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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber. I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. As many of you know, my goal here at the Library is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and, when successful, to make it levitate. 

(laughter)

I’d like to very quickly mention to you some of the upcoming events. You’ll find them also in your program. On the twenty-fifty of April we’ll have the pleasure of having Steve Hindy, Kim Jordan, and others to talk about craft beer. I’m very much looking forward to hosting that conversation, particularly for the research and development that will go into it. (laughter) On the sixth of May, I’ll be speaking with George Prochnik, who’s written a magnificent book about the most famous writer of the 1920s and early 1930s in Europe, now forgotten but reanimated recently, reignited by the passion of Wes Anderson and his magnificent movie in my view The Grand Budapest Hotel, Stefan Zweig. So it isn’t—Wes Anderson was here before, it’s George Prochnik who will come and speak about Stefan Zweig. Also on the twentieth of May, you might want to come and hear the artist Kara Walker, in conversation with Jad Abumrad from Radiolab. Karl Ove Knausgaard and Jeffrey Eugenides in early June and we will end our season with Geoff Dyer and maybe another great surprise after that.

Primo Levi once wrote, “If a writer has something fundamental to say, then it is very difficult for him to be a bad writer.” Both Katherine Boo and Adrian Nicole LeBlanc have something fundamental to say. Both Katherine Boo and Adrian Nicole LeBlanc have written books with extraordinary titles and equally extraordinary subtitles. 

It is my pleasure to welcome Katherine Boo, winner of a Pulitzer Prize, a MacArthur Award, the National Book Award, and two awards from the New York Public Library in 2013: the Helen Bernstein Book Award for Journalism for her 2012—now listen carefully to the title and subtitle—Behind the Beautiful Forevers: Life, Death, and Hope in a Mumbai Undercity and a 2013 award from the New York Public Library when she became a Library Lion. 

Adrian Nicole LeBlanc, also the recipient of a MacArthur Award, known as a genius award or grant, is the author of a 2003 book: Random Family: Love, Drugs, Trouble, and Coming of Age in the Bronx. Our wonderful independent bookseller, 192 Books, will have these books for sale after Kate and Adrian have their conversation, which will last about as long as a psychoanalytical session if your shrink is generous. (laughter) It will be followed by a Q&A, and in my experience as I’ve said so often, a good question, unlike my own, can be asked in about fifty-two seconds.

It’s wonderful to bring them together tonight, Kate Boo and Adrian Nicole LeBlanc. They haven’t really met before tonight. They’ve spoken to each other a little bit socially, but they’ve lived with each other’s work. Actually, I think that one can speak about a deep influence, an influence that goes perhaps beyond what one usually calls an influence, and I’d like them to uncover or unpack what that might be. They’ve been haunted by each other’s work and also sustained. 

Now, over the last seven or so years, I’ve been asking my—the talent that comes to the Library to provide me with a biography of themselves in seven words, a haiku of sorts or if you’re very modern, a tweet. (laughter) Adrian Nicole LeBlanc submitted these seven words to me: “Feminist, working class, pensive, wary of clever poachers.” Katherine Boo submitted these seven words to me: “Afraid to speak, I learned to write.” Please welcome them.

(applause)

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Hi. I would like to start off by sharing a real connection with what you said, “Afraid to speak, I learned to write.” We were going to meet last night and prepare for this conversation, but we decided I think quite bravely that we were going to just have this conversation for the first time in front of everyone, but I’m going to really concentrate on you, because I find looking at all these interested faces incredibly nerve-racking, which is exactly why I like to write and be, or pretend that I’m on the margin, I guess. So Kate, really, one of the things that I really wanted to say, I had the privilege of reading your book when it was about to come out, and I reread it again over the last two days.

KATHERINE BOO: Oh, I’m sorry.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I feel very sad, as I was telling you backstage, I really wanted to prepare to with this rare opportunity to talk about these issues at a level that I think is unusual in the current climate, but the book itself is so powerful, it left me feeling unbelievably sad, and I had a big cry about all these young people that you came to know and rendered and shared with us and there’s a part of me that feels that you, I have to say, I feel like books are conversations, that you allowed me to have a very deep conversation with you in that book and there’s something that feels almost greedy about asking you to tell me more about the book and I just—that is the first thought I have, that it almost feels like it’s a sacred thing when a persons commits years of their life to tell a story that’s meaningful to them and then you get to participate in it, and I just wonder—I don’t know, I guess that’s just really where I start, it’s not even a question, but I just wonder if it provokes any—

KATHERINE BOO: Well, for me, it’s this idea of sitting on a stage, all you’re trying to do is not blow it, say something so stupid that’s going to undermine all the work that you’ve done in the past. That is my goal tonight. I wanted to, you know—with Adrian’s work, it is kind of strange to be meeting somebody who’s had such a profound impact on your career, but I can honestly say that Adrian’s book changed the course of my career radically, and that’s because at the same time as you were reporting Random Family over all those years, I was working on a similar project in the largest housing project in the United—in Washington, DC, East Capitol Dwellings, and I was following these families for seven years. At some point I wrote an article for the New Yorker and suddenly the story that I was reporting about the broken infrastructure of opportunity in the inner city started being a story about the eccentricities of American philanthropy, because suddenly HBO was there and Oprah was there, and a lot of really wealthy people had come—had read the New Yorker story and gotten involved in these individuals’ lives, and that story about American philanthropy was interesting but it wasn’t really the story that animated me. And so for two years I was trying to figure out, “How do I—what do I do with this seven years of reporting, can I just throw it away?” 

And then I got Random Family and I remember it was in the first chapter that I realized my own book didn’t need to be written, and it was—and I know exactly the moment that that happened, and it’s just an absolutely harrowing moment, and I believe it’s in the first chapter. It’s when Jessica and Lourdes in the family discover that Serena, who’s age two, has been sexually abused. And it’s this devastating moment, and in this devastating moment, you step back and you make the point that all this grief in the family about what had happened to her really wasn’t about what had happened to her, it was about their own histories of molestation and trauma and it was—so you had this moment that could have in other hands been sentimental or melodramatic or sensational and instead it was just heavy with psychological and historical insight and that’s when I knew that I was reading a masterpiece, and that I didn’t have to write my own masterpiece manqué. And in a way that liberated me and allowed me to do different kinds of work because I knew you had it covered. 

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I’m secretly hoping, I’m thinking, has somebody written a book about stand-up comedy so I don’t have to finish my second book? (laughter) Let me know. I would be so happy to know that. I do have fantasies about certain documentarians coming into the stand-up world and just making my print work completely pointless. But could you talk a bit about the way that you went from all the work in America on poverty, you know, the work you did in Denver and Texas and just all over, how would you track—I understand this moment and its incredibly—I’m very, I don’t know what to say about it really, I can’t really absorb it right now but how—how that feeling sort of led you to the book in Mumbai.

