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What You Want to Hear 

Hope in the Great Depression 

In just four years, Irving Fisher, the renowned Yale economist whose diagnosis of the stock 

market panic I discuss in Chapter 2, made—and lost—a fortune. In 1910, Fisher invented an 

ingenious index card filing system. He applied for a patent in 1912 and started manufacturing the 

invention out of a small New Haven, Connecticut factory in 1913. For years, the Index Visible 

Company lost money, but by the 1920s it had begun to turn a profit. In 1925, he sold the business 

to the much larger Kardex Rand Company for $660,000, taken not in cash but in Kardex Rand 

Company common stock. With the sale, Fisher in effect acquired a small ownership share in 

Kardex Rand.1 He began investing the dividends in the stock market. 

Like many, Fisher invested on margin, using, for example, $10,000 of his own money as 

collateral on $100,000 of common stock, then using $10,000 of the borrowed $100,000 as 

collateral on yet another $100,000, so that his original $10,000 had magically turned into 

$280,000 of common stock. He owed $270,000, but if the stock market rose, as it did more or 

less without interruption from 1925 to 1929, he could cover his interest on the debt and increase 

his stake.2 Indeed, he could grow rich. For years, the house of cards balanced—more than 

balanced. It soared. The Dow Jones Industrial Average climbed from 120.51 on the first day of 

January 1925 to 380.33 on the last day of August 1929.3 At that point, Fisher was worth more 

than $10 million on paper. Some not inconsiderable share of that $10 million belonged to 

bankers and brokers, but some of it belonged to him, too.4 
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Then, of course, it all came crashing down. By the last day of October 1929, the Dow Jones 

had fallen over 100 points from its August high. Overleveraged, Fisher could not survive such a 

crash. His brokers sold what shares he did own in order to pay his debts, but he still found 

himself in the red. On October 30, he sheepishly borrowed stocks from his sister-in-law to use as 

collateral for still more loans to shore up his crumbling financial portfolio.5 Nothing helped. 

After the crash, Fisher wrote, and in February 1930 published, The Stock Market Crash—

and After, his verdict for why a stock market that supposedly rose on what he called “sound, 

justified expectations of [future] earnings” nevertheless collapsed so suddenly.6 As I discuss in 

Chapter 2, Fisher blamed the crash on a combination of margin trading, which, as he knew all 

too well, led to forced sales, short selling, and the psychology of panic. Fisher insisted, however, 

that the crash indicated little about the underlying economy or the intrinsic prices of stocks, 

which remained, he argued, nearly as valuable as before the crash. Not just the cause but also the 

“effects of the crash,” Fisher wrote, “were largely psychological.”7 In other words, just as 

nothing about the economy had warranted the crash, nothing about the economy had changed as 

a result of it. That was why Fisher cheered President Hoover and his remedy for the crash, 

“which consisted chiefly of reassurance.”8 Anything more substantial may have led investors to 

believe that something ailed the economy and the market when in fact nothing did. 

Fisher offered The Stock Market Crash—and After in the same spirit of reassurance. He 

titled the final chapter “A Hopeful Outlook,” and in the penultimate paragraph wrote, “As a 

means of further present reassurance I trust that the book itself will be of some use, besides 

affording reasons for practical optimism for the future.” He closed the book with words that he 

would soon live to regret: “For the immediate future, at least,” he wrote, “the outlook is bright.”9 
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Say this for Fisher. He used the same pen to write checks as he did books. Because investors 

had panicked, Fisher argued, the crash had overcorrected prices, and in its aftermath stocks were 

now cheap, incredibly cheap. “At the end of the panic,” Fisher wrote, “the prices in the stock 

market were absurdly low, inviting the entry of new funds as the general public in this country 

woke up to the fact that the Stock Exchange presented one of the most wonderful bargain-

counters ever known to investors.”10 Following his own advice, he invested “new funds” in the 

now “absurdly low” stock market, which, alas, had much, much farther to fall. At the end of 

February 1930, the month The Stock Market Crash—and After appeared, the Dow Jones stood at 

271.11. It then fell for over two straight years, finally hitting bottom in June 1932 at 42.84.11 A 

hopeful outlook cost Irving Fisher his fortune. 

As I observe in Chapter 3, Fisher was probably right about the stock market and the 

underlying economy, but forces beyond his control and understanding conspired against them 

and, ultimately, him. I offer his story here not to add insult to financial injury or, as John 

Kenneth Galbraith does in The Great Crash, to mock a failed prophet. Irving Fisher has suffered 

long enough. Rather, I offer Fisher as the first but by no means the last optimist to offer “A 

Hopeful Outlook” during the Great Depression. Indeed, within months of the start of the Great 

Depression, talk of optimism, hope, and a hopeful outlook had already begun to fill the air. It 

would continue, essentially without interruption, throughout the 1930s, even through the winter 

and spring of 1932 and 1933, the absolute worst span of months during the Great Depression. 

The presidential election of 1932, for example, involved largely competing visions of hope 

for the despairing nation. In his August 11, 1932 address accepting the Republican nomination 

for president, Herbert Hoover concluded by stating, “I shall hope long before another four years 

have passed to see the world prosperous and at peace and every American home again in the 
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sunshine of genuine progress and genuine prosperity.”12 Hoover may have felt pressed to invoke 

hope because of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s July 2, 1932 address accepting the Democratic 

nomination for president. In that speech, Roosevelt charged that “Republican leaders not only 

have failed in material things, they have failed in national vision, because in disaster they have 

held out no hope, they have pointed out no path for the people to climb back to places of security 

and safety in American life.”13 

Pledging “a new deal” for the American people, one of the first times he publicly used the 

phrase, Roosevelt added, “On the farms, in the large metropolitan areas, in the smaller cities and 

in the villages, millions of our citizens cherish the hope that their old standards of living and of 

thought have not gone forever. Those millions cannot and shall not hope in vain.”14 

Like the other emotions discussed in this book, hope presents a problem to the cultural 

historian who would document it. Talk of it is ubiquitous, but talk of it does not bespeak how it 

was received, whether, in fact, those who heard it felt it, or what they felt about it. One can, 

however, discover clues. As I discuss in Chapter 6, the recovery, in 1933 and 1934, of the steep 

decline in marriage and birth rates, respectively, suggests that by that point in the Depression 

couples entertained better hopes for the future than they did a few years earlier, which makes 

sense given other economic indicators like the unemployment rate or gross domestic product. In 

addition, the fundamentalist Christians of the 1930s, who appear in Chapter 2 and who believed 

that the Great Depression signaled the Second Coming of Christ, offer a case study in a sort of 

apocalyptic hope. So too communists in the United States, who hoped the Great Depression 

would mean not the return of Christ but the turn toward socialism. The elections of 1932 and 

1936 may suggest something about hope as well. As I suggest above, Roosevelt offered a clearer 

vision of hope in 1932 than did his opponent, but even if he had not, he represented a change 
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from Hoover, and the desire for change of course carries with it the hope that the change will be 

for the good. And in 1936, Americans re-elected Roosevelt to office with the largest percentage 

of the popular vote since 1820, when James Monroe ran virtually unopposed. Obviously, a 

majority of Americans must have felt that Roosevelt had done some good and hoped that he 

would continue to do so. To judge from the unemployment rate, which, if one counts 

employment by federal programs like the Civilian Conservation Corps and the Works Progress 

Administration, had fallen from 22.5 percent in 1932 to 9.9 percent in 1936, they had reason for 

their hope.15 

By contrast, and for African Americans, the decade seems to have had a far more mixed 

record when it comes to hope. Compared to other decades, the Great Migration of African 

