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and begin to se¢ what made HBO so VETy successful. We can-
not afford to buy the lie that it's all about “taste” “intuition,”
or ““genius.” This knowledge is knowable.

External consultants are a little more forthcoming. They can
give us the why and the how of their analysis. But the larger
question remains: Should the corporation trust so important a
body of knowledge, intelligence, and strategy toa traveling sales-
man with an attention deficit disorder? We need someone with
an enduring knowledge of our culture and our corporation. We
need a Mary Minnick who gets the Coke proposition absolutely
even as she understands everything clse that is taking place in
the world. Surely this is too important to be left to outsiders.

The CCO matters for another reason. without him or her,
the corporation is vulnerable to passing fads and fashions, the
wstunt” ideas of business literature. The next big business book
says it's all “memes.” That we need to “go viral.” Neural nets!
Widgets! Web 2.0! Brand virus! Too often in matters of culture,
the corporation is driven by the idea of the moment, as if in-
tellectual churn will somehow help the corporation plot a bet-
ter course. But of course the result is navigational zigzag.

We need someone o1l the inside who can canvass these new
ideas, separate the wheat from the chaff, and choose what if
anything the corporation shall use. Marketing is not a Pachinko
machine. People like Geoffrey Frost find a way to save their cor-
porations with exactly the right insight at precisely the right
time. The CCO is 2 profession like others—lawyer, doctor,
strategist—a person who thinks long and hard and systemati—
cally, considers options, explores alternatives, and makes care-
ful choices. The corporation mustn’t gimmick, stunt, or trick
its way to market share. Stunts are for Steve-O, not serious,

gifted professionals.
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IT WAS THE LATE ’
away, mindi TE *80S. | WAS SITTING AT MY DESK, WORK

’ 1naimoe m . ’ ING
ety g . i own business. A junior academic living i

. An ink-stained m
wretch hoping f
someone out of Di ping for tenure. Think
ickens with
£ e a Canadia

was about to change. n accent, eh. My life

The phone ran
g. It was Amy fr
Chica y from Harpo Producti ;
W }?0. Amy wanted to talk about my work on h it
e chatted for a while. And that was that.! KN i

S
r /4 I l

edge and approval
of the depart
S partment secretary. I took my news

"Oprah Winf‘re e
?" she :
Tardied, y asked with reverence.

You?” she said dubiously.
Barbara made further inquiries

“On the Oprah Winfrey Show?"
In Chicago?”

i
On television?”
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I nodded. Barbara’s €yes narrowed. Something was wrong

with the universe.
I arrived at O'Hare airport on the app
look for the Harpo productions Limo, and sure

ointed day. 1'd been

told where to
enough, there it was, purring curbside. I stepped inside ex-

ting to have the car to myself, and I was surprised to find

pec
She was wearing

someone in place: a woman dressed all in blue.
a blue Chanel suit with matching stockings. The suit had piping
he pockets, and her hair was pulled

around the jacket and overt
held by a little black bow.

back in the socialite manner,

A look of instantaneous dislike passed between U
versation inched forward. It turned out that the woman 1n
blue was the other expert to appear on the show. She was a
New York designer and the author of a recent book on design
in the home. As 1 recall, she said something like, “My pub’
lisher has printed an extra 50,000 copies of my book. What

s. Con-

about you?”2
1 had no book and no publisher. 1 had a photocopy of my

academic essay.
“Oh, you know, we're talking about it,

We made our way to a Chicago suburb and stoppe
of an attractive middle-class home. Taping commenced.
The first shot took place on the outside, to show the “ex-

ntering the home. We were supposed to climb the stairs,

perts” e
hit the doorway, look to the camera, and say, “Hi, Oprah. Wwe're
side to take

here at the home of the Sullivans, and we'Tre going in

"1 lied shamelessly.
d in front

a look around!”
The blue-suited woman dispatched the task effortlessly. She

hit her mark, dispatched her line, and the producer said, “Per-

fect. You're a doll.”
My turn came. Repeatedly.
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“Grant, let’s do i
1 e e nioh; ’once more. But this time could you give it
Ltri i
Hcazdyz lu:"cl);.lplo:e more tm.les, but it was clear I was hopeless.
e -e more . . . vivid?” the producer asked me
iy 0,ne t?;i ﬁhriaillly, “you do realize I'm Canadian.” -
i ft ; is was the least bit funny.
Tk Sy 2: to:z1 capture our reaction to the Sullivan
e el 1'kro ”e dow‘n’the hallway into the kitchen.
S ng l\i e, “Well, it’s obvious this is a family with
ity Wg . None! Look at these curtains. Wrong sha
. Wrong color!” o
I cast a
A kié:ﬂr;c; altl poor Mrs. Sullivan, who was cowering
s all. She was beginning to have doubts of her
e Wwatch. I slunk into the living room.
Teams th:re I?Ian, the f‘ellther, and Danielle, the daughter
i s they (;la ;cllj the “Pocahontas dance.” A couple 01’"
o Su;m ya Z een to- see the Disney movie. Danielle
T verzo n \ about six, had "mem_orized” her OWI;.
et no the-theme song, and father and daughter
gl li Ccpmmotlon in the kitchen, were now perform’
e Slpdpne hDar};lelle up, threading her across his shoul-
e v thei er zftck down to the carpet. Danielle sang
. e}pertlons, and as she dropped to the car
ed with a joyful flourish £
Th i !
Seemez fjiinz hizd swept out of the kitchen and was now, it
e . lay . g wzjlste to the living room.
id something like, “Oh, look at this furniture. I mean

really. E e
) y. Everything is pushed to the wall. No sense of ;
o sense of placement.” Fo

I took this i
e das my cue, I signaled for the camera, and as it
r x s )
me, I said, “Well, actually, there’s a reason th
e
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make room for the Poca-
e the Pocahontas dance,

furniture is pushed to the wall. It's to

hontas dance. Would you like to se
Oprah’?"

The producer looked arou
Danielle and cued the camer

nd in panic. She spotted Dan and

aman with a desperate, pointing

gesture.
Just in time. Dan and Danielle were already exuberantly

singing and lifting. It was perfect. Had they known they Were

going to be performing for national television, the dance might

have been anxious or labored. As it was, they were merely shar-

ing a private joy: It was about the sweetest thing you ever saw.
The producer gave me a look of new regard. 1 might not be

good television but 1 could see what was. The designer, on the

other hand, was staring daggers.
+ther homes. The designer was pre-

We went to a couple of o
dictable. No one in suburban Chicago seemed capable of grasp-

ing the simplest precepts laid down by the New York design
community. Her job was apparently t0 mock and diminish. My
response was predictable too. 1 kept suggesting the Sullivan
home was something remarkable, that this family had turned
2,000 square feet of concrete and drywall into something

happy, homey, and theirs.
The CCO has a core competence: a deep body of knowledge
ly this knowledge. The de-

and a strategic feeling for how to app
signer and I were talking about two kinds of culture. She was
talking about fast. T was talking about slow. Both matter to the
CCO, but fast culture gets the lion’s share of our attention. It is
so much more visible, vivid, obvious, and, yes, fashionable.

