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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. It seemed to me that the conversation portrait that you just saw which is done by Flash Rosenberg, our artist in residence here at LIVE, she will be drawing tonight the conversation. It seemed that this conversation portrait of John Wates was in many ways resonant with some, if not all, certainly many of the obsessions that haunt Katie Roiphe, and we will be going through some of them whether it is—well, we will be going through some of them. But I think that the kind of perverse nature of John Waters’s mind is not completely alien to some of Katie Roiphe’s own interests, so we will be discussing that in a moment. 

For the last four or five years I’ve been asking the talent that I’ve invited here to instead of providing me with a biography, which all of you would very easily be able to read once you purchase the book after the event, when Katie Roiphe signs it for you. You would find out for instance that Katie Roiphe is a professor at the Arthur L. Carter Journalism Institute at New York University. She writes a column on life, literature, and politics, for Slate and writes for the New York Times, the Financial Times, the Wall Street Journal, the Paris Review, and other publications. She lives in Brooklyn, New York, with her two children. So that’s one version of Katie Roiphe. Another one is for the four or five years I’ve been asking my guests to give me a biography of themselves, a haiku of sorts or tonight, what better night to say it, a tweet of sorts, so in seven words I ask them to define themselves or not define themselves.

And her words, which I thought I had up here, but in fact those were the words of Pete Townshend I had up here. Pete Townshend’s words were, “The words are yours, the music mine.” That was on Monday, now let’s see if Katie Roiphe is different from Pete Townshend, and she writes, “insomniac, uncomfortabalist, outlier, enjoying a messy life.” Katie Roiphe. 

(applause)
Katie, it’s a great pleasure to have you here tonight.

KATIE ROIPHE: Thank you for having me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s really wonderful. I wrote you a fan letter after reading the first few pages of your book. I think the title appealed to me greatly. It was a power of identification that happened nearly immediately. What I’d like to start to talk to you about is the kerfuffle you have produced by accepting this invitation. Before your arrival here, I think it’s the very first time this has happened, there was a rather strong Twitter battle, which you actually write about as if you knew in advance. Ironically you write about a Twitter battle that you have somehow caused. Deborah Needleman said in a twitter, which could be seven words, really, “Sexy (sorry feminists) smart, sassy” and that produced a huge array of hashtags and twitters and I don’t even know what these words are but everybody was sending me and people were asking me if I was worried about it. I am curious about this. How do you interpret this kerfuffle? I want to use the word kerfuffle. I love it.

KATIE ROIPHE: I feel like we should keep using the word kerfuffle. I interpret it like this. Part of it is the nonsensical echo chamber of the Internet, which somehow the chemistry of my personality and the nonsensical echo chamber of the Internet creates a strange situation like this. But actually I think Deborah quite innocently did not mean what those feminists thought she meant. She was not saying feminists can’t be sexy, which was kind of how they interpreted it. She was saying, I’m sorry feminists, I’m going to say something nice about someone you hate, Katie Roiphe. I don’t think she meant to say feminists are not sexy, that wasn’t her point, but because on the Internet people don’t really read, even Twitter, they got very offended. But I think they were just offended like she mentioned my name, something like that. I feel to me this and then all of a sudden there are all these serious articles appearing like Slate, my own beloved beloved Slate appearing, now there’s like this serious feminist moment where we can make fun of antifeminists.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did you think that might be true.

KATIE ROIPHE: I couldn’t take it seriously as a feminist moment, I hate to say.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The feminist moment being—

KATIE ROIPHE: The feminist moment being they thought we can now say, Sorry, feminists, I am an excellent cook, sorry, feminists, I’m wearing high heels, but the thing that happened is you’ve got all these feminists trying to mock antifeminists but while they’re mocking antifeminists actually mocking feminists. It’s kind of like the serpent eating its own tail, and totally nonsensical and yet oddly kind of festive and fun.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: If every one of your answers ends so wonderfully, we will have an oddly festive and fun moment here onstage. You write in Gawker is a Big Immature Baby, “but then it occurred to me writing about Gawker perhaps I misunderstood Gawker. If you’re pumping out autopilot Schadenfreude all day long maybe there’s nothing personal in it. The rage, the dissociated nastiness floats in the ether and attaches itself fleetingly to its subject, but really taking it personally is like being annoyed at the wind for messing up your hair. So, are you saying in some way that these kinds of kerfuffles you produce or you cause do not touch you?

KATIE ROIPHE: Do you mean do I care about them?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you care about them?

KATIE ROIPHE: Do I care about them? What a personal question. Yes, I do. I don’t set out to enrage people.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you do enrage people. You really do enrage people. It’s quite amazing what this invitation to you, which I did out of the kindness of my heart and good taste.

KATIE ROIPHE: You lost all of your friends.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I lost some of my friends. And I would like to talk to you about that later. But for the moment. You do enrage people, you really—I’m wondering how you interpret that.

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, it’s funny. My students, my undergrads sometimes like to say in class, they’re reading an essay and they like to raise their hand and say, “This is so relatable. That’s so relatable.” Whenever they say that my heart kind of sinks because I realize I’ve never once in my life written a relatable sentence. And I even think furthermore that even if I—A few strange kind of messy-life people sometimes relate to something I’m saying but on the whole the civilized world does not relate to what I’m saying. And even if you sent me to Yaddo for twenty-five years and I was sitting in a room and it was beautiful and they brought me lunch in a picnic basket I still would not in twenty-five years be able to write one relatable sentence. I think that I’m writing something kind of common sense, to me it seems like that, but I think I am drawn to topics and kind of digging around that makes people uncomfortable. That’s why I like the phrase, someone on the Internet invented it, “uncomfortablist.” I think I’m just attracted to these subjects that really everybody else thinks, like, why do we have to talk about that, let’s not talk about that, and that’s always what I want to write about is the thing that you’re not supposed to talk about, so that’s part of the problem, but I’m sure it’s much worse than that.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, the reaction is worse than that. You’re an irritant. (laughter) And I’m wondering in some way more than you’ve said what when you set out to write what you write do you foresee that you are going to irritate, who do you foresee you will irritate, which will be a question about audience, and how do you survive the reaction to it?

KATIE ROIPHE: That’s a big question. I think first of all, sometimes, at this point, I think it was different at earlier phases of my life. At this point I sometimes think I could write Katie Roiphe’s Book of Gardening Tips, and there would be like a huge uproar, and there would be like kerfuffles on the Internet about this gardening way she’s using her shears is so elitist, and look at her privileged life with a garden, and that kind of rose isn’t really going to flourish in this climate, like I feel like there would be a lot of rage. So I feel like even if I were to write a gardening book at this point people are already sort of somewhat angry at me. But that’s a little evasive to your question. Toward your question I think I sometimes, I want to write about. Well, I’m not a very confrontational person in life, so I don’t really tell people what I think. If someone says something weird to me and I’m going to hold a grudge about it for ten years. I don’t say anything at the time. I’m so peaceful.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Instead you write about it. You write about it and I would say one of the aspects of the book that is quite telling is that the anecdotes you relay, the analyses you provide seem to come quite often from dinner parties you’ve gone to.

