LIVE from the NYPL:
Joseph O’Neil and Hal Foster Transcript

JEAN STROUSE: Welcome to the New York Public Library and the opening night of the Fall 2014 season of the Conversations from the Cullman Center and the second night of the season from LIVE—of LIVE from the New York Public Library. I’m Jean Strouse, the Director of the Cullman Center. We’re extremely pleased to be cosponsoring tonight’s program with LIVE, and all of us at the Library are delighted to be hosting this conversation between Joseph O’Neill and Hal Foster as they talk about Joe’s new novel The Dog. 
Paul Holdengräber, who is the Director of LIVE, often asks, always asks his guests to describe themselves in seven words. So these two gentlemen have cooperated. Joe O’Neill says, “Born in 1964, he wrote with difficulty.” (laughter) And Hal Foster says, “Probably separated at birth from James Taylor.” (laughter) So you’ll see if that’s true or not. 
You will have found on your seats announcements of the other programs coming up this fall. Where are they? Well, you have them, from both LIVE at the New York Public Library and the Cullman Center. Among the guests appearing in a stellar season with LIVE are Alexei Ratmansky, Michael Ignatieff, Sister Helen Prejean, George Clinton, Neil Gaiman, Joyce Carol Oates, and Marlon James with Salman Rushdie. This is the LIVE program. Among the Cullman Center’s upcoming programs are evenings with the artist Richard McGuire and in pairs the writers Carla Kaplan and Nell Painter, Hermione Lee and Wendy Lesser—this is a Cullman Center card—and Anka Muhlstein and François Furstenberg. If you’d like to receive advance information about and details about all these programs and how to sign up for them, please leave your e-mail address on a clipboard we have when you leave. 
Even better, you can become a Friend of the New York Public Library by going onto the website of the library, www.nypl.org. You can receive special benefits such as discounted LIVE tickets, invitations to member events, private tours, exhibitions, and openings, and, of course, you will support this great institution. I want to thank my colleagues at LIVE, Paul Holdengräber, Aisha Ahmad-Post, and Tali Stolzenberg-Myers, and my colleagues and companions at the Cullman Center, Marie d’Origny, Paul Delaverdac, and Julia Pagnamenta for all their great work in bringing this evening about. Also thanks to Patrick Knisley and his assistant Julia at 192 Books, who as you will have seen on your way in are selling books by both authors. If you haven’t already bought them, you can purchase them after the program, and the writers have agreed to stay on and sign copies for you. 
We are extremely fortunate tonight to be able to listen in on a conversation between these two extraordinary writers, who are also friends. Joseph O’Neill, who, as he says, was born in 1964, was also born in Ireland, and he writes both fiction and nonfiction. His last novel, Netherland, won the PEN/Faulkner Award for fiction in 2009 and was named one of the ten best books of 2008 by the New York Times. Dwight Garner in the Times called it “the wittiest, angriest, most exacting, and most desolate work of fiction we’ve yet had about life in New York and London after the World Trade Center fell.” That makes it sound a little more grim than it is; it’s actually a great pleasure to read that book. Another of our foremost literary critics, President Obama, described it to a BBC interviewer in June of 2009 as “an excellent novel.” (laughter) He got that right. O’Neill is also the author of Blood-Dark Track: A Family History, which was named a book of the year by the Economist and the Irish Times in 2010. He writes literary and cultural criticism, often for the Atlantic, and he teaches at Bard College. A couple of weeks ago his terrific, sharply witty short story “The Referees” appeared in The New Yorker, cover date September 1, in case you missed it. 
O’Neill’s new novel, The Dog, was one of thirteen works of fiction on the long list for the Man Booker Prize this year. Joe began work on the book, which was not yet called The Dog, when he was a fellow at the Cullman Center in 2009–2010. All we knew then was that it would be set mostly in Dubai and that Joe was thinking about water. I will leave discussion of the book to Joe and Hal, except to say what an immense pleasure it is to be back again inside Joe’s brilliant prose. 
Hal Foster, Townsend Martin Class of 1917 Professor of Art and Archaeology at Princeton, is a Cullman Center fellow this year, working on a book about twentieth-century art that will explore Walter Benjamin’s enigmatic thesis that modernism teaches us to outlive culture if need be. A member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, Hal has won both the Clark Prize for Excellence in Art Writing and the Frank Jewett Mather Award for art criticism. He writes regularly for the London Review of Books, Artforum, and October, which he also coedits. His most recent books are The Art-Architecture Complex and The First Pop Age: Painting and Subjectivity in the Art of Hamilton, Lichtenstein, Warhol, Richter, and Ruscha. Please welcome Joe O’Neill and Hal Foster.

(applause)

HAL FOSTER: First, I’d like to apologize to James Taylor. (laughter) I’m Hal, he’s Joe, and we’re here to talk about The Dog. That’s your understanding, right?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I think so, yeah.

