supermarket: The American Preoccopatiith Self-
Help BookgNew Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1989).

7



has not received the attention it desertsoverbial Modernism” takes as its opening
premise the contention that self-help is fundannéamode of reading. | argue that
self-help is intrinsically textual, and, in modesmi, becomes inextricable from the fate of
counsel in all written forms.

While self-help has been assessed through econemamist, and sociological
paradigms, it has yet to be approach as its owmftaeeutic,” or as a patchwork mode of
reading and juxtaposing the wisdom of the past.ddst way to elucidate this self-help
hermeneutic is by way of the historical anecdog hspired this project’s development.
There is no stronger proof of self-help’s overlodkansnational history than the
writings of Scottish reformer Samuel Smiles, whbestselleSelf-Help(1859) was one
of the first works to coin the term. With its argent for the import of industry, courage,
and perseverance, Smiles’s handbook sparked anatitenal eruption of autodidactic
culture in late nineteenth-century Britain, whialeetually resulted not only in the
formation of labor unions but also an office-boteiligentsia who surreptitiously read
The lliadandRobinson Crusoander their desks. Peppered with quotations frothaxs
such as William Shakespeare, Ralph Waldo EmersahJahn Stuart MillSelf-Help
was not only a guide to upward mobility but alsw, ihnumerable working class laborers,
an introduction to literature.

It is worth pausing on the example of Smiles beeatiillustrates self-help’s

status as a vehicle for the transmission, cirautatand dissemination of literary texts. If,

? Roy M. Anker,Self-help and popular religion in modern Americartare: an
interpretive guide(Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 1999).

8



as critics of the genre claim, the “self-help” apgeh to texts is “driven by impatience
with—even contempt for—the actual experience oflireg extraordinary works? it is

also, for better or worse, a strikingly resiliemtarpretative mode, and an important
means by which texts are circulated. A remarkabbe in point is the Japanese reception
of Self-Help,which, via the translator Nakamura Masanao, intcedumodern, Western
culture into the Japanese way of life.

After two hundred years of being a closed, feudalety, in the 1870s Meiji
Japan opened itself to Western influences. Haviisged out on two hundred years of
modernization, Japan worried it had a great deahtdhing up to do, and SmileSelf-
Help, the first English book translated into Japanbseame a cheat sheet for this
purpose. Japanese scholars agree that it is Nyrtogpossible to underestimate the
influence of Smiles’s book, as it “served positiwak a guidebook for the
industrialization of Japarf? As the 92 year-old Japanese scholar Tetsuo Mastiied
in his 2001 “Note on Nakamura Masanao”: “I ventutedvrite in unskillful English
because | wanted to tell a great number of pedylewhile in England both ‘Self-Help’
and Samuel Smiles have almost been forgotten panjdNakamura’s Japanese

translation....has kept on today without breaking.off*

L Steven G. Kellman, “James Joyce for Ordinary B&®k&he Chronicle of Higher
Education September 21, 2009. http://chronicle.com/articleies-Joyce-for-Ordinary/48427/
(accessed May 25, 2012), 6.

2 Sukehiro Hirakawajapan’s Love-Hate Relation with the Wé&Btobal Oriental,
2004),103.

3 Tetsuo Miura, “A note on Nakamura Masanao: an [etkaeal Confucian who made
the first Japanese version of Samuel Smiles’s-18df" of worldly fame” (Tokyo, Japan:
Seibundo 2001), 3.

9



In 1866, Smiles’s Japanese translator Nakamurantedued to supervise young
students on a trip to London sponsored by the Talkaggovernment. When in London,
Nakamura asked his friend H.U. Freeland what héddoting back to Japan to teach
people about the West, and Freeland gave him aafdpglf-Help Nakamura memorized
Smiles’s text on the ship back home, and thendrestated it upon his return in 1871.
Samurai reportedly camped out in line overnightaf@opy of Nakamura'’s translation,
which was quickly staged as a Kabuki play, and exssad as an ethics textbook in
primary schools. Following the tremendous succé&et-Help Nakamura next
translatedOn Libertyby John Stuart Mill (which he was introduced ta @miles), and
later in life he also translated Emerson’s essayfi@ensation” (encountered by
Nakamura in Smiles’s book d@bharacte). While many in Britain dismisseself-Help
as popular and trite, in Japan Smiles was readaanttd by the elite.

At its worst, Smiles’s international renown canrbad as nothing but the
imposition of Western, imperial values on foreiguodles. It is impossible to separate the
spread of Smiles’s self-improvement ethos fromdb&ts and casualties of the broader
rise of industrialism and modernization that higuylarity reflects. At the same time, we
cannot discount the work of knowledge transfer agaeshed by the circulation of self-
help. Indeed, the list of terms that Smiles is $aidave introduced to Japan almost defies

credulity: the ideas of “liberty” and “individualis,” women’s right$* and even patent

 Influenced by Smiles’s argument that educated woare essential to national
prosperity, Nakamura argued for the importancéefeducation of women throughout his life,
and as a result of his labors, schools for womere wpened in Japan. See, for instance, Tetsuo
Miura, “A note on Nakamura Masanao” and BarbaraeRbsuda Umeko and Women's
Education in Japaifyale UP, 1991), 32.
10



law.?®> However, perhaps the most remarkable fact foresttsdof literature is the fact that
Smiles’s texiSelf-Helpfirst imported Shakespeare to Japan.
Because Japan had been a closed society for nmardwvtio centuries,

Shakespeare first arrived in Japan with Ibsen, 8twekGorky, George Bernard
Shaw and trams...Of course Shakespearean poetic teloreys to the late-
sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries andtjsmany historical sense,
modern...Nevertheless, when the Japanese first eteredriShakespeare, the
very fact that he was one of the greatest Westenmatists made him qualify,
almost automatically, as a modern writer. His ppdtamas were studied
alongside and produced in much the same ways gdahe of Ibsen. This basic
confusion and the fatal lack of any proper histrerspective were
characteristic of the whole process of the so-datedernization of Japan, and
of modern Japanese culture and civilization in gelfé

In a fascinating alternate literary history to West’'s, Shakespeare stepped off the boat

in Japan beside Ibsen, and it was the followingaficm by Polonius, opening Smiles’s

chapter on “Money—Use and Abuse,” that marked #ny ¥irst published Japanese

translation of Shakespeare’s words: “Neither adwer nor a lender be;/ For loan oft

% As Sukehiro Hirakawa recounts, “In Japan it wasl&sis account of the life of a
British inventor Heathcoat, which propagated theamoof patent. A very interesting story is told
about Heathcoat's trial... The anecdote, which becaonemon knowledge among Japanese
readers oBelf-Help highlighted the importance of the patent systemmsequently, the patent
act, drafted by Takahashi Korekiyo, was promulgatethpan on 19 April 1885,” 108.

% Tetsuo Kishi and Graham Bradsh&thakespeare in Japghondon: Continuum
Press, 2005), 2-3.
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loses both itself and friend, / And borrowing dulie edge of husbandr¢”In Japan,
Hamletbecomes a lesson on thrift, rather than an egs#@ysinvention of the modern
self, andSelf-Helpbecomes a guidebook to the West, not an arguroeseff-industry.
Both intra and inter-culturally speaking, the @itian mode of reading practiced by self-
help—and the distortions that accompany it—emeagabe very grist of literary
production and posterity.

And so, even as it is crucial to resist the Euntrée tendency to regard all non-
Western cultures as merely passive, belated rextgod Western texts, this project sees
examples like Smiles’s as evidence of self-hel@sus as a tremendously productive site
of international influence and exchange. In thissge it concurs with Sarah Knudson and
lllouz that “therapeutic discourse and its recaptgiven the self-help genre’s impressive
potency and scope, offer insight into an incredgiimgportant site of culture in actiorf®
The self-help hermeneutic could be a generativeddor postcolonial criticism insofar
as it is not always an imperialist imposition bah@lso take the form of a détournement
that disrupts modernist ideologies and axioms,arwburages the articulation of local
self-improvement initiatives. With their performagiaudacity and disregard for the logic

of the primary text, we can read self-help intetatiens of modernism not only as failed

"I have found a variety of sources supporting isrre fact that Smiles introduced
Shakespeare to Japan. These sources include: Thiodeu, Shakespeare in Japan: An
Historical Survey(Tokyo: Shakespeare Association of Japan by tlamami Shoten, 1940);
Yasunari Takahashi, “Hamlet and the Anxiety of Mad&apan.'Shakespeare Survey Online
(Cambridge, 2007); Frederike Von Schwekiigh Shakespeare, Reception and Translation:
Germany and JapafLondon: Continuum, 2004); Tetsuo Kishi and Gralgnadshaw,
Shakespeare in Japghondon: Continuum Press, 2005).

8 Eva lllouz, paraphrased in Sarah Knudson, “Crasir&s and Lifelong Journeys:
Modes of Reading Non-Fiction Advice in a North Acan Audience’Poetics41.3 (June 2013),
213.
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commentaries, but also as challenging the contimuority and pervasiveness of
modernism’s self-account, as well as the very nodnpof the text/reader relation. In this
way, the self-help hermeneutic Smiles instantiateis new light on modernism’s
transnational composition and dissemination. Therimational trajectory of my research
mirrors this transnational circulation of both modsm and self-help, beginning with
Flaubert in France and the figure of the Victorgartodidact, taking a transatlantic turn
with Wharton and James, pausing in the pre-indegrec®l Ireland of Joyce’s youth, and
concluding on America soil, with the self-help usaj such counterintuitive authors as
Samuel Beckett and Nathanael West.

As Smiles helps us to see, self-help’s curatduiattion consists in its collection,
guotation, and dissemination of the insights okotiexts. Once, the collection and
preservation of proverbs was the province of thetmenerated historians and
philosophers: Chrysippus, Plutarch, and Aristodehecompiled volumes of proverbs that
have been lost to posterify. But already by the time of the Renaissance, thegsb
was so denigrated a form that Erasmus felt comghétientroduce hif\dageswith an
impassioned defense of the import and nobilityrofvprbial insights. He insists on the
proverb’s almost holy, “native authentic power roith,” describing it as the oldest form
of teaching®® Today, however, this curatorial/pedagogical fumetias fallen to the

authors of self-help; it is they who recirculate ttdages of the ancients, who act as

9 Jeremy Braddock has written a persuasive accduheaontinued import of the
collection to modernism i€ollecting as Modernist Practiog@altimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2012

%' The Adages of ErasmuSelected by William Barker (Toronto: Universitf/Toronto
Press, 2001), 3, 12.
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popular custodians of the maxims of the past. &ustd the personal version of literary
use that the self-help commentators tend to invioklhe academy a more concrete and
political version of literary relevance and applidey holds sway. The contemporary
academic effort to claim a social relevance fordtseipline apart from personal or moral
considerations is typically thought to have itgors in the New Critical construct of the
autonomous text. However, this legacy elides tleplyemoral impetus and aspiration of
New Critical work®! As a result of this broken telephone lineage diérmand for
“bibliotherapy” has found an outlet, not in the demy, which has long disavowed such
a “naive” reading practic& but in the popular sphef@Libraries in the UK are
attempting to boost their membership by instamtgati new “Books on Prescription”
program that pairs specific literary texts withdees’ maladies (“The Medicinal Power
of Literature: Books on Prescription to Be Introdd¢ ThelndependentDecember 5,
2013). Likewise, Ella Berthoud and Susan ElderKirtie Novel Cur¢2013), a product

of the School of Life, adopts the form of a medicahdbook to pair everyday problems
from “being short” to “loneliness” with relevantdrary works®* There is no doubt a
correspondence between the rise of ideology cetiguhe academy and the demand for

proverbial wisdom in the popular sphere.

31 As Julie Thomson Klein observes, “The New Critia$ not reject the moral and social
function of literature, but they placed them witkive internal structure of the textumanities,
Culture, and Interdisciplinarity: The Changing Arieam AcademyAlbany: State University of
New York Press, 2005), 85. Thomas Schaub desdtiee®New Critical marriage of human
morality and aesthetic formAmerican Fiction in the Cold WdWVisconsin: The University of
Wisconsin Press, 1991), 41.

%2 See Robert Pippin, “In Defense of Naive Readifigé New York Time®ctober 10,
2010.

% However, the humanities are now beginning to reegthis demand with programs in
“narrative medicine” and “applied humanities.”

% Ella Berthoud and Susan Elderkithe Novel CuréNew York: Penguin Press, 2013).

14



Scholarly Precursors

Unlike a dissertation on a better-worn subjeanore fully embracing of a single
methodology, this project relies on a patchwork@cedents. Studies have been loosely
undertaken on modern literature and self-improveroetture from specific, localized
angles such as Helen O’Connell’s valuable workraah I‘fictions of improvement,” or
Carol Harrison’s suggestive history of savant aeltamong the French bourgeoidie.
Though these sources have laid essential groundiwotke analyses that follow, such
studies tend to be isolated and nationally circuibed, with few opportunities for
regional linkages and discursive overlap. Likewm#side of the field of modernist
studies, theorists from William James to Walter jgemn, Theodor Adorno, Kenneth
Burke, and Michel Foucault have independently itigased the commercial future of
literary counsel that self-help represents, buseheices have not been provided with a
dialogic forum in which their distinct approacheghe subject can be compared and
juxtaposed.

Despite the overwhelming evidence of the transatlamport and reach of self-
help, the subject has been largely confined tgtbeince of American Studies. For
instance, Roland Marchand suggests that the pratiée of consumer choices in the
United States of the 1920s and 30s produced a tlva@f advice,” at which point
advertisers swept in to assume a “broader advisdey’ He elaborates: “Mobility,

generational discontinuities, more complex formsafial interaction, and the separation

% Helen O’Connelljreland and the Fiction of Improveme{@xford: Oxford University
Press, 2006); Carol Harrisohhe Bourgeois Citizen in Nineteenth-Century Frar&ender,
Sociability, and the Uses of Emulati@@xford: Oxford University Press, 1999).
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of city dwellers from the shared knowledge of sncalinmunities had disrupted informal,
intrafamily, and intracommunity channels of advié&Warren Susman argues
correspondingly that a shift from “character toguerality” took place in American
culture around 1910, when advice texts ceased tsings like ‘titizenship, duty,
democracy, work...honor, reputation, mofadsd began invoking words such as

“fascinating, stunning, attractive, magnetic, glogyimasterfur®’

This project aims to
apply the insights of these theorists to a broaalege of texts and to thereby test their
relevance outside of the circumscribed territonAoferican studies.

One thinker to tackle the problem of counsel fsmore international and
transtemporal perspective is Michel Foucault. HosvefFoucault dismisses the
“Californian cult of the self,” which he deems “diatrically opposed” to the ancient
culture of the self (in an interview fdanity Fair, no lessy® Though his dismissal of the
self-help phenomenon is too hasty, Foucault’'swaiek on self care itdermeneutics of
the Subjecexplicates the transhistorical need for trainjmgyfecting, and revising the
self that, contrary to his disavowal, even the ffoahian cult” manifests. He writes,

when today we see the meaning, or rather the alftotzdtabsence of meaning,
given to some nonetheless very familiar expressidnsh continue to permeate
our discourse—like getting back to oneself, freeangself, being authentic,

etcetera—when we see the absence of meaning amghthio all these

% Roland MarchandAdvertising and the American Dream: Making WayNrdernity
1920-194Q(Berkeley: University of California Press, 198542.
¥ Warren SusmarGulture as History: the Transformation of Americdociety in the
Twentieth CenturyNew York: Pantheon Books, 1973), 273-4, 277.
% Michel Foucault, “How We Behave: Sex, Food, andeDEthical Matters.” Interview
by Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinovanity Fair46.9 (1983): 60-69.
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expressions we employ today, then | do not thinkhexe anything to be very
proud of in our current efforts to reconstituteedhic of the self...I think we
may have to suspect that we find it impossible yadaconstitute an ethic of the
self, even though it may be an urgent, fundameatal,politically indispensable
task, if it is true after all that there is no figg final point of resistance to
political power other than in the relation one tmsneself®

By undermining contemporary clichés of self-reaima, Foucault seeks to dissuade
readers from complacently citing self-help disceuas proof of the continued attention
allotted to self-care in modern life. Yet Foucdea#ves a rare opening for political
resistance in the drive toward self-knowledge suah clichés reflect; this is a drive, he
would argue, self-help exploits and perverts. Thsstion of self-help’s
accommodational versus progressive stance hasedaditademic discussions of the
industry?® For instance, Micki McGee takes up Foucault’s () opening for political
resistance, but she sees more potential in thénekdfdevotee’s interminable quest for a
new and better state: “the ideas that self-hefpasised on—self-determination and
self-fulfillment—continue to hold political possihies that might be tapped for a
progressive, even radical, agendaShe continues, “One might hope that inside every

person imagining himself or herself the creatonisfor her own life-artworks—inside

39 Michel FoucaultThe Hermeneutics of the Subject: Lectures at tHE@ode France
1981-1982 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 252
40 see, for other examples than McGee, Heidi Mariakei “Governing Citizens through
Self-Help Literature.Cultural Studiesl4.1 (2000), 61-78, and Nicholas RoSeyerning the
Soul: The Shaping of the Private Sgldndon: Routledge, 1990).
1 McGee, 24.
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every CEO of Me, Inc—is a belabored self finallyamgand fed up enough to throw off
the fantasy of self-sufficiency and to demand iagtesufficiency for each and aff*”

Like McGee's study, “Proverbial Modernism” is inésted in the lack or need
self-help exploits, but it reads this lack as irdtely tied to the socio-historical function
of the literary, from Epictetus’dandbookto Beckett’'swaiting for Godat “Proverbial
Modernism” is invested in how the lens of liter&wan focalize the problem of self-help
in a way that other disciplines, whether econonmhcstory, or religion, cannot. More
than just a commercial byproduct of periods of ernit prosperity and collapse, or a
replacement for Judeo-Christian moral authoritye#ids self-help as indicative of the
social appetite literature has historically supglier individualist models of how to live,
and as a manifestation of the ongoing demand fitenraffirmations of the power of
human will and agency. Contemporary scholars lgvand large adopted a Foucauldian
approach to the phenomenon of self-help as yehanoégime of power masquerading
as personal choice, and another kind of dissentaiight have made this kind of
observation its end point—i.e. that self-help doticates subversive energies and
becomes a tool of the hegemonic class. But a deretion of the political history of
counsel, at least since the time of the Renaissavigen fools and courtiers used advice
to influence the king, indicates contemporary, gapoounsel’s potentially subversive
energies.

Aside from Foucault, the theorist to most perstelgioutline literature’s function

as “equipment for living” is Kenneth Burke, whos#rsnal essay bearing that title argues

“2bid., 191.
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that narratives be classed not according to genperaod but according to their different
“strategies for dealing with situation&’’Alain de Botton adopts precisely this
classification schema in his School of Life pubticas, which collate the insights of
various philosophers on situations from work to ifgnRather than the “early modern”
or “eighteenth-century” specialists found in Enlgldepartments today, Burke’s brand of
sociological literary criticism might produce PhiDs‘'mourning” or “heartbreak.” The
longue durée Burkean view places modernism withénrtarrative tradition of offering
corrective guidance and formal countermeasuresisigie automatism of popular
morality; it invites us to view modernist innovaig not as radical breaks from the
normative past, but as attempts to make narratvasel palatable to advice-saturated,

twentieth-century culture.

A Joint History

For fifteen days | was confined to my room, andakvgurrounded by the
sort of books that were fashionable then (this svgi®en or seventeen years
ago)—I mean to say those books in which is tretttedart of making people
happy, wise, and rich in twenty-four hours. | hidén, digested,—I should say,
swallowed whole,—all the lucubrations of all of seeentrepreneurs of public
happiness,—of those who counsel all of the poonake themselves slaves,
and of those who persuade them that they are #ifamed kings. You won't be
surprised to learn that | was in a state of mirngelto dizziness or
stupefaction]...]

And | went out with a great thirst. For a passieraste for bad reading
engenders a proportional need for fresh air amgésbments.

*3 Kenneth BurkePerspectives by Incongruifloomington: Indiana University Press,
1964), 103, 100.
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Though this passage could have been written byweeowporary binge reader of Suze
Orman, it actually expresses the frustrations efrttodernist poet Charles Baudelaire, as
recorded in “Assommons les Pauvré$Written in 1865, Baudelaire’s eulogy for self-
help as “the sort of books that were fashionablettesin or seventeen years ago” was a
little premature. At the same time, his prose psepports this dissertation’s call for
extending the temporal and geographical scopeeo$éif-help industry. Self-help’s
origins, | argue, reach much farther back thanntexwar, “golden era” of success, and,
contrary to what Baudelaire optimistically impliés, influence continues strong in the
present day. Victorian, civic-minded self-help ysrib means identical to the
contemporary genre that includes such titleslas are from Mars, Women are from
VenusandThe Secret® just as Irish self-help has vastly different commtions from the
self-help of Scotland or America. At the same tisemodernists like Baudelaire help
us to see, late nineteenth-century self-improverdetburses and contemporary self-
help have more than a nominal connection. As ee1¥910 Bennett had published his
bestsellingHow to Live on 24 Hours a Daw title that could be inconspicuously included
on any contemporary self-improvement shelf.

As the following chapters make clear, Baudelaifa&ination with those books
that detail “the art of making people happy, wesed rich in twenty-four hours” was far
from anomalous for his day. Authors no less disorating than Edith Wharton, Gustave

Flaubert, and Henry James each published theireanly literary assessments of the

* Charles Baudelaire, (“Thrash All BeggarsBaudelaire in EnglistfLondon: Penguin,
1997).
5 John GrayMen are from Mars, Women are from VefNsw York: Harper Collins,
1992); Rhonda Byrnd,he SecrefLuxembourg: Atria Books, 2006).
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self-perfection craze. D.H. Lawrence went so faloasndertake a complete rewriting of
Benjamin Franklin’s self-help maxims, confessingttthey inspired him to develop his
own, alternate moral philosopA§Even Ezra Pound—that bastion of high modernist
esotericism—is said to have chanted the self-hafiaf\Wake up and Live!” every day
for forty years'’ And the influence between the two movements wettt tvays: before
he wroteHow to Win Friends and Influence Peoplale Carnegie yearned to be a
modernist, moving to Paris in the 1920s to pembis-lost magnum opu3he
Blizzard*®

Of course, the practice of reading for adviceaslimited to the period of
modernism but is as old as reading itself. Schdtacse the dispensation of textual
counsel back to the sermons of the Bible, to tlegaties of the Bhagavad Gita, or the
theories of the “good life” circulating in Ancie@reeceBut during the early twentieth
century textual precepts became commercialized ingrecedented way. The
commercial self-improvement industry thrived durthg precise decades of
modernism’s self-definition (1890s-1930s) spurrgdhe spread of mass literacy, the
transcontinental book trade, the influence of tbeby and occultism, and the invention
of mail-order subscription. Though popular coungas on the rise, the maxim was

disappearing from literary narratives during theame years.

*%In a literal instance of modernism rewriting Sieéflp, Lawrence transcribed Franklin’s
list of virtues, and then inserted his own deforis underneath as rebuttals. Under “Industry,”
Franklin originally writes “Lose no time; be alwagmployed in something useful; cut off all
unnecessary actions.” Lawrence changes it to: “Inaseme with ideals; serve the Holy Ghost,
never serve mankind.” “Benjamin Franklirstudies in Classic American Literatufleondon:
Penguin Books, 1923), 23.

*" Michael Dirda, “Introduction.’Ezra Pound, ABC of Readirfiyew York: New
Directions Paperback, 2010), 4.

*“Dale Carnegie: Man of Influence.” A&Biography aired 1997.
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Self-help’s antagonism with the literary is stadly depicted in Margaret
Atwood’s 2004 post-apocalyptic noveryx and Crakewhose protagonist writes his
dissertation on “Self-Help Books of the Twentietan@ury,” and enjoys reciting amusing
samples of his “research” to the local pub. For éad, that such a dissertation would be
written signals the arrival of the apocalypse,ehd of civilized life. In her futuristic
world, biotech monopolizes society and the studyewsious literature has been displaced
by the analysis of books likenprove Your Self-Imag&ou Can Have It AllandThe
Twelve-Step Plan for Assisted Suicldelowever, a little historical perspective reveals
that Atwood’s novel is a contemporary exploratida @roblem already raised by
Gustave Flaubert’s last nov@puvard and Pécuch¢t881): that self-help represents the
dystopic future of cultural production.

Time has proven that Flaubert’s fears are notautitause. That authors as
recalcitrant as Samuel Beckett and Nathanael W heen coopted by the commercial
industry suggests that perhaps all literature sided to be turned into self-help.

Though print is widely in decline, self-help pulalions are on the rise (self-help became
an $11 billion industry in 2012, This fact alone should pique the interest of satsobf

the book. Typically conceived as existing at paiads of the textual continuum, self-
help and literature have in fact always been ingpéid in each other’s promises and

limits. From Charles DickensBreat Expectation§1861)°* which began as a critique of

“Margaret AtwoodQryx and CrakéNew York: First Anchor Books Edition, 2004),
195.
¥ Kathryn Schulz, “The Self in Self-HelpNew York Magazinelanuary 6, 2013.
®1 Charles DickensGreat ExpectationgNew York: Dodd and Mead, 1942).
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Self-Helpby Samuel Smiles (1858)to David Foster Wallace’s pastiches of recovery
movements? the two industries have always enjoyed a symbibtiatagonistic
dynamic. Since it is the business of authors togitgntion to textual fads and the
changing demands of the reading public, it is mopssing that turn-of-the century
novelists would have been attuned to the earlykspaifrthe self-improvement craze,
which streamlines the bare bones of textual tramsaaeification, identification, and
escapism.

There is no single cause of the rise of the coroialeself-help industry at the end
of the nineteenth century that so elicited Flaubemd Woolf's contempt, but rather
many interrelated conditions that conspired tolitate the genre’s formation. As |
discuss in Chapter One, the spread of mutual ingmm@nt societies provided a collective
forum for male autodidacts to share and discuss itegearch, even in remote rural
environs in England, France, and beyond. In Britaid Ireland, the Education Act of
1870, addressed more fully in Chapter Three, edable spread of mass literacy and the
growth of entrepreneurial ambitions among the wagldlasses, who turned to success
manuals for models of upward mobility. The advenpacket books promoted self-
edification on the go, a shift Bennett document€layhangerwhere, despite his
aesthetic reservations, the protagonist Edwin liglaked by how these new portable

tomes enable him to “read smaller works in odd mus)eat any time, thus surpassing

2 See Jerome Meckier, “Great Expectations and Selii:HDickens Frowns on Smiles.”
Journal of English and Germanic Philolod®0.4 (October 2001), 537.
*3 David Foster Wallacdnfinite Jest(New York: Little, Brown, 1996).
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his [self-improvement] programmé*Judith Hilkey has extensively analyzed the import
of subscription book selling—begun after the Cidar with Veterans as salesmen—to
the rise of the gilded age “success manual” it This new practice of door-to-door
salesmanship enabled booksellers to reach formamypte locales populated by people
who had never entered a bookshop: a demographycieiyireceptive to the promises of
class change

The transcontinental book trade further facilideself-help’s trafficking in human
imperfection. In addition to precursors like Smjledose texts were routine bestsellers
in the United States, Bennett traveled to Amerib&ne his self-help series was even
more lauded than in Europe. Spiritual gurus sucBesrge Gurdjieff and Emile Coué
traversed the Atlantic ocean, from Armenia and Eeanespectively, peddling their
secrets to self-realization on American soil. Teersing exoticism of these advisors only
heightened their spiritual authority and appeal.

Aside from improved technologies of travel and camication, another key
phenomenon contributing to the late-nineteenthtognise of self-help was the mystical
theosophy of the British Annie Besant and the Ao@&riNew Thought philosophy of
Phineas Quimby and Annie Payson Call. Spurred &gfinead of secularism and the
undermining of traditional value systems and bslidfew Thought advocated the power
of individual agency through the art of positivewalization. New Thought's emphasis

on individual empowerment above divine subjugatiéfered a means of asserting

> Arnold BennettClayhanger(Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1954), 305.
*5 Judith Hilkey,Character is Capital: Success Manuals and Manhoo@iided Age
America(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pred4997).
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control over the irrational, unpredictable forcésature and the economy. No longer the
arbitrary decree of a divine and remote authoféijure and success were planted firmly
into the sphere of individual accountability.

William James’s/arieties of Religious Experienc&hich Nathanael West cites
as his source text fdiss Lonelyheartsdevotes a great deal of space to defending the
New Thought movement. It observes:

foolish as [the mind-cure message] may sound ugsosurface, and seeing its
rapid growth and influence, and its therapeutientiphs, one is tempted to ask
whether it may not be destined (probably by veasom of the crudity and
extravagance of many of its manifestations) to plgart almost as great in the
evolution of the popular religion of the futuredid those earlier [religious]
movements in their day.>®
In addition to New Thought, the late-Victorian ossien with the occult also branched
off into Freud’s hypnotherapy, Mary Baker Eddy’sriStian Science, and eventually into
self-help texts such as Norman Vincent Peale'sierftialThe Power of Positive
Thinking(1952). The multifaceted engagements of avanteganters with these new
“varieties of religious experience” corroborate thappraisal of modernist secularism
undertaken by Pericles Lewis and others, who afgua less oppositional understanding
of the modernists’ position on religion. Scholafself-help have also complicated the
secularization narrative, invoking Max Weber’s seahistudy of the Protestant ethic to

describe how capitalism converts the religious tioocanto the obligation to improve,

% William JamesThe Varieties of Religious Experieric/ritings 1902-1910. (New
York: Library of America, 1987), 104-5.
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irreparably merging the spheres of work and lei(Feor TJ Jackson Lears, “the crucial
moral change was the beginning of a shift froma@datant ethos of salvation through
self-denial toward a therapeutic ethos stressitigaalization in this world — an ethos
characterized by an almost obsessive concern sitbhic and physical health defined in
sweeping terms>® According to McGee, the Protestant ethic doedesat to self-
realization, contrary to the promises of the thetdig self-help industry Lears outlines,
but rather to the interminably “belabored selfhabdernity>® Together, these sources
facilitate a new understanding of modernist intetyoas depicting the psychological

damage of compulsory self-betterment.

Chapter Summaries

First, though, a note on my title. “Proverbial Modism” has two meanings.
First, “proverbial” means relating to or resemblag@roverb. Discussing the genre of the
proverb and its various classifications, KennetinkBunquires: “Could the most complex
and sophisticated works of art legitimately be cdered somewhat as proverbs writ
large?® It is to these “most complex and sophisticatedtksahat | turn in order to put
Burke’s proposition to the test with modernism.a&lg, this is a counterintuitive
approach to an aesthetic that defines itself irosfijon to the moralizing mode. |

unpack how this mode of reading proverbially reatyrks by examining the modernist

" Max WeberThe Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of CapitaljSfranslated by Talcott
Parsons (London: Routledge, 2004).

8 T.J. Jackson Lears, “From salvation to self-regiin: Advertising and the therapeutic
roots of the consumer culture, 1880-1930.The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in
American History, 1880-198&dited by Richard Wightman Fox and T.J. Jacksears, 4.

** McGee, 18, 26.

® Burke, 103.
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texts where it meets with the greatest resistaddeeond, “proverbial modernism” refers
to the stereotypical status of modernism itsel asiticalidée recuelt is this clichéd,
proverbial version of modernism that self-help iagd tend to deploy. Of course, the
fate of modernism to become domesticated into lmepigcepts is not specific to self-
help but a danger implicit in all knowledge tramstes Friedrich Nietzsche observed
when he said that all knowledge is nothing butraleging familiar of the strande.
Arguing that a work’s legacy is just as meaningfsiits provenance, or, as
Roland Barthes says, that a “text’s unity liesingts origins but in its destinatior?®
“Proverbial Modernism” does not purport to provaleomprehensive historical survey
of modernism or self-help, but instead tracks thieespondences and associations
between the two industries, from the moment ofrtegnchronous emergence to their
present interrelations. The dialectical trajectofyhis inquiry evolves from an
oppositional to a reciprocal account of the relati@tween the two discourses. It begins
with a reading of Flaubert that takes at face vaiggrofound contempt for early do-it-
yourself philosophies as a foundational moment oflennism’s self-definition. It then
proceeds to examine the cases of Wharton and Janmesarly and wary witnesses of
both modernism and self-help who undermine theraatec account of modernism’s
opposition to popular therapeutic discourse. Tlvel tthapter further develops this

dialectical perspective of modernism and self-hitpugh the close study bliyssesthe

L “What do they [the common people] want when theyiknowledge? Nothing more
than this: Something strange is to be reducedrtwetiing familiar...Is it not the instinct of fear
that bids us to know?” (“The Origin of Our Notiohknowledge” inThe Gay Science
Translated by Walter Kaufmann (New York: Random $®1974), 300-301.

%2 Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Authorlinage—Music—TexTranslated by
Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 148.
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paradigmatic modernist text, which structurally @ineimatically responds to early self-
help culture and the reading practices it engendéng contemporary outcome of this
mutually revisionary relation is explored in Chagfeur, which uses the cases of Beckett
and West to discuss what happens when modernisits nvéb readers who refuse to
accept its anti-didactic pose. Finally, the conidnglescribes how this dialectic comes to
fruition on the internet, with online advice cukuncreasingly adopting modernist
techniques of fragmentation, estrangement, angeetigism.

More specifically, Chapter One explores the indtamal impetus of Gustave
Flaubert’s final narrativeBouvard and Pécuchedescribed by some critics as a great
“how-not-to book.” Influenced by British Victoriautilitarianism and the spread of
autodidactic culture in Europe, Bouvard and Pécuapply the same pragmatic reading
methodology to gardening handbooks, romance noaets Hegelian philosophy, each
with equally abysmal results. | frame Flaubert’sliésgue of the do-it-yourself ideology
within Karl Marx’s critique of “self-activity” undecapitalism and Theodor Adorno’s
condemnation of “pseudo-activity.” Flaubert's nosaggests that the origins of the
modernist inventory might lie not in the disintéeegsdescriptions of the enlightenment
encyclopedia but in the fanaticism of the nineteeas@ntury self-improvement zealot.

While Flaubert established his aesthetic idealseelmement resistance to the
bourgeois utilitarianism that self-help represeWibarton and James bring to the fore the
affinities between modernism and self-improvemestalirse, which the modernist
programmatic conceals. For Wharton, self-helpraodernism are fundamentally linked
through their embrace of selfish individualismeatn of consciousness technique, and

disregard for form and history. In “The Jolly Cerfi modernism’s fetishism of
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interiority and self-help’s exploitation of posdity meet in the figure of the “black
stranger” who haunts Spencer Brydon’s regret-filledginary. James shows self-help’s
obsession with professional and economic potetytitdibe the flip side of modernist
interiority. Though Wharton and James are not aatarally associated with self-help,
making such an association stretches our sen$e gicope of these authors’ cultural
engagements, as well as the temporal parameténs self-improvement industry.

My final chapters delve deeper into the influentenodernism on the trajectory
of current advice, and outline some contemporgpgnaussions of this intertwined
history. Chapter Three maintains that recent despbetween Joyce’s specialized and
populist critics are reenacting nineteenth-centusi debates over the didactic province
of the literary. Joyce came of age during a didgeriod in Irish letters, marked by
utilitarian and romantic political extremes. Thartsition from parochial Irish culture to
the rise of Irish modernism was not seamless, diher took the form of an ugly and
protracted scuffle between Charles Gavan Duffy\&hH. Yeats over the New Irish
Library, an anthology intended to define Irelanidiire literary identity. | argue that
these Irish debates over the moral education ahtoon” readers provide a crucial
background for understanding contemporary apptioatof Joyce’s work such as Declan
Kiberd’'s Ulysses and U§009). This chapter explicates how, far from arse of
alienation, didacticism offers a means of reclagmmodern literature for popular
readers.

My concluding chapter contends that instead cditong a moral-free art,
modernism ushered in a new era of advice. It &r¢just West and Beckett inaugurate

the rise of the “reluctant oracle” figure: a newistof counselor who must be coaxed into
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offering his insights. The reluctant oracle has ri@@n embraced by contemporary self-
help counselors for the way that it mediates papukiness of the authoritarian
potential of advice. Beginning by unpacking intetptions of West’s story by
professional advice columnists Ann Landers and Béxuy, it proceeds to explore the
appropriation of Samuel Beckett’s “fail better” ni@nby corporate authors. While Abby
and Landers incite us to reconsider the influericeusan Chester’s advice column upon
“Miss Lonelyhearts,” Beckett's businessmen-intetgre offer an occasion to excavate
the critique of the Protestant work ethic that Bihds oeuvre. This chapter inquires, to
what extent can Beckett and West be seen as rabjsofts their future cooptation by
self-help culture? These case studies lay barpatadoxes inherent in self-help’s
attempt to insert modernist negation into an afditive program.

Believing, along with Renaissance scholars Hughd@emd Terence Hawk&s,
that it is better to be openly presentist thanupprt to be unbiased, “Proverbial
Modernism” concludes with a consideration of corgerary online culture’s inheritance
of modernism’s reader-centered approach to adviteo doing, it points to the
disjointed homilies of the internet as one potémtiscome of the ambivalent dialectic
between modernism and self-help. More than simpigien 1.0 of contemporary digital
culture, modernism’s deconstructed life wisdomeigealed to be essential for
understanding the “history of the preselitand the objectivized status of literary

counsel today.

® Hugh Grady and Terence HawkBsesentist Shakespear@sondon: Routledge,
2007).
® Michel FoucaultDiscipline and PunisiiNew York: Random House, 1977), 31.
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Conclusion: Self-Help and the New Modernisms

While many scholars are usefully “expanding” maikan, to use Douglas Mao
and Rebecca Walkowitz's term of choice to charémeehe “New Modernist Studie§>
| am more interested in the mechanisms of the mewEsipopular simplification. My
tracing of modernism’s reified circulation in sékélp handbooks necessarily invokes and
relies upon the fairly canonical definition of tirovement that holds sway in the popular
imaginary. For the non-specialist, modernism mygbgsess a romantic allure akin to
what it signifies for the protagonist of Woody Aile film Midnight in Paris who
identifies with the glamorous artists populating IlZeux Magots, seeking love advice
from Saldvador Dali, and career guidance from GderSteirf® Paradoxically, though,
attending carefully to these simplifications ultielst shows us just how complex
modernism really is, and demonstrates the movesentikely investment in
practicality, popular discourse, and transnati@xahange.

In some ways, then, this inquiry can be assocmaiddthose monographs on
“middlebrow modernism” that uncover the movemengglected indebtedness to
popular culture and mass cultural forms. Lisi Sci@eh’sPragmatic ModernismLaura
Frost'sModernism and Pleasuréiesl Olsen’sModernism and the Ordinarghese texts
each strive to nuance the ossified narrative ofenudm’s opposition to the popular and

everyday®’ ThoughProverbial Modernisnpartakes of their suspicion of the facile

% Douglas Mao and Rebecca Walkowitz, “Expanding Moiden” PMLA 123.3 (May
2008), 737-748.
% Midnight in Paris Dir. Woody Allen. Gravier Productions, 2011. Film
57 Lisi SchoenbachRragmatic ModernisniNew York: Oxford UP, 2012); Laura Frost,
Modernism and Pleasur@ew York: Columbia University Press, 2013); Li€ken Modernism
and the Ordinary(Oxford: Oxford UP, 2009).
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opposition between the highbrow and the mundaradsat seeks to register the insights of
scholars such as John Carey, Sean Latham, anchdarfabse, who document the deep
animus between avant-garde authors and workingle@opwentieth-century social

life.°® My aim is not to collapse the movements of modemand self-help but to tease
out the history of their productive antagonism, irlalso pointing to some present and
future manifestations of this dynamic and multitacerelation.

Premised upon the rejection of self-help, yetraffga didactic alternative to it,
modernist formal techniques equip readers to agprealf-improvement with suspicion.
However, as the latter half of this dissertatiomdastrates, contemporary purveyors of
commercial counsel are increasingly turning to mogen’s anti-advice as a model for
satisfying the demands of the sophisticated ang weading public. My research into
modernism’s contemporary reception has been infdrinepart, by recent accounts of
the import of the “therapeutic paradigm” to contemgpy literature and culture (see, for
instance, Timothy Aubry and Eva Illou?)Following the monumental successHziw
Proust Can Change Your Ljftherapeutic readings of modernism—and literatooee
generally—are proliferating at an accelerated rate.

In considering the implications of this growingnd, | have been aided by many

entertaining polemics written against the cultureedf-help, such as Steve Salerno’s

% Jonathan Ros&he Intellectual Life of the British Working Class@New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2001). John Caréhe Intellectuals and the Massésondon: Faber and Faber,
1992); Sean LathamiAm | a Snob?” Modernism and the Noygthaca: Cornell University Press,
2003).

% Timothy Aubry,Reading As Therapy: What Contemporary Fiction DeasMiddle
Class Americanflowa City: University of lowa Press, 2011); EVauz, Saving the Modern
Soul: Therapy, Emotions, and the Culture of SelpHBerkeley: University of California Press,
2008).
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SHAM: The Self-Help and Actualization Movenf@wendy Kaminer'd’m
Dysfunctional You're Dysfunctional: The RecoverwBtoent and Other Self-Help
Fashions'* and Barbara EhrenreichBright-Sided: How Positive Thinking Ruined
America’® Though it is sympathetic to these authors’ corseegarding the
repercussions of self-help’s startling ascent, imsgeattation refrains from such
arbitrations of taste or legitimacy. Instead, “Redyal Modernism” argues for the social
influence and reach of self-help interpretationsnofdernist texts. In articulating the
cultural import of misreadings without validatirtietr omissions, | take my cue from
Marcel Proust’s defense of bad novels:
A book of bad romances, worn out by over use, otmtduch us like a
cemetery or a village. What does it matter if tbeses have no style, if the
tombs are overladen with inscriptions and ornamenigd taste? From this
dust there may arise, in the eyes of an imagindtiendly and respectful
enough to silence for the moment its aestheticailisdhe flock of souls holding
in their beaks the still verdant dream that gaeartla foretaste of the other
world and filled them with joy or tears in this offe
It is in this spirit that | approach the self-heiadings of modernism to follow. In

language less lofty than Proust’s, self-help texésobjects of study akin to Emile

0 Steve Salern&GHAM: The Self-Help and Actualization Movem@tew York: Crown

Publishers, 2005).

