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Aloft: Study of suburban alienation
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prizes are so arbitrary. Many good
people don’t win. Only one person
wins the Pulitzer Prize, but there is
more than one great book.”

How much of the experience of writing
is a process of discovery for you, and how
much is mapped out from the beginning
of the project?

“You know the broad strokes, the
colors of it, the basic song of it — a
few of the big things that happen.
Aside from that, you don’t know. The
word-by-word-by-word is completely
improvised and accidental — you can
suddenly write something you really
like and have to make a U-turn.

“Being a novelist is being a person
of faith. Not in God, but in all of your
thinking, reading, learning, in a hu-
mane passion that’s going to make
some sense somehow.. . .

“You have to have faith in whatever
experience you have, the internal
rhythms, and write toward some-
thing. I always tell my students it’s
like how plants have a thing toward
the sun, a tropism — that’s what writ-
ingislike.”

In Aloft, you've shifted your narrative
perspective from that of cultural outsid-
ers to someone who very ostensibly be-
longs. What led to this change?

“Ifeellike I'm writing the same story:
about a disconnect between self and
society and culture. It seems that Jer-
ry is on the inside, but he’s not. I didn’t
want to write about a white guy who’s
in the center of his culture — that
wouldn’t be a good book!

“Onthe surface and even in most of
his consciousness, he is at the heart
of the matter, but I try to expose the
fact that his Kkids are biracial, that
the culture is marching on without
him. It’s partly to do with his age, but
a person like him can feel alienated.

“In some ways it was harder to
write. I had to find a bit more nuance,

so that made it harder to write than
the previous books. Jerry’s outside of
all the things that matter.”

Detachment is a persistent theme in
your writing. Why do you think this topic
is so important?

“I don’t think I'm a person who’s
terribly detached. I think my wife
and kids would say I'm not that way.
But the civilized, prosperous West-
ern world is getting that way, more
and more. The suburbs have spread
everywhere.

“Part of that is the dream of a re-
gion of safety, of security and privacy
— all those things equal detachment
from what’s really going on. If I look
at my books from a larger perspec-
tive, that’s what I'm writing about.
What scares Jerry is that he’s not real-
ly alive. Though he’s safe, or comfort-
able, he’s not really alive. It’s like be-
ing at the wheel of the SUV — that’s
the perfect metaphor — we barely
know when we hit things. It’s such a
big car, we’re using up resources, but
we’ve decided to cloister ourselves
above it all. We don’t really know
what’s going on at ground level.

“Jerry’s plane and the SUV are basi-
cally the same metaphor for that.”

Having chosen a very American con-
text for Aloft, to what extent do you con-
sider it to be a uniquely American story?

“It’s a pretty darn American book!
But the funny thing is that my for-
eign publishers have been so enthusi-
astic about it, I think it’s actually a
problem in a lot of advanced civiliza-
tions. In western Europe there’s
more mobility, people are not living
in the same place they grew up or
where their grandparents are buried
— it’s this same feeling, this fantasy
of mobility and independence. The
whole world is being suburbanized.”

“My French and German and En-
glish publishers all seem to respond
to Jerry in the same way, spooked in

the same way, so something must be
going on there that’s similar.”

As cultural and racial identities be-
come increasingly blurred, do you think
future generations are destined to a sort
of cultural homelessness, or do you envi-
sion other roots of identity (like family)
become stronger?

“My feeling is that, indeed, we’ll be
cultural nomads. ... Now we have
the ‘Butterscotch Generation’ — peo-
ple who can’t categorize themselves.
So what’s left? Community? Unfortu-
nately, community is also dissipat-
ing; we live in gated communities,
places where we don’t have a lot of in-
teraction with each other, no town
centers.

“What’s left? I do think it’s family. I
think it has to be. One thing I learned
while writing Jerry — he looks
around himself. When he looks at his
father, he can clearly see where he
comes from, but he looks at his kids
and is unsettled, trying to under-
stand what they see when they look
at him. His daughter Theresa tells
him he’s the last white man alive.

“We’re disconnected —- what remains
is blood, or at least the idea of blood. I
can’t see how that wouldn’t happen.

“I see that in my own children:
They ask what they are. They are
partly Korean, Beligian, Italian. It’s
almost their choice. Culture is when
you don’t have a choice. You grow up
in a land, speak the language, that’s
where you're from. . .. It’s becoming
more about how you choose how to
self-define, self-directed. ”

Do you have somewhere you call
home?

“Well, we moved around a lot. I've
only lived here for a year and a half,
andIhaveno desire to leave. My fami-
ly is comfortable here, so maybe this
will become home.”

Jessica Slateristechnology editor atthe
Rocky Mountain News.
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Never before had a president’s
personal fortunes and public poli-
cies been so deeply entwined
with another nation.”

The ties haven’t necessarily
benefited Americans. For exam-
ple, he documents how the Sau-
dis bought off terrorists in their
own country: “(The Saudis)
made deals with militant groups
such as the Muslim Brotherhood
and Hamas, agreeing to fund
them in return for a promise not
towreak havoc on Saudi soil.” He
argues that Saudis supported ter-
rorists in the United States and
that they used their petrodollars
to make powerful friends and in-
fluence important people.

All this may seem like the
wild-eyed fantasies of a conspira-
cy buff, except that Unger ap-

Saud: In ‘House, the ties
that bind are unhealthy ones

proaches his subject dispassion-
ately and scrupulously backs up
virtually every assertion he
makes. Much sloppier work has
passed for legitimate journalism.

By the time he’s through, the
reader is left wondering just what
else we don’t know about how we
meddle in the affairs of other, sov-
ereign countries — and how
much we allow them to meddle in
ours.

We may never know all the an-
swers, but credit Unger for at
least asking the questions.
House of Bush, House of Saud
makes you wonder when our
elected representatives will do
the same.

Dan Danbomis afreelance writer
livingin Denver.
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risk the lives of many people, in-
cluding innocents,” Singer

writes, he also contends that to al-
low ourselves to be swayed by
those emotions is a betrayal of
true ethical behavior and tanta-
mount to murder.

The world is far too complicat-
ed toyield to this sort of thinking.
Singer proposes a rationality un-
available not just to politicians
but, I suspect, even to saints.
That doesn’t mean this book is a
waste of time. Far from it — it pre-
sents arguments not just about
the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq
(which, though he hedges his
bets a bit, Singer tentatively con-

CROSSWORD PUZZLE

Ethics: Loaded for bear, Bush-basher
takes on barrel of fish in ‘Good and Evil’

cludes was both unethical and il-
legal) but about Bush’s econom-
ic and education policies, argu-
ments that help to clarify the
weaknesses and failures of the
present administration.

Ultimately, though, Singer
seems too far removed from the
arena in which he’s chosen to
fight. I prefer the gritty,
down-and-dirty combat favored
by such columnists as Molly
Ivins, Maureen Dowd and Paul
Krugman. They know full well
that in a mud fight, no one gets to
go home with clean hands.

Duane Davisis a freelance writer
livingin Littleton.
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