HAL FOSTER: Good, good, good. So we didn’t confer beforehand because Joe wanted us to be fresh, so—that’s a euphemism for unprepared. So I have some notes. Oh! So what’s this book about? (laughter) Why this lone and lonely lawyer and why his self-exile in Dubai?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, this—the protagonist and voice of this book is this American attorney, as you say, who leaves New York City and—because life has got very difficult for him here, and he’s broken up with an ex-girlfriend who happens to be a partner in his law firm, and various things make it intolerable for him, he feels, to stay here. So he runs into an old college friend who he now sort of belatedly realizes is a billionaire, and—he’s a Lebanese billionaire and he says that he—he offers the job of family officer to our hero in Dubai, because if you’re a billionaire it’s quite onerous to sort of spend all the money and keep an eye on it, and you need a family officer to keep track of it and make sure that members of the family don’t steal from each other and don’t get into fights. And so that’s this guy’s job in Dubai, of course in reality it’s a bit more complicated.

HAL FOSTER: So the family is a family named Batros. Did you have any oligarchic family in mind or is this pure fabulation on your part? Because I thought Batros, bathos family, Soros family, who?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, it’s a Lebanese family, and I sort of thought of what might be a Lebanese kind of name, Christian Lebanese specifically, and so I came up with Batros.

HAL FOSTER: So the protagonist who’s also the narrator, he doesn’t really have a name. Why?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, he does have a name.

HAL FOSTER: Well, he does and he doesn’t.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: He does have a name. But all we know about his name is that he’s is that the first initial of his first name, which he never uses, is X, and it’s a name so abhorrent to him that he never uses it, but then when he works at the law firm, some guy, some human resources digs up his name X, so that his professional name now starts with the initial X, like T. Boone Pickens might with T., and that becomes his nickname, X, and even his girlfriend starts to call him X, and he does have—even his ex starts to call him X.

(laughter)

HAL FOSTER: That’s like “Who’s on First.” So, we’ll get back to X and the Xness of X. But tell us first why the setting, why Dubai?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, I mean, sort of a bit like X, I kept hearing about it, you know, in 2006, 2007, I just—friends of mine were working there, architect friends, speaking of architecture, were working in Dubai, where apparently they could do architecture, which is apparently very hard to actually do anywhere else, and so they were very excited about it, building museums and things like that and I would also overhear, there was also this thing about all these islands they were building, these artificial islands, which struck me as quite interesting and crazy, and people were, and also these millionaires, you know, these sort of celebrities were allegedly moving there, so I was intrigued and I went online and then I could see that this is in 2006, 7, that this was a very kind of weird and interesting looking place, and I thought for all sorts of reasons that I’d want to go there.
HAL FOSTER: So in an interview published in the Telegraph, you say that Dubai is the prototype for the future. What did you mean?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, I mean—I mean, obviously, I was generalizing wildly.

(laughter)

HAL FOSTER: As one does about the future.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I was just sort of thinking of something to say which might sound sort of reasonably quotable, now you just quoting it back at me.

(laughter)

HAL FOSTER: Now it begins.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I mean, my starting point with all of this kind of interpretation of the book is of course that I can’t really—I’m not its interpreter. I think the book is hopefully smarter than I am, otherwise it would be quite depressing, (laughter) and so that the book will generate its own sort of stuff. But I suppose, you know, if forced to interpret it I might say that—
HAL FOSTER: I’m here on your behalf, let me just remind you.

(laughter)

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I know, but I’m glad you’re forcing me to do this on my behalf, I know, I understand that. (laughter) So, I mean, Dubai was nothing twenty years ago, it was just sand, and then they had no oil and they needed to make money, so they decided that they would build something for tourists, so they said to themselves, “Well, what do tourists want?” Western tourists, who are the ones with the money, and they said, “They want to shop,” and so they did, they just built this enormous shopping center. “What else do they?” “They want to feel prestigious,” and so the whole Brand Dubai, and people in Dubai go around talking about Brand Dubai was to create this kind of mythic country of prestige, where, you know, you would go and you would be prestigious just for being there (laughter) and you would join this kind of mysterious advertised elite that somehow gathers in Dubai and sort of, you know, just childishly just step in and out of their yachts in their thirties and forties and are always sort of, you know, shaving with very expensive and shopping with handbags, and stuff, so that’s what happens in Dubai. So they sort of rumbled us in a way, it seems to me, because Dubai has been successful. And the other thing I suppose that they figured into their calculations is that people coming to Dubai into these tall buildings would on the one hand would be, would understand, would be confronted by the fairly visual spectacle of people working in the desert to build these hotels and possibly be actually be if they thought about it for a second be confronted by the spectacle of people sort of almost dying as they worked in the heat, but would say on balance, “Yeah, but that’s okay, I’m still going to go shopping, I’m still going to come here, and it doesn’t really matter, and I’ll live with it,” and of course that calculation has proved to be very correct, because Dubai succeeds as our playground.
HAL FOSTER: So tell us about how X works out his own conscience in relation to this condition of complicity as an ex-pat in a country with horrific conditions for—

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, X is a very sensitive guy.

HAL FOSTER: Of course. 