M Wendy Kaminer]’m Dysfunctional You're Dysfunctional: The Recovitovement
and Other Self-Help FashiorfMassachusetts: Addison-Wesley, 1992).

"“Barbara EhrenreictBright-Sided: How Positive Thinking Ruined Amerigdew York:
Metropolitan Books, 2009).

3 Marcel Proust, “In Praise of Bad Musi®feasures and Dayd ranslated by Andrew
Brown (London: Hesperus Classics, 2004), 127-8.
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Durkheim’s “social facts,” which develop a life asdcial import as “things”
independent of aesthetic judgment and the intestidrspecific human actof$Instead

of seeking to merely correct the popular image oflarnism, in other words, “Proverbial
Modernism” is interested in the cultural work alést to its caricature.

In sum, “Proverbial Modernism” advances severabifious claims. It argues for
expanding the temporal and geographic definitiobath modernism and the self-
improvement industry. It uses self-help to revaalold debates about modernism’s
engagement with the common reader, and it mainthatshistorically didacticism has
attracted popular readers to literary narrativathar than repelling them. It shares with
reception theorists an interest in how non-protesali interpreters respond to and
refashion narratives for new, sometimes subversivks.”® It contends that self-help is an
interesting and important object of study for Matxpostcolonial, and humanist critics,
and one with continued, significant repercussi@nsbntemporary literature and theory.
A consideration of the context of self-help is ¢alito any serious inquiry into

modernism’s vexed engagement with the problem cbsase.

" Emile DurkheimThe Rules of Sociological Meth@dew York: Free Press, 2013).
5 For instance Janice Radw#&eading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular
Literature (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pred991), Norman Hollandlhe
Dynamics of Literary Respon@dew York: Oxford University Press, 1968), Hertarkbg, “On
Borrowed Experience: An Analysis of Listening toyilme SketchesStudies in Philosophy and
Social Sciencell: 65-95.
34



CHAPTER ONE:

Bouvard and PécuchetFlaubert’s D.I.Y. Dystopia

Fed up with muggy Paris, tired of their insuffembfficemates, Bouvard and
Pécuchet yearn for the simpler pleasures of villdgePublished in 1881, one year after
his death, Gustave Flaubert’s last narrative retsotle schemes of two Parisian copy
clerks who, thanks to a sudden inheritance, padkeip belongings and move to the
country to pursue their hobbies full time. Moderiddbe-class city dwellers will
empathize with their fantasy of early retiremensame rural abode: “They would awake
with the meadowlark’s song to follow the plows, Wibgo with their basket to pick
apples, watch butter being churned, grain beingstied, sheep being shorn...No more
writing! no more bosses'However, the reality is not quite so picturesque:

Up at dawn, they worked until nightfall, rush bakskaround their
waists. In the cold spring mornings, Bouvard wasvioolen jacket beneath his
coveralls, Pécuchet his old frock coat under hrempand the people passing by
the lattice fence could hear them coughing in te f

Sometimes Pécuchet pulled his manual from his paoke studied a
paragraph, standing, with his spade beside hitihermpose of the gardener
decorating the book’s frontpiece. He found the m@dance quite flattering, and

his respect for the author increased. (37)

! Bouvard and PécucheTransated by Mark Polizzotti (Paris: Dalkey ArghPress,
2005), 14. Hereafter cited parenthetically in text.
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“Coughing in the fog” with their Parisian constituts, Bouvard and Pécuchet are ill
equipped for the hardships of agricultural labohaf Pécuchet “studies a paragraph” he
is not reading but posing, and what he is thinlahgut is not receiving new knowledge,
but his received idea of himself. Far from a pedggobject, the text becomes mere
stage prop in this gardening tableau. A pantomiftberdo-it-yourself mentality,
Pécuchet’s posture with his manual encapsulateg&ttis concern with the utilitarian
future of the text. The clerks apply the same pragpmeading methodology to gardening
handbooks, astronomy textbooks, romance novelsHagelian philosophy, each with
equally abysmal results. Flaubert’s trans-textuiilgecie is not directed at a particular
field, but at the utilitarian hermeneutic more ltlya Like the fungus that will eventually
ruin the copy clerks’ apricot trees, instrumentalis for Flaubert a parasite corrupting
the purest of expressions. “Habent sua fata libgjbes the saying: “every book has its
destiny.” But Flaubert warns that this destiny rbayself-help.

Although it may seem a stretch to apply neologitkes“self-help” or “DIY” to
Flaubert’s turn-of-the-century text, when Flaulveais composin@ouvard and Pécuchet
at the end of the focentury, the self-improvement industry had alrelelgun to emerge.
Contemporary do-it-yourself handbooks are nothat tifferent from the Roret manuals
on hygiene, home libraries, and gardening thatddeuscrupulously consulted in
composingBouvard and PécuchétTwentieth-century theorists question the political

autonomy of this do-it-yourself ideology in waystlrlaubert had already begun to do

% For a detailed account of the specific manualsta consulted see Stephanie Dord
Crouslé, “Flaubert et les Manuels Roret ou le paxadle la vulgarization'e partage des
savoirs(XVllle-XIXe siecles), Edited by Lise Andries. 28093-118.
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with the manuals of his time. Destroying more thay produce, wasting more than they
ever save, Bouvard and Pécuchet do not subvent édpdoitation through their hobbies,
but become all the more enslaved. With his reftsakccept the progressive politics of
the bespoke, Flaubert’s critique is more relevaantever today. The radicalism of
Flaubert’s position has to do with his ruthlessstesice upon the futility of all do-it-
yourself endeavors—from jam-making to revolutions-aiway that is particularly
troubling to neoliberalism’s glorification of theagsroots and homemade. One can hear
echoes of Flaubert’s disdain for the savants ino@be Adorno’s condemnation of
“pseudo-activities*and in Slavoj Zizek’s attack on middle-class piiitaopy? Pierre
Bourdieu’s description of the pathos of the autadtdaptly summarizes the Flaubertian
stance: “The apparent heterogeneity of his pret@grhis confusion of genres and ranks,
operetta and opera, popularization and scienceyrtheedictability of his ignorance and
knowledge, with no other connections than the secgief biographical accidents, all
stem from the particularities of a heretical moflaaquisition.” Autodidacts are,

Bourdieu adds, “like the heroes of TV quiz gamessémisplaced erudition makes
them ridiculous in cultivated eyedWith its account of the damages wrought by the
clerks’ frenetic dabbling in different fieldBouvard and Pécuchetramatizes the

aesthetic repercussions of the bourgeois self-ingment ideal.

% Theodor Adorno, “Free Time” ifihe Culture Industry: Selected Essays On Mass
Culture (London: Routledge, 1991).
* Slavoj Zizek,Violence: Six Sideways reflectiofiéew York: Picadour Press, 2008).
® Pierre BourdieuDistinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment afsTe(Cambridge,
Mass: Harvard University Press, 1984), 329.
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“Self-help” is a term perched upon the reticeptdi Flaubertian criticism’s
tongue. Emma Bovary “reads literally, and out ofepself-interest,” Rita Felski notés,
while Frances Ferguson recently described BouvaddP#cuchet as “committed to self-
improvement and improvement in all thingsFor Leo Bersani, the “eminently practical”
clerks are risible because “they would put knowtetlguse ® As theGustave Flaubert
Encyclopediguts it (a construction whose perversity would imte been lost upon the
author): “while instructional manuals seek to cgdiifformation and instruct the reader,
Flaubert uses many how-to books to proddoavard et Pécucheh great “how-not-to”
book.” Flaubert described tHaictionary of Received Ideappending the narrative as
an amalgamation of “everything one should say € mnto be considered a decent and
likable member of society.” “If properly done,” kkentinued, “anyone who read it would
never dare open his mouth again, for fear of spawasly uttering one of its
pronouncements-® When constellated under Flaubert’s oppositiondorgeois
improvement discours®&jadame Bovary’slisdain for textual escapism aBduvard and

Pécuchet'parody of pragmatism appear as a cohesive, urdfiidue’! Essentially,

® Rita Felski,The Gender of ModernitCambridge MA: Harvard University Press,
1995.), 81.

" Frances Ferguson, “Too Much Information: FlaulseBuvard and PécucheModern
Language Note$25 (2010), 783.

® Leo BersaniThe Culture of RedemptiqCambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000).

° Laurence M. Porter, edd, Gustave Flaubert Encyclopedi@/estport, CT: Greenwood
Press, 2001), 73.

10 Gustave FlauberThe Letters of Gustave Flaubert; 1830-186#ns. Francis
Steegmuller (Cambridge MA: Belknap Press, 1979%, 17

' One exception to this critical reticence is Many,@ho notes, “BP is the ironic
fictional version of a potted self-help series {gropedia or compendium) on every topic known
to man” inFlaubert: Writing the MasculinéOxford: Oxford UP, 2000), 119. Orr’s aside
notwithstanding, self-help’s status as a targdilafibert’s prescient wrath has never been fully
addressed.
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self-help is aestheticism’s worst nightmare, aredahotheosis of processes Flaubert
anticipated with dread: the reduction of literatto@ise, the mass-production and
commodification of print, the vulgarization of kntedge and art. Though Flaubert did
not live to see self-help’s startling ascédwuvard and Pécuchsuggests that the
utilitarian impulses the genre exploits were menglgi present during his time.

Flaubert’s fantasy of liberating art from the preal, communicative imperative
reflects the influence of Immanuel KdAtWhile Kant's notion of aesthetic
disinterestedness initially referred to the expereeof the spectator, his views on the
non-instrumental nature of the beautiful are tagisubsequent authors @escriptions
to be followed amidst the composition of a “puref’. &Beware of Lily of the Valley!”
Flaubert would scribble to himself in his notesnineding himself to avoid the excessive
cathexis Balzac felt towards his workAs if momentarily reproducing the dogmatism of
his copy clerks, Flaubert takes Kant’'s descriptbthe experience of beauty and turns it
into a programmatic decree.

Because of the enthusiastic embrace of his thebyidster artists, it is easy to
overlook the fact that Kant's description of aetithdisinterestedness never referred to
“fine art,” but was directed to ornamental art afgects of the natural world, “flowers,

birds or crustacea, works of decorative art suchalpapers and borders.**Unlike

2We know that Flaubert read Kant from his lett&seThe George Sand-Gustave
Flaubert Letterstrans. Aimee L McKenzie (New York: Boni & Livetig, 1921), 248. See also,
The Letters of Gustave Flaubert: 1857-18B@ited by Francis Steegmuller (Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press, 1982), 248.

13 A Gustave Flaubert Encyclopedi22.

* Immanuel Kant, quoted in Paul Guyart and Ethical Criticismed. Gary Hagsberg
(UK: Blackwell Publishing, 2011), 18.
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with nature, which he describes as “pure beautgfitdelieved that “our pleasure in a
work of art can never be enduring or self-sustgninless that work has some moral
content sufficient to sustain our satisfactiontit'? The modernist legacy reflects a
Manichean interpretation of Kant; either the wookitains a moral and panders to the
desires of the philistine masses, or it must rgsilestrip itself of all even remotely
applicable insights. Perhaps the increased confroation of the modern literary
marketplace leaves little room for the nuances afitt§ version of an unmotivated yet
ethical aesthetics; Proust wittily described boekb theories inside as gifts with the
price tag attached®

While Flaubert undermines the aesthetic instrumisnteof his characters, their
postures also operate as foils revealing the liofitss hermetic approach. Bouvard and
Pécuchet’s travesties of aesthetic identificatigmose the insincerity at the heart of
aestheticism’s denial of its own intersubjectiveal@ling conditions. The self-help
methodology is threatening for Flaubert precisagduse it is an unsightly reminder of
the kinds of externalizations without which posiépwould be meaningless and art
impossible. Although they pretend to disdain publjpinion, Bouvard and Pécuchet’s
need to exhibit their projects reveals their reduttawareness of the unsatisfying
meaninglessness of action detached from a commtivg@caocial context.

Some of Bouvard and Pécuchet’s projects are undgptiee confusing

nomenclature in the instruction manuals, but otheesdestroyed by their readerly habits

15 Kant, quoted in Guyer, 24.
'8 Marcel Proust, “Time Regainedyi Search of Lost Tim&olumeVI. Translated by
Andreas Mayor and Terence Kilmartin (London: Modetitorary Edition, 1993), 278.
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of literalism, solipsism, and projection. The clgrkotched attempt at following Amy
Boué’sGuide for the Geological Traveldtustrates the pattern of ineptitude well. Boué
advises amateur geologists to acquire the apptepguipment prior to undertaking

their first expeditions: “First you need a goodksiack, then a chain measure, a file,
tweezers, a compass, and three hammers slipped b#tt that can be hidden under your
coat, ‘thus preventing you from standing out, whatte must avoid when traveling’BP
75). The copy clerks always begin their DIY expamts with the requisite paraphernalia
of expertise, investing these accessories withranst totemic ability to transmit
knowledge from afar. The manual’s prescriptionsraxestrictly limited to geology, but
cover the basics of travel as well: “Know the laage of the country you are to
visit...Maintain modest attire... Do not carry too muabney on your person.... Finally,
to avoid a variety of misadventures, it was adJisab claim ‘the occupation of

engineer” (76). Boué implies that there is somegrshameful—perhaps even
dangerous—about the kind of amateurism the clenkieriake. Since no one wants the
stigma of depending upon a book for their achieveas)ghe guide must offer
instructions in its own concealment.

These precautions lead the clerks astray: “Sevienak they were taken for
peddlers, given their accouterments; they explathatithey were engineers” (76). Just
as in the gardening episode, Flaubert exploitslibgarity between external perspective
and self-conception. The geology expedition becdiawe® when the clerks are

investigating a perpendicular cliff, and a gustwrid begins to blow, making small

pebbles bounce around their feet. Lightheaded trenday’s expedition, Bouvard’s
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thoughts turn to the threat of a cataclysm, anstaes to flee. As he is fleeing, the
“rucksack” Boué had insisted upon detaches fromstensive use: “Bouvard kept
running, in a panic. His convertible umbrella tellthe ground, the flaps of his coat
streamed behind him, and the rucksack bounced stgasmback. He looked like a
winged tortoise galloping among the rocks; themlisappeared behind a larger one”
(79). As is so often the case in the narrative sfpecialized outerwear the clerks so
optimistically don quickly becomes an impedimentedied by nothing other than a little
gust of wind from their flimsy pretense of necegdihe clerk’'s accoutrements are
exposed as the “ceremonial” emblems of what Thorateblen terms “conspicuous
leisure.™ Flaubert’s reader is struck by the sharp contrasteen the clerks’ copious
tools and superficial preparations and their funelatal, experiential unfitness. A
grotesque of the reader/guidebook relation, theesdecuments self-help’s capacity to
ridicule its reader.

This insufficiency fostered by DIY stems in largarofrom its blurring of the line
between autonomy and dependence. You are rarelgmendent on external sources as
when you attempt to “do-it-yourself.” Few occasiaadl for a more radical surrendering
of one’s intellectual agency than, for instancelkaa diagram. The genre is premised on
the paradoxical promise of an autonomy only attamaia a radically dogmatic

subservience to someone else’s—usually textual—aid.

Y Thorstein VeblenThe Theory of the Leisure Clad$éew York: Penguin Books, 1994),
35.
42



Tied to Victorian liberalism, self-help did not begs the valorization of
individualism it resembles today, but had root$hutual improvement societies”
devoted to the uplift of the working cla¥sinspired by the British “mutual-aid” or “self-
help” societies in vogue during Flaubert’s timegtah provincial towns began producing
“emulation societies,” also known as “learned stes or “sociétés savantes.” The
social structure of the French learned societies ‘sinilar, though by no means
identical” to those of provincial Britaitf. But with their focus on independence,
competition, and upward mobility, savant societiese rough French counterparts to the
British self-help associations. “For the educatowl uplift of the working class,”
triumphantly remarked the president of the Mulhandtmulation Society in 1868, “We
have no further reason to envy the Engligh.”

These provincial societies were voluntary, exclelyivmale associations, related
to the gentleman’s club o€Cercle” regarding which Flaubert sarcastically notegim
Dictionary of Clichés“one must always belong to on€.According to Fox, “The
proliferation of thesociétés savantés one of the most startling and neglected cultura
phenomenon of nineteenth-century FrarféStience held a privileged place in these

associations, but their understanding of “scierveas so capacious as to at once

'8 Samuel Smiles’s bestsellgelf-Help one of the first works to coin the term, expanded
on an address Smiles gave to the Mutual Improvei®eciety of Leeds on “The Education of the
Working Class.”

19 Robert Fox, “The savant confronts his peers Thie Organization of Science and
Technology in France 1808-191@ambridge: Cambridge UP, 1980.

% Quoted in Carol Harrisofhe Bourgeois Citizen in Nineteenth-Century France:
Gender, Sociability, and the Uses of Emulaii@xford: Oxford UP, 1999), 85.

%L Gustave Flaubert, “On doit toujours faire partiendcercle” (Suffel Dictionnaire des
Idées Recug’340).

2 Fox, 244.
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encompass physics and aesthetics, chemistry atmiyhigPhilosophical speculation,
even literary production could be included in tb&alizing ambitions of emulation
societies,” Carol Harrison noté$This broad conception of science adopted by the
emulation societies explains why Flaubert wantesutatitieBouvard and PécuchéOn
the Lack of Method in the Sciences,” even thoughdiscipline of science proper is only
one branch of the clerks’ experiments. As Bersais fi, “what happens to horticultural
or jam-making expertise is identical to what hagptentheological doctrine” in
Flaubert's last work? With their focus on data, detail, and observattbe savant
societies reflected the increasing scientizatioallodisciplines, including art. Self-taught
and often explicitly utilitarian, these groups desged what Fox calls a “determined,
aggressive independence” amid the authoritariacataunal context of the second-
empire regimé> Stressing fieldwork above research and formatation, these
dilettantes were less interested in novel or urgdented theses than in the immersive
pleasure of first-hand observation.

Inspired by Flaubert’s offhanded description of iasrative as “a farcical
encyclopedia” BP xxx), Flaubertian criticism has been dominateclwew ofBouvard
and Pécucheas a parody of thidbrary-encyclopediaHugh Kenner and Michel Foucault
both emphasize the labyrinthine intertextuality=t#ubert’s last novel, describing it as a
book constructed from other books, a metaphoradiogliage’s structure of infinite

regress. Contesting this critical heritage, Eugeoeato argues for the supremacy of the

3 Harrison, 67.
%4 Bersani, 129.
% Fox, 241.
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museum as a paradigm for the Flaubertian taxonéwgording to him, the
Encyclopedia-Libraryis merely “one non-privileged term in an indiffateseries” in
Flaubert’s last work. The fact that some of Bouvaind Pécuchet’s projects are undone,
not by textual excess, but by natural forces, sgch fire that ruins their wheat crop,
indicates for him that Flaubert is not launchinguaely linguistic or textual critique. He
argues instead that it is “through the categorylofeum that questions of origin,
causality, representation, and symbolization arstrolearly stated” ilBouvard and
Pécuchet® While it is true that the encyclopedia is too treerd static a medium to
encapsulate all of Bouvard and Pécuchet’s endeatais “chronic acquisitiveness”
seems closer to the heterogeneous museums ofdiéésosavantes than to the orderly
collection of theLouvre,for instance. In the savants’ museums, “Committeenivers
were far more interested in chromolithography, pgaaphy, and the Industrial Design
School than in traditional fine arts like paintifgé And unlike the institutional
museums, participants in these groups preferredttth their own butterflies, find their
own shells and dig their own fossils, rather tharchasing from external collecto?slf
the library is at the center 8obuvard and Pécucheas Foucault and Kenner claffhthis
is not the organized, alphabetized, Diderotiaralipiof encyclopedic specialization, but

the bargain basemeittic-a-braccollections of the local sociétés savantes. Asdimn

% Eugene Donato, “The Museum’s FurnacEektual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-
Structuralist Criticism Edited by Josue V. Harari (New York: Cornell URy79), 220.

" Harrison, 80.

2 |bid.

2 Michel Foucault, “La Bibliotheque fantastique,tioduction toFlaubert, La tentation
de Saint AntoineEdited by Henri Ronse (Paris: Gallimard, 196 )gH KennerThe Stoic
Comedians: Flaubert, Joyce, and Becké@bston: Beacon, 1962).
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does in his essay, historians often “ignore leasuieties altogether as they trace a
teleological movement away from the cabinet ofasities towards the ‘disciplinary
museum’.®® However, Flaubert's engagement with the phenomeridime savant
societies suggests that the origins of the modeimientory might lie, not in the
disinterested description of the enlightenment elopedia, but in the fanaticism of the

nineteenth-century self-improvement zealot.

Idle Curiosities

“Savants.—Mock them. To be a savant, one needsmaeaiyory and work.”
-Dictionary of Clichés375%

Learned societies continue as active participanEsénch towns today, now even
including Flaubert among their subjects. At thearst, these associations are marked by
“the idle curiosity of pension-fund retirees,” asatles Louandré described them in
18463 indicating just how typical Bouvard and Pécuchetenfor their time. Louandré
continues to lament that these societies are yscathprised of

lost children of haphazard theories of politicabeomy, law, history, science,

and literature. Magnetism, phrenology, fourieri$rameopathy, humanitarian

30 Harrison, 79.
381 «savants.—Les blaguer. Pour étre savant, il nedaa de la mémoire et du travail,”
Gustave FlaubertDictionnaire des Idées RecyegSuffel 375).
%2 “|a curiosité oisive des rentiers désoeuvrés.” tBgsociation littéraire et scientifique
en France. Les societies savants et littérairda peovince,’Revue des deux mondé846), 528.
Translations of this text are my own.
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progress, all these things that there have thburial, each is allowed to share

his ideas, and to contradict those of otfrs.
Despite their prolific output, the general histaticonsensus is that the savant societies
did little or nothing to advance the developmenkmdwledge in their fields,
antagonizing both the government and the acadeaxyd€scribes their contributions to
science as “decidedly patchy*ivhile Harrison observes that “learned societies in
general contributed very little to the progress@énce or letters in nineteenth-century
France.® Sociétés savantes were particular irritants éoMimistry of Public
Instruction, which attempted to assimilate thenpycthem, and quash them. Fox notes,
“the sociétés savantes became the focus for otieahost intense of mid-century
debates about the proper extent of ministerialogatives.*® The societies’ antagonistic
relation to the Ministry’s monopoly in educationdacan historical dimension to Leo
Bersani’s suggestion that Bouvard and Pécuchetigefic dabbling may contain the
seeds of a politically subversive critique. “Thetability of Bouvard and Pécuchet as
characters,” he notes, “points to a kind of resisteto strategies of powetHowever,
Bersani’s reading elides Flaubert’s insistence uperincontrovertible futility of the
clerks’ pursuits; Bouvard and Pécuchet will nevemniore than irritating gadflies to
French professional life. The extreme particulaoityhe savants’ epistemological

pursuits produced a paradoxical breed of disinteddg utilitarian research. Papers were

% |bid., 521
% Fox, 257.
% Harrison, 79.
% Fox, 243.
37 Bersani, 132.
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presented to the Emulation Society of Doubs onesatbjincluding, “Inscription on a
stone needle of the Ornans territory”; “Note oreamr in Péclet'S’he Sharing of He&t
“An unedited letter by Voltaire”; “On deformities)firmities, and maladies reproduced
in artworks”; and “What is music?®
In her historical study of the learned society iariee, Harrison recounts the
following anecdote from the archives of the towrdofa. The story concerns a paper
submitted to the society by an amateur scientistiesh “Singular Inflammation of
Phosphorous in the Body of a Chicken.” During a&bettory Mardi Gras supper, the
author, father of the family, sat down to carvéhicken at the table. When he cut into the
chicken, plumes of smoke emerged, along with ansoadell. He recounts:
O great prodigy! With what great astonishment we adrilliant phosphorous
flame rise from the upper region of the insertibthe neck and spread itself in
an instant from one end to another, with a few atfatling in flames on the
table. This sad apparition killed the appetite... Mufsthe diners refused to eat
this infernal dish. Some of the more courageoussétiyncluded) hazarded a
taste and finding neither the odour nor the tasfghosphorous, but, on the
contrary, a tender and succulent meat, ate withsple™
After proceeding to dissect the chicken at therdjmoom table, the author of the paper
describes his astonishment at finding no abnormealib the carcass. The mystery is

explained when the author finally remembers an exyant he conducted a few days

% M.A. Kirchner, archivisteMémoires de la Société D’Emulation du Doubs, 188a51
“Table Générale Récapitulative,” University of Migan, 2, 41, 39, 12, 12. My translations.
% This episode is described and quoted in Harrisén,
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earlier with some phosphorous, whose smell offeridie and which he threw out the
window in disgust. He deduces that a chicken inydre must have found the
phosphorous and eaten it, and he uses the indim@n¢sent some hypotheses regarding
phosphoric acid and its effect on the alimentasteay to his local emulation society.

If this episode of the infernal chicken did notwsdly exist, Flaubert would have
had to invent if® Bouvard and Pécuchet yearn to undertake theirgvasphorous
experiment with a local mutt: “They could injecetdog with phosphorous, then shut it
in a cellar to see if it would breathe fire throutghsnout. But how would they inject it?
And besides, no one would sell them phosphorouseirfexperiments seem sadistic
enough when the guinea pig is the village mongrdikey thought of trapping it under
an air pump, having it breathe various gasses,mgakdrink poison. That might be so
much fun!” (59)—but it is the ease and rapiditylwithich the clerks move from testing
on dogs to testing on the town locals that is ewene troubling. Despite their village
interventions, “the hunchback did not stand angighter. The tax collector quit inhaling,
as it was making his wheezing twice as bad. Fouceawplained about the aloe pills,
which gave him hemorrhoids. Bouvard developed stbntaamps and Pécuchet had
terrible migraines” (610). The clerks have no quakbout meddling with others’ health
for the sake of their “science,” even developingitlown kidney and liver conditions
from the medical fads they entertain (65). Whatre, the dog they had experimented
upon breaks free, and they live in fear of its dadeitaliation. Since many of their

experiments are undertaken for the sake of scienttee “public good,” these

*0 Harrison herself connects the episode to Flaubeharacter Homais, 50.
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guestionable experiments serve to undermine tHarghropy of their more explicitly
charitable enterprises.

Just as, irbentimental Educatigrirlaubert’s detached bemusement with social
rules gives his world the quality of a game, as@i®u say$! Bouvard and Pécuchet
treat their town as their personal laboratory. B&atis different texts share in common a
concern with the casualties of uncommitted sttfdylaubert even confessed once, “How
often | have regretted not being a savant, and Inenvy their calm existences spent
studying the feet of flies, stars or flowef§!"Flaubert’s preoccupation with savants
predatedBouvard and Pécuchegoing back taMadame Bovarg town chemist, Homais.
“Member of several learned societies,” as Homadsdd his signature (“in fact, he
belonged to only one”), he is an “apostle of pregrand a local patriof* While
Emma’s sentimental romances are the explicit targethe text, Homais’ clichéd
manuals and treatises are the subtler villaifdadame BovaryThe happiest of fathers
and luckiest of men,” “whom everything conspiredtess,*> Homais is responsible for
almost every misfortune that occurs in the nareatithe fallout zone of Homais’

“success” is ever increasing. It is Homais’ disgiga on the benefits of art that inspires

*1 Pierre BourdieuThe Rules of Art, Genesis and Structure of thearigeField,
Translated by Susan Emanuel (California: Stanfoed$® 1995), 21.

*“Gustave FlauberSentimental Educatios’Frederic “thought of the plot of a play and
of subjects for paintings,” “dreamt of symphonié€syanted to paint” and attempts “to write a
novel calledSylvio, A Fisherman’s Soatc” Assembled in BourdielRules of Art5.

*3“Combien je regrette souvent de n’étre pas unrgaeacomme jenvie ces calmes
existences passeées a étudier des pattes de mdeshétpiles ou des fleurs!”. Gustave Flaubert,
Lettre a Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie, lesmh868 Oeuvres Complétes de Gustave
Flaubert

* Gustave FlauberMadame Bovary: Provincial LiveJranslated by Raymond N.
MacKenzie (Hackett Publishing, 2000 359, 186.

“*Ibid., 357.
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Charles to take Emma to the opera, where she ssssdnd renews her acquaintance
with him. The disaster of Charles’s clubfoot suygeccurs at Homais’ instigation, and
Homais plants the idea of arsenic in Emma’s hedteMthe sociétés savantes are
mentioned by Flaubert’s critics, it is almost alway regards to Homais’ sign-off,
although the clerks are more fully fleshed out mers of this same provincial type. It

was Flaubert’s friends Maxime Du Camp and LouisiBai who convinced him to

make a suicidal housewife the subject of his ekt the character of Homais steals the
spotlight as soon as he appearsMeslame Bovarprogresses, Emma’s readings appear
increasingly as an alibi for interrogating the altge future for applied literature
embodied by Homais.

The clearest expression of Homais’ ruthless insémtiadism occurs at the end of
Madame Bovarywhen his ointments fail to cure a blind local gagof his facial sores,
and so the chemist desperately seeks to conceahtldence of his failure. (This is the
same blind man whose image has tormented Emmagiooti the narrative, appearing at
the moment of her death). Inventing stories forltloal Beaconabout the blind man’s
threat to village serenity, describing his “leprauml scrofulous diseases” as blights upon
village life, Homais finally succeeds at getting thlind man imprisoned for lif&.

Harrison notes how beggars “were an obsessionedGtneral Associations,”
charitable groups organized by the savant socidflash like Homais, these associations

saw charity as part of their prerogative as agehliscal progress. However, this charity

“ See “Introduction,Madame Bovary: Provincial Lives.
*” Madame Bovary355.
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of the savants viewed the poor chiefly as obstao@sodern progress and development.
As Harrison recounts,
The ‘extirpation of mendicity’ was the first pridyiof the Bisontin
association. Before the close of its first yeae, @lssociation convinced local
authorities to criminalize public begging...Mendicitsas a moral, rather than
an economic, problem. Its practitioners rejecteddolutions of work and
family that bourgeois philanthropists offered te ths of pauperisni®
The savants had little tolerance for any art, graupifestyle that did not directly
contribute to their modernizing agenda; like Hom#igy did not hesitate to imprison
beggars in order to “improve” the village. Since,Slavoj Zizek observes, “capitalism
cannot reproduce itself on its own,” “it needs axconomic charity to sustain the cycle
of social reproduction® As Zizek puts it, “Charity is the humanitarian rkésding the
face of economic exploitation®This is a form of bourgeois hypocrisy Flaubert knew
well:

A magnificent dream consumed [Bouvard and Pécucli¢tley succeeded with

their pupils’ education, they would found an ingiibn whose purpose would be

to rectify minds, straighten our personalities,@rla hearts. They were already

talking about subscriptions and building new win@&0)

8 Harrison, 169-70.
49 Zizek, 20.
* |bid., 19.
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Such self-serving initiatives enact the worst palssinterpretation of the DIY ideology to
mean a diversion from a more conscientious forrsoafal participation. “Do-it-yourself”
has come to mean “do it to others”—quilt free.

Homais’ successes as village guardian and buddumgglist embolden him, and
he soon tries his hand at more grandiose occuatidaubert describes his trajectory in
Madame Bovaryin a paragraph that offers a condensed versidimeoéntire epic of
Bouvard and Pécuchet

Now for a book, an opus! Accordingly, he compiée8tatistical Survey of
the Canton of Yonville, with Climatological Obsdrgas Statistics led him into
philosophy. He turned his mind to the questionthefday, to social problems,
to the ‘moralization’ of the lower classes, to fisteeding, rubber, railways, and
so on. He began to feel ashamed of being a bowge®iaped the artistic
temperament; he smoked! And he bought a smarpp&ompadour statuettes
to grace his drawing roomMB 356)

A cascade effect links Homais’ dabbling with lowetass morality to his forays with
rubber and railways, just as Bouvard and Pécuchiehot only experiment with
chemistry and geology, but will dabble in educatmiiage politics, and medicine. What
is important for Flaubert is that social justicgust another item in the list of Homais’
self-serving ambitions; charity has no nobler aiweothan fish breeding, and
benevolence is not exempt from the callousnesseofliiettante. From the perspective of
the savant, Pompadour statuettes and problem<iafl stass are equivalent; poverty is

merely one more discipline to check off the lislo comment or critique from Flaubert is
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required; the mere framework of the list is enot@mdicate the full scope of his
character’s instrumentalism.

Just as Bouvard and Pécuchet eventually grow unattderate stupidity (“Then
their minds developed a piteous faculty, that atpring stupidity and being unable to
tolerate it”) (205), a point that critics of therrative like to stress, Homais ‘began to feel
ashamed of being a bourgeois,’ in a way that shdisicburage readers from interpreting
Bouvard and Pécuchet’s increasing self-awareneasam of their moral improvement.
While one would be hard-pressed to find anythirdgeming about Homais’ self-serving
schemes, some critics, spurred by the clerks’ asing intolerance for stupidityegard
Bouvard and Pécuchet as mouthpieces for Flauhmotical critique®® Rather than
relying on the expertise of authorities, Bouvard &&cuchet insist upon testing all
knowledge firsthand, and so are seen as rebelfjamst the narrowness of disciplinary
stratification. Marx might say that Bouvard and i&et's DIY projects reflect their
frustration with the “one-sided development” of theision of labor: “If the
circumstances in which the individual lives allomnlonly the one-sided development of
a single quality at the expense of all the reshely give him the material and time to
develop only that one quality, then this individaahieves only a one-sided, crippled
development® Sentenced by their jobs to copy all day long,dleeks yearn to express

their autonomy through their leisure.

°1 See, for instance, Richard Terdiman, “Counter-Hrists Strategies of Ideological
Critique in Marx and FlaubertDiacritics: A Review of Contemporary Criticistpno. 3 (1979):
18-32, and Leo Bersarnihe Culture of Redemption
%2 Karl Marx, The German Ideologft.ondon: GBR, ElecBook, 1970), 147.
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But the heroism of the DIY method of capitalist geitsion is questionable at
best. Experimenting first with making their ownday, then with preserving food in tins,
the clerks “began to suspect fraud in all food pictg.” “They quibbled with the baker on
the color of his bread. They made an enemy of theeg by claiming that he adulterated
his chocolate” (48). Today DIY reflects a warine§sassembly line anonymity, but
within the context of nineteenth-century France, ¢lerks’ complacency is an insult to
the craftsmen and specialists who have devotedIlihes to the trades which the clerks
so haphazardly appropriate. It is when the DIYispgcomes privatized as leisure
activity that it is most pernicious; when DIY erdeéhe modern home it is not as an
undermining of the relations of production, butfas elusive quest for the perfect, purest
product.

The clerks proudly invite some villagers over tstéatheir homemade wares, but
the response is distressing. In a preview of mamijtag scenes to follow in the wake of
the twenty-first century Brooklyn artisanal moverdfaubert recounts the outcome of
the clerks’ experiments in home preserving:

Pécuchet opened a bottle of his Malaga, less ogeo¢rosity than in
hopes of hearing it praised. But the laborer magemace and said it was “like
licorice syrup.” And his wife, “to get the tastet@mf her mouth,” demanded a
glass of brandy...Pécuchet, tormented by the mishtptihe Malaga, took the
tins from the armoire, opened the lid of the fiteen a second, then a third. He

tossed them aside in a rage and called Bouvard.over
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Their disappointment was complete. The slices af laoked like boiled
shoe soles. A murky liquid had replaced the lobStke fish stew was beyond
recognition. Mushrooms were growing on the soupd Are entire laboratory
reeked with an intolerable stench. (50)

According to Marx, the bespoke impulse reflectsdasire for “self-assertion” which life
under capitalism produces; alienated from the outeof their labor, in their leisure
people want to stamp their individuality on theeadts they produce. However, as long as
economic exchange under capitalism continues, Mairxs that this desire for self-
assertion will always be futile. In Marx’s idealrnmunist society, every individual
would be well rounded and proficient in differemdis, the idealized versions of which
Bouvard and Pécuchet are the sad and inadequétg. Bat this productive, generative
form of autodidacticism would only be possible isaeiety driven by community, rather
than self-interest, where people’s skills are fyetdveloped, rather than imposed by the
economy as necessary respite from alienated |&hbthin communist society, the only
society in which the original and free developmainnhdividuals ceases to be a mere
phrase, this development is determined preciselppéyxonnection of individuals,” and it
is a product of “the necessary solidarity of treefdevelopment of all,” Marx say$This
free development is not something that can be evbbie the individual in her leisure time;
it must be a well roundedness that the empiricatidmns of social life demand. On the
one hand, Marx believes that it is only when comisimrhas arrived that anything like a

true self-help would be possible. On the otherugfim the revolution can only occur

% Marx, 163.
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through the autonomous efforts of the people, &ipaghat leads to the well-known
contradiction between the need for action andnbisience upon economic determinism
in Marx’s thought.

And so, lest we over-idealize the clerks’ pursuiigyx reminds us of the do-it-
yourselfer’s inexorable subjection. Similarly, aatiag to Adorno, the danger of the DIY
spirit is the possibility of a kind of false consgsness in regards to the extent of one’s
emancipation from the conditions one is protestBeaking of DIY, Adorno trenchantly
muses, in a passage worth quoting in full,

‘Do it yourself,” this contemporary type of spamaé¢ behaviour fits however
into a much more far-reaching context. More tharytlyears ago | described
such behavior as ‘pseudo-activity’. Since then pgsaativity has spread
alarmingly, even (and especially) amongst thoselgeoho regard themselves
as anti-establishment. Generally speaking thegeasl reason to assume that all
forms of pseudo-activity contain a pent-up needhiange the petrified relations
of society. Pseudo-activity is misguided spontanditisguided, but not
accidentally so; because people do have a dim@asmf how hard it would be
to throw off the yoke that weighs upon them. Thesfer to be distracted by
spurious and illusory activities, by institutiormdd vicarious satisfactions, than
to face up to the awareness of how little accesg tiave to the possibility of
change today. Pseudo-activities are fictions amddves of the same
productivity which society on the one hand inceigaralls for, but on the other

holds in check and, as far as the individual isceoned, does not really desire at
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all.>
Pseudo-activities are daydreams borne of middissal@alaiseBouvard and Pécuchét
an experiment in what would happen if one had ghodunity to render the DIY
imaginary real: what if you were granted that sudaendfall, that early retirement, the
country house you had been yearning for? It idyikieat, just as for Flaubert’s
characters, the desk job would acquire a whole kied/of appeal, and you would soon
be plotting your return to the shackles of meraéldr. DIY is a paradigmatic expression
of the desire for self-expression that capitaliswdpces but can never fulfill. To view
the clerks as models of subversive agency would ireat their pseudoactivity as
consequential, and to ignore Flaubert’s prescigisience upon the insufficiency of the
do-it-yourself imaginary.

In a fairly mordant critique of the virtuousnesstié homemade, Bouvard and
Pécuchet do not transcend consumerism throughghgects but become all the more
indebted and enslaved. What is shocking about El&islposition is the capaciousness of
his critique of the pragmatic tendency; for himligoal plotting and home preserving are
equally “spurious” and “illusory,” to use Adornasrms. Part of Flaubert’'s agenda in
settingBouvard and Pécuchghirty years in the past was to document the spiotive
futility of revolutionary hopes. While the earlylhaf the nineteenth century in France
was defined by revolutionary aspirations, by 18¥Ben Flaubert was writing, the
emergence of the Paris Commune and the defeaé @&dttle of Sedan meant that

“enthusiasm dropped, institutions vegetated, deta@lbegan to take hold in historical

> Adorno, 194.
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and social thought,” as Claudine Cohen recountsofling to herBouvard and
Pécuchebecame for Flaubert, “ a kind of observatory frofmah it was possible...to
judge with a certain cynicism the revolutionarymiamtic hopes placed in the success of
science and the progress of the human spititike Bouvard and PécucheBentimental
EducationandMadame Bovarare defined by a refusal to hierarchize the fields

human endeavor. This is not merely an elitist detign of amateur curiosity in favor of
professionalism, but a panoramic meditation upenféincical futility of all human efforts
at warding off the inevitable omnipotence of théunal world. Indeed, Bouvard and
Pécuchet’s deranged literalism shows up the dogmatf all, even the most established,
disciplinary fields. Flaubert confessed to Guy dauassant, “I want to show that
education, no matter what it is, does not signifychn and that nature does everything, or
almost everything”BP xxxi-ii). Driven by the desire to master the vagaries of the
market, the body, and the social world, the selplspirit appealed to Flaubert’s interest
in the pathos of “human aspiration: the age-oldrde¢e be more than oneself, to reach
fulfillment, to find happiness’BP x). Bouvard and Pécuchegises the difficult problem
of what kind of activity would count as “authentigglf-help in the face of the idle

ostentation of “conspicuous leisure.”

