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FUNNY YOU SHOULD SAY THAT

John Cadley, a former advertising 
copywriter, is a freelance writer  
and musician living in Fayetteville, 
New York. Reach him at jcadley@
twcny.rr.com.

HELp YoURSELF

I’m thinking of writing a   
self-help book. Not for myself,  
of course, even though technically 

that’s what the term means. If you 
write a self-help book for other people, 
they’re not helping themselves, you 
are. If they could help themselves, they 
wouldn’t need your book. So what I’m 
really writing is a Let-Me-Tell-You-
How-to-Live-Your-Life book, only that 
sounds a little presumptuous. Besides, 
if I call it “self-help,” I’ll be in a cat-
egory that sells upwards of $10 billion 
a year. I wouldn’t mind helping myself 
to a little of that, so “self-help” it is.

What qualifies me to write this 
book? Nothing. That’s the beauty of 
self-help books. They’re completely 
unregulated. Anybody can write any-
thing, and considering that Amazon 
has 413,197 choices in this category, 
apparently just about anybody does.

How can I help you? By telling 
you what you already know. I’ll write 
things that you’ll underline and high-
light and asterisk and write “Yes!” to 
in the margin — not because they’re 
anything new, but because you’ve 
finally found someone who thinks 
just like you! You’ve known all along 
you should set goals, practice self-
discipline, be a better listener, stay out 
of debt, lose weight, drink protein 
shakes, simplify your life, take cleans-
ing breaths, say “no” without feeling 
guilty, quiet your inner critic, be your 
own best friend, communicate with 

your spouse, hug your inner child, 
embrace change, follow your bliss, tap 
into your hidden potential and live in 
the eternal now. You just don’t do it. 
And you feel badly about it. 

So you’ll buy a book to prove 
you’re serious this time, which comes 
close to doing it without actually 
doing it. Then you’ll finish the book 
and feel you’ve accomplished some-
thing. But in terms of actually putting 
what it says into practice … well, 
that’s where the self-help comes in. 
“Self” means you. “Help” means do 
it. That’s hard work and you won’t 

see any immediate rewards — the two 
things that have always stopped you 
from doing all this stuff in the first 
place. They’re still there. The book 
didn’t make them go away.

You see where this is going? I’m 
not really writing a self-help book. 
I’m telling you why you should stop 
reading them. Perhaps the most popu-
lar self-help book of all time was pub-
lished way back in 1967. It’s called 
I’m OK, You’re OK. Fifteen million 
people bought it. It should have been 
the last self-help book ever written. If 
I’m OK and you’re OK, then we can 
stop right there. Everybody’s OK. But 
apparently being OK wasn’t enough 
because people kept buying more 
self-help books — a lot more. Maybe 
they got greedy. I’m OK, You’re OK 
became I’m OK But It’s Really Kind 
of Just OK. What Else You Got? 

Which brings me back to the self-
help book I’m not going to write. It’s 
called I’m Not OK, You’re Not OK, 
and That’s OK. I mean, really — are 
any of us ever really OK? Sure, for a 
day or two, or maybe a week if you’re 
lucky, a month if you lead a charmed 
existence. But if you’re walking 
around this earth on two feet, you’re 
not OK. You’ve got jobs and spouses 
and in-laws and houses and cars and 
mortgages and credit cards and health 
insurance and teenagers and taxes and 
suspicious moles — and the odds of 
them all being OK at the same time 
are about as good as your chances of 
getting out of this world alive (which, 
by the way, is the ultimate reason why, 
even if everything else were OK, things 
are never going to be really OK). 

If “self-help” has any meaning at 
all, it applies to the people who write 
these books and turn them into a 
multi-million-dollar cottage industry 
of seminars, lectures, workshops, 
DVDs, T-shirts, refrigerator magnets 
and coffee mugs. He helped himself 
pretty good, I’d say.

So let’s get rid of the “Self-Help” 
section in the bookstore, and replace 
it with a sign that says “Books That 
Will Make You Feel Better for Read-
ing Them and Worse for Not Doing 
What They Say. If You Really Feel the 
Need to Punish Yourself This Way, 
Help Yourself.” T

By John Cadley

Self-help books help who?

“So you’ll buy a book to prove you’re serious 
this time, which comes close to doing it without 
actually doing it.”
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TRAVELING TOASTMASTER

Edward Beck from West Mifflin, Pennsylvania, visits 
Blarney Castle in Ireland, to kiss the Blarney Stone.

Chris Jentz from Portland, Oregon, endures the 
climb up Mount McKinley in Alaska. 

Katie Ferguson from Laguna Beach, California, enjoys the ancient beauty 
of Machu Picchu in Peru.

Lalindra De Silva and Melissa De Silva from 
Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, visit Kaudulla National Park  
in Sri Lanka.

Marguerite Elliot from Fairfax, California, dives at Dumaguete, Negros 
Island in the Philippines.

Jennifer Correa Sonson from Waipahu, Hawaii, tours the ruins of the  
Colosseum in Rome, Italy. 

  
Picture yourself here! Bring the Toastmaster magazine with you and pose with it in your  
exciting  surroundings. Email your high-resolution image to photos@toastmasters.org. Bon voyage! 

 More photos online @ facebook.com/ToastmastersInternationalOfficialFanPage. 
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