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I mean he just—he’s—he sort of, he just takes the Enlightenment too seriously basically. You know, he thinks that you wake up in the morning and try and basically do the right thing and in trying to do the right thing you can sort of figure out what the right thing is to do. And of course it’s a catastrophic way of leading your life. (laughter) You know, the way to lead your life it turns out is just to wake up in the morning and just grab as much as you can all day long (laughter) and then sort of dress it up in this kind of stuff of  kind of justifications and then rest at night and then grab again in the morning. (laughter) And he doesn’t do that. He just—he naively believes the kind of brand of you know, of the USA or brand, you know, democracy, which proposes this other way of living, and struggles as a result.

HAL FOSTER: Wait a second—

(laughter)

JOSEPH O’NEILL: There you go.

HAL FOSTER: So he believes in the Enlightenment, but his version of rationality is rationalization. All we hear from him is justification after justification for a visit to a porn site, a hookup with a Russian visitor, a prostitute.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Maybe that’s the conclusion of—

HAL FOSTER: Of the Enlightenment?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Of rationality. Yes. Maybe that is. I don’t know. You may—you know, you may think so, I couldn’t possibly comment. 

(laughter)

HAL FOSTER: That’s not my position at all.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I mean, I don’t know. He obviously, you know, anyone who sort of seeks to sort of—anyone who gives any more than five seconds’ thought to why they’re, what they’re doing, and the costs of what they’re doing to the world and to the people around them, obviously starts rationalizing almost instantly. I mean, here, for example, you know, why are we here, why aren’t we doing good somewhere? For example. You know, et cetera, et cetera.
HAL FOSTER: I thought I was until you just said that.

(laughter)

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Not good enough.

HAL FOSTER: I’ll be the judge of that, or they will. (laughter) Okay, let’s stick with reason for a second. So, X is a barrister, a lawyer. 

JOSEPH O’NEILL: A lawyer, right.

HAL FOSTER: You were trained as a lawyer, practiced as a lawyer. It seems that in this book that you mimic the language of the law. I mean, he sets up each situation as if it were a case that he must defend, he must get out of somehow. It reminded me a little bit of how William Gaddis would mimic the language of advertising or the language of the stock market. I guess my question is, to what ends, as you show him, do this legalistic rationalization? I mean, what good is it for him? I mean, if that really is the outcome of rationality, of the Enlightenment, it doesn’t seem to help him much.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: No, it doesn’t help him that much. He’s miserable. I mean, he’s a lawyer, but I mean, I mean Jean mentioned that, you know, I was thinking about this book when I was here at the Cullman Center and what I was reading actually at the time was philosophy and so that, although he is a lawyer, a lot of the prose that is in this book has the sort of density of kind of, of philosophy, a lot of the philosophy I was reading. And I sort of see him as a just a—I see him as a—although he’s partly a lawyer, but he’s also a theorist. He also has this sort of, this disposition where he tries to sort of actually think things out. I mean, one of the things about which struck me reading, I like reading philosophy because I can’t understand it, so it feels like a kind of poetry, which I also don’t really understand, (laughter) that is in fact the definition of poetry, the stuff that you—and it’s beautiful for that reason. And what quickly struck me as a kind of visitor to this world of philosophical prose is the psychology of the philosopher, which is that there are these guys, apparently, and they are overwhelmingly men, who wake up and write books called The Order of Things, this incredible grandiosity. They can somehow apply their minds to the way things are and thus rewrite and reorganize things, and there was this enormous kind of boom of kind of masculine sort of grandiosity which occurred I suppose in the Second World War, after the Second World War, thinking of Heidegger and Levinas, that’s before. But there’s this whole century of this grandiosity. And these characters, that’s how they struck me, they’re kind of writing this fiction. I mean, all this theory is essentially fiction and so—
HAL FOSTER: Ay yi yi.

(laughter)

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I’m sorry.

HAL FOSTER: The Enlightenment went down the tubes and now it’s everyone from Heidegger to Foucault.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: They’re just writers of fiction. They’re just sort of—
HAL FOSTER: That’s what they say about Freud and Marx now. But it’s a little early to say that of Foucault. 

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I think I think Nietzsche got it right. I think he said, “anything that can be thought is almost certainly fiction.”

HAL FOSTER: So Joe, how can you then be defended, maybe do not want to be defended against the charge of cynical reason. That the most cynical voice wins. 

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, I mean, I don’t know, I mean, I’m not arguing any particular position. I’m just trying to write fairly honestly about this particular character. And it may well be in fact that the most cynical person wins, I don’t know to give you an honest—in certain situations. So probably I would plead guilty to the charge. I think it’s quite, you know, I think it’s quite, I mean anyway I’m not that much of a cynic, I don’t think. I write novels after all.

HAL FOSTER: So you do believe, to get up every day to write fiction.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, I’m not The Dog, thankfully. I haven’t fled to Dubai yet.

(laughter)

HAL FOSTER: Maybe after tonight.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Yes, exactly.

HAL FOSTER: So, many, many people read and loved Netherland and not many people had a chance to read The Dog yet, so I wanted to ask you about the connections if any between the two novels, between the two characters.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, there’s a sort of—both, I mean, Netherland is told from the viewpoint of a Dutchman who’s kind of deracinated and sort of at large in New York and London and this is told—The Dog is told from the point of view of an American who grew up in Switzerland with a Swiss mother but then was racinated after the event by returning—by going to the United States, you know, as a kid, and going to high school in the United States. So he was unracinated to begin with and then sort of planted into the United States at a later age and then goes to Dubai where he’s kind of expatriated, where he doesn’t belong to the country. I mean, Dubai has a population—the population of Dubai is 90 percent ex-pats. And so that’s another part of the model, to what prototypes of the future, that’s a new idea of the nation-state, and so and that reflects my own background as someone who’s never really belonged anywhere.