KATHERINE BOO: I became interested—once you liberated me, I became interested in—more interested and more free to follow my interest in the way the changing nature of work and globalization was changing life in families and communities. We had this new—through the nineties and the beginning of this century—this like profound new instability as capital was flying all around the planet, and jobs were coming and going like crazy and so that led me, for instance, to the Texas/Mexico border, where you know which was the place where, you know, the last textile mill on the Rio Grande valley was closing, and what was interesting to me was not so much the end of the era, but what happens next, what happens next when work is so unstable and that in turn led me to one of the places where the jobs were supposedly going, India. 

And it so happened that my husband, Sunil Khilnani, is Indian and so already I’d been spending years in India, I’d be doing my intense work in the United States and Oklahoma City and then I’d be spending all my free time in places like Mumbai. And on one level I knew that it was the second-fastest-growing economy in the world. Mumbai had more dollar billionaires by 2008 than LA did, so it was like tremendous change in this society but at the same time, I really felt I couldn’t make out what was really happening in historically poor communities, particularly for women and children. I thought that theory had outpaced documentation and so that was when I ultimately decided to try to write a book in India. I thought that there was room enough for some rigorous reporting, and that I could—that even though I wasn’t Indian I could at least put in the time to even just to answer the questions that I had myself. They weren’t questions that anybody was urgently demanding—

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: One thing that I’ve always been grateful for in your work and I’ve increasingly—the new work I’m doing, I’ve really thought very analytically about it. Is that I feel, I often will say if I’m visiting a journalism class, I’ll say, everybody has sort of a talent, some people are really great reporters and okay writers, some people are fantastic writers and decent reporters, and then there are certain talents in the type of reporting that people do and I just feel that you have everything sort of coming together where you’re able to be an incredibly rigorous sort of evidence-gathering reporter, that you have a real ability to capture and render felt experience sort of in the kind of, you know, way that the best narrative nonfiction can be a transporting experience, and yet the big ideas whether it’s something like the policy issue in the marriage cure piece that you did, which is one of my favorite pieces. 

The ideas and the sort of structural issues, the sociological issues, the economic issues, whatever they are, I always feel that I’m good on the ground and I know the connection sort of intuitively or I get a hunch for what that connection is but I literally don’t know how to draw it down to the place where I’m doing the actual reporting. And I think you have an incredible capacity to do that without it feeling like it’s an idea piece, where you’ve found a person who’s going to reflect the idea, or that I’m, you know—often those kinds of pieces you keep wishing you were getting back to the people or this is the part where I have to listen to the idea. I felt especially in Beyond the Beautiful Forevers that you were able to—the culmination of all those years of doing those pieces just really—it was seamless the way it moved through the—everything from the advertising, that was sort of how it came to the ground, that was especially powerful both in rendering the young people in their imaginations but in what was actually happening in the broader city.

KATHERINE BOO: One of the things that might be interesting to talk about is I feel that so much of what I do in the reporting comes out of my own weaknesses. For instance, being very shy, I wasn’t good at talking to public officials, say, but I was able to practice the shy people’s journalism, which is writing freedom of information requests, because you just submitted them and, you know, waited and, you know, an envelope of data about how poverty money was being misspent would end up on your desk. And I have a terrible visual memory and so I began to use the camera and then ultimately a video camera because just if I was relying on my own memory I wouldn’t get it right. So I wonder so that I feel that what seems like something I’m good at is actually something that I’m terrible at but I’ve compensated for it in a way. And I wonder if you have the same—

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I feel exactly the same way. I do. I always say that—or I describe it by saying tht, “Dead ends have been my best friends.” You know, the things that I find I can’t do require me to figure out how to do something else and I also think, getting back to what you said earlier about that moment in the book where you felt this sort of authority of all this sort of information occurring, this moment where the revelation about this child’s sexual abuse occurred, I think of an example and there are so many of these that didn’t get into the book, and I want to hear about the things you wish you could have put in Beyond the Beautiful Forevers. 

But I remember the frequency of my visits to the Bronx brought me past this school, and the school at the time, the staff at the school always parked on the sidewalks and in the playground, because the parking was—I don’t know if the cars were being vandalized or if it was just more convenient for the teachers and the staff to park all over the sidewalk. And often around the police precincts that was also the case, where the cars were just in the sidewalks, but if you went there regularly enough, you noticed people had to move around the cars, if they were waiting for a bus and the weather was bad, they were uncomfortably sort of unable to catch it. There was just a lot of irritation for people that weren’t parking the cars. 

And then if you’re there long enough, I remember one day there had been some kind of event, some kind of policing event, and I saw the way that that kind of daily irritation and disregard, combined with ten or twenty more examples sort of culminates in a moment where there’s a clear act of some kind of violation but it’s just the opportunity for all those unmet, unexpressed, unfair hassles, you know, that you’re able to put language to it, but I always thought I would never know that if I hadn’t walked by that enough to myself become irritated by it, think, “oh the kids can’t play in the playground,” because I would notice that the kids were sort of wired when they would come home, because they hadn’t any place to run around and “why aren’t they playing in the playground,” and, “oh, it’s because the cars are parked in the playground,” but it was this constant series of just piecing together all of that.

KATHERINE BOO: You have this great line somewhere: you said, “It all bottlenecks to a moment.” I love the economy of that phrase. And it’s one of those things that’s really interesting in general. Because often you see something in a community that if you only see it in a snapshot it’s irrational. And I think that’s part of the importance of documentary work that happens over time. 

There’s an instance in a terrible, terrible day in Annawadi, that I describe in my book in which a scavenger, somebody who collected waste at the airport, had been hit by a car right outside of the, right on the edge of this road that led to Annawadi, Airport Road, and it happened at dawn, and thousands and thousands of people passed by in cars and on foot between the time that he was hit and two o’clock when someone called the police about a corpse that was disturbing small children. And so the question like afterward, I started asking people, because so many people saw and were disturbed, I said, “Why didn’t you do anything?” And it seemed so callous but if you don’t understand the context of the desperately corrupt police force, which, you know, that really exploited people without power, that for people who had daily wage work, they were really, they ere risking their daily livelihoods, and the money that they had for their families, their security, to go to the police to tell them about somebody who was dying in the road, so it was a circumstance in which, you know, in which the concept of the mutually supportive poor community was really being demolished. And what looked like an act of immorality on the part of many, many individuals was actually a sign of a very grave problem, institutional problem.

