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Quotations 
 
 
Such indeed is the diversity, in terms of style, subject matter and geography, that the 
editors of the New Poetry could barely find a common link to hold their selection 
together...1

Times Literary Supplement 
 

 
In the last fifteen years, French society has become so fluid in certain respects that there 
has been a sudden, unexpected diversification...2 

Henri Mendras and Alistair Cole, social scientists 
 
I've spent a lot of time asking myself what it means to be an American musician now.  It 
means finding out everything that’s going on in America musically.  That's why Cajun 
music and Texas fiddle are interesting.3 

Yo Yo Ma, American cellist 
 
[T]he explosion of historical information has led to few new syntheses, few coherent or 
integrated visions of the past, few organizing frameworks.  Rather, reflections...are more 
likely to focus upon the splintering, fragmentation, disarray, shapelessness, 
inaccessibility, incoherence, chaos, anarchy and meaninglessness of it all.  [One 
historian] concludes that “A striking feature of the American historical profession in the 
last twenty years has been its inability to move toward any overarching interpretation 
which could organize American, or for that matter, non-American, history.” 4 

Philip D. Morgan, American historian 
 
During the last decade, public recognition of national and international differences 
became an essential internal element of American culture.5 

Dean MacCannell and Juliet Flower MacCannell, American social scientists 
 
[P]erhaps the immense fragmentation and privatization of modern literature—its 
explosion into a host of distinct private styles and mannerisms—foreshadows deeper and 
more general tendencies in social life as a whole.6 

Frederic Jameson, Professor of Literature and History of Consciousness 
 
[I]nstead of…the fashion, one is today more likely to see pluralism, with different 
designers proposing radically conflicting New Looks.  While some fashion pundits may 
strive to reduce this cacophony of different colours, shapes, hemlengths...into a consistent 
trend...anyone viewing the photographs of the Paris, Milan, London or New York shows 
can appreciate that difference, rather than consensus, is the order of the day.7 

Ted Polhemus, English sociologist 
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It is now quite impossible for me to speak of the evolution of TV comedy in the monolithic 
terms that sufficed when I wrote [the first edition of] this book [in 1989].  Since the mid-
eighties [this comedy] has began to fork, subdivide, synthesize and recombinate… 8 

David Marc, author Comic Visions: Television comedy and American culture 
 
Whatever narratives or systems that once allowed us to think we could unproblematically 
and universally define public agreement have now been questioned by the 
acknowledgment of differences…9 

Linda Hutcheon, Professor of Comparative Literature 
 
It’s like this puzzle.  You spend ages putting things together—things that weren’t meant to 
fit together, disjointed things, things no one would ever think you could put together.10 

Tom Rowlands, musician, The Chemical Brothers 
 
I have a sense that in the seventies a great many artists began to do very different sorts of 
things, not knowing, and perhaps not caring, whether or not it was art. ....[T]here really 
was no mainstream in the seventies.  Or what looked like a mainstream was countless 
individual rivulets flowing as one.... The seventies in consequence was a period whose art 
history is all but inscrutable.11 

Arthur C. Danto, philosopher 
 
…the world comes to us in pieces, in fragments, lacking any overall pattern…12 

Robert Bellah et al., sociologists 
 
[T]he present jumbling of varieties of discourse has grown to the point where it is 
becoming difficult to label authors...or to classify works.  [This] suggest[s] that what we 
are seeing is not just another redrawing of the cultural map...but an alteration of the 
principles of mapping.  Something is happening to the way we think about the way we 
think. …It is not that we no longer have conventions of interpretation; we have more than 
ever, [and] a situation at once fluid, plural, uncentered, and ineradicably untidy.13 

Clifford Geertz, anthropologist 
 
Individuality is the most important aspect of beauty today…Every woman is different.14 

Kathy MacKenzie, fashion editor 
 
The city, Aristotle insists…is composed of a certain multitude…but not just any 
multitude: it must be composed of a multitude that is different in form, eidos, “for the city 
does not come into being out of those who are similar.”15 

Arlene Saxonhouse, political scientist 
 
The appearance of a variety of quite diverse styles [in post-war America] challenged a 
central but rarely acknowledged critical tenet that only one type of art could be valid at a 
particular time. 16 

Diana Crane, art historian 
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What I hope to do is allow people to feel freer about setting tables.  You needn’t be 
worried about mixing your grandmother’s china with Pottery Barn and antiques.  If you 
don’t have matching pieces and bought some plates at the flea market, it doesn’t matter.17 

Diane Von Furstenberg, designer and arbiter of taste 
 
 
Now that America is no longer in the forefront when it comes to industrial and 
mechanical invention, its job is to produce new cultural types in what we might call feats 
of stylistic engineering.18 

Margo Jefferson, cultural critic 
  
 
Utilizing sounds that slide from dub to ambient, jungle to ethnic percussion and found 
voices to sci-fi soundbites, [illbient] music reflects the mix of past and future, the jumble 
of cultures and the perpetual salvo of sounds and sights that defines the spectacular 
intensity of New York City.19  

Kathy Silberger, journalist 
 
 
I’ll master your language, and in the meantime, I’ll create my own.20 

Tricky, musician and an inventor of Trip Hop 
 
 
It has become difficult to name one’s feminism by a single adjective.21 

Donna Haraway, History of Consciousness, UC Santa Cruz 
 
 
It is hardly possible to overrate the value...of placing human beings in contact with 
persons dissimilar to themselves, and with modes of thought and action unlike those with 
which they are familiar.22 

Isaiah Berlin, English intellectual historian  
 
 
We feel affinities not only with the past, but also with the futures that didn’t materialise, 
and with the other variations of the present that we suspect run parallel to the one we 
have agreed to live in.23 

Brian Eno, musician & an inventor of Ambient music 
 
Digitized communication risks presenting us with a fragmented and patchy world, even 
parochial, statistical, and egotistical all at once, exchanging the common welfare for 
collective constitutencies or interest groups of the like-minded. 

Régis Debray, digital intellectual24 
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Mysteries for Martians 
 
It’s a dark and stormy night.  We pull our collars up against the autumn chill and quicken 
our pace.  Winter’s coming.  We just want to get home.   
 
Leaves begin to spin in little circles and light fills the sky.  A ship sets down beside us.  
Our presence is requested.  We are ushered into the modulated company of an 
interplanetary other.   
 
There are the usual galactic pleasantries: our planet greets their planet, their planet greets 
our planet.  We are ambassadors to the stars, welcoming our new brethren from beyond.  
Smiling and nodding, everyone is stupefyingly genial.   
 
Then things seem to run out of gas.  If these Martians have an agenda, they’re not being 
entirely clear about it.   It’s as if they are being…well…almost bashful.   As if they want 
to ask something, but can't quite…   
 
Oh, now it’s clear.  These Martians want to hear about themselves.   They want the buzz 
about Martians.  What do earthlings think about them?   (Are these guys going to fit in?)  
The holograms are shimmering with anticipation.  The ball’s in our court. 
 
Yikes, what have we heard about Martians lately?  
 
Well, there was Roseanne on Larry King a couple of months ago.  She said she’s pretty 
sure she’s from outer space.  It just explained so much about her.  How odd she feels.  
The things she does.  The men she marries.   Larry didn’t bat an eye.  “Outer space?  Let’s 
take a caller from Knoxville, Tennessee.”    
 
There’s that shimmering thing again and an anxious, whispered conference.  (Roseanne, 
one of us?) 
 
Then there’s Frank Black, god of alternative music.  Frank believes in creatures from 
outer space.  He contends Area 51 was a giant government conspiracy.   Frank is not 
claiming to be from outer space, but he was “in the presence” once as a child.  Frank 
shares a wide-spread conviction: the truth is out there.  
 
Then there is Mars Attacks.  Well, this is awkward—how do you tell a Martian as image 
conscious as Edgar Bronfman, Jr., that he’s the butt of Hollywood caricature.  (You tell 
him.  No, you do it!)   There is only one noble thing to do here.  Give up the director, Tim 
Burton.  (Take him, not us!) 
 
And the NASA space probe.  We have finally discovered something on the surface of 
their planet.  Water locked in permafrost, apparently.25  The scientists said, that’s all we’d 
need to make the place habitable.   Well, no, not a permanent installation, actually, not at 
all, no, more of a trailer park arrangement, probably.  How does that sound?  Any time 
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you felt uncomfortable, send in a hurricane.  Gone.  I believe I speak for everyone when I 
say, umm, it’s your planet.  (And all we earthlings merely trailer trash.) 
 
Poof.  We’re back on the pavement with a “class 1” hangover and the kind of blurred 
vision you get from optometrist’s drops.  At least they didn’t kill us…or remove vital 
organs…or anything.  Poking our midsections ruminatively, we trudge home in the dark 
and the cold with a sense of astonishment.  Martians!   
 
What the hell were they after?  Ego gratification.  Or was this the Martian idea of a focus 
group?   What could Martians learn about us from what we’re saying about them?   
Roseanne, Frank Black, Mars Attacks, and a space probe?  They’re going to stuff this into 
their thinking machines and get…what?  
 
Roseanne is a creature to be reckoned with, to be sure.  She managed the transition from 
obscurity to stardom without the usual attributes: beauty, “personality,” or the ability to 
happy talk her way through a Tonight Show interview.  She came to stardom mostly on 
the strength of a blistering, fearless candor.  And she used what power she had in the 
early days to buck the Hollywood system and create television that broke the rules of 
gender, genre, and television all at once.  She gave us a family that was equal parts 
American, feminist, working class, real life, and lunatic.  By all appearances and her own 
account,26 she was much too intent on celebrity to care very much what anybody thought 
of her.i

 
 

Frank Black, on the other hand, appears not to care about celebrity at all.27  He enjoyed 
great success a couple of years ago (in a band called the Pixies) and then began 
dismantling his fame stick by stick.  He detached himself from a good recording label 
(4AD) and now mocks other rock stars (Courtney Love, no less), designs his own 
astonishingly bad album covers (Cult of Ray), subverts or refuses interviews, and 
generally refuses to play the game.  This is a favorite pose of alternative rock (“I never 
asked to be famous”) but Frank appears to mean it.  He’s navigated the difficult waters 
from stardom to obscurity with a deft hand and every hope of arrival.ii

 
  

 

                                                 
i Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998: 

exactly 11    convincing 26    possible 21    dubious 9     fatuous nonsense 13      
For an update: Roseanne1: To vote and comment: Roseanne2.   Click “Back” or “” to return here. 
ii Voting on this paragraph, as of  September 18, 1998:  

exactly 6 convincing 6 possible 15 dubious 8 fatuous nonsense 8 
For an update: Frank1.  To vote and comment: Frank2.   Click “Back” or  “” to return here. 

http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/votes.pl?topic=Roseanne�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/topics.pl?section=rummage&topic=Roseanne�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/votes.pl?topic=Frank�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/topics.pl?section=rummage&topic=Frank�
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Mars Attacks is Hollywood’s latest demonstration that more money doesn’t make more 
movie.  For the first time, Tim Burton had a huge budget (circa $70 million) and he 
appears to have made the least of it.  The man who appeared to be burning his way 
through Hollywood may finally have become its captive.   This is the man who turned the 
town on its ear with unprecedented forays into gothic (Beetlejuice, 1988; Edward 
Scissorhands, 1990) and camp (Ed Wood, 1994).  This is the man who was less interested 
in narrative than the hyperbolically, hypnotically odd (Batman, 1989; Batman Returns, 
1992; Batman Forever, 1995).   Here finally is a man who appeared to grasp how much 
audiences now know about moviemaking, to give them a little credit.   So what happened 
with Mars Attacks?   It is vacant Hollywood moviemaking: special effects substituting for 
intelligence, irony unleavened by subtlety, a forced march through popular culture in 
place of Burton’s characteristically brilliant contemplation of it. 
 
And NASA.  What an institution this once was!   For a society that believed in progress, 
science, technology, and military prowess, NASA was one of the shrines of national 
aspiration.  How things change.  With ecological crises, and the decline of the authority of 
science and technology, these days NASA can look like one more player in Washington’s 
budgetary merry-go-round.   A nation that once had very deep pockets for the space 
program must now be cajoled, browbeaten, soft-soaped, and otherwise prevailed upon to 
come up with even modest funding.28   A chance to live on Mars?  Yawn.  The nation 
could not conceal its lack of enthusiasm.   It didn’t even bother to try.    
 
They’re going to stuff this into the thinking machines and get…what?   Good news and 
bad news.  Martians have high-profile spokespeople in place like Roseanne and Frank 
Black.  In a perfect world, obviously, they would have got Candice Bergen and Ani 
DiFranco, but they could have done much worse.  (It could have been merely the guy with 
the tinfoil hat and hand-printed alarms.)   From a public relations point of view, Mars 
Attacks left something to be desired.  All and all, you’d rather not be cast as a “killer 
cartoon” and still less as a creature whose head explodes at the sound of Slim Whitman.  
But this could have been worse, too.   (It could have been Walt Whitman.)   
 
But we already suspect there’s more to this than press clippings.  Chances are these 
Martians want to know what we think about them in order to figure out what they think 
about us.   (A kind of “know them as they know you” strategy.)  And what might this be?   
What do we reveal when we think about Martians.  When they do an anthropology of the 
planet using these four observations, what, if anything, will spring to mind? 
 
First, there is difference everywhere.   Roseanne’s comedy bears no resemblance to Frank 
Black’s music.  Frank Black’s music bears no resemblance to Tim Burton’s filmmaking.  
None has any connection to the world of NASA.  They are all the products of the same 
culture, but they appear to come from (and represent) mutually exclusive worlds, each 
with its own logic, agenda, and point of view.   The readout is clear enough: this world is 
hot and changeable, a house of many mansions, a place of robust diversity and difference.  
(This is, as it turns out, the topic of Plenitude, the first book in the Culture by Commotion 
series.) 
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Second, it’s a dynamic world—everything’s in almost constant motion.  Roseanne went 
from being no one to a big star.  Frank Black went from a big star to the edge of 
obscurity.  Tim Burton has gone from an alternative filmmaker to a mainstream one and 
from a mainstream hero to a mainstream question mark.  NASA has gone from a 
centerpiece of American culture to something less exalted.  New things appear.  Then 
they transform.  The new renews itself.  This world boils.  (This is the topic of the second 
book in the series, Transformation.) 
 
There is a final revelation that will issue from the thinking machines.  Our culture harbors 
a genie.  Everywhere you look there’s an impulse to change, subvert, rethink, redo.  Deep 
within this culture, there is a relentless generative impulse.  Roseanne, Frank Black, Tim 
Burton, NASA—all unthinkable at the middle of the century, and now, at the end, quite 
taken for granted.  Our institutions, our lives, our economies, our cultures have caught a 
bug.  The creative impulse, once the internal resource and privilege of shaman, artists, 
and visionaries, has escaped into the world and now puts its mark on almost everything.   
This is the topic of the third and final book in the series, Commotion.) 
 
Martian mysteries, to be sure.  Or perhaps not so mysterious after all.  Perhaps we’re 
“garden variety” in the larger interplanetary scheme of things, something Martians have 
seen a hundred times before.  Somewhere in their textbooks and typologies, there’s 
probably a hard-to-pronounce name for us, a little diagram, and a model that explains us 
right down to the ground.  If we’re lucky, one of our Martian friends may someday 
“share” this wisdom with us.  We’ll get that exalted piece of e-mail that renders 
everything perfectly clear.   
 
But for the moment we’re on our own.  Just you, me, Roseanne, Larry, Frank, Tim, and 
the space program.  God spare us, every one. 
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Plenitude 2.0 
 
Plato, let’s say, returns to walk among us.   He becomes, inevitably, a figure of 
controversy.  The talk show circuit demands his presence.  (“Today on Geraldo:  Plato—
architect of Western culture or dead white male?  You decide!”)  There are doubts, of 
course.  Production assistants do not warm to elderly men who must be talked out of the 
wonder-struck examination of a parking meter.  (“You’re telling me any citizen may 
make a claim against this space by inserting a coin?  That there’s an implicit contract 
between the ‘motorist’ and other members of the polis?”) 
 
But Plato is not entirely astonished by the contemporary world.  He has seen some aspects 
of our world before.  He would have no difficulty, for instance, with the blooming, 
buzzing quality of contemporary life.  He wouldn’t blink at poetry too diverse for a 
common theme or fashion dizzy with pluralism. 
 
Plato accepted the world as a place that bloomed and buzzed.   He believed diversity to be 
in the very nature of things.  What could exist, he believed, would exist.  His world was 
driven to complete itself, to fill in every gap.29  “All that can be imagined must be.” 
 
Plato gave us the “principle of plenitude.” 

[T]he universe is a plenum formarum in which the range of conceivable diversity 
of kinds of living things is exhaustively exemplified...no genuine potentiality of 
being can remain unfulfilled.30   

There is an important difference, of course.  The blooming, buzzing diversity Plato cared 
about was a property of the natural world.  Our diversity is a property of the social world.  
Plato’s diversity is the bio diversity of nature.  Our diversity is the plenitude of society.  
What Plato found astounding was the sheer number of plants and animals in the world.   
This book is concerned with the sheer number and variety of social species.31 
 
But for this difference, a theory of plenitude offers something.  Most of us are the 
products of a relatively simple, homogeneous world.  We are accustomed to being able to 
stuff the world into a handful of categories.  We used to be able to say, “basically, there 
are two kinds of people in the world” or to bundle the world into a typology: classes 
(upper, middle, and working), psychological types (mesomorphs, endomorphs, 
ectomorphs), birth signs, decades, genders, generations, or life-styles.32 
 
Increasingly, the world won’t go along.  It overflows even the most agile of our 
classificatory schemes.  We may enjoy a moment’s illusion that the world has been 
restored to order. And then we look around us.  Everywhere there is diversity, variety, 
heterogeneity.  And we wonder: What set of categories can comprehend so many species 
of social life?  What typology will embrace the stockbroker in New Orleans, newspaper 
editor in Vancouver, punk folk singer in Colorado, small business owner in Baltimore, 
performance artist in New Orleans, Brahmin professor in Iowa, street person in Seattle, 
New Age healer in the Maritimes, skater punk in Santa Fe, militia member in Michigan, 
society leader in Harlem, separatist in Quebec, and hydroponics farmer in Maine? 
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We can see this in the earnest business of typology construction.  Experts are constantly 
seeking the magic “all but only” formula—the perfect set of categories that will capture 
all the species out there but only species out there.   If the current inflationary pressure is 
anything to judge by, this is not an easy task.  Three categories were once enough to 
contain the world.  The new social inventions made short work of these definitions—
overflowing boundaries like the Mississippi on a fine spring day.  The experts responded 
by upping the number of categories to nine.  Thus spoke the likes of VALS (the Values 
and Life-Style typology) and Gail Sheehy.  Surely, these were more than enough to 
capture and contain the world—but finally they too proved no sturdier.   The experts went 
back to the drawing board and the number of categories rose to 12—that’ll hold ’em—
and already these have been swept away.33  
 
A theory of plenitude helps a little.   It lets us say, “But of course the world blooms and 
buzzes with confusion.  This is what every contemporary world must do.”  It soothes 
classificatory anxieties.   It releases us from the anxious hunt for the magic new 
categories that get everything back in the box.  Once we assert the new reality, it seems 
more manageable and less daunting: The world will always fill with difference, no 
potentiality of being can remain unfulfilled, all that can be imagined must someday be.  
There is no box. 
 
We have seen a great speciation in the last 20 years but, to my knowledge, we have no 
survey of it.  I want to sketch it briefly, as if from a great height.   I want to show it “all at 
once” that we may judge just how far the forces of diversity have moved us down the 
road towards heterogeneity, and what the logic and perimeters of this new imperative 
might be.34   
 
The first readers of this manuscript wanted to know where I stand.  Do I think “plenitude” 
is a good thing?  Am I its advocate?   Am I “thrilled” it is happening?  Yes and no, on all 
counts.    Some plenitude is good.  Some of it frightens me so much I have to lie down 
and take deep breaths.  Others wanted to know if I have a “vested interest” in plenitude.  
Do I need it to be true?   Am I trans-sexual, in the throes of a midlife crisis, keen to be a 
13 year old again, or persuaded I’m an alien?   All of these things are no doubt true in 
their way…but, no, I don’t need plenitude to be true.  I write this book as an 
anthropologist, not an advocate.   
 
The second purpose is to capture the several factors, conditions, and opportunities that 
have made plenitude possible.   We have thought about this issue surprisingly little.  As I 
will show, the intellectuals have been clumsy and artless on this question—though we 
will find things of value in the ideas of the postmodernists and the complexity theorists.  
Political writers have not been much better.  The Left has a single explanation (and, for 
some purposes, it’s a good one): the end of hegemony.  The Right has another (with its 
own virtues): the loss of moral compass.  But finally these explanations will not do.   
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Here, then, a quick survey of the new variety of our world.  We are accustomed to seeing 
this in bits and pieces.  Yes, we say, gender is now a many-splendored thing, without 
seeing that what has happened to gender has happened to every other category in the 
social world.  I want to show all the diversities at once, the better to show the order of 
magnitude of the change that is upon us.  
 
[2.0]  If there was a single compelling criticism from the readers of Plenitude 1.0, it was 
this: do not make a box of my species, do not fit me out in a stereotype, or even a 
generalization, however roomy, however fashionable.  This plus a growing discomfort 
with certain theoretical difficulties (i.e., what is a “little culture”?) caused me to wonder 
whether the species metaphor was not problematical.  I am now inclined to think less 
about species and more about specifications, less about groups and more about groupings.  
We know that there are identities, social definitions of the person, out there in the world.  
We know that these supply specifications according to which the self can be defined.  We 
know that these identities are not so much groups of people as groupings of ideas, 
attitudes, ideologies, and iconographies.  And we know these identities are negotiable, 
multiple, mixable and matchable.   Plenitude gives us a multitude not of species but 
specifications. 
 
So before we begin this review of the social world, let me say that when I speak of gays 
or goths or line dancers, I am not talking about exhaustive, single, fixed or tribal 
identities.  I am not talking about identities that take up the whole of the individual, or 
individuals who take up the whole of the identity.  I am talking about identities (and 
people) that are multiple and shifting.  People adopt them for some purposes and not for 
others.  They subscribe to several identities and mix and match the definitional resources 
thereof.  This theme is developed in the section on anthropological theory but it is the 
theme of the second book of the Culture by commotion series, Transformation 1.0 where 
I will develop it in detail.35   
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Age  
 
I caught a glimpse of plenitude while doing research in Santa Monica in the spring of 
1995.  I had set up my video camera on Third Street Promenade and the Santa Monica 
Pier, and I was asking people to stop for an interview.  In California this is more difficult 
than it used to be.   I was greeted with the distaste the new California feels for street 
people.  I was better dressed but not more welcome.  
 
One or two people stopped to talk.  One man in particular, a retired engineer who’d 
worked for the military, said he could give me 10 minutes.   (He looked at his watch, an 
electronic one with lots of fobs, to begin the count.)  There was an intensity about him, a 
low-pitched hum.  He dressed as you might expect: heavy glasses, pens in his pocket, 
everything wash and wear, and untouched by fashion.  I got the feeling that if I gave him 
10 minutes and a cup of coffee, he could dash off plans for flood control in Jakarta or LA.   
He was restless and clear-eyed.    
 
Jerry, let’s call him, was in his 70s and becoming a filmmaker.   He had no pretensions 
about this new career.  He was not becoming an “auteur” or a “Hollywood” director.  He 
wanted to make “little films.”  He couldn’t tell me exactly what his films were about—he 
was waiting, he said, for the films to tell him, in the making, the editing, and the viewing.  
But he was vocal about some of the ideas that drove the project: the systematic wildness 
of an engineer, his Christianity, a passionate curiosity in the world, the conviction that 
things were changing and that his camera could capture and provoke this change.   
 
I could hear my stereotypes going off like overheated party balloons.  The person, the 
project, the world were open and emerging.  And I was just standing there, caught with 
expectations built upon stereotypes.  By these stereotypes, Jerry was almost impossible to 
see.  His persona parted so completely and unpredictably from my expectations that I 
could hardly begin to “think” him.   He felt like a new species of life, inventing a new 
species of film.   
 
“Act your age” is no idle admonition in our culture.  We were once obliged to follow it 
precisely.  There were specific instructions for the “child,” “adult,” and “old person.”   
We scripted our performances of the social self accordingly.  But the anthropologist can’t 
help noticing that something is changing.  Children act more and more like adults.  Adults 
act more and more like children.  Apparently, there are new instructions for “acting your 
age.”  A tidy set of categories is coming undone.  To be sure, “age instructions” still 
shape the lives of North Americans, millions of them, all the time.  But the 
anthropological eye detects little acts of refusal.  Something is afoot.   
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Seniors 
 
 “Seniors” have particularly clear instructions.  “Go quietly” is one of them. “Old” people 
are expected to remove themselves from the public stage, to relinquish positions of 
influence and usefulness, to retire their claims to a place at the center of things.iii

 

  Unless 
they have wealth and status, they are not even entitled to Lear’s storm of protest.  The 
instructions are clear: age gracefully, if you must, but just go. 

During the Republican convention of 1996, the comedians were relentless.  David 
Letterman ridiculed Bob Dole, almost nightly.  (“Well, it looks like Dole is breathing 
down Clinton’s neck.  But, you know, folks, at 86 he’s happy to be breathing at all.”)  
This was done “in the best of fun,” but if these comments had been about Dole’s race 
instead of his age, Letterman would have be sent the way of Jimmy the Greek.  Some 
people are more subtle.  (“Isn’t that sweet.  Retired but still wearing a suit.”)   Prejudice 
has a way of sustaining itself; when it can't be prescriptive, it can always be patronizing. 
 
But for all this there appears to be a quiet revolution among the elderly.  There are many 
still warehoused in old folks homes, those who have bowed before the cultural rules.  But 
there are many more who are throwing off stereotypes.   There may come a time when 
“old” people will be as diverse and heterogeneous as those of middle age.36   It looks 
increasingly as if people who were once relieved of their selfhood as they crossed the 
threshold of 70 will insist on taking it with them as they go.37   One of them told me, “I 
want to live for myself and not worry quite so much what the neighbors think.”   In the 
words of Florida Scott-Maxwell, “Near the end of my life I am myself as never before.”38   
 
This is from a web writer named cybercrone (a.k.a. Marilyn Zavitz).  It is a cross between 
a bill of rights and a call to arms. [2.0] 
 

When I am an old woman I shall wear purple 
with a red hat which doesn't go & doesn’t suit me, 
And I shall spend my pension on brandy & summer gloves 
And satin sandals, and say we’ve no money for butter. 
I shall sit down on the pavement when I am tired 
And gobble up samples in shops & press alarm bells 
And run my stick along the public railings 
And make up for the sobriety of my youth. 
I shall go out in my slippers in the rain 
And pick the flowers in other people's gardens 
And learn to spit. 
You can wear terrible shirts & grow more fat 
And eat three pounds of sausages at a go, 

                                                 
iii Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998: 

exactly 22 convincing 14 possible 18 dubious 4 fatuous nonsense 3 
For an update: Seniors1.  To vote and comment: Seniors2.   To read comments: Seniors3. 
Click “Back” on web browser to return. 

http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/votes.pl?topic=Seniors�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/topics.pl?section=rummage&topic=Seniors�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/commente.pl?topic=Seniors�
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Or only bread and a pickle for a week 
And hoard pens and pencils & beer mats and things 
in boxes.  But now we must have clothes that 
Keep us dry, and pay our rent & not swear in the street 
And set a good example for the children. 
We will have Friends for dinner & read the papers. 
But maybe I ought to practice a little now? 
So people who know me are not too shocked & surprised 
When suddenly I am old and start to wear purple.39 

 
This is illuminating but, I think, in places perhaps wrong.  It suggests that seniors will 
depart from convention with deliberate acts of eccentricity (i.e., “brandy and summer 
gloves,” “slippers in the rain”).  Self-conscious gestures acknowledge departure.   They 
have an air of defiance about them.  Rules are broken ostentatiously.  Certainly this will 
happen—and has happened.  (Into poetry, into life, into poetry.)  But I think rule breaking 
will be less dramatic and defiant.  People will simply depart.  The real revolution will 
happen without acknowledgement, apology, or defensiveness.   (This is, to borrow the 
logic of Russo below, when you know it’s a real revolution.) 
 
Second, the poem suggests that seniors will break the small, critical rules of everyday life 
(i.e., “I will learn to spit”).   I think this will not happen.  These rules may be, I think, the 
lingua franca, or, better, the necessary lattice work that helps sustain the new diversity. (In 
poetry, not in life).  More on this below.  Certain rules will remain in place even when 
seniors are no longer “seniors” but a vast heterogeneity of people over 70.40 
  
If there is a larger movement away from orthodoxy, one thing is clear.  In the culture of 
commotion, “old age” may well become an open category, a license to become the person 
one could not be in middle age.   What used to be a “graying station,” where individuality 
was rinsed away, may become a staging ground for transformation.41  
 
The cultural implications take the anthropological breath away.  The “later” years would 
become more rich and diverse than the middle and junior ones.   Seniors would become 
more various and expressive than their conformist, predictable juniors.  It’s possible that 
Jerry is one of those odd creatures that California has been throwing off for decades.  He 
may be a delirious act of invention that promises nothing, predicts nothing, presages 
nothing.  On the other hand… 
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Web Writers React [2.0] 
 
Is there plenitude in the world of seniors?  Nonsense, said one writer, they’ve always been 
various.42  The nitwit anthropologist (that would be me) has been tricked by the 
stereotypes.  This is one of the dangers of doing anthropology in a society like our own.  
It’s easy to fall for the myths.   
 
But I believe seniors are changing and this web challenge forces me to examine my 
argument.  Certainly, as the David Letterman point makes clear, the stereotypes are still 
vivid and largely unchallenged.  Web voters supported the argument.  Better than two-
thirds of them  agreed—rare consensus for this web site.   “Attitudes have changed.”43  
“[Seniors] will be expanding their behavior to uncharted regions.”44   
 

…some seniors I know, or see in the media … are water skiing, involved in 
politics, taking part in activities previously reserved for younger people in 
society.45 

 
What drives plenitude in the world of seniors?  Several web writers said it was the 
influence of baby boomers.  Boomers have changed everything they’ve touched, one 
writer pointed out, including ideas of youth and middle age.  “Why should they change 
[now]?”46,47   I found myself thinking about Mohawks who are famous in the aboriginal 
community for being vocal, aggressive, self assured.  They are the community most likely 
to make a noise, to insist on change, to bend the world to their will.48  Boomers are a lot 
like this.  I am not the first to observe that they are inclined to believe the world belongs 
to them and should change to accommodate their wishes.49  
 
This is an interesting and plausible argument, but I believe the revolution has already 
begun and that it is being driven by the parents of boomers.  At this writing, the oldest 
baby boomer is in his or her 50s—not old enough to be forcing a change from the inside.  
They may have created a ripple effect.   As they change the notion of middle age, this may 
help change the way seniors think about themselves.  I think it is more likely that it is 
seniors themselves, without any direct influence from baby boomers, who are fomenting 
revolution.   Certainly, Jerry’s example suggests as much.  This is a voting matter.iv

 
 

One web writer suggested that seniors’ plenitude is an illusion driven by marketing.50  I 
believe this is wrong, and that, indeed, it worked the other way around.  I think the 
marketing community was startled when the first data started coming in.  They were 
happy to oblige (they just want to sell margarine) and they began to work this new image 
of seniors into advertising.51  These early campaigns set in motion a classic diffusion 
effect.   They were embraced by full-risk takers in the community who influenced half-
risk takers who influenced no-risk takers.52   

                                                 
iv Voting on this paragraph, as of .   For an update:  . To vote & comment:  . To return, click "Back.": 
Who’s driving the revolution among seniors?  Seniors π or Seniors listening to Boomers π.  Boomers alone  
π   Comment question: Are boomers driving the revolution amongst seniors? 
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This does not mean that the media does not continue to trade in the old stereotypes.  A 
couple of years ago, there was a particularly offensive advertisement for an alarm 
company that showed a senior lying prone, exclaiming “I’ve fallen and I can’t get up.”  It 
proved a “take away” line of some popularity and, for awhile, it served as the witticism 
that greeted any kind of clumsiness.53    
 
Advertising helps to keep both sets of images in circulation.  It is likely that seniors are 
the ones most responsive to the new images of seniors while the rest of us remain captive 
of the old “I can’t get up” stereotypes.  To this extent, advertising is not creating 
something that does not exist.  It is amplifying what already exists, galvanizing new 
images, confirming old ones.  To the extent that advertising has a diffusion effect, 
bringing new ideas to late-adopters, it can be an agent of novelty.  But it cannot work de 
novo.  A new idea must be “in the system” before advertising can deliver it to anyone. 
 
One web writer suggested the change in seniors is the effect of economics.  Seniors have 
more autonomy and more wealth.  It is inevitable their behavior will change.  With all 
due respect to the writer, I find this argument problematical.  It has a certain hydraulic 
quality: one change inevitably creates another.   But how and why does it do so?   It is not 
enough to say it’s common sense.   (Not unless we wish to assume what it is we are 
supposed to prove.)   In fact, it isn’t common sense.  Common sense (read “culture”) said 
seniors were gray and incompetent, however much wealth and autonomy they enjoyed.  
This had to be shifted.  Someone, many ones, had to say, “Is that true?  Why should that 
be true?  Perhaps that isn’t true.”  A change had to take place in peoples’ heads.  Too 
often, this change is neglected by economists and demographers and the mediating effect 
of culture ignored.  For the anthropologist, as for Yogi Berra, “it ain’t nothing till 
[culture] calls it.”  
 
Two writers gave us notice of trouble to come.  One said that as seniors draw more 
heavily on the public purse, we will see new antagonism.  The young don’t care that a 
revolution is taking place among seniors.  “It’s a free country.  Change if you want to.”  
But what happens when we come down to a contest over resources?  Will the young insist 
more forcibly on the stereotypes?54  Another writer spotted this possibility from another 
angle.  As old people become more numerous and visible, they will remind us of our 
mortality and this will “sharpen” our stereotypes.55  This, too, is a votable issue.v

 
 

A writer in Mexico chided me for being too focused on the first world.56  (This is true.  
My defense is that there’s too much for me to cover in the first world as it is.)   Still, this 
was a signal moment for the web site.   I ventured, “so tell us about Mexico,” and the 
writer did.  (Write locally, e-mail globally.)   
 
There are two important differences, it turns out.  Like much of the developing world, 
Mexico is younger than the U.S. or Canada: 70% of the population is under 30.   And the 
                                                 
v Voting on this paragraph will go here:  The antagonism between young and old will increase in the next 10 
years.  Yes π  No π  If “yes,” will this “chill” the innovation taking place amongst seniors. Yes π  No π. 
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elderly are more influential in the home, less influential in the public domain—almost the 
perfect opposite of the American/Canadian case.  A nice point of contrast.  I believe that 
the influence of the first world will carry plenitude across the globe.  But I do not believe 
plenitude will play itself out the same way in each case.  For seniors in countries like 
Mexico, Indonesia, and Japan, plenitude may well have two quite different effects.  It 
may well diminish their status, on the one hand, and give them grounds for reinventing 
themselves in response.   
 
Generally, web writers were prepared to agree that seniors are engaging in the reinvention 
of who they are and how they will live.  But there is a good deal of disagreement as to 
what is causing this innovation and whether, where, and how it will continue.   Hmmm.  
A diversity of opinion.57  
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Teens 
 
I studied teens seven years ago.58  An ardent TV viewer, I expected, vaguely, to find 
myself talking to the likes of Alex P. Keaton, the character played by Michael J. Fox in 
Family Ties.  I was wrong.  In 1990 Alex P. Keaton existed only on TV.59   The “preppie” 
teen was disappearing.   In his place was a world teeming with diversity.  I went to the 
mall and asked a local teen to help identify the new species of social life.   
 
“So what’s he?” I asked.  
 
“Ah, he’s a rocker.  You know, heavy metal music.”   
 
“And him?”   
 
“He’s kind of a surfer-skater kind of guy.”   
 
“And those girls?”  
 
“Oh, man, those are b-girls.”   
 
“What about her…and her?”   
 
My informant turned to gaze at me in wonder that anyone could be so thoroughly stupid.   
 
“She’s a goth and that’s a punk.”60   
 
By the time I had finished the study, I could do without a “seeing eye” companion.  There 
were some 15 types of teen.   Once more the anthropologist finds himself with his 
stereotypes showing.   Nothing in my experience as a teen, nothing in the academic 
literature, had prepared me for this.  The category “teen” is itself a relatively recent 
invention, and for a long time it was structurally simple, containing relatively few 
options.  In the 1950s, for instance, there were only two categories of teen.  As one 
respondent put it, “When I was 16, you could be mainstream or James Dean.  That was it.  
You had to choose.”61   Without much fanfare, we got more complicated. 
 
But this is just one half of plenitude.   We are not just talking about surface variety.  We 
are talking about differences with depth.  As I began to talk to b-girls, goths, punks, and 
skaters I found myself listening to different values, outlooks, and points of view.  
Differences of fashion, clothing—the differences of the surface—turned out to indicate 
differences below, differences of value and perspective.62 
 
The experts sometimes keep us from seeing the depth of these differences.  Some say 
teens are driven by “peer group acceptance.”  What counts, they say, is the consuming 
insecurity of the life-stage.  Hairstyles, clothing choices, speech patterns, leisure choices, 
music preferences—these are just so many fads and fashions—high school’s sound and 
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fury signifying nothing, brute coinage every teen must pay to belong.   The vivid material 
world of teens doesn’t really mean anything at all.63 
 
A second camp insists that the robust and vigorous diversity of the teen world comes 
down to one thing, the same thing.  All these new styles of self-presentation, activity, and 
outlook are really the expression of age and class hostilities.  This theory is prepared to 
admit that all those noisy surfaces of clothing, speech and body posture do mean 
something after all.  The trouble is, this theory can allow them to mean only one thing: 
protest.  Teens are being transgressive.64 
 
In both cases, we wish away what’s going on. The surface commotion of the teen world 
comes, I think, from a deeper, more systematic process of innovation throwing off a 
variety of types, each with its own ideas, values and ideologies.  These types are well 
defined, easily read, consistently maintained, and policed with some vigor.  Were peer 
pressure or protest the true cause of teen plenitude, none of this would be necessary.65   
 
Consider these ethnographic particulars.  Hippies of the 90s, like those of the 60s, have a 
preference for the rural and the natural, for the spiritual and the uncontrived, for the 
spontaneous gesture and an egalitarian generosity.  This is a well-defined, highly 
consistent set of values.66  Rockers refuse most of this.  At their worst, they are 
preoccupied with domination and a hostility for anything different, foreign, or unknown.  
They make the lads of This Is Spinal Tap look like men of taste and learning.67  This 
music is “headbanging,” anthemic, and tribal where hippie music is spiritual, questing 
and delicate.68  Here, too, “look” is “language,” a statement of a view of the world.    
 