HAL FOSTER: So you feel somehow stateless as well.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Oh, stateless, I’m not really stateless, because, I mean, there are actually stateless people. I’ve got passports. I’m the opposite of stateless, I’ve got too many states. (laughter) I’m stateful. I’ve got at least—I’ve got two passports, I’m sure I’m entitled to another couple if I really pushed for it. (laughter) You know.

HAL FOSTER: They’re both somehow—They’re both very analytical. I mean, Hans is a sophisticated analyst for a major bank. And X is a very incisive lawyer. They’re both deracinated, but Hans wants back in. He wants back in to his family. He seeks a community, he thinks he finds it in this figure Chuck and the dream of a cricket club, whereas X wants out, he wants out of everything, no?
JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, X wants to do no harm. That’s his sort of motto—he wants to go and lie low. His basic strategy is to stay in his room for as long as he can without going crazy. I’m not sure how successful the latter part of that ambition is, his room in the apartment called The Situation where he lives. In New York, not in New York, in Dubai, all the apartment buildings have these kind of aspirational names like The Situation, and that’s where he lives, in The Situation. And so he wants to sort of remain in The Situation for as long as he can. So that’s—he would—he would—he finds it consoling to think that he can always hang himself but then sort of realizes that he can’t because it would be the wrong thing to do. And so therefore he kind of owes it to the world to just hang in there as long as he can. 

HAL FOSTER: God, you make it sound grim.
JOSEPH O’NEILL: I think it’s funny.

HAL FOSTER: It’s actually a very funny book.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I think it’s funny. I mean, but you know, I’m one of the people who thinks Beckett is funny, which he is, by the way, of course.

HAL FOSTER: Yeah. Okay. (laughter) I can see the blurb now. “As funny as Beckett.” So X is, you know, he wants to do no harm. He dreams of a stamp, a personal stamp that would read, “Not my forte.” He doesn’t want to get involved, let alone get into trouble.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Part of his job as the family officer is to sort of sign off on all these documents he doesn’t understand. So they keep saying, “just, you know, sign your name there.” It’s terrifying because he doesn’t know what he’s putting his name to, the name which he never utters, and he—so he just orders these stamps for himself, and he stamps, you know, everything is subject to these—and then he creates this website where he has all these disclaimers saying, pages of disclaimers which I had fun sort of trying to write, and sort of saying, you know, disclaimers where “I’m not responsible for anything, you’re responsible for everything, this nothing is done,” so he just goes on like this. So he writes these sort of disclaimers and of course it doesn’t really help. And then he has the one, he thinks that what he should do in fact is just have a stamp which says “not my forte,” which was his father’s motto, “not my forte.”
HAL FOSTER: And he also dreams of an epitaph that would read, “He did no harm.” But without a spoiler can you talk a little bit about how the very desire to stay out of trouble lands him into trouble? 

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, it’s an impossible ambition. He wants to be neither in the wrong nor in the right. He doesn’t even want to feel the glory of being virtuous, which he finds suspect. He just wants to be just neutral and of course he doesn’t, you know, you know, you can’t keep the world at bay, things start to happen, and eventually, you know, his position as a—his work position starts to have consequences which he can’t fully avoid.
HAL FOSTER: You know, it occurred to me when you said that he signs off every e-mail because that’s his function. That’s what we all do when we click, “I agree” and do not read all the small print.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, he’s trying to turn the tables on the man, which I’ve actually fantasized about doing. Which is to say, why can’t I just have standard terms and conditions? Why is it always them who have the standard terms and conditions? I mean, it wouldn’t be that hard.

HAL FOSTER: Have you gotten any response yet?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I haven’t actually drafted them yet. But I want to have standard terms and conditions. You know, we just signed a consent form. I mean, who knows what was on there just now.
HAL FOSTER: My God!

(laughter)

JOSEPH O’NEILL: The NY—I know, the NYPL, you know, what we’ve signed away. I don’t know what we’ve signed away. Why aren’t they signing our forms, that’s what I’d like to know.

HAL FOSTER: So your position is that there’s no way to get outside of this predicament. That there’s no way to be Bartleby, you can’t just check out. I mean, X attempts to check out but he, not to ruin anything, gets checked back in. You can’t disappear.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, I mean, the sort of the sort of epigraph of the book is that Kierkegaard line about, “I feel like the chessman when it is said of him, ‘that piece cannot be moved.’” And that’s at the beginning of the book. So there’s a kind of a clue as to where we’re going with the book right there. I do think that in this instance, it’s a psychological book as well. It’s not a theoretical book. It’s about—I mean, we all know about people. We all know people, and we all have parts of our personality that feel defeated by this sort of, you know, this sort of idea of doing the right thing or, you know, handling yourself in life as one ought to. But most of us sort of although we might feel defeated and daunted, are pragmatic, we’re all fairly pragmatic and we sort of proceed pragmatically and whereas this guy is not, he thinks he’s proceeding pragmatically, but obviously he’s not very good at it. 