Cultivating Gardens

“The end ofCandide—‘let us cultivate our garden’—is the greatest nhégason that
exists,”
- Flaubert to Edmond de Goncourt, (“Prefad@guvard and Pécuchetxix).

%5 Claudine Cohen, “Bouvard et Pécuchet réécrivenstéences,Alliage, numéro 37-38,
1998: 2.
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The July revolution of 1830, combined with the riendustrial progress, created
a cultural privileging of the utilitarian in Franteat many savants endorsed, but others
wanted to resist. As M. Charles Louandre obseri&diew era has commenced for the
sociétés savantes with the July revolution...Whengaupare, to thirty years ago, the
research of the sociétés savantes, the thingiteasfrikes you is the predominance of
positivist and purely scientific studies aboverhiy subjects, and the complete
effacement of philosophical researcf.In his “Discours du President” before the
Société Impériale des Sciences, de I'AgriculturgestArts de LilleAuguste Lamy
lyrically pleaded with his constituency, “An eloqueratorical movement, a beautiful
poetic composition, a natural scene seized insh ftd truth by a painter, a soft melody, a
magisterial harmony that touches us, moves us,uglwith admiration, and it never
occurs to us to ask: what use does it séflemy emphatically continues, “The most
seemingly useless theoretical research...can beasithetime, the source of the most
important applications for the well-being of mafi ¥While the savants saw it as their
mission to educate the lower classes about Freziehtgic progress and industry, they
also styled themselves as guardians of the ingiteectors of the pure, disinterested
research that was being threatened by the predaoenaf manual labor. One savant

dramatically exclaimed, “There is no longer anadfof the mind, but an office of

°¢ Charles Louandre, “De L'Association LittéraireSsientifique en France: Les Sociétés
savantes et littéraires de Paris.” Revue Des Deomdds XVI Année. Nouvelle Série, (Tome
XVI, ler Octobre, 1846), 520.
" Auguste LamyMémoires de la Societé Impériale des SciencesAdedulture et des
Arts de Lille 2nd ser. 9, 1862, xlii.
%8 |bid., xli.
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recipes; the products of thought are priced likeamandise in a boutiqué®It is in this
climate, amid these debates, that Flaubert writefirral narrative. “Bouvard and
Pécuchet are great consumers of guides and masfyaiactical science, which they use
like books of recipes,” as Cohen obsertfes.

During this period, one of the most intense sitegdebates regarding the merits
of utilitarian versus speculative research waggtirelen. In the provinces, where the
societies flourished, horticulture was a primargus. Harrison notes,

Bourgeois associations claimed that horticulture asvital to the
public good as agriculture and hence that theividies were as useful as those
of agricultural societies. The Bisontin associaand for a ‘professor of
horticulture’ to tour the department giving lectsien ‘rational methods’ to
replace old routines.’...In addition to sponsoringtlees, the Mulhousien
society assembled a horticultural library and deotion of wax fruit that
established a standard of perfection for all gaedsti
While the horticultural societies described theingiple aim as being to teach the lower
classes the science of gardening, in fact thesereecwere attended by a distinctly
bourgeois demographic. Instead of promoting thétugdlthe town—their original

purpose—the society’s garden quickly became alpged respite from the dinginess of

*9 |bid., 522.
0 Cohen, 3.
®1 Harrison, 107.
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the rest of the village, a place where bourgeois omild fraternize away from the
inquiring eyes of the local peasafts.

The garden was also the place for the gender golifi bourgeois leisure pursuits
to make themselves felt. While “decorative” garagnivas considered a distinctly
feminine pursuit, the sociétés savantes soughtaimate the more “masculine” public
utility of their horticultural endeavors. Harrisemplains, “Floriculture was an agreeable
distraction for ladies, but men who grew vegetalblese ‘contributing to the
improvement of gardens for...the well-being of th@glation, and thus providing yet
another assurance of the maintenance of the gatedt and prosperity of Francé>Yet
with its portrayal of the masculine degradationha aesthetid3ouvard and Pécuchet
challenges the critical narrative which views EmBaowvary’s consumptive reading
approach as a uniquely feminine phenomenon. RitsiFdaims that for Flaubert and
other modernists, “woman is the archetypal naraelee who is unable to distinguish
between texts and life,” arguing that Emma Bovatgdual literalism is “symptomatic
of a particular ideology of femininity>® However, the continuities between Emma’s
reading methodology and the clerks’ suggests tlaatiiert’s critique is not directed at a

particular gender, but at the broader utilitariamate they reflect.

62 Zizek notes, of the hypocrisy of charity, “The ey#ary figures of evil today are not
ordinary consumers who pollute the environmentlaedin a violent world of disintegrating
social links, but those who, while fully engagedieating conditions for such universal
devastation and pollution, buy their way out ofitleevn activity, living in gated communities,
eating organic fruit, taking holidays in wildlifegserves, and so on” (27).

® Harrison, 107-108.

® Felski, 85.

62



Although they consult local specialists, the clestksnot attend local lectures on
how to garden; instead, their source of authosityg Roret manual, although Pécuchet
dreams that he will one day be “a member of arcatjural society, would shine at
exhibitions, be quoted in the newspaper” (38). Heveafter a great storm destroys the
clerks’ farming efforts, tearing their latticewoakd fruit to the ground, the manual’s
authority is undermined, and its prescriptions adoguestionable air:

The authors recommend stopping up the ducts.tJithe sap gets blocked
and the tree suffers. To thrive, it really shoutdréar fruit at all. Still, the ones
that are never pruned or manured produce bettiérfamaller, maybe, but
more flavorful. | demand that someone tell me wigt is! And it's not just each
variety that requires specific care, but each iiddial tree depending on the
climate, the temperature, and God knows what &sdhen, where’s the rule?
And what hope do we have of any success or prBie?38)

Flaubert’s aesthetic critique of the instructionnmal has two grounds. First, the manual
can’'t account for the infinite particularities aftaal life—it can’t anticipate all the
contingencies of temperature, locale, reader, #tat,may arise. Second, the manual
needlessly meddles with the natural order; whi lgdvantage it provides
simultaneously creates more problems that need twlyed. By unnaturally forcing a
tree to produce fruit, you create an excess ofwhjgh in turn needs to be managed or
stopped, reflecting self-help’s complicity in praiig the demand for ever more

manuals, consumption, and work.
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Consulting multiple, often contradictory volumesoate, the clerks’ projects are
undone by their very excess of enthusiasm, whitmately serves to undermine the
authority of the instigating text. Their overzea@mbrace of the self-help spirit leads to
its implosion. At the same time, it is this veryldee to perfectly inhabit the self-help
ethos that ensures the continuance of the clesktial engagements. Like Pécuchet
with his gardening manual, Emma also practicesra faf talismanic identification, and
she is similarly susceptible to the influence @& fhictorial. Just as Pécuchet admires a
gardening manual for its cover, Emma decides, 8feted to become a saint. She
bought rosaries, wore amulets, and asked forla tatiquary set in emeralds to be placed
at the head of her bed, that she might kiss ityemigrht.”®> Emma’s fantasy of acquiring
sainthood by imitating it resonates with the modajanction to “dress the part” or
“dress for success.” A similar sensibility is asated with the character Martinon in
Sentimental Educatiowho, “wanting already to appear serious, worebeigrd cut like a
collar around his neck® Emma’s focus on ornament rather than ideals isxample of
what Jonathan Culler calls her “misplaced conceterf’ a disorder the copy clerks
suffer from as well. Her fixation on accessorieffeds her superficiality, but it also
represents Emma’s wish for a shortcut to the resvardl markers of meaningful

experience.

> MB, 225.

% Gustave Flauber§entimental EducatiofNew York: Dover, 2006), 17.

67 Jonathan Culleflaubert: The Uses of Uncertaintfithaca: Cornell UP, 1974), 196.
64



Earlier, “Emma wanted to learn Italian: she boutjbtionaries, a grammar book,
and a provision of white paper. She tried seri@asling, history, and philosoph$#"The
constructions of the sentences about sainthoodtalnh are almost identical. Both
sentences begin with an abrupt declaration of eésirthe French, in both cases, “Elle
voulut...”), and then proceed to list the acquisii@magined to be necessary for its
fulfillment. Discussed in isolation, such narrativements appear almost
inconsequential; the reader might even applaudhheacter’s resolve. When compiled
and compared, however, and by sheer virtue of thaltiplicity, the declarations adopt a
kind of Sisyphean fatalism, where their very faariliy belies the resolution being
described. The same formula appears with sligh&trans (from the passé simple to the
imperfect “lls voulaient...”) iBBouvard and PécucheDn ancient history: “They wanted
to read the original sources, Grégoire de Toursydttelet, Commines, all those authors
with strange and enticing namés.Or later, speaking of Bouvard, “He wanted to learn
to further his knowledge of mores. He reread Paukdck, skimmed through an old
copy of The Hermit of the Chaussée-d’Antif!. The effect of this structure is to
highlight the belatedness of the textual aids, Whas in the scene with the gardening
manual, are consigned to an afterthought becaeyeatie always dependent upon the
desires they serve. In addition, the aestheticatlsjsingularity is nullified by virtue of
the list-like sequence in which it appears. LikébmiEmma, the clerks’ future projects are

driven not by choice but by a kind of accidentatessity; they need new exploits to

% MmB, 137.
9 BP, 106.
0 bid., 118.
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distract them from previous failures, and from éim¢ological emptiness that their
projects are meant to conceal.

Disillusioned with the gardening manual whose cdwehad so admired,
Pécuchet attempts to conceal his barren fruit ttbesembarrassing reminders of his
horticultural inadequacy, with the help of Boitas@he Garden Architect Roret guide
to different landscaping styles. Boitard dividesdgams into different types; there is the
“Melancholic or Romantic” garden, which incorpoateins and tombs, the “Dreadful”
type of landscape, which uses hanging rocks anitiesed trees, the “Exotic,” “Pensive,”
“Fantastic,” “Majestic,” and “Mysterious” styles gardensBP 39). In the actual
handbook, Boitard introduces the section “On Cotiwes and Scenes,” which the clerks
use to construct their own landscape, with the rkrieat “it is necessary to establish a
principle that applies to all, without which we wdwreate only ridiculous or absurd
compositions: we want to speak about the rule offention.”* One can imagine how
this schooling in conventionality would have appekto the author of thBictionary of
Clichéd Later on, though, Boitard admits, “If we wantedareview and describe every
convention or more this chapter would be too larg] even had we chosen to turn it into
a thick volume, it would still be incomplete, fdrere are a thousand conventions for each
state, for each position in the world, and maybieeicth man* It is the inherent
inability of the instruction manual to anticipateeey contingency that Bouvard and

Pécuchet’s disastrous pastimes bring to the fore.

L M. Boitard,Manuel de L'Architecte des Jardins: L'art de lesrquoser et de les
décorer (Paris: Chez Leonce Laget, 1834), 32.
2 |bid., 34.
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Flaubert’s protagonists are characterized by thesceptibility to passing fads,
and Boitard’s landscaping “moods” present no exoepDeciding on the “Dreadful”
type of landscape, due to the regional accessilmfitocks and moss, Pécuchet even
incorporates a fallen tree into his landscapingetain Once finished, he proudly displays
his garden to a crowd of the village elite:

In the light of dusk, it was something terrifyitggbehold. The
mountainous boulder occupied the entire lawn, dngbtformed a cube in the
middle of the spinach, the Venetian bridge madecamflex over the beans—
and beyond that, the cabana was a huge blackithdahey had scorched its roof
to render it more poetic. (44)

The villagers are not impressed. “Madame Bourdirstout laughing, everyone else
followed suit. The priest emitted a kind of cluogirHurel coughed, and the doctor had
tears in his eyes... So much disparagement was dhe tadackest envy,” the copy clerks
surmise (45-47). Pécuchet is oblivious to the imappateness of the setting of the
vegetable garden for the poeticism of his landsaapit; his garden is the monstrous
outcome of the attempt to combine functionalism aesthetics. One cannot plop a
gothic tomb in the middle of a bed of spinach, nedite lyricism of the Venetian bridge
with the pedestrian pods of beans, without regardhfe unsightly commingling of the
utilitarian and the poetic. The scene parodiesdleof the garden in autodidactic

culture as a site for indecision over the propecfion of aesthetics.

67



What would it mean to read Flaubert’'s fam@istionary of Clichés—-the
sarcastic guide to social conformity that was toatadeBouvard and Pécuch@t—in the
context of Boitard’s insistence upon the need éofving convention in designing
landscaping tableaus? Ridicule is the risk hauriBioigard’s every instruction; it is the
punishment for not following his instructions wehg fine line separating a successful
and a failed emulation. “Never risk a grand picsaree composition,” Boitard warns,
“for, if by the force of art, you evade local impreeties and ridicule, you will end up
necessarily with the monotonous, particularly ifiyare without water™ Far from
encouraging independence of mind and spirit, Bdisaemphasis is on pandering to
trend, propriety, and the irrational whims of paso

Boitard writes, “In all decorations, you must subtoithe taste of the day, to the
trends of the moment. These trends are not alwagsreasonable, we know, but

nevertheless, like with a despotic queen: one winsy.”>

Read alongside Boitard,
Flaubert’'sDictionary of Clichésacts as a critique of self-help’s schooling infoomity.
Flaubert offers in this work a parody of the homugjey that the self-help manual
exploits. For instance, under the entry for “Ol®@#” Flaubert’s reader is advised,

“Never good. You should have a friend in MarseiMeo sends you a small barrel of it”

(68). Under “Newspapers” he instructs,

3 Flaubert had largely completed thistionary by 1850, prior to beginningouvard
and Pécuchet~rom his letters and notes it seems he may hlava@d for theDictionary,
alongside the€€atalogue of Fashionable Ideds,compose an entire second volum8adaivard
and Pécuchet'consisting almost entirely of quotationd’efters: 1857-1880263). He died,
however, before the Volume was complete, leaviegntluch shorter appendix that is often
published withBouvard and Bcuchettoday.

™ Boitard, 32.

®Ibid., 34.
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You must leave them about in your drawing roomin@gkare to cut pages
before hand. Marking certain passages in bluesis iahpressive. In the
morning, read an article in one of these gravesatid journals; in the evening,
in company, bring the conversation around to thges, and shine. (66-67)
A critique of the guidebook’s ideological compligitheDictionary parodies self-help’s
affirmation of the status quo. Indeed, the titlactibnary” for Flaubert’s little volume is
a misnomer. Instead of the denotative explanatdrtichés one might expect from a
dictionary, Flaubert's entries assume a sardornigatscriptive form. “MONOPOLY:
Thunder against” (64), “SELFISHNESS: Complain diers people’s; overlook your
own’ (80), “YAWNING: Say, ‘Excuse me, it isn’t theompany, it's my stomach™ (92)
etc. Jacques Barzun observes, “The cliché, asitenndicates, is the metal plate that
clicks and reproduces the same image mechanicélput end. This is what
distinguishes it from an idiom or a proverf8.But rather than supporting this distinction,
Flaubert’sDictionary reveals the inextricable complicity between the modes: many
of the clichés Flaubert incorporates are unmistigiatmverbial, grounded in the
superstitious automatism of the masses (E.g. “BA&Klap on the back can start
tuberculosis”) (17)The trajectory of Flaubert’s narrative from destiap to prescription
formally documents the self-help “fate” of the taey, or the prescriptive destination of

the aesthetic, that occupied his late work.

® Gustave FlauberThe Dictionary of Accepted IdeaEranslated & with introduction
and Notes by Jacques Barzun (Canada: New Diredlonk, 1968), 8.
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TheDictionary's ironic engagement with the self-help manual also vulgarilze
novel’s traditional investment in social generabtiand prescriptions. This is something
Flaubert had already begun to addredg@mame Bovaryin which every single figure of
counsel giving is undermined. The inane prescnistiof the curé, the doctor, and the
town accountant have repercussions just as dia@ysentimental story Emma reads.
Although theDictionary sarcastically registers the proximity betweenrtbeel and the
guidebook, it is far from a passive concessiorm#inexorable didacticism of the text.
Flaubert concludes his epic critique of textuatrmsientalism by offering a heap of
clichés where, in a different kind of work, a mooalproverb might reside.
Denaturalizing the ritual of proverbial summatitime dictionary of clichés parodies the
conceit of the concluding message, turning theferimiy of a moral prize into a buffet of
useless utterances. The trajectorotivard and Pécuchétom narrative to manual, like
that ofMadame Bovaryrom Emma to Homais, seems to enact languagefsimental
fate.It offers a sarcastic retort to the classical defr textual wisdom, documenting the
utilitarian degradation of the literary, the stirfim the art of the self to the art of self-

management.

Conclusion

In contrast to self-help’s insistence upon “mindmeo,” or the capacity of the will
to influence circumstance, Flaubert’s narrativewtoents the futility of human agency
and control before the dictates of nature and tBeewvard and Pécuchét the ruin’s

ironic retort to the utilitarian interpretationspwsed upon it. Imagining the perspective
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of the rain, rebuking the gardener’s false mastémgices chance’s guffaw at the
merchant’s string of good luck, or the fire’s disdfor a bountiful harvest of wheat. His
sense of the paltriness of human aspiration blegdg-laubert’s awareness that every
aesthetic utterance risks complicity with the wasssible interpretation of it that can
arise. He commented, “Books...are made like pyramitiere’s some long-pondered
plan, and then great blocks of stone are placednoriep of the other, and it's back-
breaking, sweaty, time-consuming work. And all topurpose! It just stands like that in
the desert! But it towers over it prodigiously. Kals piss at the base of it, and bourgeois
clamber to the top of it, etd”Describing his impression of the ruins of Carna@drip
to Brittany, Flaubert returns to the problem ofard utility:
We understood perfectly then the irony of thesaige boulders that, since the
age of the Druids, have laughed in their greerelicheards at seeing all the
imbeciles that came to stare at them. Savants ¢yt their lives in attempting
to determine their past usages; don’'t you admisedternal preoccupation of
the unfeathered biped with finding some sort ofuisess for everything? Not

content with distilling the ocean to salt his stewgd assassinating elephants to

" Les livres ne se font pas comme les enfants, coaisne les pyramides, avec un
dessein prémédité, et en apportant des grandslhlogsar-dessus l'autre, a force de reins, de
temps et de sueur, et ¢ca ne sert a rien ! Et ¢a dess le désert ! Mais en le dominant
prodigieusement. Les chacals pissent en bas bolegeois montent dessus, etc., continue la
comparaison. Gustave Flaubert, quoted in Alberbdinilet'sGustave FlaubertParis: Plon-
Nourrit et cie, 1922), 136.

71



make knife-handles out of them, his egotism isragabvoked when he is faced
with some debris or other whose utility he cargufie out’®

Bourgeois “egotism” emerges in response to thellibhato recognize an object’s use.
However, this inability to ascertain an object’s us for Kant a precondition for
appreciation of the beautiféi.Thus, self-help is threatening for Flaubert beedtss
insistence on use robs us of a precious opportéontgeauty. At the same time, their
unprecedented confidence in the durability of thigarian hermeneutic (brought about
by its increasing commodification) granted autHike Flaubert, and later Joyce, West,
and Beckett, a margin for aestheticist deviatiat thould not pose a threat to their
writings’ social integration. These authors weeefto critique, undermine, and divert the
self-help hermeneutic because they had withessstchind the tremendous ubiquity and
persistence of the utilitarian compulsion.

To concludeBouvard and Pécuchéys important groundwork for the analyses
that follow. It dispels the taint of the anachsim by exemplifying how the do-it-
yourself ethos provides a productive occasion &stjan the very sustainability of one of
the earliest and most foundational experimentsodemist negation. The narrative
further indicates how a subject so seemingly triagaself-improvement actually touches

upon such themes as the intractability of deathreatdre, while also laying bare the

dependence of the ideal of aesthetic autonomy @péhvasiveness of the utilitarian

8 Oeuvres Complétes de Gustave Flaubert, VaCofrespondence |l (1850-1859)
(Paris: Club de I'nonnéte homme, 1974-1976), 99.
¥ He writes, “of all these three kinds of satisfant[the pleasant, the good, the
beautiful], that of taste in the beautiful is alandisinterested and free satisfaction; for no
interest, either of interest or reason, here foorgsassent” Immanuel Kar@€ritique of Judgment
(New York: Hafner Press, 1951), 44.
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spirit. If Bouvard and Pécuchet grew out of savaiiure, theirs is another kind of do-it-
yourself activity. Flaubert’s narratidocuments a crucial moment of social change when
the communal improvement spirit becomes privataed form of domestic, leisure
activity, when the locus of self-help shifts frohetpublic square to the private garden. It
depicts how this privatization of self-help corresgs to its textualization, for what
Flaubert’s novel indicates above all is the litgranport of this newly instrumentalized
reading method. Thoroughly attuned to the eargigstmers of the self-improvement
craze, Flaubert, the founder of high modernistrestgtism, feared the brute, assimilative
power of bourgeois utilitarianism to absorb evemrtiost recalcitrant of literary and

philosophical objects.
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CHAPTER TWO

Chasing Healthy-Mindedness in Wharton and James

The antediluvians Henry James and Edith Whartemat authors typically
associated with the modern discourse of self-hBlping so stretches our sense of both
the scope of these authors’ cultural engagemesitsel as the temporal parameters of
the self-improvement industry. Yet their critiquefghe early self-improvement ethos
could almost be mistaken for contemporary polemiicspoint this out is not to de-
historicize their works but rather to paint a pretof the late-Victorian pre-history of
self-help, which for these authors encapsulategetieg over the generational continuity
between Victorian moralism and the new therapeatticc.

While Flaubert’s proto-modernist aestheticismrisnpised upon his merciless
derision of the do-it-yourself epistemology, Whareimd James develop a more
dialectical account of modernism’s engagement s&tfihelp’s triumphalist discourse.
In “The Jolly Corner” (1908) modernism’s fetishisrhinteriority and self-help’s
exploitation of possibility meet in the figure ¢t “black stranger” who haunts Spencer
Brydon’s regret-filled imaginary. James shows $&elip’s obsession with professional
and economic potentiality to be the counterfactulaér of modernist psychology.
Wharton’s novellwilight Slee(1927) further and more sardonically troubles
modernism’s oppositional stance toward self-improget discourse. For Wharton, self-
help and modernism are fundamentally linked throtingiir embrace of individualism,

stream of consciousness, and seeming eschewadtofynand tradition.
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At first glance, no aesthetic movement seems éantamoved from self-help
practicality than modernist abstraction. If, as 8edl Berman writes, modernity is a
“crystal palace” in which no one wants to livéhen trying to inhabit modernism is like
trying to snuggle up comfortably in an Eames filteesg chair. The inhospitality of
modernism is parodied in Frank King’'s beloved 188fic stripGasoline Alleywhich
depicts an uncle and his nephew at an exhibit afermost art. “Modernism is a bit
beyond me. I'd hate to live in the place that pietwas painted,” Uncle Walt confesses,
only to find himself trapped inside a modernistpiaig, roaming amidst a nightmarish
cubist landscape of harsh angles and crooked sfrBet we need our art to be habitable,
asGasoline Alleysuggests, or does art’s value lie in its uncanmgility, in its capacity
to expose what Robert Musil calls the “other caodit that underwrites the everyday?
Such, for instance, is the contention of Philip Mé&ein inUnknowing which describes
European modernism as the systematic revelatitimedlind spots” of self-knowledge.
For Wharton, James, and even contemporary autbhohsas David Foster Wallace, self-
help comes to stand for this problem of the eveyydability of the modernist stance.

As a result of the literature’s reputation for esat impracticality (or better, anti-
practicality), when self-help arises in modernismroduces a crisis of cognitive
dissonance, or what sociologist Erving Goffmanscallrole dilemma.” Self-help marks

a neediness that you can’t write your way out &f.Goffman writes,

! Marshall BermanAll That is Solid Melts into Ai(New York: Penguin Books, 1982),
242.

2 Frank King, “Gasoline Alley,” ©@'he Chicago Tribune,930.The Smithsonian
Collection of Newspaper Comidsdited by Bill Blackbeard and Martin Williams (\8kington,
DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1977), 108.

% Robert Musil, “Toward a New Aestheti€recision and SoulLondon: University of
Chicago Press, 1990), 207. Philip Weinstéinknowing: The Work of Modernist Fictighhaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 2005), 1.
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Often important everyday occasions of embarrassarese when the self
projected is somehow confronted with another séitt, though valid in other
contexts, cannot be here sustained in harmonythathirst. Embarrassment,
then, leads us to the matter of “role segregati&ach individual has more than
one role, but he is saved from role dilemma by fance segregation,” for,
ordinarily, those before whom he plays out oneisfrbles will not be the
individuals before whom he plays out another, altghim to be a different
person in each role without discrediting either.
Self-help produces embarrassment—not merely abeutitsiality of its methods—but
also about intellectualism’s limits, as | shall Bxp more fully in the conclusion to this
chapter. If modernism’s impersonality, interiorignd aestheticism represent different
strategies for opposing self-help culture, Whadad James undermine this role
segregation. Their narratives bring out the maifigpeculation, aspiration, and paralysis

that unites the two discourses.

Spencer Brydon Tries Positive Thinking

Scholars have long suggested that Henry Jame$avayprovided the model for
the “sick soul” described by his brother Williarmdes as the “nerveless sentimentalist
and dreamer, who spends his life in a welteringaesgnsibility and emotion, but who

never does a manly concrete de2dBut little work has been done on the reverse

* Erving Goffman, “Embarrassment and Social Orgaitrd Interaction Ritual: Essays
in Face-to-Face BehavidNew Jersey: Transaction Publishers, 2005), 108.
® William JamesPrinciples of Psycholog§New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1918),
125). Speaking of this passage, Ross Posnock fibiesglifficult not to detect in this description
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guestion: how William James’s promotion of the ya#gl|f-help philosophy of “mind-
cure” inspired Henry James'’s critique of populaatetgies of self-realization. Against the
success paradigm that prospered during the yeats @dmposition, “The Jolly Corner”
addresses the familial and psychological casuattiesrole of chance, habit and futility,
left out of popular narratives of professional as@ment. Attending to James’s
engagement with the rising field of self-help enmghes the author’s prospective
orientation, rather than his retrospective glanaed, enables a new reading of modernist
interiority as representing the “immaterial labof’compulsory self-bettermefiin
James'’s story, the interminability of self-perfeatiand that of modernist revisionism
converge.

AdvertisingWhat You Can Do With Your Will Pow@917)! the success
manuals of James’s time incorporated biographiaailps and pictures of successful
individuals, hunting for clues to prosperity in thenkles of Cornelius Vanderbilt's
brow, for instance, or for inklings of future autla prowess in Shakespeare’s youthful
perseverance as a wool-comber. Translating classtreants into a mere matter of
personality, success manuals emphasized the rekeatégy, perseverance, and
sociability in professional achievement. As Johmrdioce explains, “Since...unplanned

economic processes appear to the individual asceh&e tries to combat mischance or

a caricature of HenryThe Trial of Curiosity: Henry, William James, argttChallenge of
Modernity(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 64.

® By “immaterial labor,” | mean the intangible, exturricular work demanded by life
under capitalism. A contemporary example woulddiead networking. The concept is discussed
in some depth by Maurizio Lazzarato in “Generatliect: Towards an Inquiry into Immaterial
Labour,”Immaterial Labour, Mass Intellectuality, New Congibn, Post Fordism and All That
(London: Red Notes, 1994), I-14.

" Russel H ConwellWhat You Can Do With Your Will Pow@tew York: National
Extension University, 1917).
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‘failure,’ by following rules that are supposedinarease the probability of succe$s.”
Paving the way for modernists to follow, “The Jallprner” captures the intimate
aftermath of self-improvement’s false promises.

Centering upon a crisis where the protagonist soiaee to face with the specter
of his lost potential, “The Jolly Corner” exploresw everyday inertia can foster
unwitting resignation to a career whose realitymight never have consciously chosen.
This theme of the contingency of career upon whkizimuch of self-help is premised is
one that modernists also exploit. Modernism’s Useoay, estrangement, and interior
monologue make it particularly suited to expresshegfeeling of occupational
ambivalenceUlyssesfor instancedraws to a close with the following rumination:

What future careers had been possible for Blootherpast and with what
exemplars?
In the church, Roman, Anglican, or Nonconformigemplars, the very
reverend John Conmee S.J., the reverend T. Salnbn, provost of Trinity
college, Dr Alexander J. Dowie. At the bar, EnglisHrish: exemplars, Seymor
Bushe, K.C., Rufus Isaacs, K.C. On the stage, nmooleShakespearean:
exemplars, Charles Wyndham, high comedian, Osmeadd (T 1901),
exponent of Shakespeare.
Lawyer, thespian, reverend priest, Shakespeardarpieter: all these careers once
mingled upon Bloom’s professional horizon. Howemsr the time we meet him in

UlyssesBloom is snugly ensconced in his identity as afisieg salesman. How then to

8 John TorranceKarl Marx’s Theory of IdeagCambridge UP: 1995), 323.
® James JoycéJlysses: The Corrected Tefdited by Hans Walter Gabler et al. (New
York: Random House, 1986), 17.788.
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account for this fatal disproportion between youtlpiotential and the seeming
irreversibility of vocation?

One has to have had a lot of luck in life to elsenin a position to luxuriate in lost
chances as modernism’s protagonists do. One Has/®survived accidents,
catastrophes, even to have attained some degoeewgbational success, however
unfulfilling it may be. There are gradations ofgealy, in other words, and that of merely
aging comfortably may seem the least deservingiobgmpathy. Joyce’s “Ithacan”
narration pokes fun at Bloom’s hubris in imaginthgt he could have been successful in
all of these different fields. But “Ithaca” alsopiets that very human need, felt more
urgently as one grows older, to imbue the accideptality of life with some semblance

10 career becomes a form

of necessity. “A paradigm for the organization efgonality,
of “self-understanding” in nineteenth-century fioti"* synonymous with the very act of
self-definition. Thus, it is unsurprising that teeling of the arbitrariness of vocation
corresponds to uncertainty regarding the necessittional, familial, and social
attachments; in other words, to an underminindnefstability of the self and the
constituent elements of identity. Since, as Mabafson notes, “career is a pattern of
organization of the self? the precariousness of occupation and identityraegtwined.

Like Joyce, Joseph Conrad similarly establishizskebetween self-knowledge

and occupational remorse. He writes,

1% Alan L. Mintz, George Eliot and the Novel of Vocation in Englg@dlumbia
University Dissertation, 1975), 2.
' Nicholas Dames, “Trollope and the Career: Vocatidrajectories and the
Management of Ambition.Victorian Studiegt5.2 (Winter 2003), 248.
12 Magali Sarfatti LarsoriThe Rise of Professionalism: A Sociological Analysi
(Berkeley: University of California, 1977), 229.
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No man engaged in a work he does not like can preseany saving illusions

about himself. The distaste, the absence of glangotend from the occupation

to the personality. It is only when our appointethaties seem by a lucky

accident to obey the particular earnestness ofasuperament that we can taste

the comfort of complete self-deceptith.
If wisdom is a product of workplace dissatisfactitre opposite of this self-aware
malcontent might be the professional who embraemhtitutional role unquestioningly,
who gingerly mounts the rungs of the corporate éaddthout so much as a passing
glance at the abyssal possibilities below. Coniagice, and James develop a morality of
regret in response to the narrow optimism of ingbhal ambition. They describe
occupational ambivalence as a defense againstibadtpresentism and its attendant
ethical presumptions. This morality of regret asdoubt connected to the aftermath of
the Boer and First World Wars, which generated isimp of narratives of power, control,
and the glorification of human achievement. As wik see, Wharton also associates self-
help’s virulent optimism with war propaganda. Fer,has for James, self-help represents
the potential monomania of present aspirationfieampmenon the war emphasizes in a
particularly dramatic and consequential way.

By staging narratives of career contingency, moider at once accommodates

and critiques self-help’s exploitation of profesmbmalaise. Karl Marx describes the
retrospective questioning of one’s vocation asraggm of capitalist demoralization.

The “accidental character” of career, he notespéaps only with the emergence of class,

13 Joseph Conradhe Secret AgetiNew York: Barnes and Nobles Classics, 2007), 97.
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which is itself a product of the bourgeoisté.An unstable job market, unhappiness with
the monotony of one’s work, disillusionment withetg;youthful ideals, all these
circumstances can incite mid-life fantasies of earevision, and can bring into relief the
contingency of the vocation one has chosen. Thesa¢cidental character of career
appears another product of capitalism’s empty psesiConstrained by class, parental
status, educational background, racial and gemi@stity, the individual erroneously
imagines that success or failure is his own pels@saonsibility. And the self-help
industry positively thrives amid these circumstandames documents how the success
ideology is lived as misplaced guilt at failingittabit life’s seemingly infinite
possibilities.

If it seems anachronistic to read “The Jolly Coisigorotagonist Spencer Brydon
as one who has internalized too many motivatioakts$, who has listened to too many
diatribes about the power of positive thinkingsibnly because our view of self-help is
too narrowly confined to interwar, Dale Carnegia-America, when Carnegie was really
the culmination of self-help movements that origgaamuch earlier, particularly in the
school of “New Thought” endorsed by Henry’s brotkéitliam James. Inspired by
Transcendentalism, New Thought was a late ninetesgritury mystical movement that
espoused the principle of “mind-cure,” or the Wiglethe infinite power of the psyche.
Just as William James’s embrace of pragmatic “hgattindedness” contains a thinly
veiled critique of his brother's morbidity, Henryarratives interrogate the unhealthy

psychological consequences of mind-cure’s “wislitfolent” fantasies. Ross Posnock

4 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engel3 ke German Ideology/ol. I. New York: Prometheus
Books, 1998), 87.
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touches upon this when describing how Henry Janfpsiect of mimetic cultural and
psychic renovation emerges as both parody of aedhative to the late nineteenth-
century effort of therapeutic Protestantism to hbegpbourgeoisie find relief from the
tensions of modernity:®> Henry James was not entirely aloof from earl§-kelp
discourse; he was a devotee of the popular nutatitad known as “fletcherism,” which
advocated the exhaustive chewing of one’s fod8ut a full century before Barbara
Ehrenreich (2009) launched her diatribe againsetdamomic repercussions of
compulsory optimism, and before Micki McGee (20@Bhented the “belabored self”
produced by the self-improvement industry, “ThdylGlorner” dramatized the spiritual
burden engendered by New Thought's positive thigkiteology.

“The Jolly Corner” describes Spencer Brydon’s bigzk from Europe to
America to inherit his childhood home. Seeing haésleuse inspires in Brydon a taste
for remodeling, which gets him thinking about whatuld have happened if he had
stayed in America to be a businessman or an acthée his father had desired, and if he
had married his childhood sweetheart Alice Staventather than emigrating to Europe
to pursue his “selfish frivolous scandalous life'the arts. James writes, “He found all
things come back to the question of what he petgoméght have been, how he might
have led his life and ‘turned out,’ if he had nof at the outset, given it up’ This
counterfactual obsession is described by Jamestagwnist in highly self-critical terms,

as “vain egoism,” “a morbid obsession,” “absurdapation,” as a “habit of too selfishly

!> posnockirial, 237.
'® See Jennifer Fleissner on this subject in “Hearpels’s Art of Eating.ELH 75
(2008): 29-64.
" Henry James, “The Jolly Corner” ithe Portable Henry Jaméblew York: Penguin
Books, 2004), 294. Hereafter cited parenthetidallyext.
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thinking,” even “rank folly.” Brydon derives a no@ably onanistic “secret thrill” from
his nightly routine of creeping into his empty heushasing the apparition of his other
self (292, 293, 298, 296 And so, although James was a writer notoriousBeebed with
possibility, as his revision histories attest, laie story “The Jolly Corner” largely
endorses the view of counterfactual thinking asrenfof pathologyThis apparent
inconsistency makes more sense when it becomestislgalames was reacting to the
distortion of possibility engendered by the succaasual.

Brydon’s obsession with his alter ego perverselg@afies the injunction of self-
help literature to exploit and develop your latgassibilities, to strengthen your will and

“maximize your potential*®

This theme of human potentiality also preoccuphétiiam
James during the period “The Jolly Corner” was fewunitten, the same years that
William was advocating the practical benefits ohdicure at universities across the
landX® “Compared with what we ought to be,” William wrotfw]e are only half awake.
Our fires are damped, our drafts are checked. Wenaking use of only a small part of
our possible mental and physical resources.” Andxtrts, “the human individual thus
lives usually far within his limits; he possessesvprs of various sorts which he
habitually fails to use® Dale Carnegie quotes this line from James soing tfears

later in his Introduction télow to Win Friends and Influence Peoptée exclaims,

“Those powers which you ‘habitually fail to useh@ sole purpose of this book is to help

'8 For instance, in 1907 Frank Channing Haddock fiadtlished hiower of Wil|
which purported to teach both “Supreme persondbeiglg and Actual Financial Betterment”
through self-directionThird Edition(Massachusetts: The Power-Book Library, 1909).

19 James’s text, “The Energies of Men” originatedeasures at Columbia in 1906. “The
Gospel of Relaxation” was first published in “TatksTeachers on Psychology: and to Students
on Some of Life’s Ideals” (Henry Holt & Co, 1899).

2 William JamesOn Vital Reserve@New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1899, 1911),
12.
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you discover, develop, and profit by those unussgs.** The most famous self-help
book ever written, then, is but a gloss on Willidames.

“The Jolly Corner’s” Spencer Brydon is literallgimted by the specter of
surplus potentiality that William James and Daler@égie dangle before their readers’
noses. As Brydon puts it, “it's only a questionadfat fantastic, yet perfectly possible,
development of my own nature | mayn’t have misq@@4). And this dormant
possibility is manifest in Brydon’s imaginationtime form of his billionaire alter ego
who stayed in New York to accumulate capital, rathan moving to Europe to pursue a
life in the arts. Brydon’s equation of money witht@ntial reflects the trends of his time;
the first recorded definition of success as weadtturred in the 189lew Century
Dictionary.?? Throughout James's story rings Brydon’s refré&fhat would it have
made of me, what would it have made of me? | keeg¥er wondering, all idiotically;
as if | could possibly know!” (292). This poundiagaphora of the counterfactual motif
is conspicuous: “If he had but stayed at home healavbave anticipated the inventor of
the sky-scraper. If he had but stayed at home hadaNtave discovered his genius in time
to really start some new variety of awful architeat hare and run it till it burrowed in a
gold mine” (287). Brydon’s thought patterns demaatst the consequences of
internalizing the ideology of unlimited potentiglitAs Bruce MacLelland’s 1907
Prosperity Through Forcdeclared, the year before “Jolly” was publisheau' make

your own misery; you make your own unhappinessy fainther, “anyone can make of

? Dale CarnegigHow to Win Friends and Influence Peogiéew York: Simon and
Schuster, 1936), xx-xxi.
22 Micki McGee,Self-Help, Inc.: Makeover Culture in American L{@xford: Oxford
UP, 2005), 34.
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himself whatever he chooseS.”"New Thought believed that the individual could tato
the “cosmic abundance” through proper psychologaighment, with the implication
that failure to achieve wealth was the symptomoofie spiritual defect or negativity.
Such arguments betray New Thought’s inheritandd@Protestant Ethic view of
worldly success as an indication of salvation. MalEand advised readers to constantly
repeat positive precepts such as “I have courag”am fearless™* instructions for
which Brydon’s obsessive questioning of his logeptial stands as the neurotic
counterpoint.

As if confirming Franco Moretti's complaint thatrfthe modernists “life as
‘actuality’ has become far less meaningful than geaallel form of life, life as
‘possibility’,” ?®> and Georg Lukacs’s critique of modernism’s “fligram the present®
the more time Brydon spends stalking his possiélie the more of a shade he becomes
in his actual social milieu. Analogously, KennetirlB took note of self-help’s
exploitation of fantasy: “The reading of a booktbe attaining of success is in itself the
symbolic attaining of that success. It is whileytihead that these readers are
‘succeeding?’ Inhabiting this speculative escapism shared byrtbdernist and self-

help imaginarythe more time Brydon spends in the “jolly cornehg less interested he

becomes in reality:

% Bruce MacLellandProsperity Through Forcg1907]. (Rpt. New York: Cosimo, Inc,
2007), 31.

*pbid., 31.

% Franco Moretti, “The Spell of Indecisiorilew Left Review164 (July-August 1987):
27-33. Here, 31.

% Georg LukacsThe Theory of the Novélrans. by Anna Bostock (Cambridge, MA:
The MIT Press, 1999), 116.