KATIE ROIPHE: Are you asking why does anyone invite me to into their house.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, I’m saying that while you’re having dinner you’re taking notes. You may not be confronting, but you’re finding material.

KATIE ROIPHE: I think that’s true. I’m actually very shy and when I first went to kindergarten I didn’t talk for three weeks and the teacher called my mother and said, “Does she speak?” I was very serious, I literally didn’t open my mouth. I’ve come to compensate for my shyness, which and maybe some of my compensation is I do watch things and I think about them and I take them in and I later sort of process them into my worldview.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s talk a little bit about the title of your book, In Praise of Messy Lives, which in a way could serve, at least as I understand it, as a leitmotif for many of your books and maybe for your existence in some way. I was taken by I think this is your previous book, Uncommon Marriages, published in 2007, where you write, “I emerged from these portraits with a new respect for the ferocious ability of the individual to get and seize what he or she needs. As a union falters or fails these writers and artists create vivid alternatives for themselves. They imagine another form of family, including friends and lovers and siblings and ex-flames, and take from the outside world what emotional sustenance they need. Where the usual nuclear family will not hold, they invent a structure, singular, new innovative, often mad that sometimes in rare and magnificent moments works.” And there seems to be a connection between the ending of this chapter and the essays which you’ve included in Messy Lives, which to my mind form a unity. It’s as if you—there was really an organized web of obsessions in Messy Lives.

KATIE ROIPHE: I think the obsessions in both my previous book and this book came out of an actual frustration and a frustration with a moment where we think of ourselves as extremely tolerant and liberal we live in a world in which we accepts lots of different alternate lifestyles, but actually in our current cultural moment there’s such a lack of imagination and almost a kind of provincialism, and here I speak of New York. I’m not talking about Paris and Berling, I’m talking about New York and America in general where we don’t—we have one idea of what is a good life. And we have all kinds of code words for it, we talk about what’s a healthy living, but really it’s a way of thinking very conventionally about what life can be. And I—so this book and my last book a little bit I’ve been fascinated by people who kind of break out of that in one way or another or rebel against it or act in like crazy self-destructive ways. And certainly many of the couples I wrote about in my last book, which was about writers and artists in the 1910s and ’20s trying to have these weird relationships. Many of them are sort of unhappy or they live these really complicated lives, so complicated that you wouldn’t say most sane, normal people would not be, “I want to be one of those people.” But I of course did want to be one of those people, I saw a kind of heroism in it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So they were models to you.

KATIE ROIPHE: They were a little bit models. Again, I saw the ways in which they might have been a little more unhappy or had a more difficult time than if they just, you know, did something more conventional, you know, married someone and stayed with that one person and, you know, led a sort of orderly life. I see the orderly life, it can be appealing. I find, I guess, and this is what I object to, is I feel like there is a moralism in the way that we now look at people who live outside of what we think is okay. And some of the ways that they act outside of what we think are okay are pretty trivial like they give their kid nonorganic milk or they get divorced, you know, they’re pretty ordinary sets of behaviors.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s interesting to have unorganic milk followed by divorce. (laughter) Help me here.

KATIE ROIPHE: We have ideas of what’s healthy and our ideas of what a healthy life is.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Unhealthy is divorce.

KATIE ROIPHE: Unhealthy is divorce. Unhealthy is nonorganic milk, unhealthy is not giving your child sixteen different extracurriculars.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: While you’re preparing breakfast.

KATIE ROIPHE: Exactly, while you’re preparing breakfast. We have a lot of ideas of what’s unhealthy and I think it’s not really—we think of it as we’re living a more sensible way than say they did in other periods of time in our country. But I don’t think it’s sensible, I think it’s a little bit fearful and there’s a certain amount of cowardice in it. There are a lot of different complicated factors at work. What I want to unearth in this book is the layers of kind of wily and subtle puritanism as they play out in these really mundane ways in our lives.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you do it through examples of contemporaries who, in your view, maybe lead very settled lives and you’re trying to find a—you’re gravitating towards a more messy understanding of reality. You also do it by looking at certain models in literature, and I’m thinking particularly of The Scarlet Letter and The Age of Innocence. Why those two examples?

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, those two—those examples sort of suggest themselves partly because of my geekiness. So when something happens in my life—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Your what?

KATIE ROIPHE: My geekiness, I go to like a book. You know, we’re in the library so it’s okay.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: John Waters goes to a book, too. He actually said something which we didn’t include in this clip. I think he said, “If—” no, I can’t quite say it.

KATIE ROIPHE: But anyway when I was getting divorced, I kind of went to Edith Wharton, I thought I should read Edith Wharton on divorce and when I had a child on my own, I thought Hester Prynne, for various reasons, certain things suggested themselves in my experience that made me think of Hester Prynne, so I went back and actually read The Scarlet Letter when then I realized was extremely relevant. I kind of always thought something like The Scarlet Letter was like you know you read it in sixth grade and you don’t think about it anymore but when I read it I realized that it was kind of this relevant, modern, important text. You know, he has these great phrases. I called my chapter after it. He talks about “the alchemy of quiet malice by which we concoct a poison out of subtle trifles.” Or something like that. And I felt it really described—I know he was talking about a different era and a different sort of cold New England place, but it really described a lot of what I saw around me in how people were treating single mothers, for instance, and I saw that some of these things that we think of as like our puritanical legacy that we’ve grown beyond—they take a little bit subtle forms now, a lot of what I wrote about were just these moments, these little moments that could have been a Hawthorne moment, exactly the type of things he was writing about, and that I found very interesting.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The moment, I mean, what surprised you perhaps in rereading these books at these choice moments such as your own divorce is that the books had not at all aged. They spoke to the world you were living at that moment. Your friends on the other hand or those who were solicitous of you when you found yourself alone would come to you and try to comfort you and tell you that it must be so utterly depressing to go home alone and you felt it was just at moments magnificent to be able to go home alone and read.

AR: I felt that for me going through a divorce, I felt there was sort of a script, and everybody wanted me to be falling apart because they felt I should be, and I’m not, you know, of course it was a terrible, sad, devastating moment of my life but that terrible, sad, devastating part had kind of come before in the falling apart of the marriage, and what I felt was that people were very invested in suffering. Like, is my daughter suffering, is her life, you know, is she now like struggling, is she doing terribly, is she having nightmares, there was sort of an almost lurid interest in this falling apart, and it made me just curious about why. Why did people—was it almost wrong for me to be okay? And I just wanted to investigate that a little bit. 

And again just to see you know when Edith Wharton, when she wrote The Age of Innocence, there was an ad and it was like, “Is she justified in seeking a divorce?” That was kind of the ad, and, you know, now even in the next century, I felt like there’s still that kind of stigma and moralism. And we have a different attitude toward it. Instead, we think to ourselves, you know, is it okay for the children? We have other ways of talking about it. We don’t want to say divorce is wrong, because that would be, you know, unacceptable and old-fashioned, but we have other ways of expressing those same ideas. So that’s what I felt the world that Edith Wharton was writing about, lost as it is, does have some you know sort of peculiar resonances.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: To come back to the title, I’d like you if you don’t mind, I didn’t prepare you for this, but to read the very beginning, the first page and a half.

