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				What Happened to Hosting?
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		In 1922, Emily Post published her seminal book, Etiquette. It was a massive achievement (even in terms of word count, clocking in at over seven hundred pages) and provided guidance for nearly every aspect of then-modern life. More than a hundred years later, she remains a reference point for manners, despite the fact that her name has also become shorthand for outdated, overly stringent social rules. (The Emily Post Institute, formed to continue her legacy, actually provides a surprising level of flexibility on certain issues. For example, they think it’s acceptable to wear white to a wedding, provided you do not take attention away from the bride. Shocking!)

		Emily Post’s career led to a democratizing of social graces that was completely unprecedented. In fact, her entire life was unusual for a woman of her time. She was born into wealth and social prestige, but started her career in earnest as a writer and eventual society expert after her sons were off at boarding school. Even then, she published many works, including several novels, before becoming the Emily Post we’re familiar with relatively late in her career. She also divorced her husband for cheating on her, an unusual act at the time. In some ways, her life and career trajectory feel quite modern. Yet in reading her work today, it’s almost impossible to imagine any one person having such a monopoly on communicating what is considered polite. If nothing else, the comically matter-of-fact tone she uses throughout Etiquette would be considered incredibly tone-deaf by most modern readers.

		While she may still be the most prominent voice of etiquette in American society, the concept of detailed social norms dictating our interactions is nothing unique. Every culture and every historical period had their own quirky expectations around how we should interact, from Victorian England discouraging gentlemen from speaking to women unless they had first been spoken to, to the politically complicated rules around fingernail length in the Chinese Imperial Court, with the Emperor’s being the longest.[*1]

		
			[image: A still life photograph of a bar setup featuring a striped lamp, bottles of bitters, a crystal glass with a red cocktail garnished with an olive, and a stack of books including 'Drinking French' by Lebovitz. The background shows whimsical illustrations of animals and people on a yellow wall.]

		How we present ourselves and how we receive others in public has always been fraught, with micro-interactions occurring simultaneously on top of the actual meaning of what we’re saying. Eye contact, handshake grip strength, even, apparently—according to some very dreary male podcasters—how straight we stand relative to members of the opposite sex: All of this can be imbued with meaning and can speak for us before we even open our mouths.

		Add to these dynamics the fact that America is incredibly diverse culturally speaking, and you have a situation where rather than one dominant idea of what is “right,” you have a million competing versions of it. Emily Post’s influence lingers in America today in part because it represents a much more monocultural era with clearer class divisions. Although America was still quite diverse during her time, there was a much more limited group of people making the rules about what it meant to be a proper American in polite society. Since her era, and particularly since the explosion of communication the internet has brought, there has not been a singular voice that defined American culture as it pertains to social graces—at least not at her scale. And while this is undoubtedly a positive thing and has resulted in a more pluralistic, culturally nuanced, and (relatively) equal society, it also means less clarity around how we expect to treat one another.

		In our contemporary culture, there has definitely been a sharp turn away from the worst excesses of  “social graces.” And, in many ways, this is a good thing! We have more freedom to wear the clothes we want in the settings we want, approaching someone for courtship is just an app download away, and women don’t have to walk around with a chaperone in order to preserve their modesty. But this dissolution of our most limiting social structures has also been a turn toward the aggressively casual—often to the point of indifference. The “cool girl” monologue from Gone Girl may have most expertly described it, at least as it pertains to women, but our paradigm is clearly one of “not making a big deal of things.” And in a digital world where everyone has access to limitless knowledge, especially about each other, being low-key even to the point of aloofness is considered chic. We don’t want to be the first (or last) to text, and we’re not overly concerned with showing up on time. If the hoodie was the ultimate symbol of the tech revolution, our overall approach to social interaction has taken on a distinctly “hoodie” energy, as well.

		Combine this trend toward the casual with the twin realities of poorly regulated capitalism and toxic self-care culture, and we’re in a pretty strange environment. People are working longer hours for lower wages—which largely haven’t kept pace with inflation since the late 1970s—and they simply don’t have time for social lives. Similarly, our well-intentioned but often insufficient discourse around mental health has been primarily focused on the individual, with “setting boundaries” being one of the most common refrains. And this makes sense, right? Just like our Emily Post–era norms around etiquette were overly strict and oppressive, we used to have social ties that completely violated the wellness of the individual at the cost of the collective—as any eldest daughter might attest throughout history. Women were expected to tolerate everything up to and including abuse in order to maintain a sense of peace in social groups. When you consider how much the average person is being overworked, it’s reasonable that the pendulum would swing to a place where the community is a distant second to the self.

