This is part 3 of myinterview with Joshua Stephens. If you have not yet listenedto the first
two parts of this interview, | highly suggest you go back and do that first because they provide some
really important context for this episode. Those first two partswere episode #156 and #157. If you
have already listened to the firsttwo parts, then please enjoy the conclusion of myinterview with
Joshua Stevens.

Well, Iwantto talkto you now a little bit about your writing. And one of the things that
you tendto do that | have noticedisyou will take atopic, seemingly, perhaps from a macro level, as
a non-political topic andyou willinterweave politicsintothe article. For example, while youwere in
Thailand, youwrote an article for Standart, whichis one of the top coffee journals inthe world, and
you wrote an article for them about the coffee scene in Thailand. And | just wantto readfolks a real
quick excerpt fromit, thiswas at the very beginning, maybe the second paragraph or so of your
article from Standart.

You wrote, “complexities buried beneath official narratives resurface here like bodies of exiled
dissidents in the Mekong. There are myriad unutterable yet open secrets, akin to the ghosts to which
residents make daily offerings at the spirit houses to be found on every streetin the kingdom. Such
contradictions extendtothe simple cups of coffee that that fueled daily life in the most visited city
in the world”. And then it goes on and it's a long form article.

And your writings over the yearsthat I've been following have really struck me in the way thatyou'll
getcommissionedtowrite a piece, whetherit'sabout socceror it's about coffee or it's about
skateboarding or something. And then youwillinterweave politicsintothose articlesand then
place anincredible piece of prosein a very prominentjournal and really provide a political
educationinaddition to the topic thatyou're supposed to be writing on for the audience. And I'm
wondering maybe just to start off this conversation, if you can share a little bit about thattechnique
in particular and also maybe give some additional examples of how you've done that, just so folks
canget a feelfor some of the types of topicsthatyou've written on.

Joshua Stephens: It comesfrom an appreciation of my own experience as areader, and I've been an
avidreadersince | was 14yearsold or something. It bears saying, | didn't just drop out of American
University. | haven't graduated anything since kindergarten. | have been a beneficiary of beingan
autodidact, you know, and seeking out readingon my own, but also seeking out mentorshipand
guidance from people who had a lot of experience or a lot of expertise. But one of the things that|
really love toencounterin writingiswhen somebody makes me fascinated with somethingthat|
didn't know | gave a shit about priorto that. And it's not just writing either. Sometimesit'sinterviews
in podcasts or news shows or somethinglike that. Somebody starts talking about something, I'm
like, man, | would have never guessedthat | gave a fuck about this. And now I'm fascinated.

So, like, a really good exampleisthe Blizzard, which | did a piece for a couple of yearsago. They
published this piece about how I thinkitwas in 1956, there was a Champions League game that
Manchester United playedinthat was somewhere in Europe, maybe Budapest, | think. And on the
flight back, the plane crashed and it killed half of Manchester United's squad. Massive trauma for
the club, massive trauma for the fans. Still a thing that, like Manchester United fans grieve and
mourn and, you know, talk about and have rituals around and whatever. What's talked about lessis
that also aboard that plane was about half of the people in England who covered soccer. So, about
half of the journalist pool died on a flight overnight. It was cut in half. And the newspapers, the
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dailies, and all of these that were covering soccer somehow had to reshuffle the deckto put people
in place to coverwhat was happening, whetheritwas Champions League or the English League or
whatever. Andthey had to bring people infrom other beats and other desks. So, they brought
people infromthe arts and politicsand human interest and crime. And those people had no
acumen for covering sports because sports journalism was a relatively new thing at that time.

And so, they started imposingtechniques and approaches that they had used in their other beats
and their other spheres and at their other desks. And so now you have things like pitch side
interviews and post-game press conferences and all these other sorts of things that we now take for
granted as part of sports journalism. But the origin story was a plane crash. And | startedreading
thispiece and | was justlike, I'm not a Manchester Unitedfan. But it's like that Ferris Bueller scene.
He'sjustlike, | did have atest today, itwas on European socialism, but I'm not European, | don't
plan on being European. So, who gives a crapif they're socialists? | had the same sort of thing
readingthe story, like, I'm not a Manchester United fan, | don't give afuck about a plane crash,
right? Butthen I'm like, holy shit. This tiny little thingreshaped this thingthat we're all familiar with
in some way, thatkind of approach, approach to writing. | enjoy it as an experiencewhenlreadit,
but | also feel like it's a really powerful way to stage a politicalintervention becauseit's a sort of, |
don't know, it's kind of a bait and switch. It's like, oh, let me tellyou about the history of drinking
coffee outside the home in Bangkok. Surprise.

The first places that we're doing that were the result of Chinese migration. Andthe Chinese were
the first people on the listwhen absolute monarchy wasended and guys who had a huge hard on
for Japanese imperialism and Mussolini started looking for ethnic minoritiesto crackdownon. So,
you can'ttalk about drinking coffee outside at home in Bangkok without talking about the influence
of Italianfascism on the Thai military and new constructions of whatit meansto be Thai and thus
and the official application of Thai as a language and as the fact thatitwentfrom being Siamto
being Thailand, whichwas the organization of the society around this one ethnic group and allthese
things. It's sort of like you, | gotyou in the room by making youthink thatwe're goingto talk about
coffee. But therealityiswhat|'m about to do is refuse to participate inthis bizarre
compartmentalization of politics from these conversations.

