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CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN FICTION AND
CULTURES OF SELF-HELP

This is a book about the encounters that contemporary North
American fiction stages with distinct strands of self-help. Its central
argument is that ever-expanding and diversifying self-help cultures
are generatively elastic sites of inspiration as well as antagonism for
contemporary authors. It offers new perspectives on the work of nine
very different writers by exploring how they play different forms of
self-improvement off against one another to explore betterment
means in personal, ethical, and societal terms. This book explores
the clashes between practices ranging from commencement speeches
and grassroots communitarian self-help to time management prod-
uctivity manuals, trauma recovery theories, pop-neuroscience, and
makeover cultures, showing how contemporary writers use this fric-
tion to reimagine agency and authority, asking how — and if — it is
possible to live and write ‘better’ in a compromised individualistic
world.

Following her PhD in Literature at the University of Cambridge,
Gillian Moore completed an Irish Research Council Postdoctoral
Fellowship at Trinity College Dublin. She also recently graduated
from an MSc in Psychology at the University of Kent where her
research focused on interoceptive processes and the psychology of
embodiment. Prizes she has received include the UK Arts and
Humanities Research Council Award, Cambridge Trust Vice-
Chancellor’s Award, Trinity College Dublin Gold Medal, and
University of Kent MSc Psychology Scholar Award. Her research
centres on the relationships between contemporary literature, thera-
peutic rhetoric, public speech, and psychology, with new work focus-
ing on embodied practices of reading and literary depictions of
interoception and proprioception. She is Reviews Editor at Irish
literary magazine, The Stinging Fly, and is committed to public
literary engagement and communicating academic ideas to a broad
audience.
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CAMBRIDGE STUDIES IN TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY
LITERATURE AND CULTURE

Editor: Peter Boxall, University of Sussex

As the cultural environment of the twenty-first century comes into clearer focus,
Cambridge Studies in Twenty-First-Century Literature and Culture presents
a series of monographs that undertakes the most penetrating and rigorous
analysis of contemporary culture and thought.

The series is driven by the perception that critical thinking today is in a state of
transition. The global forces that produce cultural forms are entering into
powerful new alignments, which demand new analytical vocabularies in the
wake of later twentieth-century theory. The series will demonstrate that theory
is not simply a failed revolutionary gesture that we need to move beyond, but
rather brings us to the threshold of a new episteme, which will require new
theoretical energy to navigate.

In this spirit, the series will host work that explores the most important
emerging critical contours of the twenty-first century, marrying inventive and
imaginative criticism with theoretical and philosophical rigor. The aim of the
series will be to produce an enduring account of the twenty-first-century
intellectual landscape that will not only stand as a record of the critical nature of
our time, but also forge new critical languages and vocabularies with which to
navigate an unfolding age. In offering a historically rich and philosophically
nuanced account of contemporary literature and culture, the series will stand as
an enduring body of work that helps us to understand the cultural moment in
which we live.

In this series

JOEL EVANS

Conceptualising the Global in the Wake of the Postmodern: Literature, Culture,
Theory

ADELINE JOHNS-PUTRA
Climate Change and the Contemporary Novel
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© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009438490
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-009-43849-0 — Contemporary American Fiction and Cultures of Self-Help
Gillian Moore

Frontmatter

More Information

GARRETT STEWART
Book, Text, Medium: Cross-Sectional Reading for a Digital Age

ANTONY ROWLAND
Metamodernism and Contemporary British Poetry

SHERRYL VINT
Biopolitical Futures in Twenty-First-Century Speculative Fiction

JOE CLEARY
The Irish Expatriate Novel in Late Capitalist Globalization

ANKHI MUKHERJEE
Unseen City: The Psychic Lives of the Urban Poor

DAVID SERGEANT
The Near Future in 21st Century Fiction: Climate, Retreat and Revolution

GILLIAN MOORE
Contemporary American Fiction and Cultures of Self-Help

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009438490
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-009-43849-0 — Contemporary American Fiction and Cultures of Self-Help
Gillian Moore

Frontmatter

More Information

CONTEMPORARY
AMERICAN FICTION AND
CULTURES OF SELF-HELP

GILLIAN MOORE

B8 CAMBRIDGE

&P UNIVERSITY PRESS

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009438490
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-009-43849-0 — Contemporary American Fiction and Cultures of Self-Help
Gillian Moore

Frontmatter

More Information

CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge cB2 8ea, United Kingdom
One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA
477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi — 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05-06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467
Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment,
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.
www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781009438490
DOTI: 10.1017/9781009438520
© Gillian Moore 2025

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take place
without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

When citing this work, please include a reference to the por 10.1017/9781009438520
First published 2025
Cover image: GRANGER - Historical Picture Archive / Alamy Stock Photo.
A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library
A Cataloging-in-Publication data record for this book is available from the Library of Congress
ISBN 978-1-009-43849-0 Hardback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence
or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this
publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