And one of the things that’s so interesting to me is the way that you know, I mean I think we’re both trying in our way to untangle what is personal responsibility and what is social culpability. And, you know, you never get to the bottom of it but it’s always more complicated than you think and I think when you study communities over time you see that.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I’m also thinking of that moment when Meena just takes the rat poison and by that point in the book, the second time that she does this, and for those of you who haven’t read it you have to get it and read this book, I’m not going to set the scene, but there has been by that point such an understanding of the agency involved in just acquiring the rat poison, getting the money for it, getting to get it, getting it home, being able to have it in some space where other people aren’t seeing it, and she’s getting beaten for so many things she’s expected to do and I say this child wanted to commit suicide so badly that she figured out how to do this, and you’re able to have that moving right up against this in her best friend’s attempt to generate reaction, all that is happening because of that kind of time. Because you would never know—I mean, it would be a horrible thing to hear that a child is intentionally going to take rat poison, of course, that’s horrible, but it just keeps stretching your capacity to make it simple, I guess, you know. I mean, as just one example of what it’s doing.

KATHERINE BOO: One thing that I think we both feel about, really about events like this, that we have some anxiety about is when you’re trying to get readers to engage deeply in the concerns of Cesar and Jessica and Coco and Mercedes and Sabrina or you know in my case, Abdul, Sunil, and Meena. You know, trying to bring them in as close as you possibly can get to them and their thinking complexity. I think the reason we do that is because you want readers to make a connection that is more blooded and sophisticated than that of pity, but one of the interesting things is once you publish a book often in places where people really don’t want to ask about Meena and Coco and Serena, they want to ask about how was it for you, Adrian? When did you cry?

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Or, I don’t know, or why didn’t you do anything? That’s the question that I feel—

KATHERINE BOO: That’s a legitimate question. One of the things, you know, in my work, I’m also thinking when we face all these ethical dilemmas on a daily basis and there’s really no guidelines for it, I always think, “What would Adrian do?” (laughter) And so I wonder, I mean, I wonder if there are, and, you know, then after it’s done you are full of regrets, thinking I should have done this, I made the misjudgment, and I wonder if we’re cool to talk about some of the choices that we made.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I’m happy to talk about any of them, but the one thing that I feel now is the greatest ethical violation that I committed was to be surprised, that’s sort of what I feel, as an intelligent, educated, information-gathering person, why was I so surprised again and again and again at the malfunction of the system? The moments that bring me sort of hot shame till this day are the moments when something completely routine was occurring and I was like, “Hey, wait, did you try to do the A, the B, the C, did you call the, you know—what about getting Legal Aid, they could help you.”

KATHERINE BOO: Expecting the institutions to function.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Because what it was assuming that everyone who had been here for a really long time improvising in every which way to make things function, you know, that they hadn’t tried it. You know what I mean? So I feel like that’s the part that brings me the most embarrassment, not those places where I couldn’t figure out how to, you know, I still struggle a lot with those moments, I mean, about how to allow for the fullness of my humanity, which is essential to my well-being, and why I need these connections in my life to be vital and at the same time being responsible for all that I can’t really explain or get into in the process of doing the work, you know. 

What was a “What would Adrian do?” moment? What did I do? What was my oracle powers?

KATHERINE BOO: So many. So many. There’s some moments where it’s obvious what you do. If somebody is being beaten in front of you, obviously you intervene, you stop. You’re not just a reporter, you’re a citizen as well. But there are moments, things that haunt me and I think probably something that haunts me the most, in the course of my reporting, about eight months in, a disabled mother of two sets herself on fire in really an act of—it was an act of impulse and revenge. That took me into the world of the—Mumbai’s public hospitals and particularly Cooper Hospital, which was the hospital in the city that served most of the poor, and it was—it was appalling and she was, she was being treated there, and I thought, you know, can’t I—can’t we get her to a better hospital? 

And her husband didn’t want her in a better hospital. And it wasn’t that he didn’t love her, it was that Cooper was the place where he felt they—he would be respected, because it was a hospital that served poor people, and it was one that he knew where it was and how to get to, and it wasn’t his desire, and you know, but I felt like also, then I thought, well, Cooper, also, it’s like American inner-city hospitals that treat a lot of gunshot wounds, Cooper Hospital treated a lot of such burn cases, so maybe it was the best for her, or was it not? What was the right thing to do? And ultimately I had to say, well, it’s not my decision, it’s his decision, and she died of an infection, so fast, at a point when I thought she was getting better, and I always wonder whether I did the right thing, whether I should have pushed him harder or—but at the same time, I also want to respect the insight and the ingenuity and the sense of what’s appropriate that people in the communities have, because they know better than I do the reality of their situation, just as you said.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Yeah, I don’t know, I think of all. We were talking about the thing that you think about the most is all that’s not in the book and all the mistakes and I guess there’s a part of me that feels when I hear that, the quality of your reckoning and clearly the emotion, it’s still very alive in you, and it doesn’t—there’s no—I don’t know, there’s no way to speak to the event in its own sort of universe, it’s occurred, but I think that’s what in some long historical conversation, and I’m not a religious person but I do feel in my growing cynicism about whatever it is that I’m doing, like, whatever its value is, I cease to see it, realize, but I feel like somewhere along the line this documented information will be of value to somebody who can make use of it. 

And it matters that it’s accurate, it matters that it’s thoroughly felt, it matters that you had a lot of sleepless nights. Because I feel all those sleepless nights gave me the confidence to say what I said with confidence. Not to say it as if this applies to anybody, but this is what applies to this little place that I spent time in my perception, I could say it with confidence, and for me that took so much time you know—so many of those situations where I had to reckon with, “Who am I to say, what do I know?” and to really struggle with it. And I guess one thing I wonder is do you feel there are things you wish you could talk about when you’re talking about the work, that you feel you have to, that you can’t talk about, so I’ll say for myself, one thing that was interesting, and maybe led to the work I’m doing now in stand-up comedy. It was very difficult to talk about the joy without people sentimentalizing it or making then okay for the suffering or—

KATHERINE BOO: Right.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I felt I was much more of a—I concentrated a lot on the strife because I couldn’t figure out how to talk about the joy without people grabbing onto it as an excuse that they didn’t really have to—

KATHERINE BOO: Right, like Thomas Jefferson said of the slaves, “Their griefs are transient.” I mean, that’s what people want to believe of the poor, they don’t feel it, that’s what the master wants, “they don’t feel it very much,” so we don’t have to contend with it. In India this idea that with reincarnation that people didn’t value the loss of a life in the same way, which is, you know, which is a comfort to people who have power, but I don’t think has anything really to do with what people feel in those communities.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Clearly from your book, that was the other, all the loss, the just unimaginable amounts of loss and the feeling around that.