And justrefuse to say that thereis some bright line between thisthing that we're talking about and
whatis politically consequential for people's lives, and particularly the people who are adjacent to
or engaged with whatevertopic we're talking about. Andthat could be football, that could be coffee,
that could be food. Like, for instance, footballin Italy, they don't callit football, they callit Calcio.
And Calcio comesfrom a game called Calcio Fiorentino or Calcio Storico, whichwas a game that
wasplayed inFlorence. It'skind of like rugby. It's incredibly violent. Huge revivalamongfascists
right now. But football was brought to Italy by British sailorswho had ported in Genoa. And when
Mussolini took power and was trying to construct this nationalidentity around being Italianand
whatnot, he could not countenance thatthe most popular sport in the country, whichwas like a
religion for people, came from foreignersthat was just not on the table. So, what he had to do was
rewrite history and say that what people were actually excited about thisgame didn't comefrom
British sailors. It's just a different version of this game that was played in Florence.

And so, the name thatis used torefer tofootball in Italyis a historical revisionthat comesfromthe
construction of Italian nationalidentity underfascism. And so, it'simpossible tohave a



conversation about that without talking about that, without talking about the consequences of that.
It's impossible to have a conversation about carbonara and not talk about that. It emerged as a way
to basically lure American soldierswho had money to burn into restaurants after the fascists were
kicked out of Italy. All of these things are alwaysrelatedtoand influenced by and in conversation
withthingsthat are politically and historically consequential. And | really love sort of tryingto
convince people that thisthingthat they care about is political, that this thing thatthey care about
is attachedto something else and has a relationship with this otherthing, and that this thingthat
they care about is instructive totheirownworldview. Thenthey're already invested, right? Like, if we
try to have a political conversation with them, you'll be like, fuck you. | don't do politics. | don't care.
It's like, oh, but you're really into coffee, right? Let's talk about coffee.

And then we're not having a conversation about politics, we're having a conversation about coffee.
And same withfootball, same with film, literature, poetry. All of itis embedded in our historicaland
politicaltailwinds. And so, | really love usingwhat people perceive to be apolitical sorts of topics or
conceptsas a delivery system for critical conversations. | like being subjected to that baitand
switch, evenifit'snot a politicalone. So, | enjoythatand | appreciate that,and itseemsto be a
really effective way of doing politics, particularly because these are spaceswhere these sorts of
conversations are not typically happening. I'm not speaking to the choir when | do this sort of thing.
I'm not interested in speaking tothe choirfor the amount of energy that| have to put into it. It feels
like a much more consequentialinterventionto have that conversation with people who aren't
anticipatingit.

Canyou talkabout how traveling or beingin transit or relocation or dislocation has
impactedyourwriting?

Joshua Stephens: Yeah, | think dislocationis probably the definingand dominantthread in my life,
generally. Justinas much as the perfectly normal and standard questionthat people ask of just like,
where areyou from? | can't answer that question. My life unfolded in a way that there's not any
particularanswerthatlcan provide that feels true. The place where | formed my memoriesisa
place that I don't have citizenship. It'sa place where | don't even speak the language fluently and at
the time, didn't speak the language at all. The place that| livedinthe United States before that, the
place that Iwas born, | have no relationshipwith that. The placethat | spent 15 years,whichisthe
longestthat I lived anywhere, | didn't move to untill was an adult. And so, | don't have a good
answerto that. And atthe same time, it's like, oh, you were raisedin Sicily, so you must be able to
get, like, Italian citizenship. Nope. You were raised in Sicily. That must be where your obsessionwith
coffee started. Nope.

There are just so many sorts of discontinuitiesinthat. And the factthatthose discontinuities have
been centraland presentin my life means that| thinkI'm much more intimate with the fact that
those discontinuities and disjuncture’s and dislocations are presentin everythingthatwe just sort
of have this shorthand that we've gotten lazy with of. Just like, oh, well,yougrew up inItaly. That
must be why you're into coffee. No, these are just cliches. Right. And if we just dig slightly deeper,
there'sgoingto be a much more interesting story there. And I think thatthatis a feature of just how |
see the world. When |wake up inthe morning, I'm really fascinated withwhy a certainthing
happened a certainway andwhetherthe sort of going narrative about that thingis meaningful or
interesting. And also, Ireally reject andresentthe impulse toreduce things to simple answers



becausewe as a speciesare just so messy and so complicated, and the reality of what happens
around us is so much more dynamic and unpredictable and unexpected.

And on some level, by not acknowledging that, by opting out of that and opting for these lazy,
reductive explanations of the world, we. We deprive ourselves of the opportunity to experience
wonder. The thing that always jumps out for me, and | still obsess about, is | worked for the
language learning app Babbelfor a number of years, and acomputationallinguist that| worked with
there was doing a research project on something, and she stumbled on this little piece of trivia that
she recounted to me, whichwasthat until hip hop arrivedinJapan, Japanese apparently had no
conceptof rhyming. To thinkthat there was a language in the world that didn't have a concept of
rhyminguntilthe 90sis bananas. But especially Japan produced haiku, one of the mostrevered and
predominantforms of poetry thatthe world has ever engagedwith. But the reality isthat haikuis
organized around meter. It's not organized around rhyming. So, it's perfectly plausible that this
language didn't have rhyming.