HAL FOSTER: You know it seems that you mention Bartleby in the book and the “not my forte” calls up “I prefer not to,” and I wonder if—if the few dumb reviewers who are skeptical about this book—

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Really, have there been?

HAL FOSTER: We try to shield you from these things, but—some have loved it, some have not, it’s just the way it goes. But I wonder if they expect, want, demand, a different kind of character, because in a way it seems with X you give us a contemporary man without qualities or maybe a man with too many qualities, if you can go from stateless to stateful. I mean, he’s not a humanist character, he does not seek human connection. His point seems to be to be rid of it.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I think he needs human connection but has just decided that it’s just not worth it. I mean, there’s millions of people like that, in my observation. There’s millions of people who decide in the end, “I could do this, I could have these dealings with people which are fraught with possibility and risk, but I’m just not going to do it,” so he’s sort of—I don’t think he’s that extreme a character, he’s just someone who’s just enacted the sort of fantasy which many people have, I think, which is to sort of flee. I mean, in Saul Bellow novels, for example, they’re always fleeing at the end of the novel, they’re all sort of disappearing, off to sort of in More Die of Heartbreak I remember this guy goes off to the north pole or further north apparently if that’s possible. So, you know, I don’t think it’s that extreme, and I do think that, he’s sort of haunted in the book by this person who lives in his apartment called Ted Wilson, who’s disappeared. It turns out that Ted Wilson lives in Dubai, and that’s got a—had a wife, a secret wife in Dubai and a secret wife back in the United States and the two wives have converged, and he can’t handle it and he’s disappeared. And he’s become a kind of Lord Jim figure, he’s just disappeared—at least this is what my narrator thinks of him as. And I think the Lord Jim idea of just disappearing is I think a common one. It’s certainly a fantasy people have, it’s just very hard to pull off.
HAL FOSTER: So you wouldn’t see him as a radically depleted character. He actually is interested in human connection, he just sees the potential futility. Because I’m curious about the reception among critics, who do not seem to me anyway to understand what you’re about in this book. 
JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, far be it from me to speculate about what goes on in critics’ minds.

HAL FOSTER: It’s a dark, nasty place.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I mean, you’d really have to ask them, I suppose.

HAL FOSTER: Have you learned anything from a review?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Not about my writing.

(laughter)

HAL FOSTER: Can I have a follow-up?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: No, I’ve learned many things but not about—I’ve learned things but not about my writing. I feel that no, not really. I’ve learned about the reviewers, obviously, but not really about my writing.

HAL FOSTER: That’s good. (laughter) I only get bad reviews and I only believe bad reviews. Anyway, back to you. So Netherland is—it emerges as a story in the wake of 9/11, I’m not sure that you like that tag of a 9/11 novel, but Netherland is optimistic about the city, or any city, or most cities, even after the attacks in this city, and it’s positive about cosmopolitanism, I mean, in the way that cricket is a figure of justice you say at one point, the kind of interplay of players.
JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, the character says that. I’m not so sure myself.

HAL FOSTER: Okay, that’s too sanguine, even.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Yeah. But I know what you’re getting at. I know what you’re getting at. 

HAL FOSTER: So in terms again of this juxtaposition of these two novels, The Dog turns south on the city and cosmopolitanism becomes a matter of this weird community of expats. I mean, what—

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I mean, Netherland is a—I always thought Netherland was I personally have as an ambiguous sort of book, and I purposely haven’t read it with the sort of, don’t read it as a mere reader with the sort of the kind of optimism that some people have.

HAL FOSTER: But there are moments, the moment about cricket, and the end, it’s almost Whitmanesque, the view from the Staten Island Ferry. 