B-boys and b-girls are, in a sense, rockers reinvented in the style of the American ghetto 
and changed in the process.  B-boys play out, embrace, the violence of the street.  They 
cultivate the preemptive visual strike, the show of gang menace, the declaration of 
toughness of which rockers can only dream and hippies dread.  More to the point, the b-
boy/girl ideology is a response to the particular conditions of racism and poverty in the 
ghetto and therefore crafted in, and for, cultural circumstances unlike anything known to 
the rocker or the hippie.69   This is a rich and coherent worldview.  
 
Goths are preoccupied with introspection and melancholia.  They are inclined to speak 
poetically of “beautiful deaths” and vampiric sympathies.70   Theatrical as they are, goths 
are not (or not only) playacting and self-dramatizing.  There is a coherent, defined, and 
engaging worldview, one that summons otherworldly forces and creatures that have no 
place at all in the cosmologies of the hippie, rocker, or b-boy.  With dark cloaks, dyed 
black hair, and heavy eyeliner, this community of teens does not merely look different 
from other teens, it is giving voice to its own distinct cultural universe.vi

 
  

                                                 
vi Voting on the paragraph, as of September 18, 1998: 

exactly 18 convincing 25 possible 22 dubious 15 fatuous nonsense 10 
For voting update: Goths1.  To vote and comment: Goths2. To read comments: Goths3. To return, click 
“Back.” 

http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/votes.pl?topic=Goths�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/topics.pl?section=rummage&topic=Goths�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/commente.pl?topic=Goths�
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Punks are, by one reckoning, the Asian monks of our society.  At their best, they have 
renounced the bourgeois world in order to instruct the rest of us in the deceptions of 
desire and the illusory nature of the material world.   Punks say they use homemade 
tattoos and body piercing to jolt the rest of us out of the prison house of our conformity.  
They break rules in order to reveal rules.71   This nihilism would horrify the hippie, stun 
the rocker, puzzle the b-boy, and repel the goth.  Still, it is well-formed nihilism and a 
world unto itself.vii

 
 

In each of these cases, we are looking at deep cultural completion and something much 
more than superficial differences.72  Each of these groups represents what I would call, 
for want of a better term, a “visible community.”73  True, many of these groups engage in 
protest, but what is interesting is how different (and internally coherent) each protest is.  
To explain all these teen subcultures as the same act of protest is to generalize just when 
we need to be particularizing.  It is to sacrifice the ethnographically illuminating for the 
glib larger truth.   
 
Let me acknowledge that teens will often belong to more than one culture, that they will 
move from culture to culture in time and over time, and that they will even “mix and 
match” these styles from time to time.  This is not the postmodernist’s pastiche.  There 
are basic types of teen.  They remain coherent and habitable, with characteristic values, 
practices, and styles.  We do not (yet) live in a world in which each teen invents 
him/herself by inventing new cultural and aesthetic resources.  When mixing and 
matching takes place, it is always the mixing and matching of preformed materials.  (In 
another language, in the language of linguistics, morphemes come, as morphemes must, 
prefab.74)    “Oh, man, those are goths,” is still a possible, frequent, and necessary act of 
recognition.75    
 

                                                 
vii Voting on this paragraph will go here: 
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Goths By Goths By Internetviii

 
 

[2.0] I found your brief description of our subculture to be fairly close to the mark.  
However, in keeping with your plenitude idea, goth is itself composed of a 
number of distinct sub-cultures: vampire goths, the romantic goths, the gothic-
punks, the Mansonites, to name the ones I can think of offhand.  All very different 
from one another, and often at odds.76 

 
So spoke Thor Gran III, a visitor to the web site, using the theory of plenitude to catch me 
out—which was, of course, equal parts pleasing and embarrassing.77 
 
Some visitors challenged the contention that goths possessed a culture with characteristic 
values and a consistent point of view.  One visitor suggested that I (or goths) “get a life” 
which, in our culture, usually means you have lost touch with the things that count and 
should return to them.  (They didn’t leave a return address, so I was denied the 
opportunity of summoning the maturity of my 47 years and replying, “no, you get a life.”  
I do that now.) 
 
A more substantial attack on the “culture” argument: goths are “poseurs,” a passing 
fashion statement.   
 

Unfortunately the "goths" I've met as of late are only into the fashion.  These same 
fashion victims use daytime television, the club scene and their parents’ credit 
cards as a lifestyle.  It's impersonal and uninspired.  It is a culture, but a mere 
copycat shadow of what their costumes hint at.78  

 
Web writers answered with rebuttal. “Goth is about more than dressing in black.  It is 
about a state of mind.”79   “The look is a powerful signifier of [goth] beliefs.”80   “Culture 
vs. fashion” represents a false choice, “Why either/or?”81   
 
For my part, I reiterated the long standing anthropological conviction that material culture 
makes culture material, i.e., that the expressions of a life-style are more than mere 
reflections of it; that, in some cases, they are its substance, and that, in all cases, they give 
it substance.82  What was heartening about this discussion for me was how briskly and 
intelligently it moved beyond the routine “wisdom” on contemporary society as a place of 
                                                 
viii Visitors to the web site offered comments on my description of Goths.  I have taken these comments and 
made them part of the following essay, one of the additions to Plenitude 2.0.  I thank writers for their 
contributions and reassure them, as I have done on the copyright page, that their copyright control on these 
passages remain in their hands.   Each writer, when possible, is identified by footnote by name or address.  
If you do not wish to be so identified, please send e-mail saying so to: grant@cultureby.com. Some 
contributors withheld their names and e-mail addresses.  This is fair enough, but a little sad.  These web-
writers are identified as “anonymous.”  Anyone who wishes to be credited by name or pseudonym and 
address is encouraged to send e-mail saying so to grant@cultureby.com.  If you are reading this essay on the 
web or a word processor, the e-mail links are live.  Click on them to send the writer e-mail.  If you do 
engage in conversation, I would be grateful if you could post the conversation to the web site.    

mailto:grant@cultureby.com�
mailto:grant@cultureby.com�
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false consciousness, empty signifiers, inauthentic amusement.  Here, in the particular 
context of a particular group, a more interesting, penetrating argument emerged. 
 
One writer surprised me with,  
 

I theorize, in more cynical moments, that all philosophies are but fashion.   
 
Then the oddest thing happened.  Someone replied with a single word:  
 

YES! 
 
I’m pretty sure this is a double contradiction.  Is it possible to endorse cynicism with 
enthusiasm?   NO!  Is it sensible to support a philosophy that says that all philosophies 
are merely fashion?   Of all the groups in Plenitude, goths may be the most sensitive to 
niceties of this kind.  
 
Web writers supplied historical precedents and foundations of the Gothic movement.  The 
anonymous writer calls the Gothic movement “neo-Romantic” and anti-Enlightenment.  
He recommended the work of Goethe (Sorrows of Young Werther), the stories of E.T.A. 
Hoffman, and the poetry of Blake, Shelley and Coleridge.83  I was moved to reassert my 
conviction that goths must owe something to the Melancholic Man who appeared in the 
late 16th century in the streets of Elizabethan London.84 
 
The advantage of this historical approach is that it helps to defend goths against the 
argument that they are creatures of passing fashion.  The disadvantage is that it makes 
them sound mostly a reaction.  They may well be this but they cannot be reduced to this.  
 
“What, then?” someone asked.  What are the “social conditions” of the present day that 
bring them forth?  This was a useful challenge because, too often, and especially in the 
swift and summary style of Plenitude 1.0, I sometimes verge on suggesting that species 
spring to life…well, just because they do.  In Plato’s notion, “All that can be imagined 
must be.” 
 
Challenged by web readers, I struggled to come up with a better answer, and the results, 
believe me, were not pretty or illuminating.  Then a web blessing, a gift from a web writer 
who had been there and was prepared to offer this anthropological account. 
 

we were goth, namely because of our environments.   suburbia, a high school that 
came straight out of Heathers,85 and we just didn't fit.   our 'peers' and our parents 
let us know every single chance they got.   i'd like to think of it as a protective 
mechanism.   we were treated like freaks for not being superjocks.    our parents 
wanted us to fit in with the homogenous pastel preps and be perfect and at the 
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very least pretend to be perfect so the family portrait was 'nice.'    we weren't 
perfect and [we were] tired of pretending.  (…) 

we were in the midst of the reagan administration, our parents were making tall 
cash, working way too much to get that cash, they considered quality time telling 
you exactly what was wrong with you because they couldn't deal with their own 
stresses, and the people you were going to school with were shorter, more acne 
ridden, mini versions of your 'rents who had no clue who they were, they were just 
what everyone else was and/or wanted them to be. (…) 

i think you protect yourself in the way you know how.   you use what you have.   
and all we had were us.   and there was a small contingent of us, and we were all 
human, we had shared domains where we met up with one another, had a distinct 
manner of speaking to each other, certain modes of behavior, we were 
wonderfully affectionate towards each other perhaps replacing what we were 
missing?   so it was a culture by what my blue-black dyed brain can figure.86 

 
Are goths growing or diminishing?  Two reports from London conflicted.  One asserted 
the group was “on the wane.”87   Another replied “I don’t believe we’re on the wane at 
all,” citing the growth in clubs, newsgroups, and the festivals as evidence.88   This is a 
constantly vexing question when it comes to species from the world of youth.  There is 
simply no good way of counting—even as there always seems to be a large and skeptical 
adult audience who harbor the suspicion that this is really nothing more than a “kook 
fringe.”89 
 
Are goths a teen thing?  One writer rated my quote “dubious” and suggested: “Being a 
Goth is an adolescent stage prior to finding one's social role in the adult world.”90  
Another said he had never met a goth older than 17.   
 

I think a “distinct cultural universe” would extend itself beyond the teen years into 
an ideology/lifestyle that functioned in the adult world.91 

 
This is a smart and not implausible.  But there were a number of objections.  Several 
visitors said they were goths but not teens.  I weighed in with the suggestion that even if 
goths were always teens, this should not disqualify them from being a real, a full species.  
After all, some robust cultures may demand one or more of the qualities of youth 
(imagination, courage, skepticism) as a condition of membership.  The fact that people 
are constantly “aging out” of a group shouldn’t disqualify it as a group. 
 
I asked a web site participant, Thor Gran III (a.k.a. golab), to comment.  He did with 
customary vigor and intelligence. 
 

As an example of why being a goth isn't an “adolescent stage,” I would put forth 
the proliferation of gothic bands, and more obviously that of gothic nightclubs.  In 
nearly every major city in this country there are nightclubs that cater to goths.  
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Most are one or two nights a week, but some are 7-night-a-week affairs.  
Considering the drinking age in the US, adolescents aren't allowed in by default.  
That would leave adults, adult goths that is, who are patronizing these clubs and 
supporting them.  I'm 33 yrs old myself, and the average age of my gothic friends 
is 25 to 35.  We are mature adults, who are very comfortable in our lifestyle, and 
certainly not passing through a phase on our way to something more “grown up”.   
And if we do drop out of this scene it'll likely be to move into yet another 
"alternative" scene that appeals to us a bit more.  Furthermore, some of my friends 
have been goths since the early 80s when Bauhaus came on the music scene, and 
aren't done with it yet… I'd continue, but I think you get my point, and my wife 
and I have to get ready to go out to the local goth club right now.92 

 
An issue vexes the study of all social species.  It is the inclination on the part of a member 
of a group to doubt the legitimacy of some other members of the group.  I call this the 
“last-in” effect and it shows even in the goth community.  According to the “last-in” 
effect, everyone who is less goth than the speaker is considered not a goth or, more often, 
not a real goth.   
 
 
less goth         more goth 
 
                    speaker   

          inauthentic        authentic  
 
 

Figure 1: Last-In effect (over space) 

 
The effect is not reflexive.  The speaker knows there are people who are more goth than 
herself.  She even knows that these people may classify her, according to the “last-in” 
rule, as a pretender.  But she does not accept the judgement.  The “last-in” rule applies 
only when she applies it.   Thus speaker “2,” below, believes herself more authentic than 
speaker “1” even when she knows she is less gothic than speaker “3.” 
 
 
less goth         more goth 
               speakers   

  inauthentic           authentic  
          1         2       3          
 

Figure 2: Last-In effect (not reflexive) 
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Everyone, in other words, is entitled to use the “last-in” effect.  Even when they have 
been judged and found inauthentic by someone “further up” the goth continuum.  Every 
user of the rule is saying, in effect, this rule begins with me.  I am the last one in.93 

The same is true over time.  There is a sense, and a Romantic sense, it is, too, that 
civilization, commerce or fashion has corrupted the true feeling and expression of the 
goth.   (In his epiphanic moment on the road to Geneva, this was how Rousseau realized 
he must answer the essay question that was to win him his first fame: Have the arts and 
sciences done more to improve or corrupt the condition of mankind?)   Everyone who 
comes after the present goth is (and must be) inauthentic.  But not the speaker.  Again, 
the speaker is the last one in.  Here’s the way one writer put it, 
 

We were inspired, artistic, rudely elegant, and quite beautiful. We were 
nonconformists by nature, not necessarily by choice. The whole gothic scene is 
now so mainstream and callous, it deserves to have some research by these 
people, to have it mean something more than just fashion. Or at the very least, it 
deserves a decent burial.94  

 
 
 
                  speaker  
  
     inauthentic goths              authentic goths 

 present/future           past 
 

 

Figure 3: Last-In effect (over time) 

 
 
There is a sense that every innovative group falls from grace.  Goths begin as something 
substantial but mainstream adoption corrupts the philosophy and the look and it becomes 
a fashion merely.   
 
This argument is sometimes literally true. The signature signs and symbols of a new 
species are frequently pulled into the mainstream by the diffusion effects promoted by the 
market place in general and advertising and the music industry, in particular.  In this case, 
the “look” is truly being adopted by people who may have only a remote idea of what it 
stands for, and, to this extent, the look truly is being corrupted and debased.  In this case, 
the “last-in” effect is being hastened and shaped by real historical forces as much as 
cultural classificatory ones. 
 
The “last-in” effect is only sometimes operative in the goth community.  As I understand 
it, this community is generally ecumenical and tolerant of difference.   (In the words of 
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the anonymous contributor above: “affectionate towards each other.”)  It should also be 
noted that the “last-in” effect does not apply to everyone nor does it apply to this group 
especially.  It exists among any group that separates itself from the mainstream only to 
see the group drawn back into the mainstream.   
 
The “last-in” effect can be detected at work in many new species.  The effect of the effect, 
if you will, is to persuade some members of the group that they are surrounded by 
pretenders, and, even, that their group is in decline.  The small voice of skepticism asks, 
what if the authentic are eclipsed by the pretenders?  What if the group is corrupted 
beyond all hope, its days are numbered, the end is near?  The last-in effect helps obscure 
the group’s sense of its own robustness—and our collective willingness to accept this 
species in our midst.   
 
Why should there be a last-in effect?   Some of it must come from the appropriation that 
happens routinely in our society.  This is a market effect as films, TV series and 
advertising search out new fashions and introduce them to ever larger audiences, which 
audiences may adopt without fully understanding.  In these circumstances, anyone who 
cares about the species in question is obliged to disassociate him or herself from the new 
arrivals. 
 
With the last-in effect must also come the act of differentiation.  To be not like them is to 
be more like us.  It is to sharpen what you think about being a goth by distinguishing this 
from what pretenders think about being a goth.  Here is an oppositional effect of the kind 
the Birmingham school is always talking about.  But ironically, the opposition occurs not 
between goths and the mainstream but between goths and goths.  It is an internal 
opposition, not an external one. 
 
Finally, some of it must come from the simple effects of living in an increasingly 
heterogeneous world.  There are more people maintaining multiple identities, moving 
through an array of definitions.  This means there will be many “fellow travelers” passing 
through the species, as it were, here today, gone tomorrow.  (More on this in book two of 
the series.)  Even with the best and most respectful intentions, these people will be 
imperfect students of the art form.  Necessarily, their behavior will sometimes be resented 
by the faithful.95 
 
One writer criticized me for making goths too separate, too much a culture unto 
themselves and argued that goths are often members of other groups.96  This is an error 
I’m inclined to make (and one I’ve tried to address here and here).  Interestingly, it is not 
an error the theory of Plenitude commits me to making.  Indeed I am failing to live up to 
the theory.   Plenitude has room for multiple memberships and affinities.  This is one of 
its wellsprings.   
 
Another writer suggested that any analysis of a culture “strips it of whatever beauty it may 
possess. I understand that the purpose is to create a better understanding of that culture, 
but Goth is something that, if you aren't actually “in” it, you will never understand it.”97   
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This is an error I cannot help making.  Anthropology is an intrusion, one that works on 
the assumption that outsiders can offer something like a facsimile of the world in 
question.  I don’t pretend to offer even that much.  This is not so much an ethnography as 
a cultural report, a rough survey of all the worlds out there, the better to document the 
proposition that we are now a culture of many cultures.  Still, there can be no Mae culpa.  
Even the most detailed and participatory anthropology is the work of an outsider and 
almost always it will be seen as an effort to report the ineffable.  This is something more 
than an academic question.  The moment we say each subculture is a world intelligible 
only to itself (that you have to be “in” it to understand it), is the moment that we 
surrender to our diversity and give up claims to having a culture of cultures. 
 
Writers made some remarkable observations.  My favorite came from someone who 
noted that goths, in their preoccupation with death and the occult, may be compared to 
Afro-American blues artists Robert Johnson, Blind Lemon Jefferson and Charlie Patton.98  
This opened up cultural vistas of which I had not dreamed and cannot begin to sketch.   I 
leave this to the likes of Greil Marcus—or writers listening in.99   
 
The last word goes to a goth.  To judge from the web address, he/she is writing English as 
a second language.  But, if you’ll forgive a moment of fancy, every goth must use his/her 
native language as if it were a second one.  Every Romantic experiences a world too 
powerful for language and must make do with what they have.100 
 

Ave Tenebrum, I'm Sirius one of the lonely strar in our nightly skie.  I've known a 
lot of goth, from everey were.  All these people share a commun view of our 
world.  The goth mouvement is 'avant tout' ideas on ours post- modernity.  It is a 
way of live.101  

 



                                                                             McCracken, Plenitude 2.0, September 23, 1998, p. 32   

2.0 Post Script 
 
Some comments will yet come to the web site.  There hasn’t been any discussion of the 
influence of Anne Rice.102  For good or ill, her fiction (and the movies this fiction has 
inspired) has done a great deal to spread one version of the Gothic point of view.   I’m 
also curious to know what readers think of what might be one of the better outsider’s 
treatments of the topic: Nina Auerbach’s Our Vampires, Ourselves.ix

 
  

Vampire movies are a topic (and industry) unto themselves: Holly Dale's Blood and 
Donuts, Eddie Murphy's Vampire in Brooklyn, Abel Ferrara's The Addiction, Robert 
Rodriguez's From Dusk Til Dawn, and Fran Rubel Kuzui’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer.  
These are now numerous and, some of them, odd.  They must effect the way goths are 
thought about.  What about movies with a Gothic sensibility?   What, for instance, has 
Burton done for (and to) the community?x

 
 

This glimpse of the goth community will change as writers continue to comment, suggest, 
amend, and criticize.  I hope this sunken ship will continue to play host to debate.  
 

                                                 
ix  Comment in electronic version of book: What influence has Anne Rice had on goths and the public 
perception of goths? 
x  Comment in electronic version of book: What influence has Tim Burton had on goths and the public 
perception of goths? 
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Goths from the literature [2.0] 
 
After Plenitude 1.0 had been completed, I found a remarkable article in Details magazine 
by Suzan Colon that helped clarify gothness for me.103  It also helped show goths as 
prototypical of other species to which the Plenitude theory applies.  What makes the 
article particularly useful (and credible) is that is draws on the opinions of several high 
profile participants in the goth and related movements, including Peter Murphy, former 
lead singer for Bauhaus, Daniel Ash, lead guitarist of Bauhaus and Love and Rockets, 
David Dorrell, journalist, and manager of Bush, Jon Savage, author of England's 
Dreaming, Ian Astbury, singer for Southern Death Cult and the Cure, Marc Almond, 
former singer of Soft Cell, Robert Smith, singer of the Cure, Brian McNelis, general 
manager of Cleopatra Records, Fred H. Berger, founder and publisher of Propaganda, 
Rozz Williams, singer, front man of Christian Death, Siouxsi Sioux, former singer of 
Siouxsie and the Banshees, and Michael Aston, former singer, Gene Loves Jezebel.     
 
According to this distinguished group, goth has cultural origins high and low.  Savage 
suggests it has roots in Romanticism and its reaction against the dehumanization of the 
industrial revolution.  But the article shows us that the movement has contributed to and 
drawn from popular culture.  It is there in television programs like the Munsters and The 
Addams Family, in movies like Beetlejuice (1988, Tim Burton) and Edward Scissorhands 
(1990, Tim Burton) and The Craft (1996, Andrew Fleming), and even breakfast cereals 
such as Count Chocula.104  Into popular culture and out again.  DJ Spooky says that he 
owes part of his name and persona to Count Chocula.105 What begins in the work of 
Bram Stoker106 enters television, popular fiction and, yes, even, breakfast cereal to pass 
finally into electronic music, touted as the musical form for the turn of century.  This is 
the circulation of signs the post-modernists like to suppose is characteristic of our time.  
But there is no “hyperreality” here.107  These signs are not empty.  They are at least half 
full—even when they issue from high culture. 
 
The Details article also rehearses familiar conceptions and misconceptions about the 
origins of the species.  Goth is a good way, Savage suggests, “to work out teenage angst.”   
More interestingly, Williams suggests it is a way to create protective coloration.  (“You 
turn yourself into a fearsome little creature.  And instead of people picking on you, 
they’re fascinated with you…or…afraid of you.”)   It was, says Astley, an answer to 
previous youth cultures, particularly the New Romantics and hippies.  There was even, 
says Astley, an element of “20s Berlin decadence.”  The band Bauhaus created currency 
for the goth look, but, interestingly, it was a little surprised at what it had wrought, calling 
their new audience “androgynous space demons” or “wildebeests.”  And, perhaps 
inevitably, groups who contributed to the species now renounce the link.  Robert Smith 
says, “People can say that the Cure were goths, but they're lying.”  (I think this might be a 
good illustration of the “last-in” effect.) 
 
But for all this, there is a culture here.  Reducing goths to their historical origins or 
cultural imperatives, must not be allowed to obscure this.  As Smith puts it, 
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It is a very persistent and immutable scene.  It doesn't matter what goes on around 
it, it's always there.  I can understand some of the allure.  It’s a very romantic look 
and it has a lot of poetic overtones to it.  It’s no different than any other kind of 
tribe.  It’s just much more highly visual.108    

 
Goths By Goths In Person [2.0] 
 
Some months ago, I did an interview with a goth in a Toronto club.109  With the help of 
Suzanne Stein and Shaista Justin, I recorded the interview on video and I will endeavor to 
digitize the more interesting parts of the interview and make it part of future versions of 
this document.  In the meantime, let me offer the following, very brief, observations.   
 
Lexus, as he called himself, wore a velvet cloak, dyed hair, high Doc Marten boots (20 
hole), and black lipstick.  On his finger was a ring in the shape of a coffin.  Around his 
neck was a bottle of a viscous red substance.  He was in his late 20s, attractive but not 
quite handsome, and remarkably self possessed for someone who was being quizzed by 
three people who were patently not goths and appeared to have only a rough idea of what 
they were doing.    
 
Lexus seemed to me the perfect Dandy.  I do not mean that in the usual pejorative way.  I 
do not mean that he struck me as self absorbed or superficial.  No, he seemed to present 
that particular notion of the self constructed and cultivated by Beau Brummell, Max 
Beerbohm and even J. K. Huysmans.110  Sontag calls Dandies our “aristocrats of taste.”111  
For Lexus, goth choices were beautiful choices.   
 
But there was something more than the demonstration of exquisite taste at work here.  
Lexus also wanted us to know that he was a creature not entirely of this world.  He played 
an interesting game, for instance, about being a vampire.  He was not a vampire, he 
wanted to be clear about that.  He wanted to be clear about several things, actually.  He 
told us we should be careful not to make too much of the fact that he hated the light, slept 
in a coffin, and lived in a “Victorian” house, draped in satin and lit with candles.  He did 
not need blood.  I’m still not sure whether this was an elaborate send-up (and it would not 
be the first time that the anthropologist has been mocked in this way) or sincere.  I will 
install the video and readers may decide for themselves whether Lexus is a goth, what 
kind of goth he is, and, finally, whether he was engaged in dress-up, send-up, or a genuine 
performance of the self.   
 
In sum, the net, literature and ethnography work to give us a fuller view of goths.  We do 
not yet have anything like an anatomy of the species, but we are a little closer than the 
single paragraph that appeared in Plentitude 1.0.  It is possible to see goths as having 
several distinguished precedents, especially Melancholic, Romantic and Dandy ones.  
More recently they have been shaped by popular fiction, television shows, Hollywood 
movies, cartoon characters, popular music, and brands of breakfast cereal.  It responds to 
New Romantic, Hippie, Preppie and Punk influences.  It is both a creation of plenitude 
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and a creator of plenitude, with its own burgeoning subcategories.  Finally, it is, 
according to Robert Smith and Margaret, a community and a culture. 
 
Back to Plenitude 1.0 
 
This is a cursory review of the world of teens, but it is perhaps enough to show two 
things.  First, that the world of teens is simply exploding with difference.  And, second, 
that the culture of commotion is doing something more than simply throwing off variety.  
It is generating deeper cultural types, each with its own reckoning of the world, each a 
culture in little, carrying its own view of the world.   If the surface difference is 
impressive, this deeper difference is simply breathtaking.  Traditional cultures do not 
suffer this kind of diversity.  They are designed in fact to keep this from happening.112   
Plenitude is a strange and powerful virus.    
 
What a world plenitude is making.   And we have talked only about the synchronic 
diversity—all the diversity that exists right now.  The diachronic diversity—diversity 
over time—expands the possibilities dizzyingly.  We have for some decades lived in a 
society where generations are said to occupy something like their own cultures.  But we 
are seeing something finer in the works.  Someday we may have to think in terms of half-
decades and even two-year cohorts.  Is there a natural limit here?  Someday will we need 
to know the year someone came of age to understand the forces that shaped them?  The 
logic of plenitude appears to run both synchronically and diachronically.  And it appears 
to have no natural point of closure.  It will continue to divide us more finely and more 
deeply. 
 
So much for the “seven ages of man.”  At one end of the age continuum, teens show new 
diversity and depth of difference.   At the other, the elderly are creating a profusion of 
their own.   I will not examine the remaining categories (childhood, early adulthood, 
middle adulthood), but perhaps I have said enough to suggest that this entire “system of 
difference” (as the structuralist would call it) is becoming precisely that.  It is a system 
that throws off difference.  Teens teem.  The elderly teem.   The social world looks more 
and more like an Athenian dusk.113 
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Gender  
Straights 
 
Gender and sexuality are “speciating.”  A culture that was prepared to “certify” a handful 
of male and female identities now plays host to several of them.  If Hollywood stars are a 
reliable map, we live in an increasingly diverse world.   To begin with the heterosexual 
world, even the most obtuse observer would acknowledge that Tommy Lee Jones, Spike 
Lee, Johnny Depp, Tim Allen, Keenan Ivory Wayans, Lyle Lovett, Prince, Woody Allen, 
and Sylvester Stallone represent different but accepted styles of masculinity.  Our culture 
once had many fewer ideas on the topic of masculinity (James Stewart, John Wayne, and 
James Cagney, say).  Roseanne, Madonna, bell hooks, Dolly Parton, Fran Drescher, Kate 
Moss, Diane Sawyer, Bjork, and Winona Ryder represent different but plausible female 
styles.   Once we made do with Barbara Stanwick, Ava Gardner, and Donna Reed.  The 
culture that once policed gender with vigilance is newly forgiving (and productive) of 
diversity.xi

 
  

This florescence has many causes.  One of the most important is the rising conviction that 
biology is not destiny.  This notion is not uncontested and hardly a month passes when we 
do not hear of research from the laboratory that biology is the basis of gender.114  But 
there is a large and restless movement towards skepticism on this score, and the break 
with biological determinism has had extraordinary effects.  It says, there is no “natural 
fact” of femaleness or maleness.  Behavior is not the inevitable playing out of biological 
imperatives but a cultural  “performance.”115  In this manner of speaking, gender is really 
genre, a set of conventions for constructing and performing the self.  In the most radical 
case, Butler argues that, in our culture, there’s so little connection between the public 
definition of women and the “natural” facts of the matter that women are obliged to 
engage in a “persistent impersonation,” that they must, in effect, pretend to be 
“women.”116  
 
As feminism explores the world of possibility it has opened up, the number of habitable 
versions of “being female” is exploding.  If we may return to media personalities once 
more, it is interesting that there are at least five very different female characters visible on 
TV.   Cybill, Grace, Caroline, Roseanne, and Dharma are all powerful, forthright women, 
but all are quite different in their construction of the self.117  Women have succeeded in 
appropriating professional identities once reserved for men: Mafia crime boss, city 
politician, sports celebrity, etc.   But they have also explored possibilities unanticipated in 
the male domain, especially in the realm of healing and direct marketing (e.g., midwives 
in the first case, Martha Stewart in the second).118  These new possibilities deliberately 
challenge and undo the conventions of the male domain.  Thus does plenitude expand. 
 

                                                 
xi Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998: 

exactly 9 convincing 21 possible 18 dubious 16 fatuous nonsense 3 
For an update: HeterosexualWorld1, To vote and comment: HeterosexualWorld2, To read comments: 
HeterosexualWorld3.  Click “Back” on web browser to return here. 
 

http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/votes.pl?topic=HeterosexualWorld�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/topics.pl?section=rummage&topic=HeterosexualWorld�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/commente.pl?topic=HeterosexualWorld�
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As new categories emerge, old ones are refurbished.  The Rules: Time-tested Ways for 
Capturing the Heart of Mr. Right encourages women to return to the most conventional 
definitions of gender.119  One of the authors says, “The Rules are a way of behaving with 
men which makes them want to marry you.”  The most important rule: Play hard to get.  
Rule 17: Let him take the lead.120   Plenitude never opens up the new without refurbishing 
the old.  Often to our horror, there is a “rebound” effect.   
 
“Maleness” is undergoing its own florescence.  To the extent gender categories 
traditionally have been mutually defining, this does not surprise us.  (But now rebound is 
happening across genders, not just within them.)   There are two structural possibilities: 
refurbish the old and create the new.  The first tendency shows most spectacularly in the 
work of Robert “Iron John” Bly.  It is also evident in the Promise Keepers movement, 
founded in 1990 to restore traditional gender relations and to demonstrate that a “man’s 
man is a Godly man.”121   
 
As we watch Swing emerge, I can’t help wondering whether it is not a Trojan horse for a 
return to pre-feminist definitions of gender.  The very names of Swing bands suggest as 
much: Big Rude Jake, Cherry Poppin’ Daddies, Sugar Daddy Swing Kings.  The style of 
masculinity evident in these acts, and the behavior they encourage on dance floor and 
band stand, seems more a matter of swagger than swing.  When Swing enthusiasts take to 
the dance floor in period costumes and gestures, it’s hard to imagine that any gender 
revolution has taken place.  Perhaps we should just have done with it, and rename it 
Swagger and Swoon.  On the other hand, this may be just a matter of dress-up and 
beneath the outfits are new ideas of gender.   A little like a Disney display: antique on the 
outside, high tech on the inside.122 
 
There are also, inevitably, new categories of maleness.  A body of academic and 
ideological work applies the insights of feminism to reinvent “maleness.”123  
Characteristics once thought intrinsic to the beast (aggression, competitiveness, 
individualism, etc.) are being questioned and reframed.  The influence of feminism aside, 
several factors reshape maleness.  Consider, for instance, the therapeutic and New Age 
challenge of the Type A (read “masculine”) personality.124  Thus does a culture that once 
insisted on one or two acceptable versions of masculinity see the emergence of many of 
them.   
 
But this only begins to map the diversity of the gender domain. After centuries of covert 
existence, the categories “gay” and “lesbian” have established themselves as 
incontrovertible (though not uncontroversial) realities of the social world.  As categories, 
these show on the “radar” of even the most backward and hostile North American.   At a 
stroke, our mainstream gender categories have doubled.    
 

America suddenly found itself living alongside a homosexual second society, a 
segregated parallel social world that had sprung up in every large city and many 
smaller ones, that involved several million men and women, hundreds of 
organizations, and billions of dollars' worth of businesses.  By 1980 the United 
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States and Canada had acquired the largest, best-organized, and most powerful 
homosexual minority in the history of the world.125,126 
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Gays and Lesbians 
 
The gay world represents plenitude—it doubles our gender categories.  And it promotes 
plenitude—new styles of gayness emerge continuously.  Esther Newton observed, for 
instance, how the sissy style was supplanted by the clone and leather looks in the New 
York city of the late 1970s: 
 

Where ten years ago the streets of Greenwich Village abounded with limp wrists 
and eye makeup, now [circa 1977] you see an interchangeable parade of young 
men with cropped hair, leather jackets and well trimmed mustaches.  [There has 
been] a proliferation of ersatz cowboys, phony lumberjacks and (most sinister) 
imitation Hell’s Angels, police and even storm troopers.127 

 
On the West Coast, sissy was supplanted still more vigorously. 
 

[G]ay styles were proliferating, becoming more various.  That is, while the Castro 
[a neighborhood in San Francisco] presented a fairly uniform look to outsiders, its 
denizens could point out a huge number of species and subspecies, each as distinct 
as warblers.  There was the clone style proper: short hair, clipped mustache, blue 
jeans, and bomber jackets.  There was the preppie-athletic look: Lacoste or rugby 
shirts and well-shined loafers.  There was the cowboy look, the logger look, the 
bodybuilder look, and so on.  … What was surprising was not that these varieties 
of dress existed but rather that the wearers did not seem to mix any more than did 
warbler species.128 

 
In this case, plenitude has a method. Sissy comes to be seen as a capitulation to straight 
stereotypes (gay male as weak and incapable): it must be repudiated.   There emerges a 
new look, a hypermasculinity, and the community expands.  The Village People, the band 
created by Jacques Morali in 1977, were a deliberate survey of the possibilities: American 
Indian, cowboy, policeman, construction worker, biker, soldier.   
 
But there is a dynamic within the dynamic.   As Foucault pointed out, certain acts of 
protest may validate the very categories from which escape is sought.129   From this point 
of view, both sissy and clone were seen to be problematical for they reproduced gender 
categories instead of reinventing them.   No sooner had hypermasculinity been asserted 
than the community began to investigate gender styles unanticipated by the straight 
world.  Thus does plenitude renew itself. 
 
In the AIDS era, leather and clone styles have been muted and transmuted, and they are 
now to some extent supplanted by the “boy movement” and several varieties of  “mature 
gay” style and even gay skinheads.130   Traditional styles, like drag, change; others, like 
cholo-rap, emerge.   Further changes are at hand as new ethnic groups enter the 
community, the Metropolitan Community Church continues to grow, and as coffeehouse 
and restaurant supplement (and compete with) the bar scene as social centers of the 
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community.131  Gayness continues to be both the product of plenitude and one of its 
engines. 
 
The gay community is not an island.  “Cross talk” means gay innovations routinely shape 
straight gender.132    When, as we have seen, the gay community becomes a producer of 
gender identities rather than the consumer of existing ones, the straight community has 
access to a new source of innovation.  The movement of gender innovations between the 
straight and gay communities is the very stuff of plenitude. 
 
In the lesbian community, there is diversity as well.133   As Kennedy and Davis point out, 
this diversity begins with the “butch” and “femme” distinction of the traditional lesbian 
couple, a diversity deepened by the influence of class and race.134   These “pre-
revolutionary” gender identities live on in the feminist era, where, increasingly, they 
admit of shifting interpretations.   In a sense, the “transgressive” inclination of the 
community has been turned upon the community itself.135   
 
The diversity within the lesbian world supports at least three quite different communities.  
One of these is the community that created and defined itself through the Michigan 
Womyn’s Music Festival.  The telling stylistic signature of this community is captured in 
the terms used sometimes to describe it: “crunchy granola,” “Birkenstock brigade,”136 and 
“unicorn and waterfall set.”  There is a second community created and defined by the 
Dinah Shore Golf tournament, sometimes characterized by the term “lipstick lesbian” or 
“lesbian chic.”137   This may be a reflection of a “hyperfemininity” movement, which 
parallels the hypermasculinity development noted in the male gay community.  Finally, 
there is a younger community, still more diverse in trends, styles, and codes—some 
alternative, some mainstream.138 
 
There is opportunity for speciation within each community, for each community sustains 
values and perspectives that can fracture it.   Working without the benefit of long-
standing conventions, rituals, and agreed-upon practices, each community must define 
itself as it goes along.   Inevitably there are diverse ways of executing these values, and 
therefore there is always opportunity for fission, breakaways, and innovation.139 
 
Until very recently the transformational activities of the gay and lesbian communities 
have taken place sub rosa, far from the gaze of the straight community.  But as gay and 
lesbian communities prove more active and visible (and for all the present political alarm, 
they are that), more and more of this transformation takes place in the public domain.  
When this occurs, opportunities for “cross talk” amplify.  The growing influence of a gay 
sensibility on the television situation comedy is perhaps telling.    
 