It's still paradigm fucking. But like, the factthat that was possible meansthat there are so many
other unlikely narratives and unlikely turns and unlikely explanations for things that we're not taking
into consideration. And Ithink that takinginto consideration and absorbing those sorts of things, it's
almost like that conversationthat | had with those Israeli activists. It'sjust like, whoa, whoa, aren't
you worried about how homophobic and sexistthese Palestinians are andwhatever? And I was just
like, my man, if you thinkthat there aren't Palestinianfeminists or queer Palestinians, man, you
have really missedthe fucking memo about humanity. Because those harder acknowledgments
and those more complicated explanations for things and those more complicatedrealities, the sort
of wrinkle thatis always presentinthings, that shitis really profoundly socially and politically
consequential.

And | thinkthe factthat Iwas livingfor my teenage years, for the most formative years of my life, as
thisforeigner inthis culture thatl couldn't really access because of the language barrier. Andin this
context, where, like, the people thatwere most like me and that| was most sort of equipped to
engage with, | fucking hated and wanted nothingto do with. | had to figure out how to be in that
messiness and that complexity. Evenwhenlwas growing up, gamingwas really startingto take off.
Nintendo, Sega, all that shit came out of, like, the mid-80s, right? In Italy, they had to completely
rebrandthe marketing of the Sega gaming system.BecauseinItalian,the word SEGA isthe word for
saw, like ahacksaw. In slang, it'sthe word for jerking off. And so, they were running these
commercials, they would say things like, Sega buona entertainment. Anditjustwaslike a
laughingstock. So, they had to rebrandit. So now if you go to Italy and talkto somebody about
gaming, they're SEGA whichis, interms of Italian phonetics, completelyincorrect. Butthat wasthe
thing that happened because they were tryingto brand this thing that was about jerking off.

And those sorts of things are so fucking fascinating. And | just feel like we deprive ourselves of the
opportunity to experience wonder and fascination about how complex we all are and how messy we
allare. And | think that that discontinuity and those wrinkles andthose disjuncture’s and those spur
in the gears isoftentimesarich opportunity for politicalintervention. And | gravitate toward it
becauseit'slikethe thingthat I know, it's the thing that| grew up in. It'sthe thing that| feel most
intimate with. Andwhen| seeit, I'm like, yeah, that's my thing. For me as well, my optionwas that or
these fucking idiot fascist narratives of the military community. It was that or the Gulf War. Those



thingsthat are sort of stickin the spokes or the discontinuity or the thing that's counterintuitive.
That was alwaysthe place of possibility for me. And so now when| think about writing, I'm always
looking for those places of discontinuity andthe things that don't seemto be connected. And
knowingright off the bat thatif | start digging and looking for a plausible connection betweenthose
things, the storyis very likely to be fascinating.

What are some of your main sources of stylistic inspiration foryourwriting? And how
has your style of prose evolved overtheyears?

Joshua Stephens: So, myfirst book, it's like an industry memoir. Let me take you behind the curtain
and show youwhat a person working inthis trade sees. And again, that was a covert delivery system
for politics. ltwas like, I'm going to get youin with this dog on the COVID and surprise, the book's
not really about dogs at all. It's about the way gentrification operates and labor exploitationand all
of these thingsthat at the time | was observingand now are frontand centerin gig economy stuff.
So,writingthat, | had had those storieskickingaround in my head for along time, and | had been
chewingon the possibility of doing that book for about four years. Have you ever read any of, like the
situationist stuff?

Nope.

Joshua Stephens: Okay, sothe Situationists were this avant-garde Marxist groupinFrance inthe 50s
and 60s. And they're known for this sort of abstract, esoteric, very wordy, arty manifestosand
whatnot. And | actually thinkthat that'sthe leastinterestingthing aboutthem. They issuedthis
pamphletin the 60s, before the Paris 68 uprising, called On the Poverty of Student Life. And itwas
about the desperate situation of students and the bleak sort of possibilitiesinfront of them. And it
is thisvery wordy and complicated and sometimesinaccessible language and whatever. Butinthis
pamphlet, there'sa passage. | wishl committeditto memory, butit basicallyislike a string of
sentences about all the waysinwhich students are exploited andthe capitalist mechanismsandall
these other sorts of things, and the place of educationina hyper capitalistic economy. And like all
this stuff, it's like a bunch of paragraphs about this. And then there'sthis one line that says, the
university only stops buggering the student long enough to come around and shiton his face. That's
the actualline, verbatim, inthe middle of thisreally impenetrable Marxisttext. Andthey didthatall
the time.

I have plenty of critiques of the situationists, but| loved that about them that they could hook you
intothese sorts of things where you're reading what feels like really dense political analysis and
political theory. And thenthere'sjust this like string of obscenitiesthat stopsyou inyour tracks. And
I really likedthat and its placein political writing. And then at the same time, when | wasinitially
writing for like punk magazines and stuff in like the late 90s, early 2000s, there was this website in
LA called Buddy Head that was one of the first widely read music blogs. And they were famous for a
monthly gossip columnthat they did. Butthe way that they wrote this stuff was so tightly wound, it
was so caustic, so funny, so confrontational. Soirreverent andthere wasjustno fat onit. It was
perfect prose. And | don't thinkanybody atthe timereally appreciated. Like, everybody talked about
theirirreverence. Everybody talked about how they didn't get. They weren't scared of anybody and
theyweren't buyinginto any of the cliches or hype or anything, but nobody really talks about itwas
brilliantwriting. Inthe same way that if you look up Russell Brand's writing for The Guardianfrom
nine, 10 years ago, some of the most tightly wound, well executed prose you'lleverread inthe



English language, he wrote an obituary of Margaret Thatcherthatisfucking incredible. Like, itis an
excoriation of herlegacy, but ina brilliant piece of prose. And | really appreciated Buddy Head for
that.