KATIE ROIPHE: Of my introduction?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Of your introduction. Up to the word “productive” on the next page. 

KATIE ROIPHE: Here is something I remember from school: in French class we quickly learned no matter what we were reading—Camus, Sartre, Ionesco, Voltaire—the correct answer to any question was always “L’hypocrisie de la bourgeoisie.” We were good students, all girls, navy blue uniforms, and we would raise our hands and duly deliver that answer, and Madame Camille, our pretty French teacher, would smile encouragingly. I fear that same commitment to theme is a little bit on display here.

One day an editor asked me to write a piece analyzing the enormous popularity of Mad Men, and it was in distilling my response that I began to think about messy lives. After watching the show for a few days straight, an experience I don’t necessarily recommend to anyone, it seemed to me that our conservative culture was fascinated by the spectacle of people who drank too much, smoked too much, and fell into bed with people they weren’t married to, the mixed glamour of it, the stylish retrograde thrill. I began in that piece to think of messiness as a value, a good thing, a lost and interesting way of life. I had long felt discouraged by what seemed a certain lack of imagination in the way most of the people I knew were living, a kind of narrowness and provincialism in liberal, progressive New York circles, a cultural preoccupation with healthiness above all else, a veiled judgment toward anyone who tried to live differently; and now that discouragement felt suddenly useful and productive.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That sentence, messiness as a value, as a good thing, it reminded me of a passage in Adam Phillips, who’s a psychoanalyst I very much love and he quotes Bob Dylan, “I have always admired people who have left behind them an incomprehensible mess.” (laughter) So talk to me about this.

KATIE ROIPHE: I guess I admire those people, too.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I know you do! But you also admire the periods that preceded our moment now when messiness seemed glamorous.

KATIE ROIPHE: And one could say I romanticize those moments in an unnecessary way, and my own mother wrote a whole memoir about how those moments aren’t that romantic but being as stubborn and perverse as I am, I was unable to take the message from that book that it actually wasn’t that romantic.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know that you are stubborn and perverse?

KATIE ROIPHE: I know I’m stubborn and perverse. But I do feel like these moments. What I’m not saying is that we should go back to some lost, distant moment in time. What I do think is that we should think more honestly about our own narrowness or our moralism or the ways that we talk about things in a moral way and we don’t realize we are, and also thinking a little bit more creatively about things like healthiness. And so many people I think feel so constrained by these things they feel they should do and ways they should be living and what life should look like and I want to kind of crack that open and think more creatively about that which doesn’t mean we want to go back to 1963 or 1967—I don’t really want to make that argument.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you do make it sound very glamorous. You do make those lunches you discuss, those family reunions you talk about, the eighteen-month-old child that hand-delivers scotch to his mother and father. You do make that sound just enticing.

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, and I guess because I am enticed, because I do feel like this idea that, and I can see that there are certain ways in which, you know, you might not want to have your eighteen-month-old bring scotch to somebody, but I feel that we way live now where we have none of that and everybody’s going to the gym and everything is healthy and everybody is thinking, you know, I have to raise my child with two parents and all of the things that we seem to believe there is only one way to live, I just feel it’s a little frustrating and narrowing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You speak of it as a lack of imagination.

KATIE ROIPHE: Yes, and this a cultural moment where we—our fantasies about what life is and what family life is really don’t match the realities in the country at large. You know, that we’re living in a country, four out of ten, nearly four out of ten babies are born to single mothers, the majority of babies born to women under thirty are born to single mothers, but yet we still have this idea, you can see at Democratic, Republican convention, of these families that are—it could be 1953, it could be 1853, we haven’t evolved into what America really is, and I think there’s a lot of anxiety about that kind of floating, free-floating through the culture, but I think it’s a little bit dishonest, because that’s not what families are in this country anymore and just the idea that there’s this one way to live is so kind of unexamined in our political discourse but also in our sort of—in the most private aspects of life.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you speak about unexamined, what do you mean?

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, I think that people cast judgments in certain ways. I’ll bring up a tangible example that I talk about in my essay on single mothers, you know, the Nathanial Hawthorne one, where I remember when I was going to have a baby, I was thinking about having a baby on my own, and somebody said to me, “You know, you should wait and have a regular baby,” and it’s just the language we use, I was like, “this is a regular baby.” A friend of mine who’s also a single mother, somebody said to her, “You should wait and have a real baby,” and these words you know they’re just words—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But they matter.

KATIE ROIPHE: I have an essay here on the word “lovechild,” which I do a whole complicated etymology of, but they do matter, and it’s partly because of George Orwell wrote, you know, “if thought corrupts language, then language can also corrupt thought.” And so the way we talk about things, just these little linguistic choices, really do affect the way we think about things, they actually do matter and these moments, these little moments, these judgments that are sort of—we don’t realize we’re making them, we feel that we accept everybody, we don’t want to say anything that’s not, you know, that’s a little—that’s carrying this judgment, but it’s all quite fraught. You can see the word “Lovechild” on the cover of the Washington Post in a headline, you know, not in quotation marks, but just that’s the word for a baby born out of wedlock, which is just telling me that we don’t really have words yet to describe these situations because we haven’t quite incorporated them into what is happening in our country.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Who—may be a bit of a complex question and hard to answer, but who are you writing for? Who is your audience?

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, that is a complicated question, I think because on some level, I’m writing for this kind of messy-life community that exists, you know, in my head or throughout the world, people who have slightly messy lives, might have slightly messy lives, kind of secretly want a messy life, understand the appeal of a messy life, those people, you know, like three a.m., do you understand why a messy life might be a good thing?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What would happen at three a.m. if you had a messy life? Tell me!

KATIE ROIPHE: But so I’m writing for those three a.m. messy-life people. What are they doing? I guess they’re on the Internet now, three a.m. messy life, but I think I’m also writing for people who I think might see things—might be inadvertently, accidentally seeing things in a way that is—that they could see things differently. So I guess I am as a polemicist, I sort of am a polemicist, I kind of do want to change people’s minds or make people look at things in a slightly different way.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you see your writing fitting in any tradition of polemicists or satirists?

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, actually, I teach polemic, art of argument and polemic at NYU, and I start with Milton’s Satan. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good place to start.

KATIE ROIPHE: He’s kind of my favorite original polemicist, and I look at the great passage where he persuades Eve to eat the apple as this brilliant act of polemic and I guess that says something about my moral character, but that’s the first polemicist I admire, is Milton’s Satan. And then I go through people like Christopher Hitchens, people who I think, you know, weren’t afraid to make people angry and I do see what I’m doing as some of that tradition of writing polemic not to make people angry, you don’t actually, I don’t think people write to make anyone angry, I write in the hope that one person will look at something in a slightly different way. Like, while they’re reading their newspaper, they’re sitting on the subway, they have a cup of coffee, and for one second they might think of something in a different way. It’s a very modest goal.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you feel that you are too close to the subjects you describe, that in some way you are that subject somewhat, somewhat different from the subject you describe but part of the same group?