There are openly gay and lesbian writers on almost every major prime-time 
situation comedy you can think of, including Seinfeld, Murphy Brown, Roseanne, 
Mad About You, The Nanny, Wings, The Single Guy, Caroline in the City, Coach, 
Dave's Friends and Boston Common. ...even the most heterosexual of sitcoms 
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possess an undertone of “gay sensibility”—Frasier being a case in point. … In a 
way, all the episodes of these shows are gay.140 

 
It counts for something that gay and lesbian communities are no longer so systematically 
excluded from, defamed in, or patronized by the media.  Mainstream actors play gay 
characters, as Tom Hanks did in Philadelphia and Glenn Close did in the NBC movie 
Serving in Silence.141   As Vito Russo aptly points out, real inclusion happens only when 
a character’s gayness is incidental to the plot instead of its preoccupation.142  But plainly 
there is some movement. The industry standards that forced Rock Hudson to “pass” as a 
heterosexual are changing a little.  David Geffen and Harvey Fierstein no longer engage 
in this impersonation.  One of the executive producers of Friends says, “I've been called 
‘David-Crane-openly-gay-producer’ so often, it's virtually become one word.”143  Another 
milestone: Ellen Degeneres’s doppelganger “Ellen” came out on national television on 
April 30, 1997.  The celebrity declaration of a lesbian identity on national television.  I 
venture to say only a handful critical or cultural theorists would have thought this 
possible. 
 
Gay rock and roll stars have always been franker than their Hollywood counterparts and 
more visible.  Gender bending is a long-standing feature of the rock and roll stage persona 
and part of the star’s charisma.144  There are stars who are unambiguously gay or lesbian: 
Elton John, Melissa Etheridge, and k.d. lang (and the lesser known Tribe 8, God Is My 
Co-pilot, Pansy Division, and Imperial Teen).145  
 
All of these are important developments in the world of plenitude.  When the 
entertainment industry ceases to “enforce” gender stereotypes, it becomes a test bed for 
their innovation.xii

                                                 
xii Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998, as below.  For an update: 
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A gay reaction147 
 
[2.0] Some of my manuscript readers were worried that these and other remarks (see, 
especially, here) gave the impression that I was gay.   This was deemed a bad thing for 
general reasons and particular ones.  The general reason is that I am not gay.  The 
particular reasons were divergent.  Some readers said that to appear gay when you are not 
is objectionable to the gay community and that I would draw its hostility.  But other 
readers seemed to say that to appear gay when you are not is objectionable to the straight 
community and that I would draw stigma upon myself.  Apparently, in the present 
circumstances and for certain parties, anything that is not an emphatic denial of gayness is 
read as a declaration of membership.   
 
Most odd.  I do see the first point.  It is wrong to pretend membership where none exists.  
(For the record, I don’t think I was pretending membership.  I was simply not denying 
membership with what is, in some circles, requisite emphasis.)  The second point strikes 
me as craven.  To avoid the implication of gayness is a form of homophobia.   It should 
not matter what your gender is—ever, for any audience, at any time, for any purpose.  
That your readers think you are straight should not matter.  That your readers think you 
are gay should not matter.  That your readers think you are a man who was once a woman 
now living with a woman who was once a man should not matter.148   
 
I know not everyone thinks this way.  Alan Wolfe’s One Nation, After All suggests that 
otherwise liberal, tolerant Americans sometimes balk at accepting gays and gayness.149  
This says that in the world of plenitude there are sticking points.  Some kinds of 
speciation will proceed with less controversy than others.  (If I were a better 
anthropologist and in less of a hurry, I would stop here and attempt to think out why we 
should react differently to the gay revolution than, say, the feminist or the new-age one.  
Oh, alright, then.)   It is an interesting comment on our culture that this ought to be one of 
the places where we slow in our acceptance of plenitude.  (This is a fine example of La-Z-
Boy anthropology in which you let the culture “speak for itself.”)  But there can be no 
doubt about the long-term trend: the growing complexity of sexuality will continue apace.  
Everything that supports plenitude will support this.  And plenitude, driven as it is by its 
own agenda, will support it, too.   
 
All of this makes especially interesting the reaction I got from a roomful of 300 gay men 
when I presented Plenitude as a lecture in April of 1998.  They greeted the argument not 
quite with stony silence but not with sympathy.  I would like to think that I did not cause 
this difficulty.  I was certainly not so gauche, for instance, as to claim membership in this 
community.  Nor so gauche, just as certainly, as to refuse it.  (Because it does not matter.)  
Probably, this was one of the early questions in the auditor’s mind: is he or isn’t he?  
More vexing was my argument. 
 
After the talk, I was told by an audience member that one of the things that concerns this 
particular group of gay men is the “degentrification” of their community.  The problem is 
that this one part of the gay community is no longer as exclusive as it used to be.   There 
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is a downward movement in the class credentials and demeanor of the community.  As a  
friend put it, “We’re afraid dumbing down is going on.  We used to be elite.  Now....”xiii

 
  

Ah, plenitude.  This is what it means, I think, when plenitude throws open the doors of  
(and to) difference.  It allows once marginal communities to recruit more broadly.  In this 
case, it opens the gay community to a new contingent.  It is interesting and, for a Martian, 
say, interesting, that this community should react badly.  Surely, if you belong to a 
stigmatized community, more is better.  The larger the community, the more difficult it is 
to be marginalized or stigmatized.   No?   
 
No.  One part of the gay community has protected itself from homophobia and exclusion 
with a particular status strategy.  It used stigma to fight stigma.  It said, effectively, we 
are, to use Sontag’s phrase again, aristocrats of taste, and, as such, we rank higher than 
our tormentors.150  These people may enjoy the insider’s privilege but we enjoy high 
standing.  We are creatures of extraordinary taste and accomplishment.  And this is our 
shield against the hostility of our larger community.  We are, in effect, holier than them. 
 
For this part of the gay community, plenitude is a bad thing.   Letting in ordinary, 
unexalted people cheapens the status claim, and destroys the “stigma vs. stigma” strategy.   
No wonder my audience was unhappy.  I was declaring plenitude the new order of the 
day.   I was reassuring them that plenitude would continue to lower the tone.151   
 
But I am being naïve.  It is easy for outsiders (like me) to say, lay down your arms.  
Plenitude has won an armistice; the status strategy is now unnecessary.  If Wolfe is right, 
some stigmatization (to say nothing of more literal kinds of violence and discrimination) 
is still in place.  The mainstream has not dismantled them…and may never do so.   
Whatever plenitude may have accomplished, it is too soon for an armistice.  The gay 
community is still subject to hostility and must protect itself accordingly. 
 
Naïve but not unobservant.   The community is, no doubt, right to remain vigilant.  And, 
inevitably, it will use any strategy it can to protect itself from stigma.  But it is worth 
pointing out that if and when plenitude completes its work, the status strategy becomes 
exclusivity for its own sake.   When it is no longer strategic, doesn’t it become mere 
snobbery?xiv

 
  

Meantime, the larger gay community embraces plenitude as its right, and, to some extent, 
its accomplishment.  For this part of the community, more is better.  The larger the 
community, the better.  The more diverse the community, the better.  But for my audience 
this is almost a wistful time.   The era pre-plenitude has a fondly remembered 
exclusivity.152 
 

                                                 
xiii A “dumbing down” is taking place in the gay community. YES NO and your comment, please. 
xiv When the stigma vs. stigma status strategy is no longer strategic, it’s snobbery.  YES NO Comment. 



                                                                             McCracken, Plenitude 2.0, September 23, 1998, p. 44   

Transgenderists 
 
But there are perhaps still more sexual categories in the works.  Transgenderists identify 
not with the gender of their birth but the one of their choice.  There are “male to female” 
and “female to male” transgenderists.  Some undergo surgery and/or hormonal therapy.   
Others argue these “remedies” are unsafe, unsuccessful, unnecessary and, what’s worse, 
that they defer to the mainstream conviction that sex and gender must be congruent, that 
you must be bodily constituted as a woman (or man) to act like one.153 
 
It is not clear whether transgenderists create new categories of gender.  Certainly, many 
wish merely to give up one gender identity and assimilate to another one.  To this extent, 
they are switching categories, not inventing them.  However, a recent issue of the Village 
Voice shows transgenderists seeking one another out and this suggests the possibility that 
they are not “migrating” between gender categories but establishing their own.154  Garber 
has argued they have created a “third term.”155 
 
The transgenderist movement is important for other purposes.  It contributes to a 
rethinking of sex and gender.  The transgenderists demand the reexamination of cultural 
assumptions.  And they challenge some of our most deep seated and otherwise inscrutable 
ideas.  Most significantly, they insist on a radical delinking of culture and biology.  
Biology, they say, has nothing to do (necessarily) with sexuality, sexuality nothing to do 
(necessarily) with gender, and gender nothing to do (necessarily) with identity.156  In sum, 
they push the feminist attack on “natural gender” a step further still.157 
 
Bornstein, for instance, refuses the following “rules of gender”: 
 
1.  There are only two genders 
2.  These genders are assigned by nature and invariant 
3.  Genitals (and hormones) are the essential indicator of gender 
4.  There is no movement between genders except by ritual events such as masquerade.158 
 
Bornstein’s skepticism may have no direct influence on the mainstream community.  But 
the indirect influence is unmistakable.  It is clear, for instance, that Madonna draws upon 
transgenderist fashions and ideologies.  When she made “voguing” a mainstream fashion, 
she was borrowing liberally from the transgenderist community.   By this and other 
means, the transgenderist challenge works its way into our culture. 
 
How much variety has plenitude created in the gender world?  We have no way of 
mapping all the categories that exist there.   But there are crude measures.  Consider these 
sexual identifiers from ads in The Village Voice: SWF, SBM, MWM, BiPRM, GAM, 
GHF, SBJF, MWBi, BiSWM, Pre-op TS, SHM, SWJM, MBiHCpl, ISO, and 
GBMPRM.159  So much for the monochromatic simplicities of “guy seeks gal.”   
 
Gender teems as teens do.  Where once there were, officially, two basic categories, male 
and female, now there are many gender identities.   There are at least eight: straight male, 
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straight female, gay male, gay female, transgenderist (male to female), transgenderist 
(female to male), neuter, and spivak.  (These last two are choices devised by and for 
participants of the virtual chat lines on the Internet.160)  If we add the vast speciation that 
is taking place within each of these categories, the number is much higher.  By this 
reckoning, we may have as many as 42 kinds of gender.161   There are more to come—
perhaps many more.  As Baudrillard puts it in his characteristically breathtaking way, 
“Pushed to its logical conclusion, this would leave neither masculine nor feminine, but a 
dissemination of individual sexes referring only to themselves, each one managed as an 
independent enterprise.”162 
 
[2.0] For our purposes, the most interesting thing about transgenderists is the way they 
test the culture in place.  They challenge the very architecture of our world.  To return to 
the question I ducked above, transgenderists take us a step beyond the gay revolution 
which took us a step beyond the feminist one.  The first reaction of the mainstream in the 
face of the challenge of plenitude is usually to observe with some urgency that the sky is 
falling.  Surely, the change called for will be an undoing of our world.  And then as the 
change begins, by fits and starts, to take, the collectivity begins to see that indeed the 
world is not at risk.  Thus, the first reactions to feminism were outrage and alarm.  This 
persists in some small corners but the rest of us “get it.”  What we must do to respond to 
the feminist challenge is clear, and, once we muster the will and the willingness, quite 
manageable.  We need only change our concept of what a gender category is so that it 
contains no inequity, no subordination, no penalty.  And we can do this.  Now that the 
controversy has cleared, we can see what is demanded of us and get on with it.  
 
The gay revolution pushes us one step further.163  It says not just, ‘change your definition 
of a gender category’ but add gender categories.  This was difficult and there were the 
usual amateur dramatics as experts and pundits reassured us that the world would surely 
end.  Eventually, we got this too…and got on with business.  Four gender categories?  
Got it.   
 
Transgenderists push us further still.  It says our categories are wrong.  There are 
creatures in the world who conjoin what this culture promised were mutually exclusive.  
Transgenderists are more than a political challenge.  They are more than an intellectual 
and cultural challenge.  They are a conceptual challenge.  They are hard to think.164   
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Figure 4: the transgenderist challenge (or, why transgenderists threaten us more 
than gays or feminists do)165 
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Styles of Life 
 
New species of social life form everywhere in the culture of commotion: around a 
football team (e.g., Raiders fans), a rock group (e.g., Deadheads), a TV series (e.g., 
Trekkers), a leisure activity (e.g., line dancing), an economic downturn (e.g., slackers), an 
economic upturn (e.g., preppies), a means of transport (e.g., Hell’s Angels), a modernist 
aesthetic (e.g., space-age bachelor-pad music), a sports activity (e.g., Ultimate Frisbee), a 
movie (e.g., Rocky Picture Horror Show), and a communications technology (e.g., 
geeks).166   
 
Apparently almost anything can serve as a rally point.  And this tells us something about 
the sheer potential for plenitude.  There are, after all, many sports and many teams within 
each sport, a large number of rock groups, TV series, and leisure activities, and defining 
economic events at least once a decade.  If any of these can give rise to a new species of 
social life, the options are quite remarkable.   Age and gender may teem with new 
diversity, but they cannot begin to compare to life-style.  This may be our “Burgess 
shale,” a place of particular fecundity.167 
 
Once more, this innovation is not fad or fashion.  Doubters may try a simple test: tell a 
Raiders fan he or she is posturing.  Tell them how much they have in common with 
fashion designer Jean-Paul Gaultier.   This sensibility is hard-bitten, cynical, openly 
hostile to middle-class niceties.  It is the working-class answer to the playing grounds of 
Eton.  Sport ceases to be a place of “honorable” conduct and becomes a bloodying refusal 
of hypocrisy.   Raider passion shapes the way these individuals think of themselves as 
parents, workers, community members, children of God, and citizens of the state.  
“Raiderness” is thoroughgoing and it goes deep.  It is a “visible community.” 
 
“Life-styles” supply detailed life instructions.  I have listened to Trekkers mapping out 
the Starship Enterprise as if it were not a virtual space but a real one (and this well before 
the appearance of “ship’s manuals” on CD ROM).  But it is equally clear that this TV 
program has long provided navigational coordinates for moral space as well.  Decisions 
are made routinely in our culture on the basis of what Captains Kirk or Picard would do.  
There are people who understand themselves better because of  DATA’s attempts to 
understand himself. 
 
There is extraordinary breadth.  The Raiders fan and the Trekker could hardly have less in 
common.   Line dancers and Hell’s Angels might as well come from different galaxies.   
Geeks and Deadheads are on many points unrecognizably different.  This speciation has 
been as extensive as it’s been intensive.   
 
The fourth point, one some readers will have been awaiting with interest, is that each of 
these life-styles is something more than the precipitate of the general culture.  It is also a 
maker of the culture.  Certainly, there are shared values at work here.  These groups do 
not invent themselves de novo and they do not exist in isolation.  But they do create their 
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own, highly distinctive, configurations of cultural meaning.  The life-style of the Hell’s 
Angels is made up of meanings we see elsewhere and on which other groups draw.  But 
these meanings take on a particular character in their hands.  In T.S. Eliot’s turn of phrase 
(and has it ever been used more appositely?) these creatures are not borrowing, they are 
stealing.168  The gendered, classed, and “outlawed” meanings they draw from the general 
culture are transformed by the configuration into which they enter in the Angels format—
and when they return to the general culture, they help to change it.   
 
And, yes, we can say that space-age bachelor-pad music is “camp” of a conventional kind 
and that it draws heavily on one of the “gay” aesthetics.  But we cannot say it is merely 
derivative.  Camp is changed in the new context, enters its own configuration, and it is 
returned to the general culture with qualities, depths, subtleties and executions it did not 
have before.  When Richard Linklater directed the generation-defining film Slacker, he 
drew on techniques and strategies from the history of film.  But as he deployed these 
techniques and strategies, they took on and gave off more particular meanings, for a film 
and a life-style.   
 
It turns out that everything’s a sunken ship.  This was the great surprise of the North Sea 
oil platforms.  When they weren’t spilling and leaking, it turned out they did not damage 
sea life but helped it flourish.  With a platform in place, an empty sea bed suddenly came 
alive.  This holds true for most of our “contributions” to the marine world, especially 
sunken ships.  We lose them only to discover a few months later they’ve become a 
habitable world for every kind of sea life.xv

 
  

And so it is in the social world.  Anything can be a sunken ship—a point around which a 
species of social life can muster.  But, strictly speaking, the metaphor has its limits.  After 
all, real sunken ships draw only existing species while the metaphorical ones of the 
contemporary world actually help invent new ones.  But why reach for such outlandish 
comparisons when we have a simpler one at hand?  Consider the magazine rack.  These 
were once paltry affairs with room for 10 or 12 titles.  Any self-respecting rack has 
several hundred species swimming in and out of it.  With more to come.  “We are seeing 
about a hundred new titles a month,” said Samir A. Husni, a journalism professor at the 
University of Mississippi who publishes an annual guide to periodicals. “I've never seen 
anything like it.”169 
 
The notion of life-style is itself a creation of plenitude.  It was devised by social scientists 
precisely because existing typologies could not contain the diversity of the social world.  
The idea of class, long the great principle of explanation, proved less and less useful.  It 
was harder and harder to find reliable consistencies of education, activity, income, 
ownership, outlook.  Some elites had power but no ownership.  Blue collars were 
sometimes more prosperous than white.  The individual’s class origins predicted less and 
                                                 
xv Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998:   

exactly 36 convincing 15 possible 17 dubious 5 fatuous nonsense 2 
For an update: SunkenShips1, To vote & comment: SunkenShips2.  To read comments, SunkenShips3. To 
return, click "Back." 
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less their eventual class destination.  Occupational prestige was sometimes widely at 
variance with education, income, and power.  The world would not line up.170  
 
The idea of life-style proved more supple.  Unlike the theory of class, it did not specify in 
advance the content, logic, or origins of a life-style.  It said merely that certain 
backgrounds, activity, incomes, and outlooks would go together in consistent little 
bundles (that they would travel in packs) and that when they did, the social scientist could 
pin them to her board.  Hey, presto, with this new set of lenses, life-styles could be seen 
in number.171   
 
The idea of life-style solved one problem only to create another.  If class captured too 
little, life-style captured too much.  It cast the net too wide.  It let in the sheer fecundity of 
the world—and did nothing to diminish it.  The results were stunning.  Not only were 
there a lot of “life-styles” out there, they were coming and going at an astonishing rate.  
To observe them all at once was to draw too near the precipice of social scientific 
understanding.  It was to canvass how much there is, and how little we know.  For 
analytic purposes, “life-style” proved more a confession of ignorance than a theoretical 
advance.172 
 
Net work [2.0] 
 
The first observation on the web site was a thing of beauty.  
 

[It’s] not at all clear that because many things can be sunken ships that anything 
can be.  I think it is interesting to investigate why some things become a basis for 
a new habitus and others do not.173 

 
Splendid.  I was laboring to prove the range of things that could serve as the foundation 
or the impetus for a new species…and I went too far.  This raises the question: well, can 
everything serve?  To which the answer is almost certainly, as this web writer suggests, 
“no.”  And this raises the question, “well, what can be a sunken ship and why?”  What 
are the structural properties?  This would take sitting down with a set of examples and 
working out the similarities and differences.  And this is something I will do one of these 
days.  (Plenitude 3.0?)   
 
Someone broadened the proceedings by asking why we bother with groups at all.  I 
answered, 

 
I think groups are like portable worlds, vehicles of transport, they build a world 
around us and protect us from a larger world that is often hostile, chaotic, 
unfeeling. Now that the core of contemporary culture has come apart—it’s a 
"subculture" (so that's what they use the term--sub[marine]culture!] or nothing.174  
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Someone asked whether these species replace things like ethnicity or race.  I didn’t treat 
either of those in the book because they seemed to me more obvious than the aspects of 
plenitude I did choose. 
 
The writer then went on to put his/her finger on what is, I think, the key point,  
 

The important point here is choice, that is the choice of a peer group rather than 
having it be determined by family, proximity, etc.175   

 
There is no question that race and ethnicity are powerfully constitutive of us.  But it is 
also clear, as Mary Waters has argued so well, that both how race and ethnicity constitute 
us is now more and more a matter of our own personal choice.176  There are many choices 
within each envelope.  What kind of Italian-Canadian or Afro-American we are going to 
be is increasingly up to us.  It’s up to us to make the choice and up to us to do the 
building.  Plenitude wants to say that there are many other sources of self (to use Charles 
Taylor’s phrase).  Being a stock broker, a line dancer, a goth can be as constituting of us 
as our race or ethnicity.  Some part of me is formed by my choice of the kind of Canadian 
I am.  Some other part of me is formed by my choice of the kind of line dancer I am. 
 
One writer began the work proposed by the first commenter.177  He/she wondered 
whether an important difference between racial/ethnic identity and being a Raiders fan is 
that the latter has less baggage, and the individual therefore more control over how the 
public perceives them.  He/she also asks whether we shouldn’t be asking how much 
choice is implicit in an identity.  Some identities are entirely optional.  Some are 
suggested by circumstances of birth but not obligatory.  Some are suggested by 
circumstances of culture or economy.  Are any obligatory?  The “socio-biologists” and 
other “culture out of nature” theorists would say so.178     
 
Someone wrote in with a nice comment, one that goes to the heart of how, whether and 
when plenitude needs groups as its vehicle.   
 

I think that if a person dresses/acts weird, but is still going along with a group who 
are like that, people see it as different, but can understand.  If someone invents a 
style uniquely their own, people look at it like it's nuts, or a bad thing.  See, even 
though subcultures are accepted now, completely unique individual style is not. 
*Sigh* maybe someday.179 

 
There is something about the nature of social communication that discourages completely 
original individual style.  I discovered this when I was doing research on the 
communicative properties of material culture.180  When people begin to use style the way 
they can use language: to create utterly original “utterances,” they create more confusion 
than meaning.  Much of the communication that takes place through style appears to 
happen best when the choices are “pre-fabricated” by the group.  There is a technical 
reason why this writer’s observation should be so.  As I try to argue elsewhere, I expect 
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that this is not a necessary, insurmountable problem.  I believe plenitude will eventually 
take us towards a universe of ones.181   
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Monsters 
 
Plenitude produces many new species of social life, and some of these are truly 
monstrous.  Paramilitary groups, in the person of Timothy McVeigh, have unleashed their 
horror.  Skinheads and White Power groups are visible in every Western city.182  The 
burning of Afro-American churches is epidemic in parts of the U.S.  Anti-Semites and the 
so-called Aryan Nation are active and voluble, attacks on synagogues not uncommon.183  
Anti-gay groups engage in systematic acts of violence, sometimes with the tacit support 
of an organized church.xvi

 
  

But it is not just the radical right that throws off these monsters.  We have lived for some 
time with the Bloods and the Crips in one community, Hell’s Angels in another.  These 
groups may be somehow institutionalized, traditional, almost “part of the woodwork,” as 
it were.  But this does not make them less monstrous.  Gangs are agents of malice and 
misery that have, very much in the Platonic scheme, found a place to live in the spaces 
between other, undegraded, species. 
 
Cults and sects are equally bewildering.  Some, like the Moonies, appear relatively benign 
but mark, in any case, an extraordinary departure from many of the conventions of the 
mainstream social world.  Others, as in the case of Charles Manson’s cult, are plainly 
malevolent and frightening.  There are groups so implacably opposed to the existing order 
that they are prepared to risk the fate of David Koresh’s Branch Davidians rather than 
defer to the authority of government institutions.  And then there are groups so removed 
from our reckoning of the world that mass suicide presents itself as the appropriate course 
of action (e.g., Jonestown, Guyana, Solar Temple, Heaven’s Gate).184 
 
The conditions that allow for the efflorescence of new species also allow for the rise of 
species driven by hatred, violence, or just plain strangeness.  Not all of these monsters are 
new, to be sure.  The world has endured racists and anti-Semites from the beginning of 
recorded history.  But it is clear that the groups that once existed in the shadows, 
constrained by the hegemonic powers of the mainstream, are bolder and more visible.185   
In a world open to and encouraging of new species of life, it is much harder to dissuade 
these groups of their right to exist and to proselytize.  We could once bring resounding 
social, intellectual, and/or moral authority against them.  Now we are so de-centered and 
so numerous in the mainstream, the margin admits of less control. 
 
[2.0]  But plenitude is a friend to the monstrous in another way.  A web writer, Mary 
Shelley, helped me see this by pointing out that many monsters are poor, white males. 
This group finds plenitude especially threatening.  As the lowest ranking members of old 
regime, they pay first and they pay most.  Perhaps, inevitably, they fight plenitude with 
plenitude.  They answer new species with new species.  This gives us the full measure of 

                                                 
xvi Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998: 

exactly 20 convincing 19 possible 6 dubious 3 fatuous nonsense 4 
For an update: Monstrous1.   To vote and comment: Monstrous2.   To return, click "Back."  
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plenitude’s generative power.  Innovation, and especially liberation, costs someone 
somewhere and they reply.  Plenitude creates liberally…and then it creates illiberally.  
 
But even reactive species are “species,” and not merely ideological or aesthetic 
inclinations.  Skinheads have characteristic manners of speech, dress, music, and 
association as well as objective, outlook, and worldview.  These are “little cultures” with 
precisely the power to claim the individual in broad, general ways and fine, particular 
ones.   The ability of each species to resocialize its members, drawing them away from 
the mainstream into the cultivation of alternative ideas, is clear and it may well be 
growing.  Plenitude is not just creating monsters, it is creating robust ones. 
 
It is hard for the rest of us to imagine what it would take to persuade us to give up lives 
and careers, and take our families to armed compounds in the countryside.   But 
paramilitary groups are so compelling they can effect precisely that.  The U.S. has always 
been a culture capable of creating cults that will suddenly take their leave of the 
mainstream.  But has something changed?   Cults once demonstrated their marginality 
when they moved.  Everyone, including would-be recruits and sympathizers, understood 
that in taking leave of the body politic these individuals were taking leave of their social 
credentials and credibility.    It’s not clear this still happens.  In some cases, both the cult 
and its wider circle have no sense of forsaken membership.  Indeed, for some, marginality 
is a kind of proof of their position.   Were their position not so just, they would not feel it 
so intensely.   
 
Plenitude has created and encouraged speciation.  It has done so in a relatively 
dispassionate manner, inventing the bad with the good.  We would be wrong to think of it 
as a “force for good,” however much good it accomplishes.  It has invented monsters and 
it will continue to do so.186 
 
Net Work 
 
[2.0] Some web writers thought I had been too critical of “monsters.” 
 

[your view] represent[s]… the world as seen by the politically correct academic 
left, for whom diversity is great as long as it is their kind of diversity, and who 
respond with disproportionate hysteria to the views of those who don't share their 
concerns. Sure, this kind of stuff (racist, reactionary politics) is part of our 
environment. And I agree, it's not very appealing.  It is not, however, something to 
get so wound up about, and after all, it does make life a bit more entertaining... 

 
Other web writers made short work of this. 
 

I think it is horrifying to refer to paramilitary groups and the likes of Timothy 
McVeigh as "not appealing" and "entertaining."  Families of his victims would 
surely find your comments outrageous and hurtful.187 
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Mary Shelley followed up.  Can there be a plenitude without monsters, she asked?  
 

…isn't the trick to convince these (primarily) young, white males that life won't be 
that bad under plenitude and that they never really deserved such power over all 
the rest of us in the first place? Any ideas on how to do this?188 

 
Good question.  Plainly, this is one of the challenges of our day.  We need an answer.  
And this answer will not come from the old liberal strategies.  We cannot wring our 
hands and ask that all men and women discover the common family, the fellow feeling, 
that connects them.  The answer cannot be “I’d like to buy the world a Coke.”   
 
I do think this is where the notion of plenitude can help a little.  After all, it says, take for 
granted that this is what the world looks like, that it will fill with difference, that it will 
hum with innovation, treat this is one of the truths of your society.  There is nothing 
sentimental about the proposition.  We are not asking angry white males to celebrate the 
diversity of the human experience.  God knows, we are not asking them to buy the world 
a Coke.  We are saying, “this is reality, get used to it.”  Defined as it is by particular 
gender specifications, this is a group that believes itself to be pretty good at reckoning 
with the hard realities of the world.  Let them treat plenitude as one of these.189  
 
Plainly there is no communicating with dedicated racists, bigots, and xenophobes.  But 
those who are open to argument may be open to plenitude.  Stereotypes are often rigid 
little bundles of belief.  They offer up a detailed picture of who the slacker, Mick, gay, 
Jew, Nigger, goth, or Wop is, and it is this picture, in all its details, that gives substance 
and persuasiveness to the loathing.  “Micks are all the same,” goes the refrain, “They all 
eat like pigs.”  Plenitude interferes with the internal logic of the stereotype.  It says, 
actually, there are many kinds of micks, gays, jews, blacks, goths or Italians.  And with 
this revelation the stereotype begins to come undone.  If there are many kinds of micks 
then some of the assertions of the stereotype do not, cannot apply.  And if some cannot 
apply, the larger stereotype loses some of its force and conviction.   Righteous indignation 
is harder to summon.  Prejudice more difficult to sustain.  Once we are reduced to “Some 
Micks are all the same…” the enterprise of loathing, that works best when sweeping, is at 
risk. 
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Time 
 
“Traditional” societies seek repetition and return.  Generally, time is round.  Western 
societies seek difference and departure.190   Generally, time is an arrow.  This is always an 
extraordinarily complicated cultural artifact, and in the Western case, it is especially so—
because one of the things that changes as a result of the Western concept of time is, of 
course, the Western concept of time.  There are early modern, Renaissance, industrial, 
modernist, and electronic versions of time, and the topic admits of extraordinary 
complexity.191   
 
But if there is something shared in the Western concept in the postmedieval period, it is 
the notion that time is open.  This is what Levi-Strauss meant when he called ours a “hot” 
society. 192  We are, he said, constantly seeking after “that other message.”  We are 
prepared to live in a world in which the “now” and the “next” are allowed, even 
encouraged, to be at odds.  We are capable of enduring a world where we really have no 
idea what the future holds.  We are accustomed to having to “let go” of the moment in 
order to “remain on board” the present. 
 
Naturally, this makes for a tumultuous world and one very large problem.  How do we get 
everyone to “let go” and move on?  How do we get them to move in the same direction—
and come to rest in the same place?   How, in short, do we manage the wagon train, 
bringing up stragglers while holding back the ones who want to sprint ahead?   This has 
been one of the miracles of the contemporary world, that we are all changing, but 
somehow, all moving, more or less, in the same way, at the same rate, in the same 
direction. 
 
One of our solutions has been to construct “temporal cultures.”  It is to say, in effect, 
 

for the purposes of this time-period (e.g., century, decade, year, season) we shall 
allow the emergence and insist upon the adoption of a certain constellation of 
cultural meanings and values, which constellation shall not be binding in 
perpetuity but will hold only until a new temporal culture is declared and a new 
cultural constellation is made to emerge.  This constellation shall have the 
individual’s full attention and loyalty—until he/she is obliged to forsake it and 
move on to a new one.193 

 
It’s a dizzying thing from an anthropological point of view—much more contingent, 
temporary, and fragile than the usual stuff of ethnographic investigation.  But it seems to 
work well enough. The advantage of the temporal culture is that it allows order in the 
disorder.  Vast groups of people can embrace change without, necessarily, parting 
company with continuity or at least one another.  Change does not have to be the end of 
consensus.  We are able, finally, to keep the wagons together.   
 
The temporal cultures we know best are the ones that come in decades.  (There was a 
time when monarchs and centuries supplied the temporal unit, but neither count for much 
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anymore.)  The 1950s represent an extraordinary time in which postwar affluence, 
modernism, Beats, and the ideology of progress conspired to create a temporal culture 
that seems vastly more than 40 years ago.194  It seems another planet—an irony constantly 
played upon by the space-age bachelor-pad movement.195  
 
The 1960s are equally distant.  Even the people who lived and helped create this decade 
are estranged from it.  The best book on the decade, by Todd Gitlin, a participant, 
sometimes has a sense of wonder about it—as if the author, just a few years later, cannot 
believe it really happened to him.196   The 1980s, only a mere handful of years away, also 
seem most implausible.  The edifice of yuppie self-confidence—with its unapologetic 
cultivation of hierarchical difference, economic individualism, conspicuous consumption, 
and competitive self-promotion—is in ruins.   Poor Donald Trump, once the “short-
fingered vulgarian” so despised by Spy Magazine, is no longer emblematic enough to 
enrage or embarrass.  He (and his journalistic enemy) no longer seem to matter at all.197   
 
We may see plenitude’s hand at work here.  This is the production of difference—
extensive and intensive.  Each temporal decade is different and the differences run very 
deep indeed.   Each decade resocializes, supplying new outlooks and aspirations, 
promoting certain careers and life-goals just as surely as it does certain styles of clothing 
and music.  As it turns out, even decades can serve as sunken ships around which new 
species of social life can establish themselves.  And, again, these species are both 
intensively rich and extensively different. 
 
But temporal cultures are also a way of managing difference.  They are one of the ways 
we live with plenitude.  We may have, as individuals, committed ourselves to any one (or 
number of) species by age and gender.  We may have, as individuals, committed 
ourselves to any one (or number of) life-styles.  The temporal culture doesn’t mind.  It is 
not “particular.”  It is like certain versions of English colonialism or the Roman church, 
quite prepared to coexist with local loyalties whatever these might be.  It says, in effect, 
whatever else you believe in, believe in me.  Whatever else you care about, care about 
this.  Temporal cultures float on the surface of other diversities.  
 
This is handy.  Here’s diversity that helps us survive diversity.  Here is plenitude that 
forgives plenitude.   Here is a way to accomplish commonality even in the face of our 
present explosive, positively Cambrian, heterogeneity.  Every decade we can depend upon 
a relatively clear and sturdy set of values that establishes a lingua franca, a common code 
for a collection of increasingly disparate strangers.   
 
It is, at this writing, 1998.  And eerily quiet.  We’ve been waiting eight years for the 
decade to declare itself.  Naturally, it always takes a few years for this to happen.  The 
1960s didn’t actually start till 1963.   The 1970s, of course, never started at all (just 
kidding).  But by 1995 we all began to wonder: “When do we get our marching orders?  
When do things cohere a little?  When will the decade establish a constellation of values 
we can navigate by?”  And we are still waiting.  Perhaps we will continue to wait.   
Perhaps there will be no decade culture for the 1990s.198   
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Perhaps I’m being hasty.  There are several possibilities.  One is that these value 
constellations are really only visible in retrospect.  We have to move into the next decade 
to look back on the old one with any clarity.  We are only now beginning to see the 50s 
well.  Historians and certain museum administrators say this is inevitable.  You have to 
be far enough away to see things clearly.199 But try telling this to Todd Gitlin who knew 
exactly what was happening one December evening in 1966 when he heard the anthem of 
his generation change from Solidarity Forever to Yellow Submarine.200  Another 
possibility is that all of this turns on the approach of the millennium.  As long as we are 
only a few years away from a momentous larger change, why bother with a smaller one?  
Never mind the decade, let’s wait and see what the century holds.   
 
But there is a third and more ominous possibility: that we are too diverse to have a 
“decade culture.”   Even this lingua franca is perhaps impossible.   It may be that nothing 
will stretch that far.  We have those who are still looking for the kinder, gentler decade 
we were promised at decade’s start.  We have half the world devoting themselves to 
simplifying their lives and the other half reveling in a “return to luxury.”  We have Ani 
DiFranco and we have Charo.  We have people who keep a place in the Hamptons, those 
who keep a place in AlphaWorld, and those who keep their heads down once the shooting 
starts.  We have those who treat “meat and potatoes” as an article of faith and those for 
whom it is a Vegan abomination.  Perhaps the differences of age, gender, life-style, 
religion, ethnicity, and nationality are too many.  Perhaps  we’re finally beyond 
consensus.   Perhaps we’re on the verge of a conflict of Hobbesian proportions.  But 
(contra Hobbes) this will be no war of wills but one of meanings in which every 
interaction is potentially a collision of cultures.  
 
[2.0]  Several readers caught me in a contradiction here.  On the one hand, I say, let us 
treat plenitude as a structural necessity.  On the other, I seized upon this paragraph for a 
little, oh-but-the-world is-ending, self dramatization.   I was doing that favorite, 
intellectual thing: putting my hand to my forehead and, with ostentatious regret, 
informing my audience that the end is nigh.  Mea culpa.201 
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What Historians, Artists, and Fashion Designers Have in Common 
 
Most historians like things tidy.  Most poets couldn’t care less.  When the editors of a 
new volume of poetry couldn’t find a “common link,” that was fine.202  Poets thrive on 
chaos.  (It is, after all, where creativity comes from.)   Historians are less keen.  For them 
knowledge depends on order.  They must sometimes start their work in a welter of 
possibilities, and, often, an archive of heaping confusion.  But they must make the data 
march two by two (and three by five) towards order and understanding.   Plenitude, to the 
extent it has invaded even the world of knowledge, is especially hard on them.   They are 
tested by what one practitioner calls its “splintering, fragmentation, disarray, 
shapelessness, inaccessibility, incoherence, chaos, anarchy and meaninglessness.”  At the 
end of the day, they want ideas that are “overarching.”  Less and less frequently do they 
get them.203   
 
We might expect fashion to resemble poetry: to embrace chaos, to thrive on disorder.   
But no, the world of fashion modeled itself on a monarchical system.  Each house was a 
court, dominated by a prince and ruthless competition with the other great courts.204   
Courts rose and fell, but this was a world of some clarity.  Everyone knew roughly where 
everyone stood.   Not much chaos after all. 
 
