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The American author Lydia Yuknavitch grew up with

an abusive father, dropped out of college and suffered

with drink and drug problems. Her daughter died on the
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day she was born. In The Misfit’s Manifesto she recalls

how she channelled her grief into “a kind of furious

creative drive”: literature offered “a possible path from

suffering and self-destruction to self-expression”. Her

life changed in the mid-1990s when she won a

prestigious writing competition and earned a meet-and-

greet with important writers and publishers in New

York; she went on to forge a career as a novelist and

memoirist, and now teaches creative writing. Based on

a widely shared TED Talk entitled “The Beauty of

Being a Misfit”, The Misfits’ Manifesto is Yuknavitch’s

celebration of the power of difference, and how artistic

endeavour enables outsiders to enjoy “community

without judgement”.

Yuknavitch writes with candour and energy about her

love for the films of Tim Burton and Wes Anderson,

and her formative obsession with the life and work of

Ken Kesey. The book is interspersed with contributions

from the author’s friends and students, who reflect on

their personal struggles with feelings of alienation and

low self-esteem. In a segment about addiction,

Yuknavitch notes that the consumer society is

collapsing the distinction between “the outcasted,
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traditional back-alley junkie … and the rest of society”.

It’s a thought-provoking observation – and particularly

pertinent in the era of digital social media, which is

making addicts out of all of us – but the conflation of

misfit and junkie is a little problematic. Ditto the

author’s assertion that homeless people are “some of

the most heroic misfits on earth”, and her woolly

suggestion that economic migrants to America were

also, in some sense, misfits.

Poverty, addiction and violence are various kinds of

adversity, and what Yuknavitch has written is a self-

help book. “I don’t ever want to romanticize the story

of suffering,” she insists, “because then you’re just

playing into making it a good story or a sellable story

for a culture that wants to be entertained by your

suffering . . . . The same culture that has developed the

psychological and medical and pharmaceutical and

self-help industries to keep you in an endless loop of

need.” But what is the TED Talk cottage industry if not

a soft-core secular cult exploiting the spiritual void left

by organized religion? Throw in a self-serving siren

call to creative writing MFAs (several of Yuknavitch’s

collaborators found salvation in writing) and a peppy
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sports-coach register, and it feels an awful lot like a

pyramid scheme. Seen in this light, the therapeutic turn

in contemporary American literature is easily

explained.