KATIE ROIPHE: I think that I probably am. I’m very close to my subject.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: By that I mean to say as an example as you’re writing about parenting, a word I abhor, but parenting in New York City you are describing the various ways in which parents become obsessed with the schools their children may or may not attend, feel that if their child is not accepted, they themselves have been rejected. And that’s a world that is very close to the world you inhabit. You inhabit that world of those private schools in Brooklyn where parents are constantly made to feel as though they need to be included in a circle, in a club, rather than a community.

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, I think I occupy actually a pretty good space for writing about these things, which is sort of inside/outside. I think about it sometimes as a child pressed against a bakery looking in at the rolls and sort of outside, sort of inside. I feel like I’m inside a little bit, and I’m outside a little bit, and if you’re not outside, I don’t think you can write about it. If I was just totally a part of this world, I wouldn’t write about it. I have to be a little bit outside of it to be able to look at it a little more clearly and critically. So I think outside/inside. And I think because my life in the very small world that I live in and the sort of narrow circles I live in, my life does seem a little bit bohemian, I have two kids, two different dads, looks a little bit complicated, messy even. Because of that I occupy a strange space where I can see things a little more critically.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think the rage your writing sometimes inspires is because you are so close to the subjects you describe and in that way I think, you know, you occupy a space that isn’t so removed from two people you actually quote in the book, which is Flaubert and Tolstoy, but Flaubert in particular, when Flaubert wrote The Dictionary of Received Ideas or Madame Bovary, he was writing about a subject he knew very well, which you talk about at the beginning of the book, which is l’hypocrisie de la bourgeoisie, the hypocrisy of the bourgeoisie. And when he wrote The Dictionary of Received Ideas, he wanted to write every received idea, so that when the bourgeois would speak, that idea would already be contained in the book and would make the person speaking feel as though they were just quoting the horrible kind of clichés he had already prepared for them to utter. Do you feel that sometimes?

AR: I do feel that sometimes actually. And I also actually do feel like you’re isolated the true culprit in my entire appalling career, which is my French teacher. (laughter) It’s her fault, because it is the hypocrisy of the bourgeoisie, and it is that desire to go after the received ideas that I can’t resist. As you describe it, it’s a little bit irresistible; it’s like an addiction or something. Every now and then I do wake up and think, do you have to write this op-ed that literally pretty much everyone you know is going to disagree with and despise?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You see, so we are back to this, yes we are.

AR: Sometimes that little thought flits through my mind. It’s like a little sort of delicate angel. It never is loud enough to get me not to write that op-ed. Just every now and then I think it sort of idly.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That delicate angel probably has wings of pleasure. No? You take pleasure in what you feel is unmasking the hypocrisy of the bourgeoisie, but do you sometimes feel complicit in it?

AR: I do take pleasure in it, although the pleasure masquerades, it’s like, it masquerades as I can’t help but do it, I have to do it. I never think, this is really fun, but obviously it is really fun. I am implicated, and, as I say, one of the reasons when I write about things, like these parenting things that I’m writing about, I’m not writing about the way other people are raising their children, I’m writing about the way I am raising my children. And one of the reasons why I find these issues so pressing and so important and so critical to think about right now is that I am implicated and they do matter to me, and they occupy my mind, so when I take on Élisabeth Badinter called it l’enfant roi, the child is king culture that I kind of attack a little bit in part of this book it’s you know it’s because I live in it, it’s because it’s my life, so I do—as I say, that inside/outside thing. I think being a little bit outside of it, but being totally implicated is kind of—it’s a fruitful place to write from, it’s a complicated place to write from, but it’s a fruitful place to write from.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let me give our audience here a little bit of a sense of those essays on parenting. “Can we for a moment flash back to the benign neglect of the late 1970s and 1980s, to children helping themselves to three slices of cake, or ingesting secondhand smoke, or carrying cocktails to adults who were ever so slightly slurring their words? To those evenings when they were not noticed, they were loved, just not monitored, and as I remember it those warm summer nights of not being focused on were liberating. In the long sticky hours of boredom in the lonely unsupervised, unstructured time something blooms. It was in those margins that we became ourselves.” 

And a bit later you say, “The effort to control is prolonged to later and later into a child’s life. Colleges in the United States have begun to give parents explicit instructions about when it is time to leave after dropping students off at school because otherwise they won’t. Even at college, even with seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds, these parents are lingering, involved, invested, tinkering. They want to stay. In other words, control more.” 

And this passage I really love. “Built into this model of the perfectible child is of course an inevitable failure. You can’t control everything. The universe offers up rogue moments that will make your child unhappy or sick or brokenhearted. The one true terrifying fact of bringing an innocent baby into the fallen world is that no matter how much rubber flooring you ship to the villa in the south of France you can’t protect her from being hurt. This may sound more bombastic than I mean it to be. All I’m suggesting is that it might be time to stand back for a drink and let the children torment or bore or injure each other a little. It might be time to dabble in the laissez-faire, to let the imagination run to art instead of art projects, to let the imperfect universe and its imperfect children be themselves.”

(applause)

The nonmonitoring. I mean, we are now obsessed with coddling these kids. I wonder what will happen in twenty years when they grow up?

KATIE ROIPHE: It’s a little frightening.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is frightening. And you’re part of it.

KATIE ROIPHE: I am part of it, that’s the thing. I don’t distance myself from it. I’m totally part of it. I do think it’s frightening.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But why, why? If you know so well from your mother’s generation, from seeing how you bring up your own children, that the effects of this are so dangerous, why don’t you resist? Why don’t you do something different?

KATIE ROIPHE: Goodness. I do a little bit. I try to resist. I try. But I do feel like they, this impulse to protect children and the story I brought up where somebody ships rubber flooring to this villa in the south of France, like thousands of dollars’ worth of rubber flooring because they’re afraid their toddler will fall on the stone floor, is obviously an extreme example, but it kind of represents perfectly—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But really extreme.

KATIE ROIPHE: Not really that extreme. We feel like we must protect our children to that pathological extent. I do think that some of this parenting, these rules and regulations we like to impose upon ourselves, this unmessy way of parenting, is a defense against—it’s a defense that covers up some other things that are going on, which is—and I talk about that in another essay, which is against our own—our imperatives to live life more fully I think and the idea is—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So the children become an excuse.

KATIE ROIPHE: They’re sort of become an excuse. Because, you know, if your marriage is a little drab, if you don’t feel a sense that you’re really accomplishing something in your work, if you don’t feel a sense of passion in some area of your life, the fact that you are killing yourself taking your child to soccer fifteen times a day and Mandarin lessons and sending the rubber flooring to France is offering you some other kind of raison d’ être that I think covers up some of this. And I quote Geoff Dyer who has written kind of very terrifyingly but eloquently.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Terrifying.