ays the country cousin, less interesting, less fash-

Slow culture pl
jonable. It is punished with neglect. Think of it this way: Fast

culture is like all the boats on the surface of the Pacific. We can
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spot them, n
i theL;r:;ll)c:z ;h;am, track them. Slow culture is everything
il g .kess well charted, much less visible. Slow
gk nown half of the CCO competence. But i
qually important. e
Homeyness i
i i:ur Chlsiio:; culture. It consists in a set of rules. It
e colc?rs, materials, furniture, decorative
B, i wic o W, 1nt1<:r10r design, and exterior characteris-
Linses powzr eI take an ordinary space and give it ex-
by endusr.int shows us how to turn a house into a
i .9:, deep-seated aspect of our culture. To
i ey 0 L out: V:/e have to visit the home and ask
As a part of slow . 10ut i
Mo o i Sent-cu ture, th.ough, homeyness gets scant at-
e e imental to interest the designer. (All those
i storar;, throw'rugs, and fridge magnets.) There
ey Beca}; e;e, so it doesn’t capture the attention of
S se homeyness is so stubbornly behind the
oSy erest the cool-hunter or the trend watcher
ave been slow to take a look .
puzzled when they do.* As sl Doy
g T e ow culture, homeyness is every-
Pl vt ;Japparently, everywhere invisible. It
S ut stays below the radar of American
Pity the CC i i i
dECideyWhethe(: ::: ignores 1t.. It is often homeyness that helps
e hsimflrs w1l.l embrace a new product, how
b ”keepe,r” f; they ‘wﬂl use it for, and whether this
we follow A. G. Laﬂeyz’isn?njguIZE? Amercilcan o W
S : ion and dolly back to see t
g :Wl'il: o.r hl.S full‘complexity, it is often homeyne}:;:
ming into view. “Homeyness” is the secret, the

Uery COdC ()f dOIIle t .
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grasp family life, what a “mother” and a “wife” is, what a “fa-

ther” and a “husband” is, how the budget is apportioned, and,

perhaps most important, why some brands and innovations res-

onate for the family and others bounce off. (Homeyness can

en explain the Pocahontas dance.)
1t is topics like homeyness that separate the CCOs who are
moved by genuine curiosity about their culture, from those

who are merely in it for the really stylish eyewear. There is

nothing in homeyness that will make you look hipper to your
conversation

friends. There is nothing here you can drop into
at a party. There is no knowledge here that really works as 50~
cial capital. No, the CCO wants t0 know about homeyness be-
part of American culture and that's his job.

I was in Charlotte, North Carolina, in late 2008, and my taxi
driver had a copy of Common American Phrases in Everyday
Contexts: A Detailed Guide to Real-Life Conversation and Small
Talk.> 1 paged through it on the way to the airport and thought,
“This is a book I have to have.” Here are a couple of outtakes.

ev

cause it is

You bet your life.

That's the last straw.

You make me laugh (never said by someone
who is laughing).

Shake the lead out.

1 need a change of scenery.

“get” them immediately. But

We know these phrases. We
they depend on cultural kno

rived from Gambia, struggling
for the first time, W€ would find them

") We could call this the Ziva effect,

wledge. If we were recently ar-
to learn American English and

hearing these phrases
strange. (1 bet my what?’
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trieves them from thei
eir familiarit
B ——— ity and suddenly they are slow

Now consider these:

See youl!

I've changed my mind.
Come back anytime.
Care to dance?

Our first reaction is to say, “
. y, “These don’t demand a i
v agin an V;reirl;r;mfv the terms, we get the meaning.” ;E:ﬁla:
L gine yourself a taxi driver from Gambi);.
ey understandre}; We must supply a deeper, slower knowl.
- t eS.e phrases. 5
el nd fbllls with knowledge we don’t know we know,
Slow culture is es y s s Standing of the world’
fast culture is -usIt)(.:‘ClaHy hard to see. The CCO who knows onl -
b o imperfejctl 2;1t;tllqer kind of cool-hunter. American cul}i
. ihiCh 11:completely mapped but there is great
“—— gives ! i o draw. Rutgers sociologist Eviatar
egories. English anthr e ij how we organize our cultural cat-
S Uniopol.oglst Kate Fox explores the rules of in-
Klein gives us a brilli versity French literature professor Richard
i 1dnt study of how smoking and tobacco in-
I s into our culture. (Although smoking and
- — g as :a cultural preoccupation, why and h
portant still matters.) Professors George Lakoff .31(:1‘/:1r




CHIEF CULTURE OFFICER

6 gome scholars have made themselves

studies our idea of success.
o his or her own

ut the CCO often will have to d
11 take Lafley-like excursion into people’s homes,
The CCO has years of ethno-

very useful. B

work. This wi

to patiently listen for a long while.

graphic work in view.
Clever Oprah. Whe

the designer, a P

discovered an €x

n her production staff teamed the an-

erfect contrast was created.
pert on the fast culture
logist, they dis-
ut of the

thropologist with

In the designer, they
ome. In the anthropo

that shapes the American h
w culture at work there. O

covered an expert in the slo

tension came a show.

FAST CULTURE
Alvin Toffler published Fu

was changing. He wrote,

scope and scale of change, we
r time released a totally
Jerated that it influences our sen

o of daily life and affects th

hock in 1970. Change, he said,

ture S
nded the

“yWe have not merely exte
have radically altered its pace.

We have in ou
stream of change SO acce
revolutionizes the temp
nd us.”’

d the publicatio

time,
we ‘feel’ the world arou

The decade that followe
served as proof of its argument.

economy with Mao Tse-tung at it
an wa

stood impregnable. Ir

woman had served as the clected head of 2
in the twentieth century. By the end of the
and his regime repudiated. Russia was
n republic. By 1980, eight women
change seemed to be accelerating.
chnology, Toffler might as
d its first microprocess

Wester
of government. Yes,

When it came t0 te
1. Intel release

a starter’s pisto
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new social force—a
se of

e way

n of Future Shock
In 1970, China was a socialist
s head. The Soviet Empire
s a pro-Western monarchy. No
Western government
'70s, Mao was dead
in crisis. Iran was an anti-
had been elected heads

well have fired
or in 1971.
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Cray, the maker of supercomputer
navox r : ) s, was founded in
i :;;a;s:i C;ts ﬁ;st video game console in 1972. ;Iizje I:f)ag‘
Philips pmcmcedStl;I1 ci;:nly ff‘om Apple, Atari, and Commodoz_
N g i g tt; ZR. Fiber optics came from Corning Glass’
R wee ert COr'nmercial cellular network. In ten
gloi theiamilllt rlom big business to small desktops.
(Bonanza), and the vai’i:;;leifvT:lEedB;af 'y Bunch), the western
- ullivan) were all
disl;g(};gEd ;;1::; (1;}’ the end of the decade, they wei X;Z;ZS
films Basy Rider M*Z}i;l;ent film sensibility shaped by the’-
TV networks, once the onl - Ijhe B father, The big three
OB _ﬁn y game in town, now shared the air-
from punch lilles"copieCl cally MTV and HBO. Comedians went
P mainI;prov. In ten years, popular culture went
i st ream entertainment to somethin
complex.® g more
As if feveri :
i :;l‘},; ::ymg tn prove the truth of Toffler’s argu-
i o hspendlng up. It was decentering. It wa
But of course thi: f?(;r:;; Artld}; Yo abnvas Sincking, S
years (1980 ust the prelude. In the next thi
becorrEe unisa;lzaizestent)f the “scope and scale of chang;:’l:lllz‘;};
mantled by the bi _Z‘ Infmerican cities, Main Street was dis-
fiome Depot ]:)igitgaI toxh categnry killers” like Wal-Mart and
i SCiem.;c nologies rewired banking, retail, and
B i ific rnsearch has increased by 40 pe;'cent
pening faster. The W(c);nl‘:rsmn from science to technology is hap-
that from 1997 to 200; t;:tzﬂ:;ual I;mperty e Sa)i:s
from 680 to o er of patent applicatio
net, circulatisr’l?;‘}a(;;(l)ncrease BT R er}ZEnt_B ThI;SI:tiI:
. l, terabytes of data at any given mom
worlds of content, knowledge, and opinioilni”
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Halo and virtual worlds like gecond Life

lds. Social networks like MySpace and

nature of the social group.
as still more turmoil. In the

Computer games like
literally created new wor
Facebook changed the very

On the economic side, there W
words of financial journalist Harris Collingwood, “Idiosyncratic

volatility is the signatur 11 president
Ronald Reagan's reduction of government spendin
added a new dynamism to local and international economies.
There was a huge run-up in the creation of value in the dot-com

economy, and NASDAQ broke 5100. The roller-coaster ride con-

tinued with a sudden collapse in the spring of 2000 NASDAQ

lost 500 points in five days. More recently, the real estate market

has seen a great ascent and decline. Venerable financial institu-

tions, the great foundational suppliers of capital and advice, have
peared. Wachovia, Merrill Lynch, and Lehman

are no more. At this writ-

e of our economic age.
g and control

actually disap
Brothers, as independent organizations
ing, the auto industry is flirting with bankruptcy. Only massive

government intervention has stabilized the economy.

