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Introducing our conceptual frame...
 We assume...
 ... a history of modernization that requires an adjustment of body & mind to a new,
industrialized (accelerated) and volatile society, and then (1929), a society in crisis.
 ... a number of methods or dispositifs which transport this mobilization of body & mind
(Taylorism, Fordism, Sociology and Progressive Reform, Self-Help Cultures, Psychology
and Advice Cultures, Mass Cultures).
 ... an archive of historical sources for adjustment reaching from Puritan self-examination,
through Franklinesque self-making, Emersonian self-reliance, New Thought, Female
conduct books, to African American traditions of emancipation, self-help and oratory.
 ... the influence of evolutionary thinking (incl. eugenics), which differentiated the
remedies according to class, gender, race, genealogy, health, and fitness, and ability.

... and our interests (or questions)
 How did the discourse of self-help proliferate into mass media and advice cultures?
 How did practitioners deal with the tensions between consumerism and individual
agency, promises and limitations, self and society?
 To which degree are eugenics co-constitutive for the discourses of self-help, adjustment,
self-improvement, and mobilization? Which role does the body play in self-help? Is there
a tension between body & mind?
 Which mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion, appropriation and rejection are at work
in the discourses of self-improvement?
 Which differentiations between Black and white, male and female gendered, middle
class and working-class oriented self-help and between different vehicles (sermons,
advice columns, movies etc.) should be taken into account?
 What does the ubiquity of the self-help discourse in the interwar years mean?

A history...
“The revolutionary and liberating possibility of self-making appeared
greater in America than anywhere else…American culture and
literature was formed on this bedrock of philosophies concerning selfhelp, self-reliance and the formation of new social structures requiring
new social strictures…” (“Depression and Recovery : Self-Help and
America in the 1930s.” 133)

Sue Currell

In the nineteenth century, “[i]mprovement manuals based on Christian ethics were
replaced by self-help books that discussed success in terms of the marketplace,
influenced by ideas of evolutionary progress…” (133)
“By the 1880s, the religious and moral precepts that had underpinned many conduct
and ‘how-to’ books were being replaced by scientific theories of human potential
and self-making based on the new science of experimental psychology.” (133)

Samuel Smiles (Scotland, England 1812-1904)
Smiles (a physician) brought
together Scottish Common Sense
thinking with Christian values and
Protestant self-examination
(Calvinism, Puritan selfthematization). Smiles was
interested in the education of the
working class and had a Chartist
agenda. He rejected materialism
and laissez faire. He is usually
called a Victorian liberal.
1859

Frederick Douglass, 1859, “Self-Made Men”
At the same time, Douglass
repeatedly gave his speech on
Self-Made Men (often in front of
marginalized groups), in which
he took up the tropes of selfmaking and self-optimization –
yet, emphasizing the prerequisit of self-ownership and
felicitous social conditions. With
this he strongly influenced the
later concepts of “uplift”.

(Found on a page with
Internet memes)

Self-Help: Christian Science and New Thought
Popular practices of education, medicine, and religion in US history have
incorporated self-help since the 19th century. The Lyceum and the Chautauqua
as adult-education fora (Scott), Christian Science as self-healing, and Spiritualism
and New Thought as forms of Protestant spirituality exemplify this connection.
Popular practices, such as Christian
Science and New Thought (Phineas
Quimby, Mary Baker Eddy) propagated
the power of Thought. Although not
materialistic in outlook, these “sciences”
employed a vocabulary of (spiritual)
‘supply’ and ‘demand’.

African American Oratory, Narratives &
the “Uplift”-Debates
 In Douglass‘s rendering self-ownership, the dignity of labor and the (communal)
function of self-making play a big role.
 Douglass stands in the tradition of African American communities, African
American sermons, and the slave narrative with its imperative of self-education
(“Self-help has deep roots in and enduring importance for African American
culture” – Gayle Mc Keen).
 Booker T. Washington published his Pep-Talks at Tuskegee in the book Character
Building (Doubleday, 1902). In some of his talks/chapters he anticipates Dale
Carnegie. He also gave a talk on “Negro Self-Help” in 1905.
 “Self- help was more than ‘mere’ help—it was self-determination, self-definition
through work, and mindfulness of the ‘end’ of work: the cultivation of the human
soul.” (Gayle Mc Keen)

Ralph Waldo Trine, Illinois, New
York 1866-1958
• Trine was a major proponent of the New
Thought Movement. A close friend of Henry
Ford‘s, he was not interested in business
success. However, his methods and ideas were
later used by many commercial self-help
authors.
• He speaks of thought waves and thought forces
and the in-flow of the infinite.
• In his writing he downplays or even denies
social conditions (“Don‘t class yourself!”).
1897

The Progressive Era (1890-1920)
 During the Progressive Era, Self-Help became more
tied to the Gospel of Wealth.
 An example is Wallace Wattles, a Christian Socialist,
influenced by New Thought who wrote The Science
of Getting Rich (1903) – He gave lectures and ran for
office for the socialist party (1908/10).
 His main method was “creative visualization” – the
skill of forming mental pictures– and positive thinking.
 Denial of the social is also the rule, here. To associate
with poverty, ill success is anathema: fear of
miasma/contagion.