KATIE ROIPHE: And he didn’t have children but it’s about how he sees people having children as a way to kind of compensate for their own mediocrity. They’re going to be mediocre anyway but they feel that they’ve give up their art to raise their children and get a responsible job, and they’ve given up whatever they were going to do, but in fact, he says, chillingly, these people were always going to be mediocre. And it’s quite a chilling passage.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I must say. I want to read it because I think the audience here might find it—

KATIE ROIPHE: Chilling and terrifying—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Chilling and painful. Painful, really. Do you want to read it or should I read it?

KATIE ROIPHE: No, you read it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is how you precede the quotation. “Likewise, children deliver us from the pressure of our ambitions, the shadows of our failures. I often think of Geoff Dyer’s brutal bravura passage in Out of Sheer Rage. In describing his decision not to have children, he writes, ‘People need to feel that they have been thwarted by circumstances from pursuing the life, which, had they led it, they would not have wanted, whereas the life they really want is a compound of all those thwarting circumstances. That’s why children are so convenient. You have children because you are struggling to get by as an artist, which is actually what being an artist means, or failing to get on with your career. Then you can persuade yourself that children have prevented you from having this career that had never looked like working out.’

And it actually goes on and I’ll continue to quote, you say, “because in its bleakness and cynicism it carries a certain insight, an insight that dovetails nicely with Badinter’s condemnation of certain attitudes toward motherhood. After a couple of years of parenthood people become incapable of saying what they want to do in terms of what they want to do. Their preferences can only be articulated in terms of hierarchy of obligations even though it is by fulfilling these obligations—visiting their in-laws, being forced to stay in and babysit—that they scale the summit of their desires. The self-evasion does not stop there. At some level they are shamed because they realize that these desires are so paltry as to barely even to merit the name of desires and so these feeble desires have to take on the guise of an obligation.” And then you say in one line, “The dark idea here again is that children are the best excuse in the world not to pursue happiness, not to live fully or take risks or attempt the work one loves.”

KATIE ROIPHE: I like—Dyer’s point is interesting in that it is not that children transform vibrant, ambitious desiring people into juicebox-carrying automatons but rather that the juicebox-carrying offers a socially acceptable escape from all of that troublesome vibrancy. That’s my real point.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I left it out. What do you like about that point in particular?

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, I like it because I feel like it’s this idea that it’s actually exhausting to live your life according to certain romantic imperatives, to feel things strongly, to take risks in your work, and we live in such a fearful, safe moment, which comes back to protecting the children. Why do we feel like we have to protect our children so much, and they’re so secure.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And from what?

KATIE ROIPHE: And from what? I talk to a lot of students, college students, in my life and sometimes there will be this really brilliant college student and I’ll say, what do you want to do with your life, and they’ll say, “Well, I really want to have a nice apartment in New York,” and I think, that’s what you want, that’s—like you’re twenty, and that’s the highest you can sort of dream? And the reason is because we’ve instilled in these kids this idea that the world is so dangerous and insecure and unstable and some of it’s some sort of economic fears that people have been writing about but some of it is some caution, some materialism, this idea—this very closed-down, collapsed vision of what life can and should be, and we really don’t want our children to take risks, and we’re making it very difficult for them. 

This psychologist, Madeline Levine wrote this book about, she saw a lot of wealthy children in California, and she has this one girl she describes who’s very charming, she does well in school, she’s totally successful in all these ways her parents have sort of pushed her and, you know, just sort of a typical member of this generation but she’s carved the word “empty” on her arm, like in her own, you know, “empty,” in blood. And it’s a little bit—that’s what I would be afraid of here and I think that our desire to protect is coming out of some fear in the parents and also some and I think compensating for what’s—you know, this idea that you should be happy in your marriage—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Should you not be?

KATIE ROIPHE: You should go out, you should enjoy the world, you should, like all these things, you know, when he talks about, that passage, people often recognize it, about you know I have to stay in and babysit, all of that, because it’s very recognizable to a certain generation.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There’s a whole industry, isn’t there now, a happiness industry? A lot of people are writing—

KATIE ROIPHE: Or worrying about being unhappy and writing about happiness. But I think people are worried about being unhappy because we’ve created this idea of this good life that doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with happiness.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Don’t you want to be happy?

KATIE ROIPHE: I do want to be happy.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: but you also want—you told me at some point that you wanted to be normal.

KATIE ROIPHE: Did I?

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You did.

KATIE ROIPHE: When did I tell you that? I said I wanted to be normal?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or have a normal life.

KATIE ROIPHE: Oh! Have a normal life. I do want to have a normal life. But I think the messy life that I’m praising here is very hard to live. The ideal messy life that I’m kind of suggesting.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And the ideal—take me through this a little bit. What is the ideal messy life?

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, the ideal messy life is kind of a caricature of itself, obviously. But the person who doesn’t subscribe to any of these kind of conventionalities that we’re talking to is leading a very hard life if they do it over time. I think you could do a little of it. I’m just talking about doing a little of it in moderation.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But also the pressures are tremendous, of—of, I mean the pressure to be happy.

KATIE ROIPHE: But I think that one of the things I think is that you can invent your own life. One of the reasons why in these—for instance, in my essay on single mothers is that people, you know, think you can’t have a happy child in a single-mother household, or they’re quoting all these studies, these children are doing terribly that are sort of distorted. But that, you know, it is very tiring to kind of every day wake up and invent a family, just have a family that looks a little different from other people’s families, but I do—to me I think that there’s a kind of happiness in living honestly in that way. You can get up in the morning and say, “this is my family,” but if it doesn’t look like our portrait of what—children’s book you know children’s book American fantasy of what a family looks like.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There are certain models and certain surprises. Certain literary models, I’d like to talk to you about one in particular, which is Susan Sontag, but before I talk about Sontag I want to talk about the writer of Goodnight Moon.

KATIE ROIPHE: Oh yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was very surprised to hear about her. What did you uncover?

KATIE ROIPHE: I found it very interesting, because the writer of Goodnight Moon, which we think of as this kind of classic soothing classic of childhood did have a slightly messy life.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: More than slightly.

KATIE ROIPHE: Quite a messy life. She had a very messy life.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, why—it’s interesting that you should say slightly a messy life, because it feels very messy.

KATIE ROIPHE: She had a very messy life. Why did it feel so messy to you? She had lots of lovers, she didn’t get married, she never had kids. She had a lesbian lover for a while. For her era, she certainly lived a very risqué life and then she did die quite young, in her early forties. But what was interesting to me is that because she’s created this fantasy of sort of soothing parenthood but she herself was such a restless, anxious person, and I think it actually makes sense that she did create that book.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What struck me in reading that chapter is that people don’t make sense. (laughter) And that I would not have—I mean, in some sense you know we the assumption that she would be this soothing character is perhaps a misconception of what it means to live versus what it means to write.

KATIE ROIPHE: I mean, I think she could have this dream of comfort that was so powerful partly because she herself—she sort of needed that comfort. I also think and I make that point in that essay I think childish people do write better children’s books, not people who love children, she didn’t even like children.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, she didn’t.