Taste and preference, as the economists like to call them, are

in a spin. Fast food slowed down. McDonald’s started stocking
salads. Processed fo0d fell more and more from fashion. People
stopped smoking in droves. (Forty years agor 40 percent of
Americans smoked.) Omega-3, SOy and more fiber are suddenly
in everything. It became harder and harder to anticipate what
audiences wanted. uTelevision used to provide big-tent pro-
gramming designed to appeal to a lot of people, with characters
and story arcs that would appeal to everyone,” says Alan
Wurtzel, president for research and media development at NBC.

u find audiences are Very: very speciﬁc.””
Friendster was founded in

MySpace in 2004,

“Now yo
How fast are things changing?
2002, a media darling by 2003, overtaken by
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falling fast b
aginggto run);EEOCSi;:;df had completely vanished by 2007, ma
years. How fast are thi rom obscurity back to obscurity £n ﬁ‘r:_
the 1970s, young Bara nkgs whanging? Growing up in Hawaii ‘e
el et Cac Obama saw plenty of racism. And }zﬂ
was in the world arou:;:-’ confident, and deeply embedded ;
was inferior and untru im. Racist Hawaiians just knew Obam
e 2 isstwm:thy.. A mere forty years later thi?vl
i e forty_iortha mlnorlty opinion. Forty years iate S
e Lo W};zzs;d;:ntlof the United States." i
they see ittle hyperbolic i
in 13;70’223\71:2 :vzzlemate ST ﬂi f“turz :aizzzcio s
Business is alive i(c))nt(;llesswa e
TR R P.resence and force of this c
aheierio ;V;sltf;fro; a;nmety coming off the titles of}z:eg;
Forward, Speed of Th, ur, Out of Control, Blown to Bits, Fast
iy otfght, The Age of Unreason, andl P
i, g DaVi-Son ul\slmelss thinkers John Hagel, John Se;‘f Z
and Clayton Christen;e assim Nicholas Taleb, Peter Schwart !
Wi r; ask us to accept disruption and tuZ,
arrival of an “inpov t‘O the day."> Business Week declared t ;_
Ser——— ation economy.”!® “Creative destructio f
ey titlZrc?ne term from a little-known Euro e:
g House of a book from the head of an Amerlzcaurl1
The Americ y
self more respozrsliizr:’mtlon r‘?se to the occasion. It made it
structure, flatten d 1 ore creative.™ It began to downsiz by
. delayer, decentralize, outsource, an: rge(;

r
’

ing, and pre
| . ; '
prepared to reinvent itself continually.’* But th
.~ But the para-

dox was in
escapable. As th
10 chanoe it ; € corporation stru
ge, it increased the speed and depth if lcei:1 s
ange. There
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was no hope of catching up to change. The best the corporation

could hope for was to keep it in view.

Culture is a critical part of this change. It is sometimes the
cause, as when hip-hop joins usasa kind of music but eventu-
ally becomes 2 style of clothing, masculinity, filmmaking,
celebrity, and politics. Culture is sometimes the effect. The rave

culture that transformed dance, drugs, and the social experi-

in the 1990s was driven in part by new technologies. The

ence
s was driven in part by a demo-

counterculture of the 1960

graphic (baby—boomer) tidal wave.

It would be easier for the CCO if culture were a small and
discrete player in the world. But culture is hyperactive. Even
when not a cause oI event, it concatenates sO furiously with
other factors that no event is culture free. Good luck teasing
he CCO must be good at understanding complexity,
f the beast in question.20

the “quiet corners’” of our cul-

e have let it in. Until quite recently hardware stores were

mostly fashion-free. They were staffed by guys called Dave who
knew a lot about glue guns and not a thing about fad and fash-
jon. If we wanted white paint, Dave had two choices (really

white and not sO white). Now Sherwin-Williams sells over two

hundred shades of white, including Dover White, Aesthetic

White, and Panda White.? (To be honest, Dave’s a little hazy on

the difference between Dover and Panda.)
Fast culture is obligatory: The cable show What Not to Wear
ts are mocked for their

feels like a Soviet show trial. Participan

old-fashioned choices, obliged to admit the error of their ways,

and then publicly repudiate their favorite outfits. Redressed

. and transformed, they are readmitted to the civilized commu-
nity. We are unkind to people who don't keep up- “When you

this apart. T
because this is the nature 0O
Fast culture is invasive. Even

tur
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walk down t
dow and Say;h'((?)jlt:refténg catch a glimpse of yourself in a win-
do, and you've got tZ st;)rt’ o I really look like that?” Well, you
T ‘ paying attention. When people don't
Do ala‘: r:l?:ca;ures of themselves.”??
to tell us ho g. As usual, the intellectuals :
Wi must‘f:v i;niirous fast culture is. They Warzrzf ltlll;l;
P e :31 t;le foundations of our knowledge of
and conflict us. But th-w .elm us with choice. It must confuse
and we must take thei is Is.what the intellectuals always sa
I :;11; ;:\gzicetwilth a grain of salt. Y
corporation is li : satehallengs fonthe C-sifte,
st Crz ;}111::1 a tI;shmg boat, pitching on high seas E;ZZ
et fagﬂ drough the wheelhouse. Circuit Ci’ty re-
trend that helpe’d lif;3 - tak.e Advantage of the "Goek Sqliad”
ple of years before ]3ecompeumr Best Buy to greatness. A cou-
kids were using pe:er—t:)t ity plraiiased. Mustelanid, Justes
load their music fr -peer file-sharing technologies to down-
" Corpormmnoam c;:he Web.** Rupert Murdoch, owner zf
world, now prESideSn once a dominant force in the media
B ot oo over a cataclysmic loss of share value
that hit Americag Cit.We.re surprised by the loft condo trend‘
. advertismles in th.e 1980s. Some responded; others
B o g agencies grasped what TiVo meant fi
e hase ljﬂZzir:lhers will never catch up. or
them all. N R i
of cuisine, ::):tthrlrl;ral- develo,pments can come from :ltlén vztrjl;:g:
new media. Chefsr plclviS:c’ fashion, moviemaking, Web sites, and
- ’blo guards, engineers, indie bands, Holly-
B . cecisive i’nﬂ 28ers, 1”16W presidents—any of these cj]
uence. It’s a lot to monitor. To make matterrs1

[ . ] . o) ’
1CK1er Stlll, we Callt merg [}‘ monitor tlie most |a[]l()LIS ()f []IQSC




l‘.
]

Jayers. The new tech
ers to punt their influ
den, too. (Take a bow,

Craig Newma
founder 0

r 't ‘2
oceans”’ of opportuni y

velopments.
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ologies make it possible for obscure plai;—
n -
in. And all of asu
ce in from the margin. B
o) Jimmy Wales, founder of wikipedia,

’
’

ffington Post.)
e d a curse. It can open

4 Tt can deliver "game-changing d;.—
delivers blind-side hits. The CCO who
me for the year by

up “blue
Fast culture is a blessing an

25 But it also

er inco
an manage fast culture can earn h
C

lunchtime . . . €VErY day.