For EU product safety concerns, contact us at Calle de José Abascal, 56, 1°, 28003 Madrid, Spain,
or email eugpsr@cambridge.org.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009438490
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-009-43849-0 — Contemporary American Fiction and Cultures of Self-Help
Gillian Moore

Frontmatter

More Information

Contents

Acknowledgements page viii

Introduction: ‘Change all aspects of our lives’ I

1 ‘An hortation’: Authority and Advice in the

Work of David Foster Wallace 27
2 ‘Unmitigated” Self-Improvement: Leaders, Slogans,

and Grassroots Psychology in the Work of Paul Beatty 63
3 “Working on things’: Measured, Managed, and Muddled Time

in the Writing Lives of Tao Lin and Myriam Gurba 91

4 Getting Writing Done: Sheila Heti’s Dramas of Productive
and Reproductive Time 125

s “We're chemistry. That’s what we are’: Body—Brain
Transformation in the Work of Benjamin Kunkel, Miranda

July, and Alexandra Kleeman 152

Coda: ‘All that you touch / You Change’: Speculative Self-Help

and Ecologies of Agency 182
Notes 201
Index 238

vii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009438490
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-009-43849-0 — Contemporary American Fiction and Cultures of Self-Help
Gillian Moore

Frontmatter

More Information

Acknowledgements

At the heart of this book is the idea that both self-help practices and
literature stretch far beyond the boundaries of the self: they are always
already bound up with shared social structures and entangled with others.

This book is the product of so many supportive and lucky
entanglements.

Structurally speaking, financial support from several sources and institu-
tions made this work possible. I am hugely grateful for research grants from
the Irish Research Council, the UK Arts and Humanities Research
Council, the Cambridge Trust, and the British Federation of Women
Graduates. I am also grateful for the existence of many ‘third’ spaces, and
all those who work at them and keep them running, for giving me welcome
places to think and write; these include libraries, cafés, civic centres, and
reading rooms throughout Dublin, Cambridge, and Barcelona.

This project began as a PhD dissertation, and I owe an enormous debt of
gratitude to my supervisor Kasia Boddy for her careful attention to my
work, her eagerness to share her vast depths of knowledge, and her infinite
patience and kindness in every way possible. Thank you also to my advisor,
Alex Houen, and my wider circle of colleagues and all the faculty and staff
at the Cambridge Faculty of English — including those at the UL and
Faculty Library who worked so hard to provide access to texts during
COVID-19 closures.

I am especially thankful to Philip Coleman for his enthusiastic and
inspiring intellectual guidance, mentorship, and friendship over so many
years, and to all at Trinity College Dublin. The vibrant academic commu-
nity there shaped so many of my interests and projects, not least this book.
The students I have taught at TCD as well as Cambridge have also been
a constant source of inspiration, and I am grateful for every one of them.

I am so thankful to my readers at Cambridge University Press for their
intelligent and insightful comments and for turning my attention to new
areas to explore. My thanks to Peter Boxall, Ray Ryan, Thomas Haynes,

viii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009438490
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-009-43849-0 — Contemporary American Fiction and Cultures of Self-Help
Gillian Moore

Frontmatter

More Information

Acknowledgements ix

Geethanjali Rangaraj, Mark Fox, and all at the Press who have been not
only supportive and meticulous but patient beyond measure as I moved at
a snail’s pace through certain stages of the process. Thank you to the David
Foster Wallace Literary Trust for their generous permission to quote from
unpublished works and to Deb Olin Unferth and Elizabeth Haidle for
allowing me to use text and images from their extraordinary graphic novel
1, Parrot.

I am deeply grateful for all the Williams clan and for my Barcelona
family, especially Luz Quintela and Manuel Velasco who have supported
me so much. Niamh Hardiman’s ongoing mentorship has meant the
world; I am enormously thankful to her and Bill Cox for constant support
and kindness.

Infinite thanks to Marc Garcia for his astute suggestions and nuanced
perspectives, given at a time when he should have been on holiday from
editing. Liza Cox, Monica Tomas, and Eliza Kalfa have shaped this project
in so many ways: at every stage, their feedback has been invaluable, and
their friendship even more so. I am so lucky to have their friendship and
care.

Huge thanks are due to Tom Morris, whose intellectual and emotional
generosity has made so many things possible and has transformed this
project and my ways of thinking and being in the world in the most
profound ways.

Unai, I am so thankful for your love and support. You constantly open
up new worlds of thought, and your unending curiosity and commitment
to words and ideas is a living reminder of why all of this matters to begin
with.

This book is dedicated, with love, to my mother, Elizabeth, the wisest
advice reader and advice giver I know.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009438490
www.cambridge.org