KATHERINE BOO: But it’s also—I mean, I agree completely, but there’s also an obligation not to create, to convey the idea of a low-income community as a monochromatically miserable place, because it’s like, you know, there’s children—there’s people laughing and there’s intense family love and there’s these intense friendships that allow people to—that’s part of the survival strategy, and if you don’t acknowledge that, then you’re not—you’re writing something that really is more ideological than has to do with the texture of daily lives.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Sometimes in a moment like this, I wonder if I’ve just been an unwitting dupe in concentrating on writing about poverty where it hits the ground, you know. Sometimes I think maybe I should be in those places where the people in power who are creating this system. Like, maybe, you know what I mean? I often wonder have I just sort of—I don’t know somehow right when you said that I had this really bad feeling, like have I just been focusing completely on the wrong place, because why wouldn’t it be that way? Right? Because that’s the thing again and again we keep finding when these books and these stories come out. 

I thought I was writing a book about the pragmatic practical challenges of all the things Americans like to tell poor people in America to do to get out of poverty. And I was sort of saying, “Hey, even if you did everything, it’s not going to work.” But I feel like sometimes what I experienced in talking about it was that I had this really frightening feeling that I had written a book that for some readers, certainly not most, but some it was a revelation to them that poor people were people, and it made me feel really—It was a moment of feeling—it was almost a schizophrenic moment, because it never occurred to me that that was a question. It’s sort of like with feminism, “Are women capable of A, B, or C?” And I think, “If you’re entertaining that question, you already have a huge problem. That’s not like not the question—they’re human beings, there’s a lot that goes with that, you know what I mean?

KATHERINE BOO: Right, but it’s so convenient. Even in—you know if you said that basically you strip back the plastic coating, the human wiring is more or less the same everywhere you go, which I think you know is one of the things that’s so obvious to us because of the work we do. But it’s trouble to strip back the coating, and it’s much easier to arrange your life by saying, “I don’t need to know about these people. I don’t need to know about these people.” One of the fascinating things to me was I saw that even in the slums and the lower-middle-class areas of Mumbai, like the girl named Manju, One of the people I write about is a young college student named Manju, and girls in her college would be saying, “Why talk to this person, what’s the profit?” And they used the English word “profit.” You know? What does it get you to know about these people? And I think that that’s—it’s a genuine psychological art to live your life not knowing that these other people are in fact people, but many people are really good at it.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I think, I don’t know. I wonder. Are they good at it or are they just—I think it’s sort of like a balloon—you know, if you squeeze one part of it—That’s a bad analogy. I don’t know, I think the culture is fractured, and we’re seeing. We had some bit of this is an e-mail exchange where I was saying, I’m assuming this human connection, do you know what I mean? I’m part of the human race as is everyone else, and I am amazed that people actually can imagine that it’s a choice to be connected. Like, it might be a choice to acknowledge that we’re connected, but we are actually connected.

KATHERINE BOO: Right.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: You know. Everything is connected. I think there’s a way that I just feel like I start to sound very primitive in my thinking when I just feel aren’t we all connected? I mean, aren’t we all people and if this is happening to these people how can you not—how, I guess, this is partly why these kind of events are sort of so weird for me but reporting isn’t, because when I’m reporting, I feel like I’m in a rightful place. I’m right-sized is sort of how I feel, like I’m just the right size. It’s the way I feel when I see the ocean. Just the right size, I’m totally irrelevant to the long story, just gotta like go swimming or whatever it is. But I feel like I’ve just gotta get this down and pass it on and somebody will do something.

KATHERINE BOO: One of the things that’s interesting to me is—

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Somebody will do something to fix it, right? I don’t know.

KATHERINE BOO: I think one of the reasons that I do this—I have this investigative [QUERY: inaudible ~36:00] is that I’m not quite so resolved about what it is, you know, the immersion part of it, is it going to be used for good or ill, is it of use? But when I am writing about money that gets misappropriated before it gets to poor communities, then I’m really clear that that is a thing of value even if it is a small thing. And then that kind of consoles me where I often feel kind of creepy and guilty about the other part of it. But you seem much more resolved than I do about the worth of your work and I basically I wonder what you’re taking and whether I can get some?

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Well, I don’t know if I’m resolved, I just have come to realize that I—and I think this is partly why I turned to stand-up comedy. One of the reasons is that I think I just have to strengthen myself to take the hits of whatever the audience is going to throw your way. You know, and you’re dependent on that connection, but I feel I am up to something, and I have to own up to it, and it is really complicated, and I’ve got to figure out a way to stay well and strong, because the knowledge I’ve acquired has taken a really long time and I’ve put very little of it on paper and I have to get more of it on paper, but I feel somehow I have less energy to fret about whether people think I’m really a good person, or really a nice person, I sort of—

That’s what I love about comedians, they sort of leverage that, because they say I am capable of all of it, you know, sometimes, I’m a good person, I mean, I’m a person, so being a person—But when you’re writing about social justice issues, it’s easy for people, they sort of think you’re so altruistic, and oh my God, you’re so, how could you do that? And they admire you and I found that so alienating, because I felt that was—I couldn’t figure out how to be myself and just be doing my work, I felt the admiration was a way to simplify the situation somehow, I felt like it was very dangerous to be admired in that way. I didn’t like it. At first I might have liked it, but I didn’t like it after. Do you have that—

KATHERINE BOO: Maybe people don’t admire me that much, I don’t know.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: No, they do, they really do.

KATHERINE BOO: I think that like in my own life what I know about, in times of my own life that have been very difficult, I’m very much aware that hardship didn’t build my character, it made me a bitch, it made me selfish, I was like—so from a young age I was really aware of how flawed I was and how my flaws grew greater when I was under economic stress or medical stress, those kinds of things, so I don’t really engage in the idea of myself as a virtuous person.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I think so many people when they hear about what you actually did to report on this book, they want to talk about how did you survive going into, you know, the slums and the sewage and the disease and all this? And it’s a tricky question in a way because if you answer how you survived, you know, you’re writing about a population of people who lives in this in a daily way. How do you allow for that question and really engage the genuine interest that that is conveying, yet move the focus back to what you spent years of your life trying to make the focus of the story, which is not how you survived it?

KATHERINE BOO: Yeah, I mean, because you think about what’s the real answer to that question, how do you keep going back and back and back in conditions that are really awful? It’s the people who keep you going back. It’s these deep engagements that you have with these people who you’re learning a great deal from. And when you see injustice happening to them, when you see a child murdered and then his death reclassified as a—I mean, it’s that obligation that keeps you. It really is a respect and a love for these people that has nothing to do with your own virtue. It has to do with their claim on your heart. 

And then, you know I mean, then the trick is how do you get that onto the page so that people in New York, eight thousand miles away from that community, will be able to engage in their dilemmas? And then that’s the thing that is so difficult. I think for me the writing is how do you honor—it’s not—it’s really how do you honor their experience and their complexity and how do you make people feel that a kid, a homeless kid, who is murdered, how do you make people feel that loss and what he was before he was gone? 