URE

culture seemed to lose it B

to run off in all directions. It beeamed s
ideas, more people creating i e'fi ,

. ew. The real diversity

der. It was this and

DISPERSIVE CULT i,
A couple decades ago: our
gravity and began
i er
ersive. There W ‘ o
}r)nore ways of living life, more points 0
or gen
f contemporary culture was not race hg B
i old.
everything else. The center wonid not- S =
When we were contemplating option

this book, 1 devised this list:

title for

i :mon Cowell, Face-
swimming, Target, Sim

i SNL,
i i ft drinks, Grammys,
n Singer, Chinese sO '
e ig wikipedia, Jeff Koons, Apple, I.(any‘
o South by Southwest, Mizrahi,
h Fried-

ke, Karim Rashid, Jos
Manolo Blahnik, Veronicd Mars,
1 Wayne, Coen brothers, Heroes,
y TV, Chuck, Frank
d, mashable, Thievery

synchronized

YouT
West, Hulu, Francis Bacon,
TypePad, Heath Ledger, Ni
man, Agent Dinozzo,

¢, Li
rrested Development, -
g’ Tina Fey, realit

FriendFe

Hollywood Hills,
Gehry, Claire Bennett,
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Corporation, Twitter, tagging, Henry Jenkins, Milton
Glaser, Monk, Last.fm, Second Life, Cherry ChapsStick,
Hannah Montana, Dexter, David Simon, Panic at the
Disco, iPhone, Xbox, Shoegazers, Andy Samberg, Joss
Whedon, Ellen, anime, hip-hop, Ollie, cut-and-paste cul-
ture, Entertainment Weekly, Matador Records, Tim Gunn,
Yahoo, Damien Hirst, Audrey Hepburn, IDEO, Ashton
Kutcher, Twilight, synchronous, SMS, Bollywood, Mickey

Rourke, Christopher Guest, Ownage, MMORPG, Rasta
man, red vs. blue.

It's a noisy list that names brands, actors, architects, design-
ers, musicians, academics, writers, producers, computer games,
fictional characters, generic categories, and slang terms. But the
real noise comes from the sheer cultural diversity encompassed
here. It is hard to imagine that a single culture can produce Frank
Gehry and Hannah Montana, a Monk and a Dexter, a Damien
Hirst and an Audrey Hepburn, an Ashton Kutcher and a Tim
Gunn. They are so different that they appear to come from mu-
tually exclusive worlds. Or here’s a simpler example. Chances
are, dear reader, you use e-mail and the Internet daily. But one in
five Americans has never sent an e-mail.*® We can’t imagine their
lives. They can't imagine our lives. Ours is a dispersive culture.

In the late 1980s, I did research on teens.?” T was preparing
an exhibit on popular culture for the Royal Ontario Museum
and it seemed like a good place to start. My first efforts were
sad. As an ardent TV viewer, I expected, vaguely, to find my-
self talking to the likes of Alex P. Keaton, the character played
by Michael J. Fox on the 1982 NBC series Family Ties. 1 was
wrong. By 1990, Alex P. Keaton existed only on TV.*® The
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n his place was a world teem-

' teen was disappearing. I
d asked a local teen to

nt to the mall an
pecies of social life.

“preppy’
ing with diversity. I we
help identify the new s

“go what's he?” 1 asked.

“Ah, he's a rocker. You know, heavy metal music.”

“And him?”

“He's kind of a surfer-
“And those girls’?”
“0Oh, man, those are b-girls.”

«ywhat about her . . . and her?”
t turned to gaze at me in won

skater kind of guy.”

My informan der that anyone

could be so thoroughly stupid.

“She’s a goth and that's a punk.””
By the time 1 had finished the study, 1 could manage with-

out a “seeing eye” companion. There were SOme fifteen types of
teen. Nothing in my experience as a teen, nothing in the aca-
demic literature, had prepared me for this. The category “teen”
tively recent invention, and for a long time it was
containing few options. In the 1950s, for
gories of teen. As one of our

teen, you could be main-
730 WWith-

is itself a rela

structurally simple,
ance, there were only two cate
#When I was siX
hat was it. You had to choose.

things got more complicated.

about surface variety. These are dif-
talk to b—giﬂs, goths, punks,
ing to different values, out-

inst.
respondents put it,
stream or James Dean. 1
out much fanfare,
We are not just talking
ferences with depth. As I began to

and skaters, 1 found myself listen

looks, and points of view.™

1 continued to look in on teen
happening. Kids wi
they would be a

culture during the 1990s,
ere now join—

and something interesting was
t several groups. Sometimes

ing not one bu
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oth and i
iow pOSSisE:);:e:Illrze; a Rasta rr.lan. Multiple memberships were
could up andrchangesflizf icr);%}:);to Ilhink e
e ' ; call at will (or whim). I
i g Iz;:hs;gr;dl:;iofa single group and you gave it you)r urrllcrzlr;}j
LRy st for 2‘1 year or two. I went from being a cli-
jd ippie, a shift that consumed the wh
olescence. e
As we enter the new centur
e ‘ VY, we can see yet an
S ii(; Is(elldvse;ioTEot have multiple membershipsyso mu(:;h:z
- t.en jy are many people bundled into one. And
B e ery much about them from the way they
ko r)lzew 1ong to networks (we’ll discuss those soon),
S i ocus of the self. These kids are distributed
e s and cultural worlds. The days of a defining
i g;)(;le. The days of fixed membership are gone.
g toyt Hea of a generation may well be over. It was
W ba : about boomers and Gen Xers. These were
P i) (1:6 ;izt;lil ge;eraliza‘.cions. Millennials, the tag
gen;ralization and is not V(:;y ’];erlzt;n:; ISOkS i e
" ;
o zg;h:;z wz look we see this kind of multiplication. Not
s ther}; :ng, but at the other end of the age spec-
s i ppears to be a quiet revolution among the
T gi‘i/e ; 51:; t.he stereotypes. People who were once
o o et e
. it with them as the =
may come a time when “old” people will be as di el o
Ieir:eg?:::sszlsftho;e of middle age.** One tolddrlr‘:ee,rii iirl:nltli‘:
- think)?, 5 ;n dn‘ot. worr)t' quite so much what the neigh-
eed, it is possible that the last years of life may
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offer new opportunities for self-exploration. In the words of

Florida scott-Maxwell, “Near the end of my life Tam myself as

never before.”

We are a mere century rem
world that existed one hundred years ag
into groups defined by class, controlled by orthodoxy and

elites—political, religious, and social. At some point in the in-
d to throw off virtually all these

35
oved from the Victorians. The

0 was vertical, divided

tervening period, W€ manage

properties.

This plenitude is driven by a hun
have more people engaged in creating €
arting bands, writing scripts,
‘s say the ratio of culture pro
consumer was once 1 in 10,000. It is now more like 1 in 100.
Many of the new producers are working wwithout supervi-

erable to studios or editors or critics.

sion.” They are not answ
They are not aiming for mainstream participation. They do not

need to make compromises. Our culture is dispersing because
many more people are making it with more technologies out of

new motives and with much less constraint.”
The symptoms of a dispersive culture are everywhere

s. The social and lifestyle typologies are breaking

around u
down. We have seen a steadily inflation of categories. Nine was

plenty. Then rwelve were called for. And then people just gave

up. No typology could capture all the things we were. Award

shows are changing. Where once there were a handful of gen-
res, now there are many. ght subgenres

of the electronic genre alone.?