Americans out of the South and to the North and West during the 1930s declined dramatically. In 

the 1920s, over 800,000 African Americans left the South, pushed out by segregation and racial 

violence and pulled out by the hope for a better life elsewhere. With diminished hopes for 

employment in the North, however, fewer than half that number made the move in the 1930s.16 

Nor did the New Deal give African Americans particularly much cause for hope. True, 

African Americans benefited disproportionately from federal relief programs, but that is because, 

last hired and first fired, they suffered—disproportionately—from the Great Depression, and 

many of those relief programs, especially those under local control, shamelessly discriminated 

against them. Nor did the New Deal have an appreciably better record when it came to racial 

equality. In her newspaper columns, Eleanor Roosevelt spoke movingly about African American 

equality and civil rights. Franklin Roosevelt, however, fearing he would lose the Southern 

Democrat vote, needed to pass New Deal legislation, made only token gestures, and he did not 

support a 1934 federal anti-lynching law introduced in the Senate by Edward P. Costigan and 
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Robert F. Wagner. Meanwhile, federal housing policy, including the liberal underwriting of 

mortgages, which helped millions of Americans to purchase homes, had the unintended 

consequence of locking in local patterns of segregation. Worst of all, the centerpiece New Deal 

legislation, Social Security, excluded agricultural, domestic, and casual laborers—in other 

words, the majority of African-American workers.17 

Despite this at best mixed record, African Americans, like most Americans, continued to 

turn out for Roosevelt. In a 1934 poem that appeared in the New Republic under the title “Ballad 

of Roosevelt,” Langston Hughes satirized this hope in the eternally delayed benevolence of the 

president. In the poem, a family goes hungry, cannot pay the rent, cannot pay a doctor to tend to 

their sick child—and yet they still wait on Roosevelt to come to their rescue. Only when they are 

evicted from their house do they stop believing “What they been told/ By Roosevelt.”18 

Hope, as these examples suggest, while relatively easy to define—a feeling of expectation 

and a desire for a certain thing, usually good, to happen—requires a bit more invention to 

document. Nevertheless, because hope functions like the dialectical antithesis of Depression-era 

despair, no description of the emotional life of that decade is complete without accounting for it. 

In this chapter, I begin with a late science fiction story that reveals how hope works or, at least, 

how those who do not think much of hope think hope works. I then return to one particularly 

ambiguous archive of Great Depression hope: the largely unprecedented genre of self-help books 

and success manuals that sold in the hundreds of thousands in the 1930s, many of which still sell 

in the hundreds of thousands today. Over the years, including down to the present, these books 

have attracted their share of criticism, oftentimes, especially in the case of the best selling of 

these books, for peddling false hope, for leading people to believe they have more control over 
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their lives than they do. For the most part, and with one notable exception, I have a more 

forgiving take. 

It goes without saying that hope, its presence or its absence, has profound consequences for 

individual and national life. Most of the stories I could dredge up from the 1930s would involve 

hope in one way or another. It is less an emotion than an emotional constant, a without which 

not. That is why in this chapter I take a slightly different, perhaps more specific approach. I 

discuss hope, how it works, and what people in the 1930s hoped for, but my focus is ultimately 

on those in the decade who, in the midst of the Depression, struggled with the idea of hope, 

about how individuals should feel about their hopes. I conclude that while the Great Depression 

did not, for the most part, change what people hoped for, it did change how they hoped for what 

they hoped. In other words, they came to recognize their hopes as hopes. This self-conscious 

hope would ultimately affect not just people’s lives but the nation’s life, a theme I take up in 

Chapter 8, the conclusion, when I discuss Social Security. 

As for Irving Fisher, he never managed to climb out of the hole he dug in the early years of 

the Great Depression. By the end of the 1930s, he remained well over $1 million in debt, which, 

adjusted for inflation, is a little over $17 million today.19 He could not make the mortgage 

payments on his house and sold it to his former employer, Yale University, which agreed to let 

Fisher and his wife stay in the house so long as they paid rent. Soon, they could not manage even 

that, and the Fishers moved into a small apartment off campus.20 For Fisher, and for many other 

investors in the stock market, the bright outlook quickly turned dark. The question for this final 

chapter in my exploration of the emotional life of the Great Depression is what the outlook 

looked like for others in the 1930s. 
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Liar! 

In May 1941, Isaac Asimov, then a graduate student in chemistry at Columbia University, 

published the third in his series of robot short stories—this one titled “Liar!”—in the pulp 

magazine Astounding Science Fiction. (“Liar!” was preceded in 1940 by “Robbie the Robot” and 

“Reason.” Asimov would include all of the stories in slightly altered form in his 1950 collection 

I, Robot.) “Liar!” takes place in 2021 in the laboratory of U.S. Robot & Mechanical Men, Inc., a 

manufacturer of remarkably sophisticated robots. By pure chance, the factory creates a single 

robot—RB-34, later dubbed Herbie—even more sophisticated than usual or intended: Herbie can 

read minds. Dr. Susan Calvin, the thirty-eight-year-old robo-psychologist of the plant, is charged 

with studying the telepathic robot, with finding out how RB-34 “ticks.”21 Also charged is Milton 

Ashe, a dashing young executive in the company in charge of manufacturing and assembly. Dr. 

Calvin, single and, in her words, “not what you would call attractive,” is in love with Ashe, but 

no one else—certainly not Ashe—knows her secret.22 Until Herbie appears, of course. 

In one of their meetings, Herbie says something to Dr. Calvin about his fascination with the 

complicated human mind, its interplay of “motives and emotion.”23 At this exchange, Dr. Calvin 

“felt herself reddening” and thinks, “He must know!” To which Herbie replies: “But, of course, I 

know about it, Dr. Calvin. You think of it always, so how can I help but know?” Dr. Calvin 

worries that Herbie will think she is a fool to feel what she feels for Milton Ashe. She thinks she 

is too old and too plain to attract her younger colleague. The robot disagrees and grows 

animated: 

 
“You are wrong!” Herbie’s steel fist struck the plastic-topped table with a strident clang. 

“Listen to me . . . Won’t you listen to me, please? I could help you if you would let me.” 
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“How?” Her lips curled. “By giving me good advice?” 

“No, not that. It’s just that I know what other people think—Milton Ashe, for instance.” 

There was a long silence, and Susan Calvin’s eyes dropped. “I don’t want to know what 

he thinks,” she gasped. “Keep quiet.” 

“I think you would want to know what he thinks.” 

Her head remained bent, but her breath came more quickly. “You are talking nonsense,” 

she whispered. 

“Why should I? I am trying to help. Milton Ashe’s thoughts of you—” he paused. 

And then the psychologist raised her head. “Well?” 

The robot said quietly, “He loves you.”24 

 

Dr. Calvin is skeptical, but she gradually accepts the possibility that Milton Ashe truly loves her. 

Until, that is, she recalls a pretty girl—“blond and slim” and who “could scarcely add two and 

two”—who visited Ashe at the factory half a year ago, and whom Ashe had clearly tried to 

impress. Herbie has a quick answer: “She is his first cousin, and there is no romantic interest 

there, I assure you.” “Isn’t that strange?” Susan Calvin says, rising “to her feet with vivacity 

almost girlish.” “That’s exactly what I used to pretend to myself sometimes, though I never 

really thought so. Then it must be true.”25 It is not strange, as Dr. Calvin soon discovers, nor is it, 

as she also learns, true. 