And so, when| wrote my book, | wrote itinthatvoice. Thatwas my reference point, was, how would
thisfeel ifitwasthe gossip columnon Buddy Head? And people who reviewed it eventalked about
that. They said, like, sometimesitfeelslike getting swattedwith a rolled-up newspaper. And |
empathize withthat because that was actually partially what Iwastryingto do. Now I'm not so
investedinbeing that confrontational. | have, in not so recentyears, done a few blog pieces, like for
the Melville House blog, where | kind of did the same thing. Very snappy, very punchy, very abrasive.
But nowadays| really just want to create experiences for people. | really relishwriting that makes
me forget thatI'm reading. | really relishwritingwhere I'm not aware of the factl'm reading. I'm just
experiencingwhat's happening. And itdoesn't matterifit'sfiction, nonfiction.

And so that'sreally where my attention goeswhen|'m putting things together now is kind of thinking
about what sort of experience am | creating from forthe person who'sreadingthis or the audience
that'sreadingthis? And inwhatways can | leave them really shook by the end? In whatwayscanl
leave them breathless by the end of it? Ina way that they're still thinking about a week later or two
weeks later or months down the line? Like, how do | construct and organize thisinformationina
way thatthatthat's the end result. And sometimes, you know, maybe that's about comedy,
sometimes maybe that's about something deeply emotionaland even sad. Or sometimesjust
about, like, being shocked and surprised or havingjust experienced somethingthat feltvery
cinematic but completely unexpected. That's kind of where my head goes now, because that'sthe
kind of writingthat | really enjoy. That's the kind of experience that | really appreciate having. And
that's kind of what I want to put out in the world.

What tips do you have for writers or aspiringwriters on honing the craftandreally
takingtheirwritingtothe nextlevel?

Joshua Stephens: They're goingto sound really rudimentary andincredibly simple, which I apologize
for. But | promise thatthe things that pushed me as awriterwere, first of all, read. It's a process of
osmosis. It's the same way that we learn language. We learn language because we mimic the
speakersthat we heararound us. And that's how we figure out how to organize thoughts and even
organize the thoughts that we have inside our heads and how we talk to ourselves. So, read as
much as you can. Read everything. Read things thatyou're not interestedin. Just read constantly.
Don't stop. That'sthe firstthing. And | know that's somethingthat anybody who writeswill tell you.

But when| talkto writers, a lot of times|'m doing editing for writers who come out of social
movements. Andwriting for social movements, there are certain expectations because it's almost
like a religious community. There's certain orthodoxies and certain truisms and certain forms that
are expected. And if youdon't conform withthat, then people don't necessarily take toit. And for
people writingfor social movements, there'sanimpulse and a sort of self-imposed obligation for
whateveryou produce to be immediately usable,immediately instrumentalize, thatit should be a
toolkit. If that's your orientation goingin, you have radically narrowedthe possibilities forwhatyou
canexecute. If somebody, say, like a coder or like aweb developer or something, says, what would
you recommend? If Iwanted to become a better writer, | know it sounds shitty, but | just say
subscribe to the New Yorkerand read it coverto cover every week. Read the thingsyou don't think



you'reinterestedin. Read the book reviews, read the theater reviews of playsyou'llnevergoto in
New York. Read all of it and just keep doing that for six months. And then try writing something
becauseyou're goingto absorb a really highly calibrated approach. | mean, the style guide for the
New Yorkeris legendary.

So, I'll make thatrecommendation. Just absorbthe habitsthat make that whatitis. And then
additionally think about scope. | thinkthe big mistake that a lot of people who wanttowrite,
whetherit's somethingthey're assigned or like somethingthey take up is they think thatthe
measure of a good piece of writingisitbeing comprehensive. Because they're anticipatingthe
critique, they're anticipatingthe rebuttal. They're anticipating the flaws that people willfind init and
the waysthat people will say, well, you didn't talk about this, or you didn't coverthis. The thingis, no
piece of writingthat any of us is ever goingto do is the only thing that's going to be said on that
topic. It's probably not the only thing that we're goingto say on that topic. So, you don't have to do
everything. And if an editor saysto me, you've got 1800 words todo this, | know thatwith 1800
words, | can probably coverthree thingswith aninteresting level of depth, tops. And that means
that| then have an economy that | have to work in, and | have to start making decisions about what
to include, what not toinclude, how those things work together and what they do in combination,
and whetherthe end resultis greaterthanthe sum of the parts.

But for me, when I'm makingthose decisions about that economy, my thinkingis, what's goingto
create anexperience? Like, what experience am | trying to create for people? And what combination
of elements createsthat experience? So, understanding, scope, and givingyourself permissionto
focus on whatyou wantto focus on and not cover every base ishuge. Because | thinkthatthat's a
lot of what accountsfor writer's blockfor people is they're just like, well, | don't know how to start
because | don't know whatto cover. Just focus on whatyou thinkis going to create an experience
and think about whatyouwantthat experience to be. And that's the point. And then the othertips
are really kind of rudimentary. One, don't start two sentencesin the same paragraphwiththe same
word. Justdon't people spot it. And what happens whenyou do stuff like thatisyou remindthe
readerthatthey're reading, because instead of actually experiencingwhatyou're talking about,
they're taken out of that experience to acknowledge, oh, | saw thatword, like two lines ago.