Times's chief music critic, says the Grammys “continue to add
in a delight-

ba 1138

dred little engines. We
ulture. There are lots of
shooting movies, turn-

people st
ducer to culture

ing out blogs. Let

There are NOW forty—ei
7 jon Pareles, the New York

ories for more niches and subgenres 1
thing like mapping an amoe

[award] categ
fully futile quest that’s some
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This shift i
el th;f;;i ::Itipre 'forces a shift in commerce. Chris An-
with a long tail as (‘),V Wired, tells us that we are now dealin
ones. And Swarthmo:erzore S litﬂi
that more choice mak ollege author Barry Schwartz believes
et t :s us less happy. The great new pipelines
are compelling Cor}:;mema‘ZOrj, Craigslist, Netflix, and iTunes—
culture so thoroughly dl;(;?ir}:;zp;:tizns because we live in a
nology are only just beginnin - The dispersive effects of tech-
David Wei g, as Internet gurus Clay Shi
The ;::;iriir(;aa;iion Tsa ERn V\ilrned us.{gShlrky'
e ' ing Service is a network of stati
piOduce m(j:; t:fetgnlted States. There are five big statiofstlt:;:
is one.) And there ai: ontent for the system. (WGBH in Boston
S arour.1d‘350 little stations whose job is to
Gk abent. This is pretty much what our culture
players, Professionsout fllfteen years ago. There were a few ke
R : and places, and the rest of us were littli
b oo ifings alon frz uce much of anything. Our job was to
e ;g. i nd then something happened. In the past
e preSide,nt g e;t transformation took place. It’s as if Paula
Tl and CEO of PBS, woke up one day in Wash-
: r that all her little satellite stati w
producing too. G5tations wers naw
It is the CCO’s j
B i di:(::: J.Ob to .ﬁnd a pattern in this chaos. We can as-
persion will continue and that it will get worse

The generati
ive i i
! : engines in our culture will conti
ore differences. agils
CONVERGENT CULTURE

’ STl
d
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differences, We share a way of seeing the world and defining
Janguage, music,

ourselves. A characteristic style of clothing,
art, and prose springs up- These convergences don't last long

but they are interesting when they do. They are fantastic mar-

ket opportunities, thermals on which to rise.

It's a glorious moment. Suddenly we hear something new

and we know the world has changed.

“It’s Too Soon to Know” by The Orioles was like Elvis Pres-

ley’s “That's All Right (Mama),” Aretha Franklin's “T Never
Loved a Man (The Way I Love You),” Nirvana's “Smells Like Teen
d—in—your—tracks what is that?—2a sound
fusing and emotionally undeniable.*
thing comes. Our cul-

Spirit”—a shock, a dea

that was stylistically con

Out of the noise and commotion some
nfiguration. A certain kind
lothing styles travel as one.
last a cou-

ture suddenly snaps into a new €0
of music, prose, spoken language, ¢
A tiny but powerful culture is now upon us. It may
ple of years. It may endure for a decade. But there it is, a MO-
ment of consensus. This happens, usually, with each decade,
each genera‘cion.‘*1 These convergences are miraculous. And
puzzling. How We get from the “disorderly conduct” that is our

customary approach (lots of opinions, lots of difference, lots of

discordance) toa sudden agreement is not clear. What makes it

more puzzling is that we accomplish this consensus without 2
referendum, explicit discussion, or debate of any kind. Appar-

ently we are all listening all the time. Along comes the right

book or video, and we all quietly think, “That could work.”
And in the blink of an eye somehow we agree to new march-
ing orders. The good news is that these convergences are

utable. We can sense them coming. Especially if we are pre-

scr
d and to listen for faint signals.

pared to keep an ear to the groun
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Take the cas
] e of the preppy convergence. It’s the most
hrgence for which we have full hindsight i
The con i
e 'fvergence began to form visibly and publicly ar
= t, if we were well informed, we could have se u i g
en years before. Dou S ISEa
; - g Kenney founded ;
i 1970 wit ed National L
kil V;{ltill staff from the Harvard Lampoon. And ampoon
e tracked the conver . i we could
gence as it be
Lampoon i ] gan to scale up. Nati
Highp o P;lbhshed parodies of Newsweek and Lifle3 th ZO:: l
oo » LG
- ThY.earbook I‘—"arod)’ (1974), and a well-received is 4
g 1950 is Magazine, or We'll Shoot This Dog. By th et
il s, Lampoon circulation had reached nearl y Ffllend
er . a milli
h per month. And by this time even the di d -
unter had it on radar. * tunmest e
Sales were one thi
ing. Another clue .
it The i was the migration of tal-
s world started raiding the Lampoon comrfunit fo tal
. Ken : d
1975 t Eey left to write movies. Michael O'Donogh y lc’rftelI
0 . ue i
e efcorne head writer for Saturday Night ng_v He t In
eft fo ; y e. Har
e I\;’afecond City. P. J. O'Rourke left to write for Rol;nd
less private-s lional Lampoon spoke with the voice of the ruthg
-6 chool boy. Apparently this was now in demand -
I a
ated A p e?py convergence went to the movies. Ken g0
nimal H i ® ney cre-
iy ﬁcvuztsef in 1978 and Harold Ramis created Mea{bar;
: rst featured a pre : 4
She second. ia B p prototype in Tim Matheson;
o (198;1]1n ];111 Murray. The prep also appeared in BacheI:’
i in, t}; ayed by Tom Hanks. Most famously, the re’"
. PPKe t e 1T9:2 NBC series Family Ties in the charfct ;
- Keaton. € prep alsoa . oE
comedy show i ppeared in the 1982 late-ni
| Preg " ow Ln the person of David Letterman, who gave lg'ht
rm by standing in a wi : volee
and a . . indow of Rockefell
nnouncing with a bullhorn, “I'm not wearing er Center
any pants.”
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(Preps Joved to be vulgar and clever at the same time. It's a frat

thing.)
Everyday language began to

for it,” “geta life,” “geta grip,”
spoke for the new convergence. People were impatient with the

old pieties. They were being asked to snap out of their '60s

idealism. People were done with that.
ake the webs of the publishing world,

One of the bestsellers of the

vibrate with new phrases: “go
“snap out of it”” These phrases

Convergences must sh

or they cannot be convergences.
period was Lisa Birnbach’s 1980 The Official Preppy Handbook.

This was two hundred pages of detailed advice on what to wear,

where to go to school, what sports to play, what sports to
watch, what slang to speak, how to be rude to a salesperson,
and how to mix a Bloody Mary. If the National Lampoon had

supplied the new character of the decade, here were instruc-

tions of a much more detailed kind.

The consensus was visible in public life. Sud
yard, never especially presentable in its architecture, appoint-
ith glossy teens in down vests,

denly Harvard

ments, or personnel, filled w
Norwegian sweaters, and Top-Siders, all newly minted by LES

Bean. Some of them were the children of old money following

ancestral footsteps to the Ivy League. But most were kids from

Boston University who believed that the Yard was a better

lifestyle accessory.

The convergence began to recruit ferociously. A young

woman remembers:

As a teenager [my mom| was pulling The Preppy Hand-

hook out from under my [sleeping] cheek. These were the

mid-'80s, and I just lapped up all that puppy /yuppie/

J. Crew catalog/Lands’ End stuff. 1 didn't want to live in
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Wisconsin; i
b wzls:lxzi, ;j:;e; I wished my parents played tennis
waged a two-year :eizazgz fhi‘n{lips st
i L -to-Exeter campaign (“or,
Un);versci):teswould be Ol(. C'mon, at least consigdmE the
ek OnyMchool' of Milwaukee!”). I wished we sum
it SOCkzr;has Vineyard and wore penny loafers
S l.ik;xvanted to ski in Vermont during Christ-
il wrny copy (Tf The Preppy Handbook rec-
e famﬂ. .andanted to live far away from Wisconsin
e y come llome only at Christmas. As pa-
i bslounds, .deep in my soul I wished I owned a
i andajj;r\:lth my s‘chool's crest embroidered on
grosgrain ribbons in my hair. I day-

dreamed about the d
ay whenTw
and I believed T would.* ould go East to college,

The preppie convergence sold a |
i ot of cars for C
gng }303 Iair'lfh, ;::Ir:tt;all}; 2’1 lot of SUVs for everyone. It solcll1 ?{;i;i
et Hi,lﬁan s" End, J. Crew, Ralph Lauren, and even-
o croniian Wger and the Gap. It sold a lot of furniture for
e are, Ethan Allen, and eventually Sears. It
i es for Rolex and a lot of cars for BMW. Even-
S rve as the foundation for Martha Stewart and
status. It would shape and still shapes what

boomers wear on the weekends. Boo i
i : ) mers will take this conver
ir grave. It’s their look.* -

Then the tid )