		So, we may be more insulated, and, through our casualness, less at risk of seeming too eager or vulnerable, but we are also losing a lot. The network of small favors and connections that once flourished in the absence of ultra-convenience has begun to wither away. We can call an Uber rather than have a friend pick us up from the airport. We can just have groceries delivered when we’re sick, rather than having a neighbor bring us food. We don’t even feel the need to reach out and catch up with people, because we see a constant highlight reel of their lives on social media. On the surface, we might say that this reduces headaches for everyone and makes life easier, but the truth is those tiny little moments of mutual reliance actually make us happier in the long run. (In fact, there’s even great data on the fact that giving gifts makes us much happier than receiving them—up to the point of having actual, demonstrable health benefits![*2])

		It’s no surprise that in this context, things such as dinner parties were first on the chopping block. Yes, we can see an overall trend that people are hosting less in their homes than they have in previous generations, but we can also see that more foundational things such as the nightly family dinner have declined sharply as well. Gathering, even with the people we already live with, has been cast aside as an inconvenience. And I want to be clear—both about this, and about everything we’re going to discuss in this book—that this is not a choice for some. Many people work long hours, well into the evening, and would love to spend more time with their families but simply cannot. Many people would love to host their friends but are geographically isolated or financially unable to spare the expense. There are ways in which our modern lives intentionally separate us from each other and make even the most basic social interactions feel impossible, but this is not true for everyone.

		There are many people—we all know them, or maybe we are them—who simply feel unable to foster their relationships, even if it’s hurting them in the long term. It’s simply easier to swipe on their phones through dinner, ignoring the person sitting across from them. They enjoy seeing friends sometimes but are only used to doing so in an overpriced restaurant or bar where everything is taken care of for them. They don’t reach out for favors and don’t grant them for others because they don’t want to be a burden, and there’s always an app that can help in a pinch. For what it’s worth, I do not blame people for ending up in a place where their relationships are at the very bottom of their priority lists—even those with plenty of resources. Outside of our romantic partners, and maybe  occasionally our family members, we’re not really given a good education on how to maintain these connections or even understand why they are important. Friendships are often treated as a luxury, a nice-to-have but not a need-to-have.

		And then there is the actual hosting of it all. Beyond just meeting up with friends for a dinner out or a concert, the act of having people over can feel incredibly intimidating. Home decor and interior design saturate our social feeds more than ever before, but so much of it is just over-aspirational nonsense that doesn’t relate to our lives. With so much focus on aesthetics and less on maintenance—and we’ll discuss that later in the book—we are often in spaces that are barely put together enough for ourselves most days, let alone a group of visitors. Besides, that constant look into homes of those wealthier and more fabulous than us only makes us feel inadequate in comparison. Our places don’t look like the ones we see on any of our screens, so why should we bother inviting people into them? Hosting now often feels like a relic of a time when someone was staying home all day to clean and prep, and we weren’t constantly comparing ourselves to people we don’t even know in real life.

		Then there is the art of being hosted. If you were to read the original Etiquette today, in addition to many of the rules feeling laughably specific and arbitrary, you would mostly be overwhelmed at the idea of living in a society that imposes so many expectations on basic interactions. And I agree that moving away from this model is largely a good thing: In addition to being incredibly strict, the entire concept of “manners” has always been intertwined with racism, sexism…essentially every kind of -ism. As I mentioned earlier, Emily Post’s success was in part because she was the “right” kind of woman to be giving the advice: old money wealthy, white, a (former) wife, and mother. What is considered “polite” often has as much to do with the person themselves as the actions they are taking.

		But the laissez-faire attitude toward social interactions and amorphous social boundaries of today, as well as a lack of agreed-upon standards, can have sharp downsides. One only needs to scroll through social media to see countless videos of people ghosted by their friends, fighting over group trip budgets, or being baffled by the behavior of the potential dates they’re meeting via apps. We don’t all know what the rules are, and this makes the thought of being a guest incredibly fraught.

		If I may be so bold, I’d like to present a third option, a middle ground between the ultra-strict etiquette of the past and the social chaos of today: the art of active communication. We don’t need to memorize a labyrinthine series of rules just to have lunch with a friend, but we do need to be up front about our expectations and be ready to listen to theirs. If we’re going to be late, we can send a message. If being on time is very important, we can share that ahead of time. Rather than constantly waiting for the other person to read our minds, we can extend to them the grace of certainty about how we feel.