And I think a lot of this stuff that happens after a book is published, it’s just, you know, for me, you hide from it, you live in a way that you’re not having to think about what it might seem like or what people might think of you really it’s you know it’s just trying to push people toward thinking about the things that are far more important than the writer, this is just what we do, it’s nothing special about what we do and I often am so much aware that the work I do to write a book is so much easier than the work of the people that I write about. You know, buying and selling recyclable garbage, it ain’t no joke. That is hard work. You get tuberculosis, you get maggots, it ends your life, and so any notion of my work as hard is just absurd in that context.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I think, I don’t know something makes me think about one thing you say at the author’s note at the end of the book when you’re talking about the children’s sort of natural beginnings in empathy and hope, their capacity, their great capacity for empathy and then what sort of happens to it to lead to the moment where, you know, that man is dying and thousands of people are passing and I really feel somewhere instinctively that this at least in American media culture, mainstream culture, this constant fixation on the personalization of the story, I’m very suspicious about it, I feel very that somehow it is connected to I feel like it’s harder and harder for adults to find ways to connect empathically with strife and suffering, not for young people, but I wonder how the personalization of the process—all these process pieces, all of this stuff, I really try to figure out how do you keep your eyes on the prize, really? Do you know? Because I feel it’s a performative part of being a writer, do you know?

KATHERINE BOO: One of the things I wondered about when you were starting, I mean certainly for me, there were all of these editors who said, “We need you to broker. We can’t identify with these people in this community, so tell us about how it was for you, and then lead us gently into how it was for them.” And I always thought that people really wanted that story and I felt, “No, if they can’t connect with the people that I’m writing about, it’s because I haven’t done a good enough job of conveying their reality.” I’m wondering if you also felt that same pressure to write Random Family in first person.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Well, I felt in a way I did write it in first person, even though, you know, people said that I wasn’t in the book at all. That flabbergasted me. I understand I’m not a character in the book, but—but I think that’s why in this book I chose a book where I have to be a character in the book, to challenge myself as a writer and to own up to my—how to you say it—when people used to ask me, that really annoyed me, and I sort of resented it, but so many people asked me that, and said, “you’re not in the book,” you know, “your absence in the book,” and I am enough of a journalist to know that if lots and lots of people ask you the same thing, you have to pay attention because something’s going on, and so I thought, “Maybe they’re calling my bluff, maybe I just feel invisible to myself,” you know, maybe—and there’s some way I wanted to explore that, so that this is one way I’m doing it. 

But I do think—and this gets back to the question of an ethical violation—I think a lot of times in journalism, people only think of them as occurring in the fieldwork with the sources of a story and I’ve come to think some of those ethical violations actually occur in the production process. So that when an editor is asking you to—you know, “I can’t identify, come in more,” and your natural tendency is to say, “I haven’t done a good enough job rendering this to make this question moot,” just to silence this question. But I actually think I should show some of the same rigor and determination I have in getting information in the field with that editors, sometimes. Sometimes it’s an editorial failure of mine and I have to improve the writing. But sometimes actually it’s just a common way of thinking that needs to be changed, you know, in a certain subject. 

Be like, no, actually, in the same way that people don’t need a bridge for a piece about a stockbroker, they don’t need a bridge for a piece about A, B, or C. You know, let’s try it out. Because I’m noticing patterns in the way things are edited now that I’ve become—aware of my—much more conscious of what I’m actually doing, I think, as I get older. Or paranoid, I don't know. I’m not sure. It might be the beginning of madness. Where I think this all ends up actually as a writer. Maybe not. It feels like that now.

KATHERINE BOO: What about—you know, what do you feel like after the book is done? Do you feel—I’m curious about the—Jessica and Coco and Cesar and how they reacted to the book, and how they reacted, it sounds like they actually followed the response to the book. What do you think that they felt about it in the end? I don’t think there really is an end, it’s ongoing.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I think it’s still ongoing because the book’s had a long life and, you know, I think that there are just different relationships to it at different points in time but I feel like for Cesar who was released from prison and actually has by his own—I mean, a moment to give you an example. I felt very ambivalent about their participation in any of the press process because they weren’t identified—you could not necessarily figure out who they were unless you really needed to find them. And I thought since they had children that hadn’t agreed to be written about that that was a big decision to make. 

But he has had a bit of a public life as a person who was incarcerated and who went to college when he was in prison and then has gone on to do very well for himself. So I can’t remember, but he sent me an e-mail, “Did you see me on, you know, PBS or something, I was on—” whatever show? And it was so funny to me and I thought I was so worried about that, you know, but it was something that meant—that was not—my concern about that was just very different from his. I don’t know. I think at the beginning it was just mystifying to them what a commotion the book made. They couldn’t understand what—why people were worked up about it because it seemed. I just remember once Cesar saying to me, “What do people think is going on when you live in poverty? Why would this be so amazing?” He found that really—you know, which made me think a lot, why is it so amazing? Because it’s readily available. It’s sort of—

I don’t know, I don’t know. I guess if you know something it’s hard to not see it anymore. If you don’t know about it, it’s one thing you don’t see it. But I remember thinking when Jessica was incarcerated, I was so waiting for her to get out, because I thought, I just can’t wait till she gets out, because then I just never have to feel that—I just know those signs on the highway that are a prison sign, it’s sort of like learning a new word you haven’t heard before and suddenly hear it and you know what it means. I just thought, “I can’t wait to not have to deal with the sorrow of prison.” I had this fantasy that just because she would get out, I could just sort of seal that, and it doesn’t work that way.

KATHERINE BOO: It seeps in.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Yeah, it changes the way you experience the world, and then you’re pressed with the question, well, are you going to do something about it, are you going to write more pieces about it? But do you feel—we were talking a bit about responsibility for the people in the work. I mean, how do you—how do you—

KATHERINE BOO: Well, I use real names in my work with the consent of the, you know, people, we talk a lot about that, but I also use the real names of, say, corrupt officials who—you know, and the reason is you want something to be done. But I think there’s something powerful for people to feel that they’re heard and they’re recognized. And people come now come to Annawadi, and they say, you know, “let me talk to Abdul or let me talk to Sunil”—and they meet them and they you know it is their story and they feel that it’s important that their names were attached to it, and they—

But that said, I felt like I had no joy for the first six months after the book’s publication, because I was just terrified that somebody was going to retaliate against them and that their courage in participating in this story and allowing their names to be used was going to be, was basically going to destroy their lives. And so now I feel a little easier about that, but I do feel—

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I hope Sister Paulette got put out of business.

KATHERINE BOO: No, she’s still hanging on.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: She’s still doing it?