In the climactic scene of the story, Susan Calvin and Milton Ashe stare at a drawing Ashe 

has made of a house he intends to buy. Dr. Calvin believes that he will buy the house for her; that 

he intends to ask her to marry him. Instead, he confesses that he is—already—planning to get 

married. To “that girl who was here last summer,” he blithely tells Dr. Calvin.26 The news 
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staggers her. “But how could it be?” she thinks. “Herbie had said—.” “And Herbie knew! He 

could see into minds!”27 Distraught, she rushes to Herbie, who insists, against all evidence, that 

Ashe does indeed love her: 

 
“This is a dream,” he was saying, “and you mustn’t believe in it. You’ll wake into the 

real world soon and laugh at yourself. He loves you, I tell you. He does, he does! But not 

here! Not now! This is an illusion.” 

Susan Calvin nodded, her voice in a whisper, “Yes! Yes!” She was clutching Herbie’s 

arm, clinging to it, repeating over and over, “It isn’t true, is it? It isn’t, is it?”28 

 

Of course, it is true, and eventually Dr. Calvin understands exactly what has happened. 

In front of her colleagues—and Herbie—she bitterly explains. Herbie has been obeying—to 

the letter—the fundamental First Law of Robotics, which is hardwired into his positronic brain: 

“On no conditions is a human being to be injured in any way, even when such injury is directly 

ordered by another human.” The First Law, it turns out, comprises any kind of injury, including, 

as Dr. Calvin explains, “hurt feelings,” “deflation of one’s ego,” and “the blasting of one’s 

hopes.”29 “This robot,” she explains, “reads minds. Do you suppose that if asked a question, it 

wouldn’t give exactly the answer that one wants to hear? Wouldn’t any other answer hurt us, and 

wouldn’t Herbie know that?”30 Still bitter about his manipulation of her, she confronts Herbie, 

demanding the answer to the question of what went wrong in his assembly that produced his 

ability to read minds. Herbie has, thus far, pretended not to know because it would hurt the 

feelings of the engineers if a machine figured out what they could not. Yet the engineers do want 

the solution, she points out, and withholding it from them also hurts them. Still, Herbie refuses to 
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give the answer. He is, as the very human saying has it, damned if he does and damned if he 

doesn’t. Dr. Calvin presses him. “‘You can’t tell them,’ droned [Dr. Calvin] slowly, ‘because 

that would hurt and you mustn’t hurt. But if you don’t tell them, you hurt, so you must tell them. 

And if you do, you will hurt and you mustn’t hurt, so you can’t tell them.’”31 On and on. At this 

point the robot breaks down entirely. “Stop!” Herbie shrieks, addressing Dr. Calvin now. “I 

didn’t mean it, I tell you! I tried to help! I told you what you wanted to hear! I had to!”32 The title 

of the story comes from its last line, “the one infinitely bitter word” that Dr. Calvin directs at the 

now defunct robot: “Liar!” 

“Liar!” offers a case study in in the perils of human hope. It reveals how desperately 

individuals believe what, as Herbie puts it, they “wanted to hear.” That may be, the story also 

suggests, because of how bitterly it hurts to have those hopes disappointed. If the fundamental 

First Law of Robotics is that a robot may not injure a human being, the fundamental First Law of 

Human Beings may be that human beings will do anything—and believe anything—to avoid 

injuring themselves. “Liar!” further implies that the pain of disappointed hopes, like the slope of 

a roof, depends on their rise and run. The higher and further you build them up—or they are built 

up—the further they fall, and the worse the pain when they come crashing down. 

“Liar!” shows how easily human beings succumb to hope, that treacherous but nevertheless 

indispensable emotion. Coming at the end of the Depression, the story also casts a retrospective 

light on the considerable traffic in human hopes that went on for the better part of the 1930s. In 

particular, it frames a question that has bothered critics both then and now. Namely, to what 

extent did authors of self-help books and success manuals in the 1930s function like mind-

reading robots, telling people what they wanted to hear, sparing their feelings, but, by 
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withholding hard truths, thereby setting them up for disappointment? In other words, if you 

peeled back the skin on Dale Carnegie’s face, would you reveal Herbie underneath? 

“He Sells Hope” 

Writers published self-help books before the 1930s. In the United States, the genre dates back at 

least to part two of Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography, in which Franklin attempts to perfect 

himself in thirteen virtues. (The first English edition of that book appeared in 1818.) During the 

1930s, however, the genre spread like dandelions, taking over bookshelves, display windows, 

and best-seller lists. In that decade, to take only the most famous examples, readers could learn 

how to begin life at 40, how to win friends and influence people, how to lose friends and alienate 

people (a parody), how to live alone and like it, how to wake up and live, how to master the art 

of living, how to understand the importance of living, how to think for themselves, how to think 

and grow rich, how to win and hold a husband, and how to recover from alcoholism.33 

At the time, critics recognized that, though it took many forms, these books offered readers 

nothing so much as hope, hope that their lives could be different—and better—than before. An 

August 14, 1937 profile of Dale Carnegie, author of the best selling of these self-help books, 

How to Win Friends and Influence People (1937), appeared under the title, appropriately enough, 

“He Sells Hope.” (“Like the beauty doctors and the professors of charm,” Margaret Case 

Harriman wrote in the Saturday Evening Post profile, “Dale Carnegie sells people what most of 

them desperately need. He sells them hope.”)34 Regardless of your circumstances or background, 

these books promised, you could, if you followed a series of steps, find success, wealth, 

independence, marriage, or sobriety—in short, you could live a happy and meaningful life. You 

could hope for something better. 
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In what follows, I dip into a cross-section of the best-selling and most interesting of these 

books, grateful for the glimpse they offer into what preoccupied writers and readers in the 

1930s—for what, that is, these books reveal about what people hoped for during this period. In 

addition to the content of their hopes, I also look to these books to understand the form—the 

idea—of hope in the 1930s. By the form of hope, I mean whether the abruptness of the Great 

Depression, the fact that it arrived seemingly out of nowhere, and few could explain its origins, 

whether this abruptness led writers—and readers—to temper their hopes, to recognize 

contingency and the limits of human agency. Or, by contrast, did writers of self-help books 

exploit people’s fears of sudden and unexpected events and promise—falsely—that individuals 

could master contingency? For decades, from the moment of their publication, even, critics have 

argued the latter, that self-help books trade in fantasies of absolute individual power when in fact 

individuals face powers beyond their control. Although I grant that that criticism applies to 

many, perhaps most of the self-help books published during the 1930s, it does not tell the whole 

story about them, and certainly not about the most compelling of them, Alcoholics Anonymous: 

The Story of How More Than One Hundred Men Have Recovered from Alcoholism (1939). 

How to Win Friends 

Every discussion of self-help books in the 1930s begins with or quickly turns to Dale Carnegie’s 

How to Win Friends and Influence People, as it no doubt should. Appearing in November 1936, 

the book fared better than anyone would have dared to predict. By August 1937, How to Win 

Friends and Influence People had sold 500,000 copies.35 For the previous five months, it had 

outsold all other books, fiction and non-fiction alike. For a while, it had even outsold that other 

prodigy of the publishing world in the 1930s, Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind, which 
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also appeared in 1936. By November 1939, How to Win Friends and Influence People had sold 1 

million copies.36 To put it another way, by the end of the decade roughly one out of every forty 

adults in the United States owned the book. It seems safe to say that at least as many borrowed it 

from their library. 

In her occasionally scornful Saturday Evening Post profile of Carnegie, Margaret Case 

Harriman observed that the author had grown “rich by distributing comfortable platitudes among 

a grateful public,” and, over the years, others have made similar charges.37 Still, the book is not 

without its insights, and in any case it must have appealed to readers not just because it validated 

what they already believed but also because it taught them something new, something useful. So 

what did readers see in it? Above all, the book showed them the power—and critical 

importance—of empathy. “If there is any one secret of success,” Carnegie writes, quoting Henry 

Ford, “it lies in the ability to get the other person’s point of view and see things from his angle as 

well as your own.”38 Indeed, Carnegie liked the advice so much he quotes it verbatim again. 