The Progressive Era (1890-1920) II –
Mass Production
 Automation and Mass Production: Ford opens the assembly line at Highland Park
in 1913. His workers are also streamlined by Ford‘s “sociology department”
(Americanization Campaign) – symbolically they go through a melting pot.
 Frederick Winslow Taylor: scientific management is not only about measuring and
time keeping (that too!), but also about making sure that the worker adapts
her/his own attitude and sees the progress of the company as her/his own
progress (Body & Mind).
 Confluence with the discourses of “fitness,” “adjustment,” “whiteness:” Ford‘s
Americanization program is also a program for becoming white.
 Eugenics as “scientific” production of human bodies and minds: the discourses of
self-help are also geared to producing bodies and minds!

Progressive Reform and Evolutionary
“Progressive arguments warning of inferiority were Thinking
Thomas Leonard

deeply informed by elaborate scientific discourses of
heredity. Darwinism, eugenics, and race science recast
spiritual or moral failure as biological inferiority …“ (Illiberal
Reformers, xii)

“…drank deeply from the seemingly bottomless American wells of
racism, sexism, and nativism, …” (xii) “Progressive Era reform at
once uplifted and restrained, and did both in the name of
progress.“ (xiii)
“…progressives asserted the primacy of the collective over
individual men and women, and they justified greater social
control over individual action in its name.“ (8)
“…children of Protestant ministers or missionaries, fired with an
evangelical urge to redeem America.“ (12)

Evolutionary Thinking/Eugenics (2)
The progressives’ break with their classically liberal roots:
“The progressives were enemies of laissez-faire, not of Darwinism. In fact, they were
inveterate Darwinists, deeply influenced by evolutionary thought; they were also
drawn in varying degrees to eugenics and race science.“ (Leonard 99)
“By the 1920s, eugenic thought permeated modern cultures and
societies ... . It affected the way that national identities were constructed and represented in many countries.” (Currell, Popular Eugenics,
2)
“The decline and descent of humankind that had been predicted by
eugenicists for so long appeared to have reached its apotheosis in the
manifest degeneration of culture and society at the start of the Great
Depression.” (Currell, 3)

Uplift and Eugenics
How is it possible that African American discourses on uplift also
took up the ideas of eugenics? (It seems paradoxical that
African Americans pursued a racist ‘science’).
”[Eu]genically inspired uplift was a terrain through which uplift
activists challenged racist notions of black depravity and sexual
deviance ..” (“To Improve The Race: Eugenics As A Strategy For
Racial Uplift, 1900-1940” (2013, 3f.))

Michell Chresfield

“The unwillingness to see African Americans as both subjects and objects within
this movement omits from consideration a group whose engagement with
eugenics illustrates the malleability of eugenic ideas.” (5)

Consumer Culture and Self-Improvement (The Stroll as example)
• The Stroll, Chicago’s African American entertainment and business
area can be studied as a microcosm of modernization.
• In 1920s Chicago (South Side, Bronzeville), the main tension played
out between ‘old’ settlers and ‘new’ settlers (Great Migration).
• The discourse on uplift and self-improvement turned on two hinges:
fighting against racism or “American Race Prejudice” (The Defender)
on the one hand, and educating the newcomers on the other hand.

Davarian
Baldwin

Up-lift, education, self-help worked (among other opportunities) through consumer culture
and business: the cinema (Oscar Micheaux...), “race-movies,” entertainment such as
dances, newspapers (advice and proverbs), advertising (Madame Walker‘s ways to
success), sports .... How does self-help transform when it becomes consumer culture?

Consumer Culture and Self-Improvement (2)
• “The consumer marketplace and intellectual life
did not stand at odds within the black
metropolis. [...] It is precisely in these consumerbased amusements, alongside the traditional
intellectual spheres of church and academe,
where class struggles were waged, theoretical
insights were produced historically, and many of
the thoughts of the ‘people’ are now revealed
to the historian.” (19)
• “The mass consumer marketplace of moving
pictures, radio and records, advertising, and
athletics helped instigate a struggle over the
broad terms of respectability as a world of bodily
restraint versus bodily release.” (30)

Frankfurt School
(culture industry
as manipulation)
and/or
Birmingham
School (de/recommodification)
and or
Henry Jenkins
(participatory
culture)

Self-Help and Mass Culture

Similar Trajectories?
Marketing/Self-Marketing

Commodity
markets

Fitness & Skills & Ability (& Ableism)
Automation/Mass
Production

Mass Cultures*

Standardization/Adjustment

Contingency, Anxiety &
Desire for Privilege

Self-Help*

Vehicles to SelfOwnership

* As part and parcel // negotiations of ...