, ebturnec.i again. Repudiation came on like gan
| S ”Dem er seeing graffiti on a Tom Cruise movie tg
’ i i " OSste
bt oo [lglzgupple scum.” Another was Gordon Geflqo . T
,d film Roger Eb . mn

thall d 4 . "
of the cavitali . ert hailed as a “radical criti

capitalist trading mentality.”** The prep her ritique
0 was now
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tarnished. (Life soon imitated art, with the fall of Michael Milken,
the junk-bond trader indicted in 1989 for violations of federal se-
curities and racketeering laws.) The third repudiation was the
movie Heathers (1989), in which teens took a terrible revenge
against the preps. The fourth was the publication of American
Psycho in 1991. This was, among other things, a vilification of
the prep. At this point, the CCO is fully apprised. The prep con-
vergence is failing fast. But pity us if this is our first warning.
CCOs are not allowed to be caught by surprise.
When I was doing research with teens in 1990, almost to a
person, they were saying, “Well, I guess you could say I'm a
prep, butT don't really think I am.” Or, more forcefully, “The
last thing I want to be called is a prep.” This was coming from
kids who were still wearing button-down shirts and Top-Siders.
Teens were moving on, some to the emerging subculture of rap,
some to a brief revival of the hippie regime; still others were
taking an “alternative” turn. We do not have access to this data,
but we can assume that sales figures for Ralph Lauren, Rolex,
BMW, and the decade’s other “flagship” brands fell sharply.
Presumably, furniture and textile stores suddenly found it dif-
ficult to move their “duck” and “sailboat” motifs. What con-
vergences give, they take away. The prep look lives on at Ralph
Lauren and, debased, at Tommy Hilfiger, but it is no longer at
the center of things.

Convergence culture is fleeting. But it supplies order, and
for the CCO this order is a gift. Tt is the chance to speak a sin-
gle language to a very large group. Every convergence culture
is a remarkable opportunity, the bluest of oceans. But only if we

get there early.

T
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STATUS AND COOL

;:EC::;:;J: CC})INVERGENCE AND THE COOL CONVERGENCE
i andoi hte e i::). '.I‘hey are now foundational parts of our
s passedgfr ying and yang of the Western tradition.
Ay on? absolute currency, but they remain ac-
= el mative. It's the CCO’s job to figure out how the

, and the framework they provide for our understanding

STATUS CULTURE

W ,
anzy rjzniz,oif J‘Iiver live in the living room?' They lavish time
drapes, art, and deci)::s m. They agonize over colors, fabrics,
T ——— lon. Then they seal the room away. They
- ];) a v.e vet rope. Or just forbid everyone to go
S don’}t’ aliime, the family Labrador, wanders in. But
What about the restayfS gr?asp the subtleties of American life.
o 1o us? Why spend money and space on a
L. 1';3 ;Zl ya COlllp‘le times a year?
— at the 11V1ng room represents a status mes-
o make but don’t want to live. Living rooms are
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for the finer things. And that's the problem. In a room like this,
we're obliged to stay “on our best behavior.” How very tedious.
We would much prefer to be in the kitchen, where we can “just
be ourselves.”

If we were a CCO in the sixteenth century, status would be

the great preoccupation of our professional lives. And this is

because status was the great preoccupation of everyone's life.
Status was a capital more precious than capital. We know this
because the moment people made extra income they turned it
into status goods. But status wasn't just about owning the right
things. It was also a code that specified how people should
speak, whom they should marry, where they should live.? Right
through the twentieth century, status was the cardinal compass
point, the true north, of what people cared about. For the early
modern CCO, virtually everything you needed to know about
culture was contained in the idea of status.
After World War 11, Americans bought clothing, cars,
homes, and club memberships with a view to staking status
claims. They engaged in competitive spending, in a struggle to
change their social standing. And they engaged in emulative
spending, to imitate their “betters” in the status system. (The
famous photojournalist Margaret Bourke-White shot a series of
photos called “High Society in Philadelphia” for Life magazine
to keep Americans informed of how the “other half " lived.)
CCOs of the 1950s watched Americans use their consumption
choices to get into the right school, the right club, the right
suburb. The car one drove, the scotch one drank—these were
determined by status aspirations.
Vance Packard, an influential journalist after World War II,
called these Americans “status seekers.’* The prototypical CCOs
monitored status closely. Pierre Martineau studied status in

STATUS AND COOL

Chi
Eth;;:‘afzidl-il:;tzteljt (;ans studied it on Long Island. John Seeley
Sl in Toronto. W. Lloyd Warner studied it in Yan-
it Styt au Fusse.'ll made a good living making fun of Amer-
) S;SI:: nf:tlensmns.s But people secretly bought his The
iy -l earn about the status code.
e e, status was a‘ctually dying. What used to be a
4/ iSyn 1dy system for ranking people, classes, and consumer
il mowka mess. Classes are hard to identify, and relative
: urky. Take ten of your neighbors, and imagin
;ifeth;:lrln. An Elizabethan could do it in his sleep %/V;r:alr:s:
2y .We :ieg::ebseoazllany different and conflicting grounds to
P e elto manage a crude distinction between
ol i hra:l zss. We can distinguish between people
s o hardgto o very low. But anywhere people clus-
fouz:ea l:;z;lct}; :zc;olsfgist Pierre Bourdieu thought he had
S war tt }115 out. Status, he said, is finally about
Sy materr: ]s Oow one c'hooses, the sophistication ev-
e ;t world’ﬁffhzs determines where we stand.
Py fag‘s aren'’t just there to show income; they
i Iizs;iz dlSCCl’l"lm-ent. In France, this may well be
oo franka_l; taste is in shambles and unclear. Those
b :e);cz ;}elz ;:;ii?lc north of social aspiration, status is now
i m{gs we ca.re about. Certainly, when the oc-
or it, we like to think we can stage a persuasive so-

cial per

» Isre j(t)r;:;r;c}el.i If] need l?e, Wt? f:an unrope the living room

A bEhEVi;srtaI];dmg visitor to refined conversation

- el gy ! dut really that’s what the living room

R ¥ kan o the status thing, not that we want
now the vanishing status system because
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going to rear its beautiful head. Sta-
omes to certain kinds of purchases.
to luxury brands, like
patek Philippe, and,
wind beneath the

you never know when it is
tus still moves us when it ¢
It matters particularly when it comes
Chanel, Mercedes, Dior, Burberry, Cartier,
yes, Louis Vuitton. Sometimes status is the
s of a trend. For example, the single-malt scotch trend of

wing
t by status consideration, as

the 1990s was driven in par
boomers began to look for a kin

What or who demoted status
the social elites Bourke-White photographed ceased to act like
elites. They bought into American individualism. They came
“high society” thing as a threat to their individu-

d of EZ connoi‘sseurship.7
7 Part of the problem was that

to see the
ality.‘“ Besides, American culture wasn't paying them in def-

erence anymore. After the 1960s, elites were scorned as snobs

and thereafter admiration was generally
tion in the 1980s, as we have seen, but that

“sneaking.” There

was a brief restora
too has passed. And now it looks as if some people with

wealth don’t know how to act Jike elites. It's hard to imagine

the likes of Mark Cuban or Donald Trump acting as our social

“petters.” (Trump may come from second—generation wealth,

but that haircut is a dead giveaway. This is a man with no
taste.) And there are others with wealth and prestige—#Google
n, say—but by all ac-

founders Larry Page and Sergey Bri
tus. Silicon Valley man-

counts they couldn’t care less about sta

aged to produce vast wealth without producing any kind of

social elite.