JOSEPH O’NEILL: It is, it is, but it’s also—it’s also, I mean, I don’t want to go into the details of the text. But it seems to me that if you read—it’s a highly provisional ending. Whereby the last lines in the book, they’re on the Ferris Wheel in London, in the London Eye and they’re turning and the kid, the narrator’s kid says to him, “Look, can you see?” And he looks to see and we don’t know what he sees, whether it is something worth seeing or not, but in any case the wheel will turn and whatever it is that may be glimpsed will no longer be within his vision soon. So it’s all a provisional thing, and it seems to me it has a kind of—it has an upbeat sort of ending, but it’s sort of invested with all sorts of provisionality. 
The thing about Netherland, though, is that it seemed to me to be about—I was very interested at that time in postnationalism and the idea that it’s just no longer, you know, with the globalization, this question of postnationalism arises, whether the nation-state is an appropriate kind of vehicle for thinking about the world and how the world actually works, and The Dog goes further down that line, so that the structures of Dubai, for example, where you have citizenship for 10 percent and economic denizenship for 90 percent, is a kind of—is a new model for how the future works.
HAL FOSTER: So let me press you on this point. If Netherland is about the postnational, is The Dog about the ex-national? I mean, there are stateless characters. X has an assistant, sidekick, named Ali, a bidoon. Can you talk a little bit about him and his predicament?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Yeah, I mean, Dubai has stateless people in it. Which is to say that the state was founded in ’71, ’72, and a bunch of people live there, or in the region, and they just failed to sign up for citizenship, because obviously there was quite a certain amount of paperwork, so down the road these people are now without paperwork and without national identities, and they are stateless, which is to say that they are illegal everywhere they go. Everywhere. There isn’t a place in the world where they are not illegally present. And they live in Dubai in certain numbers and what they’ve been doing of late in Dubai is transporting them, is just kind of giving them nationality in remote, impoverished islands, and just basically shipping them off there, and they land and are forced to start again. And they have, once they’re given this nationality, they have to leave, because then they are no longer stateless and they belong elsewhere, so that’s what they’re sort of doing. So there’s that, but there’s also a greater sort of idea that community like, for example, one answer—I mean, I’ve got all sorts of thoughts about this, but, you know, it’s now apparently viable as we see in the United Arab Emirates, to have a state where you have people living alongside each other from all over the world whose connection is not cultural, they live in this stratified—there’s the East Indian labor corps, there’s the Western expats, there’s the locals—so that they don’t really come into contact with each other, and their only function while they’re there, and raison d'être, is to work and to make money for people. And that’s their link to the state, and it goes on indefinitely, it can go on indefinitely, their children can stay there on visas and stuff so that the connection, this idea of a homeland, is becoming as money and jobs sort of move around as we know with globalization and people move around more and more it’s almost like a financial nationality is starting to emerge and a lot of these people in Dubai essentially have a financial nationality.
HAL FOSTER: Can you say along the same lines a little bit about the idea of the dog, I mean, the figure of the dog? I mean, it’s dog eat dog, it’s Hobbesian, you know, “man is wolf to man,” but he’s not even a wolf, he’s a dog. I mean, what else is—

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, he definitely. He thinks about having a dog.

HAL FOSTER: Oh my God, another misreading on my part.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: No, there’s no such thing as a misreading, as we well know.

HAL FOSTER: Nietzsche says.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: He—he—he, well I mean, there’s lots of dogs, there’s a sort of canine thing, sort of thread running through the whole thing, but very few actual dogs. He thinks of actually owning a dog at one point, but it’s too late, because The Situation, he discovers too late, doesn’t allow dogs. Even if he were to move, dogs are basically illegal in Dubai, they have to be on leashes the whole time. So that’s one thing of the dog, but the idea of the dog I think is most powerfully connected in his mind to his idea of being in the doghouse. He sort of— recalling his relationship with his American ex, he remembers that he always felt himself to be in the doghouse, even though she wasn’t insistent that he be in the doghouse, and so he sort of understands, comes to think that the doghouse—there’s this basic condition of the doghouse which is also a refuge, of course.

HAL FOSTER: A shelter.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Which he’s in, yeah. And so there’s that—so I suppose that’s maybe where this feeling of being a dog comes on.

HAL FOSTER: I want to get you to read a passage that I think for me anyway resonates with the dog but in this sense and let me invoke one of those fiction writers called philosophers. There’s a fabulous theorist named Eric Santner who’s written about the creaturely in, you know, Kafka, in Benjamin, in Sebald, and this is what he has to say: “The creaturely is provoked by exposure to a traumatic dimension of political power or any power. At such moments a creaturely cringe is called into being. Excited by exposure to the peculiar creativity associated with the threshold between law and nonlaw.” It seems to me that you’re on, you know, with this interest in conditions that are stateless, where people can act under their own authority just because they’re billionaires or whatever, that there’s a certain dogness to that condition, a creatureliness. And on that note, I wonder if I could get you to read a scene? 
JOSEPH O’NEILL: Absolutely.

HAL FOSTER: Do you want to tell them about this scene?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: What page were we on?

HAL FOSTER: Middle of ninety-five.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Okay, and we’re good for time, I guess. 

HAL FOSTER: Yeah.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Basically, the Batros family has a—there’s the friend of his from college who now runs most of the business, but the business has been grown and created by the patriarch, Sandro Batros, George Batros, or Georges as he would call it, being Lebanese. And so he’s called, he’s called, he’s suddenly summoned to his yacht and—he—which is moored in the Mediterranean just off a small Turkish village, off a Turkish port, and he doesn’t know why he’s been called. But anyway, George is there and joins him on deck. He’s been forced to take a drink, which he doesn’t really want to drink. Dog always feels that everything he does is forced upon him—he’s never a volunteer, he’s always being forced. Anyway, so George, or Georges, we’ll call him George for the purposes of this reading, otherwise, it would just be just ridiculous. Anyway, so—
He joined me. He had undressed and wore only a white towel, around his waist. He unknotted the towel and draped it over the seat of his chair. Now he was naked. A pharmacologistical young woman began to shampoo his hair. Most of the ultra-HNW—which is high net worth—individuals I’ve met are idiosyncratically demanding, and everyone is familiar with the larger-than-life, I-make-my-own-rules display of power, and I understand from Ollie—that’s a friend of his that’s a famous pedicurist in Dubai—and I understand from Ollie that gratuitous domestic nudity is prevalent among the rich and famous as a kind of very authoritative informality. But even though I had willingly entered into the company of George Batros and maybe “on some level” had sought him out, I began to feel that my situation was objectionable as well as precarious. I had no idea how long I was expected to stay on this boat or why I’d been summoned. The Giselle—as the boat was called—I knew, was making its annual odyssey from Beirut to Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat, where Mme. Batros (née Alice Rourke, in Mullingar, Ireland) was already summering in the Villa Batros, a magnificent cliff-top mansion with a private jetty. Where was I supposed to get off? Piraeus? Portofino? Surely there is more than a trace of false imprisonment about hospitality from which there is no escape.
George got to his feet and took a shower. The female crew-member trained a high-powered hose on him as though he were on fire. (laughter) He thoroughly lathered himself, dick and balls especially, and rinsed his hair and hopped around in the water jet. He kept chatting to me, even as the crew-member toweled him down. There was something faintly villainous about his showiness. He reminded me of those clever murderers who for a while run rings around Lieutenant Columbo.