" Kenneth Burke, “Literature as Equipment for Livihin The Philosophy of Literary
Form: Studies in Symbolic ActigBerkeley: University of California Press, 194299.
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He was a dim secondary social success—and allpeitiple who had
truly not an idea of him. It was all mere surfacel aound, this murmur of their
welcome, this popping of their corks—just as histgees of response were the
extravagant shadows, emphatic in proportion as rtinegnt little, of some game
of ombres chinoisedde projected himself all day, in thoughts, stindigver the
bristling line of hard unconscious heads and ihtodther, the real, the waiting
life; the life that, as soon as he had heard behimmdthe click of his great
house-door, began for him on the jolly corner, eguilingly as the slow
opening bars of some rich music follows the tathefconductor’'s wand. (297)

James’s aural imagery induces Brydon'’s trancedtk@or in his reader, gliding from
popping corks to the house-door’s click to the aandr’s taps, mimicking the beats of a
hypnotist's metronome. In so doing, the passageates fiction’s complicity in the
escapism James critiques in the field of New Thougleomplicity Wharton, as | show

in the next section, will carefully elucidate. Tieem “projection” aligns James’s passage
with the photographic metaphors employed by Newufiht philosophers to describe the
process of positive visualization. Several of Newoilight's most vocal proponents were
onetime businessmen and clerks, individuals whadfslllusioned with the world of
social pretense, and with the rise of corporateucell In response, mind-cure texts like
Annie Call’'sPower Through Repoggomoted the development of spiritual above
external resources, through meditation and positisealizatior?® Baffled by William
James’s admiration for Call’'s book, scholar Rolachardson attributes it to a bout of

good humor brought about by his flourishing repotat“amid all this flattering attention

% Annie Payson CalPower Through RepogBoston: Little Brown, 1904), 181.
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he was open to the merits of a simple self-helgklibat most scholars found, and still
find, beneath notice?®
Self-help’s exploitation of the inward turn is lptummed up by the
pronouncement of late nineteenth-century mind-guret Henry Wood, whom William
James cites at length TheVarieties of Religious Experiencghich Henry read in 1902,
six years before “Jolly” was publishé&d.“The soul’s real work is that which it has built
out of thoughts, mental states, and imaginationgdd maintain$® Wood was a
successful businessman before he suffered a nebreakdown and embraced the mind-
cure movement. Brydon'’s practice of “project[ingiiself all day, in thoughts...into the
other, the real, the waiting life” evokes the vigation techniques Wood advocated. In
fact, Wood’sldeal Suggestion Through Mental Photography, A &tasitre System for
Home and Private Us@ 893), a leading text of the New Thought movememght as
well be a blueprint for James’s story. Wood recomdsethat his reader retire each night
alone to a corner of his house to stare at sesergdestions” printed in block letters at the
end of his book:
PRACTICAL DIRECTIONS FOR IDEAL SUGGESTION
Instructions for the use of the Suggested Idedt®be
FIRST—Retire each day to a quiet apartment, araldoee IN THE SILENCE.

SECOND—Assume the most restful position possilbl@n easychair, or

% Robert RichardsoWilliam James in the Maelstrom of American Modem{slew
York: First Mariner Books, 2006), 311.

¥ William JamesThe Varieties of Religious Experieriné\ritings 1902-1910 (New
York: Library of America, 1987), 111-112. For atéztin which Henry references reading
William’s work, see F.O. MattheissenlfieJames FamilfNew York: AA Knopf, 1947), 338.

1 Henry Wood)deal Suggestion Through Mental Photography: A &easive System for
Home and Private Us@Boston: Lee and Shepard, 1893), 28.
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otherwise; breathe deeply and rather rapidly flavamoments, and thoroughly

relax the physical body, for by suggestive corresiemce this renders it easier

for the mind to be passive and receptive.

THIRD—Bar the door of thought against the extemmatld, and also shut out

all physical sensation and imperfection.

FOURTH—RIvet the mind upon the “meditation,” anddayeful and repeated

reading absorb its truth. Then place the “suggesfiloelow it) at a suitable

distance from the eyes, and fasten them upon ftdon ten to twenty minutes.

Do not merely look upon it, but wholly GIVE YOURSEIUP TO IT, until it

fills and overflows the entire consciousness....

Ideals will be actualized in due seasbn.

As Steven Starker comments, “The after-images pedby all that staring must have
been startling, even convincing to som&.Such “after-images,” ordmbres chinoise’s
go a long way toward explaining the climax of “Thaly Corner,” which takes place
when, after a great deal of meditation and repetjtBrydon’s “ideal” is finally
“actualized,” and he comes face-to-face one evewittyan apparition of the person he
would have become if he had never left America.dBrys conjuring of the “black
stranger"—that photographic negative of himself-this result of nights of concentrated
practice: “He had known fifty times the start ofgeption that had afterwards dropped;
he had fifty times gasped to himself “There!” undeme fond brief hallucination” (305).

Finally one night, Brydon feels the “central vagess diminish,” and he conjures his

% |bid., 60-61.
% Steven StarkeQracle at the Supermarket: The American Preoccopatiith Self-
Help BookgNew Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1989), 29.
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wretched “other self,” the personification of thedmphant life” (311-312). But instead
of mind-cure’s happy subconscious, brimming witlused potential, Brydon’s
deformed, greedy alter ego bears a closer resen#btarthe impulsive id described by
Freud. His “hallucination” is the manifestationaomind-cure meditation gone awry.
Aside from William’s work on mind-cure, anothetimate precedent for
Brydon’s apparition is Henry’s father. Henry Jaresnotoriously subscribed to the
pseudo-religion of Swedenborgism, a movement withations to New Thought and
Transcendentalism. Premised upon accounts of tisticalyappearances of Christ to
Emmanuel Swedenborg, an eighteenth-century Swedishtist and theologian,
Swedenborgism was circulating in the circles ofyeself-help precursors such as Ralph
Waldo Emerson and Thomas Carlyle (Carlyle was,lomh Smiles, one of the first to
use the term “self-help”§? both of whom Henry Sr. knew. Henry Sr. was coreetb
the movement of Swedenborgism through a “vastédtiwshich he described as “a
perfectly insane and abject terror, without ostelestause, and only to be accounted for,
to my perplexed imagination, by some damned shapatsng invisible to me within the
precincts of the room, and raying out from hisdgtersonality influences fatal to lifé>
Tellingly, however, unlike for Henry Sr, SpenceyBon’s “vastation,” takes financial,

not spiritual, form. Brydon’s apparition is not pfaf Christ but a reminder of the

% |n 1831, Carlyle described “self-help” as “theliggt of all possessionSartor
Resartus: The Life and Opinions of Herr Teufaiedkh In Three Books.¢ndon: Chapman and
Hall Limited), 92.

% Quoted in George William BarnarBxploring Unseen Worlds: William James and the
Philosophy of MysticisrtAlbany: State University of New York Press, 19978.
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financial and industrial “power” he has abjuredi&gving the United States (29%).
When mysticism meets American capitalism, spirityas corporatized.

Like Brydon’s alter ego, the success ethos prospeneJ.S. soil, though it did
not originate there. In this respect it is sigrafit that “The Jolly Corner” belongs to
James’s “late phase,” a series of works includihg American Scerbat record the
impact of his visit to America in 1904. James dhat he returned to his native land in
order “to make myself a notion of how, and where] aven what, | was>" But if James
did “make himself’ during his voyage to Americaetbelf he made is defined by its
rejection of American improvement discourse. Jatakisgly relates his retort to
American industry and urbanization, “...the great omtonous rumble of which seems
forever to say to you: ‘See what I'm making ofthis—see what I’'m making, what I'm
making!”” To which James responds, “l see what goenot making, oh, what you are
ever so vividly not; and how can | help it if | auabject to that lucidity?—which appears
never so welcome to you, for its measure of trashit ought to be?® James’s return to
America is not a nationalist voyage of self-disagMeut an act of self-making that
repeats the original renunciation of his nativeeplaNith their digressive indirection and
complexity, James'’s late works strive to articulatecisely what is left out of American
improvement rhetoric.

New Thought had erupted in the United States widr 400 magazines and

newspapers dedicated to the movement in circuldtyotiime time of “The Jolly Corner’s”

% Alice says, “What you feel and what | feel for yisithat you'd have had power.”
37 Quoted in Matthew Peters, “Henry James, Americacigh Change, and Literary
Revision,” inThe Cambridge QuarterlgOxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 1.
% Henry JamesThe American Scerie Collected Travel Writings: Great Britain and
America (New York: Library of America, 1993), 734.
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compositior? Mind-cure’s emphasis on inner equilibrium wasextised as a remedy
for the external shocks of urbanized American lifglustrialization, the press,
technology, and mass transit were considered satiming to the individual psyche that
the condition “Americanitis” was coined by physitsa and subsequently appropriated by
the mind-cure schodf. In his reflections upon American society, Hereynés was as
critical of the effects of Americanitis as the oats most vocal detractors. Just as mind-
cure purported to offer relief from urban life, Inieditations in “The Jolly Corner” offer
Brydon respite from the “awful modern crush” of lmess and streetcars, those “terrible
things that people scrambled for as the panick&nat sea scramble for the boats”
(287).

Although considered the golden land of self-inv@mtin “Jolly Corner,” America
is persistently linked to the passive tense oftithenonstruction. Brydon speculates, “I
might have been, by staying here, something néammne of these types who have been
hammered so hard and made so keen by their comslit{@93). If he had stayed in New
York, Brydon’s personality would have been “hamnderego” him; he wonders “what
would it have made of” him to stay, how he wouldd&éurned out.” For James and the
modernist authors who follow in his wake, expatoiais a means of turning the passive
experience of identity formation into an active stvaction. Since few circumstances
seem as accidental or as consequential as on#iplaice, expatriation operates as a

particularly dramatic rejection of the inertia beteveryday. In rejecting American self-

% Starker, 34.
“0Payson Call, 13.
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fashioning, James asserts his own version of agamcggency formed of expatriate
ascesis rather than American consumptfon.

Though unusually receptive to the movement, evellidMi at times lamented
New Thought’s spiritual reductionism, but he argtieat this should not dissuade us
from taking its benefits seriously. At the samedtias he recognized the pragmatic utility
of mind-cure’s positive outlook, William also lanted how “The mind-cure principles
are beginning to so pervade the air that one catitter spirit at second-hand. One hears
of the ‘Gospel of Relaxation,’ of the ‘Don’t WoriMovement,” of people who repeat to
themselves, ‘Youth, health, vigor!” when dressinghe morning, as their motto for the
day.”? This trivialization of spiritual enlightenmentéshoed in the saccharine finale to
“Jolly Corner,” which has long puzzled critics with clichéd tableau of Brydon waking
from his nightmare, cradled in Alice Staverton’sifg arms. The jarring sentimentality
of this scene, and Brydon’s “abysmally passive’dwdr in it (TJC,313), seems more
consistent as a depiction of someone who has siydaenken from a mind-cure stupor.
Although the affirmation of home is a common cohoéicounterfactual fiction (think
Capra’sit's a Wonderful Lif¢, the final pages of James’s story are pepperédudiscrete
intimations of Brydon’s lingering unhappin€Sslames’s reader is left with the suspicion
that no amount of feminine caress will permaneqtigsh Brydon’s despondent refrain:

“Do you believe then—too dreadfully!l—thaaimas good as | ever might have been?”

*I For an interesting discussion of expatriationsz®sis, see Marilyn Adler Papayanis,
Writing in the Margins: The Ethics of Expatriatitmom Lawrence to Ondaatj@ashville:
Vanderbilt University Press, 2005).

42 JamesVarieties 92.

“*3 For more on this see Eric Savoy, “The Queer Stilpedhe Jolly Corner.”Henry
James Revie®0 (1999): 1-21.
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(295). While New Thought lamented the individualisotidian estrangement from his
innermost potential, “The Jolly Corner” indicatést such estrangement might be
preferable.

“The Jolly Corner” intimates the extent to whiclodernist interiority represents
the flip side to the commodification of the selathwas taking place in popular culture.
Edith Wharton’s novelTwilight Sleegurther brings into relief the affinities with $el
improvement discourse that the modernist programcneahceals. She suggests that
modernism’s narrative experiments are symptombetame self-culture they are

intended to critique.

Mrs. Manford’s Pseudo-Spirituality

Published a quarter of a century later, when VWimantas sixty-five Twilight
Sleep(1927) was a bestseller in its time but a floghwite critics, going out of print for
decades until it was reissued in 1997. Named #feecompound of scopolamine and
morphine administered to women during childbirthisat they would feel no pain and
“babies [could be] turned out in a series like Bgtdf Twilightis concerned with
humanity’s alienation from natural values. The atwe centers around the willful
oblivion of the family matriarch Pauline Manfordharis so busy fawning over the latest
trendy self-improvement personalities—whether thystm Mahatma, with his “School
of Oriental Thought,” or, later, the “Inspiratiortdealer” Alvah Loft, author o§piritual

Vacuum CleaningndBeyond God119)—that she fails to notice her husband falimg

*4 Edith WhartonTwilight Sleep(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997), 18. Hereafte
cited parenthetically in text.
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love with her daughter-in-law Lita under her owonftoHer evasion of the affair
eventually leads, through a slapstick series ohesyd¢o Mrs. Manford’s own daughter
Nona being shot when she discovers her father igtet-én-law together in bed. By this
time, almost twenty years after “The Jolly Cornappeared, New Thought principles
have so infiltrated the American atmosphere thaalLoft, “the Busy Man’s Christ”
(153), even has an Ella Wheeler Wilcox line-a-dagtpd on the wall over his head
(121). Wharton depicts the younger generationNuata represents as the innocent
casualty of the middle-aged culture of compulsgstism.

It seems that one cannot work on the self anddimd parent at the same time.
WhenTwilight opens, Mrs. Manford’s schedule is so crowdedshatcan barely
squeeze in a chat with her daughter:

7.30 Mental uplift. 7.45 Breakfast. 8. Psycho-asmly8.15 See Cook. 8.30
Silent Meditation. 8.45 Facial Massage. 9. Man viA#grsian miniatures. 9.15
Correspondence. 9.30 Manicure. 9.45 Eurythmic ésesc10. Hair waved.
10.15 Sit for bust. 10.30 Receive Mother’'s Day dapon. 11. Dancing lesson.

11.30 Birth Control committee at Mrs.— (9-18).

5 Manford’s schedule is reminiscent of the list nbther self-improvement obsessed
modernist character: F. Scott Fitzgerald's Jay Batwho abides by the following regime:

Rise from bed..........cccovvveveiiiiiiiiins 0@.....coeeernne AM.
Dumbell exercise and wall-scaling............. 6-1630........... ”
Study electricity, etc.........cccceeeerrnns 7.15-8.15........ ?
WOTK. ..o 8.30 - 4.30........ P.M.
Baseball and sports..........cccceeeeeeeeee. 4.30 - 5.00........ ”
Practice elocution, poise and how to attain it05.6.00........ "
Study needed inventions................... 7.00-9.00........ 8

The Great GatsbgNew York: Scribner, 2004), 173.
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Mrs. Manford’s “Silent Meditation” is, of coursentithetical to the crass efficiency of
the “to-do” list. In addition, her distribution aralotment of time is comically
inadequate: who can carve a bust in 15 minutesiaiee any psychoanalytic headway in
the same amount of time? The ongoing joke of tmeateae is that Mrs. Manford needs a
stress reliever to unwind from her numerous relaraherapies; she is, in short, “one
agitated by the incessant effort to be calm” (4%kere is an overdrawn hysteria to Mrs.
Manford’s fear of idle moments: “One might as wele tried to bring down one of the
Pyramids by poking it with a parasol as attempdisarrange the close mosaic of Mrs.
Manford’s engagement list.” (14). If her schedglan evasion, however, it is also, as
the mosaic analogy suggests, a carefully structaesthetic.

With its parody of Mrs. Manford’s indiscriminatatausiasm for the latest fads
and quacksTwilight brings to the fore the rising import during thisipd of the spiritual
improvement guru. For Wharton, self-help remaied to the present and future of print,
as for James and Flaubert, yet during her timdi¢he of self-help grew increasingly
capacious, and the promises of self-transformatisa came to be embodied by the
personalities of specific healers. The figurehezdaodernist and self-improvement
culture often crossed paths, for both modernismsatiehelp were deeply invested in
what Aaron Jaffe and Jonathan Goldman describeeasarly twentieth-century culture
of celebrity*® The veryannus mirabilisof modernism—1922—marked both the
international tour of the self-help guru Emile Cptiée French pioneer of the positive

thinking industry, and also the founding of Geo@&#djieff’'s new-age “Institute for the

% Aaron JaffeModernism and the Culture of Celebr{@ambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005); Jonathan Goldmdodernism is the Literature of Celebrifyexas:
University of Texas Press, 2011).
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Harmonious Development of Man” at FontainebleaunMiee Gurdjieff and Coué were
causes ceélébres for the day’s elite, an excustéowealthy to rally and congregate.
They were also a last resort of the desperatelyaltubercular Katherine Mansfield died
in a damp room in Gurdijieff's institute in 1923while the modernist artist Roger Fry
travelled in vain to Coué’s institute in Nancy, kea, in the hopes of finding a cure for
his iliness™®

Wharton’s narrative documents the transience egetgurus, who were always
vulnerable to being supplanted by a newer spirgealation. Nevertheless, the cultural
influence of the mystic Gurdjieff—a likely modelrfthe character of the Mahatma in
Twilight— was more lasting than Wharton’s narrative depltken, inTwilight, news
of a scandal erupts regarding Mrs. Manford’s dagigim-law Lita’s sojourn at the
Mahatma’s School, including a newspaper picturkesfparticipation in the School’s
nudist tribal dances, the novel replicates conteampenus headlines regarding
Gurdjieff’s Institute’s “sacred gymnasium,” des@&ibby Sinclair Lewis as “a cross

between a cabaret and a harem” and by Vivienne &liéwhere [Lady Rothmere] does

*" See Hugh Kenner, “In Defense of a Guru,” reviewarhes Moore’Surdijieff and
Mansfieldin New York TimegJanuary 25, 1981).

8 Pointing to the problem raised at the outset isf thapter, regarding the seeming
incompatibility of intellectual and everyday stmgites, Virginia Woolf writes of the incident in
Roger Frye: A Biographf{Orlando, Florida: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1)94here Frye
describes Coué as “a kind of secular Jesus Ch8kg"notes that his time with Coué inspired
Frye’s aesthetic interest in primitivism,

At first it seemed impossible for Frye to be angthbut a detached and sympathetic
spectator. “It's terribly difficult for people witho external and analytic a mind as |
have to submit,” he wrote. For six hours a daydiea a camp stool repeating “Ca
passé” [Coué’s motto] and tried to realize thatdkispticism was merely “instinctive
and irrational.” At last the charm began to works Hain left him, and he went on to
develop a theory of the unconscious, and that yheas, of course, brought to bear
upon art. The séances at Nancy had their shareviglaping his growing interest in
uncivilized races. (249)
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religious naked dances with Katherine MansfiéftiBut aside from inspiring Wharton’s
satire”® Gurdjieff had a transformative influence upon augr of expatriate women
authors in France including Margaret Anderson amé Heap, founders of that bastion
of modernism, theittle Review Introduced through Djuna Barnes to Kathryne Hylm
Solita Solano, and Georgette Leblanc (the Frenenaoginger and long-time lover of
Maurice Maeterlinck), they created “The Rope Grodgvoted to expounding his
teachings” Though theLittle Reviewfounders saw their embrace of Gurdijieff's new-age
spiritualism as a departure from their modernishcotments,Twilight brings into relief
the affinities between these two movements. ThéitegsaWharton condemns in self-
help correspond to the qualities she resists inammosim: the cultishness, primitivism, the
fetishism of obscurity and difficulty, the linguistoravado, even the dependence of the
male “genius” upon a network of enabling and suppeifemales.

The Rope Group and Wharton represent two extréerarty approaches to self-
help of the time: the discipleship perspective tredderision polemic, the convert and
the critic. Though Mrs. Manford is ready to abanttoem Mahatma for any new teacher
who would tell her “she was psychic,” (27) manyGafué’s and Gurdjieff’'s real disciples

remained committed for life. Anderson and Heap virespired by their time with

*9 Rebecca Rauve, “An Intersection of Interests: {effts Rope Group as a Site of
Literary Production'Twentieth Century Literaturd9.1, American Writers and France (Spring
2003), 46-81. Here, 59.

* See Janet Beer and Avril Horner. “Wharton ‘theoexior’: Twilight Sleepas Gothic
Satire.The Free Library(January 1 200Mttp://www.thefreelibrary.com/Wharton the 'renovato
Twilight Sleep as Gothic satire.-a01669888&dcessed November 4, 2013).

*1 The name “Rope Group” referred to Gurdjieff's gbey that the work group must be
“like climbing a high mountain...For safety, each mioes roped together, each one thinking of
the others, all helping one another ‘as hand walsaed’.” William Patrick Pattersothadies of
the Rope: Gurdjieff's Special Left Bank Women’'suprBerkeley, CA: Arete Communications,
Publishers, 1999), 96.
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Gurdjieff to terminate theittle Review—his philosophy had convinced them of the
magazine’s irrelevance—however, his writings haweenn common with those
published in the.ittle Reviews pages than they were willing to recognize. Bdihis
opaque sentences, unpacking his neologisms, antbfirgy his genius, just as they had
with Joyce, Eliot, and others, their work with Gie&f was not as much of a departure
from their modernist commitments as they profesééthlike with Joyce and Eliot,
though, their discipleship with Gurdjieff instigdta significant shift in the women’s
vocations from editor to writer, fiction to memadirpm transcriber to independent
producer. Indeed, what is most remarkable is #mendous literary output that the Rope
discipleship engendered: enough to fill an entbealy shelf. As one of the Group’s
members, Kathryn Hulme, authorBiie Nun’s Story1956), later a film starring Audrey
Hepburn, recounts:
In the Paris of the Thirties the great adventurmgflife began, the only event
in it which seems worth recording in personal nareasform—a form,
incidentally, which | love to read but dread toteriThe event which compels
me into this book was my meeting with the celelatatgystic, teacher, and
philosopher, George Ivanovitch Gurdjieff, whom teuantered as if by chance

and came to love as if by design...He uncovered irariglden longing | never

*2 Gurdjieff himself once said, “I bury the bone s that the dogs have to scratch for
it.” According to J.G. Bennett, “He himself usedigien to chapters read aloud and if he found
that the key passages were taken too easily—aneftie almost inevitably superficially—he
would rewrite them in order, as he put it, to ‘bting dog deeper.'Gurdjieff: Making a New
World (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1973), 274n@are to this to Joyce’s remark that
readers’ only value the “bone” they can steal, gdan full in the following chapter, in Max
EastmariThe Literary Mind: Its Place in an Age of Scienfidew York: Charles Scribners’ Sons,
1935), 104.
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knew | had—the desire for an inner life of the gpHand taught me to work for

it as one works for one’s daily bread.
The group published a total of seventeen b3dks Hulme describes, Gurdijieff offered
an occasion to contemplate the inner life, jushaslernist stream of consciousness does.
Aside from the women of the Rope, Gurdjieff alsthuenced writers and artists
including Jean Toomer, Mabel Dodge Luhan (DH Lawess patron), and Frank Lloyd
Wright. On the other hand, modernists includingegB2ound, Wyndham Lewis, and W.B.
Yeats were dismissive of Gurdijieff's teachingdevertheless, the link between the
Rope Group and thettle Reviewserves as a tangible example of modernism and self
help’s mutual import, rivalry, and influence. These wish to shed automatism, or what
Gurdijieff calls man’s sleep-like “hypnotic stat®,and to resurrect the “inner life,”
attracted Anderson and Heap to both the misundedstoystic and to the relatively

unknown and unpublished JoyteAnd, conversely, the same skepticism toward “the

*3 Kathryn Hulme Undiscovered Country: A Spiritual AdventBoston: Little, Brown
and Company, 1966), 1.

>* See Rauve for a lengthy discussion of the RopeGonitput, 46.

%5 Pound preferred Gurdjieff’s soup to his ideasirjgkhat “If he had more of that sort of
thing in his [culinary] repertoire he could...havenked on towards at least one further
conversation.” Lewis described the guru as a “Léwarpsychic shark,” while Yeats advised his
friend, “I have had a lot of experience of thattsrthing in my time, and my advice to you is—
leave it alone” (all quoted in Rauve 57).

*% Margaret Andersorhe Unknowable GurdjiefNew York: Samuel Weiser, Inc,
1962), 53.

" Bennett’s description of Gurdijieff's literary seytould almost be an account of
Joyce’s:

Many who encounter Gurdjieff for the first timeBeezlebub’s Tales are disconcerted
by the strange style, and by his use of strangkgisms which often seem quite
unnecessary for conveying his intention. Theresaxeral reasons why Gurdjieff
decided to create his own literary style. In thistiplace, he was well aware that clarity
and consistency in speech and writing nearly alwagslt in the sacrifice of flexibility
of expression and depth of meaning. When he spolestured he paid no attention to
the rules of grammar, logic, or consistency. Afteflearned some French and English,
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exploration of the subliminal” that Wharton condesnim Woolf's stream of
consciousnes® and that she disdains in Joyce’s “turgid weltér*oninformed and
unimportant” “sensation,” made her suspicious gfifes like Gurdjieff® The example
of the Rope Group corroboratéwilight's insistence on the interrelationship between the
twin industries of modernism and self-improvemamthis case with the very same
editors and advocates.

A vociferous critic of stream of consciousness grednew “slice of life”
literature of Joyce and Wodif,Wharton warned the younger novelists against ecifoga
what she viewed as a pathological inward turneadrshe despised even in the later
writings of Henry James, with whom she otherwismgthized* She disapproved in
particular of the modernists’ indiscriminate nadatiof every passing thought: “The mid-
nineteenth century group selected; the new noggisifess to pour everything out of
their bag.®? Wharton viewed modernism’s investment in the sailal® as part of its
overestimation of the import of the individual letface of history. As Peel notes, “The
achievement of Edith Wharton involves a recognitbthat ground that radical Tories

and anticapitalists paradoxically share, namekir thpposition to selfish individualism,

he mixed them indiscriminately, regardless of thguistic limitations of his hearer.
(273)
*8 Quoted in Bauer, 144.
%9 Wharton to Bernard Berenson, Jan. 6, 1923 hia Letters of Edith Whartpfdited by
RWB and Nancy Lewis (New York: Scribners, 1989)1 46
0 Edith Wharton, “Tendencies in Modern Fiction” Thaturday Review of Literature.
Vol.x no. 28. January 27, 1934. 434.
1 As Peel comments, Wharton “confessed to likingekathe individual more than his
later books,” 17.
2 \Wharton, “Tendencies,” 434.
% peel, 116.
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whether justified by bourgeois or artistic valuésFPor Wharton, the fickleness of
modernism and self-help are linked through thearetl disregard for form, history, and
selectionMuch as Gurdjieff urged his followers toward interfself-observation and
self-remembering (always carried out, however, utige supervision of a “Man Who
Knows")®®> modernism appears to embrace the unsorted, watiltand subconscious. It
is their “egoistic consciousness and self absamnptfahat, for Wharton, links Mrs.
Manford and Stephen Dedalus.

Returning to Wharton’s novelwilight can help to broaden our geographic, as
well as temporal, conception of the self-help irtdusThough she uses self-help as an
occasion to lampoon the credulity of upper clas& Nerk society, in reality these gurus
were equally influential in Europe, where manylwérn originated. As one reviewer
noted at the time, Wharton'’s “satire will not betlon London or Paris, where Mrs.
Manford and her inspirational healers have theimterparts. Mrs. Wharton is not telling
that uncomfortable thing the Truth exclusively abamerican millionaires®
Wharton'’s use of Gurdjieff as an occasion to mookefican credulity—its “atmosphere
of universal simplification” (191), curiously eliddis tremendous popularity in Europe,
as well as the network of East-West cross-cultexahange and appropriation that his
popularity reflects.

Though most contemporaneous readers dismibadijht’'s curmudgeonly anti-

modern polemics, one surprising admirer of the has&s Aldous Huxley. His praise for

% peel, 279.
% Rauve, 49.
® Wharton quoted in Peel, 89.
" Naromi Royde-Smith, “New Novels,” review fvilight Sleepin New Statesman, 29
(2 July 1927), 377.
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the narrative offers further evidence of the trédiasdic relevance of its themes. Huxley
wrote to Wharton to commend her for first “puttithg case” against Fordism that he was
to delineate iBrave New WorldHe wrote of the narrative again in an article on
“Modern Superstition,” citing'wilight's masterful, “ruthless” depiction of “the
contemporary tendency for superstition to be magiather than religious—to aim at
specific acts of power, such as hip slimming, rathan a theory of the cosmod®.He
continued,
With her customary acuteness, Edith Wharton hashear finger on the essential
fact about modern superstitions. They give rehdte and now; and if they
don't give results they fail. People turn to th@eaunatural for some particular
and immediate benefit—such as slender hips, freeidom worry, short cuts to
success, improved digestions, money. They wantiratht, but powef?
A case in point, Mrs. Manford is interested in gpal communion, not because of its
metaphysical insights, but because of its potestfatiency; it resembles “an improved
form of stenography” (153). Wharton responded she %nuch set up” by Huxley’s
acknowledgment of her influence. Though it may lghdly disconcerting to align
Wharton'’s realist comedy with Huxley’s sci-fi dypta, both narratives center around the
topos of birth and its industrialization, which thathors view as the ultimate sign of our
alienation from nature and each other. The cormdpace between the two narratives
suggests that it is but a step from Manford’s hygsto Huxley’s “hypnopaedia,” from

positive thinking mantras teomapills (“one cubic centimeter cures ten gloomy

% Aldous Huxley, “Hocus Pocus” iAldous Huxley’s Hearst Essaysdited by James
Sexton (New York & London: Garland Publishing, 199268.
69 |
Ibid., 78.
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sentiments”Y° According to critic Dale Bauer, one of the pripnaims of the drug
twilight sleep was to encourage procreation ambaegiore “fragile” upper classes; it
shifted women’s dependence from the lower-classuifedto the doctor/scientist. As
Bauer elaborates, twilight sleep, for Wharton,asitd up with the larger “eugenics
fervor” of the time”* In this respect, Wharton belongs to a group ofitve¢h-century
authors, also including Adorno and Nathanael Waesstye will see in Chapter Four, who
viewed an alarming correspondence between fasaishthe rise of self-help culture.

For each of these writers, self-help culture isiasettling harbinger of the prospect of an
American totalitarianism.

Like Huxley’s, then, Wharton’s narrative envisiatself as a warning about the
dystopia to come, with Huxley’s technocratic nightenmerely a more extreme form of
the social parody Wharton executes. Admittedlyatly seem alarmist to regard trends as
seemingly innocuous as eurythmic exercises aslgigrthe potential disintegration of
the social and natural order. Indeed, this walgrthe opinion of the time. As one
reviewer ofTwilight Sleemoted:

Had anyone suggested [to the Fathers of the Chutobjncluded melancholy
among the mortals sins] that a too facile cheeesgrmight come to be a
spiritual danger in the future, the quaint notioiglmh well have provoked a
smile...It remained for the New World to invent theansin of excessive and

habitual optimisn?

0 Aldous HuxleyBrave New WorldToronto: Bantam Books, 1946), 36.
I Dale M. BauerEdith Wharton’s Brave New PolitigMadison, Wisconsin: University
of Wisconsin Press, 1994), 92-95.
2 |sabel Paterson, “The New Sin,” reviewTafilight SleepNew YorkHerald Tribune
(22 May 1927), section 7, 1-2.
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In contrast to Huxley’s affirmation, the reviewsrdlightly incredulous that Mrs.
Manford’s positive thinking presents a valid sot¢fakat. Anticipating contemporary
anti-positivity polemics, Wharton and James weneaat a century ahead of the curve in
identifying the social and psychological casualtéghe culture of compulsory
optimism’® More than just a sign of their prescience, howete apparent
contemporaneity of their narratives testifies t® tépetitious nature of these trends, and
to the push pull between affirmative and skepticddure. At the same time as it warns of
the future, there is the senseTwilight that no optimistic fad can hold back the assaults
of historical catastrophe for long; that each hapefa is destined to be tempered by the
subsequent generation’s cautious and correctivarmesn.

Wharton attributed the new pseudo-spiritualisrthebroader cultural aversion to
“an absolutely featureless expanse of time” (LHE&Y. narrative descries the “blind dread
of physical pain” (19), boredom, or negativity ofyekind, particularly among the upper
classes. Indeed, Mrs. Manford’s entire life is digsxl as “a long uninterrupted struggle
against every form of pain,” from the acquisitidnXerays and private hospital rooms to
rest-cures, lace cushions, and hot-house grapé$. @be “wanted to de-microbe life”
(55). “Being prepared to suffer is really the waycreate suffering,” Mrs. Manford
explains to her daughter Nona. “We ought to refusselves to pain. All the great

healers have taught us that.” (275).

"3 Lauren BerlantCruel Optimism(North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2011);
Barbara EhrenreiclBright Sided: How Positive Thinking is Underminit\merica(New York:
Metropolitan Books, 2009).
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This denial of pain—the idea that trauma can lbeight away—is a notion that
self-help had in common with another, more repinggllectual trend: namely,
existentialism. In his critique of Sartre, for iaste, Adorno targeted Sartre’s argument
that concentration camp victims could willfully isform their experience of torture:
“Sartre even affirmed the freedom of the victimgshef concentration camps to inwardly
accept or reject the tortures inflicted upon theangosition that Adorno says Beckett’s
modernism refute&’ We might view “mind power” as the grotesque, peee: other of
existentialist freedom. The belief in the capaoityvill to transcend or transform
circumstance reflects the influence on both movemehStoicism, with its emphasis on
the role of disposition in determining matter angerience’> Like Adorno with Sartre,
self-help’s critics have condemned its denial efititractable, systemic injustices that
“mind-power” purports to override. At the same tjmelf-help and existentialism are
linked by their investment in individual agency,dontradistinction to philosophies that
stress the inescapability of hegemonic networksppiression. This humanist faith in the
capacity of the will to alter material conditiosswhat Mrs. Manford and Jean-Paul
Sartre have to offer that standard ideology créipils to provide. Likewise, the
contemporary self-help genre’s championing of thagformative power of individual
authors and books, for instance, in such workd@s Proust Can Change Your Lifg,

has tapped into a popular, pedagogic demand farelebration of literary power and

" Theodor Adorno, “Trying to Understand Endgam¥égtes to Literature, Volume |
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), 249.

®In his notes, Sartre described himself as a “S(dishn SellarsStoicism(Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2006), 154. For example of the influence of Stoicism on self-
help see the writings of Albert Ellis. Yet all “ndrpower” discourse is really a reconfiguration of
Stoical precepts.

% Alain de BottonHow Proust Can Change Your Lifidew York: Pantheon Books,
1997).
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achievement that leftist, post-Foucauldian Englispartments are no longer able or
willing to satisfy.

Of course, Wharton does not see it that way, \ngveelf-help as an adversary,
rather than advocate, of the literary. Like Flasbéfharton senses the considerable
literary repercussions of the burgeoning print stdy For her, the true offense self-help
commits, beyond Americanization and stunted hure&ations, is to literature. Of Mrs.
Manford’s readerly endeavors, Wharton writes,

she felt that her optimism had never been so setedyned since the year when
she had had to read Proust, learn a new dancenrsteger Oriental philosophy,
and decide whether she should really bob her bawonly do it to look so. She
had come victoriously through those ordeals; budtwhorse lay ahead? (85)
Incidentally, Proust was the one modernist Whaatctually liked, a fact that only
underscores the gravity of Mrs. Manford’s offengéarton sent Henry James a copy of
La Recherchg‘trembling with excitement which only genius cemmmunicate.”
James, in turn, was “deeply impressed” by Prowstik.”® As with Mrs. Manford’s
engagement schedule, Wharton again seeks recouttse genre of the list to
communicate her character’s vulgarity. With itsigediminate leveling, the list operates
as a privileged form of anti-self-help polemicgahnique, as we have seen, Flaubert
utilizes to great effect (“Emma wanted to leartidi® she bought dictionaries, a

grammar book, and a provision of white paper. Sied serious reading, history, and

” Quoted in Robin Peeljpart from Modernism: Edith Wharton, Politics, aRdtion
before World War [New Jersey: Rosemont Publishing and Printing C@Q06), 94.

"8 |bid. Proust is an interesting mediating figursdfar as even purported anti-modernists
such as Arnold Bennett and Wharton admired hisnvgst This is particularly significant in light
of the fact that of all the modernists, Proushis dne most committed to conveying life wisdom
to the reader.
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philosophy™). Like Pécuchet with his farming manual, and Ggtstih his uncut books,
Proust is for Mrs. Manford only an emblem of herldliness.

As with Flaubert, the subject of self-help offarpole against which to measure
Wharton’s own authorial agenda, as one formed imradistinction to public purveyors
of spiritual salves. Her insistence on the impdgpain, form, and selection, is
articulated against the “shortcut” interiority amdiscriminate inclusivity that she
believes modernism and self-improvement cultureesiut how does Mrs. Manford’s
“pseudo-activity” compare to that of Bouvard anadiRdhet? As a self-help acolyte,
Manford is a smashing success—she follows instvostto a tee—whereas Bouvard and
Pécuchet are dismal failures. And of course Manbmidngs to the idle upperclass,
whereas Flaubert’'s clerks are hard-working petitrgeois. Unlike with Mrs. Manford,
there is economic security at stake in each otkks’ new endeavors, lending their
pseudo-activities a desperation and urgency that Manford’s lacks. Nevertheless,
there is the same critique of the inconsistenayefdilettante in both texts. Just as
Bouvard and Pécuchet transition from atheism ttdaibhermeneutics without a second
thought, for instance, Mrs. Manford seems uncorextby any ideological
inconsistencies in her activities, all contradioideing subsumed under the greatest
ideology of all: the ideology of perpetual, relest activity.

Wharton limns the same correspondence betweerpgghilanthropy and the
self-help spirit that we found at play in Flaubgitist novel. This capriciousness of the
dilettante is spoofed when Mrs. Manford accidegtpiiesents her birth control advocacy

speech to the Mother’s day assembly. Standing béfa@ matriarchal crowd, she begins,

" Gustave FlauberiMadame BovaryNew York: Penguin, 1977), 137.
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vehemently, “No more effaced wives, no more drudgmothers, no more human slaves
crushed by the eternal round of house-keeping hitdl lsearing.” After a horrified

pause, Mrs. Manford quickly realizes her error egmbvers with characteristic aplomb,
“That’s what our antagonists say—the women whaoaénad to be mothers...” (98). It
seems, however, that Mrs. Manford’s inconstanaheracteristic of her set, “Whatever
the question dealt with, these ladies always sedmbd the same, and always advocated
with equal zeal Birth Control and unlimited matéyniree love or the return to the
traditions of the American home. (11). Mrs. Maf@ not bothered by the gaffe as
evidence of her own hypocrisy, but rather, as a sicher lack of control. She wonders,
“What was the use of all the months and years tépiaTaylorized effort against the
natural human fate: against anxiety, sorrow, olelaf their menace was to reappear
whenever events slipped from her control?” (98) flitieuling of Mrs. Manford in such
scenes reflects Wharton'’s upper-class disdainfitkleness of the self-made (the
source of Mrs. Manford’s poor taste is hinted aewlve learn that, though her mother
comes from Southern gentility, a “Pascal of Talkde®,” her father was a self-made man
who “came from Scotland with two six-pences inugket”) (16). Of course, self-help
represents the ultimate offense to aristocratialglefnoblesse obligen addition,
however, Manford offends the dedication of the gist, for she is missing that
necessary delusion of the expert that his subgetta best and most important of all, that
“the fate of his own soul depends upon whetherabhie makes the correct conjuncture

at this passage of the manuscript” as Max Webes®¥4dyke Bouvard and Pécuchet,

8 Max Weber, “Science as Vocatiori;he Vocation Lecturedndiana: Hackett
Publishing, 2004), xxvi.
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Mrs. Manford is troubling for the way that she tainzes—and thereby throws into
guestion—the necessity of other, more “seriouglliattual pursuits.

A strange fact aboutwilight Sleeps that, despite its alarmist rhetoric, it
describes self-help as almost passé. It is thaiesdion with self-improvement that
distinguishes the older generation of gray hairedhen doing eurythmic exercises from
the younger generation of Nona and Lita (her daerggmid daughter-in-law), who don’t
give a whit about gurus and mantras, being moreqoigied with “the ceaseless rush
from thrill to thrill” (11). Wharton was not thenty author to prematurely describe self-
help as on the way out (recall Baudelaire’s préalictor the impending obsolescence of
fashionable “get rich quick books” in 1868)Yet if self-help is an obsolete, older-
woman’s trend, the question is raised of why Whartgarded it as a social threat worth
parodying. Why is it, in other words, that it is $4Manford and not the youthful thrill-
seeking Lita, embodiment of “jazz” and modernf&mho is the primary target of
Twilight's scorn?

The reason can only be because Lita’s modernishivaa. Manford’s self-
improvement regimes are fundamentally intertwirleth and Mrs. Manford represent
two different, competing ways of being contempor&mbodying the spirit of self-help
and modernism, respectively, Mrs. Manford wants&ster time, Lita surrenders to it.
Both are terrified of idle moments. An evening regat the “Cubist Cabaret,” Lita seeks
to avoid boredom at all costs (the motive for rauleery with her father-in-law).