In this universe, the new plenitude is a rude, unwelcome, and increasingly frequent guest.   
When, as Polhemus puts it, “difference, rather than consensus, [becomes] the order of the 
day,” uneasy lies the crown.205  It is harder to spot the pretenders, the upstarts, those who 
would conspire and assemble against the reigning couturier.  The prince of fashion once 
had the advantage of perspective.  From the commanding heights of his position at the top 
of the hierarchy, he (until Chanel, usually a “he”) could spot the enemy a long way off.  
Now competitors can come from within, riding a new aesthetic or ethos into fashion.  
(Yves St. Laurent, meet Claude Montana.)  Monarchs also once had the advantage of 
setting the rules of engagement and controlling the field of battle.  This too is more 
difficult.  (Claude Montana, meet FashionTelevision).  Historians and fashion designers 
do have something in common.  Both find the most fundamental rules of discourse under 
review.  
 
Artists are perhaps more like poets.  They don’t much care if order is not forthcoming.  
This makes their disorder easier but not less plentiful.  The great “Danto” revelation is 
well known: in the 1970s artists’ definitions of what they did as art changed so much and 
became so various, it was suddenly impossible to identify a “mainstream” at all.  The 
world of art was now a collection of differences, each artist a kind of tradition unto his or 
her own.  And this made the history of this art, predictably, “all but inscrutable.”  
Plenitude made even play-by-play impossible.206 
 
What is true of history, poetry, fashion, and art is also true of music.  Popular music is 
awash in plenitude.   It has always had an exuberant disregard for generic conventions.  
But it fizzes with innovation.  Punk and heavy metal combined to create, first, grunge and 
then the (now waning) “alternative” scene.  Neil Strauss identified some 22 potential 
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successors.207  Dance music has thrown off house, ambient, techno, industrial, jungle, trip 
hop, and illbient.208  Hiphop has reissued as gangsta, dance hall, trip hop, and acid jazz.  
We have seen impossible revivals (e.g., surfer, lounge, and ska) and unthinkable 
combinations (e.g., bagpipe funk from Taxi Chain and swing punk from Big Rude Jake).  
Diverse elements mix and multiply so routinely that record stores despair of labeling their 
bins.209   
 
Widely regarded as the best album of 1996, Beck’s Odelay is remarkable precisely 
because it shows so many influences and such diverse ones: folk, rap, rock, blues, funk, 
country, trip hop, to name a few—all controlled with a fine hand and the ability to 
manage irony and sincerity, sympathy and ridicule, without the slightest sense of 
contradiction.210  This is a hyperplenitude.   All the diversity of the world mixing, 
matching, and multiplying on a single album.  
 
But popular music has always been prepared to change.  What are we to make of Yo Yo 
Ma reaching out of his classical repertoire for Cajun music and Texas fiddle?211  The 
classical world defines itself (and the rest of us) by its orthodoxies.  Plenitude’s cat is 
amongst the pigeons. 
 
Even the intellectuals are not immune.  The scholars mutter over the “immense 
fragmentation and privatization of modern literature.”  They wonder whether this might 
not “foreshadow…deeper and more general tendencies in social life as a whole.” 212  The 
very systems by which we manufacture consensus, in Chomsky’s phrase, are challenged 
by the acknowledgement of differences to which intellectuals contributed so much.213 
 
Some intellectuals complain of a “jumbling” so intense it is no longer possible to classify 
the world around them.  It is too various.  It teems so.  One of the leading lights of 
anthropology says with a certain giddy unease, “something is happening to the way we 
think about the way we think.”  What he means is, “we are less and less sure how to think 
at all.”  For the world, in his words, has become “fluid, plural, uncentered, and 
ineradicably untidy.”214   
 
Intellectuals come to this recognition with grave reluctance.  (Hence the genius of the 
Danto revelation.)  After all, their job (and some part of their amour propre) turns on 
their agility.  Strictly speaking, there should be no conundrum they cannot parse or 
penetrate.  Good intellectuals like to think they all have Andre Aggasi’s return of service.  
There isn't anything to which they can't reply.  To admit the world is jumbled, untidy, and 
beyond the reach of theory is to whimper a little.  It is to say that the dragon at the castle’s 
gate may be much larger and more frightening than anyone reckoned.  It is to confess fear 
and trembling—and the limit of one’s competence. 
 
What troubles the world of ideas also troubles the world of nations.  What are we to make 
of the astonishing news that France, once one of the most centrist and rigidly hierarchical 
nations in the Western world, is so “fluid” that it is prepared to play host to a “sudden, 
unexpected diversification?” 215  And what are we to say to the news that America, once 
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one of the most insular of the Western nations, has given itself over to the “public 
recognition of national and international differences” as an “essential” element of its 
culture?216   Plenitude has found a way to vex nations as well.   
 
There is one group that appears to have found comfort with this world: DJs who sample 
the world for “found sounds” and assembles them into wholes.  Tom Rowlands, one half 
of the Chemical Brothers, describes his music this way: 
 

It's like this puzzle.  You spend ages putting things together—things that weren’t 
meant to fit together, disjointed things, things no one would ever think you could 
put together.  And you make something new out of it.   It’s like magic, sometimes.  
It’s like you're building your own little world.217 

 
But when the DJ creates his or her “own little world,” this is perhaps not so much the 
subjugation of plenitude as its perpetuation.  This is not order out of disorder.  The DJ 
who would quiet plenitude becomes instead its agent.   Indeed, plenitude makes agents of 
us all.  To live in plenitude’s world means that, all of us, artists, intellectuals, DJs, must 
become the purveyors of plenitude.  Certainly, this book, which would like to be a sober 
reflection on this new cultural form, is also one more exercise in it—and yet another 
opportunity for plenitude to extend its hegemony.  They also serve who stare in wonder. 
 
Plenitude has been with us always.  It was the logic of the first city and the most recent 
one.218   
 

The city, Aristotle insists…must be composed of a multitude that is different in 
form, eidos, “for the city does not come into being out of those who are 
similar.”219 

 
[Illbient] music reflects…the jumble of cultures and the perpetual salvo of sounds 
and sights that defines the spectacular intensity of New York City.220  

 
According to Isaiah Berlin, plenitude is one of the things that has made us remarkable. 
 

It is hardly possible to overrate the value...of placing human beings in contact with 
persons dissimilar to themselves, and with modes of thought and action unlike 
those with which they are familiar.221,222 

 
Plenitude is often mistaken for chaos.  It is seen as the absence of order.  But it may make 
more sense to think of it as a cultural imperative, as one of the ways we make order and 
construct the world. 
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Plenitude So Far  
1. there are an increasing number of social species, or, better, social specifications  

e.g., in the place of “standard issue” elderly, there are many kinds of elderly 
 
2. there is depth to each new species 

e.g., each teen type is intensively different  
 

3. there is difference between these new species 
e.g., each teen type is extensively different 

 
4. there has been a decisive delinkage of natural and cultural categories 

e.g., feminism and transgenderism refuse supposed biological foundations of culture 
 
5. cross talk: plenitude provokes plenitude across categories  

e.g., plenitude among women inspires plenitude among men 
feminist revolution helps create new categories of maleness and reaffirm old ones  

 
6. cross talk: plenitude provokes plenitude within categories  

e.g., plenitude within a community provokes more plenitude within that community 
old species provoke new species within straight, gay, and lesbian communities 

 
7. there is speciation that challenges and destabilizes existing species 

e.g., new members of the gay community interfere with its definitional strategies 
  

8. there can be speciation that marks the end of speciation 
i.e., some new species resist identifying themselves as such 
e.g., the youngest generation of lesbians refuses a single definition 
 

9. plenitude is opening up and overrunning the traditional domains of age and gender  
 
10. plenitude is opening up and overrunning the domain of life-style 
 
11. some species are more readily accepted than others 

i.e., mainstream, then feminists, then gays, then transgenderists 
 
12. the new species of plenitude are new 

i.e., they create novel configurations, use old meaning in new ways, and return new meanings to the 
general culture 

 
13. plenitude may be observed at work in the creation of temporal categories 

e.g., the decades of this century 
 

14. some kinds of plenitude let us contend with plenitude 
e.g., temporal cultures establish a kind of lingua franca 

 
15. plenitude appears to be overwhelming even these lingua franca plenitudes 
 
16. plenitude is infusing history, poetry, fashion, art, music, scholarship, and nationality 

(not only ethnicity, race and gender, the favorites of “diversity theory”) 
 
17. plenitude is a mark of urban life and, possibly, a signature of Western culture 
 



                                                                             McCracken, Plenitude 2.0, September 23, 1998, p. 62   

The Withering of the Witherers  
 
Institutions 
 
Hollywood isn’t changing names the way it used to.  In the early days, it was eager to 
conceal difference with sameness.  Maurice Micklewhite was renamed Michael Caine, 
Theodosia Goodman: Theda Bara, Emmanual Goldenberg: Edward G. Robinson, and 
Francis Gumm: Judy Garland.  The object was to conceal ethnicity…and to find 
something more mellifluous than Gumm.  There was something else.  If Hollywood was 
going to become the image of America, it believed it had to make America (especially an 
imaginary, pre-immigrant America) the image of Hollywood.  That’s all changed.  The 
gatekeeper is giving up.  Ben Affleck,Ving Rhames, Meryl Streep, Vanni Ribisi, Uma 
Thurman, Neve Campbell, Keanu Reeves, Gwyneth Paltrow, Skeet Ulrich, Steve 
Buscemi, and Jada Pinkett remain unrenamed.223  Some variety and difference remains 
visible.224 
 
Why should plenitude be flourishing?   The explosion of natural species that took place 
in the Cambrian era is sometimes explained according to the “empty barrel” argument.225  
The world had so few species there was almost limitless room for their expansion.  In an 
evolutionary version of Parkinson’s Law, life expanded to fill the space available to it. 
 
But this cannot be an explanation for social Cambrian explosion.  This plenitude appears 
to come more from the failure of constraints and competitors.   Institutions and ideas that 
once irradiated new species of social life have been failing.   In this section we will look 
at the decline of the authority of three institutions: family, education, and society; and 
three ideologies: science, religion, and government.   Each of these once acted in the 
manner of a country club: keeping in the few species, keeping out the many.  Each 
worked in its own way to discourage the production and especially the profusion of 
species.  Each finds its power to wither is withering. 
 
Family  
 
It’s not a good film but it has a good beginning.  In True Lies, Harry Tasker (Arnold 
Schwarzenegger) exclaims over the fact that his daughter has become a petty thief and 
wonders how he could ever have failed her so as a parent.  Gibb (Tom Arnold) laughs and 
says Tasker mustn’t think of himself as her father anymore.  Her parents, Gibb explains, 
are now Madonna and Axl Rose.   
 
In the Reformation scheme of things, families were little commonwealths, dedicated to 
reproduction of several kinds.  One was the inculcation of “godly” values.  Every home 
was charged with the responsibility controlling “wayward” inclinations and making 
energies run in common channels.226   Their charge was the production of sameness and 
the refusal of difference.   Families were there to reproduce the world. 
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Gibb is right.  The family is losing this authority and it is doing so because it must 
compete with people who care nothing for the reproduction of the world.  Madonna and 
Axl Rose are creatures of fashion, fad, and the moment.  They are relentlessly 
promotional of plenitude.  Promotional?  Madonna and Axl Rose are agents of 
plenitude.227   They respond to and they reflect new species.  Sometimes they are the new 
species.   
 
But plenitude also has a Trojan Horse strategy.  It has entered the family and changed it 
from within.   

 
[My husband and] I have borne witness to our parents' eight marriages, four 
divorces, two common-law marriages and one separation.  From this bounty, we 
have collected one "real" sister and seven "real" grandparents, four half-siblings, 
four stepsisters, four step-parents, two step-grandmothers, two ex-step-parents, 
two ex-step-grandparents, and one ex-stepbrother.228,xvii

 
 

The stay-at-home-parent family has been joined by the family in which both parents 
work.   The two-parent family has been joined by the single-parent family.  (This has 
come as a special shock because single-parent families used to be something that “only 
happened in the black community.”)  The two-parent family has also been joined by the 
several-parent family (e.g., the family of the six year old who accepts the evidence of her 
senses and claims four parents.)  Marriages designed “for life” are being joined by ones 
that presume (or endure) serial monogamy.229  The pious simplicities of the “nuclear” 
family have been joined by the complexities of the “blended” family.  Different-sex 
parents are being joined by same-sex parents.  
 
Everywhere we look, simple, single patterns are giving way to more complex and diverse 
ones.  The nuclear family is no longer the single model or even the majority player.  In 
some communities, children matter-of-factly ask new acquaintances what kind of family 
they come from.   Heterosexual, one-marriage families with one or more of their own 
children are no longer the “safe” assumption.230 
 
Our children are now raised in the presence of variety.  Who one counts as one’s parents, 
once the simple (and founding) fact of childhood, is subject to occasional reexamination.  
New parents come and go.  As do siblings.  As do in-laws.  Once a haven in a chaotic 
world, the contemporary home is a study in dynamism.231  It is a cradle that teaches the 
lessons of fluidity more than those of fixity. 
 

                                                 
xvii Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998. 

exactly 16 convincing 7 possible 9 dubious 4 fatuous nonsense 2 
For an update: NewFamily, To vote & comment: NewFamily2, To read comments, NewFamily3. To return, 
click "Back." 
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There is a temptation in certain circles to say all these variations are not models of the 
family but accidents we do not want (and might yet will away).   But the work of Alan 
Wolfe suggests these new options spring from fundamental ideas that Americans hold 
about the family.   
 

Middle-class Americans, for all their uncertainty about the family, are nonetheless 
fairly certain about what moral principle should guide it: families should be 
organized to fit the needs of the individuals who compose them, rather than fitting 
the needs of individuals to some preestablished family structure.232 

 
In their wisdom, the U.S. House of Representatives sees things the other way round.  
These representatives recently passed the Defense of Marriage Act to define marriage as 
the “union of one man and one woman.”   But in Western societies, the “accidental” and 
“unofficial” have a way of becoming structures.  Certainly, the children of these “new 
model” families suffer relatively little confusion.  As far as they’re concerned, one parent, 
one gender, and other “atypical” families are the way of the world.233  
 
The Protestant family was designed to be a “cradle” of the larger society, the institutional 
place where certain acts of moral development and domestication had to take place if they 
were to occur at all.  What happened there was to set the tone for what happened 
elsewhere in the social world.  And so, with some irony, it is in the present case.   A 
newly diverse family helps create a newly diverse society.   Children no longer spend 
their childhoods surrounded by the structural simplicities that used to prevail in 
prosperous working-class and middle-class communities.  They grow up surrounded by 
many kinds of family and no single kind of home.  Second, children must constantly 
negotiate these complexities in daily life.   This shows most plainly in the extraordinary 
diplomatic skill that some quite young children in North America exhibit.  They are 
accustomed, twice a week, to manage the transition from one household, where certain 
assumptions prevail, to another, where very different ones do.   They have learned to 
move between these “cultures” with an anthropologist’s skill.  They have learned a thing 
or two about diversity.  They are living it.   
 
Meal time tells the story.  Not so long ago, the family treated mealtime as a collective 
event prepared by women and attended by the family in a ritual event that played out 
many values: patriarchy, the deference of youth to age, and, chiefly, the solidarity of the 
family unit.  We eat together, we are together.234  Since World War II we have seen this 
pattern change almost beyond recognition.  Many families manage only a single 
“centering” meal a week.  The rest of the time, food is prepared and consumed 
episodically.  Meals apart is the order of the day.  In some families, meals have been 
replaced by grazing.  Without the meal as its ritual center, the family plays host to less 
solidarity and more heterogeneity.235   
 
All of this says that the family can no longer be the filter it once was.  Its ability to 
remove things from the bloodstream of the body politic has been reduced.   What happens 
“out there” must inevitably happen in the family as well.  More to the point, the family 
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has become a place for the production of difference.  It is a testing ground for new 
species.  It is so various, so multiple, so remarkably inconstant in form and structure, that 
it has passed from removing difference to promoting it.236   
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Education 
 
Education is another institution devoted, traditionally, to the production of sameness.   
We have always been generous with our talk.  Putatively, school was the place the 
individual could find his or her uniqueness.   It was the place selves could work their way 
skyward towards the warming embrace of a construction-paper sun, each by its own logic, 
towards its own goals, at its own pace.   Thus spoke the ideology.  The reality was 
sometimes otherwise.  More usually, the affair had a certain hydroponic regimentation to 
it.   
 
And there were reasons schools sought sameness.  They were educating citizens, with all 
the high-minded and single-minded glory that implied.  But that wasn’t all.  In the best 
case, education would refine and perfect the values of the home.  In the worst, it was 
designed to act as a backstop.  It would catch what the family let through.  
 
In their time, schools were good at withering.  Kids in the 1950s might go to “sock hops” 
and have their heads filled with the new music, fast cars, easy sex, turned-up collars, and 
other Dick Clark extravagances.   But school was good at bringing them round—at 
reimposing the authority and the levelheadedness of the adult world.   
 
Enter Nike, the NBA, and the blindingly charismatic Michael Jordan.  These are a siren 
call against which the school can find no remotely plausible opposition.   Education may 
control the classroom.  Plenitude controls the playground.  Education may have the child 
for several hours every day.  But Nikeworld is where they live—in school and out.  There 
is no species Nike does not know about.  There is no species Nike can not invent.  (Nike 
mastered social DNA long ago.)  And there is almost nothing the school can do about it.  
 
Plenitude visits our schools like hurricanes through the trailer parks of South Florida.   
Mrs. Johnson, the music teacher, has always been a little clueless—and why should she 
not?  She’s a music teacher.  But now… bless her, she tries hard and, God knows, she 
means well.   Occasionally, she will screw up her courage and ask her students to explain 
the lyrics of, say, “Stoop” Doggy Dog.  There is a roar of laughter.  Desks are pounded.  
Bodies careen in all directions.  Mrs. Johnson has evoked pet hygiene and leash laws.  
Lunchtime wits will regale one another with news of the new “stoop and scoop” vibe 
breaking out of South Central Los Angeles.  Everyone will have a good laugh at the 
expense of Mrs. Johnson and the rest of higher education.237 
 
Mrs. Johnson is a measure of how little education is capable of withering new species.  
Snoop Dog shapes these schoolchildren right down to their magnificent basketball shoes.   
And it is, I think, fair to say that high school teachers, administrators, and curriculum 
designers know not a thing about him.   One of the reasons the educational system cannot 
prevent speciation is that it does not begin to understand it. 
 
As usual, plenitude begets plenitude.  Parents are sufficiently unhappy with the 
difficulties of the public school system that they are funding an astonishing rise in the 
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number and kind of private schools.  This may be taken as a blow against plenitude.  
Students must wear uniforms and toe the line.  But wait!  By breaking open the public 
system from the inside, plenitude creates a new force for diversity on the outside.  When 
parents “vote with their feet” in this way, a breathtaking speciation of educational 
philosophy ensues (e.g., Montessori, charter, alternative, and religious).238  
 
Universities might have been the thin red line against the rise of plenitude.  A sturdy, 
uncompromising “canon” might have kept the world at bay.239   The last resort for every 
thing botched or missed by family and school.  But no.  We have seen liberal arts 
curricula diminished, disputed, and displaced across the academic world.  With the rise of 
professional programs, fewer students at the undergraduate level are enrolled in arts 
programs.  Those who are, share no well-defined corpus of classic texts, let alone 
approach.  Many students graduate from liberal arts programs every year without reading, 
say, Plato, St. Augustine, Descartes, or Mill.   Those who do, often would not wish to be 
asked how these authors created the intellectual and cultural foundations of the Western 
world, and their culture, and their lives.xviii 
 

 

The causes of this decline of common ideas are obvious enough.  The demands of 
individual humanities and social sciences (speciating wildly on their own, of course) have 
chipped away at the liberal arts agenda.  Increasingly narrow (read “academically 
speciated”) teachers have lost the ability to address larger issues.  Increasingly politicized 
(read “politically speciated”) teachers have hijacked liberal arts programs for their own 
polemical purposes.  The famous Tussman experiment at Berkeley, for instance, has 
repeatedly fallen captive of ideological enthusiasms.240  As liberal arts programs have 
grown more pallid, the demands of the “real world” have grown more feverish.   The call 
of the business program proves irresistible for some. 
 
The consequences of the decline are equally clear.  As long as there is no single body of 
classic texts, no shared understanding of the undergraduate program, no shared concept of 
the Western canon, the university surrenders most of its hegemonic powers.  It cannot 
stamp each new generation in the image of its elders.  It cannot domesticate  the creative 
powers of the young in the service of the wisdom of the old.  This is a bit of daring.  For 
we know the usual choice when it comes to the reproduction of society.  Each new 
generation must be recruited in the name of prevailing values or it will rethink these 
values.241  
 
Society/Status 
 
Once there was a sound of disapproval.  It was produced by pressing the tongue against 
the top of the mouth, and pulling it back sharply: “tssszh.”  This sound once ruled the 
world. It was the way perfect strangers disciplined imperfect strangers.  The good matron 
of society would let fly with one of these when someone boarded the bus unshaven or 

                                                 
xviii Liberal education has become more important or less important as we enter the 21st century?  
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with his boots unbuttoned.  “Tssszh,” says the matron.  And the imperfect stranger knows 
he has been judged and found wanting.242   
 
Tssszh was an instrument of social control and the status system.  There were others: 
raised eyebrows, long-distance focal plains, averted gazes, sour faces.  (Any good maitre 
d’ remains a study in them all.)  These instruments are all mostly dead.  I hear “tssszh” 
from time to time on public transit.  A Toronto matron will draw herself up to her full 
height and dignity, and let fly.  The offender will look at her with curiosity and in many 
cases with absolutely no comprehension.  Those who do comprehend, wonder what the 
matter is.  Most who know what the matter is, do not care.  At all.  No one is, forgive me, 
cowed.  The matron is now merely one species among many.243 
 
Hierarchy was once the great organizer of Western societies.  It took sprawling masses of 
otherwise masterless men and women, and arranged them into a vertical set of classes, 
insisting on the right of higher parties to disapprove (tssszh!) of lesser parties and the 
obligation of lesser parties to emulate higher ones.244  This is probably the single most 
important social idea in the Western tradition.  Sir Thomas Elyot, writing in the 16th 
century was firm: “…it may not be called ordre [order], excepte it do contayne in it 
degrees, high and base….”245   
 
One of the strengths of this system was that it allowed for people to change but drove 
them all in one direction.  When Frances Trollope came to visit America in the 1820s, she 
was not so distracted by her flight from English bankruptcy to notice the manners of 
people around her.    
 

The lady I now visited...greatly surpassed my quondam friends in the refinement 
of her conversation.  She ambled through the whole time the visit lasted, in a sort 
of elegantly mincing familiar style of gossip, which, I think, she was imitating 
from some novel, for I was told she was a great novel reader, and left all 
household occupations to be performed by her slaves.246 

 
Trollope’s discovery was not an exceptional one.  Novels were, for many, life-style 
instructions.  They helped individuals of one class glimpse, and imitate, the manners of a 
higher one.247  Thus were species identified and subscribed to.  Thus were creative 
energies commandeered. 
 
When people thought to change themselves, they looked to the species above them for 
their inspiration. “Status emulation,” as this is sometimes called, was the template for 
transformation in 19th century society.  It is how people changed.   It is why they changed.  
“Comme il faut” controlled many thoughts and actions.  The phrases “one must” and “one 
mustn’t” ruled most public (and many private) performances of the self.248   With their 
energies thus directed and absorbed, there wasn’t much likelihood that individuals would 
undertake the invention of other species of social life. 
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The living room tells the story.  The size, furnishings, condition, and “tone” of this room 
were, typically, the best status statement the individual could muster. 249  (This is why 
living rooms were—and are—separated off and kept inviolate with velvet ropes and, 
sometimes, plastic coverings—to keep the status statement static.250)  The status system 
was so powerful in its control of emotional and economic resources it could force even 
this ceremonial “destruction” of wealth.  Alternatives were unthinkable.   
 
Well, one transgression did occur.  It was not uncommon for Westerners to engage in 
creative license when fashioning their status statements.  Occasionally, they would “bump 
up” their speech, clothing, mannerisms to make themselves a little grander than was, 
strictly speaking, warranted.  In the worst cases, they invented ancestors, buying up the 
portraits of perfect strangers and claiming them as kin.  They wore school ties they were 
not entitled to.  They engaged in status counterfeiting.  And this is a measure of the real 
power of the system.  Even when individuals were disobeying it, they remained its 
captives.  Their “transgressive” energies were commandeered.  Hierarchy and status 
prevailed even when abused.    
 
The status system lives on in some corners of our society, and plainly it enjoyed a 
vigorous renaissance in the 1980s.251  Overall, however, it has diminished in influence.   
We have seen a leveling influence, devaluing and displacing experts and elites 
everywhere.   True, we still have Martha Stewarts who would inform us of the best and 
most effective construction of our status statements.  But listen to one of her rivals and 
another arbiter of the status code:   
 

What I hope to do is allow people to feel freer about setting tables…. You needn’t 
be worried about mixing your grandmother’s china with Pottery Barn and 
antiques.  If you don’t have matching pieces and bought some plates at the flea 
market, it doesn’t matter.252 

 
The terrible scrutiny has let up a little.  There is no place of final reckoning in the home to 
be preserved at great expense and with great anxiety.  Indeed, there is no moment of final 
reckoning, no visit from the pastor, or a high-ranking neighbor, to defend oneself against.  
But most important, less and less is there a standard of final reckoning.  Hierarchy still 
counts for something in our lives, but so many other grounds and measures exist, it is 
merely one voice among many.253 
 
Over the course of the present century we have watched hierarchy steadily decline, 
opening a Pandora’s box of possibilities.  Now unexpected and once implausible groups 
can have their influence.  Children from the streets of Liverpool or Manchester invent 
punk.   Gay men change the clothing styles of straight men.  Gangs from South Central 
Los Angeles invent hiphop.  Lesbians change the hairstyles of straight women.  Garage 
bands from Seattle invent an alternative sound.  The Black Panthers, in their day, find a 
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place in the drawing rooms of Manhattan’s Upper East Side.  Now influence “trickles up” 
from the “bottom” of society.254   Matrons may tssszh but it matters less and less.xix

 
  

It is hard to reckon with the sheer scale of this development.  After all, hierarchy has 
traditionally been the Western way of dealing with plenitude.  It was the Aristotelian 
solution to the Platonic problem.  The way to order and bind up the endless diversity of 
the world, said Aristotle, was to establish a continuum of status.  Rank things high and 
low, and the diversity takes on system, order, and proportion.  We are on the verge of 
dispensing with hierarchy as the great “operator” in the Western tradition.255  It is not 
clear what we have in its place.  More exactly, without the withering power of the status 
system, we have many things in its place. 
 
The decline of hierarchy complicates the social world enormously.  Hierarchy had 
extraordinary classificatory power.  It could be used to assess any person, object, or event.  
It was the perfect all-purpose social classifier.  It supplied everything from the seating 
arrangements at a state banquet to the best tie to wear to work.  In its place, there are 
many competitors: naturalism, authenticity, competitiveness, homeyness, irony.256  It is 
not clear that any of these has the incisive or encompassing evaluative power of 
hierarchy.  And it is unlikely that any will rise to a position of preeminence.  We live in a 
world of many, conflicting, evaluative schemes, a world where every social assessment 
comes equipped with its own contradiction.    
 
The forces for plenitude appear in every direction.  It is not just trickle up but trickle in. 
Wrestling, tattooing, tractor pulls, tabloid journalism, and weight lifting used to live on 
the margins of polite society.  Even fitness was a little dubious.  (There’s a reason they 
called it “rude health.”)  As long as middle-class morality was governed by upper-class 
tastes, this is where they stayed, devalued as vulgar and off limits.  Now that hierarchy 
has lost its hegemony, these can flourish and they do.  Country and western music has 
moved from the despised hinterland of our society into its center.  In roughly six years, 
country and western star Garth Brooks sold some seven million records.257  
 
The causes of hierarchy’s decline are many.  The 1960s and 1970s, with revolutions in 
music, self-presentation, sexuality, and politics, made a signal contribution.   At the least, 
they gave egalitarian ideas new power.258  But longer-term developments had their effect 
as well.  Hollywood has replaced high society as our exemplar.259  High-status families 
struggle without success to master the complexities of the contemporary world and often 
fail to be exemplary (e.g., England’s royal family).  The upper echelon consists of 
competing elites (e.g., art, science, media, business, society) instead of a single one.  
Higher ups have pursued fashion when their hegemony depended upon the cultivation of 
a code of their own.260   
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To use the language of Trilling, we care less about sincerity of role and more about 
authenticity of self.261   Hierarchy interests less, constrains less, inspires less.  We are no 
longer gratified by note-perfect performances or the dumb show of good manners.  We 
prefer the cultivation of essential, emergent selves in a noisier, more various social world.  
There is no authoritative tssszh to tell us otherwise.262 
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Ideologies 
 
Science 
 
In the postwar period, science was a privileged form of discourse.  It was the most 
credible “way of knowing” at our disposal.   It was the linchpin between progress on one 
side and technology on the other.  It was the way progress was accomplished; it was the 
fund of knowledge on which technology drew.  It was a shrine of national aspiration, and 
North Americans deferred before it.  Science was asked to specify the best arrangements 
for domestic living (medicine and home economics), the best way of organizing the world 
of work (time and motion studies), the best way of intervening with nature (hydroelectric 
projects), and the best way to address social problems (e.g., Kennedy’s Camelot project).  
It was regarded as the final authority on many topics.263 
 
There were two groups of high priests in the shrine of science.  One was, of course, 
scientists.  These were often depicted as eggheads, much too smart actually to be good for 
anything of worldly significance.264  The other group was doctors, and, astonishingly, 
North America made these men and women arbiters of almost every aspect of social life.  
It made perfect sense that they be consulted for advice on what to do about the common 
cold.  But they were also consulted on when driving licenses might be obtained for 
particular teens, and what should be done for housewives driven more or less mad by life 
in 1950s suburbia. They were our village wise men, despite the fact that, in many ways, 
their training took them away from, not towards, the wisdom they were being asked to 
“dispense.”   Fathers knew best but doctors knew better. 
 
Scientific authority was seen to be so powerful and thoroughgoing that there was virtually 
no aspect of personal and social life for which it would not be useful.  It is not too much 
to say that scientific authority was the arbiter of personal and public life.  And in this 
capacity it was an extraordinarily powerful withering agent.  Medical authority was 
deeply conservative: papal in its orthodoxy and monarchical in its self-assurance. 
 
[2.0] A web writer wrote: 
 

We put Newtonian science on the altar for too long and now it is time to move on. 
Modern medicine is crucially important today, it just needs to acknowledge that a 
lot of the time, it does not have the answers; it cannot understand the full 
complexity of the human body.265  

 
Today the authority of science is in some question.  The causes are numerous.  The 
continuing egalitarian shift has made us less awestruck by the status of scientists and 
doctors.  The rise of naturalism has made science look, sometimes, like runaway 
artifice—when it is not actually being construed as an act of sexual aggression against 
mother earth.  Science’s once vaunted powers of mastery and control of nature are widely 
seen as the cause of our environmental degradation.  The compounds and chemicals once 
heralded as “progress in a pill” are now the creations of reckless, arrogant, greedy men in 
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lab coats.   Next to big business, certain scientists have become the villains of the 
piece.266,xx

 
  

Doctors have taken it especially hard.   The exemplar here was Dr. Marcus Welby (can 
that really have been his name?), a man of sensitivity and unashamed patriarchal 
stature.267  Increasingly, Americans see doctors as rather more self-interested, rather less 
Hippocratic.  But there are deeper, symptomatic changes.  Illness is no longer 
“malfunction.”  For many people, the body is a complicated web of energies, forces, and 
powers previously unguessed by science.  The patient demands to be treated as a “whole 
person.”  Some members of the medical community respond to these cultural changes,  
with Dr. Andrew Weil probably the best case in point.268  Still others continue to exercise 
an Olympian disdain and make the whole thing a good deal worse.  
 
[2.0] There was an interesting exchange on the cultureby.com web site in response to my 
assertion that science and medicine had lost some of their influence.  The writer (possibly 
my M.D.) said: 

 
fatuous nonsense: I want to know which way you head next time you (or your 
child) is suddenly severely ill.269 

 
This drew an anonymous but forceful response. 
 

I headed straight to my acupuncturist for a “crisis” session, after which, per her 
advice, I went to bed for 3 days while my body wreaked havoc on the visiting 
lurgies.  The last remnants of a debilitating infection have now left my body.  Far 
preferable to the havoc of antibiotics, in my opinion.  You have made an assertion 
based on your belief that modern medicine reigns supreme.  I don't 
unconditionally share your opinion.  We all don’t head for our nearest GP in times 
of illness.270  
 

Science and medicine have lost some of their power as social arbiters and their ability to 
wither the new.  Now the oak has fallen, a hundred flowers bloom.   We are prepared to 
believe in a great many things for which there is no good scientific warrant.  This 
includes everything from minor cold remedies like Echinacea (a cold remedy that derives 
from the Black Sampson root) to the healing powers of the cult of Elvis.271  Even deeply 
conventional people routinely ionize air and purify tap water—often without clear 
scientific justification.  (I know a dentist who buried crystals in his yard to “balance the 
harmonics of the house.”)  Virtually everyone is prepared to believe things that just 15 
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years ago we would have insisted upon taking before the court of science before 
embracing.272 
 
Science was an arbiter of basic questions of identity.  No longer.  Gordene Olga 
Mackenzie argues for the term “transgenderist” precisely “because it is not medically 
applied but ‘self generated.’”273  Twenty years ago, no individual could have successfully 
defied the medical community and invented their own diagnostic category.  They would 
have been denied an audience and a publisher.  Science played “traffic cop,” refusing 
some social and cultural ideas and certifying others.  This arbiter of gender, family life, 
and human nature has been eclipsed and left us with a vastly larger imaginative envelope 
of possibilities.274   
 
Religion 
 
The authority of organized religion has been challenged as well.   There was a time when 
people gathered each week for a recalibration of the moral compass and to be reminded of 
the “first principles” of daily existence.  As church attendance falls and as religious 
skepticism rises, the persuasive power of the church shapes us less and less. As one 
scholar put it, there has been a “breakdown of the religio-cultural consensus that was once 
assumed to prevail in Christianized societies of the West.”275 (I defer for later treatment 
the rise of the religious Right.)  
 
Out from under the shadow of the cathedrals, a hundred flowers bloom here too. [2.0]  In 
an illuminating article in Utne Reader, Jeremiah Creedon notes that there are now 2,100 
religious groups in America, almost twice the number that existed 20 years ago.  Some of 
these groups are very small.  The “sect of Anne-Marie,” has, for instance, “one member, 
Anne-Marie.”   This devolution from several majority religions to many little ones, once 
the stuff of heresy, is more and more common. 
 

Anne-Marie is one of many Americans who are now cultivating highly personal 
forms of worship.  What observers call "pastiche spirituality" or "religion a la 
carte" involves combining various beliefs and practices from different sources, or 
even being a member of two or more distinct religions at the same time.  The 
possible variations are endless--and, as critics warn, so are the chances to lose 
one's way.  Nevertheless, the land now abounds with these private belief systems, 
each tailored to fit the believer's individual needs.276  

 
The New Age movement is growing from a “fringe” enthusiasm to something much more 
mainstream.  This is another way of saying that the mainstream is splitting into many 
minor ones.  New Agers, by one estimate, make up 20% of the American population.277  
Many believe in angels as the popularity of Highway to Heaven and, more recently, 
Touched By An Angel, perhaps attest.278  We are prepared to seek the counsel of 
iridologists, psychics, yogi, witches, gurus, shaman, astrologers, and the child within.279   
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And these are merely the choices available to ordinary, mainstream individuals.  On the 
edge of things are still more radical choices. 
 

From a self-proclaimed shaman called Thunderhorse, who roams the Southwest 
with a few disciples, to followers of Rael, a 51-year-old former race-car driver 
from France who believes humans were created in laboratories by aliens, [cults] 
spread their messages and seek converts.  "It's not a question of what's out there, 
but what isn't out there," says Janja Lalich of Alameda, Calif., a 52-year-old cult 
expert.280 

 
The irony is strong.  People who find themselves unable to suspend disbelief in a 
conventional church or synagogue suffer no such difficulty in an unconventional one.  
Having thrown off organized religion as implausible, they are prepared to embrace any 
number of alternative spiritual schemes, however implausible they might seem.281  I do 
not mean to mock this new credulity, but merely to point out how generous is the 
environment it creates for new beliefs.  There is a new credulity at large in the land.   It 
welcomes cultural inventions of virtually every kind.282  It withers almost nothing.283 
 
Government 
 
Government has lost credibility and authority as well.  Citizens are prepared to refuse the 
“official” version.  They are prepared to accept that the U.S. government has 
systematically covered up evidence of interplanetary visitation, for instance.  The vastly 
popular television program The X-Files turns almost entirely upon this theme.   (And its 
numbers are perhaps some reckoning of the scale of our skepticism.  The X-Files has 30 
million viewers and 100 Net sites.284)  Citizens will attend the Conspiracy Museum in 
Dallas, devoted to the assassination of John F. Kennedy, and listen without astonishment 
when they are told, “You must never forget, the Warren Report is a lie.”   One museum 
visitor expressed discomfort with this bald assertion but concluded, “There is one thing 
for sure, … it didn’t happen like [the government] said it happened.”285 
 
Skepticism is everywhere.  It is not unusual to hear well-educated, otherwise 
sophisticated individuals contend that General Electric long ago invented the eternal 
electric light bulb and that General Motors a car that runs on dandelions and matchbook 
covers.   
 
Consider this entirely fictitious experiment, if you will.  
 