KATIE ROIPHE: She really disliked children, which is one of the great things about her. She also didn’t like rabbits. She went rabbit hunting. Somebody she had an interview with Life magazine. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: She didn’t like rabbits. Think about that!

KATIE ROIPHE: She killed them, little soft bunnies.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, how many times have we read those lines?

KATIE ROIPHE: It’s true. We’ve read that book and we never think of her shooting rabbits.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It seems to me that she is really—

KATIE ROIPHE: She was a very unsentimental person. But I think you’re right. It is a surprise.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is a surprise but yet not in some ways. I’d like us to see a little clip here and have you comment on this book that has been quite successful recently. 

WERNER HERZOG reads Go the Fuck to Sleep: The cats nestle close to their kittens. The lambs have laid down with the sheep. You are cozy and warm in your bed my dear. Please go the fuck to sleep. The windows are dark in the town, child. The whales huddle down in the deep. I’ll read you one very last book if you swear you’ll go the fuck to sleep. The eagles who soar through the sky are at rest and the creatures who crawl, run, and creep. I know you’re not thirsty. That’s bullshit. Stop lying. Lie the fuck down, my darling, and sleep. The wind whispers soft through the grass, hon. The field mice, they make not a peep. It’s been thirty-eight minutes already, Jesus Christ, what the fuck, go to sleep. All the kids from daycare are in dreamland. The froggy has made his last leap. Hell no, you can’t go to the bathroom. You know where you can go? The fuck to sleep. The owls fly forth from the treetops, through the air they soar and they sweep. A hot crimson rage fills my heart, love. For real, shut the fuck up and sleep. 

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: in reading your essay about Goodnight Moon I was reminded of this reading by Werner Herzog. I asked him when we launched that book, I asked him to do a reading of it, which he was happy to do and I thanked him for it. He said, “I enjoyed the job.” (laughter) And then when I had the idea of showing this today I read your essay about Go the Fuck to Sleep and I upon reading the essay I felt like saying, “Katie, relax. It’s actually quite funny,” and you take it very seriously.

KATIE ROIPHE: I think it’s funny, I do think it’s funny, but I also think it’s interesting that we find it so funny. Like, I do think it’s funny. It is funny and everybody loves it. But the reason this particular generation—I don’t think if you showed that video to other eras of parents they would find it as funny as we find it. I think we find it particularly funny because in its joke, the funniness of it is it’s expressing a kind of subliminal rage against these demands that we—and of course no one’s innocent children are to blame for this, but the aggression in the book is about—at our own standards and models of parenting. 

If we are feeling like we have to spend our day shopping for rubber flooring that we’re going to send to the south of France because we can’t even go on vacation with our kids cause there’s a stone floor and they might fall, if we spend our day doing things like that, we—no wonder we’re like rageful and resentful toward our children, you know, no wonder like that book is such a marvelous outlet, because if we were just like, go to sleep when you feel like falling asleep and just sent our children off when we were having six martinis, I don’t think we’d find it that funny because we wouldn’t be spending hours being like, “are you going—do you have the right nightlight, are you going to have a bad dream?” and a part of this book you didn’t show is the parents are trying to have a night by themselves, that’s the theme here and they are—their big night that they’re trying to like get the kid to sleep so they can watch a video together on the couch, that’s like what their high moment, they’re trying to protect this adult time when they watch a video, so it’s a little bit depressing just as like our highest aspiration of this great romantic date night we could have if our children only fell asleep is like we would like collapse on the couch in our sweatpants and watch a video. That just seems sad to me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And even that isn’t possible.

KATIE ROIPHE: Even that’s not possible. Even our little paltry, pathetic vision of, you know,parental happiness is too much to ask for because our children our children are l’enfant roi, I’m not—I don’t think it’s not funny, I just think why we find it funny is interesting—is telling about our own resentments here, and it’s a resentment against our own demands. Nobody else is saying you have to spend forty-five minutes putting your child to sleep, or you can’t go out and leave them with a babysitter, no one else is saying that. It’s coming from, you know—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, this is another theme of the book is that the children have—they no longer are born into a family, the whole family gravitates around their needs, their needs, their desires, they dictate the agenda. Your weekends are taken up with twenty-five commitments. How, if you live that kind of life, can it be messy?

KATIE ROIPHE: Exactly, it can’t. And that’s one of the things that I’m sort of raising that question—is is this way where—why are we raising our children in this way?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why? I’m curious. Do you know why? Do you know why coming from the world you came from and I can speak from the world I came from in some fashion, too. We are so obsessed with having children who are going to be so accomplished by the age of seven.

KATIE ROIPHE: I don’t know why. I’m not sure of the why. Some of it is fear of a world that we think is changing and our children will be, you know, not able to live properly. I think some of it is—Élisabeth Badinter suggests in her book The Conflict, which is excellent, although, I don’t think is the whole story, her suggestion, but she thinks some of these children, mothers in particular, are reacting against what they felt was the abandonment of their working mothers, this first generation of working mothers who went out in the world and these mothers were reacting against that. I don’t think that’s the whole explanation. That’s her explanation. I think it’s I do think that there’s some fear that’s driving and also some of it’s good intentions, you want to, and the culture is telling you these are the things you—there’s a lot of cultural messages here about how you should raise your children and everybody wants, there’s good intentions going into it. I think Geoff Dyer’s a little closer, actually. I mean, I think why those passages are very painful and everybody finds them painful is he really has captured something and again, he didn’t have children, so, you know, but I do think—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He captured the palliative nature, the fact that we’re obscuring—

KATIE ROIPHE: This kind of parenthood is an escape from other ways you could be living your life, that you’re actually choosing these kinds of parenthood as a way of not confronting other aspects of your life and not trying to pour yourself into these other things outside of your house. And I think that that is undeniably true.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Parents also will stay together even though they may not get on well, for the goodness of their children.

KATIE ROIPHE: Yes, and I think that’s part of this very oppressive belief that there’s only one way children can live and we have really internalized these messages that if you leave—if you get divorced. There was a period where divorce was less stigmatized in the seventies, and then people thought that got out of control and now it’s more stigmatized again. Now we don’t say it’s wrong for people to get divorced, we put it in a different way. We say it’s bad for the children. But are people really worrying about the children? I’m suspicious of that worry. People always kind of say they’re worrying about the children. I’m not sure they’re worrying about the children.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But rather?

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, I think it’s really closer to the kind of puritanism that over history in this country takes many different forms and I think that part of it is there are a lot of people who stay together even though just as you’re saying because they think it’s good for the children and when someone doesn’t stay together because they think it’s good for the children it’s a little threatening to the social fabric and it makes you have to look at yourself. People act sometimes as though divorce is contagious a little bit, like a contagious disease, and if you sit with a divorced person you might also get divorced. And it is a little bit like a contagious disease. So that’s the thing, I think people get nervous when a couple splits up, because then you sort of have to sort of say, “Wait, was that couple unhappier than I am?” You know, and again I speak totally unfairly because I’m a little outside of the institution of marriage.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Oh yes.