And then we skip a bit.

He called out to one of the deckhands. “Giancarlo!” The fellow came bounding over. George said something to him in Italian. Presently the boat dropped anchor. I heard splashes: Giancarlo and two others had plunged into the sea. They swam to the shore, climbed over the tricky rocks, and made their way up the hill to where a herd of goats was feeding on bushes. There was no sign of a goatherd. Giancarlo turned toward us and waved. He gestured at a black goat, and George gave him a double thumbs-up. The three men jumped on the black goat and wrestled it to the ground and instantly roped its legs. I might have been watching a rodeo. Giancarlo slit the animal’s throat. They held it down for a while—they held it down while it kicked and bled out. This lasted for some time. Giancarlo towed the carcass back, trailing a messy red stream. The three men stood on the deck wet and bloody. They held up the dead goat. “Brave, bravo,” George Batros said, applauding. Everyone applauded, me included.
“You see?” he said to me. “This is the quality of these men.”

“Unbelievable. Wow,” I said. (laughter) There seemed to be no point in raising the issue of compensation for the owner of the goat.

A short while later, the chef arrived with a serving dish. “The liver,” George said. “Fresh, fresh.” He cut a piece off the red mass, squeezed lemon juice over it, and began to eat. “Fantastic,” he said. “Take some. There is nothing healthier.” I accepted a piece, against my will. I did not want to put a part of the goat inside me.

HAL FOSTER: Fantastic. So there is a connection between the dog and the goat. I want to ask you if you have any questions. But first I want to ask you, if you, Joe, could tell us what you’re on to or will be on to next. I mean, you begin a book on New York and 9/11 happens. You begin a book on Dubai and the crash happens. I mean, it’s—the least you can do is to give us a little warning.

(laughter)

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Yeah, it’s not looking good. No, no. I better not. It’s just not looking good. Also I don’t want to sort of—well, as the people who were my common year mates understand, I was extremely vague and dreamy for about a year, and I’m still in that vague, dreamy zone. So I can see various things but I’m still trying to sort of get through this thing for right now.

HAL FOSTER: This thing. Okay. Any questions?

Q: [inaudible]
JOSEPH O’NEILL: I forgot about that. Thank you for reminding me. Jenn is his ex-girlfriend. She, too, hates her name. Her actual name is Jenn, just Jenn, but at the law firm she’s known as Jennifer. Of course the question of what is a good name is very important in the book, or what does it mean to have a good name or a bad name. And I guess, you know, they have, they sort of, she’s from the Lehigh Valley, and is sort of fleeing the Lehigh Valley, and so for her New York was a kind of Dubai. She comes from a very kind of rough background. You know, and while she was at college, she always had sort of half-sisters who were on probation staying in her dorm and stuff like this. So she’s cut off contact with her family and set up shop with X, as she begins to call him, and then they have this, you know, breakup, which is traumatic, I think, for both of them, and you know, that’s it really and then there’s all, and it plays out in all sorts of ways which I don’t really want to get into, and it’s very, it really is something which he keeps coming back to, he keeps trying to sort of figure out and he has a terrible kind of guilt about the whole thing, and that’s part of the sort of this kind of anxiety he has, I think. So she’s quite a big character.

HAL FOSTER: She’s a big ’un.

Q: [inaudible]

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I went there twice. I went there in January 2009, and then when the crash was just—everyone was losing their job and it felt very, very strange, although the expats were amazingly kind of robust about it, resilient, even though they were losing their jobs left, right, and center, and then I went there two years later, in 2011, just to meet more people and just to sort of see it, and so that was it, really, that’s all I needed, and then I went online, that’s what you do now, just go online. It’s amazing.

HAL FOSTER: Another question, anyone? Shoot.

Q: [inaudible]

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Yeah, you kind of have to see the world from their point of view, particularly if you’re writing the first person, everything has to be colored by that and when I was writing it, I’d sometimes sort of write and then sort of come back—sort of leave the room and then I would come out and start laughing about what my idiot was now—what was he thinking now, I would say to my friend, “You can’t believe what he’s just done. What an idiot. What’s he thinking now?” He’s monumentally kind of thoughtful and stupid, the two not being unrelated, obviously.