The scientists in Utah did invent cold fusion but the interests of business, 
governments, and the scientific establishment were so threatened the scholars 
were forced to fake experimental failure and bury the formula.  They were bought 
off.  Follow the money.286 
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The present intellectual climate is so richly oxygenated with skepticism that virtually any 
contention may appear plausible.  Or, better, we are in our skepticism so seldom 
skeptical, we are prepared to believe anything.  Even this.xxi

 
287  

In such a climate many species are plausible.  Or, more exactly, in such a climate almost 
no species is implausible.  When the authority of government is compromised, every act 
of imagination, every conspiracy theory, becomes a little more robust.  When the 
authorities of science, religion, and government together are compromised, the world 
simply explodes.  Virtually anything is possible.  In the Platonic formula with which we 
opened the book: Whatever can be imagined will someday be.288 
 
Net work 
 
[2.0] Web writers offered a variety of responses.  One actually believed my Utah scenario 
(and proved my point), explaining “Government, establishment et. al. did a poor job of 
sweeping it under the counter.”   Inadvertently, my efforts to discuss conspiracy theory 
helped to spread it.    
 
There were two kinds of agreement.  One camp argued simply that conspiracy theories 
are plausible, that they are a sensible response to the world in which we live.  After all, it 
may be more difficult for gate keepers and spin doctors to conceal their military 
operations, political corruption, private carryings on, but they keep trying.   

 
We've been duped and lied to so often that of course we're skeptical. It is an 
entirely valid survival mechanism—skepticism helps us to make more sense of 
the world.289 

 
We see what was concealed.  And what we see says: assume the worst.   
 
But matched with this is the growing assumption that for all the new transparency of 
politics and industry, there is a backroom that we cannot penetrate.  Hence the popularity 
of projects like Wag the Dog, the X-Files, and even The Truman Show.  What we see of 
the world says there is still more manipulation and corruption yet to come to view.  The 
more we see, the more we know there is. 
 
But a small minority position said that our new credulity is a bad thing.   We no longer 
seem to need evidence or even much argument.   A couple of people suggested that we 
are not very skeptical about our skepticism.  “One of the most dogmatic beliefs is the 
belief that we have no beliefs.”290  Someone agreed, referring to the oxymoron of our 
“absolute relativity.”291  
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Several causes of the new skepticism were identified.  One is that we have information 
we never had before as a result of new access and new sources.  This information-rich 
environment makes it harder for people to hide.292  Another factor is the media “churn” 
that throws off sensational stories but never returns to them.   So much is argued and then 
forgotten that viewers can be forgiven for beginning to wonder if anything is true.293  
 
A third suggestion is that the new skepticism is a descendant of, and a departure from, the 
skepticism of the 1960s.   One web writer described his or her participation in a memorial 
reading for Alan Ginsberg in Vancouver where he or she was surprised to detect an 
optimism or a belief in something (“acid, or higher powers, or poetry”).294   Boomers, as 
they are now called, were prepared, in that Hippie way, to believe in burgeoning 
possibilities, that the world was one be-in away from revolution.  This optimism is not 
shared today. 
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Withering Still 
 
Work 
 
The world of work remains the bulwark of conformity, an enemy of the production of 
difference.  Those who work for the corporation frequently find their lives constrained by 
it.   There was once such a thing as the “company man,” a creature who lived in a narrow 
envelope.  Joining some companies was like joining the military.  There were clear rules.  
There was a demanding “corporate culture” that could dictate how one lived, where one 
lived, how one voted, and even (unofficially) who one married.295 
 
Most irksome, the corporation could even commandeer the emotional life of the worker, 
obliging airline hostesses and sales people to counterfeit emotions for the sake of sales.  
To the extent that our culture treats the emotional domain as a private one, this has been 
taken as a measure of how the corporation could control and constitute the individual, 
how much it could interfere with the essentials of selfhood.296  
 
Daniel Bell, in his relentlessly brilliant Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism, lets us see 
that the corporate control of selfhood represents a conflict between economic 
individualism and expressive individualism.297  The first demands an instrumental self 
dedicated to “getting the job done,” and prepared to subordinate all claims of 
individuality to this objective.  But the second says we must express our creativity and 
differences.   
 
This conflict is, as Bell points out, a founding contradiction of Western societies.  It is 
unlikely that one will eclipse the other, but expressive individualism was advanced by the 
recent reengineering of the corporation.  This was, among other things, an attack on the 
instrumental, corporate man, forcing him out in favor of those who can live more fully by 
their wits.  Irony of ironies, in some corporate circumstances, the only way to fulfil 
economic individualism is through expressive individualism.  Business is becoming more 
ad hoc, a matter of spontaneous and creative problem solving that must be left 
increasingly to the individual’s devices.  Sometimes, the men and women of the 
corporation are more the authors of the corporation than the other way around.298 
 
[2.0] The movement toward expressive individualism is driven by the gurus of the 
business world: Gordon MacKenzie, Charles Handy, Tom Peters and Warren Bennis.  
These authors are reimagining what the corporation is.  There is, says Handy, a 
fundamental change in terms and metaphors.   

 
Organizations used to be perceived as gigantic pieces of engineering, with largely 
interchangeable human parts. We talked of their structures and their system, of 
inputs and outputs, of control devices and of managing them, as if the whole was 
one large factory.  Today the language is not that of engineering but of politics, … 
of cultures and networks, of teams and coalitions, of influence or power rather 
than control, of leadership not management.  It is as if we had suddenly woken up 
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to the fact that organizations were made up of people, after all.  It is…a startling 
discontinuity that has crept up on most of us unnoticed.299 

 
According to the new view, those who would serve the corporation must resist the 
corporate culture anytime it threatens to blunt his or her creative powers.   
 

To be of optimum value to the corporate endeavor, you must invent enough 
individuality to counteract the pull of Corporate Gravity.300 

 
In the realm of small business, expressive individualism (and plenitude) has won several 
de facto victories.  Generation Xers have been obliged to take up “McJobs,” or to piece 
careers together out of a job here and a job there.301  In this case, it becomes more 
difficult for the workplace to make demands.  The individual is less likely to identify with 
the corporation—to follow its lead in anything outside the most immediate demands of 
work.  The individual is freed (and forced) to invent themselves for their own purposes by 
dint of their own activities.   The corporation has less (or no) coercive power. 
 
But long-term prospect is not clear.  In some sectors for some jobs, instrumental 
individualism continues to press down hard.  To this extent, the individual is obliged to 
adopt a relatively prefab self and to live the life of the “company man.”   In these cases 
(and these cases continue to characterize the working lives of many millions of 
Westerners), plenitude is suppressed.  More exactly, work works to wither the possibility 
of new species of social life and self-expression.  Sometimes less oppressive rules apply 
and plenitude may be expected to flourish.  I will not venture a guess as to where the 
long-term trend will take us.  It is enough to say two things.  First, that the withering 
power of work continues to work against the invention and expression of plenitude.  And, 
second, these withering powers are, in some places, under challenge.xxii

 
  

Franchising has been a great witherer.  It has helped erase local, regional, and individual 
differences and impose a national sameness.  The unpredictable inclinations of the local 
hotdog stand (“Larry’s! Good! Eats!”) have been replaced by numbing pleasantries 
devised by an unimaginative head office.   This is nowhere more obvious or more 
offensive than in the strip mall or the fast-food alley.  Building and interior design is 
informed chiefly by the fear of giving offence.  It is inclined to make the world slippery 
with false bonhomie.   Erasing eccentricity, individuality, and difference, it creates a 
world that has, in Gertrude Stein’s famous words, “no there there.”302  
 
There is some movement here.   McDonald’s outlets no longer all look alike.   They no 
longer all play Muzac.  But it is probably still true that head office approves all variation 
and departure.  Does head office understand the implications of living in the world that 
plenitude has built?  Where once the most important product was the guarantee of 
sameness and uniformity, what “sells” increasingly is variation (at least in design).  All of 
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the “waterfront” and “downtown” renovations of the last 10 years have made this plain.  
The rise of the local (micro) brewery makes this plain.  The decline of the department 
store and the rise of the boutique make this plain.  We see the great institutions and 
inclinations of uniformity giving way to the play of variation and heterogeneity.   But it is 
impossible to know how far the corporate world will let this go.  Here, as above, we live 
in a moment when uniformity and diversity are locked in a struggle, the outcome of 
which cannot be predicted.  The witherer continues to wither—even as it appears, in 
places, to be giving way.303 
 
Sports 
 
Every child raised by Madonna and Axl Rose comes into contact with a coach who is 
much less solicitous of difference and rather more demanding of sameness.  Sports 
demand discipline, uniformity, and subordination of self to team, and to this extent team 
membership can be powerfully withering of social speciation.  Or to put this another way, 
when Mrs. Johnson is a music teacher she has relatively little power to fight off the 
pressure that popular culture creates on behalf of plenitude.  But when she is the 
volleyball coach, things change.  This Mrs. Johnson can reach into the lives of her teenage 
wards and exact extraordinary acts of conformity.  This Mrs. Johnson can fight plenitude 
and sometimes win. 
 
Sport has been an increasingly important bulwark against plenitude.  The child’s 
experience of the world is mostly shaped by Bell’s “expressive individualism” and, in 
childhood, it is sometimes only the world of sport in which he or she will be introduced 
to “instrumental individualism.”  By this reckoning there are two domains in the culture 
of commotion that resist the blandishments and imperatives of plenitude: sports in 
childhood and work beyond. 
 
But even sport is changing.  Uniforms once entirely uniform have given way to the 
individuation, first, of numbers and, then, names.   Penn State may be the last college 
football program to resist this trend.   Tattoos on basketball players and “styling” on the 
part of football players have also helped to break through the “uniformity” of sport.   
Trash talking and spectacular gestures during a slam dunk in basketball or when entering 
the end zone in football have become “signatures” for the individual athlete.  Michael 
Jordan is fully individuated on and off the court and subsumed by nothing, not his team, 
not the sport, not his race, not even his celebrity.304   (I think one could argue that 
basketball has come out of relative disrepute to rival sports like baseball, football, and 
hockey precisely because players are less concealed by a laconic tradition in the sport or 
by equipment which obscures facial expression and emotion.  In basketball, you could 
finally see the person in the player.) 
 
But for most kids in most sports for most purposes, participation has a chilling effect.  It 
remains a witherer of what might otherwise be their transgressive energies and certainly 
their innovative ones.  Watching sport may have this effect as well—especially when 
sport serves as a “gender pageant.”305   Like work, sports shows the influence of plenitude 
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and leans more and more in an “expressive” direction.  But it is also true to say that this 
witherer withers still.306 
 
Marketing 
 
The era of mass marketing is still upon us.  According to this model, all creative ideas are 
measured against their ability to maximize sales.   This turns some business deliberations 
into an exercise in the obvious.  And things turn especially nasty when creative teams are 
“brought to heel” by the marketing team.  Here is filmmaker Cameron Crowe (Fast Times 
at Ridgemont High, 1982; Singles, 1992; Jerry Maguire, 1996) on how it works in 
Hollywood: 
 

You have more and more people coming into the tent with the creative guys.  You 
have marketing and concept testers, advertising people.  What you find gets the 
high numbers is easily appealing subjects: a baby, a big, broad joke, a high 
concept.  Everything is tested.  The effect is to lessen the gamble, but in fact you 
destroy a writer's confidence and creativity once so many people are invited into 
the tent.307 

 
More disturbingly, perhaps, marketing directs the publisher’s hand as well.  As Mark 
Crispin Miller points out, books are increasingly written for market.308   Sometimes this 
works on the behalf of plenitude, for it forces the publisher to speak to readers’ interests 
and not his or her notion of what these interests are (or ought to be).  But when the effect 
of marketing calculations is to force a “regression towards the mean” in so far as 
publishers will risk nothing that does not promise “big numbers,” then something quite 
different is happening.  Now marketing prevents the possibility that emergent, and usually 
small, species of social life can find a place beneath the publisher’s sun.  Add to this the 
concentrations of ownership and a certain disinclination to self-criticism that Miller also 
notes, and the world of book publishing looks less and less like a potential nursery of 
difference.   
 
Cultural institutions of every kind (museums, operas, symphonies, and theatres) feel the 
pressure to speak to a broader public.   Often the marketing “function” within them is 
elevated accordingly.  There can be moments when this function contributes to a 
“dumbing down” of the institution in question.   Marketing may, for instance, encourage 
yet another production of The Nutcracker Suite when plenitude would be much better 
served by a different, more difficult production.  But, again, there are other moments 
when marketing plays a democratizing role, opening up topics and treatments that these 
elitist institutions would otherwise disdain.309  
 
Marketing’s hand can even be seen where it, apparently, has no place.  The alternative 
movement in popular culture was created expressly to encourage music and film 
unsullied by the marketing influence.  But dark rumors swirl.  It is suggested that one of 
the most popular of the alternative artists (an evident contradiction in terms), Alanis 
Morissette, was a creation by the marketing team associated with Madonna’s recording 
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studio; that she was invented to capture “market share.”   We need to acknowledge how 
this blunts the full creative potential of a society devoted to plenitude (even as we 
acknowledge how thoroughgoing was Morissette’s contribution to the spread of the 
alternative “species” as an addition to our plenitude).310 
 
Plainly there is a movement away from mass marketing, especially as the entertainment 
and cultural industries are forced to respond to the heterogeneity of the world before 
them.  As we will see in a section to come (Plenitude’s Fellow Travelers), marketing can 
be an agent of diversity as well.  The trick, in a society constructed by plenitude, is to 
acknowledge both inclinations.  Both are at work in the new “bifurcated” structure of the 
recording and movie industries.   Large studios and labels continue to dominate the 
landscape and turn out mainstream titles for a mass audience.  We also see an increasing 
number of “independents,” some of whom are owned by the large studios and labels.  
Certainly, these independents are marketing-driven creatures.  They give the big 
studio/label “street” credibility, the ability to recruit new artists and track new trends.  But 
they also give the big studio/label new versatility and adaptability as well as the 
opportunity to address, and create, heterogeneity and difference.311 
 
Some argue marketing once ruled the consumer culture, that plenitude was kept at bay 
(and contained) by its withering power.312   This proposition was once certainly true, but 
it is now open to question.  Corporations have no choice but to respond to our new 
diversity. Anything else is a recipe for obscurity.  Marketing is being colonized by 
plenitude.   It may still wither but not for long.  And when it is fully colonized by 
plentitude, the sky, as they say, is the limit.313 
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The Disney™ Danger 
 
Copyright and corporate control can wither.  The force of law, the protection of property, 
the exercise of proprietary control, all these swim through the world of plenitude, 
consuming innovation here, refusing borrowing there.  The corporation guards its lair.  
 
Sometimes of course the relationship between the corporation and the new species works 
to the advantage of the corporation.  It is hard to imagine hiphop culture without the logos 
and products from the NBA, Nike, and Sprite, to name just three.   Boots from Doc 
Marten’s were seized upon by punks, skinheads, hard-core, and alternative cultures.  The 
Hell’s Angels and Harley Davidson motorcycles are inseparable.  Jeans from Levi-Strauss 
became “species wear” for virtually everyone caught up in the revolts of the 60s and 
beyond.  Lacoste shirts were a key symbol for the early preppie movement as Ralph 
Lauren was for the later one.  In sum, corporations are sometimes embraced as the 
emblems of new social species, and the relationship works to their profit. 
 
But there are moments when plenitude and the corporation collide.  This has been 
especially evident in the sampling movement that has emerged in the last few years.  In 
this case, the copyrighted property of the corporation is pressed into service—recycled as 
it were—in new creative undertakings.  Thus we hear a phrase from Out of Sight by 
James Brown on Beck’s Odelay.  Hundreds of bits and pieces of “corporate property” are 
being “appropriated” by artists in this way, and, to judge by appearances, the corporations 
are not happy about it. 
 
We have seen sampling in the world of art since the appearance of the “readymades” of 
Marcel Duchamp.  We have seen it in music since the appearance of John Cage through 
to the “found sound” tradition that Jason Fine tells us is poised to take over popular 
music.314   We have seen it in TV shows like The Simpsons which quotes, references, and 
recycles the stuff of popular culture.  We have seen it in comedy routines everywhere, 
with Dennis Miller the most self-conscious example.315  
 
A sampling culture is a natural development in the world of plenitude.  The “turnaround 
time” is reduced.  No sooner has something appeared in one form than it may be pressed 
into service in another.  The artist/innovator hardly need remove the packaging, as it 
were.   Things are taken whole—and combined without much ceremony (though in the 
best cases with real cunning).  In a sampling culture, one piece of our disparate culture is 
struck against another that novelty might ensue.  Sampling and plenitude work well 
together. 
 
The sampling tradition strikes terror into the hearts of the corporation.  From the 
copyright holder’s point of view, sampling is larceny.  As Misha Glouberman has 
demonstrated, the issue is particularly acute on the Web where the “appropriation” of 
graphics, logos, music, or even themes is met with a brisk and often hostile legal reply.316  
Toys-R-Us, for instance, went after Roadkills-R-Us on the grounds that their name might 
some how be tarnished.317   This is ludicrous but not uncommon.318 
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Aaron Spelling (producer of Love Boat, Fantasy Island, Charlie’s Angels) is responsible 
for some of the worst television of our time (in the way that the Catholic church is, as 
Tom Wolfe once pointed out, responsible for a good deal of our kitsch).319   But his 
lawyers are aggressively challenging a Web page devoted to Melrose Place.  One would 
think that a man like Spelling might encourage the appropriation and reworking of his 
work.  There’s always the possibility that someone might redeem it with intelligent 
treatment.320 
 
But here is an irony worth reckoning with.  The owners of The Simpsons copyright are 
aggressive in their pursuit of Web pages that feature materials from this show.  This 
despite the fact that the show has helped itself to hundreds of themes, idioms, tag lines, 
characters, and character types produced by commercial culture in the last 10 years.  I 
quote a recent letter from Fox lawyers to a Simpsons Web page owner in full: 
 

It has come to our attention that you have caused the creation and distribution of a 
collection of icons which reproduce the characters, images, voices, sounds and 
other distinctive elements of the copyrighted television series entitled, "THE 
SIMPSONS".  Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation ("Fox") owns all rights 
under copyright and trademark in and to "THE SIMPSONS". Your creation and 
distribution of these icons patently and unavoidably infringes Fox's rights. 

This course of conduct exposes you to substantial monetary damages and 
injunctive relief in favor of Fox. As you may be aware, such damages for 
copyright infringement can include statutory penalties of as much as $100,000 for 
willful infringement, damages under laws governing trademarks, and punitive 
damages under laws of unfair competition. 

In view of the foregoing, we hearby demand that you do the following: 

   1.  Immediately cease and desist all further creation, distribution, advertising, 
promotion, posting or any other exploitation of the referenced icons, or any other 
activity which utilizes the characters, images, voices, sounds, designs or other 
elements of "THE SIMPSONS" in any way whatsoever; 

   2.  Immediately order all such icons, as well as all related artwork, and other 
materials, or any other use thereof, to be withdrawn; 

   3.  Deliver to a designated representative of our office all disks containing such 
icons, all related artwork, or any other materials on hand; 

   4.  Provide Fox with an itemized accounting of any and all revenues resulting 
from exploitation of such icons so that Fox can determine its damages; 

   5.  Provide Fox with the names and addresses of all persons to whom such 
infringing icons have been sold and/or distributed, or who are known to you to 
have received, used and/or further distributed such icons. In addition, please 
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provide Fox with the names of all internet servers on which you know such icons 
have been posted. 

   6.  Confirm to the undersigned in writing, by letter received in our office not 
later than 5:00 p.m. on November 10, 1995, that you shall fully and promptly 
comply with each of the foregoing demands (at which time specific arrangements 
for turnover of materials can be finalized). 

If we have not received your full and voluntary compliance with each of the 
foregoing demands by the deadline specified, be advised that we shall, without 
further notice to you, take all available legal action to compel the discontinuation 
of your use and exploitation of the infringing icons, to recover monetary damages 
to the full extent allowed by law, including attorney's fees and costs of suit, and to 
obtain such additional legal and/or equitable relief as the court may allow in the 
circumstances. We hope that your voluntary compliance with the foregoing 
reasonable and lawful demands will make the initiation of legal action against you 
unnecessary. 

Finally, be advised that nothing contained in this letter as, or may be deemed or 
construed to constitute, a waiver or relinquishment of any of Fox's rights and 
remedies in the premise, all of which are hereby expressly reserved.321 

 
It is a little strange that this letter should come from a Simpsons lawyer.  In a more 
reasonable world, Evil Knievel, Leonard Nimoy, Dustin Hoffman, George and Barbara 
Bush, Linda and Paul McCartney, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and everyone else whose 
persona has been appropriated for The Simpsons would reply in kind, slap a “cease and 
desist” order on them, and that would be the end of it.  Can Fox have it both ways?  
Surely Matt Groening, wittiest man in America, can see the absurdity of this 
situation.xxiii 
 

 

[2.0] Web writers had some good responses to this argument.  Several of them defended 
Fox: some on the grounds that Nimoy and Schwarzenegger had probably agreed and 
some on the grounds that parody comes with the territory when you’re a star.   One 
defended Groening on the grounds that Fox had likely tied his hands and was acting 
without his approval.  But the voice against Fox was clear.  Fox was accused of 
opportunism, of being corporate culture mongers, and of greed. 
 

I'm not about to sample Elvis or the Beatles because I know that the lawyers who 
work for them don't think they have quite enough money yet.  I'm not even sure 
that I'm allowed to say "Elvis" without getting a call from a lawyer.322  

 
Certainly there are good grounds for copyright anxiety.   Here are three: 

                                                 
xxiii Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998:    

exactly 20 convincing 11 possible 7 dubious 10 fatuous nonsense 12 
For an update: Simpsons1. To vote and comment:  Simpsons2.  To return, click "Back."  

http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/votes.pl?topic=Simpsons�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/topics.pl?section=rummage&topic=Simpsons�


                                                                             McCracken, Plenitude 2.0, September 23, 1998, p. 86   

 
1) The offending party fails to frame the appropriation so that it can be seen as an 

appropriation.  In this case, the viewer doesn’t know they are not looking at a Fox 
rendition of The Simpsons, and, therefore, cannot tell that they are looking at someone 
else’s rendition. 

 
2) The offending party profits directly and substantially from the appropriation.  In this 

case, the consumer must buy the record/image/magazine especially to acquire the 
copyrighted material.  This condition cannot apply when the copyrighted material is a 
minor part of the record/image/magazine in question.  A flicker of James Brown on 
Beck’s Odelay does not qualify. 

 
3) The offending party inflicts permanent damage upon the character or content of the 

copyrighted material.  In this case, the reworking of an image of Homer Simpson 
would have to change substantially the way the viewer thinks about this image.  It 
should be noted how rarely this happens and usually only as the result of 
astonishingly good satire.  I, for one, can think of only one recent instance in which it 
has occurred.  The Canadian radio program Double Exposure portrayed a cabinet 
minister as Robert DeNiro’s character in the “you lookin’ at me” scene from Taxi 
Driver.  The satire was so effective, so devastating, that many Canadians could never 
think of the minister the same way again.   Her public persona was effectively 
destroyed.   The Canadian airwaves are filled with satirical materials—hundreds of 
hours each year.  That this, for one viewer, should be the only time the satirical object 
was substantially changed is some indication of how rarely this condition applies. 

 
There are also good grounds for caution.   If the world of plenitude is becoming a 
sampling culture, we should expect the rules of intellectual property to change 
accordingly.  We know already that there is a new intensity to the way in which fans think 
about the objects of their affection.   Fans of The X-Files are famous for writing their own 
story lines, second-guessing script and directorial decisions, and otherwise “participating” 
in the show as if it were indeed just as much theirs as Chris Carter’s.323    
 
Every show in the world of entertainment wishes for this kind of interest and support.  
But it is not clear that the world of entertainment has glimpsed its implications.  When 
fans take possession of The Simpsons and The X-Files, they do precisely that.  In some 
more than metaphorical sense, the show comes to belong to them and their “rights” of 
“ownership” must be honored.  Fans must be allowed, within the limits noted above, to 
work and rework materials as if these materials did belong to them. 
 
Fox can’t have it both ways.  They cannot profit from the support fans give The X-Files 
and The Simpsons, and then deny them access to the materials that sampling demands.  
Corporations must choose.  As the culture of commotion grows more dynamic and 
interactive, corporations must decide whether they are, literally, in or out.  Will they make 
themselves an island or will they enter the mix?  Making themselves an island may have 
certain short-term financial benefits, but the long-term costs can be substantial.324  
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Disney has made its choice.  It aggressively challenges any non-Disney treatment of its 
properties.   But there is a risk here: that the culture of commotion, if it must, will “go 
around” Disney, developing other resources, engaging other things.   When the 
corporation withholds itself from the culture of commotion, it risks the possibility that its 
properties will diminish in value, that they will cease to be properties.   As it is, 
corporations act as if there is no cost to “copyright fright.”  But there is.  Fiercely 
protecting intellectual property is a way of courting obscurity, of absenting the 
corporation from the culture of commotion, of damaging the bottom line.  
 
What Disney does not always seem to see is that there is a generation of film goers who 
have an entirely proprietary feeling about popular culture.   Their passion for a film like 
Snow White leaves them with the feeling that this property in some sense belongs to them.  
The moment the corporation declares its exclusive rights of use, it punctures this 
proprietary feeling, alienates the film-goer, and undermines the very engagement that 
Disney has done so much (and succeeded so well) in creating.   The proprietary sense 
may have no foundation in legal fact, but pity the corporation that decides to ignore it.  
 
The impatient reader will say Disney is so powerful in its ability to create appealing 
sound and image, and its ability to insinuate this sound and image into popular culture, 
that there can be no real challengers to its current position.  Certainly, no group of “kids” 
laboring in obscurity on the Net can hobble this power and diminish its influence.  But 
let’s remember that virtually none of the important innovations to take place in the 
mainstream in the last few years have emerged from the Disney studios.   Once the 
inventor of this culture, Disney must compete with what can happen in obscure garages 
and “found sound” studios.  It must compete with the likes of Tarantino, Linklater, and 
Industrial Light and Magic.   
 
Disney has changed.  The original enterprise produced Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, 
Goofy, Dumbo, Grumpy, and Pluto.  It may have been borrowing from folk and 
contemporary culture but was still the “originator” of these precious creatures.  Can the 
present corporation deliver these?   What it appears to be doing instead is borrowing.  
What are Aladdin, Pocahontas, and Hercules if not a raiding of pre-existing “properties” 
from the public domain?  (Who, pray tell, owns the copyright for Pocahontas?)  One Toy 
Story does not perpetuate the tradition.  It is not clear Disney created Mickey, Donald, 
and Goofy with a ruthless eye for return on investment.  Walt Disney frequently put 
creative results ahead of financial outcomes.  The results are a “patrimony” that is the 
envy of the entertainment “industry.”325   
 
Three things are clear.  One, the new Disney corporation may no longer evidence the 
creativity on which its fortunes were founded.  Two, the world outside the corporation 
teems with creative energy and experimentation that were once Disney’s special 
contribution to contemporary culture.  Three, “consumers” of the Disney “product” are 
increasingly participatory in their expectations of the world of entertainment.  They 
possess the creative energy and experimentation Disney must muster for itself.  (It’s as if 
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the spirit of Disney has shifted from inside the corporation to outside the corporation.)  
Surrounding itself with the great wall of copyright is perhaps not the wisest thing to do.  
Walt Disney might have had second thoughts—and more interesting solutions. 
 
I am not arguing that Disney has no right to control the creative accomplishments of its 
studios or that it must hand over its inventions to all and sundry.  I am arguing merely that 
Disney is no longer the center of creativity it once was and that, perhaps, no corporation 
can be.  I am arguing that the world now teems with inventive powers previously 
undreamed of.  Everyone has creative powers and technologies that were once Disney’s 
relatively exclusive domain.  In such a world, détente is a good idea and something like 
active interpenetration is an even better one.    
 
The very distinction between “producer” and “consumer” in the culture of commotion is 
blurring.  Consumers will not suffer the passivity of staring in wonder at the silver 
screen.326  In the longer term, they may actually refuse entertainment they have not been 
allowed to help produce.  That time is still a few years off, but Disney may find itself 
forced to choose how it will treat its fans, whether to let them in or wish them goodbye.  
It may be time to stop listening to the lawyers.  It may be time to shackle the dogs of 
copyright.   Fortresses must fall.   Partnerships may prosper.327 
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Plenitude Update [2.0] 
 
Since Plenitude 1.0, I’ve had a chance to read an influential article by Neil Harris, entitled 
“Who Owns Our Myths?” Heroism and Copyright in an Age of Mass Culture.328  This is 
an important article not least because it comes from a scholar who has distinguished 
himself as one of the more thoughtful and creative observers of popular culture.   
 
But Who Owns proves disappointing.   It opens with the intellectual’s usual cri de coeur.   
Observing a parallel between the heroes of Greek mythology and those of popular culture, 
Harris finds a striking difference: 
 

Ancient myths belonged to everyone, to be invoked and represented whenever the 
occasion suggested.  Today’s mythic heroes are more constrained.  They can be 
copyrighted…patented…registered.  [M]odern mythic heroes are franchised on a 
for-profit basis, rented out to sell products, experiences or values.  They are not 
available for indiscriminate appropriation.329   

 
This is disappointing because it is almost certainly wrong.  Ancient myths did not belong 
to everyone.  They could not be invoked and represented whenever the occasion 
suggested.  If not the possession, they were certainly the domain, of story tellers and they 
were produced under highly particular circumstances.  Moreover, they were designed to 
illustrate and encourage particular messages from which not everyone profited equally.  
Almost certainly, it was male ruling elders who were the beneficiaries of this story telling.  
So let’s be done with “they’ve fenced the commons” outrage.  Ancient heroes did not 
belong to everyone.  They did not serve everyone.  They were not for everyone to do with 
what they wanted.  These commons were not very common. 
 
I don’t object to the idea of copyright nor to the fact that copyright is sometimes vested in 
a large corporation.  (Given the choice of a hero controlled by a senior male elite and, say, 
Mattel, my choice is clear: better it be a corporation that must care about what people 
think than a men’s club that believes itself above such things.330)   I dismiss as naïve and, 
particularly from an intellectual, self important, the argument that corporations have taken 
our heroes hostage.   
 
Harris labors to suggest that there is a split between the private interest of the corporation 
and the public interest of popular culture and that we are poorer for corporate control.  
My argument is simple.  There is no split.  The private interest and the public interest are 
one.   Corporations will allow the public to participate in the construction and 
representation of its creations or they will, eventually, compromise the commercial value 
of their properties.  The new consumers will help create value or they will refuse it.   
 
A friend of mine used to tell me about his little boy’s soccer games.  Paul, about 7, played 
defense and, from his post in the backfield, he would sometimes lose track of things.  
This was usually because he had fallen under the spell of one of his favorite fantasies and 
was now sweeping around the backfield in an imaginary cape.  His father would watch 
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with some discomfort when the ball would begin to work its way back up the field.  What 
would his son do?  Would he remain the captive of the sumptuous pleasures of his 
fantasy or give himself back to the grubby satisfactions of defending goal.  After a 
prolonged and visible struggle, and to his father’s occasional relief, Paul would “put 
away” the cape and take up the game. 
 
Let’s be clear about one thing.  Paul was a thief.  What he was doing on that soccer field 
was copyright infringement, plain and simple.  Paul was appropriating an image under the 
copyright control of Action Comics (or someone like them), and making free with it.   
Not once did he give a public declaration of copyright.  Not once did he acknowledge the 
source or the owner of his fantasy companion.  Paul was stealing, re-presenting, and 
distorting a commercial property.   
  
But Action Comics would never dream of interceding.  This is precisely what they would 
have Paul do.  They know, or ought to know, this is the way that Paul makes a connection 
with cape crusaders.  To withhold participation from him is to heighten the possibility 
that he will make no connection at all.  The question emerges: why indulge Paul but then 
punish the web site owner who reworks a Simpsons image for his or her web site? 
 
We appear to have two parties who do not grasp the cultural dimension of the copyright 
issue.  On the one hand, corporations like to unleash the dogs of copyright.  On the other, 
intellectuals like Harris who insist that there is something morally objectionable about 
corporate control of what ought to be a collective possession.  There is a middle ground.   
Corporations have a right to keep copyright but they have an interest in releasing it.  The 
economics of scarcity may dictate the first.  The economics of plenitude dictate the 
second. 
 
Harris helps me see several problems more clearly.  The first is that some corporate 
vigilance is forced.  Action Comics lost a key case because they were found to have been 
insufficiently aggressive in their protection of the Superman copyright.331  This is the 
kind of thing that effectively arms a lawyer with the obligation to harass even the pettiest 
violations of copyright.  When the client objects, as Matt Groenig may have done, they 
can be intimidated with dark warnings.  If there is to be progress here, this issue must be 
addressed.  It is in the corporate interest to do so. 
 
Harris points out a wonderful and unhappy irony.  Because of the way copyright law and 
precedent have worked out, one of the few ways you can comment on copyrighted things 
is to mock them.   When a comment is belittling and only when a comment is belittling is 
copyright protected.  Well, this is handy.  Now popular culture participants are identical 
to popular culture scholars.   There is no comment but the scathing one.  No thought not 
driven by open hostility.  Harris demonstrates that in this instance the world of corporate 
lawyers and copyright law have created precisely the climate they wished to avoid.332 
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Plenitude’s Secret Agents (in brisk review) 
 
Plenitude does not flourish only for negative reasons: because the forces that once held it 
in check are in decline.  It flourishes because it has many agents at work on its behalf.  
We may think of these as agents in both Ian Fleming’s and Joseph Conrad’s sense 
because they are sometimes altogether glamorous and sometimes altogether not.     
 
The Reformation keeps reforming.  The impulse that acted first upon the Catholic church 
continues to act upon the Protestant one, producing a succession of low church factions.  
New churches are created, old ones remake themselves.   In the old world, religion was, 
generally speaking, a brake on innovation.  In the Protestant tradition, it is sometimes one 
of its engines.333  
 
There is also the Golden Age reflex, the conviction that the present day is the decayed 
version of a better time.  But, typically, what is “recovered” is not the past, but an 
invention called the past.  Thus does tradition play midwife to novelty.334 
 
The Romantic revolution is another of the ideological engines of Western diversity.   As 
Izenberg puts it,  
 

one of the most distinctive features of Romantic writing is the challenge to the 
idea of fixed, insurmountable limits to human nature.…  In breaking the 
boundaries of legitimate authority, the Revolution also unraveled the traditional 
limits (even those of the Enlightenment) that had previously confined the self.335 

 
This Romantic tradition is routinely identified as a creator of new species of social life.  It 
is the explanation usually given by the hippie counterculture.336  But the Romantic 
tradition has deeper, more seditious potential, for it warrants every individual as an 
individual to seek irreproducible novelty. 
 

What the late eighteenth century adds is the notion of originality.  It goes beyond a 
fixed set of callings to the notion that each human being has some original and 
unrepeatable “measure”.  We are all called to live up to our originality.337 

 
In the once influential words of D.H. Lawrence, 
 

Each human self is single, incommutable, and unique.  This is its first reality.  
Each self is unique, and therefore incomparable.  It is a single well-head of 
creation, unquestionable: it cannot be compared with another self, another well-
head, because, in its prime or creative reality, it can never be comprehended by 
any other self.338 

 



                                                                             McCracken, Plenitude 2.0, September 23, 1998, p. 92   

Individuals are not merely freed of social constraints.  They are obliged to pursue their 
absolute uniqueness. 
 
Convention says every scholar will work on unique projects—anything else is a 
declaration of professional incompetence.   Shils takes the uncharitable view: 
 

The Romantic idea of originality, which claimed that genius must go its own 
unique way, has been transposed into one that demands that the subject matter 
should be unique to the investigator.  This has led to much specialized triviality in 
humanistic research. 339 

 
The Romantic idea of originality is an obvious spur to plenitude on its own account.  Add 
to this the more modern desire for authenticity, and plenitude is redoubled.  There is a 
“real real” concealed somewhere in the self that must be honored.  Uniqueness is not 
thrust upon us.   It is something to be divined, got out, made public by special effort.  
Now plenitude is not merely allowed, not merely enjoined, but positively glorified as a 
triumphant enterprise.340 
 
There is no single ideological mother load of diversity.  The prompts for plenitude are 
numerous.  It is there in the liberal impulse. 
 

what [Mill] came to value most was neither rationality nor contentment, but 
diversity, versatility, fullness of life—the account of individual genius, the 
spontaneity and uniqueness of a man, a group, a civilization.  What he hated and 
feared was narrowness, uniformity…he set himself against the worship of order or 
tidiness.…341 

 
It is there in the notion of relativism and all its many supporters.  In the disapproving 
words of Allan Bloom,  
 

Some [students] are religious, some atheists; some are to the Left, some to the 
Right; some intend to be scientists, some humanists or professionals or 
businessmen; some are poor, some rich.  They are unified only in their belief in 
relativism... 342   

 
Alan Wolfe finds this relativism to be a defining characteristic of the middle class 
American.   
 

To exclude, to condemn, is to judge, and middle-class Americans are reluctant to 
pass judgment on how other people act and think.343 
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As long as the mainstream could rely on the irradiating power of disapproval, it could 
control and destroy innovations of every kind.  But we disapprove of disapproval.  Now 
we wither withering.  Every high school and college student is instructed in the cruelties 
of labeling, marginalizing, stigmatizing.344   
 

I think of my education sometimes.  I went to the University of Chicago for a 
while after the Second World War.  It was a student in the department of 
anthropology.  They taught me that nobody was ridiculous or bad or disgusting.  
Shortly before my father died he said to me – “You know you never wrote a story 
with a villain in it.”  I told him that was one of the things I learned in school after 
the war.345 

 
We take for granted that the hostile gaze, the snort of derision, the ridiculing remark, the 
cutting “tssszh” are wrong.  This relativism has helped plenitude.  Beneath this gentle 
trade wind, new species flourish.346,347   
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Plenitude’s Fellow Travelers (in brisk review) 
 
So much for the “great idea” influences.  There are more modest and more practical ones, 
closer to home.  There was a time when our culture exhibited a strong center-periphery 
pattern of control.348  There were a few centers of cultural creativity: London, Paris, New 
York, for instance.  So strong was the hegemony of these centers that until recently no 
one could be a truly influential fashion designer outside of Paris.349   No one could be an 
important American filmmaker outside of Los Angeles or New York.  Trends came from 
trendmakers, and trendmakers came from centers of influence.    
 