From this Fordist principle “to get the other person’s point of view,” Carnegie develops six 

rules or ways to make people like you. (“Rule 1. Become genuinely interested in other 

people.”)39 All these rules exploit the “pride and vanity” of the ordinary man, his desire to be 

important. Flatter that desire, Carnegie advised, and friends—if that term still applies, if one can 

“win” friends like one “wins” the lottery or the race—would flock to you. In the next part of the 

book, Carnegie shows readers how they could take these six rules designed to win them friends 

and use them to influence people, “to win people to your way of thinking,” to get them, in short, 

to do what you want. Part four of the book, which perhaps betrays Carnegie’s ideal audience of 

managers and supervisors, offered advice for how to change people without giving offense or 

arousing resentment. (These hinged on rules like “Begin with praise and honest appreciation,” 
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and “Let the other man save his face.”) The final parts of the book provided examples of “letters 

that produced miraculous results” and, weirdly, marriage advice, enumerated in the form of 

“Seven Rules for Making Your Home Life Happier.” (Rule number one: Don’t nag.) 

At the time of its publication, and especially over the years, How to Win Friends and 

Influence People became the book everyone loved to hate, especially among those who believed 

that selling anything amounts to selling out.40 Carnegie no doubt brought some of this abuse 

upon himself. Too often he lets success blind him to other sins. In his telling, the 1913 strike 

against the Colorado Fuel and Iron Company, and the Ludlow Massacre the following year, was 

not a national tragedy, despite the two-dozen people, including two women and eleven children, 

who died at the hands of the Colorado National Guard. Rather, it was the occasion for John D. 

Rockefeller, Jr., who owned the mining company, to “win the strikers to his way of thinking” by 

making a speech to the rebellious miners. The speech was “a masterpiece . . . that produced 

astonishing results” because it illustrated rule number four of the 12 Ways to Win People to Your 

Way of Thinking: “Begin in a friendly way.”41 (If only Rockefeller, Jr. had shared that worthy 

rule with the Colorado National Guard.) Repurposed anecdotes like this one would lead critics to 

charge that Carnegie had an occasionally unseemly worship of wealth.42 Those who possessed it, 

Carnegie seems to feel, must possess it because of some inner virtue, so much so that its 

possession becomes a virtue unto itself. 

In addition, Carnegie has the habit, picked up from the wealthy, of blithely dismissing the 

importance of money, and the equally annoying habit, picked up from a mash of William James 

and positive thinking, of piously asserting that “happiness does not depend on outward 

conditions” but “on inner conditions.” “Nothing is good or bad,” Carnegie quotes Shakespeare, 

“but thinking makes it so.”43 Of course, Carnegie is not quoting Shakespeare but Hamlet, who 

C7.P42 

C7.P43 



 16 

“thinks” Denmark is a prison, but no matter. Carnegie is as wrong about Shakespeare as he is 

about conditions. Some people experience poverty as more of a curse than others, but few would 

think it “good” or choose it over abundance. 

The most damning charge against Carnegie, though, is not sycophancy to the moneyed or 

naiveté about the importance of money but that he took advantage of readers made desperate by 

the Great Depression. According to this argument, the proliferation of self-help books during the 

1930s did not owe principally to hope but primarily to fear. A population made jittery by the 

economic and social disruptions of the Great Depression, the argument goes, naively turned to 

the palliatives offered up in self-help books. In his chapter on the 1930s from What America 

Read: Taste, Class, and the Novel, 1920–1960, for example, Gordon Hutner refers to “the self-

help book so anxiously sought during this period of upheaval.”44 “All of these advice books,” he 

continues, “were unbendingly middle-class insofar as they promulgated a reliance, perhaps an 

overreliance, on personal management skills.”45 That phrase, “a reliance, perhaps an 

overreliance, on personal management skills,” suggests that such books gave readers the illusion 

that they had more control over their lives, especially their economic lives, than they actually 

did. In addition to false hope, then, the charge goes, such books dealt in false consciousness. 

They led readers to ignore, as Friedrich Engels put it when discussing false consciousness, 

“economic facts.”46 

To some extent, that critique applies to self-help books like Walter Pitkins’s Life Begins at 

40 (1932) or the book I refer to in my chapter on love, Marjorie Hillis’s Live Alone and Like It 

(1936). But it applies with special force to business-oriented works like Carnegie’s How to Win 

Friends and Influence People. Hutner writes of How to Win Friends and Influence People that it 

“transmuted the citizenry’s rawest fears into simplistic formulas about reassessing and 
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redeploying those [personal management] skills as one’s human capital.”47 In other words, 

Hutner charges, Carnegie promised fearful readers that they could manage—superintend—their 

way through the trial of the Great Depression. Similarly, Carnegie’s biographer credits “the 

widespread personal trauma and social uncertainty during the Great Depression” for shaping “a 

receptive audience” for the book.48 

Nor is that critique an especially new one. At the time of its publication, Margaret Marshall, 

writing in The Nation, charged that How to Win Friends and Influence People exploited “the 

desperate desire for success in the land of opportunity.” “[Carnegie] preaches a sermon of 

inverted inferiority,” she wrote, “which runs like this: If you are a bad salesman, you have only 

yourself to blame. But don’t despair. ‘You don’t know what treasures are within you.’”49 In her 

Saturday Evening Post profile, Margaret Case Harriman leveled similar charges. “To a detached 

observer,” she wrote, “the secret of the book’s success seems fairly simple. Every man or woman 

who buys it is instantly handed, for the sum of $1.96, the information that he, or she, is 

potentially as powerful, brilliant, rich, and successful as anybody in the world, and perhaps a 

good deal more so than most.”50 According to these critics, new and old, Carnegie merely 

flattered readers, puffed them up—and in doing so left them dangerously exposed to the sharp 

edges of an economy that would inevitably pop their bubble. Harriman, you will recall, titled her 

profile of Carnegie—and she did not mean it positively—“He Sells Hope.” 

Few would deny the whole of these charges. Indeed, early on in the book, Carnegie writes, 

“The rules we have set down here are not mere theories or guess work. They work like magic. 

Incredible as it sounds, I have seen the application of these principles literally revolutionize the 

lives of many people.”51 Later, Carnegie observes, “If some people are hungry for a feeling of 

importance that they actually go insane to get it, imagine what miracles you and I can achieve by 

C7.P46 

C7.P47 



 18 

giving people honest appreciation.”52 One of the men whom Carnegie asked “to smile at 

someone every hour of the day,” and who had adopted other rules as well, reported on his results. 

Echoing Carnegie, he testified, “And these things have literally revolutionized my life. I am a 

totally different man, a happier man, a richer man—richer in friendships and happiness—the 

only things that matter much after all.”53 Talk of miracles continues in part five when Carnegie 

promises to show readers how to write letters that will produce miraculous results. In short, in his 

talk of revolutions and miracles, Carnegie may lead readers to believe that they can indeed 

manage their way out of the Great Depression. In sum, he may sell hope after all—and hope that 

exceeds any realistic expectations. 