KATHERINE BOO: Yeah. But I do think in the work that if—the, you know the hope is that afterward the community is better off than they were. Not that you can fix any of these kinds of problems, I mean, most of these problems are deep and systemic, but I hope not to leave the families and the communities worse off than I found them. That’s kind of my—my feeling, not always, you know, achieved, but that’s my hope, because I do think that we take something from them and we ask an enormous amount of them and that in a sense we owe them that effort back at the end. You know, you have to be objective when you’re reporting. You have to keep that distance. When I went back to Annawadi, after the book was published, it couldn’t be changed, whatever, I felt—I mean, I just cried my way through that trip because I felt this great relief that it was no longer—that there was no longer any need for me to keep professional distance and I could react to what I was seeing as a human being again.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I hate to say this, but I will. I felt that for a long time in getting ready for this conversation I had this real sinking feeling that maybe that was a misstep in a way, to think that now I could have my full freer relationship with the people that I came to love in the process of reporting my book, which I do have with some of them, and I had this moment of thinking about what relationships mean, you know, what they are and I guess maybe it’s a function of getting older, but I feel sometimes, you know, you don’t get to have, like you learn, say something with a parent or in a relationship, and you have some kind of falling-out with someone and the lesson you learn from that is applied to the next, some other relationship in your life, I guess it’s like pay it forward or something, but that the harder road is for me to allow to the fact that I’m a writer through and through in a way, that’s it’s not like time off, time on the clock, time off, and to really and that I’m only hiding that from myself in a way. 

So that if because I feel like, no, now I haven’t been reporting, I sort of think my job in a way—I often just think, it’s crazy, I’ve known Cesar since he was a teenager. Went into prison, came out of prison, now in the free world, his life. He jokingly said, you know, “Maybe you should write something.” And I don’t know if he really had an interest or if he was just checking it out. And I thought it might be the greatest honor to our—the strength of our enduring bond for me to do my job, do you know? Even though it is so complicated and part of me doesn’t want to have to, because then I have to put on a different kind of head. 

But do you ever? Because it’s the harder road in a way to negotiate all that, it’s easier when you know that you’re not going to write about, not easier, but it’s very complicated to figure all of it out when you don’t just write a piece and then leave. I mean, it’s part of the fabric of your life. It’s another not a question, I guess. I just wonder. Because it’s hard-won information, you know, it’s very hard won. It takes a long time to get it and it’s not facile and it’s really urgent information, I mean it’s very important that people get it. And yeah, so sometimes I really feel my own discomfort with the negotiation is a big waste of energy.

KATHERINE BOO: It is.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: You know?

KATHERINE BOO: No, I mean, I think you have a better shrink than I do.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: It’s the comedians. It’s the comedians. 

KATHERINE BOO: Because, you know.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I do have a really good shrink, though.

(laughter)

KATHERINE BOO: Can I get the number?

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I love him. I tell him that sometimes, “I love you so much,” and he just nods. (laughter) I can’t help it. I don’t know. I think my feminism is like making a very strong comeback lately and I feel a lot of the issues I’ve had with the quality of connection have had a lot to do with my expectations of female in the world and how that plays out in the subjects I write about, and I don’t know if you—

KATHERINE BOO: Tell me what you mean.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I feel that if—nobody is asking like I don’t know, I think it’s a question that women journalists who write about families and children are somehow asked about their personal lives and their personal relationships with their subjects in a way that I don’t think is—

KATHERINE BOO: George Packer doesn’t get asked—

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: He doesn’t get asked. And I just feel something’s up with that. I don’t mind it sometimes, but I’ve come to be suspicious. I mean, why does it matter? It matters but why? You know? Do you feel that it’s—I don’t know. I think people are trying to say: “Are you a good person?” They want to know that you’re a good person.

KATHERINE BOO: Right, right.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Maybe that’s why comedy interests me, because it’s not so interested in innocence and goodness.

KATHERINE BOO: So what’s the number of that shrink? (laughter) One thing that—I obviously have closure issues. 

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: We’re—time—we should stop talking, yeah. I can’t see our time person. Is it time to stop? Have we been talking for forty-five minutes?

KATHERINE BOO: I have no idea. But what I was wondering when you’re doing a project that lasts years, when did you know in Random Family, “I’m done. I need to stop?” I read somewhere that you said the physical aspect of it had become untenable and I didn’t know what you meant by that.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I’m not sure really when I really knew but what I remember of what I remember is two things happened. One is my father started to die and he was my—really a soulmate in my life and the work, I guess maybe this is the other question about being a woman and doing this kind of work. I can’t really manage. There are deep relationships, and I couldn’t be—I really wanted to be with my father for the time that he had left but accompanying that was a feeling of impatience with the repetition of what I was seeing. I was starting to feel frustrated by seeing the same things again and again, as opposed to first a sense of discovery and then a sense of familiarity. But then I started getting irritated. I often say I think I’m done reporting when I get irritated with people for being themselves. I feel like, “You’re already yourself, I know this self!” 

KATHERINE BOO: What about when they get irritated about you being yourself?

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: And I mean, and plenty of people in the book were irritated with me for not getting on with it. So those two things. I’ll always remember. There’s a moment where, I mean I think there’s a moment where Abdul says to you he gets frustrated with you.

KATHERINE BOO: “Stop! You’ve asked me three times. It’s in your computer.” But that whole idea of bringing, you know, the fact-checking to Annawadi. Like, three years later, they were like, “Stop bringing up these things that we are trying to forget.” It wasn’t useful to them to relive these experiences so that I could make sure I got it right. It was extremely distressing for them.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I remember a moment where one of the people in the book yelled at me on the phone and he was incarcerated, and he’s incarcerated for life, and he screamed, “Just get a fucking life, Adrian, just stop going over this.” And I thought, I really felt that this is my life. It is my life. This is my life, this is me getting my life. (laughter) But I really thought about—but I also think it’s actually really true and it’s taken me a long time, I’m not saying I’m at peace with it, I just think it’s true. There’s not this. There’s a way these questions make me feel like I have to put everything in certain orderly compartments. This is what I’m doing, it’s had certain consequences, my—yeah, but it’s, I don’t know, I lost our train of thought, what led into that?

KATHERINE BOO: Were there things you did in Random Family that you said, “I will never do this again in my next book,” and are you keeping to those?

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I have a file called Next Books, called “tips for the next book” because it makes me feel like I could get out of the book that I’m in. I will never not use real names. I will always use real names, that’s one thing for sure.

KATHERINE BOO: Why? Because you must have thought about that decision really, really hard for Random Family.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Well, because a lot of the people in the book came out and did press and didn’t seem to mind using their names, and I think it was my assumption of the risk of that, that was my assumption, my urge to protect in a way, that I think was ill founded. That’s one thing I wouldn’t do again. 