The centers have been displaced a little.   In the last 15 years we have seen important 
cultural innovations emerge from Athens (Georgia), Seattle, and Minneapolis.350  In a 
global village, even Hong Kong, Bombay, Bristol, and Lund can have an influence.351   
This makes the system vastly more difficult to control.  The gatekeepers of popular music 
may have controlled the production studios of Los Angeles but they were relatively 
powerless to control the garages of Seattle in the late 1980s.352  The gatekeepers of 
computing may have controlled the technology at Xerox’s PARC, but they were 
astonished at what could be accomplished by two teenagers from Washington State.353  
The Network gatekeepers of television may have controlled the medium, but they have 
steadily lost power since the mid-1980s.354  The masters of haute couture may control the 
resources and prestige of Paris, but they have no choice but to compete with the 
innovations of Milan and Tokyo. 
 
[2.0] Many web writers preferred a more careful argument.  As one of them put it,  
 

The gatekeepers lose much of their power but not all: they remain keepers of 
many of the big, advertised, known gates, like Network TV (which is why the 
networks have sold in the last couple years for big prices and are getting big prices 
for their ads).  But it becomes easier to create a site or network of your own (i.e., 
Matt Drudge).355  

 
This argument appeals to me, not least because it forgoes the hyperbolic intensity with 
which I appear to feel obliged to prosecute my argument. [2.0]  
 
A good example of the diminished influence (capacity?) of the traditional gatekeepers is 
the rise of the zine.  As Duncombe puts it, 
 

[Zine writers] don’t wait for anyone’s approval: not the approval of editors 
imposing standards of content and style, nor that of publishers imposing fiscal or 
advertising-related constraints.  In other words, [zines] are created by people who 
have not been “authorized” to do this kind of writing.356 

 
Some will argue, “but zines are tiny, obscure, without influence.  Who would care or 
notice if they threw off editorial and gatekeeper constraint?”  And it is true that zines 
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usually have circulations that are small; by Duncombe’s estimate around 250 copies per 
zine.  But take all zines together as the true measure of the exercise, and a different 
number (and index) emerges.  By the most conservative estimate, there are over 
2,000,000 zine readers.357   This would be a princely subscription number for any 
mainstream periodical, and it represents a vast population outside the editorial powers of 
conventional magazines and publishing houses. 
  
The continual shift from rural to urban has been a powerful inducement to plenitude.  
Robert Park, the great observer of this phenomenon, remarked,  “…a smaller community 
sometimes tolerates eccentricity, but the city often rewards it.”358  What cities do not 
reward, they may still bring forward through benign neglect.  As long as city dwellers 
satisfied certain minimum requirements of public life, they were free to do as they 
wanted.  Furthermore, the city offered up a moving feast of inspiration.  With their steady 
stream of reward, neglect, and inspiration, cities steadily turned some difference into 
more difference.359  
 
The very idea of the “gatekeeper” is at risk.  There was a time when we could talk, as 
Lynes did, about the “taste makers,” arbiters of how people lived. 360  This is now 
difficult.  The person who can mobilize attitude and invent, in the process, a new “life-
style” or “gender” or “political faction” can come from virtually anywhere.  They can be 
film directors (Richard Linklater), radio personalities (Rush Limbaugh), journalists (Tom 
Wolfe), real estate salesmen (Werner Erhard),  ice cream executives (Ben and Jerry), 
housewives (Martha Stewart), fashion designers (Vivienne Westwood), film stars (Johnny 
Depp), Missouri preachers (Joyce Meyer), or fitness instructors (Susan Powter).361   
These decisions are no longer made on high by polite society.  Less and less are they 
made by one of our competing elites or by experts.  They are no longer made at the 
carefully monitored center of our society.  They can now come from “nowhere.”xxiv

 
 

[2.0] There was support for this proposition.   Elites have been democratized, said one 
writer.  This is what happens in a mass media society, said another.362  This is what 
happens, said another, when government ceases to have the authority it did in the days of 
FDR.363   
 
But some thought my argument was daft.   
 

Hmm, I don't know. Maybe the gatekeepers have just changed - in appearance, in 
number, in diversity. Doesn't that still make them gatekeepers?364 

 
Nothing has really changed: “I think you're wrong—they’re still elites of one sort or 
another.”365  To which I replied, tartly, “Yeh, but look how many elites, with what 
diversity, from how many origins. Yes, there are still elites but we were not very long ago 

                                                 
xxiv Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998:    

exactly 18 convincing 21 possible 18 dubious 8 fatuous nonsense 4 
For an update: Gatekeepers1.  To vote & comment: Gatekeepers2.  To return, click "Back." 

http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/votes.pl?topic=Gatekeepers�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/topics.pl?section=rummage&topic=Gatekeepers�
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a society that had [one] elite.”366  And I think this is apt.  The people noted above do not 
come from the carefully monitored and narrow set of classes, families, schools, 
universities, cities, and occupations that were once the only “fish ladder” to power and 
influence.  Compared to the mandarin model, they truly are from “nowhere.”  
 
In “Whatever Happened to Politics?  Washington Is Not Where It's At,” Garry Wills 
notes the fall of the "wise men."367   These were elite corporate lawyers and investment 
bankers with ties to powerful universities and law firms, philanthropic foundations, think 
tanks, Wall Street, the world of international finance, and “responsible” journalists.  
These were men with power.  “From [the] assurance of [this] centrality, the 
Establishment could marginalize ‘extremists’”  
 
Wills tells us the “wise men” elite came apart in the 1960s.  The cause of this 
development was not electoral politics but the “slow but persistent spread of 
egalitarianism,” which in turn came from, among other things, “advanced interactive 
communication.”  The communications revolution “encourage[s] each person to have an 
equal say in things, to be his or her own expert.”   Wills says this cultural development is 
not an intrusion into “real politics” that will pass when Americans come to their senses.  
It is the stuff of real politics. 
 

[C]oping with the vast culture of change now at work will provide the challenge 
of coming years.  What is America as a social entity going to make of itself?368 

 
The rise of new gatekeepers offends our expectations in several ways.  It contradicts the 
“great man theory” of history and contemporary affairs.  We were raised to believe that 
social and cultural influence belongs to squared jawed men capable of striking heroic 
poses in the best tailoring money could buy.   This theory was attacked from two 
directions.  Feminists pointed out that this vision was part of our “patrimony,” one of the 
ideological mainstays that supported men’s claim to power.  And several generations of 
social scientists and historians objected that change comes from social forces and 
movements as often as from individual initiative.369  And this is a third challenge, the 
Plenitude one.  Change comes not so much from great men, the titans of government, 
industry and culture.  It comes from real estate agents, fitness instructors, films stars and 
radio personalities.  What we need now is a “not-so-great man theory” of history.  We can 
not answer Wills’ prescient question without it. 
 
Web writers often took a middle position.  Elites are less powerful but still powerful.  The 
old guard continues.  New elites spring up and conduct themselves like old elites.370   
Gatekeepers continue to control sub-cultures particularly.371  Even gatekeepers from the 
far margins of our society must undergo a selection process.  The gatekeepers still have 
gatekeepers.372  And they are, of course, right.  I am often so impatient to make the case 
for Plenitude, I overstate it.   
 
Marketing, as we have seen in the “Withering Still” section, can be a force for 
conformity.  But is also an agent of diversity.  It is an important agent of plenitude 
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because it does not care about the wishes of any magic circle of experts or moral leaders.  
Advantage belongs to those who can “play back” new trends as accurately and quickly as 
possible.  Thanks to the likes of Tinker Hatfield at Nike, the innovation that begins in a 
small corner of California (South Central Los Angeles, say) is up and into the world 
quickly.  No sooner have Afro-American kids invented a new dance step or running shoe 
than it finds its way into the affections of white middle-class kids living in the suburbs in 
Chicago and Prague.373 
 
What makes the intellectuals and church leaders so unhappy is that marketing does not 
edit or censor in the ways they would like.  It does not stop to ask whether Snoop Dog 
might be too violent an influence on American teenagers.  It does not stop to wonder the 
effect John McEnroe might have on standards of etiquette.   It does not stop to 
contemplate whether skateboarding is a decorous addition to city life.  It grasps at 
innovations, whatever they are, and makes them legion.  Into the world—into 
advertising—into the world. 
 
But marketing has more creative powers as well.  The jogging craze of the 60s, 70s, and 
80s may have felt like an original idea to the millions who participated in it.  But it 
occurred to some extent at the prompting of a Nike founder and Oregon track coach Bill 
Bowerman.  And with jogging came a larger, more important change: the 
deprofessionalization of sports activities.  Largely at Nike’s bidding, a nation of couch 
potatoes turned to fitness.  The turn to fitness did not have much to do with what was 
happening in New York City or Washington.  Certainly it had nothing to do with our 
physical education teachers or the inspiration of 50-year-old Swedish health enthusiasts.  
It was mostly “Just Do It” that did it.374  The marketplace is not always a relay station for 
innovation.  It is sometimes its very origin. 
 
The very idea of the mass market is, as we have noted, in some question.  New 
production technologies and management models make it possible for companies to 
speak to and help sustain a diverse universe.  Seiko makes some 3,000 styles of watch, 
Philips some 800 models of TV.  There are more than 100 varieties of Walkman.  Jelly 
Belly makes some 40 different flavors of jelly bean with instructions on how you may 
combine certain flavors to produce still more.  All this from a system that began by giving 
us any color of Model T we wanted as long as it was black. 375  Mass manufacture was 
once committed to standardization.  It is now open to the production of diversity.  The 
consumer society may once have been monolithic in its intentions and its outcomes.  No 
longer.xxv

 
  

The transition from broadcasting to narrowcasting is germane.  Three monolithic 
networks give way to many more smaller ones.  We are looking at television productions 
as small and nimble as a pirate radio station—one person and a camera.376  And if the 
                                                 
xxv Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998.    

exactly 20 convincing 13 possible 14 dubious 12 fatuous nonsense 10 
For an update: MassMarketing1,  To vote & comment:  . To return, click "Back." 
 

http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/votes.pl?topic=MassMarketing�
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promise of the Internet is fulfilled, things will expand exponentially.  Steven Levy argues 
that the “media monopolists” (Disney, CBS, Westinghouse, Ted Turner, Bell Atlantic) 
have lost control of the 500-channel universe.  In its place we can expect 500 million 
channels, a limitless universe of “propeller heads” over which the monopolists have less 
control.377   This will be one of the battles of the next decade: media concentrations on 
one hand, and Internet decentralization on the other.  It is too close to call. 
 
Magazine stores that carried more than 40 titles were the object of open mouthed 
admiration.  Now we take 400 title shops for granted.  The world of magazines is busting 
out, as the theory of plenitude would predict.  
 

“We are seeing about a hundred new titles a month,” said Samir A. Husni, a 
journalism professor at the University of Mississippi who publishes an annual 
guide to periodicals. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”378 

 
The Internet is potentially an agent of plenitude because of its capacity to provide “critical 
mass” for interests that would otherwise languish in obscurity.   The Internet is a 
technology that enables people to find one another and then it speeds the process by 
which groups can build consensus, create innovations, disseminate new ideas, and recruit 
supporters.  Every newsgroup has this capacity.  Internet services like The Well 
(www.thewell.com) and Firefly (www.firefly.com) intensify the process of would-be 
innovators discovering one another. 
  
There once was a time when a 14 year old in Tacoma, Washington, who happened to 
have a passion for his new skater-gothic-propeller-head fusion, was a voice in the 
wilderness.  He could count on being a short-lived minority of two (and this only if he 
persuaded his little brother to go along).  Now the Tacoma enthusiast can find and 
interact with every other 14 year old who thinks the fusion holds some interest.  The 
minority of two can critically mass at several hundred.   The skater-goth-propeller-head 
fusion can “take.”  I can’t think of a better illustration of this new narrowcasting than Art 
Bell’s radio program.  This is spectacularly rich, uncontrolled by corporate or marketing 
agendas, and produced as almost a one-person enterprise.  One man can make a mark.379 
 
Journalists are agents of plenitude as well.  They create a hothouse that sustains even the 
most fragile of new species.  Tom Wolfe and Hunter S. Thompson helped create the 60s 
with strategic observations.  As we have noted, Wolfe actually helped define the 
beginning of the 80s with The Right Stuff and then helped declare its cessation with The 
Bonfire of the Vanities.  Peter York discovered the “Sloan Street Ranger.”  Both the 
discovery and the species proved decade defining.  Wired declared the birth of the 
“Zippies” and Paper, the “D Generation.”  Esquire claimed the discovery of “do me 
feminism” and New York Magazine identified something called “Lesbian Chic.”380  The 
20/20 staff dream of the big find: a social species of their very own.   No 19th century 
naturalist worked harder in the tall grasses of Africa or the rainforests of Brazil.  
Newsweek recently announced “an epochal moment in American sociology, the birth of a 
new class.” 381  

http://www.thewell.com/�
http://www.firefly.com/�
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Press coverage has its own hothouse effect.  Press coverage brings new members—even 
when the coverage is unsympathetic.  According to Mackenzie, many transgenderists and 
cross-dressers report their first “coming out” experience was inspired by TV talk shows, 
however sensational and damning.382  This may be called the New York Times restaurant 
review effect: even bad reviews are good for business. 
 
The fashion system does not work as it once did.  Originally, the old was forced out by 
the new.  But fads and fashions no longer seem as thoroughly discredited by their fall 
from grace.  Even platform shoes can stay in circulation.  It’s as if we are surrounded by 
the archaeological accumulation of all the styles of life we ever cared about.  They can 
come again, and they do.383   
 
What is true of the fashion system seems also to be true of our moral system.  There was a 
time when discredited ideas went away and stayed away—or at any rate they went so far 
underground that they were effectively removed as credible positions in public discourse.  
No longer.  Even the most hideous and repugnant of ideas burst into life.  As we have 
seen, monsters roam the land.  Skinheads with Nazi sympathies have recruited widely in 
Europe and North America.   Of all the ideas in the postwar world, this one seemed most 
likely destined for extinction.  But it flourishes.384  
 
Heroin was the object of a long and powerful campaign designed to discredit it.  The 
campaign was largely successful.  When the children of the middle class took to drug use 
in the 1960s, heroin was an unthinkable choice.  With the exception of the Velvet 
Underground set in New York City, the world steered clear.  But heroin has spread 
among the middle class.  Once unthinkable, it became a new drug of choice.385 
 
There is something deeply discouraging about this aspect of the culture of commotion. 
Heroin and racism are not like smallpox, after all.  It turns out they can’t be eradicated.   
Our confidence in perfectibility is tested.  Increasingly, there seem to be large parts of the 
world we no longer control or even understand.  This may be why we are sometimes 
drawn to medieval, noir, and other non-Enlightenment visions of the world, as 
represented by films like The Fisher King, Reservoir Dogs, Baz Luhrmann’s thoroughly 
Elizabethan Romeo and Juliet or spectacles like the Burning Man Festival and the 
machine performance art of Mark Pauline.386  These aesthetics presuppose a world that is, 
in places, out of control and beyond understanding.  Some of the things that rise up and 
live on in plenitude’s protean stew are distinctly discouraging.  We thought we’d made 
them go away.  Now we know they never will. 
 
Interestingly, even the radicals help sustain old ideas.   It is a common practice among 
marginalized groups (Afro-Americans and Gays, for instance) to “reappropriate” the 
language of their marginality.  Thus do discredited terms like “nigger,” “fag,” “dyke,” 
“queer,” and even “geek” and “loser” return to usage.387  Madonna has made a career of 
reviving once discredited visions of femaleness.  Her “boy toy” rehabilitation of Marilyn 
Monroe is the most famous case in point.  It is as if nothing gets “read out” of discourse 
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anymore—not by the cruel hand of fashion, not by radical groups, not by the force of 
collective disapproval.  In the culture of commotion, things live on.388 
 
There is also a contrariness at work in the world.   This has been true for mass culture at 
least since of the rise of the Beat subculture after World War II.  People want to go where 
they are told they can’t.  Indeed, the best way to create a new subculture is to declare 
something off limits.  The moment someone insists that, say, “water worship” is an 
abomination, all the world prepares for a trip to the coast.  Prohibition does not prevent 
plenitude, it provokes it. 
 
There is also a certain, and healthy, “uppityness.”  No one will accept anyone else’s 
designation of who they are and where they stand in the social order of things.  Certainly, 
no one will endure being placed at the bottom of society.  This is the effect noticed in the 
literature on “cliques,” that groups that feel themselves excluded or diminished will 
immediately deconstruct the values that treat them so.389   Add to this the “rituals of 
rebellion” studied by the Birmingham group and it is clear that there are sometimes 
compelling structural reasons for our contrariness.390 
 
Rising insecurity and unpredictable economics have also made their contribution.  There 
was a time when middle-class people could entertain certain expectations about “getting 
along in the world.”  This encourages a certain conservatism.  No one was prepared to 
take irretrievable risks.  No one had to.  The trick for these privileged groups was “risk 
management.”  
 
This distinguished them from people from backgrounds of profound disadvantage.  The 
kid from the slum had one chance, a career in boxing, so he invested everything there, 
holding nothing back, even when boxing would eliminate other possibilities.  Sociologists 
naively called this “overcommitment.”  But when there are no alternatives, there is no 
such thing.  Privation, insecurity, doubtful prospects made it sensible to “risk it all.”391  
 
But many (even members of the once safe middle class) have joined this world of 
instability and uncertainty.392  Accordingly, they have less to gain from traditional 
strategies of “risk management.”  Individuals no longer always seek to keep their “options 
open,” for some of these options are dwindling.  Sometimes, there is as much to be lost 
from moderation as gained from it.   The “big risk” is no longer unthinkable.393  People 
who would never have dreamed of joining the circus are prepared to consider even Cirque 
du Soleil.394  This brings a vastly larger group of people into the fizzing demimonde.  The 
protective bastion of middle class life is broken open.395 
 
Post script on the responsiveness of the mass market: 
 
[2.0] My but the heavens did open.  Many web writers raised the objection that we have 
more variety but not more choice.396  My answer: 
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this is a powerful argument, but 3 things: 10 we are now using the instruments of 
mass production for the purposes of micro production, 2) we are now building 
some products that speak to narrow groups and the particular logic of their worlds, 
and 3) the world of business is now poised to embrace diversity.  It now knows 
that it can "do" diversity, it now knows it must do diversity.  So we'll see more of 
this.  As to the larger question--will the marketplace create/allow/endure other 
visions of the world--I think this is already happening and it happens every time 
Nike does an alternative ad.  This IS a tricky argument because I respect the 
argument that says Nike advertising is just a house of mirrors that appears to 
speak to difference without really honoring it.  Well, I guess, we'll see.  I think it's 
clear that I believe the marketplace contains the seeds of its own 
transformation.397 
 

One writer made a point with which I agree: the new responsiveness does not come out of 
goodness of the corporate heart.  “They would much prefer having only to produce one 
product or one blockbuster movie that everyone would pay for.” 398  Chris Macrae offered 
a detailed and thoughtful account of “1 to 1” marketing which is, apparently, the language 
now being used to describe the ultimate responsiveness, a world in which every consumer 
is treated discretely.399  And someone else suggested that when eCommerce is finally in 
place we will see the last piece of a fully diversifiable market place.  This web writer also 
makes the good and chilling point that the cost of the interaction that the web makes 
possible can be the surrender of a great deal of personal information.400 
 
A good example of a responsive market place is the company that allows the consumer to 
design his or her own skis over the Internet (www.myski.com).  I don’t know anything 
about skiing or skis but it does appear this system is capable of fine distinctions.  We 
have heard a good deal about “false choice” from the critics of the consumer society, but 
it looks as if these distinctions are not gratuitous.  The Seattle coffee revolution is an 
interesting case in point.  A four category system (black vs. cream, sugar vs. no sugar) 
exploded into a bewildering variety of choices (bean type, cinnamon, foam).  These are 
choices people apparently believe in and believe they should not live without.   
 
This program, Word for Windows, allows me to customize a great many things.  I was 
stunned, however, when I installed a piece of software recently that proved incapable of 
making intelligent guesses on my behalf.  We are becoming accustomed to a world that 
responds to our wishes even when these wishes are, by yesterday’s standards, little and 
unimportant.  As Scitovsky would say, there is no turning back.401  What was a delightful 
option when first introduced, quickly becomes a necessity and an entitlement we believe 
we cannot live without. 
 
One of the many “no” votes arrived with a comment I found particularly useful.  
 

[T]he market may no longer be mass, but your comment points something else 
out: We still have Seiko making 3,000 types of watches instead of 3,000 

http://www.myski.com/�
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companies making watches. Surely plenitude would argue for the dismantling of 
these megacompanies in favour of smaller, quicker, more direct enterprise?402  

 
Brilliant.  Much of the new diversity is coming from large companies now in possession 
of the technologies that take them beyond the rigidities of mass manufacture.  This means 
bigness is learning to act like smallness, not necessarily that we have more players and 
the multiplicity of vision they bring to the proceedings.  I had not thought of this and I 
was grateful for the contribution.  I ended up coming down, painfully, on both sides on 
the issue. 
 
For certain purposes, it doesn’t matter to plenitude where it comes from.  Corporations 
are getting better at cultivating difference within their walls.  The classic case in point 
here is the personal computer created by a small and separate team within IBM.  But we 
know that large corporations, however much they might heed the teachings of a 
MacKenzie, do create a gravitational effect.  We shall have to wait and see if they are 
capable of sustaining extraordinarily different visions of themselves.  You might expect 
an IBM to create a PC but not a MAC.  I have to think about this. 
 
Several people asked whether and how brands would allow the fragmentation of the 
market.   Surely, they suggested, brands will have a steadying influence in this world of 
flux.  Well, yes and no.  I believe every brand will have a top and a bottom.  The bottom 
will have the meanings the brand has for everyone, everywhere. The top will have the 
many meanings that are tailored for the specific purposes of specific groups.  There is 
nothing in the notion of the brand that demands a refusal of multiplicity.403 
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Plenitude in Sum 
1. there are an increasing number of social species  
 
2. there is substantial depth to each new species  
 
3. there is substantial difference between the new species 
 
4. plenitude is aided by a delinkage of natural and cultural categories 
 
5. cross talk: plenitude provokes plenitude across categories  
 
6. cross talk: plenitude provokes plenitude within categories  
 
7. there can be speciation that marks the end of speciation 
 
8. plenitude is opening up and overrunning the traditional domains of age and gender  
 
9. plenitude is opening up and overrunning the domain of life-style 
 
10. the new species of plenitude are genuinely new and not derivative 
 
11. plenitude creates temporal cultures 
 
12. some kinds of plenitude appear designed to let us contend with plenitude 
 
13. but plenitude appears to be overwhelming even these lingua franca plenitudes 
 
14. plenitude is multiplying history, poetry, fashion, art, music, scholarship, & nationality 
 
15. there has been a withering of the institutional witherers: family, education, status 
 
16. there has been a withering of the ideological witherers: science, religion, government 
 
17. there are institutions withering plenitude still: work, sports, marketing, & Disney™ 
 
18. plenitude’s secret agents:  

alternative religion   golden age “revivals”     
romantic revolution       relativism 

 
19. plenitude’s fellow travelers:  

collapse of the center    expansion of the city 
decline of the gatekeeper   the power of marketing 
transition from broad- to narrowcasting Internet 
journalism’s hunt for new life   the fashion system 
maintaining marginality   risk and the middle class 
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The Use and Abuse of Plenitude 
 
The Intellectuals 
 
Henry James returned to Boston looking for what he called “New England 
homogeneous.”404  He was greeted instead by “multiplication, multiplication of 
everything…multiplication with a vengeance.”  He was first horrified and then disdainful.  
But he was also drawn to the sheer difference around him, and he claimed to detect the 
beginnings of a movement away from order, away from the “old presumptions and 
conceivabilities.”405  Few of his peers were open to such a thing.  For them, the matter 
was clear.  Difference came from the presence of an “unwashed immigrant horde” 
pouring into the New World.  Plenitude was really just the effect of unpleasant outsiders.  
Hierarchy would absorb them or exclude them—making short work of plenitude either 
way. 
 
A later generation of intellectuals managed to misplace plenitude altogether.406 Both 
Whyte and Riesman warned that postwar society was exacting deference from the 
individual in the form of thoroughgoing conformity.  Whyte showed the more delicate 
touch, acknowledging tensions between group and individual as well as an unexpected 
diversity of life in the suburbs, but Riesman was simply dazzled.407   He found a growing 
group of conformists, the “other-directed” character type.  This group, he claimed, was so 
addicted to accommodating the wants of others, it could not risk departures of any 
kind.408   
 
This notion was picked up and played back in the popular literature of the time.  Here is 
the detective novelist, John MacDonald, a champion, one might have thought, of popular 
culture: 
 

The incomparably dull track houses, glitteringly new, were marching out across 
the hills, cluttered with identical station wagons, identical children, identical 
barbecues, identical tastes in flowers and television.  You see, Virginia, there 
really is a Santa Rosita, full of plastic people, in plastic houses, in areas noduled 
by the vast basketry of their shopping centers.  But do not blame them for being so 
tiresome and so utterly satisfied with themselves.  Because, you see, there is no 
one left to tell them what they are and what they really should be doing.409  

 
It may well be that the 1950s were a time of conformity and that these scholars (and 
practitioners) are merely reporting the society in which they lived.  (It is just as possible 
they had internalized one of the myths the 1950s liked to tell about itself.410)   But the 
conformist warning continued to spring from scholarly pens well after the 1950s.  In the 
late 1960s, the redoubtable Northrop Frye was asserting: “If we look at the civilization 
around us, the evidence for uniformity is as obvious and oppressive as the evidence for 
the rapid change toward it.”411 
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In the early 1970s, Daniel Boorstin was still proclaiming the terrible “thinning” of the 
American experience.412  Deeply alarmed, intellectuals believed real plenitude (James’s 
“multiplication of everything”) could not happen.  They did not see it coming, they did 
not think it possible.   The radar screen, to use a cold war metaphor, was blank.   
 
By 1978, Lasch was prepared to concede that the 1950s warnings of conformity appeared 
“premature.”413  The intellectuals were coming round.  But the encounter was not a happy 
one.  Like generations before them, these intellectuals treated the rise of plenitude as 
something that threatened order and good government, and they reacted with a kind of 
appalled fascination.  How could this be happening?  Sennett, Bell, and Lasch glimpsed 
the sheer power of diversity, and their thinking took an eschatological turn.  They 
heralded what Long aptly calls a “specter of social disintegration.”414   
 
Bell, the most gifted of these observers, summoned, as we have already noted, two kinds 
of individualism: one instrumental, the other expressive.  The latter put him in possession 
of exactly the theory he needed to account for innovation in the social sphere.  It gave him 
a place to begin his study of plenitude.  But it was not to be.  Apparently, the anxiety of 
the moment was more than he could stand, and Bell took refuge in the conviction that 
only a return to religious piety could save us from the new disorder.415 
 
Lasch offered a Hobbesian account.  He suggests that the American cult of competitive 
individualism has slid into something crueler and less rule-bound and become a “war of 
all against all.”416   The pursuit of happiness had also ended badly, in a narcissistic 
preoccupation with the self.   Plenitude had created threats on every side: feminism, 
homosexuality, many kinds of therapy, consumerism, a corrupted family, and an 
education system that cares nothing for history, tradition, experts, or authority.   All of 
these, in Lasch’s view, were symptoms of decline, confusion, and corruption.   Plenitude 
was not merely inassimilable.  It was a threat.  
 
The intellectuals have reacted with shouts of alarm and indignation.  They have treated 
plenitude as if it were an immigrant newcomer, as something crass, dangerous, reckless, 
and rude.  This is the way high-standing groups have always stigmatized low-standing 
ones.   It is a little shocking to see it used by those who claim, generally, to stand higher 
still and to be above such things as class disdain.417   
 
Here is a typical rant from a badly frightened intellectual.  Robert Fulford is reacting to 
one of the more horrifying and monstrous of the cults thrown off by plenitude, Heaven’s 
Gate.  Notice that, without a theory of plenitude, he has no way of thinking about the 
origin or causes of the cult.  He can only resort to the notion that we have lost touch with 
reality, that we are the hapless victims of a delirious popular culture.  This is the patrician 
complaint.  The world is too vulgar, too popular, too removed from the values of the 
intellectual, Virginia, to know what it is doing.   We have given ourselves over to 
“confusion.” 
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Whatever the cause [of the Heaven’s Gate suicides], many of our fellow citizens 
live in a place where fantasy and reality can’t be separated.  They nourish 
themselves on a stew of undigested ideas and ill considered notions.  Rock videos 
are the perfect emblems of this world view—bargain basement surrealism 
designed not to be understood by anyone, even those who produce it.  Our society 
glories in, and profits from, confusion.418 

 
Well, yes, it is all a little confusing, especially if we begin with the conviction that no one 
understands rock videos, not even their authors.  But we know perfectly well what a rock 
video is.  There is a substantial literature here.419  We know the makers of rock videos are 
witting and sophisticated, and that they know precisely what they are doing.  (Fulford has 
apparently not heard of two gifted Canadian creators of the form, Jeth Weinrich and 
Floria Sigismondi.420)  And we know precisely for whom rock videos are made, the 
cultural logic by which they are made, and, not least, how rock videos serve as cause and 
consequence of plenitude.  Yes, citizens must sometimes nourish themselves on a “stew 
of undigested ideas and ill considered notions.”  They read the likes of Fulford. 
 
The intellectuals have cultivated a bad habit of contradicting themselves.  They insist that 
popular culture is a thing of no account, so driven by superficial or mercenary motives 
that it can have no real substance or significance in the world.  They then insist that 
popular culture is the cause of one (if not all) the things that trouble us in the 
contemporary world.   They cannot have it both ways: popular culture either means 
something dreadful (Heaven’s Gate!) or it means nothing at all.   
 
I include the text of an e-mail I sent to Evan Solomon, editor of Shift Magazine.   
Solomon recently ran an editorial statement on the dynamism of contemporary culture 
that drew the following words from Fulford: “In the long history of human foolishness, 
has anyone ever packed more nonsense into 40 words?”   
 

Dear Evan, 

I noted Fulford’s savaging of Shift in the pages of the Globe and Mail today. 

Surely, seven things are clear:  

1) A generation of intellectuals, academic and journalistic, routinely mock and 
marginalize those who would take popular culture seriously.    

2) These intellectuals routinely identify popular culture as one of the causes of our 
present confusion.  (Fulford appears to think there might be a connection between 
rock videos and the Heaven's Gate suicides!  Time to stuff a little extra tinfoil in 
your hat, Robert.)   

3) Naturally, there is a contradiction here.  Either popular culture is too frothy and 
unimportant to be taken seriously, or it is a cause of things like Heaven's Gate.  
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The standard of debate here is so shot through with prejudice the contradiction 
bothers no one—least of all the well insulated Mr. Fulford.    

4) These intellectuals have created an intellectual climate in which it is not 
acceptable to study or to specialize in popular culture.  Try getting a degree in the 
topic in Canada—despite the fact that student demand is astronomical.  Try 
getting a teaching position in what is the hottest area of academic publishing.  
(More contradiction.) 

5) These intellectuals come from every point on the ideological continuum.  
Conrad Black and Rick Salutin...finally something in common!421   

6) Many of your readers are unemployed or underemployed precisely because this 
topic has been refused credibility.  This reminds me a little of the generation of 
19th century English university students who had difficulty finding employment 
because they had had the bad sense to study that new and exotic field called 
“biology.”422 

7) There is a Canadian angle on this topic to the extent that Canadian culture was 
for awhile dressed up as high culture,423 but the problem runs throughout the 
Western world.  (Conrad Black and Hilton Kramer are, on this topic, the same 
man.424) 

 
[2.0]  Evan, bless him, wrote back and said, “so write it.”  And I did.425   
 

 
 



                                                                             McCracken, Plenitude 2.0, September 23, 1998, p. 108   

The Shift Essayxxvi

I was at a dinner party the other day and, just for fun, announced my admiration 
for the Roseanne show.  The man beside me, a man of learning, snorted so 
powerfully, morsels of food appeared to shoot across the table.   

 

"You're joking, right?" he asked accusingly.   

"No,” I said, “it's funny, diverting, unpredictable.  It’s also, if you must, a 
mediation on women, power and a working class home.  Say, that’s not your pea, 
is it?" 

My dinner companion, a man charged with studying, teaching and, occasionally, 
curing the contemporary world, thinks it’s a good thing he knows nothing about 
Roseanne, that it’s a measure of his intellectual integrity.426  Surely, it is a 
confession of both his ignorance and incompetence.  But our pea-shooter is the 
picture of his generation; his little prejudice is widely shared and deeply 
institutionalized. 

Twice a week someone asks me where they should apply for graduate school and 
professional training.  Twice a week I am obliged to say, “well, there really aren’t 
many programs…”.  Why is this?   Why is popular culture still the bastard child of 
the university, journalism, and the professional world?   It is time to say “enough, 
already.”  It is time to say “J’accuse.” 

The academic world defends itself by pointing to new courses and new programs.  
Frequently, the courses are a Dean-pleasing sop.  They allow the university to tap 
student interest without actually changing the academics they hire, the majors or 
graduate programs they offer, the thesis topics they allow, or the wintry climate of 
opinion that systematically construes popular culture as a topic beneath the dignity 
of the university community.  

The new programs, American Studies, cultural studies, media studies, and 
communications programs are too often not much better.427 Frequently, they are 
fictions invented out of extraordinary (and sometimes duplicitous) cross-listing of 
courses, programs and faculties.428  Too often, students discover there is no 
dedicated faculty, no coherent degree program, no real respect for the topic, and, 
adding injury to insult, that they are forced to piece a thesis and a degree out of 
disparate resources scattered across the university campus and the academic map.  
If this is inclusion, God spare us.   We treat imaginary cultures better than our 
own. 

But academics have nothing on journalists.   This group is too often prepared to 
take up the “let’s have a little fun with this” approach, and that means treating 

                                                 
xxvi This essay is a bad mannered, bad tempered rant.  I thought hard about leaving it out.  Please tell me 
whether it’s as petulant and defensive as I think it is (and should come out), or whether you would leave it 
in.  IN    OUT.  
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popular culture as essentially trivial or ridiculous.   Canadian institutions, like the 
CBC and Saturday Night specialize in this smirking tone as do, sometimes, 
National Public Radio and Television in the U.S.  The strategy is clear.  Readers 
and listeners care about popular culture, so it must be included.  But great efforts 
are made to show that these serious journalists are slumming, that they stoop to 
conquer. 

The “let’s have a little fun with it” approach exploits reader interest while refusing 
the intellectual standards to which journalists normally hold themselves 
accountable.   Face-saving or self serving, the effects are the same: journalists 
withhold thoughtful criticism and we are denied a fuller understanding of the 
culture in which we live.  These journalists have made themselves merchants of 
confusion and helped to perpetuate our ignorance: all in all, rather a lot to answer 
for. 

There is a second group of journalists who are much too dignified to “have a little 
fun with it,” thank you very much.  This group includes Robert Fulford (Globe 
and Mail), Hilton Kramer (New Criterion), Bill Moyers (CBS correspondent), and 
Conrad Black.  (Their ideological diversity tells us this is a generational 
conspiracy, not an intellectual one.)  They like to see popular culture as the crass 
product of a commercial world and therefore not culture at all.  And they like to 
see themselves as creatures of penetrating intellect, uncompromising integrity, 
lofty perspective.  But is there not a contradiction here?  Either popular culture 
matters or it doesn’t.  Does it make any sense to call it irrelevant and then devote 
much of your journalistic career to excoriating it?  

Mr. Fulford is a good example of the double game.  He routinely treats popular 
culture as the work of the charlatan and philistine…and he cannot stop talking 
about it.429  Recently he speculated on the possibility of a connection between the 
rock video and the Heaven’s Gate suicides.  This encouraged some to speculate 
Fulford might be starting a cult of his own.  But I think it’s fair to say he already 
belongs to one.  Mr. Fulford believes popular culture is not to be taken seriously.  
And when he pontificates in this manner, he helps makes it so.  This cult prospers.  
This cult grows.  

You can’t help wondering whether there isn’t “status anxiety” at work here.  After 
all, these “high toned” journalists like to present themselves as the most academic 
of journalists.  Do they fear this honorary status might be revoked?   Smell too 
much of the popular world from which you come and ….  We’ve seen this 
behavior before.  People have purchased membership in an elite by agreeing to 
guard the door against their own.    

But now to the professional world.  I recently heard a professional counselor 
describe the stylistic characteristics of the goth as one young man’s personal cry 
for help.  In this case, ignorance of popular culture rendered him professionally 
incompetent.  Educational and medical communities routinely fail their clients in 
this way.  There ought to be an expert in popular culture teaching in every law, 
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business, and medical school in the country.   There ought to be one on every 
school board and board of health.   Why do we act as if systematic knowledge of 
contemporary culture were somehow optional for doctors, lawyers, social 
workers, journalists, lawyers, psychologists, psychiatrists, entertainers, marketers, 
administrators, filmmakers, media executives, teachers, policy analysts, and 
politicians?  It isn’t.  It hasn’t been since 1963. 

When academics and journalists imposed their intellectual embargo on popular 
culture, they made us all poorer.  But Generation X paid a special price.  The 
embargo forced them into a kind of occupational exile.  While the baby boomers 
were indulging themselves in their prejudice, university programs were not 
created, credentials were not established, training was not insisted upon, and 
professional positions were not created.   Not knowing about Roseanne is not a 
badge of intellectual integrity.  It is the mark of status anxiety and generational 
selfishness for which someone else is being made to pay.430 
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The Occupational Exile of a Generation 
 
I believe that intellectuals and journalists have routinely mocked and marginalized 
popular culture (which is, for the purposes of this discussion, the stand-in for plenitude—
if we dismiss the first, we conceal the second).  And they have succeeded.  Despite 
extraordinary student demand, there are, as I argue above, few programs devoted to its 
study in North America.   Typically, students can only get at popular culture “the long 
way round,” by entering programs of communications, film studies, or American studies 
that are only sometimes the best disciplinary context for study. 
 