Yet before Carnegie is declared guilty as charged, consider what sort of miracles he suggests 

his readers might perform, what sort of revolution they might lead in their lives, and, thus, what 

sort of hope he sells. The letter that produces “miraculous results,” for example, does not 

generate millions of dollars but, for the sales promotion manager at a roofing supplier who writes 

it, a higher response rate when he writes to roofing-supply dealers across the country seeking 

information about the success of a recent direct-mail campaign. Much the same could be said for 

the other grand promises Carnegie makes. More often than not, they are belied by the truly 

modest examples offered to illustrate them. Carnegie promises that the application of his 

principles will “literally revolutionize” your life, yet in the book, the people who apply his 

principles mostly succeed in, for example, persuading a gruff plumber in Brooklyn to buy 

plumbing supplies or, in an anecdote Carnegie likes a lot, persuading an even gruffer policeman 

not to give Carnegie a ticket for walking his dog off leash in a park. 

So did Carnegie sell readers hope and, more importantly, false hope? Did he transmute “the 

citizenry’s rawest fears into simplistic formulas about reassessing and redeploying those 
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[personal management] skills as one’s human capital?” I doubt it. Although no one can know for 

certain, it seems unlikely that many of his readers thought they would grow rich by following his 

rules. To judge by their correspondence, they simply thought they would do their jobs better and 

get along with people more easily. They would sell a few more X-ray machines to hospitals, get 

a little more work out of their employees, or have a slightly happier marriage. Carnegie showed 

them how they might accomplish these things, and in doing so, of course, offered them hope that 

they could. Perhaps they were fools to try, but it seems like they would have been fools not to. In 

short, I do not think Carnegie sold false hopes. Rather, ever the salesman, I think he oversold 

mundane ones. Yet, as I argue below, that by itself reveals much about the status of hope in the 

Great Depression. 

As for taking advantage of readers made desperate by the Great Depression, this seems like 

a crude reading of the Great Depression, and a misreading of Carnegie’s audience, which was 

not the desperately unemployed but the ambitiously employed, the salesmen, buyers, minor 

executives, and other businessmen of the new professional-managerial class. According to 

Harriman, those were the people who attended the public-speaking classes that Carnegie offered 

at Y.M.C.A.’s in and around New York and who constituted the ideal and the most likely reader 

of his book.54 If so, that may explain why the Depression goes all but unmentioned in How to 

Win Friends and Influence People. Not just because by November 1936, things, broadly 

speaking, were looking up. (Recall that by 1936 the unemployment rate had fallen below 10 

percent for the first time since 1930.)55 But also because those mid-level managers that 

constituted Carnegie’s readers had a different problem during the Great Depression: not how to 

survive it, but how to get ahead in it. That may also explain why How to Win Friends and 

Influence People could remain popular for decades after the Great Depression. The book never 
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seems dated. It bears the impression of the Great Depression, but unless you looked for it you 

wouldn’t necessarily see it. 

By dint of its popularity, How to Win Friends and Influence People demonstrates what 

hundreds of thousands if not millions of people hoped for during the Great Depression. They 

hoped to succeed. So too, of course, did its later readers in later decades. If evidence of the 

Depression appears anywhere in the book, it may appear in the relative modesty of those hopes. 

Carnegie would not show you how to get rich, even though people like Henry Ford and Charles 

Schwab had grown rich following his rules. Carnegie would show you how to get ahead, even 

if—especially if—getting ahead meant marginally more motivated employees or a slightly 

higher sales commission, or, even more modestly, a few more friends. 

Think and Grow Rich 

Every fault that critics deservedly and, for that matter, undeservedly find in Carnegie and How to 

Win Friends and Influence People they could justly find in another popular self-help book from 

the 1930s, Napoleon Hill’s Think and Grow Rich (1937). Although Hill did not have the reach 

that Carnegie did, his book did find an audience. On May 6, 1939, the book made the Publishers’ 

Weekly list of “Candidates for the Best Seller List,” and the trade journal reported that the book 

had sold 60,000 copies in its first year.56 That could not match the 600,000 that How to Win 

Friends and Influence People sold in its first year, of course, but over time Think and Grow Rich 

attracted a mammoth readership. When Hill died in 1970, his publisher reported that the book 

had sold over 20 million copies.57 Like How to Win Friends and Influence People, Think and 

Grow Rich reveals what people hoped for during the Great Depression. Even more than that 

book, it reveals how hope works; in particular, it reveals the crucial role that contingency and 
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chance play in creating the conditions for hope. When those go, strangely enough, hope goes 

with them. 

The origins of Think and Grow Rich lie in an interview Napoleon Hill conducted with the 

industrialist Andrew Carnegie. As Hill tells it, as “a boy”—he was really a young newspaper 

reporter—Hill learned “the money-making secret” from the great industrialist. Carnegie asked 

the young Hill if he “would be willing to spend twenty years or more, preparing myself to take it 

to the world, to men and women who, without the secret, might go through life as failures.” Hill 

“said he would,” and “this book,” he promises, “contains the secret.” The secret, Hill boasts, that 

“has made fortunes for more than five hundred exceedingly wealthy men whom I have carefully 

analyzed over a long period of years.”58 

Like Dale Carnegie, Hill occasionally displays an unseemly—or at least an unthinking—

worship of wealth. As his title implies, the acquisition of great wealth—its importance goes 

unquestioned—gives the books its reason for being.59 Like Carnegie, too, Hill lets his worship of 

wealth blind him to other sins. Hill shares Carnegie’s reverence for Charles Schwab, who in 

Hill’s telling engineers the formation of the United States Steel Corporation—the Steel Trust—in 

1900 as a result of one exceedingly powerful after-dinner speech.60 Hill mentions the “uproar” 

surrounding “the giant combination,” and that Arthur Twining Hadley, then president of Yale 

University but also an economist and an occasional critic of trusts, “declared that unless trusts 

were regulated the country might expect ‘an emperor in Washington within the next twenty-five 

years.’”61 Curiously, Hill observes the uproar about the giant combination and the concern that 

trusts might imperil democracy, but he makes no effort to answer it. Instead, he notes that the 

recently formed trust had no trouble disposing of its newly created stock. For Hill, success is its 

own defense. 
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Carnegie, as I say, did not so much sell false hope as he did oversell extraordinarily modest 

hopes. No such defense can be made of Hill, though, who promises nothing less than that 

“money, fame, recognition, and happiness can be had by all who are ready and determined to 

have these blessings.”62 In his preface, Hill calls his secret “the magic formula, which gave [Mr. 

Carnegie] a stupendous fortune,” and he observes that “a peculiar thing about this secret is that 

those who once acquire it and use it, find themselves literally swept on to success, with but little 

effort, and they never again submit to failure!”63 In the introduction proper, Hill stops to inform 

readers that “WHEN RICHES BEGIN TO COME THEY COME SO QUICKLY, IN SUCH 

GREAT ABUNDANCE, THAT ONE WONDERS WHERE THEY HAVE BEEN HIDING 

DURING ALL THOSE LEAN YEARS.64 Whereas Dale Carnegie promised that smiling and 

becoming genuinely interested in other people would lead to more plumbing supply contracts, 

Hill promises riches in abundance. Both made promises, but one made promises he simply could 

not keep. Needless to say, not everyone who tries can grow rich. 