“Always the same old everything!” she laments (1949dernist novelty and self-help

81 Charles Baudelaire, “Assommons les Pauvres!” (4EhrAll Beggars!”Baudelaire in
English(London: Penguin, 1997).
8 Bauer, 98.
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efficiency are presented as symptoms of the sawialsotolerance for empty time.
Further, the correspondence suggests that pdredllure of modernism has to do with
the alternative it presents to regimented self-ompment schedules. Contrary to the
proverbial wisdom that men seek wives resemblilegy tmothers, the source of Jim’s
attraction to Lita is her opposition to Mrs. Mardta modus operandi. Jim is, rather,
“enchanted by the childish whims, the unpunctuathy irresponsibility, which made life
with [Lita] such thrilling unsettled business aftbe clock-work routine of his mother’s
perfect establishment” (17). Unlike Mrs. Manfordgtimistic platitudes, Lita voices
“animal sincerity” (162), baldly articulating thery truth from which Manford so
frantically retreats; she embodies the cruel im@eremce of happiness and desire.
Wharton’s novel thereby exposes the intergenaratialienation that both self-
help and modernism refledwilight Sleeps, above all, about the friction between a
mother and her daughter, and it is significant Mahford’s spiritual crisis centers
around a botched Mother’s Day speech. Nona, anddtheyouthful modernism she
heralds, defines herself in resistance to Mrs. Math$ facile optimism and ruthless
efficiency, much as modernism carved out its owgatigity and difficulty in reaction to
the bromides of commercial culture. Moreover, ig&rerational chasms open a space for
commercial advice, whether in the form of advengsor self-help. When the scholar
Roland Marchand identified an “advice vacuum” img&ventieth-century culture, he
attributed this in part to “generational discontiias,” and the lack of intimacy between

parent and chil&® Similarly, Walter Benjamin described how the mentioe front lines

8 Roland MarchandAdvertising and the American Dream: Making WayNtrdernity
1920-194Q(Berkeley: University of California Press, 198544.
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of the First World War came home from the battldfi@lent, unable to translate their
experience into advic®.For Wharton, too, the war had irreparably altetesiculture of
advice, rendering the self-delusions of the previgeneration untenable. The youth in
her narrative “belonged...to the bewildered disentddgoung people who had grown
up since the Great War” (12). Wharton elaborates:
It was as if, in the beaming determination of thddte-aged, one and all of
them, to ignore sorrow and evil, “think them awag’superannuated bogies,
survivals of some obsolete European superstitiovouthy of enlightened
Americans, to whom plumbing and dentistry had gikigner standards, and
bifocal glasses a clearer view of the universe—teidemons the elder
generation had ignored, baulked of their naturayphad cast their hungry
shadow over the young. After all, somebody in exgageration had to
remember now and then that such things as wickegdsafering and death had
not yet been banished from the earth; and witthalbe bright-complexioned
white-haired mothers mailed in massage and optimgsid behaving as if they
had never heard of anything but the Good and tlaitfal, perhaps their
children had to serve as vicarious sacrifices. (45)
The generational toggling between positive and tnegavorldviews offers proof of the
inescapability of the past, a point Wharton thou§gmerica (and literary modernism)
urgently needed to recognize. The war also madarappthe futility of attempting to

impose a plan and order on the chaos of histormaNuond Lita are evidence that you

8 Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller)luminations(New York: Schocken Books,
1969).
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cannot merely cover up and anaesthetize the pasgane will always have to pay for
the preceding era’s self-deceptions.
Likewise, for Wharton modernist interiority is escape from the optimistic
delusions of the past, but merely a recoiling fttwem. If the modernists resisted self-
help for its formulaic simplifications, Wharton reted self-help for the same exploitation
of textual ambiguity and obscurity practiced by thedernists themselves. As Bauer
notes, in her late writings, Wharton relied “mucbrmthan before on the mass culture
around her to explore the intricacy of her ownmotlernism.®®> Wharton herself
associates the modernist stream of consciousnassiqee with the “speed-recovery”
culture Manford embodies:
For some reason it is easier to note the confusdtisubconscious sensation
than to single out the conscious thoughts and etk actions which are the
key to character, and to the author’s reason fpictiag that character. | have
often wished, in my “Sister Anne” watch for the daghgreat novelist, that
these facilities did not so temptingly concord witle short-cut in everything
which is the ideal of the new generation, with timéversal thirst to surpass the
speed-recovery in every department of human agfi¥it

It seems jarring to read Wharton’s account of mogen—whose difficulty and

complexity is widely understood as a critique ofnetnodity culture—as itself a product

of this same short-cut culture. One cannot helpfdwitthat, with her characterization of

modernism as essentially lazy, Wharton has gottemtovement wrong. Who having

8 Bauer, xii.
8 «Tendencies,” 434.
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read “Oxen of the Sun” could say that Joyce lacki®gary-historical sense or, having
readTo the Lighthouseyould agree that modernism’s stream of consciossmethod is
not a careful work of selection, discriminationgdgresentation? Wharton too easily
accepts the movement’s anti-nineteenth-centurydstanding, which masks the author’s
deep dependence upon the old conceits of charaot@rention, and plot. “I am always
suspicious,” she said, “in creative work, of machtions which avoid difficulties, and
nothing in the novelist’s task puts his abilitythe test as does the creating and keeping
alive of characters,” a vocation she felt the mad#s had eschewed with their “cinema
obviousness® Many will no doubt disagree with her account (ftstance, Leo Bersani
has written a convincing description of the endgmiess of the character of Leopold
Bloom) 2 However, there is also something that rings truiliis mischaracterization, an
insight that an uncritical acceptance of modernsstahets overlooks. Like the self-made
man who disingenuously disavows the support arldente of his predecessors, the
ideal of modernist novelty elides any indebtedriegsadition and history. In this way,
Wharton'’s critique of modernist novelty shows up thsjunction between the

movement’s slogans and its historicity.

Conclusion
It is not merely the case that Wharton and Janeze engaging with self-help in

complex and surprising ways, as should by now bebéshed, but also that self-help

87 Edith Wharton, “Permanent Values in Fictiofifie Saturday Review of Literature,
Number 38 (April 7, 1934), 604.

% Leo Bersani, “Against UlyssesThe Culture of RedemptioBambridge: Harvard UP,
2000.
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comes to stand for their alienation from the prgdeoth in terms of current trends and
the moment’s immediacy. This is perhaps why thairatives associate self-help not
with youth but with the aging generation who congaga for their own obsolescence
with exercises stressing immersion in the momemt.\Wharton, modernism and self-
help are two competing ways of coping with transeeriFor James, self-help represents a
kind of counterfactual integration in the mass imagy. As a result of the utopian
premise of self-help—its fantasy of what Habermels¢an ideal speech situatidfiz—
there is an elegiac undertone to literary parodieself-help. One could go so far as to
say that every parody of self-help masks a re§wetn Flaubert envied the simple
pleasures of the dilettante. At the same time asvsrcilessly lambasts the new self-
improvement trends, Wharton reveals the extenthichvMrs. Manford depends upon
her credos and exercises to compensate for lifelity. Despite the stratagems she
undertakes in order to ridicule her character'spits, Wharton’s narrative ultimately
fails to convince us of the risibility of Mrs. Masd’s coping mechanisms. These
authors’ parodies of self-help express not just thestalgia for a time when the advice
relation remained untainted by commodification, &lsb their yearning for a form of
representation that would not be predicated omn then alienation.

Outside of the drama of their narratives, Whadod James’s literary treatments
of self-help bring forth the complex problem of disjunction between action and
contemplation, participation and critique. Witleithconcern over self-help’s quotidian

utility, they return us to the problem of how todenstand and articulate the everyday

8 Jurgen Haberma3he Theory of Communicative Action: Reason and the
Rationalization of Societyranslated by Thomas McCarthy (Boston: Beacos$1E984), 25.
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value of a weak philosophy. Despite William Jamés’gythy defense of the pragmatic
benefits of a positive worldview, he admitted thatimately, negativity offers a more
accurate picture of life’s vicissitudes. James wagdree with Huxley in “Modern
Superstition” that self-help has attained the stafua new religion, yet he is more
receptive to this new religion’s social purposewsduer, in a telling moment, after his
impassioned defense of the overlooked merits oh#adthy temperament, William
concedes, in a moving passage:
The method of averting one’s attention from ewvilgd diving simply in the light
of the good is splendid as long as it will work...Bubreaks down impotently
as soon as melancholy comes; and even though omatedree from
melancholy one’s self, there is no doubt that Ingafhindedness is inadequate
as a philosophical doctrine, because the evil fabish it refuses positively to
account for are a genuine portion of reality; amelytmay after all be the best
key to life’s significance, and possibly the onjyemers of our eyes to the
deepest levels of truff.
For a founder of pragmatism, it's a remarkable esson. For the truth in this passage is
most decidedly not a mere case of “what works”dftdgomething much deeper. In fact,
truth here is the opposite of what works in a praticn everyday sense. This is not
modern relativism or amoral perspectivism; for Jantiee glass is half empty. Time is
finite, reality unstable, death imminent, secuatgielusion. “Our civilization is founded

on shambles,” he elaborates, “and every indiviégx@étence goes out in a lonely spasm

% jamesVarieties 152.
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of helpless agony® It is in such melancholy confessions, smuggledvbeh arguments
for the potential benefits of “healthy mindednegshkdt the James brothers meet.

And this sense of the negative as true might bed¢hl source of William James’s
prescience and radicalism regarding the socialesxyg of self-help’s panaceas. For
William, self-help is not just about the superflai@sire for “instant gratification” and
shortcuts, as Huxley and Wharton suggest. Rathared sees deeper into the
transhistorical lack that self-help, like all “vaties of religious experience,” seeks to
redress. Wharton gestures towards this with hettifiieation of Mrs. Manford’s fear of
empty time, but her narrative stops short of adhgh exploration of this deeper
ontological demand that, as “The Jolly Corner” sepmodernism and self-help
collectively exploit.

If, as Wharton and the James brothers agree hhaadt positivity are
fundamentally false (i.e. transient), the quesbhenomes: can one live healthy
mindedness knowing it is not the truth. That isag, can one unlearn irony and come
back from modernist negation? This is what Willidames called the phenomenon of the
“twice born”: those who have inhabited the trutmefativity and learned to reject it in
order to achieve happine¥s.

Probably no contemporary author has done morestarrect James’s insistence
on self-help’s necessary lie than David Foster ¥all With his receptivity to self-help’s

social and personal function, Wallace might be Ml James’s heir apparent. Both

% Ibid.
92 William JamesWritings 1902-1910Varieties of Religious Experien¢dew York:
Library of America, 1988), 155.
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thinkers suffered in their personal lives from tcagnd debilitating depression. Notes one
reporter after visiting Wallace’s papers at therii&ansom Center:
One surprise was the number of popular self-hetgkbin the collection, and
the care and attention with which he read and detieam. | mean stuff of the
best-sellingest, Oprah-level cheesiness and legatation was to be found in
Wallace’s library. Along with all the WittgensteiHusserl and Borges, he read
John Bradshaw, Willard Beecher, Neil Fiore, Andi&eil, M. Scott Peck and
Alice Miller. Carefully...
| left the Ransom Center wondering whether ondefmhost valuable parts of
Wallace’s legacy might not be in persuading usubJohn Bradshaw on the
same level with Wittgenstef.
Or, rather, Wallace’s legacy invites us to ask Whett is possible to enjoy Bradshaw
after Wittgenstein, a question that contemporary self-headings of modernism like de
Botton’s and Kiberd’s also pose. According to tl@porter, the appeal of self-help for
Wallace was its capacity to remind him of his owmiity, and to curb the fantasy of
genius-exceptionality. Disrupting the “role segrggn” between private and
professional identities, self-help humbles the fubf the postmodert. But if needing a

self-help book is a reminder of one’s commonndsgantents counteract this humbling

9 Maria Bustillos, “Inside David Wallace’s PrivatelSHelp Library.” The Aw (April 5,
2011).

% Wanting to participate, being unable to particpahis conflict engenders the irony
that makes essays like “A Supposedly Fun ThingNdlver Do Again,” describing Wallace’s
reluctant experience aboard a luxury cruiselinecampelling’ As Elaine Blair of théNew York
Review of Bookavers, “Wallace gives us permission to find solaceommon self-help truisms
without feeling that we have lost our critical fé#@s. In other words, he cleaves aesthetic
standards from moral ones, and shows us thapassible, and sometimes necessary, to do so.”
“A New Brilliant Start.” The New York Review of Bodkscember 6, 2012)
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with their fetishism of exceptionality and indiviallachievement. Self-help
paradoxically turns the romance of individualisrtoia type of uniformity. According to
Wharton, a similar perversion of the romance ofrabi@r and individualism is precisely
what modernism heralds.

The contemporary author, who does not want takeeWharton the curmudgeon,
but does not want to be the Rope Group either, mestiate the extremes of aloof
derision and unrestrained participation. Such isn8pr Brydon’s dilemma, caught
between the spheres of the potential and the actnable to fully immerse himself in
either. Bruno Latour calls this the opposition betw the “fact” and “fairy” positions, or
between detached demystification and hystericatisim® If Wharton critiques the
idiocy of the pseudo-spiritual, “The Jolly Corn@nakes the unsustainability of
modernist interiority grotesque. Nobody wants @ in modernism, as Marshall Berman
and Frank King remind us. Even the most committgtias need some relief from

modernism’s unforgiving landscape.

% Bruno Latour, “Why has Critique Run Out of Steafn@m Matters of Fact to Matters
of Concern."Critical Inquiry 30 (Winter 2004), 237.
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CHAPTER THREE

Ulyssesas Self-Help Manual? James Joyce’s Strategic Popsiin

In 2009, Declan Kiberd caused a little stir amoagcgans with his new guide to
James Joyce for the “common readétysses and Us: The Art of Everyday Life in
Joyce’s Masterpiecdn his latest work, the respected authoineknting Ireland(1995)
aimed to pry Joyce’s masterpiece from the grighef‘corporate university,” which
“praised Joyce as the supreme technician and ignidigssesas a modern example of
wisdom literature.” “It is time to reconneldlyssego the lives of everyday people,”
Kiberd declares.Instead of tracing Homeric parallels or poring msikeleton keys, he

suggests that we approach Joyce’s text as nothimgg than a “'self-help’ manual.”
Ulysses he explains, “is a book with much to teach usualtoe world—advice on how
to cope with grief; how to be frank about deatlhea age of its denial; how women have
their own sexual desires and so also do men; hamatk and think at the same timeZ.”
Kiberd’s book was received favorably in the popuylegss, and, perhaps
unsurprisingly, quite critically in the academiajoals. Scholars appreciated his lucid,
jargon-free prose, but recoiled at his brash clahmssreliance on “anecdotal” evidence

and the text's “gossipy biographical flourishif Joyce’s goal was really to reach the

“common reader,” reviewers wondered why he didwdte in simpler terms. While the

! Ulysses and Us: The Art of Everyday Life in Joyb&gsterpiece(New York: Norton,
2009), 13.
% |bid., 21.
% Joseph Kelly, 2010. “Saving Joyce from the PrafesgSouth Carolina Reviewt3.1
(2010), 264.
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self-help manual is defined by plain speech, diagltiress, and an appeal to common
sense, these are qualities that Joyce’s avant-gapkriment gleefully abdicates. Kiberd
deftly isolates moments of universality, of quadidiintimacy and domestic wisdom in
Joyce’s text, all the while brushing off the infamsadifficulty of Ulysses
Is Joyce therefore in bad faith, writing a book ethcelebrates the common man
in such forbiddingly complex ways? Not really. Ti@ok was written to be
enjoyed by ordinary men and women, but it is als@a@count of how the
intellectual can return to the actual, an accodith® complex path which such
persons can take back to the ordinfry.
“Not really” Kiberd says, betraying his own uncemtg, as he describes ordinariness as
the telos of Joyce’s radically innovative text. Titeeof the academic reviewers is not
directed at Kiberd per se, but at the genre to lwhis latest book belongs. For them,
these simplifying guides are works of “iconoclagticogance ” reducing their subjects
to a “shoddy simulacrurm®”“Proclaiming their fealty to the ordinary,” Stev&ellman
cuttingly observes, “they are driven by impatiemgh—even contempt for—the actual
experience of reading extraordinary worksret literature is always vulnerable to
abridgement, and a text’s cultural portability isctea great predictor of longevity.

This chapter uses “self-help” guides to Joycerasaasion to illuminate the

*258.

® Steven G. Kellman, “James Joyce for Ordinary B&@he Chronicle of Higher
Education September 21, 2009. http://chronicle.com/articleies-Joyce-for-

Ordinary/48427/ (accessed May 25, 2012), 6.

® Christopher CusackReview:Ulysses and Us: The Art of Everyday LivargdWho
Reads Ulysses? The Rhetoric of the Joyce Warshenddmmon ReadérEnglish Studigs92.4
(2011), 472.

’6.
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buried history of modernism’s engagement with paputorality. It suggests that the
birth of Joyce’s aesthetic—and, by extension, maidar more broadly—is attributable

to early twentieth-century debates over the edacaif “common readers,” debates that
had far-reaching political and national connotatidms a corollary, this chapter
undermines idealized portraits of “oracular” JoysleewingUlyssedo be firmly a

product of the contentions of its day. Just as \Wimaand James challenged modernism’s
antipathy to self-help, as we saw in the previduwepter, applications like Kiberd’s reveal
that didacticism is not so inimical to modernismhas been supposed.

Given the ardor of Kiberd’s project, and the pasate antipathy it inspired, one
might think that he was the first readeldysseso point out its everyday appeal. In
reality, however, Kiberd's text is the latest ifoag tradition of common reader
interpretations of Joyce, beginning with Charle$fui 932 James Joyce and the Plain
Reade)’ William Powell Jones'Sames Joyce and the Common Re4i@55)° and
Anthony Burgess'$iere Comes Everybod$965), to name a feW.As early as 1934,
TIME magazine had declared, “For readers to whom bakan important means of
learning about life, Plysse$ stands preeminent above modern rivafsOther
contemporary authors with a similar approach toeikds include Philip Kitcher,

Jefferson Hunter, and Arnold Weinstein, who sinyla@ubsUlysses‘nothing less than a

® | use the term “common reader” because it is tirage used by the modernists and
their early critics, yet knowing that it fails adedely capture the diversity—or indeed
originality—of popular approaches to the literasytt

° Charles Duff, (London: D. Hammersworth).

O william Powell Jones, (Norman: University of Oktaha Press).

* Anthony Burgess, (Londotfaber and Faber).

12 «ylysses Lands.TIME. January 29 1934. 23.5.
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133 Such texts evince the continuance of what JubaisBrannon calls

self-help manua
the “Joyce wars,” divided between specialized readad those who read Joyce for his
practical advicé” While neither position is very convincing alonegéther they testify to
Ulysse& continued status ada@cus classicu$or questioning literature’s real-world
value; the deterrent complexity of Joyce’s nareatorces readers to articulate, perhaps
even reconsider, the expectations they bring éodrly texts.

Joyce’s popular interpreters are quick to pointtbose moments where he
appears to encourage their moralizing approachinstance, the narrator of “Ithaca”
informs us that Leopold Bloom “himself had appltedhe works of William
Shakespeare more than once for the solution atdiffproblems in imaginary or real
life.”*> Lest we take Bloom’s method as model, howevercdajfers the following
addendum, namely that “In spite of careful and atge reading of certain classical
passages, aided by a glossary, he had derivedfispeonviction from the text, the
answers not bearing in all points” (17.389-91).c&y punctilious terminology, which
likens literary wisdom to a failed formula or sualso emerges in reference to Stephen
Dedalus’s reading of Hamlet; as Buck Mulligan putéHe proves by algebra that

Hamlet's grandson is Shakespeare's grandfatheéhande himself is the ghost of his

own father” (1.555-557). Stephen’s tongue-in-chapfroach to the literary masterpiece

13 Arnold WeinsteinRecovering Your Story, Understanding the Self Tgindtive Great
Modern Writers: Proust, Joyce, Woolf, Faulkner, Mgon. (New York: Random House, 2006),
101.

14 Julie Sloan BrannowVho Reads Ulysses?: The Rhetoric of the Joyce &iviarshe
Common Reade(New York: Routledge, 2003), 2.

15 James Joycélysses: The Corrected Te#922). Edited by Hans Walter Gabler et al.
(New York: Random House, 1986), 17.385-387. Heeealfited parenthetically.
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as algebraic equation, like Bloom’s quest for Skpkarean “solutions,” parodies the
pedagogical expectations we bring to texts.

Bloom’s practice of reading for life-wisdom hasoad history, one coincident
with the history of reading itself. Medievalist Mialas Howe explicates that in its Anglo
Saxon roots, the verb for “reading” (“raedan”) ats@inally meant “giving advice or
counsel,” a connotation Modern English gradualbt las it gravitated toward the Latin
term, “legere.*® Thus, contemporary self-help interpretations anlg the latest
manifestation of a didactic impetus that has resithroughout Western literary history:
from Renaissance poetry’s commitment to mergingslee and utility, to the eighteenth-
century argument that literature should improve iastruct, and through to the
utilitarian moralism that motivates so many Victoritexts. Yet, as we've seen in the
previous chapter, the emergence of modernism am®savith a heightened antagonism
between practicality and aesthetics. This shifeot$ the modernists’ resistance to
Victorian moral imperatives, as well as the infloerof Kantian disinterestedness upon
their embrace of I'art pour 'art.” In the popular sphere, the rise of the bestséfiein
the early twentieth century created a newly aganistation between the novel and the
handbook, which vied for space on the same getfistraintil 1918’ The
commercialization of counsel in advertising copg advice columns undermined the

integrity of the narrative moral, while the risepaflitical propaganda during the First

'® Nicholas Howe, “The Cultural Construction of Reaylin Anglo-Saxon England.” In
The Ethnography of Readingd. Jonathan Boyarin, 58-79 (Berkeley: University
California Press, 1992), 63.
71n 1918, the non-fiction list was permanently bBthed. See Frank Luther Mott,
Golden Multitudes: The Story of Best Sellers inuinéed StategNew York: R.R. Bowker
Company, 1946), 205.
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World War made the public increasingly wary of dretal manipulation of all kinds. It
is under these conditions that modernism estalaligedamed resistance to the
moralizing mode.

Thanks to the influence of New Criticism, formalisamd aestheticism, literary
critics have largely followed suit in questioninigtature’s ethical use, with some notable
exceptions? Richard Posner’s response to the ethical criti@éiartha Nussbaum
seemed to speak for a whole generation of critits had witnessed the well read
commit atrocities: “immersion in literature doed nwake us better citizens or better
people,” he asserted, adding that ethical readigrgs to be “reductive” and

“digressive.™®

Nussbaum could be describing some self-help gu@esdernism when
she regretfully concedes that “some writing abaatdture” has “given ethical writing
about literature a bad name, by its neglect ofditeform and its reductive moralizing
manner.?® However, the precarious position of the humantiesy, suffering from a
lack of visible “use-value” compared to Busines$oience, necessitates a more
charitable consideration of literature’s populaplagations.

Ulysses'seputation as the very paradigm of modernist litytnakes it an ideal

case study of modernism’s complex engagement Wwélptagmatism of the popular

realm. ldentifying the need for such a criticabmvention, Julie Brannon aptly observes,

181n addition to Martha Nussbaum, some critics wieia different ways interested in
literary ethics include Wayne Booth, Geoffrey Haaph and Tobin Siebers, to name but a
sampling.

Y Richard Posner, “Against Ethical CriticisnPhilosophy and Literatur¢21.1.1997), 2,
12.

% Martha Craven Nussbautmve’s knowledge: essays on philosophy and liteeatu
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 172.
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Lawrence Rainey, Mark Morrison, Joyce Wexler, atitsdn Pease, among
many others, have studied how the publishing calafithe early twentieth
century shaped Modernism. Yet little attention baen paid to how present day
audiences, for whom Modernism is already codifredied, and ossified as
canonical, receive texts likdlysses
Practical readings dflyssescan bolster the scholarly effort to dismantle dbsified,
“great divide” narrative of modernism’s antipattoyreal-world use®? Despite growing
interest in the populism of the avant-garde, litgaitics have yet to seriously engage
with these contemporary readings of Joyce’s wotksfirug off self-help guides to Joyce
as trivial epiphenomena is to neglect their abtidtylluminate the enduring sources of
modernism’s appeal. To that end, this chaptetdreantemporary applications of
Ulyssesas an occasion to reassess the influence of tteedge reader” upon the very
constitution of the modernist aesthetic.

Rather than subverting Joyce’s avant-garde aimespopular championing of
Ulysse& everyday use is made possible by Joyce’s owmaithent to the common
readers of his time, people wary of authority tagex for useful advice. As we shall see,
the puzzling ubiquity of practical readersdtyssegeflects the demand for moralizing
texts that Joyce witnessed in the reading publiti®fouth. It is important to remember

that a “veritable revolution in literacy and educat took place in mid nineteenth-

2 xii.
22 The argument for a “great divide” between modemésid mass culture was most
famously advanced by Andreas Huyssen (1986).
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century Ireland? providing the common reader with an unprecedeintigence over the
literary market. These changes provide a cruciateod for understanding the

representation of reading in Joyce’s work.

The Ideal Readerin Absentia

Nobody inUlyssegeads like a modernist. Joyce’s characters reesbpally,

emotionally, practically, prophetically, but theg dot read in the disinterested manner
the modernists are conventionally thought to hawenpted. Molly reads for romantic
escapism, Bloom is relentlessly mining for advi#hile Jeffrey Segall identifies Joyce’s
ideal audience as the New Critféeven Stephen Dedalus’s infamous “Hamlet theory”
wouldn’t pass muster in Cleanth Brooks’s classh\étephen’s projecting of paternity
issues, professional frustrations, and biograpttiaakground onto Shakespeare’s t8xt.
Joyce theorizes an “ideal” reader who has a pusthtic” and aesthetic appreciation of
the text, who doesn’t seek a message or a moratays up all night reveling in the
jouissance of the Joycean wdfdBut as the characters iHyssesemind us, “ideal

readers” don’t buy books.

“Terry EagletonHeathcliff and the Great Hunger: Studies in Irishl@re (London:
Verso, 1995), 146.

24 Joyce in America: Cultural Politics and the TriagUlyssegBerkeley: University of
California Press.1993), 135.

% John Nash notes, “Nowhere in Joyce’s work is tleemeodel of an ‘ideal reader™
(2006, 6).

% Joyce complained, “The pity is the public will demd and find a moral in my book—
or worse they may take it in some more serious \&agl,on the honor of a gentleman, there is not
one single serious line in itlhterview with Djuna Barnes for Vanity FaiApril 1922. In
Finnegans Wakbe describes his “ideal reader suffering fromdsal insomnia” ([1939] 1999,
120.13).
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André Lefevere and Itamar Even-Zohar observettieagreatest amount of
activity in literary transmission usually occurstire lowest strata of the “polysystem”:
“I.e. texts that are being reconstituted in chifdsditerature, literary guidebooks, and
other popular and paraliterary genrésUlyssesconfirms this view, in its depiction of
what | call the “self-help methodology” as a primaector of literary transmission. In
Joyce’s narrative, the activity and perpetuityhdd titerary are persistently tied to the
practical application of texts, from Dilly’'s Frenghimer to Stephen’s guide to seduction,
to Gerty MacDowell with her tips from women’s magees. As Jennifer Wicke writes,
such eminently consumable, popular books “dotéheltke candy.?® Of the twenty-
three texts populating Bloom’s bookshelf, only fawe discernibly fiction, the rest are
biographies, histories, and practical guides, idiclg: The Useful Ready Reckon&he
Child’s Guide A Handbook of Astronom$hort but Yet Plain Elements of Geomeayd
last but not least, Eugen SandoWwlsysical Strength and How to obtain(1{7.1361-
1398)2°

Although Bloom enjoys flipping through his volumeisShakespeare for
“wisdom while you wait” (11.906), Joyce condemnkd same approach in a 1903

review of a guide to the Bard for the “general mxddprecisely like those now published

%" As described in Friederike Von Schwerin-Hi§hakespeare, Reception and
Translation: Germany and Japd@ontinuum: New York, 2004), 64. Even-Zohar ddsesithe
literary system as co-existing with other sociatsyns, whether religious, legal, etc., which taken
together constitute the “polysystem.”

8 Jennifer Wicke, “Who’s She When She’s at Homé®ally Bloom and the Work of
Consumption” inMolly Blooms: A Polylogue on “Penelopegitl. Richard Pearce, 174-195
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press 1994), 179.

9 For discussions of the role of Sandow’s self-tiekt in Ulyssessee Brandon Kershner
(1998) and Vike Martina Plock (2006).
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on Joyce’s own work. The review, facetiously titt&hakespeare Explained,”
synthesizes Joyce’s contempt for the reductiveityuall such populist approaches:
There is nowhere an attempt at criticism, and riberpretations are meagre,
obvious, and commonplace. The passages ‘quotédpfiperhaps a third of the
book, and it must be confessed that the writer'thoek of treating Shakespeare
is (or seems to be) remarkably irreverent. .willtbe seen that the substance of
this book is after the manner of ancient playbHsre is no psychological
complexity, no cross-purpose, no interweaving ofimes such as might perplex
the base multitude. . . . There is something veif/about this book, but (alas!)
the general public will hardly pay sixteen shillinfpr such naivete. . . . And
even the pages are wrongly numbet&d.
Joyce thought that even the “general reader” weaklthrough the book and refuse to
purchase it. Unlike Joyce, however, Leopold Blooighthhave appreciated
“Shakespeare explained.” Bloom fantasizes aboungtibg a story to the local paper,
“something quick and neat” which “begins and endsatty” (4.511-515), a description
which seems to perfectly fit this “ancient playbithold. Modernism likes to play with
this gap between quotidian character and radical.f&peaking oMadame BovaryRita
Felski notes that “Emma does not read as Flaulishtes his own novel to be read”
(1995, 15). Discussing Joyce, John Carey makedeanical point: “Bloom himself

would never and could never have réHgsses (1992, 20).

%0 James Joyc&ccasional Critical and Politics Writing&dited by Kevin Barry
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 97-98.
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Bloom prefers practical reading material like Eu§amdow’s exercise manual.
Sandow’s special section on “Physical Culture far Middle-Aged,” and his article on
“Physical Culture among the Jews,” would have ajgue® Bloom’s sensibilities!

W.B. Yeats was apparently also a Sandow devoteemeanting in a letter from July 19,
1905 that, to his daily regimen, “I have added Sandxercises twice daily*? Perhaps
Sandow appealed to literary types because, as Bnakershner explains, his handbook
had a strong narrative element, combining autolyolgy with prescription much like
Samuel Smiles’Self-HelpandLives of Engineer®’ Yet Joyce's invocation of Sandow
makes no allusions to these aesthetic aspects ¢éxti or taPhysical Strength’s
merging of narrative and prescription. The only greighat Bloom appears to have
gleaned from the text is one of Sandow’s instrudifor physical positioning: “On the
hands down,” as Bloom repeats to himself at varpmists inUlysses Sandow’s
prescriptive motto circulates in Bloom’s imaginatias this one unmoored, reified
prescription, to be pocketed and deployed as catisnlor reminder, much like his
potato or piece of soap, at key moments througtiemutay.

Sandow’s text frequently arises amid Bloom’s thdsgif death, aging, and

physical deterioration, as in “Calypso:”

31 Vike Martina Plock, 2006. “A Feast of Strengthitimaca,” Journal of Modern
Literature 30.1 (2006), 129-136.

$2\W.B. Yeats, Letter to Florence Farr, 19 July 198%Collected Letters of W.B. Yeats
Volume 1V, 1905-190°Edited by John Kelly (New York: Oxford, 2005),5.3

% Brandon Kershner, “The World’s Strongest Man: dogc Sandow?” Itmages of
Joyce Volume, led. Clive Hart et al, 237-252 (Gerrards CrosdinCamythe, 1998), 246.
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Grey horror seared his flesh. Folding the page mggocket he turned into

Eccles Street, hurrying homeward. Cold oils slwhagl his veins, chilling his

blood: age crusting him with a salt cloak. Weklyh here now. Yes, | am here

now. Morning mouth bad images. Got up wrong sidthefbed. Must begin

again those Sandow’s exercises. On the hands qdvi230-234)
The self-help devotee prefers to invent supersisti@antidotes (“wrong side of the
bed”/*Sandow’s exercises”), than concede the litrates of human agency in the face of
human mortality. For Bloom, Sandow offers muchsbame consolation as Molly’s warm
flesh: an affirmation of immediacy, the present &fed Bloom frequently turns to the
practical as an escape from negativity, a tenderiegh sometimes verges upon
flippancy, as when he jumps from thoughts of peaiptavning to wondering, “Do fish
ever get seasick?” in “Nausicaa” (13.1162). Thissaation of the material is, in some
sense, what Stephen lacks, along with the dis@pbrresist morbid thoughts. Above all,
the self-help text for Bloom represents will: “$tthe brain which develops the muscles,”
as Sandow note$.In light of Sandow’s emphasis upon mental disogliBloom’s
choice of “equanimity” above violence in “Ithacaiggests that, despite his
disappointing muscular developments, perhaps Bldoes succeed at following some of
Sandow’s principles after all.

Sandow’s text emerges again in “Circe’s” surregdlsantasmagoria, which takes

place in a brothel in nighttown, to expose the ptig¢ sadomasochism of the self-help

mode of textual engagement. The brothel’s MadaneBebw transformed into the male

3% Eugen Sandowstrength and How to Obtain (London: Gale & Polden Ltd, 1897), 9.
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Bello) repeats Sandow’s prescription to Bloom, villas metamorphosed in this dream-
like sequence into a groveling sow. The Homerialparaside, in light of Sandow’s
orientation towards the “obese,” it makes senseBlaom is transformed into a plump
greedy pig, and that the Sandow text would be ¢f@mtwhich facilitates this
transformation. The sniveling pig that Bloom becesmdeamatizes self-help’s debasement
of its reader:
BELLO
Down! (he taps her on the shoulder with his)fémcline feet forward! Slide left
foot one pace back! You will fall. You are fallin@n the hands down!
BLOOM
(her eyes upturned in the sign of admiration, clgsyap$ Truffles!
(With a piercing epileptic cry she sinks on all feugrunting, snuffling, rooting
at his feet: then lies, shamming dead, with eyed 8ght, trembling eyelids,
bowed upon the ground in the attitude of most éxcemaste) . . .
BLOOM
(enthralled, bleatsl promise never to disobey. (15.2846-2864)
To be enthralled by the experience of one’s owrsaimeent is the peculiar premise, not
only of modernist narratives likdlyssesbut also of self-help. Bello exploits the
supplicatory posture of the Sandow exercise, tgrttie degrading experience of the self-
improvement regime to her domineering advantaggeels insomniac reader may well

empathize with Bloom in this scene, who must pergét adapt to the whim of Bello’s
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irrational authority. Amid Bello’s onslaught of comands, Bloom rolls around on the
floor in an “enthralled” revelry, begging to be givdirectives.

But “Circe” is not the only time that Joyce alighe erotic and didactic modes;
the first articulation of this relation is voicegl Btephen Dedalus i Portrait of the
Artist as a Young Marin this earlier text, Stephen theorizes the datioa between eros
and didacticism that “Circe” will later burlesque,a diatribe taken from Joyce’s own
personal notes on aesthetics:

The feelings excited by improper art are kinetesice or loathing. Desire urges
us to possess, to go to something; loathing urgdés abandon, to go from
something. The arts which excite them, pornogragtacdidactic, are therefore
improper arts. The esthetic emotion (I use the ggerm) is therefore static.
The mind is arrested and raised above desire atiihg>°
Pointedly, in “Ithaca” Bloom is described as nothlass than aKinetic poet” (17.410).
At the other extreme, Stephen offers a typical maidearticulation of the merits of
aesthetic disinterestedness. According to him,rfpgraphical” and “didactic” arts are
“improper” because they focus on provoking the ezachther than on the formal
integrity of the work.
It might seem counterintuitive to pair the didactltat most soporific of styles,

with the pornographic mode, yet as Sarah Raff a¢jue two are frequently

%James Joycd Portrait of the Artist as a Young M#h916) (Middlesex: Penguin
Books, 1967), 205.
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intertwined® In the eighteenth century, novelists claimed t@gain readers only to
better instruct them; the narrative example, tresueed, was merely the sugar for
smuggling the pedagogical message through. Asnstout, though, scenes of
instruction in these eighteenth-century narrativese intensely erotically charged.
Associating self-help with sadomasochism in “Citeaorality tales with sexual
excitation in “Nausicaa® and tutoring with seduction in “Penelopéllysses
corroborates Raff’s point. Such scenes rekindldHbtwatian merging of utility and
pleasure, with a bawdy, modern twist. Molly imagirseducing Stephen as he tutors her
in Italian, “lll read and study all | can find agdrn a bit off by heart if | knew who he
likes so he wont think me stupid if he thinks aimen are the same and | can teach him
the other part Il make him feel all over him hk half faints under me...” (18.1362-
1364). Conversely, Bloom’s fondness for Molly isenf couched in imagining strategies
for her instruction (16.1653 and 17.672). Evaluatiifferent approaches to Molly’s
edification, Bloom determines the most effectivetlmd to be “indirect suggestion
implicating selfinterest” (17.704), a fitting degatron of Joyce’s own authorial
technique.

Despite his eagerness to distance himself fromiithgroper” responses of less
educated readers, Stephen himself registers thsyles of “kinetic” readings.
Surrounded by a group of older librarians and satsah “Scylla and Charybdis,”

Stephen performs an elaborate biographical reaafilrtamlet invoking a quotation from

% sarah Raff, “Quixotes, Precepts, and GalateasDithectic Novel in Eighteenth-
Century Britain"Comparative Literature Studiek34 (2006), 466-481.
3" See Thomas Kerr (1985) for a discussion of theafitgrtale The Lamplighterwhich
informs this episode.
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Maurice Maeterlinck to support his interpretatidritee play as Shakespeare’s enactment
of his distress over his wife’s alleged infidelgieStephen quotes Maeterlinck’s poetic
observation,

If Socrates leave his house today he will findshge seated on his
doorstep. If Judas go forth tonight it is to Judies steps will tendEvery life is
many days, day after day. We walk through ourselvesting robbers, ghosts,
giants, old men, young men, wives, widows, brothedsve, but always
meeting ourselve$9.1042)

Stephen uses Maeterlinck’s insight to support dea ithat all of the characters in
Shakespeare’s plays are enacting different probilertige author’s life. Patrick A.
McCarthy reads the passage as asserting thae&lings—of the book and of the
world—are inevitably personal reading&.But Stephen tellingly leaves out the full
version of Maeterlinck’s sentence, which readsltiflas go forth to-night, it is towards
Judas his steps will tend, nor will chance for &g be lacking; but let Socrates open his
door, he shall find Socrates asleep on the thrddieflore him, and there will be occasion
for wisdom.”®® Indeed, “there will be occasion for wisdom,” noiyobecause Socrates is
the “wise sage,” but also because experience nhuaya lead back to the self in order to
be meaningful. In its original form, Maeterlinclsgatement is not a deterministic critique

of readerly projection but an observation aboutdfueial role of identification in the

% patrick A. McCarthy, “Reading in Ulysses” doycean Occasions: Essays from the
Milwaukee James Joyce Confereneg. Janet E Dunleavy, Melvin J. Friedman, andhsiéet
Patrick Gillespie (Newark: University of DelawareeBs, 1991), 19.

39 Maurice MaeterlinckWisdom and Destinyranslated by Alfred Suto (New York:
Dodd, Mead, & Company, 1918), 32.
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acquisition of wisdom, indicating Stephen’s owncagibility to the “kinetic” readings
he critiques. Throughoudlysses Joyce depicts characters who see themselvesah wh
they read, from Molly hating any book with a “Mdll it (19.657), to Bloom seeing
Molly’s infidelity in Sweets of Sii'For him! For Raoul?) (10.609), to Stephen
projecting his loneliness onto Shakespeare’s téxtd my turn? When?”) (9.261). These
scenes suggest that without projection, identificgtand the prospect of personal
relevance there is no textual relation.

At heart, both Stephen’s and Bloom’s readingsnanévated by self-interest,
intimating the buried affinities between intellegkand popular approaches to the literary
text. However, the two characters put their relgdsaif-interest to very different use.
Nevertheless, their literary applications belie tiev of reading as a passive, merely
consumptive process, showing how each reader isvesitown relation to the text.
“Whether it is a question of newspapers or of Progays Michel de Certeau, “readers
are travellers; they move across lands belongirsptoeone else, like nomads poaching
their way across fields they did not write, despgithe wealth of Egypt to enjoy it
themselves® In de Certeau’s view, this readerly “poachingh@ merely instrumental
but adopts a romantic, subversive hue; it is akifdances between readers and texts in a
place where, on a depressing stage, an orthoddrrdmbad erected the statue of “the
work.”** However “orthodox” in appearance, Joyce's proneaments about his “ideal

reader” strategically encourage such readerly “pmac” As the nighttown scene

9 Michel de CerteauThe Practice of Everyday Li{@®erkeley: University of California
Press, 1998), 174.
“1175.
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suggests, the textual “dance” between the desiregid-improvement and a recalcitrant
aesthetic defines the taunting pleasure of the nmosteext.

The popular commentators are right to protestttiamuch critical weight has
been placed on the ideal reader who stays upgiit mapping Homeric parallels and
memorizing skeleton keys and not enoughutysses strange courtship of the common
reader. Joyce came of age during a divisive pdapttish letters, marked by
“utilitarian” and “romantic” political extreme¥. The transition from parochial Irish
culture to the rise of Irish modernism was not dean) but rather an ugly and protracted
scuffle over the nation’s literary future, culmimaf in a very public dispute between
Charles Gavan Duffy and W.B. Yeats, out of whichafuwhich “battles lines formed for
the contention that continues to this dayThese debates fostered Joyce’s attunement to
popular readers as gatekeepers for even the ntsakaesthetic. Only by attending to
the national significance of self-help to the Ircsin we fully appreciate the stakes of the

different reading methods represented in Joyceals te

“That Old Delusion, Didacticism”: Modernism and the Irish Common Reader
Common reader wars are nothing new to Irish culturéact, twenty-first-
century common reader wars in Joyce criticism aemacting the disputes that gave rise

to Irish modernism in the first place. Books by#&id, Weinstein, and Alain de Botton

*2 Seamus Heaney, “A Tale of Two Islands: Reflectionshe Irish Literary
Revival.” Inlrish Studies, Volume &d. P.J. Drudy, 72-8Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1980), 2.
*3 Malcolm Brown,The Politics of Irish LiteraturéSeattle: University of
Washington Press, 1972), 370.
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are present-day manifestations of modernism’s @gatishal entanglement with the
popular, pragmatic, and didactic, a side of the enoent that has been obscured by the
received history of its disdain for the masses,ibttvday receiving some critical
attention®* Tracing the branch back to the rhizome, it becoohesr that Joyce’s indirect
didacticism developed in response to the politmahouse of the Dublin of his youth.
The coy moralism obllyssegeflects Joyce’s attunement to the pleasure ohtmeiletic
text.