The otherthing thatl do is | say, and this was somethingthatwas beateninto mein writing classes
and stuff, just even high school English classes. And it's not really a hard, fast rule, but it's a good
guideline, isdon't end sentencesin prepositions. And, you know, when | was taught that, itwas
because it waslike, improper grammar or something. And now, rightfully, we're more loose with that
becauseit ishow we speak. We know what we mean. We're notreally losing meaning by doing that,
but by precludingyourself from doing that. What happens is you're forced to construct sentences
differently. Whenyou can'tend sentencesin towith about, it forcesyou to construct prose
differently. Itforcesyou to thinkharder and be more deliberate and creative about how you string
words together, how you organize information, how you orderinformation, whether the order of
information and the grammarthatyou're using causesinterference onthe channel,whetherit
corrodes the meaning, whetherit loses information, and thenyou have to go back and reworkit
againto getas much of thatinformation through inthat sentence as possible.

And by simply disallowingyourself the option of finishing that sentence and a preposition, you're
forcingyourself into that process. And so, | thinkthose thingsin totalisjust like, read. Write about



whatyou know. Write about whatyou're passionate about. Don't worry about what you think people
wantto hearabout. And then avoidrepetition and give yourself hard boundaries thatforce you to
construct prose differently. And right off the bat, it's not goingto change your life or anything. But
overtime, as you become more conversantinand dexterouswiththat, | thinkyou're invariably going
to startto produce betterwriting. And | think constraints are a big part of that. You know, that
prepositionthingis a constraint. Constraints aren'talways limiting. They're just productive.

And saying, I'm going towrite a story about my neighborhood falafel guy, I'm going to give myself
1600words. That's a constraint. And that meansthatyou have to create the maximal sort of
outcome within 1600 words. Don't start a piece and be like, I'm just goingto write untill'm done.
That just becomes a morass. It has to have constraintsinorder for it to have intelligibility andin
order for your objective to have intelligibility. So, | think, like, imposing constraintsonthe processis
super important. If an editor gives me a commission for somethingon a topic, the first thing | ask
themis, what'sthe word limit? Because ifit's 5,000 words, it's going to be a much different piece
thanifit's 3,000 words. And | needto know what the sort of ecosystem I'm workingin or what sort of
economy |I'mworkingin in orderto really organize thatin a way that's going to be an effective
experience forsomeone.

I know you've been influenced and inspired by a lot of different people. One that| want
to askyouabout, though, in particularisthe impactthatJamesBaldwin has had on you. And you
canspeak about that eitherinterms of writing, in terms of political analysis, interms of his travels,
howeveryouwantto handle that question. But how has James Baldwinimpactedyou?

Joshua Stephens: Smallfootnote to that. Do you know who told me to readJames Baldwin?
Who?

Joshua Stephens: Steve Aoki.
Steve Aoki, the mega DJ?

Joshua Stephens: The one. He was a straight edge punk from Southern California and playedin a
bunch of bands. And he booked shows at the Biko House, whichwasthis, like, lefty student
organizer house. He did a degreeinwomen's and gender studies. His biggest band's album was
called Murderin the Audubon Ballroom.He was super into people of color, liberation movements,
intersectional politics. And | had a year, actually it was 2002, where | was just like, you know, I've
reada lot. | think myreading has skewed towhite authors. Like, I've mostly read white people. And
so, thisyear|'m just not going to let myself read white people. I'm only going to read things. I'm not
putting any other constrainton it, but it'sjust like, I'm just not going to read white people thisyear
becausel need to balance that out a little bit.

And Steve and | were friends back then because he was not DJ Steve Aokiyet. And | was chatting
withhim online and | was just like, man, you're really into a lot of this stuff. What do you
recommendlread? And he wasjust like, dude, James Baldwin. Just read James Baldwin. And so, |
did. | read a lot of James Baldwin thatyear. And yeah, | mean, talkabout somebody who had
incredible focusin his work, but who also wasreally deep with the complexity and messiness of
people and his ability to convey that inwaysthat were both spacious and sort of acknowledgingthe



historical context that people were entrappedin and the waysthat they were conditioned and how
that made them flawed and all of these things.

In one of his essays, he talks about the firsttime he wentto the South, | think to cover either
desegregation of schools or maybe it was like voting rights stuff. | think it was desegregation of
schools. That'swhat it was he was covering. And he's talking about interviewing this principal at the
school or this superintendent or something, and how the things thatthis guy was sayingwere so
condescending and paternalistic, eventhough he didn't intend them tobe. And he describesitas
the fraud and folly of good intentions. And | just. Oh, fuck, man.| just thought, that's everything
that'sever gone wrongin every political meetingl've ever been part of.

There's a certainfraudinthe performativity of really shallow sorts of versions of deep politics. And
then there's alsojust the folly of being naive and over enthusiastic. And it's all swirlingaround good
intentions which mean nothing. And his ability to synthesize those things. He has moments of rage.
He has moments of blinding rage. You know, you read notes of a Native Sonandyou're just like, |
don't know how every blackmandoesn't justrip the throat out of every white person he passes on
the street. Genuinely don't know how that doesn't happen. That was my thought after | finished
that. And at the sametime, areally deep humanity. And also, like, a capacity to critique people who
were his peers. And the ways he went at Richard Wright and stuff like that. Just incredible, fearless
sophistication. Andthen his novels are all over the place. Everybody touts, go tell her on the
mountain.