KATIE ROIPHE: But I do think that there’s an element of, and I did notice that the people who had a harder time with my divorce would be the people who were a little unhappier in their marriages and people who seemed totally happy—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You have a quotation in the book about happy families, happy marriages, the product of happy marriages being the couple is more tolerant.

KATIE ROIPHE: Gentler to the failures.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Gentler to the failures.

KATIE ROIPHE: Gentler to the failures. That’s Warwick Deeping, a lost novelist of the ’30s. Yes. So I think people in happy marriages don’t feel quite as upset when people get divorced. But I think now we feel upset when people get divorced. We say we’re worried about the kids but I think that some of it is just the same old-fashioned stigma. It’s the same thing Countess Olenska felt in Edith Wharton’s New York where already she was writing about a kind of past lost time, she was, but Countess Olenska, people felt was sort of this pathetic, pitiful figure, this divorced women. She didn’t even have kids to drag into the whole mess. But I think some of that same, you know, just basic American old-fashioned American prejudice against anyone who’s living their life slightly outside of normal. And again, it’s not even normal, because as I say, you know, most people having children now are having children outside of the institution of marriage. That is most. So we think it’s not normal to have children outside of the marriage, but actually it is normal to have children outside of marriage. 

And, you know, if you go to Europe, if you go to Paris, you go to Berlin, you go to London, you’re going to see people raising their children outside of the institution of marriage. A friend of mine had a child in a nursery school in Berlin and there were thirty-six children in her class and only three of them had married parents in this nursery school. We don’t live like that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No. We live differently. The example you give of a Brooklyn private school is that every child in that school wants to be an artist. No firemen, no plumbers.

KATIE ROIPHE: No circus. No circus people. Haircutters.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Everybody wants to be an artist. Why? What have we done—it’s very worrisome.

KATIE ROIPHE: It comes back to this idea of controlling your children, like you can program them and control them—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And perfect them.

KATIE ROIPHE: And perfect them and turn them into this thing that you want them to be, which I think obviously is a morally dubious venture anyway. But you can’t do it even if you try to do it so even though you may have a whole class of kindergarteners who say they want to be artists. They’re not all going to be artists, because it doesn’t work. And I think that’s the saddest thing about this idea of creating the perfect children is you can’t create—things are going to happen in life that get in the way of that perfection.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Two things in closing. One of them is, I was talking about models. I don’t think the author of Goodnight Moon is necessarily a model but she may be actually an interesting inspiration. What she wrote is so—how would you characterize it? It’s sweet and—

KATIE ROIPHE: I think it’s actually like an inspired poem of comfort.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay, an inspired poem of comfort and yet the underbelly of her life looks very different. And then there’s—I mean, there are many examples in the book, Austen being one of them, Jane Austen being one of them, and Joan Didion being another one but the one that’s to my mind most inspired is your own relationship which I think is a relationship developing with Susan Sontag, and I’d like you to talk a little bit about what drew you to make a portrait of her and how you are pursuing it now over time.

KATIE ROIPHE: I’m actually continuing to write about her. One thing that interested me about her life—I started to—I’ve always been interested in her but I got very interested in her journals and the reason I was interested in her journals is that they’re so pathological. Here is this woman intellectual and she’s really kind of creating herself, her journals are written in the imperative tense, kind of yelling at herself, basically. And even on very trivial things like, “Take a bath! Take more baths!”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: She had real trouble taking baths.

KATIE ROIPHE: She had a little bit of trouble taking baths but that may not be her most admirable trait. Just this idea that she was going to change herself, smile less, and the extreme self-consciousness of this brilliant woman who had this idea that she was going to turn herself into something by sheer force of will. She was kind of a monster of the will. It’s almost not a great quality. But what I find very fascinating is that she transcended this kind of narrowness and these circumstances that she lived in and really created her own life and really invented her own life and kind of invented herself. And if you read the journals there’s this monstrous driving force, just kind of creating herself. She’s really this character, this figure, and against the expectations of what a woman writer was in that period and against the expectations of what an American writer was in that period, and the kind of intellectual she became she really created from scratch, running against the currents of all kinds of things.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So it’s an oppositional character.

KATIE ROIPHE: And just the fact that she was able to kind of step outside the culture and look at it and take it apart because she was so outside of it. So I think that’s part of what interests me about her. When she got very sick, she wrote this, you know, what I think is her most brilliant book, Illness as Metaphor, without ever once mentioning herself or talking about her own illness, just really analyzing the way, the language, the way we talk about illness and all of that. And just that ability to analyze.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And now you’re pursuing your interest in her how?

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, I’m writing on her confrontation with death, which is a subject that also interests me, but I find very interesting that her relation to her sicknesses and that she felt somewhere in her heart that she was kind of going to be an exception even to something like that, and how that played out. How her writing and thinking about illness played out against her actual illness and her actual death I find really fascinating.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So are you writing a book on death and dying?

KATIE ROIPHE: Sort of like that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Who are the other characters in the book?

KATIE ROIPHE: Well I’ve also written about Freud and Dylan Thomas and a bunch of assorted characters. But this is sort of my not making people mad type of work. This is my normal life. In my normal life I don’t make people mad.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In your normal life you write this kind of a book that you’re writing now?

KATIE ROIPHE: Yeah, in my normal life I’m going to write this kind of a book.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think on that note I would actually—we don’t often have Q & A but I feel that it would be good to have a few pointed questions to Katie tonight. And questions can, unlike the ones I’ve asked, can be asked in about forty-five seconds. So we’ll put a mic in the middle here, turn up the lights, and ask Katie a few questions. Don’t be shy.

Q: I’m curious. This is just a question. As you were speaking about this messy life with the drunks and the kids bringing the drink in and then you juxtapose that to a life that is normal but it had the couple watching videos. Are you suggesting that maybe, you know, being a drunk or watching videos one is more wholesome and less messy, I didn’t understand, so I was trying to get some clarification on that.

KATIE ROIPHE: I’m not really trying to endorse. I’m not fully trying to endorse alcoholism or drug use. I’m not. It might seem like I am, but I’m not. I think that what I’m trying to do is just question our ideas of what’s healthy. I think we are a little bit oppressed by this sense of what a healthy life is, to such an extent we’ve reacted to such an extent to a kind of three-martini-lunch era that we are so afraid of any kind of excess or wildness or bad behavior that we’ve gone too far in the other direction in terms of how we think people can live.

Q: I’m just wondering how much your divorce, which is sort of the destruction of a conventional world in a lot of cases gave you the idea that messy lives could be appealing.

KATIE ROIPHE: Well, I think of myself as—I didn’t call the book this but somebody once suggested that I call this—I think of myself as kind of an accidental bohemian. I like, I didn’t mean, set out in life to not live conventionally. It just kind of happened to me by accident and then I found out it was okay. It’s not like I thought it was a great thing, it’s just that I found out there were other structures and forms and ways that you could have children or that you could design your life. Again, I actually am a quite conventional person. So I set out to live very conventionally and then kind of by accident this other thing happened which made me look at things a little bit differently. That’s the narrative I would give to it.