Intellectuals and journalists have succeeded in a second hegemonic exercise.  They have 
seen to it that popular culture has been refused the status of a serious professional interest.   
This is odd and unfortunate.  To understand the history, substance, and theory of popular 
culture is almost a necessary condition of working effectively in the contemporary world.  
And yet a range of professionals are never given instruction in it. Worse, the generation 
of university graduates who have made the topic a private study suffer occupational exile.  
The very ones who have mastered popular culture are routinely excluded from positions 
that would allow them to make this knowledge available to the world.  
 
Surely, every school of law should have an expert in popular culture.431  Surely, every 
faculty of social work, business school, medical school, and journalism school should 
have one, too.  How can these programs presume to prepare their students without 
someone on staff who actually knows something about the structure, the process and the 
present state of popular culture?   Surely every large public and private organization (i.e., 
every school board, board of health, department of social services, advertising agency, 
editorial board, and national brand) should have an expert on the topic, someone who can 
help the organization respond to changes as they take place.xxvii 
 

 

Does it make a difference that our organizations are now led by people who do not know 
much about popular culture?  I think it has to.  My favorite example is the CEO of a large, 
tax supported institution who appeared confused when conversation turned to the topic of 
contemporary film.  Someone tried to come to his assistance, “I think it would help if 
someone explained who Atom Egoyan is.”  “No, no,” said the CEO, “I want to know who 
Steven Spielberg is.”  There was a stunned silence.  
 
I think we have, in the case of our fictional Mrs. Johnson, demonstrated what it costs us 
when she knows nothing about popular culture.  More important, these experts can give 
advance warning of new developments so that response is less belated and less ad hoc.  
The need for experts in this field is, I think, unmistakable.  The puzzle is why they are so 
few.  The puzzle is why there are so few formal training opportunities and professional 

                                                 
xxvii Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998: 

exactly 21 convincing 14 possible 15 dubious 15 fatuous nonsense 13 
For an update: GenerationInExile1. To vote & comment: GenerationInExile2. To read comments: 
GenerationInExile3. To return, click "Back."   
 

http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/votes.pl?topic=GenerationInExile�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/topics.pl?section=rummage&topic=GenerationInExile�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/commente.pl?topic=GenerationInExile�
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positions.  This is the work of a senior generation who has scorched the ground it 
occupies.  They don’t much understand popular culture.  They are making sure no one 
else does either.432 
 
Scandal of the Intern 
 
[2.0] But there is another, darker issue here.  Call it the scandal of the intern.  (No, this 
has nothing to do with Monica Lewinsky.)  A friend of mine was standing beside an 
intern for a Canadian television station when the intern was asked if he would mind 
working Christmas day.  He said he would, confiding later that he was afraid that, if he 
did not agree, he would lose his job.  Odd.  This man was frightened of losing a job he 
did not have, and now he was going to have to work for free on his “holiday,” too.  The 
new economy is very new. 
 
The scandal of the intern is an outrage.  It is the surrender of hundreds of thousands of 
hours of labor from one generation to another.  That’s too gentle.  This is the 
appropriation of labor from Generation Xers by the generations above them.   Baby 
boomers exploited the “jobless recovery” to help themselves to an astonishing resource.   
 
Naturally this is usually done with claims about the generosity of the corporation.  “Why, 
we are helping these young people, giving them a start in the world.”  I don’t say not-for-
profits shouldn’t use volunteer labor.  I don’t say start-up companies shouldn’t rely in the 
early days on intern labor. I don’t say that profitable companies shouldn’t have interns—
as long as these experiences are short-term and high-value.  But there must be a limit.  A 
not-for-profit that uses its interns to do the photocopying is betraying the bargain.  And 
once a company is up and running, the “little guy” stuff starts to wear a little thin.  
Eighteen months of unpaid “learning,” including Christmas day, is not corporate 
generosity.  It is exploitation that would astonish even the Victorians (who knew a thing 
or two about abusive labor practices). 
 
If there is any doubt as to the realities of this economic relationship, it is worth noting that 
the same television station apparently indulged itself in the following episode.  When a 
long-term volunteer at the station submitted her résumé to be considered for a full time, 
paying, permanent job that had opened up at the station, she was immediately escorted to 
the door and asked to leave.   Apparently, when someone asks to be relieved of volunteer 
status, they cross a line.  (“Get Security up here immediately.  I mean now!”)   Another 
Alice In Wonderland twist in the intern’s world: holding a volunteer job for the 
corporation disqualifies you from working there.  (Isn’t it supposed to work the other way 
around?) 
 
Jeff Kelly (a.k.a. Keffo) has published a zine called Temp Slave! which examines and 
criticizes the temporary worker.433  Several zines and web sites have taken up the issue, 
and there is the Temp Working Union (TWU) and other efforts to mobilize.434 Oddly, 
there is, to my knowledge, no Keffo, no Intern Slave!, no IWU, for the intern.  Why not? 
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It is striking how little press attention this issue has received.435  This might be because 
the newspapers and magazines that would have to carry the story are themselves 
complicit in the scandal.  I’ve opened up a discussion area here.  I’m hoping people will 
leave detailed descriptions of their Intern experiences, and that this will make material 
more accessible for reporters who do wish to take up the story.  I hope that contributors 
will give us as much detail as they can (watching, of course, for the possibility of law 
suits—it would be very useful if someone with legal training would let us know what the 
limits are).  In a perfect (daring) world, individuals reporting their intern experience 
would supply names and phone numbers, so that reporters could make direct contact.  
(I’m sure this issue is much too important to be hosted here and I would be grateful if 
someone wants to take it over.  Let me know and I will forward what I have.)436 
 
In the longer term, it would be useful to create a stamp to be carried by magazines, 
newspaper, movies, albums, books, web sites, software, and other organizations that 
certifies something like: “This product produced without unpaid intern labor.”  Or, “This 
product produced without abuse of interns.”437  I know this begins to sound perilously 
close to “Against Cruelty to Interns” and “No Intern Testing.”  But why not?   The 
success of the anti-animal-cruelty campaign tells us that an issue can be raised from 
obscurity to the point that consumers demand, and get, a corporate response.   
 
For the time being I want to observe that there is a double injury at work.  These interns 
are not merely supplying free labor.  They are also supplying free advice on popular 
culture.  Not only have certain parties refused to credit the importance of the topic, they 
have shanghaied a generation to solve the problem they have created.438 
 
 
Net work 
 
There were several responses to the generation-in-exile proposition.  Someone wrote to 
share his or her first-hand experience. 

 
I find myself [at work] explaining what is to me obvious…but which seems 
“incredible” to those with the power to actually make corporate decisions.  The 
result?  We end up paying high-priced ad agencies to tell us exactly what “we” 
already knew, if the corporation had taken the time to listen to and give credit to 
the recommendations of their junior members (especially those of us with this 
kind of training and background).439 

 
But there was also a current of hostility.   
 

[M]ost of us who are half observing participants in the world can understand the 
process and the structure of modern culture.440  
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You seem to be talking for a vested interest group.  Is your specialty the only 
group who understands social change?  I don't think so.441 

 
I was puzzled by these at first.  And then it was suddenly clear.  These web writers were 
reacting, I think, to the reference to a “generation of university trained graduates.”  This 
was stupid of me.  I assumed it would be a university education that legitimated expertise 
in popular culture.  This was to contradict myself rather violently.  As my own argument 
should have told me, the Gen X expertise has happened in spite of university indifference.  
Mea culpa.  
 
Others thought I was being an idiot for even pursuing the point. 
 

Academic culture seldom values popular culture because p.c. isn’t difficult or 
rarefied, i.e., academic. … Nobody in academe will take you seriously. Stop 
whingeing!442  

 
Still others thought I was ducking responsibility.  “We are always looking for someone to 
blame aren’t we?  I guess that helps us sleep at night.”443  This is the criticism that is 
typically brought against anyone who objects to a) the exclusion of Generation Xers from 
the economy, b) the exclusion of popular culture from universities and serious discourse, 
c) the treatment of volunteers and interns.  The notion seems to be: I came through hard 
times, why should other generations have it handed them on a platter?  This is a mistaken 
way of looking at the issue.  Generation Xers were raised in an economy of plenty (the 
80s), came of age just as the bottom fell out, and then were forced to watch prosperity 
return without a corresponding return of jobs (the famous “jobless recovery” of the 90s).  
These are straightforward economic realities.  There is no blaming about it. 
 
Some people objected to the generational opposition I set up.  Some said there wasn’t or 
shouldn’t be a conflict between the generations.   I thought the best answer to this came 
from someone who noted that on the voting for this proposition, the verdict was almost 
perfectly split: out of 69 votes, there were 38 for and 31 against.  “I wonder if this is 
associated with age of the respondent?”444,445  Perfect. 
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Complexity Theory 
 
Complexity theory ought to be useful here.  In a now fabled gesture, the Santa Fe Institute 
brought together a team of physicists, biologists, and economists to address a new and 
vexing intellectual problem: how to take account of highly dynamic, changeable, 
spontaneous systems.  How could you grasp systems that were in their nature multiple, 
generative, unstable, and apparently unpredictable?   
 
It was an engagement with the counterintuitive.  Pre–Santa Fe, theory despised messiness; 
analysis sought to “burn it off.”  Post–Santa Fe, intellectuals were prepared to live with 
messiness.  It was an ineluctable property of the world.  No amount of analysis could 
make it go away.  It was, paradoxically, the new order of things. The question: how to 
construct a theory of messiness?  How to model systems that broke the rules of 
system?446 
 
The Santa Fe approach is designed for natural phenomena: flocks of birds, computer 
simulations, and, at a stretch, economics.  It was not designed to take account of human 
behavior and communities.  Nevertheless, it holds some hope for our purposes.  Our 
society is “messy” in just the way the complexity theorists use the term.  Our social 
“system” is as generative, unstable, and unpredictable as their systems are.  We appear to 
have moved through what Santa Fe fellow Stuart Kauffman calls the “phase transition.” 
We are perhaps about to “become supercritical and explode outward.”447 
 
Here is Kauffman on complexity theory in the field of evolutionary biology: 
 

Why all of a sudden do you get all this diversity?  Maybe you had to get to a 
critical diversity to then explode.  Maybe it’s because you’ve gone from algal 
mats to something that’s a little more trophic and complex, so that there’s an 
explosion of processes acting on processes to make new processes.  It’s the same 
thing as in the economy.448 

 
Society, too.  There is diversity.  There is interplay as social species react to one another.  
It is not clear what the prime (in Santa Fe language, “autocatalytic”) movers are, nor 
whether and how higher orders of integration can be achieved.  But all the dynamism, the 
diversity, the interaction effects are here.  (Surely, it would be odd, in the larger scheme 
of things, if they were not.) 
 
Finally, complexity theory proves not to be “emergent” after all.  For our purposes, 
nothing comes of it.  Promising first statements do not mature into a theory that can help 
us understand plenitude.  Much of this failure occurs perhaps because scientists typically 
began by assuming “structure” and must struggle to understand “event.”  On the social 
science side, the structuring power of event was never quite so counter-expectational, 
never quite so far from the theoretical apron of operations.449  Here (and perhaps only 
here) scientific theory needs to catch up with certain commonplaces in the social sciences. 
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But there is a more fundamental problem.  None of this theory is designed to take account 
of systems in which order runs through idea before entering the world.   There is, in other 
words, no allowance for the interpolating effects of intentions, ideologies, concepts.  The 
Santa Fe account of system has a pre-Durkheimian, pre-Weberian character to it—it does 
not allow for culture.   John Holland begins to approach the issue when he says, “All 
complex, adaptive systems—economies, minds, organisms—build models that allow 
them to anticipate the world.”   But his account of adaptive systems turns, finally, on a 
behaviorism from which culture is excluded.450 
 
Most troubling is the Santa Fe inability to deal with real dynamism.  The systems we will 
be observing can change not just their manifestation at any given moment, but the 
generative principles from which they spring.  This “meta-metamorphic” reflex remains a 
perfect mystery from the Santa Fe point of view.  We are left to wonder how social 
systems can change the rules of the game as they go, and how they survive the structural 
instabilities this opens up.  Can this merely be emergent?   Or are there, perhaps, first 
principles that allow first principles to be refashioned (“firster” principles, as it were).  If 
firster principles exist, where can they be resident?  What properties must a system have 
to create, allow, forgive, survive this kind of operation upon itself?  Are Von Neumann’s 
self-reproduction rules enough?  Shouldn’t we be looking for self-transformation rules?   
This is where the inability of complexity theory to deal with the mediating role of idea 
becomes especially problematical.  For this, in a culture of commotion, is where “firster” 
principles must be resident.  
 
But these complaints aside, there are tantalizing hints of illumination.  Chris Langton’s 
work in the Santa Fe tradition examines how systems hang suspended between the 
extremes of order and chaos: 
 

[R]ight in between the two extremes, [Langton] says, at a kind of abstract phase 
transition called “the edge of chaos,” you also find complexity: a class of 
behaviors in which the components of the system never quite lock into place, yet 
never quite dissolve into turbulence, either.  These are the systems that are both 
stable enough to store information, and yet evanescent enough to transmit it.  
These are the systems that can be organized to perform complex computations, to 
react to the world, to be spontaneous, adaptive, and alive.451  

 
C’est nous, spontaneous, adaptive, and alive.  Now for a theory that reveals how we do it.  
Complexity theory, it turns out, cannot help us.   
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[2.0] Since writing Plenitude 1.0, I found Kelly’s Out of Control:  The New Biology of 
Machines, Social Systems, and the Economic World.   This was exciting because it 
proposed an application of complexity theory to social systems, the very thing I accused 
the complexity theorists of failing to do.  Kelly’s book has two likeable qualities.  The 
first is the habit of saying, “let’s say.”  One of his favorite “let’s says” is the Gaia notion 
from the British biochemist James Lovelock that says we should treat the entire planet as 
a creature.  “Let’s say” the planet is itself an organism.  What new ideas and 
understandings does this open up?  Quite a lot, it turns out.   Suddenly we can see the 
world and especially the ecosphere as a single coordinated creature.  
 
Kelly has “let’s says” of his own.  Let’s say a telephone switch board is an electrical 
self.452  But his favorite is, let’s say life “is one organism extended in space and time.  
There is no individual life.”453  This is an essential rhetorical operation for Kelly.  He 
directs the metaphor upwards.  Let’s say all living things are one living thing (Gaia!).  But 
he also likes to drive the notion downwards: let’s say machines live.  
 
Kelly’s “let’s say” strategy may only be a rhetorical device.  But he uses it so often and so 
effectively, it is almost certainly a metaphor with which he thinks.   If this is so, there’s a 
problem.  The strategy attributes higher-order unity and integration to systems when his 
entire theory turns on the notion that unity and integration come from below.  Hmmm.   
This is a strategy sometimes called “smuggling,” sneaking assumptions into your 
argument to which you are not entitled.   
 
Kelly’s second and more convincing idea is that humans and machines are drawing 
together. 
 

The realm of the born—all that is nature—and the realm of the made—all that is 
humanly constructed—are becoming one.454 

 
Kelly says machines are becoming ever more life-like, that they will eventually learn to 
learn, adapt, and evolve.  He argues that we must learn to accept them as creatures with 
rights and entitlements.455  I don’t doubt that machines will learn to learn.  I expect they 
will even some day learn to evolve.  (And when they do, we will have another source of 
new species.)   When they get around to learning to read, Kelly is going to be one of their 
favorite authors.   Should they ever learn to revere, he may become one of their gods.  
They’ll remember him as one of the first of our species to honor the coming of their 
species.456 
 
But there is trouble here too.  Kelly’s theory turns on the way in which control can 
emerge out of the properties of simple creatures that act according to a few, simple rules.  
His examples are the ones complexity theorists always use: hives, flocks, swarms.  
Complexity comes out of simplicity.  Control comes out of chaos.  System, in the key 
phrase, is emergent.  It comes from simple creatures controlled by simple rules.   
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Perilous assumption.  The first and most remarkable characteristic of the culture of 
commotion is that it is filled with unlike creatures who will never flock, swarm, or hive.  
Frequently, they are so different they do not even know of one another’s existence.  
Moreover, they are not governed by the same, simple rules.  Each is driven by it’s own 
understanding of the world—and these understandings are sometimes mutually exclusive.  
If one understanding is true, some others must be false.  What emergent properties can we 
expect of a world that consists of, if I may quote myself, (damn it, someone’s got to) 

 
the stockbroker in Los Angeles, newspaper editor in Vancouver, punk folk singer 
in Boston, small business owner in Baltimore, performance artist in the Midwest, 
Chinese community leader in Toronto, Brahmin professor in New Orleans, street 
person in Seattle, New Age healer in the Maritimes, skater punk in San Francisco, 
society leader in the Midwest, militia member in Grosse Point, Michigan, 
separatist in Harlem, francophone in New Orleans, farmer in Maine.457 

 
In the classic case from the biological world, Kelly suggests the beehive as a good 
example of the emergent system.  It exists only because a great many bees are “wired” to 
do a few uniform and repetitive things.  You can search the bee and never find plans for 
the hive.  Hives come from what bees do.  Enter plenitude.  The hive could not happen in 
the face of even a little diversity.  If even a tiny group of bees created their own concept 
of beeness, hives would not happen.  (It will please the subculture and the cultural studies 
theorists to observe that complexity theory can’t even begin to contemplate oppositional 
logics and constructions.)  But the problem is more fundamental and anthropological than 
this.  This theory cannot deal with cultures that “read through” one another, that do not 
know how to communicate with one another.  Kelly’s book appears (hive mind?) to 
reproduce the insufficiencies of Complexity theory.  It has no inkling of, and no provision 
for, the real complexity of the contemporary world. 
 
But there remain the same tantalizing glimpses in Kelly’s work as there are through out 
the complexity corpus.  Here is Kelly talking about how robots build up pictures of 
what’s “out there.”  Rings a bell. 
 

With no centrally imposed model, no one has the job of reconciling disputed 
notions; they simply aren’t reconciled.  Instead, various signals generate various 
behaviors.  The behaviors are sorted out (suppressed, delayed, activated) in the 
web hierarchy of subsumed control.  In effect, there is no map of the world as the 
robot sees it.  There is no central memory, no central command, no central 
being.458 ,459 

 
 
 
 
 
 



                                                                             McCracken, Plenitude 2.0, September 23, 1998, p. 119   

Subculture Theory 
 
There is a small band of social scientists who study “subcultures.”  This concept looks 
promising for our purposes, but in the event it proves a frustrating exercise in self-
imposed limitation.  This scholarly community is interested in only certain aspects of 
certain subcultures.  As a result, plenitude goes neglected and is sometimes concealed. 
 
Professor Brake takes the characteristic position: “Subcultures exist where there is some 
form of organized and recognized constellation of values, behavior and actions which is 
responded to as differing from the prevailing set of norms.”460  Subcultures develop in 
response to “dominant meaning systems.”   They are acts of resistance, protest, and 
refusal which seek to differentiate themselves from the mainstream.  Plainly some 
subcultures are devoted to and shaped by resistance, but to see them only in this way is a 
problem.461  Increasingly we live in a world of coincident communities, a great swamp of 
possibilities.   There is no main stream.  The “dominant meaning systems” are coming 
undone.  It is less and less clear what “rituals of resistance” are resisting.   
 
This is bad news for the subculture theorists.  The rationale of the scholarly enterprise is 
disappearing.  Subcultures can no longer be seen to be “pushing off” against the rest of 
culture.   Now they can be inspired by other motives, driven by other inclinations.  If the 
inspiration for cultural difference is no longer political opposition, what then?   The 
“house” explanation loses its powers of illumination.  The subculture theorists cannot 
explain line dancers, golf fanatics, bass fishermen, and other “subcultures” they have so 
fastidiously ignored.  In the world of plenitude, it’s not even clear they can explain 
oppositional teens.462 
 
[2.0] The key point, and the one I failed to make in Plenitude 1.0, is that subcultures now 
come from the cultural system in place.  The culture of commotion is, as I have labored to 
demonstrate, dedicated to the production of new and different subcultures.  That is what it 
does as a matter of course.  This has the effect of turning the theoretical field inside out.   
New groups come from within, not without.  They are the necessary, inevitable product of 
our world, not a transgressive reaction to it. 
 
I’ve had a couple of heated exchanges with scholars who found themselves dumbfounded 
at my suggestion.  If the subcultures that make up plenitude do not come from 
transgression, what can they come from?  What else could there be?  (An anthropologist 
knows he/she has hit a hidden belief when the respondent reacts with astonishment and 
irritation.)  Challenged to propose other motives, I suggested two.   
 
One is curiosity and the other is drama.  Some subcultures will appear in the world 
because there are people who want to try something on or try something out.  As I will try 
to show in book 2 of this series, we are driven by a constant interest in experiential 
realities outside our own.  Sometimes this curiosity can be satisfied by simply taking up 
long or short term residence in an existing subculture.  But sometimes you have to make 
your own.  Goths would surely be one example here.  Skaters another. 
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Robin D.G. Kelley treats this issue in Yo' Mama's Disfunktional! Fighting the Culture 
Wars in Urban America.  
 

While some aspects of black expressive cultures might help inner city residents 
cope with or even resist ghetto conditions, most of the literature ignores what 
these cultural forms mean for the practitioners.  Few scholars acknowledge that 
what might be at stake here are aesthetics, style, and visceral pleasures that have 
little to do with racism, poverty, and oppression.463 

 
Skaters are unquestionably a gesture of defiance.  Their protests to the contrary 
notwithstanding, they take a certain pleasure in the noise and commotion they bring to the 
plaza of an office tower.  They are pleased to get in the way.  They quite like to give off 
an air of menace.  They are breaking rules of social interaction and they are doing so 
deliberately.  But this is not the only or the chief reason they are skating.  Skaters also 
care about the aesthetics, style and the visceral pleasures of their art/activity.  I don’t think 
anyone wishes to say that subcultures are never a reaction to the distribution of power.  
The trouble with subculture theory is that it cannot seem to imagine a subculture that’s 
inspired by anything else.464   
 
There is a deeper problem here.  Too often the students of subculture have failed to keep 
their distance.  Hannerz is unhappy with the ethnographic concepts and practices of the 
Birmingham school but he quotes Richard Johnson’ reference to “lived cultures with 
which one sympathizes deeply” without exception.465   This appears to forget that the 
anthropological objective is empathizing, not sympathizing.  It is to see the world as the 
other sees it.  But I am quite certain that this was no mere slip of the tongue, for the 
Birmingham school never seems to study anyone who is not brave and plucky.  There is 
never time for Bass fisherman, suburbanites, advertising executives, debutantes, and 
museum curators.466   Birmingham scholars are too busy “sympathizing” with the little 
guy to take on the real work of anthropology.   
 
This is liberal scholars engaging in noblesse oblige.  To put a finer point upon it, it is 
patronizing nonsense.  Let us stop wearing our hearts on our sleeves and get on with what 
we claim to care to do: document and understand the contemporary world.  No, it won’t 
get quite the same murmurs of admiration at a cocktail party to announce you’ve just 
undertaken a study of, say, golf fanatics.  But then you’re not in it for the admiration, are 
you?467,468 
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Postmodernist Theory 
 
The postmodernists offer a way to think about plenitude.  Jameson treats the topic much 
as Sennett, Bell, and Lasch do.  He worries about the prospect of a diversity in which we 
find “each group coming to speak a curious private language of its own, each profession 
developing its private code or ideolect, and finally each individual coming to be a kind of 
linguistic island, separated from everyone else.”469  More recently he has expressed a 
considerable irritation that the emergence of pluralism has been allowed to efface the 
realities of class.   He is inclined to refer to the “obscene consumerist pluralisms of late 
capitalism” and to dismiss them as the deceptive but unremarkable residue of capitalism 
in its last phase.   
 
This reproduces the flaw of some Marxist theory in the face of plenitude.  Unless the 
groups thrown off by plenitude can be seen to reflect class realities, or unless they can be 
seen to be a mobilization against these realities, they are declared minor, mere, and/or 
epiphenomenol.  Much of the plenitude we have examined in this book has no immediate 
economic basis or political significance.  (It does not come from nowhere but it does not 
come from this.)  Jameson’s theory gives us grounds for two reactions to plenitude: 
indifference or bemusement.470 
 
But it is hard to see why Jameson does not resort to his more powerful, interesting, and 
central argument on the insubstantiality of the contemporary world.   He accepts 
Baudrillard’s contention that ours is a “culture of the simulacrum,” a place in which 
images relentlessly circulate, referring increasingly to themselves and becoming 
increasingly divorced from the validating effect of originals, authenticity, the “real,” or 
the “true.”471  In this culture, the structuralist “system of difference,” the grid that 
underwrites all meaning, comes undone and we are left living, like the schizophrenics 
Jameson takes to be emblematic of our age, in a “rubble of distinct and unrelated 
signifiers.”  The consumer society of late capitalism helps to intensify this ceaseless 
circulation of images (and their detachment from the world) through the institutions of 
advertising, filmmaking, and, of course, that postmodernist shrine to pastiche, 
Disneyland.472   
 
In such a world, surely, plenitude is utterly to be expected.   We should expect the 
categories of gender, class, age, and life-style to lift off their moorings in the 
postmodernist fashion and begin flashing past us in endless circulation.   Why not a 
constant bricolage in which the fragments of the old order are endlessly assembled and 
reassembled in an inexorable but idle exploration of all possible permutations?  And why 
not say that this is driven by something like the schizophrenic’s anxious hope that 
somewhere in the endless possibilities there is one that will make enduring sense—but 
never, of course, the present one?  What better motive for plenitude than the conviction 
that the present possibility must necessarily be mistaken—that we must move on?  
Jameson’s culture of simulacrum appears purpose-built to explain the profusion of 
species that is the contemporary world. 
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The trouble is that someone lives here.  Not without difficulty and not without confusion, 
but we inhabit the worlds thrown off by plenitude.  Even when we treat them as ships of 
brief passage or, still more merely, as navigational devices, the meanings thrown off by 
plenitude are engaging, sometimes even convincing ways of being.  If our social species 
were somehow the ethnological equivalent of psychiatry’s “word salad,” would this be 
possible?  If our culture were truly a matter of simulacra (a world salad, as it were), our 
lives would make even less sense than they do.  They would in fact be uninhabitable.  The 
complicated business of having a self, living a life, managing relationships, crafting 
performances and communications that others found intelligible (or at least plausible), all 
of this would be impossible. 
 
These matters plainly do not trouble a Marxist professor of comparative literature.  They 
do not intrude.  But they do concern the anthropologist very much.  The anthropologist is 
not allowed to “smuggle” in the substance of social life, nor to “give” him/herself what 
does not show on the surface of contemporary culture.  The anthropologist is obliged not 
merely to observe that the bumblebee flies but to show how it does so.  For the 
anthropologist, the postmodernist theory presents grave problems.  If the theory were true, 
much of social life would be impossible.  Our lives would be an exercise in constant 
miscommunication, misdirection, and misadventure.  We would not be able to manage 
the relative simplicities of “lunch with a friend.”  We would not be able to read a 
“newspaper.”  We would not be able to construct this paragraph and we certainly could 
not read it.  (Don’t you dare.)  ((See?))  Things are complicated, they are not chaotic.   
 
There is a certain anthropological naiveté in the postmodernist argument.  Consider the 
dinner party in which debate might arise.   Those who speak for the postmodernist side 
can win every point and still lose the argument—because the meal succeeded as a meal, 
because it did not dissolve into a food fight.  Dinner (and the debate within dinner) 
demands shared knowledge and the execution of a large body of social rules and 
understandings.  Consider one relatively small part: conversational “turn-taking.”473   The 
rules of turn-taking specify who may speak, for how long they may speak, how each 
“turn” may be requested and assumed, and how it may and must eventually then be given 
up.  Turn-taking is really a small part of this thing called a dinner conversation, but it is 
nevertheless an astonishingly complicated bit of communication, the successful execution 
of which demands that conversation parties “process” data and judgements skillfully and 
on the fly.  Each participant must see who wishes to speak, calculate who is entitled to 
speak, decide how and how forcefully to prosecute their own wish to speak, and they 
must make all these decisions on the basis of a streaming body of information and many 
rules of interpretation, the significance of which changes as the conversation does.   
 
Grasping and executing these rules at a dinner party is not a matter of good manners; it is 
a necessary condition of communication.  Without them, the meal would become first 
competitive and then hostile.  It would fail as a meal.  (We would make a meal of the 
meal.)  It would fail as a debate.  If we truly lived in a world of empty signs and private 
languages, we would not know it: for the discourse that clarified our condition would be 
impossible.  If we truly inhabited a “rubble of distinct and unrelated signifiers,” even 
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simple acts of interaction would be mystifying and unsuccessful.  Simple greetings would 
be beyond us, to say little of the breathtaking complexities of turn-taking, to say nothing 
at all of the still more astonishing complexities of the larger dinner conversation.474    
 
It is easy for us to take these rules for granted.  It is easy to miss their operation.   But as 
Erving Goffman demonstrated, those who do not believe in the existence or importance 
of these conventions should engage in conversation with those who do not know them.  In 
Goffman’s case, this meant the tragic but instructional chaos of the psychiatric institution.  
Goffman took up residence there to see what became of conversation.  One by one, the 
otherwise invisible rules of conversation came into view, as each was broken by a patient.  
Jameson has found illumination in the experience of the schizophrenic.  Here is another 
opportunity for his instruction.475 
 
We do not experience culture as an arbitrary set of meaning-making conventions—it feels 
to us, most of the time, transparent to the world it constitutes for us.476  But this does not 
give us license to “see through” and disregard the patterned quality of social life—
especially at this crucial moment of analysis.   Postmodernism offers several essential 
insights into the culture of commotion but it fails to let us account for the miracle of 
modern life—that even while we live in a society filling with new species of social life, 
we continue to function as a social world.   As the Santa Fe complexity theorists would 
put it, we are living somewhere between chaos and order, not in the former’s clutches.  
We need a theory that shows how the system remains a system even as systemness is 
challenged.477    
 
This may be seen as one of the post modernist’s great theoretical insufficiencies.  
Messiness, or as we are calling it here, commotion, is as troublesome for them as it is for 
the modernist theories of meaning and action.  The figures of speech that play such an 
important role in the postmodernist project—irony, pastiche, contradiction—allow for the 
multiplicity of meaning.478  But they do not let us account for its emergence and continual 
self-transformation.   The postmodernists are right to insist that we come to terms with 
meanings that multiply and circulate.  But they do not let us account for how these 
meanings suspend themselves between order and chaos, and continue to work, more or 
less, as meanings. They do not let us account for systems that never quite lock into place 
but yet never quite dissolve into turbulence.  They do not show us “firster” generative 
principles—indeed, they assume these away.479 
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Anthropological Theory 
 
Anthropology has long been a champion of the culture concept, sustaining it through the 
social science’s winter of positivism.  But has it lavished too much affection on its ward?  
The concept is unruly, willful and, often, obnoxious.  More generously, it is fecund, 
multiple, contested and changing.  Kroeber and Kluckhohn, in their magisterial review of 
the early 1950s, identified no fewer than 164 definitions.480  More have been added 
since.481  
 
The culture concept’s strength is its weakness.  It has encouraged a holistic perspective, 
one that says, assume the world is integrated, that its elements have an organizing 
interrelationship.  This is a good idea from some purposes and a bad one for others.   
 
The idea of culture as integration descended to anthropology from German Idealism and 
more particularly from the post-Kantian distinction between the phenomenal and 
noumenal worlds.482  According to this tradition, the object of study is the integrated body 
of ideas, the geist, the “cultural totality,” an idea so potent that it underwrote the work of 
two founders of anthropology, Franz Boas and Bronislaw Malinowski, and proved an 
organizing preoccupation for the field.483  (Yes, culture became its culture.) 
 
What was for Boas and Malinowski a new and illuminating idea became for later 
anthropologists a common place.484  The concept of culture gradually took on one of the 
characteristics of culture—and disappeared into the taken-for-granted.  Kroeber and 
Kluckhohn noted that the field had settled on “[A] general agreement that every culture 
possesses a considerable degree of integration of both its content and its form.”485   The 
idea was cooling, less and less thought, more and more assumed.  Forty years on, it was 
“…deeply entrenched in anthropological thought, an intellectual default.”486   
 
Whatever its status, the notion of culture is problematical for those who would use it to 
study the contemporary world.  Integration, homogeneity, coherence and uniformity are in 
short supply.  Much of what we see around us appears to run in the opposite direction, 
towards separation, heterogeneity, disaggregation, complexity verging on chaos.  The 
traditional notion of culture pales before what Hannerz calls the “organized diversity” of 
our world.487  
 
This crisis is not helped by certain anthropologists who simply will not let go. They have 
used their considerable intellectual ingenuity to make the complexity go away.  In 
traditional field work, scholars have resorted to the expedient of simply ignoring Western 
influence.  Raymond Firth was famous for practicing this blindness in his studies of the 
Tikopia.488   In Western circumstances, the trick was closer to the “wishing makes it so” 
approach to things.  The Lynds exaggerated “coherence and uniformity” in their study of 
Muncie [Middletown] Indiana.489   
 
Another strategy is to insist on the study of face-to-face communities in contemporary 
culture: teens at a bus station or a seniors at a drop-in center.  In the language of the 
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movies, they merely “tightened” the frame until they had eliminated all that threatened 
the “totality” in question.   
 
A final strategy is to ignore, in the manner of the Birmingham school, the mainstream of 
the social world.  Observing only the margin (and insisting that this is various because it 
is oppositional) makes a great deal of diversity go away.  Our diversity is now 
everywhere, mainstream and margin.  To say otherwise is simple myth-making and 
anthropologists, of all people, should know better.  It is sustained by the further expedient 
of refusing ever to study the mainstream.  As Wolfe points out, there have been a mere 
handful of substantial studies of the American suburb in the last 20 years.490  Let us see 
this in context.  We have more books on museum administration that we do of one of the 
great cultural contexts of our time.  This is nothing less that an act of intellectual 
embargo.   
 
Certainly, some anthropologists have been prepared to break with the orthodox notion of 
culture.  Those inspired by Gramsci and his intellectual descendants have claimed culture 
cannot be seen as shared or integrated because it is “hegemonic,” constructed not for all 
but some few.491  The post-modernists have argued for the “culture of the simulacrum.”492   
In the salad spinner of contemporary culture, signifiers and signifieds are separated until 
the very idea of culture becomes, in the words of a delighted James Clifford, “deeply 
compromised.”493   
 
But these solutions are problematical.  Hegemonic treatments of culture so insist on 
political instrumentality that it is extremely difficult to see culture as culture.  Phenomena 
that anthropology has labored for a century to investigate according to its own pattern, 
logic, and imperatives is reduced to political advantage and agenda.  This act of reduction 
does not so much explain culture as get rid of it.494 
 
The post-modernist strategy is problematical in another way.  This “solves” the problem 
of heterogeneity by giving way to it.  This is what the world is.  There is no integration. 
There are no totalities.  Culture is over.   
 
In the face of this enduring skepticism, is there a place for culture in our deliberations on 
the contemporary world?  I think the argument is overwhelmingly to be answered in the 
positive.  Things do continue to travel in packs.  The world is still “patterned,” to use a 
favorite term of Boasian anthropology or “structured” in the language of a later one.  
There continue to be regularities and coherences on the surface of social life that must 
give us pause.  By themselves, these are evidence of “totalities,” and grounds that the 
social world is not randomly construction or merely the precipitate of the non-cultural. 
Indeed our world is so totalized, so patterned, so cohering, that you can give a good 
student of contemporary culture any substantial characteristic of an individual, and he/she 
can predict with eerie success other things that are true of this individual.  The empirical 
evidence is unmistakable. 
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But these surface coherences are moored.  They are connected to assumptions, beliefs, 
understandings, all the ideational stuff of culture.  And here too we find things travelling 
in packs.  Specify any set of characteristic ideas, emotions, actions, inclination and it is 
possible to specify a larger totality from which they come.  In sum, there is evidence of 
totality and coherence everywhere in our culture.  Not only can we not dispense with the 
idea of culture, we cannot do without it.  
 
This does not mean we do not try.  Richard Dawkins in The Selfish Gene has suggested 
that we might think about culture as the work of “memes.”  This is a clever undertaking, 
to be sure.  Dawkins understands that he cannot rely on the gene to explain “culture, 
cultural evolution and the immense differences of human cultures around the world.”495   
Hence, the “meme,” a resourceful “replicator” in what Dawkins does not hesitate to call 
the “soup of human culture.”  
 

Examples of memes are tunes, ideas, catch-phrases, clothes fashions, ways of 
making pots or building arches.  Just as genes propagate themselves in the gene 
pool by leaping from body to body via sperms or eggs, so memes propagate 
themselves in the meme pool by leaping from brain to brain.496 

 
There are several things wrong with this idea.  The one that matters here is that 
Dawkins’s theory of memes gives no good account of the composition of the meme or the 
interrelationship between memes.  All the memes Dawkins refers to above are complex 
but treated as if elemental.  He is more sensitive to the issue of interrelationship but takes 
refuge finally in the vague notion of a “gene complex.”  Finally, the notion of the meme 
may do more harm than good.   
 

Just as we have found it convenient to think of genes as active agents, working 
purposefully for their own survival, perhaps it might to be convenient to think of 
memes in the same way.497 

 
Does it help to think of culture or cultural elements as selfish, wily, self perpetuating, 
charged with agency?   Probably not.  It creates purpose and narrative where none exists.  
Cultural ideas do not have agency.  They cannot conspire to replicate themselves or to 
leap from brain to brain.  They are not in the business of ensuring their own survival.  In 
fact, the only thing memes may explain are themselves.   In this the meme is almost the 
perfect opposite of postmodernism.  Postmodernism fails finally because it cannot explain 
its own existence.  (If what it says is true, it should never have found itself a community 
of scholars, journals, theses, and students.)  What the meme explains best is itself—but 
only itself. This relentless little idea has replicated itself with extraordinary success.  But, 
tellingly, that is all it has done.  No one is actually using it to get any good intellectual 
work done.   All the meme is doing is replicating itself. 
 