I’m not easy with promises in the way. I know there are people that I’ll stay in touch with and people that I won’t, but I don’t need to delude myself into thinking that I’m going to stay in touch with everybody. Because I can’t. I’m a little bit more realistic about my limitations. Do you have things that you would do? Like, things you really feel that you really learned in doing this book that you—

KATHERINE BOO: One of the hardest things for me was working with a translator. I ended up working with this amazing woman, Unnati Tripathi, who’s working with me in the community still today, so that’s seven years. The work wouldn’t have been possible without her. The next work I really—still—there’s a sense that there’s a difference between what you hear and the way it lodges in your brain when you hear it from somebody in a language that you have some limited command over versus a language that you’re just barely grasping. So I don’t think that I’d do that again, I think that caused so much stress for me.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: This was something I wanted to ask you. Having to work with a translator did you become aware of your practice as a journalist in ways that you hadn’t been aware when you had to explain to somebody what it was you were—do you know what I mean? You’re obviously there and you’re looking and you’re seeing, but you’re having to articulate questions to—you know, I could be watching you, you have to say, you looked quite worried at that moment when this was happening, were you, what was going on?

KATHERINE BOO: I never thought of that, but I guess I did. And Unnati, the woman I worked with, was quite skeptical of the project in general. So she was, I mean, I was constantly trying to justify why it was worth doing. And I think eventually she came to support it and believe in it, I hope. But definitely in the beginning she was—But it was such a bizarre thing. Like, you’d be sitting in a garbage shed for six hours a day and there was rats and everything and you’d be studying the garbage because I was really interested in the ways in which—

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I love that passage, though, where you describe the garbage at the beginning. I almost read it. You should read it.

KATHERINE BOO: You can learn so much about a city by what it throws away. It really pushes against the question of, you know, of what in the end has absolutely no value. You’re asking people—you’re asking other people to be party to your obsession. Which doesn’t, you know, necessarily make a lot of sense, so it was a little embarrassing to have to articulate it. But the other thing is that, you know, that was interesting to me was there was a great period of time when I had no translator at all, because nobody in their right mind wanted to the do the work in this place, so I spent a great deal of time in the community, just on my own, with the families, and getting to know them in ways that had nothing to do with language and I think that’s where a lot of the trust began in those periods of time where. I guess they just figured, like, why would she be here in the middle of the night if she didn’t really care about our lives, and if she wasn’t really interested in telling those stories? 

In a way, what it seemed like at the time, it seemed like the worst part of the reporting process for me, and I think in retrospect it was one of the crucial parts to making, to building that trust. This question of how do you earn the trust of the people that you’re writing about, I wonder what you have to say about that or even if you have a way to introduce—one of the things that I do is try to talk ad nauseum about what it is that I’m trying to do and why I think it has value so that people can engage in that question.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I don’t know. For a long time I’ve used the stock answer where I say trust is overrated, but I think it’s a defensive answer. I think my guess at the moment would be that I allow myself to—I try to own up to the fact that I’m also working to trust myself, you know, that part of the practice—so many times is me trying to bolster up my own trust in my own what I see and what I feel and that my willingness to measure that up against what other people are thinking and feeling. And just being around enough that it’s a little bit more porous, those conversations.

KATHERINE BOO: With the stand-up comics, what do they ask of you that Jessica and Coco and the others don’t? What’s the difference in the tenor of the relationship?

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: What do they ask of me? I guess to be a more animated audience than I ordinarily am. I’m always having my own experience, and I’m very happy, I have my own little circus going on all the time, but sometimes I’m not showing it, you know, I’m sort of—I’m focusing on something else, but I also think I’m listening for what they’re not saying. I’m seeing—I think a lot of comedians, not all, but they don’t like you to see their act a million times, because part of the pleasure of seeing a stand-up is that it feels like a fresh act. But once you’re part of their crew and you’ve seen their work, then you’re watching for differences. I think just a very attentive audience in a way.

KATHERINE BOO: Can you talk at all about what it is that you’re—

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Up to? I think it has to do with not being interested in innocence, getting past that, because I think it’s like some kind of national paralysis to believe we’re good. I don’t know what it does. It doesn’t seem to be doing enough, in a way. I don’t know, I’m just interested in this question why it matters so much, and I think that’s where my feminism has just been completely—like innocence, I don’t know, I’m just thinking a lot about how—what it is that allows us to have freedom and how you earn your freedom and stand-ups have to earn their right to say what they say minute by minute, they have to earn it from the audience’s willingness to let them speak their full truth and the only way they do it is by buying it with humor, the best of them. So I think I’m trying to learn how to get away with what I really want to say, without people shutting down, because it’s not really pretty what I want to say, you know? 

And it’s not—and I don’t like sentiment, so I’m thinking how can you communicate hard realities, get people to listen, have them not hate the messenger, and communicate a lot and I think comedic talent is doing that very economically. It’s not the same content maybe but I’m interested in how you do that, because I need to learn how to do it better because I’m a depressive and I feel I’m very heavy and intense and I’m not good at making it cheerful, but I want to say it, and I want some better skills, I want some—I want some ways to be myself fully and not have it rely on being charming. Even though if I am charming, that’s great. But I really want to say what I think. And I need some courage and they give me a lot of courage because every night they just have people looking at them hating them when they aren’t funny. And you have all been really great, so now—

KATHERINE BOO: Questions.

(applause)

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Should we have questions?

KATHERINE BOO: Yeah.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now, please have the courage of asking a good question.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Thank you. Come on up if people have questions.

Q: I want to thank you both for your books. Katherine, you introduced me to Adrian or the New York Public Library has. My question to Adrian is not as a writer, okay? It’s as a living person responsible for being in our community of New York and so I’m not asking you as a writer but as a person. The most devastating thing for me is the pervasiveness of drugs, the culture of it, you portray it very matter-of-factly, the intricacies of the globalization of it. In the Bronx, okay, and so I just want to ask you as a person, as a New Yorker, how you feel about the drug situation and its impact on the community.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: It’s so hard to speak back to the time when the book was written, because now when I think of pervasive drugs in New York I think of legitimate, you know, pharmaceuticals, I mean, prescription pills I think are the biggest sort of drug and alcohol remains one of the biggest drug problems. Alcoholism really is the one always there all the time everywhere. So I feel like the perception of the drugs is probably stronger than it actually is in fact, because it’s changed so much in the time since I wrote the book.

Q: Question for Katherine and a question for Nicole. Katherine, I wondered, are there some things, ironically perhaps, that are better in Mumbai than in the rural communities? And I’m thinking specifically of infanticide, female infanticide, or possibly being a slave to your mother-in-law.

KATHERINE BOO: Absolutely. There’s, one of the things that it’s important for people to understand about urban India, it is the place where people come from the countryside and for the first time get the chance to shed gender and caste identities and be an individual. So it’s a place of tremendous liberation relative to the countryside. 