It is impossible to discuddlyssesand self-help without addressing the colonial
connotation of “self-help” in Ireland, a nation rkad by bloody fights over the rights of
“Sinn Féin” (“ourselves”) and Home rufé. Rather than purely agonistic, there is an
“unacknowledged overlap between [Joyce’s] fictiowl ghe self-help movement of the
Revivalist period.*® Joyce published his early stories in tish Homesteaga journal
that P.J. Matthews explains was primarily for farspéounded by the Irish Agricultural
Organization Society. Joyce once disdainfully neférto theHomesteads “the pigs’
paper,” and was apparently so ashamed to havevind-garde art appear alongside
columns about how to make your own butter thatdezliihe pseudonym “Stephen

Daedalus.*” But in addition to being a source of income antljsation for young Irish

*4 See, for instance, Lisi SchoenbacRimgmatic Modernism (201&ndLies| Olsen’s
Modernism and the Ordinar§2009).

** Kiberd himself discusses the political significaraf “self-help” to the Irish (2009, 33).

*® Plock, “Modernism’s Feast on Science: Nutritiow @Diet in Joyce’dJlysses’
Literature & History16.2 (2007), 34.

*pP.J. Matthews, “A.E.l.0.U’: Joyce and the Irislidestead,” Idoyce on the
Threshold ed. A. Fogarty and T. Martin. Florida, 151-16&(kla: University of Florida Press,
2005), 153.
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writers, theHomesteadvas instrumental in establishing village libraraesoss Ireland
and in encouraging the spread of literacy far frotvan centers.

In publishing young Irish writers tHdomesteadvas exercising the new power
wielded by the rural classes in shaping the intali@l sphere. Yeats, who felt threatened
by this increased literary influence of the workiigsses, exhorted the Irish public to
resist the influence of British utilitarianism.

On all sides men are studying things that are tahgeam bodily food, but no
man among them is searching for the imaginativesgiritual food to be got out
of great literature. Nobody, with the exceptioradew ladies, perhaps, ever
seems to do any disinterested reading in thisrybi@ indeed anywhere else in
Ireland. Every man here is grinding at the mill wée he grinds all things into
pounds and shillings, and but few of them will k¢ @hen all is doné&®
Yeats felt that two grave consequences of colmpatession—a dearth of time and
money—nhad led to the stifling of that most esséstiperfluity, aesthetics. When the
National Education system was founded in Irelanti81, the subjects taught in the
schools “had little appeal to parents or theiradgih. To them, education was
synonymous with ‘book learning’ and left no roonn &ztivities redolent of their
everyday lives.* Yet by the 1850s people had become more recefatittee benefits of

book-learning for acquiring high-status jobs, aadepts pressed the Commissioners to

“8W.B. Yeats, “Dublin, Nov. 6, 1892%etters to the New Islanédited by George
Bornstein and Hugh Witemeyer (New York: Macmilld8989), 65.
9 “Sufficient to Their Needs: Literary and Elemegt&chooling in the
Nineteenth Century.” IThe Origins of Popular Literary in Ireland: Languag
Change and Educational Developmesd. Mary Daly and David Dickson 113-138 (Dublin:
Trinity College Dublin Press, 1990), 129.
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add modern and classical languages to the curncWMriting in 1892, the year the Irish
Education Act introduced compulsory education, ¥ees less troubled by working-
class illiteracy than by the people’s encroachnoenthe “hallowed” field of poetics.
Yeats also believed that the political compuldmput a green shamrock on the
cover of every Irish book was stunting the develeptof the natiorl® The green
“shamrock stamper” Yeats had in mind was Sir Clsa@avan Duffy, a founder of the
Young Ireland movement and tN&ation magazine. In 1892, when the precocious Joyce
was already writing poems and prose, Yeats andyBarffaged in a fierce battle over
editorial control of a series called the New Irishrary, a volume of inexpensive books
intended to revitalize the Irish literary scenee Htheme was initially Yeats'’s project to
educate the Irish about their own literature, fackothen, as he said, “no educated man
ever bought an Irish booR*But when the older and more respected Duffy retdio
Ireland after years abroad, like “Odysseus returminithaca,” as the press safdhe
shareholders granted him control and pushed YedatsAll of Ireland was party to the
volley of accusations in the press between Yeadglaold Young guard of Dublin.
Much like common reader disputes today, the Neshltiibrary debate centered
on the uses of the literary. Is it the functiorbobks to expand the imagination or
discipline the mind? Should language work to coogté or simplify life? The intense

political climate made the New Irish Library a hotise for competing arguments about

O W.B. Yeats, (1922) “Ireland After Parnellri The Collected Works of W.B. Yeats,
Volume lll, “Autobiographies.’Edited by William H O’Donnel and Douglas N. ArchidaNew
York: Scribner, 1999), 172.

*!pid., 170.

*?bid., 186.

139



the relation of literature to everyday practicetlBDuffy and Yeats were consumed by
the insistence that there could be only one antfyelat wasTheNew lIrish Library, after
all—and so the stakes of the project were highcéthe literary identity of Ireland
appeared to depend on it, the Library engendepaulaaized approach to literature’s
social use. Ireland’s revered orator John F. Tayliom Joyce quotes in “Aeolus,” in
the only passage frollysseshe ever recorded, was Duffy’s strident ally, amylor
used his rhetorical skills to take up his friencéise in the national pre¥s.

No author who came of age in Ireland during thessay (or after) could have
escaped the New lIrish Library dispute’s divisivBuance. The debate, which P.J.
Matthews calls “a dogfight over the establishmera oanon of Irish literature’® was
not just confined to the Emerald Isle, but garndreshused onlookers in the British press
as well. As William Patrick Ryan noted in 1894,Wfevere to remember a time when
either the press of England or Ireland had giveslfiso much concern about Irish books
and writers.® Matthews describes the controversy as “an earlyifiestation of a sea
change taking place in Ireland which was, in maaysy a generational revolutiorf’A

pivotal episode “in the continuous fight of the ypger writers against the literary ideals

3 0n Joyce’s use of the Taylor speechligssessee Damien Keane, “Quotation Marks,
the Gramophone Record, and the Language of the@ifTexas Studies in Literature and
Languages1.4 (2009), 400-415.

** p_J. MatthewsRevival: The Abbey Theatre, Sinn Féin, The Gaaague, and the
Cooperative Movemei(indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2003), 15

5 William Patrick RyanThe Irish Literary Revival; its History, Pioneerac

Possibilities(London: Ward & Downey Limited, 1894), 67.

* Revival 16.
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13 it created a rift in Ireland’s intellectual culeuthat continued well

of the old schoo
into the rise of Irish modernism.

Yeats believed that the literature in the Libranmgld aspire to a “mystic truth”
and “mysterious ideal,” rather than a political sege>® In contrast, the volumes Duffy
eventually produced includedHastory of Parliamenby Thomas Dauvis, an Irish
songbook, Standish O’GradyBog of StarsDr. Hyde’sShort History of Gaelic
Literature, and most egregiously, a story by Balzac,Ngglecin de Campagneewritten
for an Irish audience & Parish Providence® This latter is a good example of Yeats's
fear that the originality of the Irish imaginatismould be denationalized by the desire to
keep up with British progress. Yeats lambastedBdleac adaptation when it appeared:
“Duffy has made a book out of one of the pooredBalizac’s novels, not improved by
having the French names turned into English onesteoduction on agriculture and

local industry forty pages long, made up mostly @i fifty year old article of his own,

and an appendix full of quotations from a blue ht8Kn a funny turn, the obligation to

°" Ernest Augustus Boydreland’s Literary Renaissang@ew York: John Lane
Company, 1916), 91.

% W.B.Yeats, (1880-1883) “Young IrelandJhcollected Prose by WB YeakElited by
JP Frayne and G. Johnson (New York: Columbia UsitsePress, 1976), 34.

%9 The full chronological list of New Irish Libraryublications includes: Thomas Davis,
The Patriot Parliament of 168®d. Charles Gavan Duffy (1893); Standish O'Grddhe Bog of
Stars and Other Stories and Sketches of Elizabdtketand (1893);The New Spirit of the
Nation ed. Martin MacDermott (1894); E.M. LynchA,Parish Providence: A Country Talith
an Introduction by Charles Gavan Duffy (1898he Irish Song Booled. Alfred Perceval Graves
(1894); Douglas HydeThe Story of Early Gaelic Literatu(@895); John Todhunteljfe of
Patrick Sarsfield, Earl of Lucafl895); J.F. TaylorODwen Roe O’Neil(1896); Michael
MacDonaghBishop Doyle: A Biographical and Historical Stuf896); Sir Samuel Ferguson,
Lays of the Red Branchith an introduction by Mary Ferguson (1897).

®W.B. Yeats, (1894) “Some Irish National Books. The Collected Works of W.B.
Yeats, Volume IXEarly Articles and Reviews.” Edited by John Fnayand Madeleine
Marchaterre (New York: Scribner, 2004), 247.
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be Irish leads to a poor imitation of the Fren&uch a volume offered proof, if any was
needed, that Duffy’s priority was producing not kifyditerature but propagandist tracts.
Yet despite their polemical differences, Duffy arfgats had more in common than they
were willing to admit, for Yeats was both didaaitd nationalist in his own way, and
Duffy evidently had some appreciation for aestlsetic

Joyce credits Duffy with publishing James ClareM@ngan, whom Joyce
considered the greatest Irish poet and wrote alnotMvo separate occasions (1902 and
1907, reprinted idames Joyce: Occasional Political and Critical Whrif 2000). He also
references Duffy’s patriotic ballads iHysseq12.134, and 13.1149), and elsewhere
laments the exportation of Duffy’s “practical tafeduring his years abrodd.
Tantalizingly, however, a page from Joyce’s Mangemuscript has been lost, and his
essay is suddenly cut off just where he begingéals about Duffy? In another
incomplete piece from 1907, Joyce writes that tmeent nationalist crisis incited by the
youth of the Celtic revival or Celtic twilight (dded in thewWakeas the “cultic twalette”
(344.12)), represents the culmination of “no Iéestthree decisive clashes” that have
recurred in Irish nationalist history, beginninglwihe Thomas Davis/Daniel O’Connell

dispute, reemerging with the rise of Fenianism867, and erupting once more with

®1 Joyce Occasional 124.
®9bid., 128. The extant manuscript ends with “therfdation of the separatist journal,
TheNation founded by three leaders, Thomas Davis, JohneBakon (father of the ex-leader
of the Irish Parliamentary Party)”; Duffy, the tthifounder, would have begun the lost page.
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Yeats’s revival’s “boycott” of “moral and materiatbncerns, a boycott originating in the
New Irish Library disput&®

The conflict between Duffy and Yeats is echoedhmapposition between
Bloom’s pragmatic and Stephen’s aesthetic appraatte literary. In the same way that
Yeats opposes his “mystic truth” to Duffy’s paraaplans, “Stephen dissented openly
from Bloom’s views on the importance of dietary andc selfhelp while Bloom
dissented tacitly from Stephen’s views on the etleaffirmation of the spirit of man in
literature” (17.28). But just as Duffy and Yeatslhmaore in common than they were
willing to admit, Stephen’s reworking of the Maditerk quotation suggests that he has a
hidden kinship with Bloom’s position. Joyce indiesithe buried affinities between his
protagonists: “there’s a touch of the artist abmdtBloom,” as Lenehan notes (10.582),
while Stephen is shown to be capable of his shiameaterialism as well, inquiring
“Would | make any money by it?” when Haines promosepackage his Irish thoughts
(1.490).

Yet their ideological differences come to the fatgen Bloom alights upon the
idea for a series of moral publications based eplstn’s stories in “Ithaca.” Conversing
over cocoa, Stephen tells Bloom his enigmatic “Blaraf the Plums,” and the narrator

describes Bloom’s opportunistic, Duffy-like reactio

®3Joyce Occasional 137. Yeats's first publication after the Duffysdute wadhe Celtic
Twilight (1893).
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Did he see only a second coincidence in the sesoage narrated to him,
described by the narrator AsPisgah Sight of Palestira The Parable of the
Plum&
It, with the preceding scene and with others uratad but existent by
implication, to which add essays on various subjectmoral apothegms (e.g.
My Favourite Heroor Procrastination is the Thief of Tineomposed during
schoolyears, seemed to him to contain in itselfiar@bnjunction with the
personal equation certain possibilities of finah@acial, personal and sexual
success, whether specially collected and selestedoael pedagogic themes (of
cent per cent merit) for the use of preparatoryjanar grade students or
contributed in printed form, following the precetienPhilip Beaufoy or Doctor
Dick or Heblon'sStudies in Blugto a publication of certified circulation and
solvency or employed verbally as intellectual stimtion for sympathetic
auditors, tacitly appreciative of successful nareaind confidently augurative
of successful achievement, during the increasitagiger nights gradually
following the summer solstice on the day but tHo#ewing, videlicet,
Tuesday, 21 June (S. Aloysius Gonzaga), sunrise&r8., sunset 8.29 p.m.
(17.639-656)

After “repressing” his “didactic counsels” throughdhe episode (17.248), Bloom finally

lets “that old delusion, didacticism, get the bettehis judgment,” to borrow Yeats’s
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characterization of Duff$* Bloom'’s entrepreneurial alertness sees opportimity
Stephen’s creative inventions. Bloom attempts liatlse scheme by pointing out to
Stephen that “originality, though producing its ovevard, does not invariably conduce
to success” (17. 606). Bloom’s pragmatic urgingspac more antagonistic valence
when read against the background of the New Iribhaky dispute, complicating the
paternalist paradigm through which “Ithaca” is tadly read. Approaching Bloom’s
didacticism through Duffy’s precedent emphasizespdlitical stakes of his enterprise
and exposes Bloom'’s stuffy instrumentalism, whisoainderscoring Stephen’s youthful
insolence and irreveren€&Read though the contentions of the Celtic revitrad,anti-
Semitic song Stephen sings following this exchaagagint that has long troubled
readers of the episode, appears a juvenile defi@hB&oom’s appropriating gesture, a
misguided assertion of artistic autonomy. Yeatsershilar gestures of defiance
throughout his inconsistent career, suddenly tgytive vehement nationalist in an 1895
fight with Unionist Edward Dowden. “Strife is bettdan loneliness,” as his favorite
proverb said®

Bloom’s publication scheme is ironic because arahpedagogic theme” is
precisely what Stephen’s Parable of the Plumsteess¢éephen’s Parable describes two
“vestal virgins” who mount Nelson'’s pillar, only get dizzy from the view, instead

settling back to eat their plums and spit out tite Ipelow. With its inconclusive account

54\W.B. Yeats, “Some Irish National Books,” 247.

% Bloom is not the only character iHysseswith plans to capitalize on Stephen’s wit. “|
intend to make a collection of your sayings if yaill let me,” the Englishman Haines says to
Stephen at the beginning of the text, “That oneuatiee cracked lookingglass of a servant being
the symbol of Irish art is deuced good” (1.480).

% Brown, 13.
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of the women’s disappointment, the story thematinestrated expectations. Stephen
makes a similar point with the riddle he tells $tisdents in “Nestor,” whose answer
elicits groans because they could not possibly fanetold it. Throughoutllyssesloyce
pokes fun at readers’ expectations, whether fariogon (“Nestor”), love (“Nausicaa”),
erudition (“Oxen”), commonplaces (“Eumaeus”), infation (“Ithaca’§’, or arousal
(“Penelope”). Bloom'’s deliberate denial of thenioframework of Stephen’s parable
enacts the concerted elision of Joyce’s obscunay its typical of common reader
interpretations of his work. At the same time, tihy:iamic tension between the didactic
and aesthetic defines the pleasure of the Joyesan t

In the differences between Stephen’s and Bloompsaarhes to literature and
Irish self-improvementlyssescontains its own little common reader dispute, one
inextricable from generational debates over thatitdeof Ireland’s national literature.
The much-anticipated encounter between the twaoackens resembles a thought
experiment in what would happen if the two polegrigh letters could be induced to
contemplate collaboration. Of course, it is nothiregv to say that Stephen and Bloom
represent two extremes of Irish society, and ritiave extensively explored the racial,
paternal, religious, and mythic symbolism of thegeting. But approaching this tenuous
union through the lens of the Library dispute ssggéhat Stephen and Bloom’s
ideological convergence enacts the birth of the enaidt aesthetic. Yeats implied as
much in his self-congratulatory way when he obsgthat if he had not resisted Duffy in

1892, “it might have silenced in 1907 John Synbe,greatest dramatic genius of

" The catechism form of the episode lampoons thiderad instruction.
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Ireland.”® Helen O’Connell concurs, arguing that “the pegsisguestioning of the
orthodoxies of modernization and nationalism ... picEtl the literature of the Revival
period, culminating in the modernism of writersdagerse as W.B. Yeats, J.M. Synge,
James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, and Elizabeth Bof¥eret the identity of modernism
was just as dependent upon questioning the redthwuoport of revivalism as it was
upon critiquing old-school didacticism, and thiagtical impetus of modernism is
something that Joyce’s popular readers help to®xgbthe competing voices of Irish
culture could share a cup of cocoa, it would noalperfect union; there would likely be
conversational misfires, inadvertent insults, uttemotives, and irrepressible antipathies.
But “Ithaca” imagines a situation in which theseydifferent ways of reading might be
admissible in the same kitchen.

If the future of Stephen and Bloom'’s friendshiprasalubious, the blend of the
esoteric and pragmatic they represent is more iogilnUlyssesthe alternation
between aesthetic and pragmatic extremes is bethatic and stylistic. Every grand
display of linguistic experimentation lolyssess buttressed by the comfort of the
proverbial. The abstruse musings of “Proteus” digebby the homely domesticity of
“Calypso,” following “Circe’s” dizzying surrealismmome the journalistic platitudes of
“Eumaeus,” and after the disorienting narratiofi®@jclops,” Gerty MacDowell’s
magazine vernacular offers some reprieve. Like ¥,ehiyce was wary of the multitude,

writing that “the artist, though he may employ trewd, is very careful to isolate

% W.B. YeatsTrembling 90.
%9 Helen O’Connelljreland and the Fiction of Improvemeg@xford: Oxford University
Press, 2006), 204. O’'Connell's book offers a tresoaisly thorough and generative account of
the New Irish Library dispute.
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himself,""°

and his oscillating aesthetic enacts this stratpgpulism. Joyce’s blending
of popular vernacular and heady intellectualismsdo& make him a martyr to the
popular cause, as Kiberd would have it, nor doasaike him an irascible snob, as John
Carey might wish. Instead, it shows that Joycenlearfrom the controversies of his time
to blend the people’s aversion to oppressive aityheith their desire for relevant texts.
Joyce saw that only an oblique didacticism coutister the needs of Ireland’s
burgeoning popular readership.

In the end, the New Library project fizzled outhatt a clear victor. It may be
that Duffy won the battle but lost the wamiven the eventual success of the Abbey
Theater and the influence of the revival more galherYeats seems alone in declaring
the Library a failure (“ten thousand copies hadnibead before anybody had time to read
it,” he said, “and then the sale came to a degu’ §[2922] 1999, 188)2 while the press
deemed it a success. Helen O’Connell observess tjtite possible that ‘the people’ of
Ireland did not really want to indulge in imaginatiliterature, but found fulfillment
instead in ‘rhetoric,” didacticism, and fact The early sales were likely due to the

Library dispute’s publicity, until Duffy had to alidhe enterprise when his publications

proved too tedious to sustain demand. But had Mesga in control of the venture, he

0 Joyce Occasional 50.
" This is Malcolm Brown’s suggestion (359).
2\W.B. Yeats, “Ireland After Parnell,” 188.
3 O0’Connell, 198-199.
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may have been too “out of touch with the Irish degpas Joyce remarked in a letter
from 1907, to have attracted wide sdles.

It would be misguided to regard Joyce as a “soititio the problem set up by
Duffy and Yeats; this is precisely the kind of nathatical approach to the literary he
mocks. Critics too often fall prey to the hagiodraptendency to imagine Joyce as
somehow prophetically anticipating and resolving plaradoxes of his own reception, a
position that finds its corollary in Derrida’s faodescription of the “hypermnesiac
machine” that is Joyce’s writinG.One way to resist this idealization is to recogrtibw
Joyce learned the dangers of ignoring popular denfram local precedent. Indeed,
“Joyce’s international and cult status has concktile ways in which his work is part of

"% The historical context

an articulate and broad debate within the Irisdrdity revival.
undermines the hagiographic fantasy by showing hayee’s unique blend of obscurity
and common sense was hot, as Richard Ellmann fdynsaisl, a sign of his being so far
ahead of his contemporaries that we are still gling to catch ug; but rather Joyce’s

effort to catch up to the contradictory demandkisfcontemporaries. As the

entrepreneurial Joyce knew well, didacticism waisjugt an atavistic impulse of old

"_etter to Stanislaus Joyce, 11 February 190Belected Letters of James Joyesited
by Richard Ellmann (New York: Viking Press, 192¥737. Conflictingly, Joyce also chastised
Yeats for his “floating esthete’s will” and “treaafous instinct of adaptability” in pandering to
the masses{ccasional 51). But Brown similarly identifies Yeats's “labgble alienation from
the Irish nation, past or present” (370). Joycestadictory relation to Yeats is a very complex
affair, informed by their different religious backginds, among other factors, as perhaps most
thoroughly explored by Alistair CormacKeats and Joyce: Cyclical History and Reprobate
Tradition (Hampshire, UK: Ashgate Press, 2008).

Two Words for Joyce.” IfPost-Structuralist Joyce: Essays from the Frerazh Derek
Attridge and Daniel Ferrer, 145-161 (Cambridge: Gadyge University Press, 1984), 147.

® Kevin Barry, Introduction tdames JoyceOccasional, Critical, and Political

Writings ed. Kevin Barry (Oxford: Oxford University Pre2§00), xxix.

" James Joyce: New and Revised Editiomford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 3.
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fogies like Bloom and Duffy, but also a key to fa&ure of the literary. At the same time,
the moral capacity dilysseds about more than just sales. In his persona} cbheo
Tolstoy’'sEssaysJoyce underlined, pencil-marked, and put an exateon point beside
the following claim: “this knowledge of how men sha live has from the days of
Moses, Solon, and Confucius been always considesetknce—the very essence of
science.*® Joyce’s self-help commentators would surely agree.

Today’s popular readings expose Joyce’s attunetoghe reading public of his

"9 who shunned

time: a people characterized by both “defiance” ‘amghotence,
authoritarianism but yearned for advice. The pmitstakes of literature’s attunement to
the popular were particularly tangible to Joycepwlad witnessed the role of non-
professional readers in determining the identityreland’s literary culture. Lawrence
Rainey defines the avant-garde as the “uneasy asisthof “the opposition between elite
and popular culture, or between art and commodftyréland’s sheltering of both
Duffy’s and Yeats'’s literary extremes, its simukans harboring of the most vehement

propagandists and impassioned aesthetes, offéue a€to how the provincial town of

Dublin became the unlikely proving ground of thewaiment known as high modernism.

® Thomas E ConnollyPersonal Library of James Joyce: A Descriptive Bitaphy.
The University of Buffalo Studi@2 no.1 (April 1955), 38.
® Brown, 4.
8 Lawrence Raineyinstitutions of Modernism: Literary Elites and PigbCulture (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), 13.
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Letting Bygones Be Bygones

Learning, perhaps, from Yeats’s Library failuredagiving the lie to Martin Amis’s view
of Ulyssesas a “war against clich&Joyce strategically employs proverbial wisdom
throughout his texts as an anchor for his more x@atal, esoteric formulations. As a
case in point, the simple proverb “let bygones ygobes” is woven throughout each of
Joyce's major works, first as the sentimental unteof an Irish nationalist iDubliners
then amid Bloom's rumination upon the subjectsdoifitery and forgiveness idlysses
Finally, in Finnegans Wakehe bygones proverb goes viral, weaving througtioa
minds of different characters, becoming part ofweey texture of the book.

In Joyce’s story fronDubliners(1914), “Ilvy Day in the Committee Room,” local
supporters of the nationalist party gather arouficeplace in a dingy room, drinking and
eulogizing about Ireland’s past. Joyce uses clioigublinersto ridicule the nationalists,
who equate a history of exploitation, and the praltand personal tragedy of Parnell,
with something as trivial as “bygones.” The mercdss King Edward’s impending visit
to Ireland:

-But look here, John, said Mr O’Conner. Why shouilwelcome the King of
England? Didn’t Parnell himself...

-Parnell, said Mr Henchy, is dead. Now, here’swiag | look at it. Here’s this
chap come to the throne after his old mother kagpim out of it till the man

was grey. He’s a man of the world, and he meankhyais. He’s a jolly fine

8. Martin Amis, The War Against Cliché: Essays and Reviews 197 0-@@bamax
Books: 2001).
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decent fellow, if you ask me, and no damn nonsabset him. He just says to

himself: The old one never went to see these wigth| By Christ, I'll go myself

and see what they're like. And are we going to linkie man when he comes

over here on a friendly visit, Eh? Isn’t that rigBroften?

Mr Croften nodded his head.

-But after all now, said Mr Lyons argumentativelyng Edward’s life, you

know, is not very...

-Let bygones be bygones, said Mr Henchy. | adnhieentan personally. He’s

just an ordinary knockabout like you and me. Heisdf of his glass of grog and

he’s a bit of a rake, perhaps, and he’s a goodspan. Damn it, can’t we Irish

play fair??
The empty futility of the proverb embodies the pgenb of Irish paralysis upon which
Dublinersis premised. If nationalism is, in part, foundgubn a sense of Ireland’s
responsibilitynot to let bygones be, the problem of Henchy, Crofétral. is precisely
their failure to judge when to seek retribution avtten to let things go. In “lvy Day”
Joyce implies that the Dublin environment of suigpicbetrayal, and surveillance makes
letting go of bygones practically impossible. Fert if the necessity of keeping bygones
alive is part of the impetus of nationalism, thencaittee men are all too willing to forget
the injuries of the past when it means possibleeoc benefits for the Irish, such as the
visit of King Edward would entail. As early &8aibliners the question of whether or not

to let bygones be is largely circumstantial, otiaked to greed and self-interest.

8 James Joyc&ubliners(New York: Signet Publishers, 1991), 134.
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In “lvy Day” it is discussion of Parnell and higylcy that inspires the emergence
of the ‘bygones’ phrase, the colonial context pomto the worst kind of interpretation
of the proverb to mean resigning oneself to a bathpust situation. Ibublinersletting
‘bygones be bygones’ encapsulates what Joyce viesdide unimaginativeness of the
colonial consciousness, or the failure of the opged to envision alternate historical
possibilities from those which came to pass. Thhoug Joyce’s writings the figure of
Charles Parnell practically comes to stand forinlserumentalism of the distinction
between bygone and pressing concern, for it wapahgcally motivated refusal of the
Irish people to let bygones be that caused thecnetate a scandal out of an affair which
was already public knowledge.

When the bygones proverb resurfaceBlyssesjt is once again accompanied by
attention to how a piece of information which isopa knowledge suddenly becomes
mobilized for private gain. The narrator descriB&som’s meditation upon Parnell’s
tragic love affair with Katherine O’Shea in the op@m’s shelter of “Eumaeus”:

On the other hand what incensed him more inwar@ly the blatant jokes of the
cabman and so on who passed it all off as a msghing immoderately,
pretending to understand everything, the why aeditherefore, and in reality
not knowing their own minds, it being a case fa two parties themselves
unless it ensued that the legitimate husband hagbenbe a party to it owing to
some anonymous letter from the usual boy Jones happened to come across
them at the crucial moment in a loving positiorkied in one another’s arms,

drawing attention to their illicit proceedings dedding up to a domestic
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rumpus and the erring fair one begging forgiversddger lord and master upon
her knees and promising to sever the connectiomahteceive his visits any
more if only the aggrieved husband would overldak atter anéet bygones
be bygonesvith tears in her eyes though possibly with hagtee in her fair
cheek at the same time as quite possibly there sesreral other£l 6.535)%°
The proverb emerges here as a plea of the guilkgeims like something Bloom himself
might proffer in his defense during his trial inif€e.” Bloom imagines the same
instrumental use of ‘bygones’ that the “lvy Daybist conveys in his reference to Kitty
O’Shea uttering the phrase ‘with her tongue infagrcheek.” Whether the analogy is
between Parnell and King Edward, or between Ca@&ihea and Bloom, the figure of
Parnell links the bygones proverb to both natiemaland adultery through dramatizing
the problem of coping with betrayal.

The evocation of the bygones cliché amidst Blooméslitation upon the
famously adulterous relation between O’Shea anddflalso promotes a reading of
Bloom’s “equanimity” at the end of the novel as aywletting bygones be. Although
Joyce repeatedly associates bygones with meramntithe occurrence of this phrase in
reference to the matrimonial suggests a more pesiiading of ‘letting bygones be
bygones’ to entail forgiveness. However, to parapéiDerrida, if bygones were really
bygones, there would be no need for forgivenesslétiing them be’) in the first place.
Although accepting bygones as past could be ada@stior jealousy, the question

remains of what to make of the fact that throughdlyssesBloom treats as bygone

8 My italics.
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something that is still to come. Bloom'’s lettingygmnes be bygones’ seems to stand at
the polar extreme from Stephen’s “agenbit of irat, ‘prick of conscience,” his morose
dwelling upon spectres from the p&5The consolation of the proverbial is something
that Bloom has learned to exploit in order to gedtigh the day. More broadly, though,
in showing the work that proverbs ddlyssesdramatizes not just the need for the
bygones proverb, but also its limits, or the nesd‘ihwit” too.

The “let bygones be bygones,” proverb undergoesraémutations throughout
the course oFinnegans Wakepicking up the resonances of other, related éicdong
the way. Tracing the evolution of the bygones prbvihroughout th&Vakereveals its
essential interchangeability; one proverb couldleas replaced by another without any
real damage to the integrity of the text. This lirsgic interchangeability also reflects
how in everyday life individuals get proverbs wroolichés are garbled and reinvented
as they circulate in a community. What is importantJoyce is not just the moral
content but the structural role of the proverbiame, both as an axis for a character’s
psychological ruminations and for the text’'s naweastructure. For Joyce, the proverb
acts as a kind of pivot from which a more nuan@&&ction on experience can develop.

The prominence of the “bygones” proverb in Wakelinks, through the subject
of regret, the two principal themes of Joyce’s gt how to move on after marital and
after politico-historical transgressions. “Forgetmember!” admonishes ALP in the final

pages ofinnegans Wak&, and the question is raised of what is the utilftjetting go

84U 10.879.
FW 614.22.
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of bygones within this Vichian scheme of eternaureence of the same, where “themes
have thimes and habit reburrf§ .While part of Joyce’s project is to preserve the
possibilities history has ousted, the bygones gpgdvises consigning such casualties to
oblivion, and runs counter to the modernist invesihin the imaginative potential of
regret, anxiety, and history. The agonistic contiataof the bygones saying highlights
Joyce’s vexed relation to historical violence athlgenerative of identity and morally
oppressive; “Ireland is what she is...and therefamIwhat | am because of the relations
that have existed between England and Irel§htg wrote.

In short, just because Joyce deploys the “bygopesierb does not mean his
oeuvre endorses its morality. The bygones sayifigsisalluded to in th&Vake’sopening
chapter, where a “gnarlybird” who is also identifi@s a hen and as ALP, rummages
through the corpses and debris of battle, collgctil spoiled good<® and putting them
into her “nabsack,” including the all-importantteatto HCE.

Fe fo fom! She jist does hopes hles will be byeddere, and it goes on to
appear now, she comes, a peacefugel, a parody'sabperi potmother, a
pringlpik in the ilandiskippy, with peewee, and peaws in beggybaggy, on her
bickybacky, and a flick flask flecklinging its pikghting pacts’

huemeramybows, picking here, pecking there, pussypplunderpussy.

®*FW614.8.
87 Quoted in Jon Hegglund, “Ulysses and the Rhetfri@artography” Twentieth
Century Literature (Summer 2003), 178.
¥ FwW11.18.
8 FW my italics 11.08.
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The proverb offers a life raft of common sense atn@dsea of narrative anomie, much
like the maternal figure herself, who must toleftie violence of men (boys will be
boys), hoping it will come to an end (bye). Ironigathe first allusion to ‘letting bygones
be’ occurs amidst the seemingly very contrary &detcoumulating and salvaging the
debris of the past.

The phrase “She jist does hopes till byes will pedj also refers to ALP’s
maternal role, and brings together the ‘let bygdrescliché with the platitude “boys will
be boys,” a version of which is repeated agaihatend of the text. ALP sighs “Let
besoms be bosurfd"during her final monologue. ALP is thinking abdetr family, and
remembering HCE'’s desire to have a girl after theté between Shem and Shaun.
Compared to HCE, ALP is reconciled to her fatell Wait. And I'll wait. And then if all
goes. What will be is. Is. i$ What will be will be, let bygones be bygones, thes
sayings tread the fine line between equanimityrasdnation, much like Bloom in
“Ithaca,” snuggling into the “the imprint of a huméorm, male, not his* The problem
of when to ‘let bygones be’ has significant imptioas for how we read Bloom’s
resolution of the dilemma he faces in regards tdiywai the end oflysses before
deciding upon “equanimity” as the best availableicé.

As Joyce’s works progress, such proverbial nuggethe bygones saying accrete
significance that is detached from a particularabi@r's consciousness, woven into the

very texture of the book. Taking the bygones prb\as an object-lesson of Joyce’s

PFEW621.01
1 FW 620.32.
2FW17.2124.
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privileging of formal more than thematic pedagogggests that Joyce’s relation to
common-reader didacticism is not merely antaganibtit that he is interested in
developing a contrapuntal heuristic, one whichashermetic but associative, oscillating
between platitude and estrangement. The provarbtjgor Joyce, something to be
blindly adopted but it is something to be pokeadaled, and turned inside out, an orbit

of polysemic play.

Conclusion

Amid a cultural surfeit of more accessible advisoeaders today are turning to
modernist texts for lessons about how to live. Tase study dfl/lysseshelps us to
understand this phenomenon by illuminating the ssirmg centrality of common-reader
didacticism to the formation of the modernist aesth Instead of imitating a particular
character, each reader must produce the wisddofysteshy navigating the text’s
demotic and rarified extremes. Max Eastman oncedadkyce why he did not offer the
reader more hints as to the meaning of his texghiich Joyce apparently replied, “You
know people never value anything unless they hawteal it. Even an alley cat would
rather snake an old bone out o0’ the garbage thareagp and eat a nicely prepared chop
from your saucer? Implicit in self-help guides to Joyce’s work iethonviction that the
reward or “bone” for working through his texts lietlife-wisdom to be painstakingly

mined from his pages. Such de Certeau-like “poaiisupport Kenneth Burke’s

%James Joyce, quoted in Max EastmEme Literary Mind: Its Place in an Age of
SciencgNew York: Charles Scribners’ Sons, 1935), 104.
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comment that even the most difficult work may camtaroverbs writ large®* they

evince the persistence of the impulse to trawtdite texts for advice, an impulse which
even the most forbidding avant-garde complexityncarfully deter.

Accounts of modernity’s antipathy to moral institan do not hold up when one
takes into account the literature’s popular uséh@digh Michael McKeon identifies “the
relative unimportance of the moral in the moderaleation of literature® in Joyce’s
reception didacticism becomes a means of reclaimiadern literature for the common
folk. Even Bloom, before retiring, “reflected oretpleasures derived from literature of
instruction rather than of amusement” (17.384). Y&hs age-old Horatian precept mixes
the utile with the dulce, the modern readers repres] by Bloom find the useful to be
sweet in its own right. In a realist novel, a prga@ay appear an unwelcome diversion
from the action of the story, but the same preweibbe embraced as an oasis of
common sense if inserted into a plotless modepaistiche. For Joyce’s popular readers,
the precept becomes the guilty pleasure, the tatthdgence or reward, an association
already latent in eighteenth-century works.

Today, understanding literature’s widespread appeapressing task, and one
for which modernism’s popular interpreters are uelg positioned to offer assistance.
One such interpreter, Arnold Weinstein, inquires:

So what is the case for Joyce, for the literatierested, yet

unprofessional reader? What will you get from thengnhours needed to read

% Kenneth BurkePerspectives by Incongruifloomington: Indiana University Press,
1964), 296.
% Michael McKeon, “Prose Fiction: Great Britain” Tiheory of the NovéBaltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000), 610.
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Ulysse® (We'll leaveFinnegans Wakeut of the picture entirely.) | sometimes
feel that this—what’s in it for me?—is the most ked question in academic
and intellectual culture. Partly, no doubt, becatigeso hard to answer. But
doesn’t this no-nonsense principle lurk in all resd hearts, even if one is loath
to articulate it? Highbrow utterances about “edifion” are customarily
invoked as the rationale for reading; but | havetem this book for the general
reader, and | am obeying the principle that altireg—whatever the professors
say to the contrary—is an affair of gains and lesse usable or discardable
insights, of equipment that does or does not adoh&ds repertory, one’s life.
Ulyssespays off on precisely this froft.
Weinstein’s readerly empiricism may sound trouldingose to the “grinding all things
into pounds and shillings,” including art and idghsit Yeats had woefully described.
Despite Joyce’s celebration of his “usylessly udedde Blue Book of EcclesFWV
179.26-27), Weinstein asserts that Joyce’s prdcubace is precisely what makes his
narratives worthwhile; he suggests that readingneaer be fully divorced from the
economy of advice, whatever the decadent “profeSsdaim. In so doing, he joins a
coalition of disaffected academics, also includiilgerd and de Botton, who use their
self-help readings of modernism to articulate whatrong with the current state of

higher educatiofi’ These thinkers are faced with the problem of hmargue for the

%102.

" Alain de Botton observes, “The modern universig hchieved unparalleled expertise
in imparting factual information about culture, liutemains wholly uninterested in training
students to use culture as a repertoire of wisdomatis, a kind of knowledge concerned with
things that are not only true but also inwardlydfamal, providing comfort in the face of life's
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necessity of self-help readings of modernism wai$® insisting on their inevitability;

the self-help hermeneutic appears at once intuanegendangered. Joyce shows that one
can no more escape self-help readings of literahane one can escape the self. When
confronted with this self-help paradigm, the quagad modernists and English

professors is the same: how to be proactive ifidbe of the inexorable.

infinite challenges, from a tyrannical employemtéatal diagnosis.” His critique is noticeably
reminiscent of the language used by Walter Benjamthe storyteller to describe the shift away
from “wisdom” and towards “information.” “Can Totst Save Your Marriage?The Wall Street
Journal December 18, 2010.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Modernism in the Advice Industry: The Itinerary of A Misreading

When in 1955 Eppie Lederer (née Eppie Friedman) aoontest to become the
next Ann Landers, her editor gave her a copMiss LonelyheartsNathanael West's
1933 story of a disillusioned advice columnist.ndars read West's story as a handbook
for rookie counselors, a lovelorn columnist’s canéry tale about what-not-to-do. “I
have to separate myself from the readers and esthlat what is happening to them is not
happening to me,” she said, “Too close an ideiifo could put me in the same boat
with Miss Lonelyhearts”Daily News. Never one to be outdone, Landers’s twin sister
Dear Abby also got hold of West’s novella and adteher own lengthy discussion of it
in her column. “A couple chuckles a day, whichhe teast you can expect of a lovelorn
column, would have saved Miss Lonelyhearts andediidr. West’s novel,” she
summarily concludesBest of Dear Abb$¥66). West’'s narrative comes back to haunt the
columnists when, following a scandal in the 1980Bsy are compared pejoratively to his
eponymous antihero, and their selective readingsso$tory come home to roost.
Ultimately, the columnists’ readings of West layd¢he paradoxes inherent in self-
help’s attempt to insert modernist negation int@iimmative progrant.

In tracking the reception of West's modernism bptemporary readers Ann
Landers and Dear Abby, this chapter might folloe well-worn path paved by other

scholarly accounts of the hermeneutical insightseegegted by popular readers. Just as the

! put simply, “modernist negation” for me designatesmovement’s formal and
thematic repudiation of paradigms of progress,igipgtion, and integration.
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previous chapter demonstrated how popular intezmetf Joyce expose his historical
investment in self-improvement discourse, it migave pinpointed a “redemptive”
meaning, as Bersani termg iehind the columnists’ seemingly haphazard acsount
Adopting such a familiar scholarly frame would hatve been entirely amiss, for the
self-help authors do invite us to look at modernisra newly estranged way. But to
make the recuperative argument here would be de &tie incontrovertible fact that,
despite their copious experience as textual comabanst Abby and Landers simply are
not reading West's story very well. They miss hisnor, dismiss his scathing critique of
journalistic callousness, and erroneously clain tias Lonelyheartsommits suicide
when really he is shéfTo transform the columnists’ hasty interpretatiohliss
Lonelyheartsnto penetrating, counterintuitive ones through s@woholarly legerdemain
would be to deny the social power and influencthefsubjective, instrumental, and
mistaken. After all, this world is shaped just ascinby misunderstandings as it is by
congruities; history is more often determined byssed and garbled signals than by
smooth, transparent communiqués. As anyone whevasead Proust knows well, the
broad social consequences of a misreading candseraure powerful and diffuse than
the circumscribed ripples of authorized ones. Thosigeh readings almost guarantee a
departure from the author’s intention, turning iadleye to narrative irony and even to
the text’s explicit logic, they nevertheless formpat of our cultural history that should

not be overlooked amidst the frantic scholarly gffo redress a history of unjust

% Leo BersaniThe Culture of RedemptiqCambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000).
3 Dear Abby,The Lewiston JournaDctober 21, 1985, 6. One could make the ingenious
claim of one of my former students that Miss Lohelgrts purposely brought his murder on
himself, and so that his death was, in this sesseijcide, but this is not what Abby and Landers
mean to suggest.
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intellectual derision for “common” readers. It & this reason that, though it may rankle
the contemporary aversion to normative evaluatioalkinds, West's reception by the
advice industry is best described as the itines&iy misreading. “Misreading” here
designates an interpretation whose insight consté its content but in its status and
implications as social aét.