Our models of admiration
celebrities than about social doyens. If Life once gave us pictures
which gives us pho-
Celebrity cul-

have shifted. We care more about

of polite society, we noOw read Vanity Fair,
tos of Tina Fey, Miley Cyrus, and Bernie Madoff.
s trumped high culture. If once we cared about the affairs

ture ha
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of royal families abroad and the Rockefellers at hom:
prefer t? follow Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie The:t; Itlow i
many things, but are they paragons of taste an;i breedi pj
really have no idea. R
mithotrbs:r:;eﬁpe(;ple, culture still means “high culture.” This
; efined as what the English critic F. R. Leavis- calle
ﬁ;}z j?‘l:iiegsl ;I:i most"?eri?hable parts of tradition [and] th:
ol age.”” It is the kind of culture we absorb
o f what Matthew Arnold called the “study of perfection”
itr;l "‘tcti }zzrsmt of our “be.st self.”'? This is culture with a cap-
" presented by elite institutions like museums, ballet
:on;i)ame.s, symphonies, and art galleries.!' In its day, tI:IiS wzs
: li itez;:ullccile;;):t;zlped orgarTize the Anglo American world.
e WOI; : }11 I;Ot prerul. Popular culture in all its noisy,
it i i ) ay.- It d‘ld so, finally, by proving that cul-
e lg A u-mmatln-g, and subtle, without actually
. g cult. Thus did the elites lose a favorite device fi
ing the world. FLi
thei}j}::l;dpzzzllza:(;; :;1; Peelr\l/l rep}iaced by our search for au-
. ire Martha
::Z shfa gives, but they love Oprah ?/ifi:;:;fo: t\}flvzzztnuiva}i;
r gives status advice and i :
say t}.lat status is a false god w‘:?;);flcl;rzj)iei;):\;;?ldfgombly
o?ratlc, egalitarian, energetically anti-status AmeP: 'e de'm_
ning after all.'? L
Tm(;(::;u;;an:: Ntll:lchael Silverstein and Neil Fiske, authors of
e “Ne‘,N L):l Xui consumer society has turned its back on
vl pmmOtezl/ gooc-ls., however, avoid class distinctions
as elitist. [Instead], they generally appeal

to a set of values that m
ay be shared by peopl )
levels and in many walks of life.”? y people at many income




CHIEF CULTURE OFFICER

Taste now belongs not to elites but to the professionals.
when furnishing our home we look to the likes of interior de-
signers Victoria Hagan and Barbara Berry. Were they “well
born”? Did they go to Vassar? We don't care. It doesn’t matter.
perts, and experts come . - - from tel-
d world about Tim Gunn, but the
ay. We used to

Taste now comes from ex
evision. There is something ol
reason he designs American lives is Project Runw
admire things that were old world. This has been trumped by
things that are old school. Taste now comes from a mastery of

change, not a mastery of status.
The very verticality of our society has changed. It's not clear

who sits on top. Is it celebrities like Kate Winslet? Politicians

like Barack Obama? Editors like Graydon Carter? Basketball
stars like Kobe Bryant? Computer billionaires like Steve Woz-

niak? Short—ﬁngered vulgarians like Donald Trump? (Okay, not

Donald Trump.)

Almost no one these days tries to pass as 2 member of a
group more exalted than their own. This fiction (or “status
counterfeiting”’) was common in the 1950s, but these days it
does not interest us at all. For most people, self-presentation is
like yard work: We do enough of it to keep the place looking
pectable. The idea of devoting much of our concern, most
of our income, and all of our aspiration to great status per-
formances is over, the ideological antique of another age.

And what's become of the living room? For 2 while it was
roped off. And in the past ten years it has suffered a still cru-
eler fate. It has been displaced by the “great room”’ that began

und the turn of the twenty-first century. This con-
constructed out of three ex-

res

to appear aro
sisted a single, large, Open room,
isting rooms: the living room,
kitchen. The great room sprung

the dining room, and the
from several motives. But it
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::;a:)snffzgl)(; .in‘tended to demolish two status places, the living
‘1n1ng room. The kitchen absorbed themib

i oth. An
e il;lj;;iir},stv;:re persuaded they could live without theii
ip hOI,ne ; ry spent a small fortune excising them from
i a.boucirz 2005 to 2007, expenditures on interior
e 0 percex.lt to $13 billion." It was the only

uld find to live in the living room.

COOL CULTURE

Co i
- Zln CZ::;Z; 12 ; r;u:h newer cultural force than status. It rose
S A COnf()a u-s. Cool holds status to be an anxious,
P Chlrl;nty, a needy clinging to convention. Cool
ey Gen (& es:? and dopey. It prefers a more thought-
gy “2(, 1ntfi111gent choice in music, clothing, and at-
St sone s.autonomy and distance from the group.
g s about standing, cool is about standing free.
e :?:60;}) ilate. bu? it came up fast. We can see it arise
e n)]r gl ns in nineteenth-century Paris. I reckon the
e ;r;::lty was fewer than 5,000 people.” This avant-
Sk l;ncz1 (‘:ultural mission: to break the rules of art
ey y live 'm open violation of the middle-class code,
g ,O scandalize those who conformed to the code, the
i Chaflzl]i);te; ::1:: bourgeo.is‘ie." Manet'’s Absinthe Dri’nker
| —— ge the competitive Salon partly because this
s a creature unfit for the salon of the middle-class
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ook to calling the Latin Quarter the
Ith being created in the
he stipends and trust
learned to manage

in 1926 Time magazine t
American Quarter.!” Some of the wea
new world was returning to Paris as t
funds with which wealthy families long ago

the “artistic” child.’®
Ernest Hemingway’s 1926 novel, The Sun Also Rises, sold

hriskly.19 And with its publication came the avant—garde

“meme.” Now you didn’t have to spend any time in Paris to

master cool. You could find Hemingway's book in any Ameri-
can public library, drugstore, oOr five-and-dime. And you
didn't work very hard to “decode” this new social posture.
The Sun Also Rises reads like a lifestyle manual, specifying

how to dress, to live, to Speak. Cool had leapt from art to prose,
ists to anyone with a li-

from France to America, and from arti
brary pass.”

Cool scaled up furious
in this epidemic was the “beats,
tic hipsters” who lived in obligat
code. One founder, Herbert Hunc
age twelve and divided his time between jail, freak shows, and
the street.?> The father of the movement, william Burroughs,
abandoned a life of privilege in St. Louis and a Harvard educa-
tion for a life of heroin abuse and destructive self-discovery. He

found his Montmartre on Chicago’s North Side.” But there was
ist here. Burroughs worked asa bug

ly after World War I1.*' The “carrier”
’ poets, artists, and “apocalyp-
ory violation of the status
ke, ran away from home at

no posing asa romantic art
exterminator and styled himself a criminal.*
In the manner of cool, the beats protested the narrowness

and timidity of the bourgeois view of the world. Jack Kerouac
jazz, and trances. He cre-

sought spontaneity in Benzedrine,
ated “wild form” prose and scorned Allen Ginsberg for his
5 It was Kerouac's Very

more classical, rule-bound poetry.
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ort i
p rtable prose that carried the standard. On the Road sold f.
astically well, recruitin | ]
. g an enormous audience fi
Burroughs was to mu . o o
tter, “Kerouac opened a milli
. mill
and sold a million pairs of Levi’s.”% P S
Cool is i
s epe lucky meme. While other social innovations died
it, it went from stren
gth to strength. It
e ! i gth. It was nurtured
yt'ut;: community until it could be adopted and cultivated b
a still larger one. It started i ’
. in art. It moved to
sy poetry and then
Anp.d ei apd, eventually, as we shall see, to movies and music .
" ideological hustler, cool seemed to have an eye for the mai .
chance i o
il anId its next best move, even as it protested its artistic
ce. It may have started as
; an obscure style i i
café, but it was climbing i e
ing int i i
i g ernational best-seller lists in no
In th :
T Teh la]t;e 50s, the avant-garde commandeered popular
. The best-seller Bonjour Tri
; stesse gave voice t i
" ’ o the exis-
ntial angst of the café dweller.”” Better still, the popular
- . : press
- p 'ylmg attention. In 1957, a columnist at the San Francisco
ro i
" nic Ie1 helped popularize the beats by calling them “beat
niks.” T i i i :
ey e b;gdmagazmes, Time and Life, were offering cover
] us did cool find its way i i .
y into the middle-class livi
- . : ss livin
orcns, using mainstream media as its Trojan horse :
E I(-)Iol1 captured the attention of the most popular of medi
e Holl .
e ytl;vood film. It appeared in Rebel Without a Cause
|
- 2 ay, 1955), Funny Face (Stanley Donen, 1957), Bell
Kubr.a: lCcmd[e (1958, Richard Quine), and Lolita (Stanle ’
ic
L , 1961). The last of these gives us Charlotte, a middle)j
» creature passionately interested in the poetry readin
e ; r
jazz solo, and the African mask. Apparently, beat val :
: ues

were finding their way off
e y off the coffee table and into the design
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Cool even found a way to colonize TV. A series called The
Many Lives of Dobie Gillis ran from 1959 to 1963 and featured

a character called Maynard G. Krebs, who wore black clothes,

grew a goatee, played the bongos, and used coffeehouse argot

to comic effect. The show appropriated cool, to be sure, but
it also helped recruit on its behalf. As one young man re-
membered it, “Maynard had ; «:a profound effect on my
personal development.” Tt prepared him to read Ginsberg's
Howl.*