In the passage quoted above, Hill mentions “the lean years,” before the riches begin to come 

so quickly, in such great abundance, and here too his book rather egregiously commits the sins 

that Carnegie’s only supposedly does. One of the most serious charges that critics level against 

Carnegie is that he exploited fears generated by the Great Depression to sell books. That charge 

may or may not stick to Carnegie, but it describes Hill perfectly. Whereas Carnegie rarely if ever 

mentions the Depression, it suffuses Think and Grow Rich.65 In a chapter on the importance of a 

“BURNING DESIRE” to achieving those riches in abundance, Hill writes: 

This message is going out to the world at the end of the longest, and perhaps, the 

most devastating depression America has ever known. It is reasonable to presume 

that the message may come to the attention of many who have been wounded by 
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the depression, those who have lost their fortunes, others who have lost their 

positions, and great numbers who must reorganize their plans and stage a 

comeback.66 

Moreover, determined to help those brought low by the Depression, Hill rarely if ever speaks of 

the Depression as a tragedy but, rather, as an opening. Adopting a Nietzschean attitude of that 

which does not kill me only makes me stronger, Hill addresses his reader directly: “You have 

been disappointed, you have undergone defeat during the depression, you have felt the great 

heart within you crushed until it bled. Take courage, for these experiences have tempered the 

spiritual metal of which you are made—they are assets of incomparable value.”67 “The 

‘depression,’” Hill concludes late in the book, dedicating an entire page to the large-font 

sentence, and scare quotes to the notion of a “depression,” “was a blessing in disguise.”68 

Hill believes that readers have nothing to fear from the Depression, and everything to gain, 

because he trades in a frank and frankly incredible form of false consciousness. If critics charge 

that Carnegie implied that individuals had more control over their economic lives than they 

actually did, they will have to charge something else entirely against Hill, for he does not imply 

it. His book turns on it. Not only does Hill believe that readers control their economic fate; he 

thinks they can alter reality itself. 

Indeed, this insight turns out to be the secret, the magic formula, Hill insists, that Andrew 

Carnegie imparted to the young Hill so many years ago. We can learn “to transmute our thoughts 

into their physical equivalent.” In other words, Hill did not mean his title figuratively. You can 

literally think and grow rich. The formula is simple. It starts with a “BURNING DESIRE.” “If 

you truly DESIRE money so keenly that your money is an obsession,” Hill writes, “you will 

have no difficulty in convincing yourself that you will acquire it. The object is to want money, 
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and to become so determined to have it that you CONVINCE yourself you will have it.”69 At this 

point, you have become “money conscious,” which means that “the mind has become so 

thoroughly saturated with the DESIRE for money, that one can see one’s self already in 

possession of it.”70 That matters because, as Hill understands the universe, which is suffused by 

“ether,” like attracts like. He explains everything in two paragraphs in his chapter on faith: 

 
The ether is a great cosmic mass of eternal forces of vibration. It is made up of both 

destructive vibrations and constructive vibrations. It carries, at all times, vibrations of 

fear, poverty, disease, failure, misery; and vibrations of prosperity, health, success, and 

happiness . . . 

From the great storehouse of the ether, the human mind is constantly attracting vibrations 

which harmonize with that which DOMINATES the human mind. Any thought, idea, 

plan, or purpose which one holds in one’s mind attracts, from the vibrations of the ether, 

a host of its relatives, adds these “relatives” to its own force, and grows until it becomes 

the dominating, MOTIVATING MASTER of the individual in whose mind it has been 

housed.71 

 

At this point, when you have installed money as your MOTIVATING MASTER, you have 

become like a divining rod, though not attuned to water but to money. Thus attuned, to 

paraphrase Hill, your subconscious IMAGINATION will create an IDEA. You will formulate a 

PLAN. You will PERSIST. You will DECIDE. And then you will find money. Or, more 

accurately, money will find you. “When money comes in quantities known as ‘the big money,’” 
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Hill writes near the end of Think and Grow Rich, “it flows to the one who accumulates it, as 

easily as water flows down hill.”72 

In Hill’s defense, all this talk of the ether and vibrations may not be as farfetched as it 

seems. I do not mean, of course, that it has an iota of truth to it, only that, in the 1930s, 

parapsychology underwent something of a renaissance. In 1930, Duke University began 

experiments on extrasensory perception, and in 1937, the same year that Hill published Think 

and Grow Rich, J.B. Rhine, a psychologist at Duke, published New Frontiers of the Mind: The 

Story of the Duke Experiments, which became an unlikely best seller. If select undergraduates at 

Duke University could guess—Rhine would have said perceive—the symbol on the back of a 

pack of Zener cards with nearly 100 percent accuracy, then perhaps the mind could attract 

vibrations that harmonized with it and, ultimately, alter reality itself.73 

Be that as it may, and not to put too fine a point on it, the moral implications of Hill’s magic 

formula are horrifying. If individuals could think and grow rich, it followed that those who had 

grown poor had only themselves—and their thoughts—to blame. Surprisingly, Hill does not 

hesitate to spell out this corollary. He insists on it. “Success comes to those who are SUCCESS 

CONSCIOUS,” Hill writes. “Failure comes to those who indifferently allow themselves to 

become FAILURE CONSCIOUS.”74 “POVERTY,” Hill explains elsewhere, “is attracted to the 

one whose mind is favorable to it, as money is attracted to him whose mind has been deliberately 

prepared to attract it, and through the same laws.”75 “BOTH POVERTY AND RICHES ARE 

THE OFFSPRING OF THOUGHT,” Hill summarizes on another page devoted to that sentence 

alone, having to resort to italics for emphasis when he has exhausted the possibilities of capital 

letters alone.76 And what happens when one tries to think and grow rich—to become “SUCCESS 

CONSCIOUS” and not “FAILURE CONSCIOUS”—but still fails? One has not tried hard 
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enough. “Where failure is experienced,” Hill writes, “it is the individual, not the method, which 

has failed.”77 “We are the Masters of our Fate,” Hill writes, quoting the famous William Ernest 

Henley poem, even if one’s fate was to live amid a worldwide Great Depression.78 

Whereas Dale Carnegie promised readers they could realize whatever they hoped so long as 

they hoped to get their letters answered and keep their wives happy, Hill promises readers that 

their wildest hopes—“money, fame, recognition, and happiness”—merely awaited the 

application of his magic formula. And if they failed, they failed, not the formula. 

Set aside, for the moment, the moral implications of such an argument and focus instead on 

what it means for something like hope. When Hill holds people responsible for their wealth and 

poverty alike, when he insists that we are the masters of our fate, he has effectively abandoned 

the category of hope. In a world characterized by hope for some outcomes and not others, you 

may try and, through no fault of your own, nevertheless fail to achieve your hopes. That world, 

however, does not exist for Hill. If you merely hope for money, fame, recognition, and 

happiness, you acknowledge that a future exists in which you may not get those things. Yet that 

is not how the secret works. The secret is about a burning, unquenchable desire. For Hill, then, 

you do not hope for things, you simply get what you deserve. For him, hope, by acknowledging 

the possibility of failure, would simply be another word for failure. In other words, Hill offers a 

world that is, from one perspective, full of hope, but that is also, from another, and strictly 

speaking, hopeless. 

Among other things, the Great Depression illustrated the power of contingency, of, as the 

Greeks might have put it, fate. It showed that your life was subject to forces—whether the gods 

or the gods of macroeconomics—beyond your control. Think of the Chance card in the board 

game Monopoly, which, though versions of the game date to the turn of the century, Parker 
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Brothers began to mass produce in 1935. In my reading, Dale Carnegie responded to the sense of 

fate or chance introduced by the abruptness of the Great Depression by moderating what readers 

could hope for. By contrast, Hill goes into denial. He refuses to acknowledge the lessons of the 

Depression. Or, rather, he draws different ones entirely. Fate and chance do not exist. Only the 

desire and faith—or lack thereof—of individuals exist. If I had to guess, I would say that is why 

readers preferred Carnegie’s book to Hill’s. Not because all the talk of ether and vibrations made 

Hill seem ridiculous, but because readers knew better than to think they could master fate, 

especially after many of them had spent the decade being mastered by fate. In offering less hope, 

Carnegie offered more. 