West's reception by Abby and Landers brings us pooblem that animates this
entire project: how can we honor the badness &hs#h’s readings of modernism while
also addressing their social import and intelleldegitimacy? Further, how can we
speak persuasively about self-help’s scholarlytil@gicy without ingeniously
transforming the bad into the good? The idea thataan learn as much from poor
interpreters as from expert ones—as much from @wss from Columbo—hinges
upon an insight that is essentially sociologicaiaged practice is worth pursuing as an
object of inquiry regardless of whether the redeaalidates this practice or not. Indeed,
one of the best models for this kind of analysisies not from the field of literary
criticism but from architecture: Robert VenturilassicLearning from Las Vegas
(1972)° Venturi's investment in learning from the so-cdlléow”—in the pedagogy of
unlikely spaces—is an orientation this project seaAs Venturi explains, Las Vegas is
built to be experienced from the highway, its lnlibpds are meant to be absorbed at high

velocities through the frame of a car window. Evleiryg about Vegas, from the

* Of course, one could argue, as Harold Bloom dodsMap of MisreadindOxford:
Oxford University Press, 1975), thet readings are a matter of “weaker” and “stronger”
misreadings, but my use of the term rather invakessense of the term used by Amy Blair,
when she describes “misreading” as “a nod to gdlgerecepted readings that purport to follow
the ‘intentions’ of an author or the ‘truth’ of @xt,” in Reading Up: Middle Class Readers and
the Culture of Success in the Twentieth Centuryadristateg¢Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 2011), 11.

® Robert Venturilearning from Las Vega€ambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1972).
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proliferation of parking lots to the garish sigpsyileges the communicative over the
architectural. Similarly, self-help applicationsafficult modernist works are geared
towards the busy and unsatisfied masses; theyoapebple who do not have the leisure
to plod through the entirety of a particular mod&roeuvre. Like the Las Vegas
billboard, self-help’s modernism is meant to bemgd while in movement, ideally from
a distance, and this may be why academics arexau\®y it, we whose careers have
traditionally involved examining literature slowdnd close up. In self-help, modernism
becomes a sign. This is drive-thru modernism anist garish.

In order to track the itinerary of this particutarsreading of Nathanael West, it is
necessary to return diss Lonelyheart$o first understand how, in what ways, and to
what ends Abby and Landers are misconstruing hri&kwReturning to the scene of
West’'s own pastiche and parody of Susan Chestealdife advice column for the
Brooklyn Daily Time$1920s) enriches our sense of the contortionseisibns enacted
by Abby and Landers in their literalist assessmehi&/est’s work. By ignoring West’'s
condemnation of the violence of the universaliznghorial voice, the columnists end up
reproducing this violence in their indifferencethbe singularity of their subscribers’
voices and dilemmas. At the same time, insofdheis applications of West's work can
be read as offering a performative addendum toetxis they bring into relief the
potential violence of modernist indecision itself.

Moreover, the sisters’ readings remind us of Wemt'enability to the same
success ethos he critiques. A self-made man iAtherican tradition, like the Friedman

sisters, West was a Jew who adopted a gentile pegadand reinvented himself: he was
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admitted to Brown by shedding his youthful idenag/“Nathan Weinstein” and
pretending to be one “Nathanael West.” FurtheAlatsy points out, West exploits
suffering for his art, just as the columnists dag@ny he was after and agony he got”),
and he was not averse to pitching his storiesr@esplays, or to profiting from the
“business of dreams” himsefiL 84).

Chief among the very real social consequenceseif misreadings of West's tale
is the recycled letter scandal that occurred inl®®0s, when the columnists’ were
caught reenacting the very advisorly violence amtifierence that West’s novella
condemns. Less explicitly, though no less consettpln the itinerary of Abby and
Landers’s engagements withiss Lonelyheartdas culminated in a new style of advice
columnist, the “reluctant oracle,” epitomized bypptar counselors such as Dan Savage
and Cheryl Strayed. These contemporary writere natverited Abby and Landers’s
wariness of the waffling aesthete, yet they alsogaize the new standards of moral
sincerity that Westian irony instantiates. Butlasiteach of the modernist reluctant oracle
figure extends far beyond West's reception alor@jef excursus into the self-help
reception of another, equally unlikely author—SahiBexkett—points to the evolving

resonance of this problem of modernism’s pragmatittural portability.

Miss LonelyheartsAmong the Agony Aunts

They are mocked as would-be journalists, censasathlicensed therapists, but
little attention has been paid to the labor of wek&nalysis that advice columnists
routinely undertake. Like other professional readend writers, advice columnists sift

through mountains of scrawl every day, lookingdaglimmer of inspiration. They are
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attuned to the nuances of linguistic usage, themrameanings of loaded words, and the
moral consequences of specific analogies. They kodve wary of misleading language
and to mistrust authorial intention. Like the e literary interpreter, they must
continuously hold back the encroachment of mordifierence. Every piece of writing

on their desks is an urgent demand for responsataeation. Advice columnists are
unsung textual critics.

Ever since Beatrice Fairfax (1872-1945), one effttst to write newspaper
advice targeted primarily at women, advice colunsniave positioned themselves as
common-sense correctives to the sentimentalisricidri.® Historically, the advice
column purported to dispense with the novel's cursty@e narrative digressions, instead
cutting straight to the practical message. The [ay@ppeal of the advice column had to
do with its offering a participatory reading spdia®e of the orthodoxies of the writers’
salon or academy, and one oriented toward realewws®. The alternate exegetical

community of the advice column, with its insisteng®n the pragmatic use of West’s

® One of the first advice columns was John Duntétgenian Mercuryn 1690. In 1704
Daniel Defoe came across Dunton’s publication dadexd an advice column of his own, which
eventually became so popular he was forced to makseparate publicatioiihe Little Review
Soon thereafter the advice column crossed the #i¢dlamhere Benjamin Franklin offered counsel
under the guise of different characters inPemnsylvania Gazet{@d720). In the early twentieth
century, the advice column found an eager audiaitbeJewish immigrants to the United States,
most notably in novelist Abraham CahaBigtel Brief(1906), which tackled problems
pertaining to cultural integration in Manhattarosver east side. But it was only in the writings of
Fairfax and Dorothy Dix (1802-1887) that the adwiodumn would emerge in the form we
recognize today, with its specialization in soeiatl domestic quandaries. These women’s
columns borrowed some of their popularity from skiecess of Victorian serialized, epistolary
narratives. And the influence went both ways; tdev&rdian novelist Arnold Bennett got his start
penning a women’s advice column under the pseudd@wendolyn.” For more on the origins
of the advice column see W. Clark Hendley's “Deaibj, Miss Lonelyhearts, and the Eighteenth
Century: The Origins of the Newspaper Advice ColunDespite its promising title, Hendley’s
piece does not actually discuss Abby’s referenc&¥dst’'s novella.
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tale, valorizes the very moral decisiveness thast&@ovella condemn#liss
Lonelyheartsupports the poststructuralist argument that ttisea@ inherent violence to
the decision, with Derrida going so far as to ssgtieat the instant of the decision must
be mad’ In contrast, the columnists’ glib diagnoses of Yestory act as populist
counterparts to intellectual critiques of the patduralist “distaste for the definitive,” as
Terry Eagleton puts ftor what Franco Moretti calls modernism’s “spelimdecision.®
Their pragmatic applications of West's novellatheir very unorthodox audacity, carry a
critical charge.

West's fate to become grist for the advice induiironic given thaMiss
Lonelyheartooriginated as a critique of Susan Chester’s 192€art-to-heart” column
for theBrooklyn Daily TimesCritics have long believed that West's friend £drelman
(humorist and screenwriter for many of the MarxtBews’ films) introduced him one
evening over dinner to an advice columnist namagséad Chester.” Apparently, West
saw Chester’s letters and immediately recognized titerary potential, and he
combined his experiences as clerk for the down-@rgatrons of the Sutton Hotel in
New York with almost verbatim passages from Ché&staiumn to construdiliss
Lonelyheartsin his seminal biography of West, Jay Martin sotdéf any one moment

could be regarded as absolutely crucial in Wesssavery that he was an artist, it

" Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: The Mystical Faatiwh of Authority.”
Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justiégls. Cornell, Carlson, & Benjamin (New
York: Routledge, 1992), 26.
® Terry EagletonThe Function of Criticism(London, Verso Press: 1984), 98.
® Franco Moretti, “The Spell of IndecisioriNew Left Review(l.164) July-August 1987:
27-33.
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occurred during this night of 1929” when he wasvaithe Chester letterS. More
recently, however, biographer Marion Meade has iihed strong evidence suggesting
that Susan Chester never existed, and that thatrther of the “heart-to-heart” column
was West's old schoolmate Quentin ReyndfdReynolds likely used the Chester byline
because he feared that his stint as an advice otimould tarnish his reputation for
more serious journalisif.Though it was common for advice columns to beatmtative
efforts, Meade’s discovery about the female coltsimale authorship is particularly
intriguing in light of the import of gender passittgWest’'s novella, a theme that critics
such as Jane Goldman have expldred.

Nestled next to a column titled “We Women,” a gldor the exchange of tips,
recipes, and advice, and a comic strip called “MbdWitzi,” which kept women up to
date on the latest trends, the Susan Chester cadwrertised itself as a forum for female
“heart-to-hearts,” in adjacent columns. It was imi@ot to readers that “Dearest Sue” was
a woman who they viewed as a role model for them behavior. Chester’s columns

corroborate T.J. Jackson Lears’s point that “tensninherent in the therapeutic ethos

10 Jay MartinNathanael West: The Art of His Lifidew York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
1970), 110.

" Marion Meade - Nathanael West and Eileen McKenrrehifes University of lowa

Libraries.

12Box 7, Folder “Quentin ReynoldsMarion Meade - Nathanael West and Eileen
McKenney ArchivedJniversity of lowa Libraries.

13 As Goldman notes, with every reference to Missdlginearts in the third person
masculine, a “crisis in gender categorization” ceneethe fore. “Miss Lonelyhearts and the
party dress’: cross-dressing and collage in theesadf Nathanael WestGlasgow Reviev#
(1993): 40-54.The jarring truth about the femaleiegl column’s male authorship is something
West exploits from the very first line dfiss Lonelyhea#d, which reads: “The Miss Lonelyhearts
of the New York Post Dispatch (Are-you-in-troubleRe-you-need-advice ?—Write-to-Miss-
Lonelyhearts-and-she-will-help-you) sat at his dais#ét stared at a piece of white cardboahldL (
59).
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helped to defuse demands for female equality” loyrting inner fulfilment above
social change, self-realization instead of grobpration, accommodation instead of
indignation’* “Know your place and stay in it,” Sue advisegerstary who is unhappy
with her job and yearns for mote.Like therapists, advice columnists are society’s
“cooling out” agents® They provide a secular, relatively innocuous forfor
frustrations that might otherwise seek a more inearent social outlet.

“The Susan Chesters, the Beatrice Fairfaxes asd Mbnelyhearts are the priests
of twentieth-century America,” proclaims Miss Loyletarts’s editor Shrik¥. Chester's
letters alerted West to the advice column’s authoan tendencies, its dependence upon
masquerade and deception, and its willingnesslitilbeeaders for the sake of a breezy
riposte. Like Theodor Adorno in his analysis of tws Angeles Timesstrology column,
The Stars Down to EartiWest saw the advice column as a window onto tlestipn of
“What drives people into the arms of the variousdki of ‘prophets of deceit® and
both writers recognized this susceptibility at piayhe totalitarian stat€.Concerned

with the possibility of an emergent American fasgi$Vest and Adorno regarded the

147.J. Jackson Lears, “From salvation to self-rediim: Advertising and the therapeutic
roots of the consumer culture, 1880-1938dVertising and Society Revidwd (2000), 13.

!> Susan Chester, “Never Too Bus@rooklyn Daily Times6 February 1929.

'8 Erving Goffman, “On Cooling the Mark Out: Some A&sfs of Adaptation to
Failure,”PsychiatryXV (1952): 451-463.

" Nathanael WesMiss Lonelyheartin Nathanael West: Novels and Other
Writings. New York: Library of America, 1997, 62. Hereaftéed parenthetically.

8 Theodor AdornoThe Stars Down to EartifLondon: Routledge, 1994), 155.

9 West also explores the authoritarianism of theass industry il Cool Million,
which warns, as David Galloway explains, “that ithevitable outcome of the frustration of the
success dream was the growth of Fascism” (119parAdy (and, at points, outright plagiarism)
of Horatio Alger storiesA Cool Million follows the travails of Lemuel Pitkin as he gets
embroiled in an American fascist organization insgiby the self-help philosophy of Benjamin
Franklin.
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advice column as a troubling symptom of the publgropensity to heed the irrational
dictates of charismatic moral authorities.

Indeed, the advice column’s readers are all tgeet be mocked and berated by
spurious authorities like Susan Chester. One obten's readers, “Chubby Milly,” writes
in because she hates school and wants to ledVé&riow you're going to call me a silly
kid,” she writes, “but this means a lot to me, aritht you say goes.” Chester responds:

My Dear Milly:
In other words, you just want to sit on a sofa aagslte the world brought to your
feet. You lazy, foolish, fat girl. Throwing awayatkou will be so anxious to
regain in later years...What you need is a good sipanland a strong hand. |
only hope your parents will see where you're dritand put their individual
feet dowrf?
It is worth noting that “Chubby Milly” anticipateShester’s abrasive reaction, and this
expectation of a harsh response even appears teateober appeal for hefg.But at
least one reader was appalled by Chester’'s comntgméswrote in and admonished:
Dear Susan Chester:
| never thought you, of all the nice folks | knewould ever say to a girl who

was tired of school that she deserved a nice sepadking. | was amazed and

2 Susan Chester, “School For Yo®fooklyn Daily Times17 January 1929.
L Recall the masochism of the Sandow scene in JeyEérce.”
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disappointed that lovable, wholehearted Susan, #weuggest an old fashioned

treatment for a girl simply because she dislikdwost.. >
That the subscriber feels she “knows” Chester etflthe intimacy of the column’s
rapport with its readership. In response, Chegtempts to explain “her” strong reaction
to Chubby Milly’s letter: “That attitude makes meilband a girl of that particular caliber
needs something to show her where AUTHORITY isaas$ she is concerned.”
Adorno could almost have been describing Cheséelvgce column, with its frustrated
appeal to a capitalized “AUTHORITY,” when he notéthe astrological ideology
resembles, in all its major characteristics, thatal@y of the “high scorers” of the
‘Authoritarian Personality,” confessing, “It wais, fact, this similarity which induced us
to undertake the present stud§.For Adorno, the success of the astrology column
indicates “a most sinister social potential: tlansition of an emasculated liberal
ideology to a totalitarian one.” He explains, “Jastthose who can read the phony signs
of the stars believe that they are in the knowfdiewers of totalitarian parties believe
that their special panaceas are universally valdifael justified in imposing them as a
general rule® It is precisely this transition from emasculatiéetalism to
authoritarianism that West's narrative depictshvii$ account of the coercive potential

of universalizing prescriptions.

22 Susan Chester, “Not a Smarty TypBrooklyn Daily Times31 January 1929.
8 Susan Chester, “Response to ‘Not a Smarty TyjBeboklyn Daily Times31 January
1929.
24 Adorno, Stars 163.
*® Ibid., 164.
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On the one hand, as David Gudelunas suggestadthee column offered an
interactive forum for public dialogue, and so astsan be viewed as a popular extension
of democracy® On the other, however, the assertive, judgmemialaach of the early
columnists acted to critique liberalism’s commun#a ethos of tolerance, free speech
and equality. The high demand for such columngcédd people’s yearning for an
advisor untethered by the constraints of politaarectness or public consensus.
Today’s contemporary advice column represents gpcomise formation: it is more
discursive and participatory than its mid-centwsbkarers, but also less convinced of its
capacity to offer transformative advice.

As if enacting the dangers of the “emasculateeribsm” Adorno describes,

Miss Lonelyhearts and his acquaintance dub theraséhtavelock Ellis” and “Krafft-
Ebing,” and they decide to interrogate an older nvhom they find in a park:
“Your age, please, and the nature of your quest?”
“By what right do you ask?”
“Science gives me the right.”
“Let’'s drop it,” Gates said. “The old fag is goitgcry.”
“No, Krafft-Ebing, sentiment must never be perndtte interfere with the
probings of science.”
Miss Lonelyhearts put his arm around the old maell“us the story of your
life,” he said, loading his voice with sympathy.

“I have no story.”

2 bid., 23, 206.
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“You must have. Every one has a life story.”

The old man began to sob.

“Yes, | know, your tale is a sad one. Tell it, daya, tell it.”

When the old man still remained silent, he toakdrim and twisted it.

Gates tried to tear him away, but he refused tgdeHe was twisting the arm of

all the sick and miserable, broken and betrayestticulate and impotent. He

was twisting the arm of Desperate, Broken-hea®ezk-of-it-all, Disillusioned-

with tubercular husband. (77-78)
Miss Lonelyhearts’s abusive behavior toward theroéth is a transparent displacement
of his own sexual anxiety, which he attributeshte influence of the lovelorn column,
and hopes might be corrected through a stint irspiogts department. If the old man is a
“fag,” it is Miss Lonelyhearts who crosses gendsvgiching from the man of science to
the sympathetic confidant without missing a beathsa tactical combination of
sympathy and clinical detachment was essentidd®ticcess of the advice column,
which exploited both the maternal voice of compassas well as the cold logic of
paternal common sense. The popularization of psgglydostered by figures like Ellis
and Krafft-Ebing contributed to the advice columa&endency in the 1930s, with
columnists frequently borrowing their terminologgr this field. Even Karl Menninger,
the respected American psychiatrist, ran an acxbemn for eighteen months in the
Ladies Home JournaBut unlike with Menninger, the Miss Lonelyheaofshe world
needed no training or accreditation to dispense #uwice. In this sense, the encounter

between Miss Lonelyhearts and the “pervert” parsdimet just the violence of science,
174



but also what happens when these amateur autisdnéie free rein on the street. The
vulgarization of psychoanalysis in the popular preigawned a legion of counselors who
could go around twisting people’s arms in the namdavelock Ellis and Krafft-Ebing.

If Susan Chester is enabled by what West callst “‘threness that comes from the
power to limit experience arbitrarilyML 71), Westian modernism is committed to
undermining this sureness, and to exposing itsgbadly. However, as the following
section will demonstrate, the antagonism betweedemsm and the advice column
works both ways. Just as West critiqued the adsademn’s formulaic solutions, Abby
and Landers offer correctives to the esotericisti®fivant-garde fiction. Their readings
push back against modernism’s stance of superitmard the pragmatism of
commercial counsel. No matter what the aesthetg gay\bby’s hands he is still just
another troubled writer in need of diagnosis.

West wrote in a letter to Malcolm Cowley from May 1939, “The ancient
bugaboo of my kind—“why write novels”—is always beg me. | have no particular
message for a troubled world... The art compulsiotenfyears ago is all but vanish&d.”
The paralysis resulting from having “no particulaessage” is Miss Lonelyhearts’s
predicament as well; he is unable to aid his sulbsis because “he was busy trying to
find a message. When he did speak it would habe o the form of a message” (114).
In addition to depicting the moral impotence of riter, West’'s sentence also registers

the fatalism of the didactic in the current morarketplace. Miss Lonelyhearts fears he

" Nathanael West, Letter to Malcolm Cowley.” May 1939. InNathanael West:
Novels and Other Writingd@New York: Library of America, 1997), 794.
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is destined to be interpellated as a life-coachpide his unpreparedness for this role.
His anxiety eerily prefigures West’s own fate todmpropriated by therapeutic culture.
That Miss Lonelyhearts wouldhaveto speak in the form of a message” signals th#dim

of aestheticism in Susan Chester’'s world.

The Sob Sisters Write Back

Decades after West’'s exposé of the advice-rackstpublished, sisters Dear
Abby and Ann Landers offered their own interpretasi of Miss Lonelyhearts’s ills.
Born Esther (Eppie) and Pauline (Popo) Friedmam KRanders and Abigail Van Buren
(Dear Abby) were identical twin sisters born in®cCity lowa in 1918. The twins were
always together, dressed alike throughout thein Bithool years, marrying in a dual
ceremony in 1939 (Eppie married Jules Lederer, wbold go on to become a founder
of Budget Rent-a-Car After a decade of volunteer political work ardldrearing, in
1955 Eppie applied for a job to replace the orighran Landers as advice-columnist for
the Chicagdsun TimesWhen Popo learned of her twin’s new gig, shehgoself a job
as an advice-columnist too, but without consultieg sister, a decision that caused a rift
in their relation and led to decades of estrangémen

Nathanael West’'s novella pops up in almost evetgrview Landers gave,
becoming a part of her professional mythology. Rdak Kogan relates, “Eppie read the
novel and once described it succinctly to a TVrvitaver ‘This is a story about a man

who was an advice columnist, and he let the problget to him to the point where he
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couldn’t function himself'.?® In an interview for the Canadian Broadcasting ©aafion
(CBC) with Adrienne Clarkson (who received an MAEnNglish Literature from the
University of Toronto before eventually moving andecome Governor General of
Canada from 1999 to 2005), Landers further disaggest’'s novella:
Clarkson: It used to be that your kind of columrswalled a “Miss
Lonelyhearts” column. | don’t know if you know thevel by Nathanael West?
Landers: Yes, yes | do, it was calleliss Lonelyhearts.
Clarkson: Yes. That was really a column which brg&er heart, | mean, that
novel showed you how the person became so invahatdhey weren’t able to
keep apart from it and gradually got a Christ caer@nd ended up killing
themselve$? Do you ever get so involved that you feel this?
Landers: Well it's very hard to be callous and omlien you read some of these
tragic sad letters [...] But | learned early in thisrk that if I'm going to be
effective and useful | cannot sit down and cry wviitese people. | must be the
strong one, | must be the wise one, and | must shem where they must §o.
On the video, Landers’s repetition of the impemtimust” is reinforced by a cutting
hand gesture. Like with Susan Chester’s insistepos “AUTHORITY,” Landers sees
herself as compensating for the weaknesses ofgthlee is a martyr of the hard line.

One of her techniques for evading Miss Lonelyhé&aftge was reading her letters in the

# Rick Kogan America’'s Mom: The Life, Legacy, and Letters of Aanders (New
York: Harper Collins, 2003), 73.

? Evidently, Clarkson also misreads the end of Véestory, unless she has been
misinformed by Landers’s written comments aboutdtieey during her interview prep.

30 Ann Landers, Interview with Adrienne Clarkson. ‘Ahanders on Take 30,” CBC
digital archives, (aired 14 Feb 1968) http://wwve.da/archives/discover/programs/t/take-
30/dear-ann-landers.html, last accessed 06/18/2013.
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bathtub, a practice that kept her relaxed whilershd, and offered a healthier substitute
to the booze in which West’s protagonist seekg&felHaving sex with his readers,
drinking and fighting with them, Miss Lonelyheapsrsonifies failed professionalism. In
contrast, despite prodding from interviewers, Laadarely betrayed any inkling of self-
doubt, declaring that for every unwitting mistake ias provided 1,000 good answers.
“Do you worry about being ‘for real?” asked integwer John Day. “Never. No.
Because | know who | am and this has never bgenldem. Foiotherpeople itis a
problem,” Landers replietf. Eager to consult her elite network of professiarmaitacts

for input about readers’ dilemmas, Landers vieweddlf as an altruistic mediator
between lower class readers without access to ezpensel and the top specialists of
American society?

In keeping with their competitive dynamic, Landgitsvin Abigail Van Buren
offered a detailed assessmenMi$s Lonelyhearten her column tooDespite West's
dramatic negation of “the joke” of the advice columbby prescribes the tonic of
laughter for his protagonist. She writes:

Miss Lonelyheartss a literary masterpiece. Or so the critics sézagree.

But as a representation of how a “lovelorn” colugaes, the picture is not

31 John Day, “Interview with Ann LandersDay at Night 12 February 1974. The Paley
Center for Media, New York.

% David Gudelunas, Confidential to America: Newspajgvice Columns and Sexual
Education (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishe@98), 96. However, critics charged that
rather than offering access to experts Landerslynsugplanted their accredited advice with her
own unfounded opinions. Nevertheless, accordifgetoit was this willingness to consult her
many contacts from her political years, includin§upreme Court Justice and the president of
Notre Dame University for their input on reademdilems that landed her the job. According to
other accounts, however, it was simply her physes¢mblance to the previous Ann Landers, a
nurse from Chicago named Ruth Crowley, that gohimed. Although she downplayed the work
of her predecessor, the column had already beamssitl for seven years when Landers took
over the Dear Ann mantle in 1955.
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without its flaws...[A] tougher minded Miss Lonelyhes one who could laugh

and bring healing laughter to his sorry clientsgimihave accomplished

something useful with his life. But he didn’t, aalds, the poor guy gloomed

along and came to griét.
Abby reads West as if modernism never occurrethifnrespect she seems the
guintessential “popular reader” who Pierre Bourdiays “subordinates form to
function,” who “refuses the refusal of the aesthated recognizes only “realist
representation® Abby’s approach results in a tempering of aesth##ims to
detachment and superiority. Referencing “[t|he Mte West, who saw the world dark
and dealt in despair as a matter of practicestie troubles the facile dichotomy between
the nobility of art and mass-cultural commodificati pointing out that modernism too
exploits agony and negativity, that perhaps theshbgs a vested interest in leaving
readers’ problems unsolved.

Abby’s interpretation of West also brings intoeéthe advice columnist’s status
as textual critic. In their responses to readertséts, the sisters are constantly engaged in
suspicious, even deconstructive readings of thie(fgau say this man is an uncle ‘by
marriage.’ | hope you don’t mean he’s your dadther and married. Sometimes people
phrase questions in an odd way to get a desirdg’yel3 Not only were the columnists

seasoned close readers of others’ letters, butwieey also acutely aware of their own

% Abigail van BurenBest of Dear Abhyl166.

% Pierre BourdieuDistinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment afsTe
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1984),

% Abby, 166.

% Quoted in David Grossvogddear Ann Landers: Our Intimate and Changing
Dialogue with America’s Best-Loved Confidaf@hicago: Contemporary Books, Inc.,
1987), 28.
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language use, particularly their adoption of eupamand slang. One particular
exchange documents Landers’s embroilment in agumted discussion with a reader over
the etymology of the word “lady.” When a reader wasated by her use of the term, she
replied that it originally meant “kneader of bréaatjding “which means there aren’t any
honest-to-goodness ladies letf.The columnists had no choice but to be hyper donsc
of their phraseology; one poor word choice couldhgathousands of angry retorts. Thus,
it is not that Abby and Landers’s misreadings ofst\&tem from a failure or inability to
read his story well. Rather, these misreadinggcefl deliberate turn away from both the
text’s intention and its ontology.

Dear Abby subjects West's avant-garde text tchémelheaded standards of
advice-column realism. Her hermeneutic introducgsrae crisis by refusing to
acknowledge West's ironic, modernist self-preseémtatVith her turn to literalism as an
escape from authorial intention, Abby on West reenés a strange situation where
suspicious reading and surface reading convergeapfgoach is consistent with the
literary-critical origins of the advice column genat least since Beatrice Fairfax
articulated its mission in 1899. Fairfax censured:

The lady novelists of the last generation have maamswer for; they sent their
heroes sighing through twenty chapters, madlywe |yet keeping away from
their inamoratas through fear, doubt, delicacy mmehbers of other foolish

feminine reasons that never enter into a man’opbphy. When a man wants to

¥ bid., 32.
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see a woman he manages it. When he wants to stayteems indifferent, all of

the lady novelists with their little pernickety nikin heroes to the contrary’
In other words, Elizabeth Bennet, Mr. Darcy is tjonst that into you.” Even Susan
Chester would engage in a little bit of textuallgsia with subscribers, as in the
following curious exchange: “My Dear Miss Chestene day last week | came across an
article which stated that the memory of an old pensas like a rag bag, filled with odds
and ends, worth very little, more often worth nothiPlease tell me what you make of
that statement.” Chester replies, “I disagree dicipeople know there is nothing worth
while in life. They know that sacrifice, love, wonatience, and service are worth
while...They glory in the feeling of duty don&Here the advice-column offers an
excuse for hermeneutical, even philosophical cozatemn.

Reading Miss Lonelyhearts’s moral crisis as terapental flaw, Abby and
Landers elide West’s trenchant critique of theemale of advice. Of course, West did not
“forget the saving grace of humor,” as Abby claithbut he feared its anesthetizing
effects. Humor is disturbing, not palliative, irslworld. Indeed, West's ambivalence
toward the comedic is integral to his art. Fromgtwy of the novella’s inception, when
Perelman supposedly gave him the “Susan Chestegfddhinking they would make a
great comedy, West was wary of imposing the comediadigm on his tale. Dear Abby,

on the other hand, would have written the storefPean wanted.

% Quoted in Gudelunas, 40.
% Susan Chester, “Old Memories WorthlesB®oklyn Daily Times4 January 1929.
40
166.
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Nevertheless, Abby’s individualist misreading esishe possibility that perhaps
the systemic violence of the culture industry isthe whole story; that perhaps there is
some dispositional accountability Miss Lonelyheartsoo. West would likely have
agreed with Abby’s view of pragmatism and the #dikemperament as opposed. As
Max Eastman declared just two years aftess Lonleyheartsvas written, “there is no
clearer demarcation among human types than thaebketthe artist and the man of
action.”! Describing his life in California as he was wriifihe Day of the Locust
(1939), West confided to Malcolm Cowley:

[O]ut here we have a strong progressive movemahi devote a great deal of
time to it. Yet, although this new novel is aboulligwood, | found it
impossible to include any of those activities ifl inhade a desperate attempt
before giving up. I tried to describe a meetinghaf Anti-Nazi League, but it
didn’t fit and | had to substitute a whore housd ardirty film. The terrible
sincere struggle of the League came out comic whemched it and even
libelous??

A King Midas of cliché, everything West touchesnsito comedy or commonplaces. In
contrast to West'’s failure to promote the anti-Naague, Landers had no qualms about
enlisting people to support her cause of canceareh, or her petition for nuclear

disarmament. In this way, Abby and Landers’s appatipn of West's modernism is

more than a mere case of commercialism triumphanheir hands, instrumentalism is

41 Max EastmanArt and the Life of ActiofLondon: George Allan & Unwin Ltd, 1935),
66.
*2 LOA 794-95.
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not merely an automatic reflex but it carries théaal charge of showing up
modernism’s ethical paralysis.

Literary critics have advanced various argumerganging the insights to be
garnered from instrumental readers like Abby anddess. As Louise Rosenblatt
suggests, far from merely “belated” or “regressiwgijitarian (or “efferent”) readers are
also forward-looking in their concern for what wiémain once the reading experience is
finished?* Rather than wholly innocent of aestheticism, Rb&ghinvites us to view
utilitarian readers as dissatisfied with the shghtiedness of the disinterested premise. It
is in this sense that Abby and Landers’s misreadagg as a form of critical
performance, and so can be said to operate ad fagleneneutics and yet also as capable
of galvanizing new, “illegitimate” insights intoettext. Such instrumental readings
testify to the inherent incompleteness of all 6ol acts, and to art's dependence upon
those maligned porters who ferry the spoils ofliieeary across to the shore of practical
use.

However, there is a final twist to this intertwehiistory of West and the
Friedman sisters; this last twist reminds us ofdaegers of over-idealizing the populist
approach. While Abby and Landers offer useful d@rajes to intellectual orthodoxies,

the final chapter of their engagement with Wesusthcaution us against romanticizing

*3 She writes, “The kind of reading in which attentie centered predominantly
on what is to be carried away or retained afteréaeling event | term “efferent” (after
the Latinefferre to carry away).” Rosenblatt, Louise Miriting and Reading: The
Transactional Theory, National Center for the StofiyVriting and Literacy Technical
Report(UC Berkeley & Carnegie Mellon: January 1988), 5.
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popular readers as alternatives to the “routinzedding] protocols” of academiés.
Indeed, as we shall see, these advice columnidtghea own routinized protocols to

contend with.

Compassion Fatigue

In 1982 an attentive reader of Ann Landers notibedl some of her columns
seemed familiar, and soon a scandal rattled theadwelumn industry. It was discovered
that both Landers and Abby had been recyclingettéis for years, rather than printing
new material. Some people brushed off the decepiileening it to reruns on television,
but admonishing that the reused material shoul@ bhaen labeled as such. Others were
less forgiving, and wrote in expressing their ogérarhey charged that the recycling
evinced that Landers was not motivated by an eadessre to help, that, in addition to
laziness, her actions revealed a sense that dllggns are the same and all sufferers
interchangeable. The column was almost cancefiedrasult. Keeping in mind that
Landers received over 300,000 letters a year tibigoling to think of all those “tear
drenched mail bags$™and not a single appeal with a hope of resporessuse Landers
was no longer even bothering to pull out her letfgener. It turns out that the reprints

were an act of deliberate deception, for “not omére the letters reprinted, but the ages

4 Rachel Sagner Buurma and Laura Heffernan, “Ther@omReader and the Archival
Classroom: Disciplinary History for the Twenty-RifSentury”New Literary History43.1
(Winter 2012), 114.

5 Editorial. The Globe and MailNew York: Facts on File, Inc., 1982. 539. Print.
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of the writers were changed and different signatatéached, apparently to make the
letters look fresher®

The professionalism that began as a defense agpii@estalizing the problems of
readers ultimately produces a perfunctory indiffieeeto the singularity of readers’
crises. In addition to ethical carelessness, tbielémt indicated historical indifference on
the columnists’ parts. As one editorial noted, wiias most remarkable about the whole
affair was that Landers could have recycled lettiens the 60s in the 80s with nobody
noticing. “Where is the evidence in Landerslandtf& shaking of customary social
foundations, or the future-shock sweep of a possirthl age, for constant pervasive
change in the human conditioi?For some readers the episode revealed the advice
column’s atavism and imperviousness to historibange, while for others it offered
depressing proof of the banality of human expegenc

Like Miss Lonelyhearts, the character whose cebis blithely dismissed,
Landers “had given her readers many stonkgl” §3). The scandal brought home the
poignant repetitiousness of existence to readeasnay that West’s modernist novella
never could. The episode implied that Landers vassdby her subscribers’ problems,
regarding them, as West says, all “stamped frondthugh of suffering with a heart-
shaped cookie knife'ML 59). “There is little about the banalities of theaman condition
that is new,” sighed one reader in #a@nsas City Star‘In the end, Ms. Landers has

shown, we’re all on our own” and she “proves thathing’s sacred”The Sujh The

“% Editorial. Nevada State Journ§iReno] 7 May 1982. Rpt. iEditorials on Filg
Volume 13, Number 9. New York: Facts on File, I1®82. 540. Print.
*" Editorial. Minneapolis TribundMinneapolis] 9 May 1982. Rpt. iEditorials on File
Volume 13, Number 9. New York: Facts on File, I1@82. 538. Print.
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disillusionment among loyal fans was severe; tlegy@rded the incident as a sign of “the
general decline of scrupulous, to-the-last-dropesty?’ (Nevada State Journal
“Another ikon shattered, another illusion wiped Wanother subscriber sighéd.

With the recycled letter scandal, the fictionfoé advice column’s speciation
from the novel was exposed. It revealed that theca column was always deeply
novelistic, more invested in fiction than curessiée its resistance to sentimentalizing
narratives. In a defense that evokes Renaissasgetes over whether literature should
delight or instruct, Landers retaliated that hduom was read for entertainment more
than real advice. “In her initial response to tisezdvery, Miss Landers defended herself
by saying people read her column for entertainraedtthat ‘the technique doesn’t
matter’.”® Downplaying the moral offense as a technical ormders selectively
disavows any allegiance to the standards of “higiwb aesthetics. The published
responses to the scandal document a society atteriptparse the difference between
art and advice. At least one subscriber countéiidtere are many works of literature and
journalism worth repeating, phrases and quoteshAmaring again and again. But Dear
Ann columns somehow don’t qualif§>Or, as Cyril Connolly puts it, “Literature is the
art of writing something that will be read twiceuynalism what will be grasped at
once.®™ Further, the scandal brought to light the soadmifasion over this new figure of

the commercial, syndicated advice columnist, rgishe question of whether the column

“® Editorial. The Kansas City StgKansas City] 6 May 1982. Rpt. Editorials
on File, Volume 13, Number 9. New York: Facts on File,.]Jri®82. 538. Print.
*9 Nevada State Journal.
*% Editorial. The Hartford CouranfHartford] 6 May 1982. Rpt. iditorials on
File, Volume 13, Number 9. New York: Facts on File,.Jri®82. 540. Print.
*1 Enemies of PromisgChicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 19.
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should aim to help the individual reader or theufands of readers with a similar
problem whom the individual reader represents.
Vancouver’sThe Surpleaded with subscribers to continue writing lett® Ann:
“Don't let Miss Lonelyhearts live up to her nanté.And theVirginian-Pilot, perhaps
unwittingly, alluded to the plot of Nathanael Westovella,
Advice columnists have come a long way since abggeditor invented
Miss Lonelyhearts and invited readers to tell heifrttroubles. Considering the
bind that our Ann Landers got herself into last kvbg using fictitious names
and rehashing old material, we blush to recall thatoriginal Miss
Lonelyhearts column was secretly written by a mjstet a miss>
The allusion to West’s novella is apt, given the story is an extended meditation on
what happens when the advising relation becomdammtory. Although Miss
Lonelyhearts yearns to develop a meaningful regptm¢he letters piled high on his
desk, he ends up sounding “like a conductor caBiagjons” (68). He falters when he
must put the aesthetic ideals he learned in coll@gepractice, when he must translate
others’ expressions of suffering into fresh, impassd material. The story recounts what
happens when literary commentary loses its zedgdtiments the threat of inaction and
indifference that haunts every textual exchangéof® point, his editor Shrike
reprimands Miss Lonelyhearts for recommending deito a reader, joking that his job

is to increase not diminish the paper’s circulati@@Y). Yet asThe Sureditors point out,

°2 Editorial. The SurfVancouver, B.C.] 7 May 1982. Rpt. Editorials on Filg
Volume 13, Number 9. New York: Facts on File, I1®82. 539. Print.
%3 Editorial. The Virginian-Pilot[Norfolk, Va.] 10 May 1982. Rpt. i&ditorials
on File, Volume 13, Number 9. New York: Facts on File,.Jri®82. 541. Print.
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deception goes hand in hand with the history ofaitivice column, with authors
including Abraham Cahan, Arnold Bennett, and QueRiynolds each masquerading as
women advisors, and sometimes passing as a diffetienicity.

The sisters’ refusals to consider West's critiqtithe violence of moral authority
ultimately leads them to reproduce this moral \ncke by failing to honor the
particularity of their subscribers. But this faduslso produces a cascade effect in the
writings of advice columnists to come, with the gigar generation struggling to correct
the moral complacency of their plucky Midwesterrbfears. Paralleling changes in the
modernist novel, the advice column increasingly exobs fragmentary wisdom and
doubt. Randy Cohen, author of tNew York Timesolumn “The Ethicist,” confesses, “I
admired Lederer’s jaunty self-assurance, but | tstdad Miss Lonelyhearts’s crisig*”
An interview with Cheryl Strayed farheOregoniansimilarly relates, “She’s read “Miss
Lonelyhearts,” Nathanael West's classic 1933 nalbielit a nameless advice columnist
overwhelmed by the misery and meanness in the wibsdig responsibility, trying to
solve people's problems, and Strayed has attatkschiaying to her strengths, telling
stories and putting her nurturing nature on fusipdtay.”™>

West’s popular legacy corroborates Raymond Wilianargument that
modernism’s “isolated, estranged images of aliematind loss have become the easy

iconography of the commercials and the lonelyebjtsardonic and skeptical hero takes

> «Stealth Progressive,” The Ethicidtew York Time29 December 2002.
% Cheryl Strayed, Interview with Jeff Baker. “Ponthauthor Cheryl Strayed, also
known as Dear Sugar, writes personal stories twad vith her devoted readers”
The Oregonianl8 February 2012.
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his ready-made place as the star of the thrifer, in this case, of the newspaper
column). Instead of heralding a counsel-free atpany understand modernism’s
mandateMiss Lonelyheartgstantiates a new breed of popular, self-negatthgce. As
William Grimes declared in a 19%ew York Timeeditorial:

The once gentle, helpful American advice columndrasvn fangs. Readers

who write in these days are likely to get a facefuhttitude along with their

answers, if the answers ever arrive in the coufrtleeowinding narratives. The

advice column has waved farewell to “Dear Abby” 8Adn Landers,” and in

this process it has become something else: orteeahbst vital, unpredictable

literary forms going, built around a vivid and déilly cynical personality/.
Literary critics might wince at this descriptiontble advice column as “one of the most
vital... literary forms.” But as we have seen, thgiee column does indeed have a
literary import. It is a forum where a short teghogenerate tremendous response, and
where the public will eagerly converge to analyzpecific textual case. With early
proponents including Daniel Defoe, Benjamin Framkdéind Abraham Cahan, the literary
and advice industries have always overlapped. Westeption by future advice
columnists is an extension of this entwined gerggalwhich culminates in the new
social figure of the reluctant oracle.