Gender Roles & Gender Trouble
Evolution/Adaptation/Racial Thinking

Cross Currents/Appropriations: African
American Film, Performers and Audiences
Miriam Petty

• African American stardom as an image for mobility, success,
reputation, ‘uplift’?
• A divided (black/white) audience for the same stars?
• Cross-racial exchange, racial borrowings but especially
reframing of characters and meanings: example of Hattie
McDaniel
• Petty draws on James Baldwin who described how the Black
performer brings in moments that move beyond the confines of
the script, as “hints of reality, smuggled like contraband into a
maudlin tale, and with enough force, if unleashed, to shatter the
tale to fragments” [The Devil finds Work]. (Stealing the Show, 9)

The Specificity of African American Cinema
and Black Audiences Viewing Cinema
• Movie theaters were segregated spaces. They could bring about a special
communal experience, in which, for instance, Black children read Bill Robinson as
racially resistant. This is termed “oppositional viewing” by Miriam Petty. (Petty,
Stealing the Show 107)
• Oscar Micheaux understood the importance of story over propaganda for mass
cultural sensibilities. He was refusing standard conventions, which was/is often read
as sloppiness by his critics. However, Micheaux attempted to cinematically frame
the distinctness of the African American experience. (Baldwin, Chicago’s New
Negroes 150)
• But even in the case of white movie productions, Black Women‘s Clubs used black
characters, especially black mothers, as role models for pride and respectability,
contributing to “social, and economic uplift.” (Petty, Stealing the Show 63f.)

Mobility, Mobilization, the Body and
Dance
• Dancing was central in early movies because they
were indebted to Vaudeville and the stage. In the 1930s
many films did not simply feature dance, they were essentially about dance
and about motion in a time when people otherwise thought of themselves as
being stuck or feeling uneasy.
• The high popularity of dance institutions such as the Savoy, the steadily
evolving forms and styles of dances such as the Lindy Hop, and the fascination
with events like dance marathons reveal the inherently mass cultural character
surrounding the bodily practice of dancing.
• However, dancing is based on both individual agency and mutual
interpretation/interaction. It is more about bodily control, self-discipline,
movement & mobilization, skill, restraint, as well as pleasure and liberty, and
less about escapism or passive enjoyment.

Psychology, Media, and the Body
Lisa Blackman argues that affect and the body are subject to
pressures and influences (mediation) by cultural, immaterial
forces. They “cannot be reduced to materiality” (Immaterial
Bodies, xxv) – they have a potential for psychic or psychological
attunement.
Lisa Blackman
• In “Self-help, Media Cultures and the Production
of Female Psychopathology,” Blackman argues that ‘body
techniques and practices‘ condense broader cultural values
and discourses, bringing to light the more normative ways in
which subjects‘ fears, desires, aspirations and anxieties are
shaped and defined.
Blackman studies e.g. Women‘s Magazines that engage in
“presenting women with the necessity of self-transformation and
psychological reinvention as the means for improving satisfaction
and success in intimate relationships.” (“Self-help” 230)

Self-Help, Advice, Media, Mass-Circulation
(Conclusion I)
• We suggest that Bodies & Minds are (in different ways depending on gender, race,
ability...) transformed in the experience of and the adjustment to modernity and
modern (capitalist) economic practices – and that they are transformed in a way
that includes the necessity to continuously self-transform.
• Self-Help books, manuals, workshops, columns and advice practices are the most
immediate materializations of this transformation discourse.
• However, self-help discourses also pervade (commercial) mass cultures and react
differentially to the challenge of modernity – be it in young, white, middle class
detective fictions, in African American movies, entertainment businesses, and star
cultures, in the dance craze, or in Women Magazine‘s advice.

Self-Help, Advice, Media, Mass-Circulation
(Conclusion II)
• We suggest that mass cultures take up the “tasks” of adjustment or attunement
(mobilization) partly because there is a legacy of the fusion of entertainment and
education in American popular culture, partly because popular culture has always
been permeated with self-help concepts in the United States, partly because the
promise of self-help pays (in mass cultures), partly because the producers believe
in “uplift” and/or self-optimization.
• We suggest that African American and white traditions of self-help stand in
complicated co-relations and interactions as well as cross-currents and
appropriations.
• We suggest that self-help discourses took up eugenics, not only because it was a
dominant current in science at the time, but also because self-help has always
been implicated in class-, race-, and gender-politics, and eugenics was a way of
demonstrating respectability as well as justifying dominance and privilege.
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