HAL FOSTER: Shoot.

Q: [inaudible]

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Did you hear that? My questioner very kindly remembers an event I did regarding Netherland where I explained that I’d had to rewrite the second half of the book completely, because it was terrible. Did I have a similar experience with The Dog? Not yet. There’s my answer.
(laughter)

HAL FOSTER: Anybody else?
Q: How do you feel about your own name, and if you were to adopt a pseudonym what would it be?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I don’t feel great about my name. It’s a kind of boring name. There’s that wonderful Raymond Carver story where guys are sitting out in the drying-out clinic, somewhere in Montana, I think, and they’re sort of looking at the hills, and the guy who runs the clinic says to them, “Jack London used to live in those hills.” And they turn to each other and one of them says, “Jeez, if only I’d been called Jack London. (laughter) How could I fail? Jack London. What a name.” So there’s—maybe Jack London. Even better than Joe London, I can tell you.
HAL FOSTER: I think Joe’s okay. You should try Harold on the playground. (laughter) Go ahead.

Q: Could we go off point for just a moment, because of your background as a lawyer and your view of the nation-state. Have any thoughts about the vote in Scotland?

HAL FOSTER: Oooh, the Irish view. 
JOSEPH O’NEILL: Yeah.

HAL FOSTER: The Irish/Turkish/Dutch view.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I don’t think that there’s a—I don’t think there’s a huge kind of philosophical issue at stake in Scotland in the Scottish vote. I do think it’s a—I think basically as far as I can tell, they’ve just been alienated by all these—by the Tory government, which is so upsetting to the Scots, who wouldn’t vote for this government in a thousand years. And I wouldn’t be surprised if that has fed a lot of the nationalism. My sense is that they're going to vote “no,” and it’s just too big a step at this point. But I’ve got no—it’s their call, obviously. I’ve got no opinion on it.
HAL FOSTER: Anyone else?

Q: [inaudible]

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I’ll just repeat it. Jim is quoting from—my common fellow Jim is quoting from a—from the kinder of the two reviews that appeared in the New York Times, where the writer said that Dubai is, where the site of what, Jim, I can’t remember. Western desire. I think he’s touching what I mentioned earlier. Which is that, you know, it’s for us. It’s actually very, very popular with Arab tourists as well, who stayed loyal to Dubai even in the tough times, because it’s a source of great pride that this country works so well and it does work really well, and, by the way, just in case people think, I didn’t sort of look around the world and say, “Oh, there’s a ridiculous place and I’m just going to spend the next five years mocking it.” That isn’t why I wrote about Dubai, you know, I feel that Dubai really is—is us really. We’re deeply complicit in it. And one of the things where I feel very close to the Dog, the narrator, is when he has this sort of. He really doesn’t like the kind of—the people who kind of fly into Dubai and make fun of everybody there for being gross materialists, and then sort of disgustingly morally compromised materialists and then sort of fly off and write sort of—sort of judgmental articles about it as if they, you know, were so great and where they lived was so free of these difficulties, so it’s not that I’m anti-Dubai more than anywhere else in the world.
HAL FOSTER: One more? Shoot. Two more.

Q: [inaudible]

JOSEPH O’NEILL: There is a sewage problem, yeah. That’s one of the things they haven’t figured out yet. I mean, the problem being, of course, that the people of Dubai produce too much shit.

HAL FOSTER: Unlike the good people of New York.

Q: So if Dubai is your version of Western trends, what is the significance of your making the hero—or one of the protagonists Lebanese and Christian?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: What is the significance of Lebanese Christian? I just wanted to come up with—that was a kind of a pragmatic idea. I mean, I try not to sort of understand significance as I’m writing, I’m trying to intuit significance, and I felt that who—I didn’t want to get into—I liked the idea of the—I mean, the Lebanese Christians business community is very powerful in Dubai, and I wanted to have—My mother actually comes from that background. My mother is Turkish but her family is Arab, so I’m half Arabic, this is my thing. I grew up listening to Arabic being spoken by my grandmother, in Turkey, and so I know that world pretty well, and they all speak French, so I felt very confident writing about that world. And I know kind of how they kind of behave and what they like to do and stuff. Stuff novelists—make novelists feel comfortable. You want to be playing at home somewhere. You can’t be playing away the whole time.

HAL FOSTER: You know, Jean mentioned that Obama read Netherland. What do you think he would make of The Dog?

(laughter)

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Well, did he read Netherland?

(laughter)

HAL FOSTER: Jean?

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I mean, really, do we actually believe that? I mean, I’m sure he started it.

(laughter)

HAL FOSTER: Wow. Well, tell him not to get you to review his next book.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: I don’t know if he did. And again, I wouldn’t hold that against him for a second. In fact, I’d be slightly worried if—because this was during the financial crisis, why is he wasting his time reading my novel (laughter) when he should be working? What would he think of The Dog? You know, I just don’t know. I don’t think he’d read it.

HAL FOSTER: I really want to end on that when Joe says, “I don’t know.” So maybe we should stop there. Thanks.

JOSEPH O’NEILL: Thank you, Hal.

(applause)
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