The avant-garde impulse reappeared, reworked, in the
counterculture of the 1960s, thanks to the intercession of Allen
Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, and Bob Dylan.l1 Compared
with the streetwise beat who haunted Times Square, hippies
were kinder, gentler, more starry—eyed. (New drugs, new vis-
tas, no doubt.) But finally, hippies cared about the very “mad-
ness” Kerouac prized.”” Like the beats before them, hippies
violated the middle-class code to a purpose.

To be a hippie, it wasn't actually necessary to make art or
music. Some people transformed their lives, to be sure, but oth-
ers merely grew their hair long and entertained a new set of
values. Hey presto. A diffusion miracle was now accomplished.
Cool had gone wide but remained cool. Tt was that exclusive
club that anyone could join. And because music was now the

preferred medium, the would-be recruit didn't even actually
have to read. Cool: the little meme that could.

Measures are hard to find, but we can extract the following

numbers from the “hippies” entry in Wikipedia.”

1965 1,000, a rough estimate of the number of proto-
typical hippies living in the Bay area.
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1966
;OTO(JO, thr: number of people who attend the
rips Festival organized by Stewart Brand, Ken
Kesey, and Owsley Stanley. ’
1966 i
1'5,000, the new estimate for the hippie popula-
i tion of Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco.
20,000, the number of people who attended the
Human Be-in, January 14.
1967
100,090, the number of people who visited San
Francisco for the “Summer of Love.”
1969 500,000, the n .
,000, umber of people wh
Woodstock. il et
19 illi
70s Eulhons, the number of people in the postwa
; r
Sal y boorn wno were prepared to identify them-
elves as hippies in style of life or thought

Cool was winni
pe S w1nnrng the day. Once the minority enthusiasm of
y group of artists in Paris, it had scaled the heavens. It
now an official, massively distri e
. y distributed, crowd-
ol - . sourced, counter-
j tro, colonizing popular culture from top to bottom. Th
Xac i int i ' "
¥ btlpplng point is not clear, but the transition year migh
ave been 1967, In 1968, Jimi i kR
\ 3 i Hendrix held th
y : 1219 e top spot on th
s s sellller list with his album Are You Experienced Inpl 966 th‘cJ
est se ] . i
e er;alcll been Whipped Cream and Other Delights by Herb
rt and the Tijuana Brass.*
>4 These album
. s appear to come
different cultures. And in a sense they did. Earnest, trans

formatio
9 ldl na‘l, bent on cultural and political revolution, hippi
ould dedicate no art to whipped cream i

Ti . ;
L ;me magazine was increasingly sympathetic. In the 1950
y : : s,
treated beats with ambivalence, but the tone of its hi
p...

ie cov
p erage was more respectful. One story offers a dignified
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not to drugs, then to beauty, love, honesty, fun.

cool and status cultures had been loclfed in
tcome now looked inevitable.
st so many battles,

assed from Mont-

By this time,
battle for a hundred years. One ou i
Cool was going to take the day. Status ha

it must lose the war. As the torch p

i an Francisco, cool was

martre to Montparnasse to Chicago to S

apparently inexorable.

iet
end of the twentie .
fad nd the victor was . . . COmMpromise.

de and the middle

h century, the results were in.

i i A
The winner was obvious. .
For all their intense conflict, the avant-gar R
had achieved a glorious rapprochement. y .
it d, they now were one. The middle-class wor

i i ing a
hot through with avant-garde liberties, encompass g
was sho

i of cre-
tude of personal expression and a new or‘der : )
garde discovered that certain kinds o

and instrumentality were, when
y. You couldn’t live without

so long and har

new lati
ativity. And the avant-
social order, self-discipline,
all was said and done, obligator

them.

ties won and lo ‘
i3 i s had been permanently loosened. Sen

Social regulations

st. The status code would never be

the same. Its “anchor

ior white males were losing their hegemony.

ecline. Cool had come to accept compro

were in steep d
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its own. Some kinds of self-expression were not to be allowed.
Certain intoxicants must remain against the law. Certain social
experiments, like communes, could only end badly. Capitalism
was no longer the obvious villain of peace. Property might be
“theft,” as Proudhon said, but it was going to endure.*® Cool
also had to accept that personal liberty was probably not going
to eliminate social differences or social sameness. A hipster
regime was not going to happen.

If the avant-garde artists of Paris had had their way, we
would have seen the demolition of bourgeois society. Indeed,
public life would now look something like Burning Man, that
extraordinary festival that happens each year in Nevada.”” As
it turns out, we hold this festival only once a year. And we stick
it way out there in the desert. Like the living room, we felt,
somehow, that it was better kept roped off.

Cool is an outsider’s sensibility now completely internalized,
built into every individual and our entire culture. This feels like
a puzzle and a paradox to the likes of Thomas Frank and Naomi
Klein, and this is perhaps the best way to see it.*® But it is an-
thropologically more rewarding, I think, to see cool as a meas-
ure of our culture’s ability to absorb conflicting impulses and
embrace contradiction. Once so sure of itself, so monolithic, so
clear and well defined, our culture is increasingly a house of
many mansions, a bundle of conflicting points of view. To every-
one’s astonishment, it not only survives this complexity but

thrives on it. Frank, Klein, and all their new-order orthodoxy to
the contrary, we bumble along quite nicely. It's not very ele-
gant, but it is pretty effective. (Elegance, we leave to the French,
who prove in return that you have to choose.)
The larger outcome is clear. Neither cultural constellation
will ever seize the day and return itself to its once glorious
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Pil:l‘:.iml;lrl
third term, a restless cre-

DUCERS
ivity. If once we were mainstream and avant-garde, n,ow iy P ONSUMERS
ACE ? ilderness, with thousands of little experiments AND C
b are a great w '

very inti . The strug-
. happ ning ever where. Point, counterpoint 1s dead : egr
e is oV culture over-
“ le between status and cool is 0 er.’? We are now a

}." gle

\l' flowing with variety and noise.

ith a
position. For we are a culture with

CULTURE WAS ONCE MADE BY A HANDFUL OF PRODUCERS
on high and delivered to millions of consumers below. The pro-
ducers mostly gave us what they thought we wanted. And the

1 consumers might sometimes have disliked the outcome, but
there wasn't much we could do about it. We either watched one
of the big networks, or we didn’t watch TV We called it mass
media because this programming was made for the largest pos-
. sible audience. Niches were impossible. Tiny audiences were
forbidden. Active audiences were unlikely. Power belonged to

. producers. Consumers did what they were told. And then

f things began to change. The new contract between producer
and consumer is perhaps the most urgent thing the CCO needs

to know about. It is one of the most compelling messages he or
she has to deliver to the C-suite.

PRODUCER CULTURE:
WE'RE ALL DEKTOR NOw

When NYPD Blue launched in 1993, it was praised for the
work of actor Dennis Franz, new kinds of dialogue from cre-
ators Steven Bochco and David Milch, and an ensemble style
that built on Hill Street Blues, the TV show that ran from 1981