You can think of it another way. Hope has a Goldilocks problem. Offer too little and one 

sees no reason to try. Offer too much and one fails to face facts. (The latter goes for those, like 

Hill, who offer so much hope that they reject contingency and, thus, hope.) When it comes to 

hope, one book from the 1930s, I think, gets it just right. 

Abandon Hope 

We, of Alcoholics Anonymous, are more than one hundred men and women who 

have recovered from a seemingly hopeless state of mind and body.79 

Most writers of self-help books start by articulating the imagined hopes of their readers: how to 

win friends, how to influence people, how to grow rich. Alcoholics Anonymous: The Story of 

How More than One Hundred Men Have Recovered from Alcoholism, published in 1939, also 

articulates a hope. Its subtitle announces it: how to recover from alcoholism.80 Unlike most self-

help books, however, the hope offered by Alcoholics Anonymous begins in the acknowledgment 
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of hopelessness. Indeed, hopelessness precedes—and is a prerequisite for—whatever hope the 

book offers. 

The opening sentence of the foreword, quoted above, illustrates the journey from 

hopelessness to hope, as does almost every other section of the book. “The Doctor’s Opinion,” 

for example, which comes after the foreword, was written—anonymously—by Dr. William 

Duncan Silkworth, who then directed the Charles B. Towns Hospital for Drug and Alcohol 

Addiction in New York City. (While at Towns, Silkworth met the co-founder of Alcoholics 

Anonymous, and also the principal author of Alcoholics Anonymous, Bill Wilson, who was 

admitted for treatment at the facility four different times over the years 1933–4.)81 In his letter, 

Silkworth describes attending a patient who, “though he had been a competent business man of 

good earning capacity, was an alcoholic of a type I had come to regard as hopeless.”82 In the 

longer statement that follows, Silkworth writes, apropos of the etiology and treatment of 

alcoholism, “Much has been written pro and con, but among physicians, the general opinion 

seems to be that most chronic alcoholics are doomed.”83 

“Bill’s Story,” which follows “The Doctor’s Opinion,” is in many ways the Alcoholic’s 

Anonymous ur-text. It too strikes the theme of doom and hopelessness. In the 1920s, after 

service in the First World War, Wilson joined a brokerage firm on Wall Street as an analyst and 

began to drink in earnest. He lost his savings in the Crash of 1929, but this marked the start, not 

the end, of his problems. After the crash, he found and lost one job after another because of his 

drinking, until, as he recalls, “I was to have no real employment for five years, or hardly draw a 

sober breath.” “Periods of sobriety” would “renew [his] wife’s hope,” he writes, but “gradually 

things got worse.” After a “prodigious bender” ruined “a promising business opportunity,” 

Wilson “woke up” and vowed, “This had to be stopped.” Although he tries, again and again, to 
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stop drinking, Wilson cannot stop. He grows suicidal. He loses weight. Eventually, he is 

committed to a hospital, where “a kind doctor”—probably Silkworth—explains to him that his 

alcoholism is a disease and not a moral failing. Curiously, this knowledge renews his hope that 

he can stop drinking, but of course he cannot. He returns to drinking; he is returned to the 

hospital: 

 
This was the finish, the curtain, it seemed to me. My weary and despairing wife 

was informed that it would all end with heart failure during delirium tremens, or I 

would develop a wet brain, perhaps within a year. She would soon have to give me 

over to the undertaker or the asylum. 

They did not need to tell me. I knew, and almost welcomed the idea. It was a 

devastating blow to my pride. I, who had thought so well of myself and my abilities, 

of my capacity to surmount obstacles, was cornered at last. Now I was to plunge 

into the dark, joining that endless procession of sots who had gone on before . . . 

Everyone became resigned to the certainty that I would have to be shut up 

somewhere, or would stumble along to a miserable end.84 

 

In the midst of despair, Wilson reconnects with an old school and drinking friend who, like 

Wilson, “hopeless” and forced to admit “complete defeat,” had followed an early version of what 

would become the Twelve Steps and manages to stay sober. In the hospital for the last time, 

Wilson thinks of all the “hopeless alcoholics” whom he might help as his friend has helped him. 

In his story, though, Wilson does not narrate his recovery, which he treats as an afterthought. He 

narrates his collapse, his sense of hopelessness. 
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That theme continues in the chapters that follow. In the second chapter, alcoholism is called 

“a hopeless condition of mind and body.”85 Those who suffer from it “come to believe in the 

hopelessness and futility of life.”86 An American business man, one of the original members of 

Alcoholics Anonymous, is told by a celebrated European physician—Carl Jung, as it happens—

that “he was utterly hopeless; he could never regain his position in society and he would have to 

place himself under lock and key, or hire a bodyguard if he expected to live long.” “You have the 

mind of a chronic alcoholic,” the doctor said. “I have never seen one single case recover.”87 Over 

and over, in the chapters that constitute part one, and in the testimonials that make up part two, 

the text returns to the note of hopelessness. Overall, the word hopeless appears twenty-five times 

in the text and hopelessness eight. Together, the two words appear roughly once every thirteen 

pages, and the count is frontloaded. One of those two words appears ten times within the first 

sixty-five pages. And that tabulation does not count synonyms for hopeless like “doomed” or 

“lost” or “despair” or “broken” or “resigned.” 

Eventually, of course, Alcoholics Anonymous pivots toward hope. The first sentence of the 

second chapter, titled “There Is a Solution,” typifies that pivot. It reads, “We, of Alcoholics 

Anonymous, know one hundred men who were once just as hopeless as Bill. All have recovered. 

They have solved the drink problem.”88 Still, why the initial and intense focus on hopelessness? 

Wilson and other early members of Alcoholics Anonymous believed that only by acknowledging 

the hopelessness of his or her condition could an alcoholic, paradoxically, find hope for 

recovery. Indeed, to jump ahead a bit, in the chapter on working with others, the last step of the 

famous Alcoholics Anonymous Twelve Steps, the book advises recovering alcoholics, when 

approaching existing alcoholics, to “begin to dwell on the hopeless feature of the malady.”89 

Doctors, the text observes, may not want to tell alcoholics the truth about their condition, but 
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“you may talk to him about the hopelessness of alcoholism, because you offer a solution.”90 

Indeed, the solution depends on his acknowledgment of the hopelessness of his situation. 

“Maybe you have disturbed him about the question of alcoholism,” the text notes. “This is all to 

the good. The more hopeless he feels, the better.”91 

A sense of hopelessness could clear a path to recovery because alcoholism, or so the 

thinking went, came from the false but deeply held belief that the alcoholic could control his 

drinking. According to Wilson and others, alcoholics had to abandon that hope. “The idea that 

somehow, someday,” Wilson writes, the alcoholic “will control and enjoy his liquor drinking is 

the great obsession of every abnormal drinker. The persistence of this illusion is astonishing. 

Many pursue it into the gates of insanity or death.”92 Unlike Napoleon Hill, Bill Wilson did not 

favor capital letters or italics in his prose. It matters, then, that the following paragraph, from 

chapter two, “There Is a Solution,” is the only one in the book to appear entirely in italics: 

 
The fact is that most alcoholics, for reasons yet obscure, have lost the power of choice in 

drink. Our so-called will power becomes practically non-existent. We are unable at 

certain times, to bring into our consciousness with sufficient force the memory of the 

suffering and humiliation of even a week or a month ago. We are without defense against 

the first drink.93 

 

“We alcoholics,” the text continues in the next chapter, “have lost the ability to control our 

drinking. We know that no real alcoholic ever recovered control. All of us felt at times that we 

were regaining control, but such intervals—usually brief—were inevitably followed by still less 

control, which led in time to pitiful and incomprehensible demoralization.”94 Nor would 
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warnings like the one in Alcoholics Anonymous keep potential alcoholics from eventual 

alcoholism. The “actual or potential alcoholic, with hardly an exception,” Wilson writes, once 

again resorting to italics, “will be absolutely unable to stop drinking on the basis of self-

knowledge.”95 In short, alcoholics had to acknowledge the hopelessness of their condition, 

meaning their lack of control over it, if, paradoxically, they wished to do something about it. 