And I'mjust like,am | the only one that felt like that was like a David lynch movie? Like, | don't even
know what the plot to that book was. It's just a fever dream of generationaltrauma and people's
fucking dark backstories and all this crazy shit, right? But, like, thereis no, like, beginning, middle,
end to that. It's just this roller coaster of sensory overload of trauma and darkness. And then you
have another country, whichis ensemble anthology, something akin to some of these Netflix series,
where every episode is a different story, but the characterskind of overlap and they're all setin
Chicagoor something. And it's this similar sort of thing. And you get tothe end and you realize that
everybody inthe story exceptfor one person, was at least bi. Cause they're all fucking each other.
These incredible sorts of entanglements and self-discovery and catharsis and like, all these things
goingonin this.

And then inthe end, he says, love is another country. Love isthis space thatwe step intothat forces
us out of whatwe know and forces us intothat discomfort of unfamiliarity and vulnerability and
disorientation. Andloveis beingdropped into a thingthat you don't know and that you're not
preparedfor and youdon't know how to navigate andyou're going to fuck it up, and you're probably
going to hurt people, and you're going to get hurt, and you're not even going to have it fully made
sense of untilyou're out of it. Just that line is like, fuck, how did you land on that? Yeah, every turn.
And he never loses his cool. The one exceptionisthat book of conversations he has with Margaret
Mead. There'samoment where he talks about. He'sjust like, yeah, fuck America. Burnittothe
ground. It'sirredeemable. Like, whatever. She's like, you don't really meanthat. And he's, like, going
off the handle, makingthese really sweeping sort of negations, and she's just like, you don't really
believe that. And he's, | absolutely do. And it's a total departure from everything else he's ever said.
But he justhas thisone momentwhere he loses his cool.



Everythingelse about what he does is this Bruce Lee level of composure. And | can'tthink of very
many people who have such adeep command of how to draw that experience outinus and atthe
sametime be so prescientandso penetratingand so humanizing. | think Arthur Miller had
something he saidwhere he waslike, if you're going to make me seasick, at least show me where
the railingis. And| think, like, Baldwinwasreally good at that. He made youincredibly fucking
nauseous. And at the same time was always like, this nausea thatyou're experiencingisnotan
excuse for fatalism. That there is still some redemptive potential. There is still thisthing that we can
access, and I'm going to show youwhatthat is and where to accessthat and where to channel that.
And | don't know of anybody sparing, maybe Audre Lorde, who did that so beautifully.

Well, Baldwinwas also a world traveler and spoke a lot about the impactthatthose
travel experiences had on him, personally and politically andimpacted hiswritingand all that. And
I'm wondering for you, as youreflect back on all of youryears of travel, how has travelimpactedyou
and why do youchoose to continue to travel? What doestravelmeantoyou?

Joshua Stephens: Hmm. | think part of that intimacy with discontinuity and the sticks and the
spokes and the thingsthat gum up the gears and disrupt conventional narratives andinherited
wisdom and all those sorts of things, I think that being so saturatinginthe formative years of my life.
| thinkthat that has cultivatedin me or planted in me a sort of deep and Passionate curiosity forits
own sake as an end unto itself.|am just always hungry to be staringinwonder at something. And
sometimesthat'sreally little things. You've beentoIstanbul, right?

Yep.

Joshua Stephens: So, you've takenthe ferry overthe Bosphorus, right? So, like, the Asian side?
Definitely. Yep.

Joshua Stephens: Presumablyyou have sippedtea out of one of those glasses on that boat.
Yep.

Joshua Stephens: Top three experiencesin my whole life. I'm not kidding. It's so simple. Taking a
ferry from Europe to Asiafor the price of a Metroticket and sippingtea out of a glass nexttothat
window on that hard wooden bench. I've done thatride multiple times. Itold someone | loved them
on that bench, at that window, on that ferry with a glass of teain my hand. And those sorts of
moments of deep presence. It'svery easy, | think, to get caught up in our own heads and caught up
in our own sort of community experience. | had this habit of doing that, and then | would be
somewhere and| would just. It would just hitme. I'd be like, holy shit, I'min Santiago. How fucking
unlikely. Nobody else in my life right nowis in Santiago. | nearly got kidnapped in the Sinaiin2013.
And | was standing inthe middle of the desert next to a barricade of flamingtires.|was the only
foreigneron that bus, so | knew if they came for anyone, it was going to be me. | had $50 to my name
tuckedin my sock so that if they took my wallet, | didn't lose my money.

And I'm standing there, and I'm not sure if I'm even going to look live to see the morning. They're
Bedouins. And the Bedouins have a reputationfor pretty cushy hostage situations, so | know my
odds are good. But in that moment, inthat experience, probably smart to notto take anything for
granted or be particularly cavalier, because people do get killed. And so, I'm standing in the fucking



desert, and thisis amomentwhere I've sold my body to science and run my life into the ground and
been effectively homelessforthe best better part of a yearinorder to, like, chase down these Arab
anarchistsand interview them forinterviews that nobody backhome gives a shit about and cares
about. And the few people who are ready are like, fuck this guy. And herel am, and I'm like, what
was all thatfor? Ifitall ends tonight, whatwas all that for? Itaccomplished nothing. And I'm
standing thereinthe desert, and it'sthe Dead of night, there's not much to seein any direction.