Q: I was reading the New York magazine feature that you wrote before about that you wrote about the divorce and how people insisted that you were suffering. In the introduction you mentioned this guy who e-mailed you who said that he’ll help with the dishes if you had any problems at home, and you mentioned that e-mail in the first couple sentences, I was wondering how do you maintain your friendships with people if you call them out in your pieces?

KATIE ROIPHE: Do you mean, do my friends hate me?

Q: Yeah, was your friend pissed that you called him out in the first couple sentences?

KATIE ROIPHE: Sometimes my friends hate me, they get mad at me, and then they forgive me after very long periods of time. They forgive me. I guess that I feel a lot of my—A lot of what I use when I talk about things people say, I do it affectionately, I mean it affectionately, and I’m kind of talking about—when I tell a story about something someone said, for me it’s more about what’s going on in the culture. We’re all kind of implicated in these things, and I’m not really trying to say like this person is a terrible person, so I see it in a different spirit, but I think writing a certain kind of satire or satiric cultural analysis, like writers I admire, like Mary McCarthy, you end up writing sometimes about the people you’re around and I guess they hopefully forgive you.

Q: Hi. In your book you talk about Facebook and how people can be so hyperbolic in their social media and really behave in what you would say is an unhealthy way through social media and how do you reconcile that with our culture’s obsession with being healthy?

KATIE ROIPHE: When I talk about Facebook, I guess I mean, I do address slightly the larger issue of the way we use Internet, which I don’t even think we understand how it’s affecting us. And is it unhealthy for people to be checking their e-mail, you know, every thirty seconds, or their Facebook every thirty seconds, you know, as I bring up while you’re reading your child a book to put them to sleep, like, say, Goodnight Moon? Is that unhealthy? I think it is kind of unhealthy maybe in a certain way. And interestingly our ideas, that isn’t something that we worry about too much, but I personally think it’s unhealthy.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In your Facebook piece you also mention that many people now put the face of their children to represent them.

KATIE ROIPHE: That’s another thing I find interesting. Well, women especially. Using a picture of your own child instead of your picture as a profile picture, I think that’s very telling.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think so.

KATIE ROIPHE: And it kind of to me is connected to these—going to a dinner party where all everybody is talking about is schools or strollers or putting their kids to bed where we sort of efface the adult conversation with our children. And just to me that was a kind of interesting metaphor.

Q: Hey Katie, I was going to pick up on your point about children being too coddled and coming to dominate their parents. I agree with the thesis and I think it’s getting inexorably worse as well. I was wondering what’s the endgame? Do parents crack? Do children become completely hopeless because they no longer can look after themselves sufficiently? Where is this headed?

KATIE ROIPHE: I feel like we don’t know where it’s headed because we haven’t kind of seen it all the way through, so I don’t know where it’s headed. I see a lot of rumblings of discontent and we read everywhere, you know, Anne-Marie Slaughter’s “Can You Have It All?” We read all kinds of these little symptoms of people starting to get restless and we read, you know, Go the Fuck to Sleep and we love it and I think all of these things are a sign that people are starting to change these ways of being. If you think about Tiger Mothers and French Mothers and all these kind of different—we’re like searching every culture in the world to see if there’s another alternative that might be better than ours. And all of this to me is a sign of a kind of cultural discontent. Élisabeth Badinter’s book The Conflict. People are starting to talk about these things and the culture at large is starting to rethink them and I think inevitably there’s a swing and the cultural critiques that are being made and obsessed over do start to affect the way people think. I think it’s changing in a different direction, slowly, and you see the kind of signs and little ripples and sparks.

Q: Hi Katie. I actually, I was one of Katie’s grad students and I can just say personally she’s an amazing teacher. She’s a life-changing teacher. So I ask this not from a place of the angry rabble but just out of curiosity because I don’t think I’ve ever—I don’t actually understand or have heard you address it. I think a lot of the times what I hear your critics say they have a problem with is when you say the majority of children born now are born to single mothers, you know, that’s what normal is, and I see a lot of criticism because the majority of those children are born, you know, to teenage mothers or to black and Hispanic mothers and a lot of it has to do with poverty, so I guess my question is are you tailoring your arguments for a certain kind of economically stable woman or are you saying that even these women who are outside of marriage and may not have just the very practical financial support of a second husband that even those children in those sorts of circumstances can still be happier than if we were living by this conventional life that says, well, two incomes is just better in general.

KATIE ROIPHE: That’s a great question. And first of all the demographics are a bit complicated because the percentage of teenage mothers is actually going down. So that mothers are actually older and the percentage of kind of white women with some college education who are having babies on their own is very high and as my editor and colleague has written in The End of Men the number of women who are supporting their households and making more money than men is changing, so the economics is very complex here in this phenomenon. 

To that question I have written that I do think sometimes when people say single motherhood is bad for children, they’re sort of obscuring the fact that poverty is bad for children, and single mothers are often poor but what we’re not actually looking at, we kind of don’t separate these two and it gets blurred in our minds, so when we talk about single mothers we are—I’m saying there’s nothing in the state of single motherhood on its own, so taken outside of these financial issues, taken outside of these other issues, that is proven to be bad for women. So when people quote these studies, single motherhood is terrible for women, they’re actually talking about largely financial issues. They’re also talking about certain romantic patterns of the mother, sometimes introducing lots of boyfriends to your children, those kind of things, but I’m actually talking about something apart. I would like to separate the economics of it but people do kind of think that I—one common criticism is that I’m writing from this position of privilege. Which I think is a way that people like to—it’s sort of a fashionable way to attack people these days is, like “you’re in a position of privilege.” I certainly never obscure where I’m writing from or who I am or the education I have. But I think it’s interesting because when I wrote that single mother piece, some people I knew, journalists, were saying, you know, “Is this just your experience? Are you sure other people are really going to have this same experience? Is this just you in your world, in your little world, having this little thought?” 

And from the hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of e-mails and letters I get from single mothers who are not like me, who are living in totally different worlds who experience the same kind of stigma in exactly the same kinds of ways, whether they’re living in some part of the middle of the country or they’re doing very different things from I’m doing. So I actually don’t think it’s all my imagination, these things I’m writing about single mothers. I’ve come to understand that. I was open to the idea that maybe it was. 

But I think that this—this idea we have, what I try to address is the fact that we think single mothers, single motherhood is so bad, is sort of this American fantasy that we have, and what is even a single mother. People are divorced, people pass through singlehood, people’s spouses die, lots of people find themselves single mothers for some period of time, people move in and out of being single mothers. We have this word single mother and we have all kinds of ideas and fantasies attached to it, that I don’t think bear any resemblance to what actually goes on, and I’m not saying, you know, it’s easy being a single mother or it’s great not to have a dad around, I’m never, nowhere making that argument. I’m just saying that there are ways we can look at how children are raised a little more imaginatively. And there are ways to think about how children are loved, and it’s not about—maybe it’s two gay parents, maybe it’s a single mom, maybe the different kinds of families that can work well for children are not just what we thought of in 1953.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Katie, thank you very, very much.
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