It might constitute “a crushing blow” to admit, as one alcoholic, a partner in a well-known 

accounting firm, is forced to admit, that “a problem had them hopelessly defeated.”96 But 

according to Alcoholics Anonymous, it also constituted the first step toward “a new and 

wonderful world.”97 Indeed, that principle of hopelessness and lack of control forms Step One of 

the Program of Recovery: “We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had 

become unmanageable.”98 Hopelessness also invites the next two steps: the acknowledgment of 

“a Power greater than ourselves”—God—and the decision “to turn our will and our lives over to 

the care of God as we understood Him.”99 

One could argue that in substituting the greater power of God “as they understood him” for 

their own, lesser power, recovering alcoholics made no sacrifice of control or power at all. 

Rather, they behaved just as those who endow their own idiosyncratic beliefs with grandeur and 

force by ascribing them to a god of their own invention. Yet that objection ignores the deep 

challenge to the self and selfishness that recovering alcoholics put at the center of the program. 

“Selfishness—self-centeredness!” the text observes. “That, we think, is the root of our 

troubles.”100 For Wilson, alcoholics had to chasten that egoism, for it would inevitably lead to 

their drinking again.101 The challenge, then, involved transcending the petty preoccupations of 

the self. Hence the “searching and fearless moral inventory” and the making of “amends” to “all 

persons we had harmed.”102 Alcoholics conducted this inventory not just to clean house morally 
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but to begin to banish the self and all its resentments and humiliations. Only then could they 

begin to live for others—and, by the by, remain sober. “Established on such a footing we became 

less and less interested in ourselves, our little plans and designs. More and more we became 

interested in what we could contribute to life.”103 Not for nothing, the Twelfth Step—and the one 

many recovering alcoholics like Wilson credited with keeping him sober—was “Carry this 

message to other alcoholics.”104 You could, the text promises, finally only help yourself by 

helping others. 

The contrast with Napoleon Hill could not be starker. For Hill, the purpose of life was to 

think and grow rich. For readers of Alcoholics Anonymous, with its roots in Oxford Group 

Christianity, that purpose, with its exclusive focus on the self, spelled doom. Moreover, Hill 

believes one can think and do anything, that “we are the Masters of our Fate.” According to 

Alcoholics Anonymous, that is just the sort of magical thinking that alcoholics had to overcome 

before they could recover. They were not the masters of fate; they had been mastered by fate. As 

Wilson writes in the depth of his despair, “I had met my match. I had been overwhelmed. 

Alcohol was my master.”105 

One can see this sense of being mastered in the language Wilson and others adopted to 

describe their alcoholism. In telling his story, Wilson remarked that “the market had gone to hell 

again” and “so had I.” Also that the “market would recover, but I wouldn’t.”106 The business 

metaphors extend beyond the market, however. In Step One, alcoholics have to admit that their 

“lives had become unmanageable.”107 For the businessman and professionals who constituted 

many of the early members of Alcoholics Anonymous, that word “unmanageable” seems 

especially poignant. Like Wilson, many had worked on Wall Street, and even those who had not 

had enjoyed success in other professions. Yet all had been wounded by the Depression. All 
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experienced a force—alcohol and economics—beyond their control. Few wished to admit it. 

Eventually, though, all had to. As Wilson wrote, adapting yet another managerial metaphor, “our 

human resources, as marshaled by the will, were not sufficient; they failed utterly.”108 

To my mind, recovering alcoholics like Wilson and their confrontation with the limits of 

what they could and could not control finally offer the greatest insight into the status of hope in 

the Great Depression. To a certain extent, the Great Depression changed what people hoped for. 

Before the bottom fell out of marriage rates, for example, few would have hoped to learn how to 

live alone and like it, as the title of one popular self-help book of the 1930s put it. And I have 

argued that the modesty of the hopes on offer in How to Win Friends and Influence People bear 

the impression of the economic crisis. Carnegie knew better than to promise his readers much 

more than a new outlook on life and some small business successes. More generally, the 

economic crisis may have given rise to an existential crisis, which would explain the appearance 

of so many self-help books offering to help readers learn how to wake up and live, or how to 

master the art of living, or how to understand the importance of living.109 In other words, the 

Depression may have led readers to hope for a meaningful life rather than a strictly economically 

successful one. In all likelihood, though, people continued to hope for what they had always 

hoped for, what Franklin Roosevelt called “places of security and safety.” Loss averse, they may 

have simply hoped to keep—or recover—what they had. More ambitiously, if parents, they may 

have hoped that their children would have “better and fuller and richer” lives. (The quotation 

comes from James Truslow Adams, whose 1931 book The Epic of America introduced the 

phrase “the American dream.”)110 

Although the Great Depression may not have radically altered what people hoped for, it may 

have changed how they hoped for what they hoped. Having been blindsided by an economic 
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cataclysm that few could explain, individuals may have learned to temper their hopes, to 

acknowledge the power of forces beyond their control. Unlike Napoleon Hill, in Alcoholics 

Anonymous Bill Wilson did not lead readers to hope that they could master fate. He led readers 

to hope that, trusting God, they could accept fate. “Just to the extent that we do as we think He 

would have us,” Wilson writes, “and humbly rely on Him, does He enable us to match calamity 

with serenity.”111 For many, even those who did not suffer from alcoholism or who did not 

believe in God, but who did have to acknowledge the same lack of control over their lives as 

alcoholics did, that—the capacity to match calamity with serenity, the wisdom to accept that 

which one cannot change—may have been the one genuinely new hope to emerge from the Great 

Depression.112 It may look like resignation, but resignation involves the sacrifice of hope. What 

Wilson and others, even Carnegie, offer is the tempering of hope, which does not just mean to 

offset but also to strengthen. Forced to admit that fate sometimes conspired against them, that 

they did not control everything, they could only do their best and accept the worst should it 

come. To put it another way, when it comes to hope, the Great Depression made alcoholics of 

everyone. Everyone except Napoleon Hill. 

One of the things to admire about many of those who lived through the Great Depression—

and again one thinks of Alcoholics Anonymous—is their willingness to acknowledge the power 

of fate, their respect for forces that lie beyond human control. That cautiousness did not reign at 

all times, of course, but one sees it often enough to notice it and respect it. With a nod to Bill 

Wilson and Alcoholics Anonymous, perhaps one might call it sobriety—ironically enough, of 

course, in a culture that had recently repealed Prohibition. Yet the shoe seems to fit. In his April 

28, 1935 fireside chat introducing the Social Security Act, for example, which also included 

unemployment insurance, Franklin Roosevelt called the provisions of the act “protections for the 
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future.”113 In doing so, he acknowledged that the future always offers harms to be protected 

against. (I explore this theme more fully in Chapter 8.) Despite what I might hope will happen, 

despite what robots tell me, despite, even, the number of friends I make and people I influence, 

and despite, as Irving Fisher put it, the hopeful outlook, the future will not always go our way.114 

After all, the present, the Great Depression, had not gone the way anyone would have chosen. If 

the Depression taught people anything, then, it is that someone always lands on Chance. 
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