Born of the clash between popular and modernishsel, between the styles of

Abby and West, the reluctant oracle is the culindeistry’s attempt to come to terms

%6 “\When Was Modernism?The Politics of ModernisrtLondon: Verso, 1989),
35.
>"“Dear Abby Doesn’t Live Here AnymoreNew York Times30 March 1997.
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with modernism’s critique of its moral complacen®ithough wary of mass culture’s
commodification of counsel, the reluctant oraclera# relinquish the impulse to offer
some wisdom of use. Far from disappearing in materas Walter Benjamin claimed,
advice has become a “growth industry,” accordingita Barnard® Contemporary
columnists synthesize Dear Abby’s pragmatism andti&ie irony to produce more
trustworthy guides. For instance, Dan Savage’smaltesembles a “blank parody” of
the advice column genre, it is “anti-advice” foosle “who are sick of advicé®Another
popular columnist, Carolyn Hax, is equally selfiegive about the clichés of her trade;
“weary of the stock answers of advice columnisi&ak “constantly winks and nods at
the tradition she is taking part in while simultansly distancing herself from being
simply another sob sistef*Likewise, The Rumpus immensely popular Cheryl Strayed
“is unlikely to tell you what to do.” Aware that iigng advice is often futile,” she offers
compassionate, personalized responses in&tadst’s self-reflexive moralism and his
ironic engagement with cliché are conceits thatntioglern advice column is just now
learning to exploit.

A chart constructed by David Gudelunas plots basé epistemological shifts in

the advice genre over time. While in 1950 ninetg-percent of readers wrote to Ann

%8 Rita Barnard, “The Storyteller, the Novelist, ahd Advice Columnist:
Narrative and Mass Culture in ‘Miss LonelyheartNOVEL: A Forum on Fictio27.1
(Autumn,1993). 44.

*¥ David GudelunasConfidential to America: Newspaper Advice Columnd a
Sexual 6I%ducatior(New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 20088.15

Ibid.

61 Jessica Weissberg, “The Advice Columnist We Desgihe New YorkefOctober 9,

2012).
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Landers to “ask a question,” by the 1990s onlytyHiour percent of people wrote in with
personal questions, the other incentives bein@aoesinformation, and to comment on a
columnist’s or a writer’'s remark. The chart indesie shift from an instructional to a
participatory mode. This interactive trend has fibuta ideal forum in the internet, where
every reader is also a writer, every sufferer alself-appointed guide. The chart
suggests that the enduring appeal of the adviaeols its capacity to incite
hermeneutical exchange.

Instead of sure-footedness, it is the ambivalem¢kreocontemporary advice
columnist that makes her persuasive; the idea lietga salesman or propagandist
wouldn’t need to be coaxed into offering their gigs. This new self-consciousness
about the columnist’s limits assumes different gsii;n contemporary columns: in some
cases, as an embrace of the role of listener amitbent, in others as a shift to a more
raucous, comedic approach. While “Dear Sugar” esshexplicit counsel in favor of
digressive personal essays inspired by the |letteggeceives, both Dan Savage and
Carolyn Hax underplay their function as actual disgers of advice (“problem solving
isn’t really the point” says thidew York Timé<? These writers are aware that the desire
for advice is no longer the primary reason thafpteturn to their columns, the stronger
incentive being the occasion for public exchanlge,diring of opinions, and the
opportunity to follow another person’s intimate mias—desires similarly exploited by
fiction. Because of the time-lag between letter position and columnist’s response, and
the poor odds of having one’s letter selected, itrilikely that the advice columnist will

be able to offer the individual letter writer anseful aid. When the possibility of solving

%2 Grimes.
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the particular problem of an individual readerlim@ated, the column’s generalist
advice and fabricated scenarios are increasindfiguli to distinguish from the

universalizing precepts of fiction.

Beckett for Businessmen

Aside from West, perhaps no contemporary orachedse reluctant than Samuel
Beckett, whose wisdom has exhibited a surprisingeapfor business types in a trend
that journalists fronNew Inquiry® andSlate®® have begun to observe. As these
journalists note, this appeal is epitomized by Timyd-erriss’s self-help texthe 4-Hour
Workweel2007), a “manifesto for the mobile lifestyle.”rigs writes, “ | deal with
rejection by persisting, not by taking my businelsewhere. My maxim comes from
Samuel Becketia personal hero of minéever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again.
Fail again. Fail better.” You won't believe whatuoan accomplish by attempting the
impossible with the courage to repeatedly fail drett® Beckett is the most
counterintuitive example of the self-help usagenofiernism in this dissertation; if any
author would seem inculpable for affirmative appragons of his writing, it would be
him. Beckett relentlessly rejects the affirmativglitarian imperative. He writes “Texts
for Nothing,” as one of his collections is callédow it Is,” the name of a late works

very pointedly not “How itShouldBe” There is a persistent negation of the preswapti

% Ned Beauman, “Fail Wors&he New InquiryFebruary 9, 2012.
http://thenewinquiry.com/essays/fail-worse/

% Mark O’Connel, “The Stunning Success of Fail B&t®late.January 29, 2014.
http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2@Usamuel_beckett_s_quote_fail_better_beco
mes_the_mantra_of_silicon_valley.html.

% Timothy FerrissThe 4-Hour WorkweefNew York: Crown Publishing, 2009), 56. My
italics.

192



throughout Beckett's career, in which—in contrasself-help books stressing the power
of “yes"®®—the word “no” is the “leitmotif,” as Richard Seavebserves’ As with West,
Beckett's resistance to explicit didacticism haly@mhanced his moral appeal in thé'21
century. Like an itch that demands to be scratchedation exercises a kind of
irresistible irritation in the positive-thinkingarcorporate culture simply cannot leave
Beckett's “no” alone.

Beckett's “fail better” piece of anti-advice isginally from Worstward Ho
(1983); the title is a play on “Westward Ho!,” ativanture tale by Charles Kingsley
(1855). The original text reads:

All of old. Nothing else ever. Ever

tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again.

Fail again, Fail bettef’
Ferriss finds a maxim in Beckett’'s guttural lameHie turns Beckett’'s descriptive
statement about “failing better” into a prescripticn a way that illustrates the
tenuousness of the distinction (is true, neutratdption even possible? Or, is all
description implicitly advancing an argument abloonv to live). For Ferriss, to “fail
better” means to resist the fantasy of perfectiomllow oneself a margin for error and
growth. And yet, even if Beckett is in fact beinggcriptive, the point of the quote is

unclear (does Beckett mean that one should becanmm@e extreme kind of loser, or that

% See, for instance, Roger Fish8etting to Yes: How to Negotiate Agreement Without
Giving In(New York: Penguin Press, 1981).
%7 Richard Seaver, “Introductionl’Can’t Go On, I'll Go On: A Samuel Beckett Reader
Edited by Richard W. Seaver (New York: Grove Pr&836), 352.
% Samuel Beckett, “Worstward Ho” (London: John Cald®83), 45.
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one should become less of a failure, i.e. a su@ye$his ambiguity did not escape
Beckett’s attention, of course, but is built inte text. “Fail again. Better again. Or better
worse” he writes, highlighting the many gradatitwesween the poles of inadequacy and
accomplishment. Evidently, what Ferriss’s extratid Beckett elides is the text's
formal enactment of the painfulness of the jourhegpresents—the “worstward ho” of
language itself. In the same way that, as Beckadtaf Joyce, “his writing not justbout
something; iis that something itself®® Beckett's writings reproduce the circuitous
unpleasure they describe.

The remarkable popularity of Beckett’s “fail bettarotto tells us two things.
First, that self-help readings of modernism havertdertake some fairly extreme
omissions and repressions in order to fit an autkerBeckett into their agendas. This
suggests that authors like Beckett and West miest thifese readers something that a
more obviously affirmative, inspirational author—ebuas, for instance, Emerson—does
not. Far from a deterrent, Beckett’s moral re¢edoice operates as an advertisement of
his authenticity for contemporary readers negotgatur advice-saturated marketplace.
In addition, this reluctance leaves an openingHeragency of the advisee to fill in the
prescriptive blanks, thereby offsetting the potrdiuthoritarianism of the conventional
self-help relation with an opportunity for readartcipation. Second, it tells us that
hundreds of Kindle readers are first encounteriagkigtt througihe 4 Hour workweek.

The second fact confirms once again the work ofltedge transfer that self-help

%9 Samuel Beckett, “Dante...Bruno. Vico..Joyce. Arbamuel Beckett Read@tew
York: Grove Press, 1976), 117.
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accomplishes. It is not always as crude a foriknofvledge transfer as recounted here.
As we have seen, self-help texts have histori@adbed as significant vectors of
international literary exchange, with writers li8eniles importing key Western texts to
nations across the globe.

Ever alert to the buried self-improvement subtexderlying Irish modernist
works, Declan Kiberd points out that Beckett's wthre filled with ferocious assaults
on the Protestant ethic of effort, work, and inefie reward.” In his early writing,
Beckett was fascinated with the character of DarB&lacqua —the archetype of the lazy
man—who defers repenting in favor of lying aroundhe shade of a rock. When asked
by Dante to explain his apathy, Belacqua compld&@%rother, what's the use of
climbing?”* The Unnamabléaments,

All this business of a labor to accomplish...| inveahit all, in the hope
that it would console me, help me to go on, alloyseif to think of myself as
somewhere on a road, moving, between a beginnidgarend

The chronotopes of the road and quest figure prentiyin Beckett's corpus. His pared
down tableaus bring the pathos of ambition and etgtien that much more starkly into

view. As Celia inMurphy concludes, she “cannot go where livings are maitteowt

0«Samuel Beckett and the Protestant Ethic” in AdipesMartin, The Genius of Irish

Prose(Dublin and Cork: Mercier, 1984), 123.
" Dante Purgatorio. Translated by Allen Mandlebaum (Toronto: BantaooBs. 1982).
Canto 1V, 123.
2 samuel BecketThe Unnamable(New York: Grove Press, 1958), 314.
195



feeling they were being made awd§.For Beckett, self-help is merely one facet of the
mirage of productivity that all worldly goals susta

Ferriss’s application incites us to read Beckettsst famous play not as existing
outside of the puritan work ethic but in its heartlarknessWaiting for Godotand self-
help literature deal with many of the same therhabit, codependency, ambition, and
happiness. In a perverse way, Vladimir and Estragerthe very picture of protestant-
ethic perseverance. The tramps do not suffer ipathy—as many critics claim—but
from a diligence verging on the ridiculous. Thegitwdesperate for the slightest hint of
upper-level encouragement, ever rationing theirgaeesesources and deferring their
rewards. As Vladimir observes, “We are not sainisvie kept our appointment. How
many people can boast as much?” (“Billions,” Estragejoins) (51). And yet, Vladimir
is somewhat right. Vladimir and Estragon suffeniran automatism of counsel; they are
trying to implement instructions and not gettingrthquite right. (“He said to wait by the
tree”...“You'’re sure it was here?”) (10). Their fresqu garbling of familiar proverbs
suggests that their assimilation of cultural knalgle is slightly askew: “hope deferred
maketh the something sick,” (8) they fumble, ‘istrthe iron before it freezes” (12).
Their discourse is sprinkled with half rememberegtppts that have outlived their
usefulness.

In addition, the tramps are constantly scrutinizimg state of their happiness—
wondering whether they are more happy now thanrbefoore happy together or apart.

Vladimir intones: “Say, | am happy.” Estragon: thénappy.” Vladimir: “So am I.”

3 samuel Beckettylurphy. (New York: Grove Press, 1957), 67.
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Estragon: “So am I.” Vladimir: “We are happy.” Esgon: “We are happySjlence]
What do we do now, now that we are happy?” (39)s Tépetition of positive precepts
was a technigue advanced by positive thinking sish@&mile Coué, the French positive
thinking pioneer, advised readers to repeat thistradawice a day: “every day in every
way | keep getting better and better.” Likewisesihot a stretch to say that a character
like Winnie in Beckett'sHappy Dayq1960) offers a retort to the rise of positive &ing
culture. “So much to be thankful for,” She insistsgreat mercies” “that is what | find
so wonderful—endlessly repeating her “survival kif clichés’* Beckett establishes a
grotesque contrast between her affirmative wordshen decaying body trapped in the
sand.

In Godot the characters of Pozzo and Lucky further probkere the Western
ideal of self-fashioning. No one better embodiesrdéuality of the self-made man than
Pozzo, the landowner who is not really self-madalabut needs a slave in order to
succeed. Like the self-made man, Pozzo has a trizy“schedule” that he observés.
He entirely approves of the tramps’ commitmentigrtrendezvous: “I myself in your
situation, if | had an appointment with Godin...Gadé&odot...anyhow you see who |
mean, why I'd wait till it was black night beforegave up” (24).

Pozzo lives by the monosyllabic commands that ks la Lucky, his “slave,”
and most critics agree that the pair embodiesntipiise toward worldly domination.

Pozzo’s grand monologue towards the end of the Agsof Godotcan be read as a

" samuel Beckettappy DaygNew York: Grove Press, 1961), 11, 52, 24.
> Samuel BeckettVaiting for Godo{Grove Press: New York, 1954), 25. Hereafter cited
parenthetically.
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lesson in the importance of time management. “Behiis veil of gentleness and peace
night is charging\ibrantly) and will burst upon ussiaps his finge)sop! Like that!

(his inspiration leaves him) just when we leastestpt. Silence, Gloomily That's how

it is on this bitch of an earth” (25). As self-ingmement discourse knows well, an
awareness of one’s finitude offers the best ingeritor productivity. “Do not squander
Time,” warns Benjamin Franklin, “for it is the stuife is made of.” Pozzo embodies
both the instrumentalism and the maudlin sentimigntat self-improvement discourse
(“From the meanest creature one departs wisermichore conscious of one’s
blessings...” he pontificates) (20). In contrast, pla¢hos of the tramps stems from their
inability to metabolize prescription into actionnlike with the authors of self-help,
however, this failure is not for Beckett somethihgt can be overcome through a mere
temperamental adjustment. For him, all of cult@gresents a heap of unusable counsel,
and life itself is nothing but an overly-literald®beisance to an expression meant to be
taken figuratively.

Although Godotis sprinkled with epigrammatic insights, it withte a literary
message in the crucial places. Throughout Becketitks, the maxim operates more as a
linguistic tic than as a culminating flourish. IrciATwo, for instance, curtains rise to
Vladimir, singing this:

A dog came in the kitchen
And stole a crust of bread.
Then cook up with a ladle
And beat him till he was dead.

Then all the dogs came running
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And dug the dog a tomb—

And wrote upon the tombstone
For the eyes of dogs to come:

A dog came in the kitchen
And stole a crust of bread.
Then cook up with a ladle
And beat him till he was dead. (37-8)

Vladimir's song makes the extraction of a portdbkson impossible—the only moral to
the song is its repetition. Similarly, Krappkifapp’s Last Tapdast-forwards in disgust
all of his youthful “revelations;” his epiphaniesdiinsights about life. The recorded
voice excitedly exclaims, “What | suddenly saw theas this, that the belief | had been
going on all my life, namely—(Krapp switches offpatiently, winds tape forward,
switches off again)® Beckettian form is characterized by this cycl@afmised and
thwarted moral summation.

The pieces of life insight that Beckett does offex presented not as the directed
didacticism of his Victorians precursors but asuhavoidable byproduct or detritus of
aesthetic production. As Beckett sighsVinlloy, “you think you are inventing, you think
you are escaping, and all you do is stammer out xsson, the remnants of a pensum
one day got by heart and long forgottéhlhdeed, the “fail better” quote (“Ever
tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail agdtail better.”), is reminiscent of

William McGuffey’s popular children’s rhyme from 38, whose logic is already entirely

® samuel BecketKrapp’s Last Tape and Other Dramatic Pie¢dkew York: Grove
Press, 1957), 21.
" samuel Beckettylolloy (New York: Grove Press, 1955), 41.
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circular, and which Beckett may have heard in logtly, “try, try again/If you find your
task is hard/ Try, try again.” As with West, thdlaar’'s parodic critique of popular
culture’s triumphalist stance is reconfigured by felf-help industry into an affirmation

of this same stance. For Beckett, the literary masignifies the irresistibility of
communication and the inescapability of the pd'st.a reminder of the fundamentally
social, borrowed quality of all language and thdués with D.H. Lawrence on

Benjamin Franklin, there is the sense that it ipassible to entirely shake the early
influence of these moralizing texts. In this wasifs$elp operates as a humbling
reminder of the determinism of the social and ratarder. There is no escaping death or
prescription.

None of Beckett's pieces of “anti-advice” has acgdimore popular traction than
the “fail better” motto. It even makes an appeaeancStephen Brown’s corporate
manifestd‘Fail Better! Samuel Beckett’s secrets of busiresd branding success” (the
exclamation point says it alfy.

Brown writes that Beckett’s “secrets of brandingess” constitute

A characteristically Celtic worldview which is aitetical to the essentially
Anglo-Saxon ethos that dominates contemporary meamegt thought. Whereas
the Saxon perspective foregrounds facts, figunerorigor, and incredible
attention to detail (all laudable and necessaitseCelticity relies on
imaginative leaps, compelling storytelling, irreeet iconoclasm....and the

crock of good fortune at the end of commerciallains (Aherne, 2000). Both

8 See Ned Bauman, “Fail Wors&he New InquiryFebruary 9, 2012.
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are needed in busineSs.
This must be what it would look like if Don DrapeadWaiting for Godot Instead of
simply opposing capitalist culture, Beckett chafjes corporate operators like Brown and
Ferriss to be more creative and reflexive. Whédtsnt in Brown'’s text, of course, is an
argument for the value of Beckett apart from higpocate applicability, for certainly we
do notneedBeckett to learn techniques that can as easibidmned from Microsoft or
Tide themselves. Yet in citing Celticity as a modkless predictable business practice,
Brown is not alone in attributing a productive ptal to Irish modernism’s resistance of
the business ethic. The literary critic Gregory Diols similarly argues that the
stereotype of “Irish idleness” actually offers anfoof colonial dissenDobbins argues,
“If Irish modernism is indeed distinct from otheational modernisms, then | want to
suggest that the specific function idleness hatiwit is one of the primary indicators of
that difference ¥ Brown’s preference for Beckettian “idleness” abgveductivity
discourse has precedents in the Revival traditfarelebrating Ireland’s rural anti-

modernism as an alternative to British industratiian.

Conclusion
Ever since the Renaissance era of courtiers amaroles, counselors have
struggled with the problem of how to make theirdwis1 heard. The need to persuade

advisees of one’s authority without challengingrtlh@tonomy does not go away in a

& Stephen Brown, “Fail better! Samuel Beckett'setsaof business and
branding successBusiness Horizond9.2 (2006): 168.
8 Gregory Dobbinsl.azy Idle Schemers: Irish Modernism and the Cultgwalitics of
IdlenesqDublin: Field Day Publications, 2010), 5.
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modern democracy, but one’s ruler shifts from tlenarch to the greater reading public.
The problem for twentieth-century advisors is hovotfer meaningful reflections upon
life that readers will not resent or mistrust asgn of ulterior motives or pedantry. The
anonymity of advertising represents one solutiondbtnism’s reluctant oracle is
another.

The fact that readerly appeals to modernism fansel persist amidst such a
cultural surfeit of more willing advisors indicatagpopular desire for knowledge that
resists being absorbed into an economy of praat®al At the same time, such appeals
are paradoxically attempting to apply the moderagsthetic to practical ends. The
paradoxes of this social compulsion to make nega@viceable (a need from which this
very dissertation is not exempt) are nowhere mppagent than in self-help applications
of modernist texts. Nevertheless, the problem Brdvamriss, Abby, and Landers open up
is not confined to modernism but has to do withlimés of negation itself. These
authors inspire us to take the long view of mod#megation, or to think about the use of
aesthetic uselessness. The detachment from modeogisa they inspire, despite their
professed celebration of it, is an example of legitimate insights self-help can
engender.

As the cases of West and Beckett make clear,dbeadfor textual advice never
disappears but rather, society develops changarglatds for what counts as acceptable,
persuasive moral authority. As Lionel Trilling obged, regarding the changes
undergone by the cultural ideal of sincerity, “Aiaftpart of the inauthenticity of

narration would seem to be its assumption thaidifusceptible of comprehension and
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thus of management¥In contrast to the “inauthenticity” of conventiémerration,

Trilling notes that no literature is so “shockinglgrsonal” as modernism, “it asks us,” he
says, “if we are content with our marriages, witin professional lives, with our
friends...It asks us if we are content with ourselvé¥ With parables increasingly
incorporated into self-help and advertising copthia early twentieth century, it
suddenly appears vulgar and suspicious for writelsoadcast their moral insights.
Modernism both exacerbates and exploits this nemd@uspicion of facile solutions.

In speaking of the advice-industry’s “misreadimg’modernism, we begin via
Beckett and West to approach a clearer definitignsi what kind of misreading this is:
not simply a decontextualization but a translatido pragmatic speak of ironic
modernist diction. This translation, in the oridisanse of “transport” or “carry ovef®
is not without revelatory potential, but it is rést®ry only insofar as it enacts and
corrects modernism’s limits through its stubboratfrmative zeal. The self-help
application of modernism is not literally revelatan the way that it fancies itself to be,
by reducing the modernist text to a proverbialdessr, as is often the case, using the
modernist author’s biography as a way of illumingthis or her narrative’s practical
applicability, but it is revelatory in the way thastages the clash between reticence and
use, intention and legacy. Self-help readings fikgiss’s unwittingly perform what is
wrong with modernism and with the very hierarchyha reader-text relation, eschewing
authorial manifestos and disciplinary axioms. Meero despite their claims, what the

popular self-help readers show is not that modermsiscretlyis self-help, or can be

® Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and AuthenticitfCambridge: Harvard UP, 1972), 135.
82 H
Ibid., 7.
8 “translatey.: to bear, convey or remove from one person, ptaa®ndition to another;
to transfer, transporOxford English Dictionary
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reduced to this, but the extent to which moderngsengaging in a critique and rewriting
of self-help. Of course, all critique is, in a sengrescriptive, entailing an alternate sense
of how to live. It is chiefly in this respect, asgards the prescriptive impetus of all
critique, the normative impulse of all descriptitimat we can say that modernism is
secretly also self-help, or that it is anti selfghas the case may be. This is what is
entailed by references to modernism’s “counterdlggrnate counsel.

Pointing out another instance of overlooked comteraneity between modernism
and self-help, Brown urge8)aiting for Godot lest we forget, was first published in the
same year as Peter DruckdpPsactice of Managementhough years have passed, we
still pay heed to Drucker. It's also time we looksdhe seven sizzling secrets of Samuel
Beckett's succes$* Although the conventional model of the authoritaticonfident
self-help guru retains a great deal of force, ithestof moral persuasion are shifting in
modernism’s more indirect and subjective directibnemains to be seen what

modernism’s triumph presages for the actual usefidrof future advice.

84 162.
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CONCLUSION

Slot-Machine Wisdom: Literary Counsel in the Digitd Age

“One original thought is worth a thousand mindless quotings.” | like |
— Diogenes Laértius —_—

a4 likes

When Walter Benjamin wrote “The Storyteller” in38 he worried that the rise
of the novel and the newspaper signaled a degtitieel public’s aptitude for giving and
receiving advicé.However, as this dissertation has made fairlyrciegher than
disappearing advice has become more nimble analsdiih modern life. Indeed, what
self-help readings of modernism demonstrate abbbve the tremendous durability of the
act of reading for counsel, which persists evetihéface of modernist mockery and
advice-industry immorality. Nevertheless, the tiams from “wisdom” to “information”
Benjamin espied remains a useful characterizati@i st-century advice culture,
particularly with the rise of the technosphere.ieathan signaling the obsolescence of
the figure of the counselor, however, the digitdbrmation overload emphasizes the
urgent need for curators willing to do the normati@bor of evaluating the excess of
online information and translating it into direas/for practical use, much like

modernism itself produces the demand for commersidts what Leo Bersani calls

! Walter Benjamin|lluminations(New York: Schocken Books, 1968), translated by
Hannah Arendt.
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“rear-guard” readeréable to translate its radical experiments intagd@y insights.
Self-help’s task of organizing and hierarchizinguaplus of life-wisdom was once the
vocation of the humanities; Erasmus called provébdirst pedagogy. Though no
longer openly practiced by institutional humanitiepartments, this is a role all the more
pressing in our digital era.

Online culture is host to a dramatic shift in #gency of advice from giver to
recipient. Its counsel is fragmented, its maxim&cleed from an omniscient authority,
its often contradictory guidance sprawled out fa &dvisee to reassemble at will.
Although intensified by the internet, the problefrhow to negotiate competing
directives is already a source of frustration flaubert’s pre-digital copy clerks (“One
does not go swimming in the sea without having ficoled one’s skin. Bégin
recommended jumping in while bathed in perspiratioglass of wine after soup was
considered excellent for the stomach. Lévy accitsefttuining the teeth...”f. The
modernists attempted to resist Victorian moral sgdiesm and hypocrisy by offering a
smorgasbord of the proverbial in the place of thevipus generation’s hierarchic
“message.” Virginia Woolf’'s anti-authoritarian dicticism,Finnegans Wake’mutating
maxims, the automatism of counseMfaiting for Godotthis deconstructed life-wisdom

find its apotheosis in the online world. The in&lris a repository of unsatisfying

’Leo Bersani, “Against UlyssesThe Culture of RedemptigGambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2000), 159.

% He writes, “There appears to be no form of teaghhich is older than the proverb” in
The Adages of ErasmuSelected by William Barker (Toronto: UniversitiyToronto Press,
2001), 12.

* Gustave FlauberBouvard and Pécuchetranslated by Mark Polizzotti (Paris: Dalkey
Archive Press, 2005), 67.
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advice—of decontextualized homilies and abortedremsations—and no literary
movement has perfected the art of unsatisfyingaadbetter than modernism.
Consider the character of the hack doctor Matt@é@onner in Djuna Barnes’s
Nightwood whom the other characters turn to for advice:
“l also know this,” he went on: “One cup pouredi@inother makes
different waters tears shed by one eye would bfimgept into another’s eye.
The breast we strike in joy is not the breast wikesin pain; any man’s smile
would be consternation on another’s mouth. Reaetgwnal river, here comes
griefl Man has no foothold that is not also a barg&o be it! Laughing | came
into Pacific Street, and laughing I'm going outitpfaughter is the pauper’s
money. | like paupers and bums,” he added, “bectheseare impersonal with
misery...”
Looking for a solution on the internet is like agifor guidance from a psychopath.
O’Conner’s run-on moralism is a modernist reprifahe wise fool figure of the
Renaissance. Then, as now, the seeming insanitye aounselor mitigates the “face-
threatening” character of the advice relafidixchanging advice is described as face-
threatening because it poses a “challenge to ‘taedr’s identity as a competent and
autonomous actor.”To compensate for this, the wise fool's prescieameears not as a
product of his superior knowledge, an inherenthbamassing disparity for all concerned,

but as a product of luck or chance. Likewise, tloetDr's penetrating pronouncements

® Djuna BarnesNightwood Preface by Jeanette Winterson, Introduction I8 Eliot.
(New York: New Directions Book, 2006), 35.
® Miriam A. Locher,Advice Online: Advice-giving in An American Interkiealth
Column(Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company620&P.
"Dana J. Goldsmith & Erina L. MacGeorge, “The impafopoliteness and relationship
on perceived quality of advice about a problekiiman Communication Reseay@®, 235.
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(“in the end you’ll all be locked together, likeetipoor beasts that get their antlers mixed
and are found dead that way.® 3re sandwiched between nonsensical ramblings, and
thereby stripped of their potentially condescendindictatorial implications. The
inoffensive, inconclusive moralism espoused by mioiden and the internet emerges
when advice is detached from a single authoritatosgsciousness and objectified as a
surfeit of unmoored and interchangeable truisms.

Online, users submit their questions about angthiom health to relationships
with the desperate irrationality of a casino gamplagging in her last coin. In turn, the
internet mechanically regurgitates similar casesyigs, and cultural memes. Consider,
for example, Pinterest’s greeting-card moralismicWldomesticates the face-threatening
character of advice through the use of “inspiraldquotes. As one reporter notes, “The
explosively popular image-sharing site has fallader the spell of words — that is,
guotes from the great minds that offer lessong/@oly.” He continues,

Skeptics may scoff at searching for deeper lifedas among the hair-tutorial
photos. But on Pinterest, the pretty graphics catfon as the proverbial
spoonful of sugar. Advice that might seem hectodoging from a loved
one...seems more palatable when rendered as walladieco’
While conventional counselors “hedge” their momaliwith the use of humor, self-
deprecation, and indirectidfiand modernism circumvents its own anti-didacticism
through the figure of the reluctant oracle, Pindereeutralizes the potential violence of

advice by turning it into background décor. Evea interest executives were surprised

® Nightwood 107.
° Alex Williams, “The Gospel According to Pinterestéw York TimesOctober 3, 2012.
19 Advice Online121, 123.
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to see a platform “designed to be a visual expedro embrace the quoted wadtfd.
These ornamental aphorisms result when modernigalsique of moral
estrangement—in this case, its isolating and regging of proverbial wisdom—is
domesticated, a tendency Raymond Williams obselvadits best, self-help’s
appropriation of modernism could potentially take form of a subversive redeployment
of the literature for local, personal, or radicatle that disrupt the purported self-
containment of the aestheticist programmatic. Atasst, it results in the wallpaper
wisdom that Pinterest disseminates and is the defipition of cliché, a form whose
artistry both modernism and self-help celebrataidgtaire remarked that “genius is the
creation of a cliché™® and confessed this to be his ambition, and Datedtpe agreed
when he observed “it was easier to make a milliollads than to put a phrase into the
English language™

The aspiration shared by Baudelaire and Carneggilily demonstrates how, as
Williams writes, modernism’s “forms lent themseltesultural competition*® What
Williams fails to address, however, is that thisuence between the aesthetic and the
commercial is not unidirectional but works both wagommercial self-help appropriates
the strategies of modernism, but modernism alsmseimom self-help’s tactics of

persuasion (recall Baudelaire’s feverish consumptiio‘get rich quick” handbooks).

1 bid.

12 Raymond Williams, “When Was Modernismi¥ew Left Revieyno. 175 (May/June
1989), pp.48-52.

13“The original reads, “Créer un poncif, c’est lengé Je dois créer un poncif’ (“To
create a cliché, this is genius. | must creatéca&l’) Charles Baudelaire, “Fusées@ruvres
ComplétegParis: Gallimard, 1965), 23.

14 Dorothy Carnegie, “Preface to the 1981 EditidAagw to Win Friends and Influence
People(New York: Pocket Books, 1981), xi.

2 williams, 52.
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Both modernism and self-help have mastered thef gmoducing books that beget the
need for further books. Though self-help handbgmkgort to provide readers with
clear-cut, definitive solutions to life’'s quandaxi¢heir longevity stems from their
exploitation of the inconclusive, a technique iniethmodernism is likewise investéd.
Critics of the self-help industry cite the facttthize “the most likely customer for a book
on a given topic [is] a customer who [has] boughinailar book within the preceding
eighteen months** Likewise, modernism is the first literary movemampractically
necessitate accompanying paratexts and guidesitBé&sis cycle of textual dependency
they instantiate, the two industries share the samestment in the gesture of the
autonomy clairt?® Even as they advertise the self-sufficiency oftéhe, both industries
bring into relief the insufficiency of reading alrnwhich always needs to be integrated
through action and application. As modernism aridhedp each remind us in different
ways, reading can become pathology if it is natgnated into everyday life. This figure
of the idle and impotent reader has long hauntghdrieducation in the humanities, but
nowhere is the pathology of reading without actimore pronounced than online.

it"!° Ask.com andrahoo!

Pinterest is not the only source of “virtual vi
Answersare other popular online advice resourcesY@noo! Answersa problem is
posted and multiple users submit responses, raffigingthe snarky to supportive,

usually under an alias. These responses are ttehfram most useful to least. Just as

16 Recall Joyce’s notorious comment that he witép the professors busy for centuries
in Richard EllmannJames JoygeOxford University Press, New York, Revised Edit{d982),
521.

" Steve Salernc8HAM: How The Self-Help Movement Made America ldsfNew
York: Random House, 2005), 6.

'8 For more on this in relation to self-help, seet8Eherry, “The ontology of a self-help
book: a paradox of its own existenc®jcial Semioticd8.3 (September 2008), 337-348.

¥ The term is Alex Williams’s in “The Gospel of Pémést.”
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D.A. Miller has said that self-help makes us “navejunkies..addicted to the format
that teaches us to believe in and practice ourldvenating self-fashioning® the Yahoo!
Answergphenomenon offers users a double rush of authdirgy through the act of
advising and then through the opportunity to evaltilae answers of othe?s.Much as
modernism is described as a democratizing aesthgtich eschews omniscient
authority to let the everyday speadghoo! Answershifts the counsel prerogative from
the theorists to the practitioners, and therebyappto democratize the advising process.
Of course, in the cases of both modernismaaldoo!,this consolatory agency of the
reader is painstakingly orchestrated and direcyeainbauthorial entity or conglomerate.
Nevertheless, the online shift in advice agencynfeuthor to reader roughly parallels
what Roland Barthes, usii8puvard and Pécuches his example, describes as the
“tissue of quotations” that the text becomes folluythe “death of the authof?®

Of course, both Pinterest aMdhoo! Answerare mediated by the online ur-
advisor: Google. These platforms are only two gmediits amongst Google’s surfeit of
potential advice resources. A troubled individwalking for advice on the Google search
engine would be immediately reassured by the dutofiction that she is not the first to
face this particular dilemma. If her question donesimmediately appear, autofill will
guide her toward similar yet more popular articolag of her same problem, one of

which she then clicks on to be brought to an aecbivsimilar cases and queries. In this

0 Quoted in Anita Sokolsky, “The Case of the Juatlitunkie: Perry Mason and the
Dilemma of Confession,Yale Journal of Law and the Humaniti2d4 (3.22.2013), 3.

L For an ethnographic analysis see Maria Elena RiactéOnline Peer-to-Peer Advice in
SpanishYahoo!Respuestagdvice in DiscourseEdited by Holger Limberg & Miriam A. Locher
(Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, p89-306.

?2«The Death of the Author” ilmage—Music—TexTranslated by Stephen Heath (New
York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 146.
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way, autofill not only offers the searcher the agppace of an instantaneous community
of sufferers, but it also frames her articulatidmer problem as it is being posed. If she
forgoes the autofill suggestion and yet her quennterpreted by the engine to be
eccentric or erroneous, Google will use the “did yoean” function to gently nudge her
toward more common searches, or it will brashlycpea with its version of the “correct”
search term and declare “showing results for Xeadt’ On Google, the intimacy of the
advisor/advisee relation is objectified to becomby @ne “hit” among many possibilities.
Our searcher will either find solace or exacerbatexiety in discovering the
commonness and universality of her plaint.

Moreover, Google makes the example/precept raibhas historically
dominated debates over textual morality (the isguew much narrative illustration is
necessary to communicate a moral) go haywire. N&kisah Samuel Richard’s
puritanical eighteenth-century Britain objectedi® detailed narrative examples of
sexual manipulation, for instance, which overshaelbtihe ideals of modesty and purity
that they were meant to convey. A similar prolifema of what Beckett called “demented
particulars® occurs on Google, which offers the user a pletbdiadividualized cases
and anecdotes but no method for appraising them®@es and applying them to one’s
own situation. The problem of how to move betwdengeneral and the particular—
which, according to the philosopher Hubert Dreydasstitutes the essence of human,
commonsense understanding, has always been theithibre side of the computer

industry. InWhat Computers Still Can’t D®reyfus observes that “nothing resembling

2 samuel Beckettylurphy (New York: Grove Press, 1957), 13.
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human generalizations can be confidently expeaédiachine$? Dreyfus continues,
“the network [can exhibit] the intelligence buitito it by the designer but will not have
the common sense that would enable it to adapthter contexts as a truly human
intelligence would.* Though dated (he first articulates this argumeribée 70s),
Dreyfus’s critique of the limitations of mechanithbught is still relevant today. (In fact,
engineers involved in Carnegie Mellon’s NEIL prdjace currently attempting to redress
this failing by building a machine with what thegli¢‘common sense’j® Recently, the
Jeopardy supercomputer Watson embarrassed itsedesigt IBM when it answered
“Toronto” to a question about U.S. cities. Destite surplus of examples poured into its
database, Watson could only mimic and approxinteetocess of commonsense
reasoning through its statistical method; it faiteanake the simple move of applying
this information to the problem at haffdwith technology’s current failure to offer
individually tailored guidance unmediated by hunrgout and selection, advice
represents a limit of the mechanical. The moratnadity that began in modernism as a
critique of the author’s ethical omnipotence is rwefining flaw of artificial reasoning.
The distinction online advice stages between teahand commonsense

knowledge can be explicated through Hans Georg @adsa discussion akechnéand

* Hubert L. DreyfusWhat Computers Still Can't Do: A Critique of Artifal Reasoning
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992), Xxxvii.

% |bid., Xxxviii.

% carnegie Mellon’s NEIL (Never Ending Image Leajrisran attempt to teach
computers common sense through the use of imagescdmputer scans images and is learning
to identify how they relate to each other, with ol being for the computer to be able to learn
cognitive associations it was never directly tau§ete http://www.neil-kb.com/ for the project’s
website.

%" Stephen Baker, “How Could IBM’s Watson Think tii@tronto is a U.S. City?”
Huffington Pos{February 16, 2011).
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phronesis”® Though Aristotle originally used phronesis to désepractical, situated
morality in contrast to the abstract morality ot&ues, Gadamer finds techné/phronesis
a generative opposition for thinking about theetéht kinds of knowledge espoused by
the sciences and the humanities. The technical kattge (techné) of the sciences can be
taught, Gadamer says, much as IBM attempted td td&atson such a superabundance
of factual knowledge that it could mimic human urstiending. However, practical moral
knowledge or phronesis is always context depenaethtso cannot be learned in
advance; in short, “phronesis is the capacityrid the right thing to do in a situatiof”

It is the advisor’s “awareness appropriate to &iqaar situation,® or what Benjamin
called the storyteller’s “ability to exchange expaces,®! that constitutes phronesis and
explains why Google can only parrot anecdotes aadeles rather than offering
individualized directives. For Google, the rightigmn to a query is not the most
appropriate but the most frequently clicked, whitén becomes the earliest suggested.
This Family Feud ethos where the right answer tsafat is correct but most popular
was once described by Alexis de Tocqueville astyranny of the majority.®* Yet
Google’s ideology of a user-based search hierachglied by the sponsored advertising

content that masquerades as a legitimate first’‘mtthe place of democracy or

% Hans-Georg GadaméFruth and Method: Second Revised Editjbiew York: The
Continuum Publishing Company, 1994), 312-318.

2 Donna M. OrangeThinking for PhysiciangNew York: Routledge, 2010), 117.

% GadamerThe Enigma of HealtiThe Art of Healing in a Scientific A¢8tanford:
Stanford University Press, 1996), 138.

%1 83.

%2 Democracy in Americéindianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2000).
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phronesis Google produces a Foucauldian versiaiisoburse as the predetermination of
what one can say and how one can s& it.
Outside of morality, Gadamer says, the true impbphronesis is linguistic:

The real miracle of language is to be found whermesone—perhaps contrary

to all prescription—succeeds in finding exactly thght word or discovers the

perfect expression in the words of someone elsg this which proves to be the

‘right thing.”*
This project of “finding exactly the right word"—&libert’s “mot juste”—over and
against the dogmatism of prescription is an aptmiason of the morality of modernism.
Gadamer’s “miracle” of phronesis is akin to whahenin described as the “aura”
possessed by the storyteller who has practicalsslua give, which he elsewhere likens
to the magician’s practice in contradistinctiortiiat of the surgeofr. It is also, perhaps,
close to what Erasmus had in mind when he desctheethlmost holy” “power of truth”
possessed by the provefi‘Otherwise how could it happen,” he enquired, ttve
should frequently find the same thought spreadabemmong a hundred peoples,
transposed into a hundred languages, a thoughtwiais not perished or grown old even
with the passing of many centuries, which pyrantidsnselves could not have

withstood?3’ The truth of commonsense wisdom is, like the rasoe of the cliché, not

the quantifiable sum of the particulars it enconspasn its universalizing sweep; it is the

* The Google archive enacts what Michel Foucauls ¢ae first “law of what can be
said” The Archaeology of Knowledgé.ondon: Routledge, 1972), 128.

% Enigma 138.

% Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Meanical Reproduction,” in
lluminations 233.

% Adages11, 16.

¥ Ibid., 16.
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precarious truth of the generalized, which imprdp@ndures and applies in the face of
the greatest disparities of circumstance. Thigional universalizing of advice is what
makes it so troubling for Adorno, who associatemitwith miracles or magicians but
with the charismatic sway of fascisthBut this spell of phronesis—this marvel of
linguistic resonance—cannot be dismissed simplyobtegar for its worst and most
violent possible iteration. As this dissertatiors shown, the proverbial possesses an
irresistible allure even for a group of authors veteked their reputations on claims of
impersonal aestheticism. Computers mimic the ertaiamt of advice with slot-machine
wisdom based on probability and statistics. Newe$s, language’s capacity to beguile
us with its relevance is the particular domainhaf literary, as the practical, popular

applications of modernism attest.

% Theodor AdornoThe Stars Down to EartlfLondon: Routledge, 1994).
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