And | swearto God, out of sheerboredom, | just looked up and | saw the Milky Way for the first time.
I mean, the night sky in the Sinai is one of those things where you go, holy shit, thisis why people
invented gods. How, with an historically primitive set of reference points for anything. Could you
look at this and not think that there were celestialbeings? Thisis fuckingunreal. And all of this has
been around me my whole life, and | didn't even know it. And | had this moment of, like, nobody else
in my life is looking at thisright now. And then | had the thought, man, fuck it, if they behead me. |
got to seethis. That's kind of whatit isfor me. Inject thatinto my fucking veins. You know, like, that
driveisreally centralfor me.

And | think part of it isthatin the phase of my life, when Ilwas comingintowhat| would be asan
adult, | was surrounded by a language | didn't understand. | was surrounded by conversationsthat|
didn't know whatwas being said. | was using a currency that| didn't grow up with.| was eating
foods that| had neverencountered. | was seeingrefugees from North Africa, and my apartmentin
Sicily looked out of this, like, hilldown to the coast, and right off the coast are a set of rocks jutting
out of the ocean or jutting out of the sea that, accordingto history, were thrownthere by the
Cyclops. | don't know. That'sthe shitthat makes mefeel like | don't know anything. And something
about thatfeelinglike | don't know anythingfeels like home, because thatwas what | grew up with.
That'swhat itisfor me.

Ithink thatisthe perfect note to end this conversationand move into the final part of
the interview. Joshua, are youready for The Lightning Round?

Joshua Stephens: | believe | am ready.

Let'sdoit. Allright. | normally ask people toname one book, but since you are a writer,
I'm actually goingto ask you to recommend three of your favorite books.

Joshua Stephens: Yeah, sothe firston that listis, for sure, Sister Outsider by Audre Lorde, for a
variety of reasons. One, of course, is that| thinkitwas probably kind of the inaugural sort of opening
in whichintersectionality really got elaboratedin a. In a meaningful way. But also, you know, that
book contains essays like the Uses of the Erotic, whichis like a roadmap for how to establish
meaningful prioritiesinyour life. The central place of passionate conversation orwhatif your life
was organized around having passionate conversations with people and like, how would that
change your life? That kind of stuff. | readthat book 20 years ago and I stillthink about it and it still
influences my decision making.

And then the second would be alesser known and less celebrated of Johnle Carre'snovels. It's
called Our Game, and it'stold from the perspective of a Britishintelligence handlerwhol believeis
retired. And he gets a visitfrom some police who tell him that a bunch of money has been
embezzledfrom hisformerworkplace under credentialsthat are his. And he finds out thatit'sthis
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assetthat he had handled and converted and recruited out of leftist movements and kind of
corrupted. And additionally, his muchyounger girlfriend has also gone missing. And so, he has to
undertake this journey to kind of clear hisname, but in the process islearninghow he ruinedthese
two people. And it's a really unflattering portrait, this journey through this guy, discovering how the
way he had spent his life had completely brokento people in waysthat caused them to hurt him.
And | stillthinkabout itall the time. And nobody who's like a John le Carré fan, no article | ever see
about John le Carré ever talks about this book, but | think it'sincredible.

And then the third would be Gut Symmetries by Jeanette Winsterson. Again, like aless celebrated
work of hers, she's mostly known for Orange is the Only Fruitand the Passion and things like that.
But GutSymmetriesis people, research novels, research characters, research material and stuff.
And in orderto be able to provide context for a story or whatever, thisbook is about a love triangle
passed through the dual prisms of an incredible command of the intricacies of physicsand
digestion. And for one person in one lifetime to have accumulated the understanding of eitherone
of those two things thatis on display in thiswould be astounding. And her command of both of
themisincredible. And the fact that she uses them as these sorts of prisms for talking about this
love triangleisincredible. Left me breathless. | stillremember sitting on a plane when | finished it
and just beinglike, what the fuck did I just read?

Well,you are also one of my consultants whenitcomesto coffee. You write about it. |
know it's also a central piece of your travel experienceswhenyouare visiting or living in different
placesaround the worldin terms of coffee shop culture and so forth. And so, | wantto ask for Your
recommendationsforyourtop three favorite coffee shops anywhere inthe world.

Joshua Stephens: Top of the listis Ant Day in Bangkok. There's a place in Bangkok on the bank of the
Chao Phraya called River City. And it's basically by all appearances a shopping mall, multi-story,
very glitzy, like whatever, but instead of being a shopping center, it's a bunch of art museums and
gallery spacesrented by artists. And almostallof itisfree. And on one of the floors of thisplaceis
this laboratory of coffee called Ant Day, whichis a weirdtranslation of awordin Thai, Moan, which
is aword that describesthe experience of being so immersedinandintoxicated with an activitythat
the day passes withoutyou noticing. Which | can't believe we don't have a word for that. | love that
the Thais have a wordfor that because it's such a great concept. Probably the best coffee inAsia,
maybe eventhe best coffee I've had anywhere. And the fact that you cantake itand then walk-
through free photo exhibitsand art galleries and stuffis magical.

The second would probably be Nomad Coffee in Barcelona, one of the better known, higher profile
placesin Barcelona. Butwhat | like about them s the baristas are really willingto talkyou through
whatyou're looking for, what kind of notesyou're looking for, what kind of experience you're looking
for. And they'lldo this inSpanish, Catalan, English. I've sat there multiple timesandwatchedthem
really gregariously and non-condescendingly walk people through a really rich experience of coffee.
And | justthink thatthat's such a diamondin the rough that| would have to put it at the top of my
list. Like anytime I'm there, | go there.

And number three?