But, you know, here’s the really interesting thing. I thought you were going to ask a different question—and I thought you were going to say, “Is there a difference—is there some ways in which slums, which have no running water and, you know, these unstable places in some ways are they safer than similar places in American communities?” So I’d also like to answer that question which you didn’t ask, (laughter) and the answer is you know one of the things I didn’t see about my own country until I spent time in Mumbai. In Mumbai right now firearms are not common and so children are existing in those communities without the threat of lethal gun violence on a daily basis. And the difference between the way children play and interact with their environments is staggering. Like, children in the slums have a freedom that kids in my hometown, DC, don’t have, and you know, you know, globalization is changing so much and one of the things that I really fear is that relative privilege of children in the context of a Mumbai slum is going to end, because it’s a beautiful thing to remember what that looked like, because it had been so long since I’d seen it.

Q: Nicole, if you had gone into a position of power, which you mentioned before, what do you imagine that position would have been? I mean, would you have been a senator or a public interest lawyer or a master of the universe?

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: No, no, no. I meant reporting on people in positions of power. I would still be me but I would be penetrating the inner sanctum where it all happens in my mind.

Q: I thought you had said that you wondered whether at one point if you could have had more influence instead of writing about it—

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Oh, no, I meant rather than writing about the consequences of—rather than writing about the people experiencing poverty, writing about the people in power who have power over places like Annawadi.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s take three more questions.

Q: Thank you both so much. I really thoroughly enjoyed the discussion that you both have engaged in this evening. I have one question for Katherine. I think all of us here in the audience are a testament to how much your book has moved so many people in this country. I’m curious as to how your book was received in India.

KATHERINE BOO: That’s a question that was terribly important to me and my husband Sunil and I went to great lengths to make sure that the book came out at the exact same moment in India and in the United States. It took some doing but it did. But I was intent that the book not be this Western thing that trickled back to the communities that had the most at stake. I feared the worst but to my immense relief the book was received well in—very well in India and the issues, the things that I was trying to bring to light about the—about how corruption had infiltrated the public schools, the public health system, the public hospitals, obviously the public justice system, was taken with a certain amount of seriousness, so you never know, you know, in the end what good you do or if you do any good at all but my fears that it would be—the work would be denounced or that people would go to great lengths to say that it wasn’t true, that just didn’t happen. And one of the things that is worth pointing out is that there are many, many people in India who care a tremendous amount about the inequality and the corruption in that society, and for them having a granular account of what was really happening at this moment in the twenty-first century, it wasn’t something that they were afraid of, it was something that they embraced. Thank you for your question.

Q: Thank you very much. My question for Katherine Boo: when I finished reading the book I found myself not only sad but enraged, and eager to do something, and I even made some phone calls to organizations, I felt at least I could write a check. And I turned up nothing and I’m wondering if you have any suggestions or do you suggest worrying about what’s happening in our own—you know, should we stay out of it?

KATHERINE BOO: I think you can do both. I think the human heart and the American wallet is capable of supporting causes in more than one country but I personally like organizations that do one thing and do it well, I love an organization called Deworm the World, and it’s working in Africa. 

Q: Can you say that again?

KATHERINE BOO: Deworm the World. It’s not the most photogenic charitable relief but addressing some of these public health catastrophes that prevent people from realizing their intellectual capacities is very important. The other thing I would recommend you do and I do often is go to givewell.org. It’s an organization started—I think it’s out of California, started by some young people, that’s really trying to bring rigorous questioning and accountability to the nonprofit sector. I think it’s already changing the way the nonprofit sector feels that it has to be accountable to its contributors. I learn a great deal from it. Every year it supports three major charities, but, you know, can take a look at those, but it has excellent conversations with the people who run the NGOs, about what you know their capacity, whether they’re actually doing what they’re saying, what their capacity is for growth and those kinds of things. It’s just made me personally much more informed as a giver.

Q: It’s called—

KATHERINE BOO: It’s called givewell.org. It’s a force for good.

Q: I think this is a question for either or both of you. But I think with both of your books something I was curious about were the relationships that you build over time with the people that you write about. Since this is happening over many years and you are developing such strong connections with these people, how much did you open up and reveal about yourself and did you feel compelled at all maybe to open up about what you’re going through and what your background is?

KATHERINE BOO: I don’t find people that interested in—

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I don’t either.

KATHERINE BOO: One thing that the people in Annawadi were obsessed with is I have a lot of scars all over and I have metal parts in my various joints and so they were obsessed with this idea that I had all this precious metal in my joints (laughter) and when I would annoy them, they would say, “Well, let’s just cut off her arm and get the metal out and recycle it, it’s probably 50 rupees,” so there’s a lot of—but I guess that shows the level of respect with which I was treated. (laughter) There was a guy there, I worked, three years into the project there was a man, Mr. Zaha, who, he was a little bit crazy and he told me one day, “I have a story to tell, but I’m going to wait for the real reporter to come.” (laughter) This was three years in, and I said, “I am the real reporter.” And he said, “No, no, the real reporter. When’s he coming?” So not a lot of—

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: I totally agree, I don’t think there’s a lot of general interest but when there were questions, I learned a lot by what the questions were. You know, one was, “Your boyfriend lets you out this late at night?”

KATHERINE BOO: Yeah, I got that too.

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: That was a constant question. Your boyfriend lets you drive a car? These were questions young girls asked me in the Bronx all the time. They were very interested in the freedoms I was allowed, that my boyfriend allowed me, and that was really helpful and also that I had no children was you know, that was a constant—where were my children? Was I going to have children? Why didn’t I have children? That was a big, but they were very useful insights.

Yes, one last question.

Q: These are to both performers tonight, thank you. Those are very compelling narratives you both wrote, they’re good stories, and that’s my question really. Is when you tell a good story you want good characters, and so you have to make some decisions I assume as to whether your character will be in some way typical or terrible. And particularly I was struck in Random Family by the fact that there’s an error perhaps, or you err on the side of the terrible. Coco, for example, has four babies before she is twenty. She scratches her face and reads at the fifth-grade level. Now, that book is also inhabited by quiet, decent, hard-working people who muddle their way through but what drives that book in particular but also the other one is the terrible situation of what I think are atypical people, thereby leaving the reader with the feeling that this is an absolutely hopeless situation. 

ADRIAN NICOLE LEBLANC: Okay. Wait, don’t go, don’t go. (laughter) Okay. I’m going to be quick. I have to say for the record, I was regularly asked by people in the neighborhood when I was concentrating on Coco, who was a very ordinary girl, actually, in her neighborhood, I was often asked, “Why are you writing about Coco, there are lots of girls less well off.” That even people in the neighborhood wondered why you were writing about people that are just regular people, so it’s actually not the case—there are certainly families, you know, young, there were certainly other people to write about in the neighborhood. But Coco actually was very—she was a very sort of—they called her a “round the way” girl, just a regular girl, and that wasn’t, it actually wasn’t a terrible or aberrant situation. So on that note—
KATHERINE BOO: On that note—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much.
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