		I hear very often when I share my hosting content online that it’s “old-fashioned,” or, sometimes, “gives auntie vibes.” I always take this as a compliment (even if it isn’t intended as one), and I agree on some level: It’s not nearly as common today to host more formal gatherings, or to make doing so central to one’s identity. And I think, in addition to all the reasons we’ve just discussed, there is a misconception that in order to embrace those old rituals, you also have to embrace the oppressive notion of etiquette that used to accompany them. I don’t know the “proper” way to arrange flatware or fold napkins, I don’t always serve things in the “right” order, and I am constantly caught with my elbows on the table. But I believe that hosting can be about embracing active communication over “manners” and being imperfect rather than putting on a tiring show for each other.

		In order to reclaim these hosting traditions, we will need to lose what was always less desirable about them, and free ourselves from the ever-increasing pressure to make things look a certain way. We don’t need to compare ourselves to some pristine influencer’s dining room in order to invite people for dinner, nor do we need to put the exact proper language on the “save the date” cards. It doesn’t matter if we must frantically Google “what is black tie?” and still get it wrong because we don’t have the proper clothing for it. If we can take our distaste for overly formal interactions and combine it with a love for gathering in intimate spaces, we will have the recipe for something truly fabulous on our hands.

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					“For me, hosting is an expression of love and care, and I believe strongly that it should be done from a place of joy rather than obligation. Everything flows from the delight in the act of hosting, and I work (sometimes very hard) to let go of other expectations in service to what will be most joyful for myself, my husband (so often my co-host), and our guests. I would encourage hosts to explore the ‘why’ behind a gathering—from something as loaded with ‘tradition’ and ‘expectation’ as a wedding or a holiday party, to a more casual dinner or picnic—and to unpack any aspects that feel like they might be out of guilt or obligation. I think it’s better to leave those aspects behind—rituals, structures, fancy trappings, even invitations that feel like they are more about what you ‘should’ do rather than what you want to do as a host can be reconsidered, and in some cases re-invented or omitted from your gathering to let your light really shine and genuinely connect you and your guests.”

					—Roxanne Earley, urbanist and ceramic maker

				

			

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 The Habits of Good Society: A Handbook of Etiquette for Ladies and Gentlemen, 1859.

			

			
				*2 “How to Make Giving Feel Good,” by Elizabeth Dunn and Michael Norton, Great Good Magazine, June 18, 2013, https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_make_giving_feel_good.
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				The Best Things in Life Are Free

			
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		When you grow up without much money, you never know which financial memories will stick with you. There were ways that this lack of resources felt freeing—we were used to not having a lot, so even the smallest luxuries felt extremely indulgent—but there were also vast limitations. I remember certain homemade outfits that I longed to throw in the trash because all I wanted at the time was the brand-name item the cool girls were wearing. (The immense gift of having a mother who made custom clothing for me was, unfortunately, mostly lost on an eight-year-old.) And even as I got older and money became more stable, I remember certain things as sharply today as I do the most tentpole moments of my life. There are certain brands I still wince to look at because I remember how ruthlessly I was mocked for trying to pass off my cheap knockoff versions. When a certain, very vulnerable chord of financial insecurity was struck, it formed a core memory that I often think will never be fully forgotten.

		My childhood scarcity mindset, combined with moving to an affluent area as a preteen, resulted in crippling insecurity around money, which spiraled into credit card debt, debt collectors, and winding up every two weeks at different check-cashing places just to get by. (If you want a much more in-depth explanation on all of this, I recommend my second book, The Financial Diet.) My extreme anxiety about money and appearance felt like a monster constantly threatening to consume me and derail every other area of my life in which I’d made progress.

		And yet, even when navigating the turbulent and often deceptive friendships of one’s early twenties, I still wanted to throw cool  parties, to have people over, and to cook up interesting dinners in my meager studio apartment kitchens and have people enjoy them. Even if I didn’t have a sliver of the resources I do now, financially or emotionally, I wanted to bring people together and feel their warmth in my home, and I mostly made it work.

		One night, though, at a particularly well-lubricated dinner party, a very wealthy friend broke one of my wine glasses. I recall it vividly because I knew even in my late-night haze that this was something I couldn’t afford to replace, even though the glass likely only cost a few dollars from IKEA. My budget was incredibly tight, and just getting food together for guests stretched it as thin as it would go, so I remember the radiating anxiety that moved up my spine as I plastered a smile on my face, and he went to grab a water glass to continue drinking wine from. It was nothing to him, and I knew that. In order to maintain that social connection, I had to do my best to pretend that it was nothing to me either. That’s how these things work.

		Even
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