Joshua Stephens: Timelessin Oakland. Timelessis a coffee roaster, cafe and vegan bakery run by
some vegan straight edge folks in Oakland. And itis phenomenal as a space. The bestvegan
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cheesecake I've had anywhere. | used to spend stretchesin Oakland and | would go sitthere and
write andin the course of like three hours | would see half of the people | know in Oakland. So, |
would just post up there just to like see people because | didn't have their phone numbers or didn't
have theiremails and not beingin the U.S., | miss being able to go there.

Allright, of all the places thatyou have now been to, where, what are your top three
favorite travel destinationsyouwould mostrecommend people checkout?

Joshua Stephens: Barcelona. | justfeel like at this point my end game is growingold there. Every
timel'mthere, ljust think, why don't | live here? So, Barcelona, top of the list. Ho Chi Minh City. Very
Barcelona. Like, actually, but Ho Chi Minh City for sure. Diamond inthe rough. | don't feel like many
people talkabout it, and it'sfantastic. And then Buenos Aires. | spent a monthin Buenos Airesin
2002 and have not been back since. And, man, if | die without going back to that city, I'm going to be
really bummed.

Allright, what are your top three bucket list destinations? These are placesyou've
never been higheston your listyou'd most like to see.

Joshua Stephens: Untilrecently, | definitely would have said Beirut, but given the situationthere
right now, | think thatis probably out of the running for some time to come. | would say. You know,
generally speaking, | don't think about travel so muchin terms of specific locationsas much as sort
of vicinitiesand placesthat are in proximity to one another and what the relationships are between
those places. And so, Indonesiacomesto mind. |am fascinated with that place. And it issuch a
vast archipelago, andjust like so many different things happening and such incredible history.
100% Wanttogo tolndonesia.

Same goes for the Caribbean. You know, | livedin Bermuda for two years, but Bermuda is actually
technically inthe Atlantic, andI've never been anywhere inthe Caribbean. And so, ifl could live on
a boatfor a couple months and just, like, shuttle between Jamaica and Cuba and the Doctor and
fuckit, I'llgo to the Caymans, any of it, | would absolutely do itina heartbeat. And then the last one
is Iceland. | have passed through that airport so many times and never leftthe airport. And again,
it'sa place that'skind of an interest, this. Right? Like, historically, like, it's that space between
Europe and the United States and Canada, and there's so much history that passes betweenand
through that space that,yeah, | 100% want to standin it.

Awesome.Whois one person currently alive today thatyou've never met thatyou'd
most love to have dinner with? Justyou and that person for an evening of dinner and conversation.

Joshua Stephens: Thisyoungwriterin London named Joel Golby, who probably nobody has heard of.
He wrote initially forVice, and then he did a book, and now, | think has been doing a lot of pieces for
The Guardian. | guess it'sfair to say he'sa more abrasive version of David Sedaris and much less
autobiographicalto give you some context. There was thisviralvideoyears ago that went around of
a confrontation betweenadriveranda cyclistinLondon. And the driver chases afterthe cyclistwho
is filmingand triestokick the bike asthe cyclistisrunningaway and loses his balance and eats shit
and just face plants on the street. And this videowentviralanditwas called the Peugeot dad video.
And Joel Golby wrote this piece for vice versathat breaksit down like it's a Renaissance painting.
And it'sone of the funniest fucking things I've everreadin my life. He like describesthe moment



where this guy kicks and loses his balance and he goes, but his foot, his Judas foot. And it's like
some of the funniest shitl've everread. And | would be fucking love to have dinnerwiththat guy.

Awesome. Allright, final question. Knowing everythingthatyouknow now, if you could
go back intime and give way one piece of advice toyour 18-year-old self, what would you say to 18-
year-old Joshua?

Joshua Stephens: | would say your inability to control everythingis not a failure of character.The
world's just biggerthan you. And further, that like acceptanceis a grammar for living. Knowing what
you can'tbeat or can't change, no matter how hard you struggle againstit, is an opportunity to get
deep withthe things that are actionable and the things that are available toyou. And thatincludes
creatingthingsthat have never been done before. And | think | spent a lot of time feelinglike
everythingwas a life-or-death thing and if | failed to exercise control overit, then | was somehow a
lesser person. | mightalso tell 18-year-old me that exerciseisn'tjust for jocks.

Awesome advice. Allright, Joshua, | wantyou to let folks know how they canfind you,
follow you, connect withyou, read your writing. How do you want folks to come intoyour world?
How canthey find more of you?

Joshua Stephens: | think probably through Twitter and Instagram are probably the placeswhere
you're probably going to encounter most of me. A lot of mywriting lately has ssbeen printonly and
I'm perfectly happy about that. But I'm on Twitter, Joshua Stephens. And then you can searchfor me
on Instagram, but | have such a generic name. There are probably a million people, but my handle
is, it'sjshua_stephns.

Okay, we are actually goingto link up inthe show notes all of your social media
handles. So, folks could just go to one place at themaverickshow.comgotothe show notes for this
episode. There they're goingto find your social media handles. They canjustclickon them and
follow you thatway. We are also goingto link up all of the book recommendations, coffee shop
recommendations and other things mentionedinthis episode. Sojust go to one place at
themaverickshow.com, gotothe show notes for this episode and there you willfind everythingwe
discussedtoday as well as how to connect and follow Joshua. Brother, thiswas an unbelievably
epic and amazing and inspiring conversation. Thankyou so much for comingon the show.

Joshua Stephens: Dude, thanks for having me on man.

Allright, good night, everybody.
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