The theory of memes is, among other things, a cautionary tale.  Refuse the patternedness 
of culture, and we reduce the world to episodes, the biographies of ideas driven by their 
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own compulsions as it were, oblivious to the presence of other ideas except as 
competitors.   
 
The problem is clear.  We need the notion of culture to study contemporary culture, but 
we must use it with due regard for its limitations.   We cannot suppose there is an 
embracing, integrated totality in place.   Plenitude makes this impossible.  Neither can we 
rush to the either extreme.  We cannot dispense with culture and all notions of 
integration.  The results, post modern or Dawkinsian, are disastrous.   
 
There first question must be: what are the totalities?  We know that there can be no 
embracing totality, no “culture” in the conventional sense of the term.  As we have seen, 
our world contains startlingly various and conflicting cultural meanings.  Punks and 
suburbanites, Vegans and meat-eaters, Jerry Springer and Bob Vila, Nancy Reagan and 
Nancy Spungen, we consist of worlds that are mutually exclusive.  If the beliefs of one 
are true, the beliefs of the other must be wrong headed, ill founded, and abominable. 
 
What we have instead of an embracing culture is something like a grid, a space in which 
difference is contained, played out, and kept from turning on itself.  This is not a question 
that troubles the post-modernists or the pluralism theorists but it is the kind to keep 
anthropologists up at night.  After all, it is anthropologists who have studied the North 
African suq where no weapons are allowed, because, in this cultural context, there is so 
much difference, and the difference is so flammable, that even the smallest irritation can 
turn into conflagration.498  I have proposed what are some of the characteristics of this 
grid in the section How Frightened Should We Be.  The grid depends on four things.  
rules of forbearance, rules of avoidance, rules of interaction (also called Goffman’s rules), 
and the market place. Sahlins presupposes a title for this grid, one that would help us 
contend particularly with its dynamism.  He calls it the “structure of the conjuncture.”499 
 
Within this grid, scaled well down, are little constellations, I think we can, and we must, 
see as organized and coherent.  One part implies other parts, several parts imply the 
whole.  The whole presupposes the part.  These constellations are objects-as-objects, 
ideas-as-ideas and some linkage between them.  Apparently, these objects and ideas travel 
together in packs.  Goths, preppies, line dancers, all of these are constellations of objects 
and ideas that prove mutually presupposing, bound by the same logic.  This is not to say 
that ideas or objects can only appear in one aggregation.  As we have seen the elements of 
the preppie look appear in three.   
 
We know these constellations do not include people.  This is the lesson, for me, of 
Plenitude 1.0.   And this was what was wrong with the use of the term species.  This was 
never very happy because of its natural history implications.  I was tempted by Benedict 
Anderson’s “imagined communities,” Diana Crane’s “invisible colleges,” and even 
“invisible communities.”500  But we use “communities,” and “colleges” to refer to 
constellations of human beings and it is precisely this third element that had to be 
removed from the equation.   
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As it turns out, gayness or gothness or, forgive me, line dancerness, never supply us with 
exhaustive, single, fixed or “tribal” identities.  They do not take up the whole of the 
individual, nor do individuals take up the whole of the identity.  At best, these 
constellation supply identities that are multiple and shifting.  We adopt them for some 
purposes and not for others.  We subscribe to several identities, frequently mixing and 
matching the definitional resources thereof.  As it turns out, we are a world not of 
competing, various species, but of competing, various specifications.  This is the theme of 
the next book of the Culture by commotion trilogy, Transformation.  I will develop it in 
detail there.501 
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How Not to Think about the Culture of Commotion 
 
There are three common ways to misunderstand the culture of commotion.  One of them 
is to treat it as “pop culture.”   In this reading, the culture of commotion becomes a 
fecund source of novelty of which no systematic account can be given.  What do Liz 
Phair, Bill Murray, Tricky, Ani DiFranco, and Jim Carrey have in common?  We can't 
really say.  We never try.  We are happy to see ourselves as a great post-modernist heap, 
as if each TV series, fashion designer, lunch box, beauty pageant, Christmas fad, singing 
sensation, and life-style experiment were a discrete event.  We are so enamoured of pop 
culture’s ability to generate novelty, we simply take the novelty for granted.  There can be 
no overarching idea. 
 
The second is to absolve yourself of the need to know.  Young fogeys are famous for 
dismissing recent developments in music, art, and movies on the grounds that it is all just 
so much nonsense the fails the lofty standards of the high culture (read high church) to 
which they’ve been summoned by the likes of Hilton Kramer and the other men and 
women who like to pretend they stand for standards and difficulty and, you know, Art and 
Culture.  The films of Hal Hartley, the art of Damian Hirst, the music of Daniel Lanois, 
the fashion of John Galiano don’t qualify.  But none is obscure, deliberately difficult, or 
uninfluential.  If there is any of this system still in place, all are likely to be treated well 
by history and rise to the status of high culture.  The young fogeys don’t care.  “I am 
absolved of staying in touch with contemporary culture, because it’s just so much self 
indulgent, simple minded, pap, isn’t it?  If it counts for something, Hilton will let me 
know.  Otherwise, I’m way behind on my Tom Clancy novels.”  The discourse here is 
almost always ripe with indignation.   
 
But then there are those who are hip to a fault.  This group absolves itself of everything in 
the contemporary world that is not current, that is not “hip.”  Tom Clancy novels?  I don’t 
think so.  Steven Speilberg movies?  Please.  Robin Williams?   I hate that man.  This 
group makes a fetish of letting the world know they don’t consume anything that’s 
mainstream.  (This may be the real fetishism of commodities.)  They take pains to tell us 
how much they hate television, Hollywood films, and best selling novels.  They like to be 
the first one out when fashionable things pass from fashion.  Chemical Brothers?  Please.  
The strategy is to get in early and get out early, before the “bridge and tunnel” crowd 
arrives.  Interestingly, tellingly, and, I think, damningly, this group likes nothing that has 
a mass audience.  Can everything mass be bad?  The discourse here is almost always thick 
with self congratulation.502  
 
Both groups live in a little, simpler world because they wish away everything that does 
not meet with their approval.  By an intellectual act of fiat, they declare patches of the 
world thule.  It is possible to make yourself a provincial, to shrink the world, to banish 
complexity, to deal with diversity by refusing to acknowledge it.  Certainly, people are 
entitled to alienate themselves from contemporary culture in this way.  What they are not 
entitled to do is then to pontificate on the state of contemporary culture.  We may not 
speak of what we do not know. 
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The third is the “gill net” approach.  In this mode, we seek to contain all the diversity of 
the culture of commotion with a single encompassing idea.  Sometimes this is a typology.   
Certainly they are good fun (and, sometimes, quite funny).   Gail Sheehy gives us nine 
categories, including “Turbulent Thirties” and “Serene Sixties.”503  Michael Adams gives 
us 12 categories, including “Thrill Seeking Materialists” and “New Aquarians.”504  There 
is too much variety for typologies to serve us, especially these.  (New Aquarians?)  
Twelve categories will not let us capture even the diversity of the world of gender, let 
alone the rest of the world.xxviii 
 

 

In the case of the global explanation, the writer seizes on one force, one cause, one factor.  
This was Christopher Lasch’s ill-fated inspiration when he choose narcissism as the 
explanation of the contemporary world.  This is better probably than the explanation of 
“class” to which old-fashioned Marxists still resort.  And certainly this was better than the 
notion of “status” used by other academics, following Veblen.   Marjorie Garber comes 
precious close to this when she reduces all of contemporary culture to a Freudian account.  
Baudrilliard has suggested simulacrum.505 
 
Consider Dumbing Down: Essays on the Strip-Mining of American Culture, recently 
published by Norton.506   The theme of this global explanation is that much of 
contemporary culture can be explained by the downward pressure of slipping standards.  
This is a favorite game for the intellectuals.507  There is really nothing intellectuals like to 
do more than wring their hands and talk about the decline of national standards.  It makes 
them feel so neglected—and important.  But for them, the final collapse of civilization.  
But for them, the deluge.   Plainly, in our moment of need, moments before we slip 
beneath the flotsam and jetsam of contemporary culture, we will reach out for…the 
forgiving grasp of the philosopher king.  We will ask the intellectual to put things right—
to save us from ourselves, to help us come to our senses and to see that, really, Virginia, 
we need them after all. 
 
This is a latter-day extension of the argument created by Newton Minow.   He’s the man 
who, in 1961, used the term “wasteland” to describe television.  He did so as John F. 
Kennedy’s appointee to the American Federal Communications Commission.  When not 
protecting the cultural needs of the nation, he was a senior partner of a blue chip law firm 
and a self-congratulatory opera fan.508  Of course, Minow was not much more than a 
mouth piece, as we shall see.  But he was an influential mouthpiece.  We hear his 
argument still.   
 
Minow was wrong.  Experts and other appointees proved unnecessary because people 
sorted things out for themselves.  It is relatively clear what happened.  As people grew 

                                                 
xxviii Mr. Adams wrote a letter saying that he was sorry I did not like his book.  I felt so badly, I amended 
this paragraph to make it less cruel.  But this is both soft headed and soft hearted.  Adams’ book appeared to 
me a piece of cynicism, merely bolting a new frame on the VALS chassis. (VALS stands for Values and 
Lifes Styles typology.  See for instance, Mitchell, Arnold. 1983. The Nine American Lifestyles: Who We Are 
and Where We're Going. New York: Macmillan.) 
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accustomed to television, film, and radio, they began to master its grammars and logic.  
New generations knew these media from birth, and understood them deeply.  The 
“wasteland” that was supposed to create drones and dupes had a very different effect.  It 
created individuals with what Buhle calls “a perceptual, cognitive, [and, we must add, 
interpretive] sophistication previously inconceivable.”509 
 
I have a response to the wasteland, a “children of a lesser god” argument.  If Hollywood 
and Burbank really were a “wasteland,” we should expect the most telling proof of its 
pathology to be evident in the homes of its producers.  If the producers, directors, writers 
of Hollywood and Burbank were truly engaged in an exercise in dumbing down, we 
would expect to see this not only in their figurative children (their scripts, their TV series, 
their movies), but also in their actual ones.   
 
The popular conception of Hollywood and Burbank is of course that it is a place of 
unparalleled pathology: drug consumption, child abuse, domestic abandonment, divorce, 
alienation, confusion.  We nod knowingly when we hear that Don Simpson, co-producer 
of Flashdance, Beverly Hills Cop, Top Gun, Days of Thunder, consumed spectacular 
quantities of cocaine, peanut butter, porn videos, and call-girl sex before his pre-mature 
death in 1996.510  And we can imagine what childhood in such a place must have looked 
like.  Perhaps something like the picture painted in Bret Easton Ellis’ Less Than Zero 
which succeeds in making the children of Hollywood sound like something out of the 
village of damned. 
 
There is no doubt that Hollywood has had more than its share of pathology.  But there are 
contrary indications.  One or two of the children of the wasteland managed not only to 
survive but to flourish: Robert Downey, Jr., Mira Sorvino, Jeff Bridges, Laura Dern, 
Michael Douglas, Jennifer Jason Leigh, Cuba Gooding, Jr., Albert Brooks, Penny 
Marshall, Christopher Penn, Amanda Plummer, Jack Nicolson, Molly Ringwald, Keifer 
Sutherland, Signourney Weaver, Mario Van Peebles, Ashley Judd, Carrie Fisher, Sean 
Penn, Spike Lee, Timothy Hutton, Melanie Griffith, Beau Bridges, Drew Barrymore, 
Alan Alda, Jodie Foster, Ron Howard, Rob Reiner, Francis Ford Coppola, Anjelica 
Houston.  One way or another, these are all products of the producers of the wasteland.  I 
begin the list with the most problematical name on it: Robert Downey, Jr.  Here surely is 
a troubled man.  Perhaps so.  Troubled but manifestly gifted, not quite the creature we 
would expect from a wasteland.511 
 
Dumbing Down is an act of dumbing down.   If the wasteland argument was dubious in 
the first instance, it grows ever more implausible.  There is good evidence that parts of 
the contemporary world are getting better, not worse.  Some television has improved 
steadily from its early “wasteland” days.  The standards of production, writing, acting, 
and directing are, in places, quite high; see the likes of NYPD Blue, ER, Homicide, 
Frasier, and several others.512    Indeed, we have seen a certain (forgive me) “smartening 
up” in contemporary culture.  This runs against all predictions, especially those from the 
hysterical Dwight Macdonald and other middleweights who built reputations by claiming 
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prescience they did not have.513   And it puts paid to the self-righteous condemnations of 
Dumbing Down as a global explanation.514 
 
The Dumbing Down argument is not wrong; it is merely partial—as every global 
explanation of the culture of commotion must be.  In the culture of commotion, there can 
be no single explanation of anything.  Yes, there is dumbing down.  American television 
is, in places, getting steadily worse.  To the surprise of some, Jay Leno became 
measurably less amusing and intelligent upon taking over The Tonight Show.  And there 
are pockets of true misery.  No one quite believed that there was much room to fall from 
the Dukes of Hazzard, but they were wrong.515   Jerry Springer has proven this.516  But 
just as surely, we have seen a “smartening up” unanticipated by the intellectuals.  In 
between, there are new qualities of kind and kinds of quality.xxix

 

 Intellectuals like the 
sweeping explanatory vista, but this is no longer possible in the culture of commotion.  
That they continue to search for it says how little they grasp the implications of plenitude.  

[2.0] There is pre-plenitude thinking everywhere.   The trend watchers, (account planners, 
journalists, pollsters, civil servants, political strategists, etc.) continue to act as if the 
world were still a place in which each new trend supplants the old one.  Certainly, this 
was once true.  The advent of the English sound of the Beatles and the Rolling Stones 
killed off the earlier world of rock and roll.  Suddenly, the Elvis cohort were just 
“greasers.”  Not now.  We have, at this writing, Flamenco, Swing, Electronica, to name 
just three, competing for a place in the world.  Interestingly, they will all find one.  It is no 
longer a zero-sum game.  It is no longer winner-takes-all.  We are a house of many 
mansions.  Pity the trend watchers who insist on putting all of their money on a single 
sound or fashion.  Pity the poor manager who must speak to a world so filled with diverse 
and changing tastes. 
 
Not-for-profit institutions are challenged by pre-plenitude thinking as well.  It is odd and 
interesting to listen to the typical conversation in a museum planning session.  Someone 
will observe what a “typical” museum-goer might wish to see in the way of an exhibit.  
Someone else will take issue with this by observing that the journalistic gatekeepers (the 
ones who write the reviews) are looking for something very different.  Someone else will 
push all of this off the table by making an impassioned case for what it is government 
paymasters care about.  Someone else will weigh in with what philanthropists or trustees 
respond to.  The conversation keeps starting over again.  “Oh, forget everything you’ve 
heard so far.  Here is the real constituency we have to care about.”  What’s wrong with 
this argument is that everyone is right.  All of these constituencies are crucial to the 
success of an exhibit.  To act as if choosing one means forsaking the others misses the 
point. 
 

                                                 
xxix Voting on this paragraph, as of September 18, 1998: 

exactly 15 convincing 1 possible 12 dubious 4 fatuous nonsense 3 
For an update: DumbDown . To vote & comment: DumbDown2. For comments: DumbDown3.  To return, 
click "Back." 

http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/votes.pl?topic=DumbDown�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/topics.pl?section=rummage&topic=DumbDown�
http://www.cultureby.com/cgi-bin/commente.pl?topic=DumbDown�
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Intellectuals continue to subscribe to a kind of “replacement model” when something 
closer to a “concatenation model” applies.  They proceed as if an innovation (cultural, 
social, or intellectual) must supplant what went before.  This is evident for instance in the 
idea of the paradigmatic shift, where the new paradigm forces the old one out of 
circulation.517  Certainly, there are moments when this is true.  Just as certainly it is 
wrong to assume that it is always true.  Thus, for instance, when Postman wrestles with 
the cultural implications of new media, he feels himself obliged to suppose that television 
supplants the “epistemologies” that went before.  “We are now a culture whose 
information, ideas and epistemology are given form by television, not by the printed 
word.”518   This is manifestly wrong.  We have not seen a shift from the “word-centered 
to the image-centered.”  We have simply added a new system.  The image did not replace 
the word.  It merely joined it.  Television and still new media like the Internet have 
changed the way we think.  But we will continue to use and think in and constitute 
ourselves in word-based systems.519  
 
We act as if there can be only one prevailing model, trend, fashion, or culture at a time.  
Once this was true.  As a culture, we allowed the new to push out the old.  But this is no 
longer the way we organize change.  The new now joins the old.  Things pile up.   Things 
add on.  We have gone from being a supplantative universe to an additive one.  And this 
means that we must give up our taste for monolithic arguments.  We must give up the 
anxious, futile search for the one perfect model that captures all but only the world before 
us.  It’s time to give up dumbing down.   
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Politicizing Plenitude 
 
In this section, I will show how plenitude has been taken hostage by political interests.  
As plenitude takes on a “hyper” quality, politicization becomes more costly.  It is, I 
believe, time to let the hostage go.520   
 
The Right and “Things Indifferent” 
 
It is not hard to render an anthropological account of where the Right stands and why it 
stands there.  There is a powerful sense that the world is going to hell in a hand basket.  
There is, apparently, anarchic, willful, recklessly individualistic behavior everywhere.  
There is evidence that we are losing touch with our most grounding and stabilizing 
traditions, that any kind of kook can give us advice on private and public life.521   The 
world feels tippy, puzzling, dangerous, and odd.   We have lives to create, children to 
raise, communities to build, futures to secure.  How are we to do this in a land of drive-by 
shootings, drugs in the playground, guns in the high school, lawlessness, godlessness, and 
an abiding sense that private and public security can no longer be guaranteed?  How are 
we to do it in a land of rock videos, Madonna concerts, Mapplethorpe exhibitions, gay 
pride parades, and a persistent sense that the rules of gender, decorum, and politesse have 
fled the land?  To make matters worse, efforts to deal with such a world are routinely 
mocked and ridiculed by mainstream press.522 
 
Plenitude is a unsettling prospect, I think, for everyone.  But for the Right it is compelling 
evidence that things have gone terribly wrong.  A well society is a stable society: 
composed, self-possessed, in control of itself.  By this reckoning, the constant speciation 
of social life is evidence of a deeper malaise.  Healthy societies do not throw off a 
constant succession of new groups.  They do not engage in constant reinvention.  
Plenitude, says the Right, is a sign we have lost touch with our founding traditions.  
 
The Right has targeted plentitude as the enemy.  Reverend Pat Robertson suggested that 
feminism “encourages women to leave their husbands, kill their children, practice 
witchcraft, destroy capitalism and become lesbians.”523  He declared the gay community a 
“pathology” and a “sickness.”   The Reverend Jerry Falwell somehow determined “God 
hates homosexuality.”524   
 
The Right is not always so unsophisticated, but it has been inclined to harbor misgivings 
about “outsiders.”  In his run for the Republican presidential nomination, Pat Buchanan 
called Mexicans “Jose” and emphasized each syllable of Ruth Bader Goldberg’s name.525   
Teenagers are asked to forgo the typical adventures of adolescence.  In the mythic vision 
of the Right, people live in a heterosexual, two-parent, one-marriage family, preferably in 
a freestanding house with a white picket fence.  (These houses are freestanding, perhaps, 
to show the family’s respect for property, individuation, and amour propre.  The fences 
signify, surely, the family’s intention to prevent the entry [or perhaps the exit] of James’s 
“multiplication of everything.”) 
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There is nervousness here—and a brute and thoroughgoing discomfort with difference.    
It is as if the Right can’t discriminate between difference that matters and difference that 
doesn't.  Teen fashions, rock lyrics, and certain prime-time TV shows are not differences 
that matter.  But with no operative theory of plenitude, the Right must dispute every 
departure from convention.  Worse, it must incline to moral panic.526   Surely some 
differences are, in the apposite language of the Protestant Revolution, a “thing 
indifferent”—in the larger scheme they do not matter.   A thing indifferent makes no 
difference; it may be allowed to stand. 
 
Again and again, the Right prohibits in a wide swath, where something more 
discriminating would do.  The effect is to make the community smaller and more brittle 
than it needs to be, and to make the Right an enemy (real or apparent) of the expressive, 
creative, sensual, and open-minded.  (This was the political advantage of a figure like Lee 
Atwater.  He was “proof” that Republicans were not repressed and life-denying.  P.J. 
O’Rourke has made a somewhat wittier contribution.  Whether the “party hearty” persona 
is properly read in this manner is another question.)  The ideological costs of error on this 
count are large.  It gives comfort and place to those who are narrow, provincial, small-
minded, and nervous—and antagonizes the rest. 
 
Effectively the Right is arguing what it has always argued—suffer this and the world will 
come undone.  “This” has been the vote for women, access to high culture for those 
without education, admission to law schools and medical schools for “outsiders.”  “This” 
was always made to seem the last defense of civilization, the innovation that would send 
the world into a downward spiral from which recovery was impossible.  
 
And…nothing happened.   In point of fact, the threatening outsider rarely proves an agent 
of chaos or the beginning of the end.  We have brought virtually all these differences on 
board, and nothing changed.  Civilization did not cease.  We will invent many more 
differences and absorb these, too.  The world of plenitude is as accommodating as it is 
generative.  And the voice of grave and magisterial caution is almost always mistaken.  
Admitting the “wrong” kind of people never makes the world come undone.527 
 
The Right deals with messiness and commotion badly. It suffers the debilitating illusion 
that small-town moralities are the way to contend with the challenges of the 
contemporary world.   Unable to grasp how much of plenitude is “a thing indifferent,” the 
Right allows itself to be taken hostage by the small-minded and the life-denying—radical 
Christians and young fogies both. 
 
One does not need to be a political strategist of much cunning to see that this bodes ill.  
As the world becomes more various, not just on the margin but at the center, the party 
that turns its back on difference asks for trouble.  And the world is becoming more 
various.  And it does so in the dens, bedrooms, and basements of the most middle-class 
homes in the most Republican suburbs.  The Right has relied on the press of the market, 
the rigors of instrumental individualism, to force a certain conformity of outlook and self-
expression.  But, as we have noted above, even this domain is slowly opening up and 
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cannot be relied upon to level differences forever.   The last great cause for conformity is 
giving way.  The Right will shortly lose the last factor that allows it to escape the 
consequences of its naiveté.   
 
Naturally, the Right has its own account of plenitude.  Here is William Bennett on his 
Washington stay as Secretary of Education: 
 

My wife Elayne and I…enjoyed wonderful evenings at the John F. Kennedy 
Center for the Performing Arts…but we were also on more than one occasion 
dismayed by some of what we saw at this revered center of Washington cultural 
life.528 

 
Here, and when he talks about “good art, good music and good books” that will “elevate 
taste and improve the sensibilities of the young,” Bennett betrays a wish to see the world 
as exemplary.  And he betrays a nervousness that the stage might be used for art that is at 
odds with higher values.  In this world, there is a single set of things to revere and the 
purpose of art is to encourage us in this reverence.   Art that departs from lifting hearts, 
minds, and the gaze to higher, nobler goals is “dismaying.”529 
 
In this world, the art of Robert Mapplethorpe, for instance, is an outrage.530 But Bennett’s 
difficulty is self-made.  It is only when art is supposed to have an elevating moral purpose 
that Mapplethorpe’s work is scandalous.  Bennett is right, I think, on many points and 
especially when he insists that we are a culture, a civilization, with its own traditions and 
standards.  He is right to insist that we preserve these traditions.  He is right to say we 
mustn’t make ourselves so accommodating of the values of others that we are unable to 
honor and realize our own.  The trick is to see that plenitude is our tradition.  It is one of 
the traditions of which we have the right to be most proud—not just the ability to endure 
differences, but the ability to make them.  The continual creation of difference, variety, 
and novelty  may be a signature gesture of our culture.  It is most certainly a defining 
characteristic as we enter the next century.   This is the tradition we must honor. 
 
No return to classical simplicities will make plenitude go away.   No purifying moral 
purpose will make art fit for Washington cultural life.  Art is already quite slow and 
confused enough in its response to the varieties of contemporary life.  To devote it to the 
celebration of an exemplary would simply remove it from usefulness altogether.   More 
important, to devote any political capital to the task of criticizing Mapplethorpe or 
controlling the public venues in which his work might be seen is ludicrously mistaken.  
This art is a thing indifferent. 
 
Pity the Right such a world.  For this is the wrong landscape from which to take one’s 
lessons, the wrong one on which to stake one’s ground.   It is better, wiser to look to the 
tutor of plenitude, city life.  Cities tell us that plenitude is inevitable and that it is, within 
certain limits, benign.  While the rural communities sought singleness, the city has 
always, blithely, created difference and variety.  The lesson of this experiment is clear: 
the cultivation of sameness is not needed to secure compliance to a larger set of values.  
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Cities work in spite of plenitude.  They work because of plenitude.  This is the symbolic 
landscape in which the real ideological lessons of the 21st century are to be found.531 
 
At the core of the Right’s difficulty with plenitude is the quiet conviction that anyone 
who departs from convention becomes dangerous and uncontrolled.  Interestingly, there is 
sound anthropology at work here.  The second stage of van Gennep’s three stages of ritual 
transition is the liminal one in which the individual is often seen to be a danger to 
him/herself and everyone around him/her.532  But this is just the second stage of the ritual.  
There is a third stage, that of incorporation, in which the individual returns to the world to 
embrace its conventions.   The Right acts as if the many groups thrown off by plenitude 
harbor an anarchic tendency, that people have become gays, feminists, line dancers, or 
Deadheads in order to escape morality.  This is not the logic of plenitude.  These people 
have reinvented themselves to escape a morality, not all morality.  New communities set 
to work immediately in the creation of new moralities.  Chaos does not ensue; 
convention, even orthodoxy, returns.  Liminality is the slingshot that allows new groups 
to free themselves from the gravitational field of the old moralities they must escape.  But 
it is almost never the condition that prevails once this liberation has been 
accomplished.533 
 
The Right is inclined these days to declare itself the true friend of tradition.  Tradition is  
the path to civic virtue and public morality.  It presents itself as champion of practices and 
values tested by time.  But the truth of the matter is that plenitude is a Western value and 
indeed the very author of many of the traditions being claimed by the Right.  The 
Protestant traditions the Right holds so dear come out of the spirit of plenitude that 
created first a Church distinct from Rome and then successive, ever more radical versions 
of Protestantism.   Plenitude was there in the beginning.  A return to tradition will not 
make it go away.  It is tradition. 
 
Furthermore, there is nothing in plenitude in and of itself that forces a retreat from the 
clarity of value and morality the Right holds so dear.   As Calinescu, drawing on Wayne 
Booth, observes, 
 

In the monist's implicit scale of values, unity, totality, simplicity, and universality 
obviously rank higher than multiplicity, fragmentation, intricacy, or diversity.  The 
scale of values of the pluralist will be tipped naturally in the opposite direction.  
But not necessarily so.  As suggested by Booth in Critical Understanding, the 
mere assertion of plurality does not preclude the possibility of introducing some 
kind of hierarchy among the many interpretations (or worlds) whose irreducible 
existence is recognized. 534 

 
But there is perhaps a more pressing, personal reason for the Right to rethink their 
attitude towards plenitude.  It is that every member of the Right must live in the world 
that plenitude has created for them.  They must endure families that change shape and 
form.  They must endure a workplace that is constantly reinventing itself.  They must 
somehow manage their own lives as notions of gender change continually, as notions of 



                                                                             McCracken, Plenitude 2.0, September 23, 1998, p. 138   

the self come and go.  The inhabitants of the Right must live in the world that plenitude 
has wrought.  They must make their peace with it.  Walling themselves in a perfect little 
house in a charming little town will not do.  This world is a fiction.  It has never existed.  
It can never be made to exist.  The wolf of plenitude has huffed and puffed and blown it 
all down. 
 
What the Right needs is what we all need—the ability to shift perspectives, honor 
differences, embrace the generative powers of plenitude.  For these generative powers 
cannot be diminished.  They will continue to fill up the world, to work and rework the 
body politic so that it becomes a web of endless possibilities.  New groups, entertaining 
new assumptions, creating new values, refusing all exclusions—these are inevitable.  We 
need the intellectual and moral flexibility to live in such a world.  There is no retreat to a 
single point of view.535   
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The Left and the Problems of “Diversity” and “Multiculturalism” 
 
The Left has made a great deal of its sensitivity to issues of gender, race, ethnicity, 
diversity, and multiculturalism—a sensitivity, it typically claims, the Right cannot 
imagine.  In fact, the Left has misapprehended and mismanaged these issues almost as 
consistently as the Right—with consequences every bit as grave.  
 
The Left has not always claimed a sensitivity on this score.  Plenitude was regarded by 
some as a barrier the revolution would have to sweep away.  In the words of Gellner, 
 

[T]he Marxists...thought universal and liberated man would emerge in the more 
tragic melting-pot of an impoverished proletariat, stripped by alienation of all 
specific attributes, and discovering, and implementing, true humanity through this 
historically imposed social nakedness.536 

 
And this is how socialist regimes were often judged.  They were seen to be so suppressive 
of difference that life was rendered in the favorite and damning adjective, “gray.”  More 
than the common ownership, a command economy, or state culture, this was the telling 
detail of the socialist regimes of the 20th century, the one that condemned them most in 
the eyes of a not always unsympathetic West.  This may not have been the most 
sophisticated grounds for political judgement, but for our culture, then and now, it was 
the most compelling.  Fairly or not, we damned these regimes as insufficiently various, as 
enemies of plenitude. 
 
It is only relatively recently that the Left has awakened to the possibilities of diversity.  
Cynical observers have said it did so precisely because the possibilities were 
so…possible.  Class had proven intransigent as an opportunity to mobilize dissent outside 
the system or leverage power within it.  Gender, ethnicity, and race looked more 
promising.   At this moment of first curiosity, the argument goes, the Left took up the 
cause of diversity more for pragmatic reasons than intellectual ones. 
 
The first symptom of difficulty is the narrowness with which diversity is defined.  The 
only real plenitude that counts in this scheme is that which has an explicitly oppositional 
quality.  Thus, women’s groups are “diversity,” country and western line dancing groups 
are not.   Both of these groups may equally engage the individuals within them, both may 
represent a substantial shift in cultural categories and social rules, both may mark 
differences that will continually breed differences, but it is only when the group is 
explicitly at odds with the mainstream that it qualifies as interesting. 
 
This makes for every kind of intellectual difficulty.  It means that no sooner has the Left 
embraced plenitude as something to be taken seriously than it forswears the better part of 
the phenomenon.  Intellectual difficulty begets political difficulty almost straight away.  
Earnest and pragmatic, the Left is almost always the last to know.  Innovations arise, 
blossom, put their stamp upon the world, but it is years before the Left takes notice.  
Restricted to political categories, wedded to fixity, it cannot glimpse the implications of 
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plenitude’s cultural developments.  This is true even of those who descend from the 
Frankfurt school and claim to care about contemporary culture.  I expect there is no one 
on the Left capable of giving a good account of line dancing, this despite the fact that this 
world is an interesting and dynamic site for the transformation of gender, class, outlook, 
and, yes, politics.  We may someday get such a study.  But there is a good chance it will 
demonstrate line dancing is really an expression of resistance or a well-constructed 
instance of false consciousness.  What we will not get is a study that begins with a simple 
respect for the innovations of plenitude, something to prepare the ground, if you must, 
before the political spade is driven in.537  
 
There is a deliberate narrowness to this definition of plenitude.  It is interesting to 
observe, for example, that the “Diversity Librarian” at the University of Michigan is 
responsible for collecting in the following areas: minority studies, sexual orientation 
studies, and multicultural studies only.538  This so diminishes the scope of the issue as to 
invite astonishment.  Diversity, as we have seen, overflows these categories.  Real 
diversity happens everywhere—outside the designated political categories of the Left and 
its intellectual categories as well.  To take account of this phenomenon opens theoretical 
challenges and political opportunities of which the Left has yet to take advantage. 
 
But there is a more chilling aspect to the Left’s notion of diversity.  Too frequently, it isn't 
very diverse.   No sooner has a gender, racial, or ethnic group been identified than it 
begins to be hedged in by orthodoxies and High Church rigidities.  George Wolfe is 
writer and director of Jelly’s Last Jam, the director of Angels in America, and producer of 
the New York Shakespeare Festival.  He is both Afro-American and gay.   In some 
communities, this definitional versatility is held against him. 
 

The American thought process about pop culture is so compartmentalized that the 
initial impulse is to be suspicious when the scene changes.  If I'm including 
something new, if there’s a play that has a gay theme, the response is, “He’s not 
black anymore, he’s doing that homosexual thing.” ... I heard that there were a 
bunch of black people going around saying, “Oh, he’s only doing that artsy, black 
intellectual stuff.  He’s not doing that real black stuff.”  Please.  So last year there 
were all these suspicions...because [I] was mixing and matching and putting it all 
in one room.539   

 
The same problem emerges on another score.  Kristal Brent Zook has complained that the 
black community is also sometimes unprepared to acknowledge the feminist self.  “Many 
in my generation intuitively understand that black women don’t always think or feel or 
even look black in the ‘authentic,’ stereotypical sense of the word.”540  I do not mean to 
single out the Afro-American community.  In a famous article on identity politics, Todd 
Gitlin takes issue with “silencing” practiced by a range of  groups.541  
 
There are genuine issues here that I do not want to obscure or underestimate.   The task of 
creating a new cultural category, of constructing a new species of social life, even in a 
culture devoted to plenitude, is daunting.  New groups must labor to find a voice, a style, 
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a concept that captures and begins then to construct a place in the world.  And they must 
do so in the face of hostility.  They must contend with the fact that existing categories are 
often designed to exclude from possibility (and even from imagination) the innovation 
they wish to create.  In the face of these challenges, the new group will be inclined, in 
some cases obliged, to insist on separation.  It will have grounds to resent those who 
wander in to “take a look”—who come as sight-seers rather than the truly committed.  It 
will have grounds to resent those who presume to steal its voice, trade in stereotypes, or 
otherwise misrepresent it in the general culture.  There will be good grounds for vigilance 
and ample cause for hostility. 
 
But plenitude is a restless creature.  It will not endure fixity.   It will not endure stasis.  It 
will not allow identity politics (or, increasingly, identity scholarship) to insist on certain 
orthodoxies because these are “good to think” and variously clarifying of what the 
emergent group might become.  Plenitude resists conformity, orthodoxy, conventions, and 
rules.542  The transgressive energies out of which new groups come will continue to 
course through them even after the moment of creation.  We cannot close Pandora’s box 
behind us.  And this is the last thing we would want to do.  Plenitude is breaking through 
the orthodoxy imposed by a middle-class, centrist, bourgeois society, and with this 
change comes opportunities of liberation of every kind.  To resist this force is not just 
pointless.  It is wrong. 
 
Plenitude is a force for the infinitely divisible.  It will use groups as its vehicle as long as 
this is possible, and then individuals the moment it must.  Plenitude has found a friend in 
individualism.  When the Left insists on the primacy of the group over the individual, it 
commits an error from which there is no recovery.543  Plenitude makes the individual the 
locus and an engine of much of its innovative activity.  It will happily create a world that 
is an addition of individuals.544  Groups will cease to matter.  Pity the ideological 
operation that has put groups, and especially particular groups, at the center of the 
exercise.545 
 
But there is another troubling problem.  Everyone must necessarily belong to many 
groups.  We may be gay, but we must also be many other things.  Necessarily we are only 
one kind of gay among many, and almost certainly we will not be that kind of gay for 
long.  The Left presupposes a world in which certain definitions of the individual are 
privileged and frozen into place. The irony is that the Left has used the idea of diversity to 
attack the idea of difference.  This leaves it hopelessly at odds with the world plenitude 
has wrought.  (To return to “a gay reaction”, click here.) 
 
In sum, Right and Left have not distinguished themselves on the issue of plenitude.  Both 
of them can claim certain victories in this decade.  But neither party has got this issue 
right.  Never mind.  Plenitude will have its way with them as well.546  
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How Frightened Should We Be?  
 
Our world is filling up with differences.   And this is a good thing, for some of these 
differences advance the cause of human dignity.  Plenitude embraces those who would  
otherwise be persecuted for their difference.   Better, plenitude dispenses with 
“permission.”  No one needs the liberal generosity of the mainstream to exist.  It is 
enough merely to stake a claim and occupy it.  Plainly, this is to the good. 
 
But plenitude should also give us pause.   It has a darker side, as we have seen.  It is 
capable of creating horrifying aberrations.   Plenitude allows (encourages?) the 
“mustering” of paramilitary groups who cultivate their own deeply skewed notion of the 
world.  It forgives (encourages?) a world so decentered, so without powers of withering, 
that even the bombing of federal office buildings in Oklahoma City can seem plausible.   
Plenitude permits (encourages?) the monstrous.   
 
We have a choice.  Plenitude can create the glorious or the monstrous.  It depends on 
what we do with difference.  It depends on what difference becomes for us.   
 
Traditionally, difference has been a path to identity paved with hostility and antagonism.   
It has given us a recipe for action: find the odd person, the odd group, the odd nation, the 
odd culture, and then: mock, repudiate, assault, and, often, exterminate.  (Stalin, Mao, 
Hitler, Amin, Pol Pot eliminated difference by eliminating people, tens of millions of 
them.  They made our century a slaughterhouse.)  This approach to difference has used it 
to sharpen identity through contradistinction   We are what the other is not.  Worse, our 
path to definition may be found through acts of differentiation, antagonism, and hostility 
against the other.  
 
By this reckoning, things look rather grim.  More difference can only mean more 
antagonism.  If we are filling up with differences, we will find ourselves surrounded by 
otherness and increasingly called upon to challenge it.   New and emerging identities will 
put our own in question.  Our identity will depend upon the defacement of their identity.   
Plenitude’s world has the potential to make us smaller, meaner, more loathing, and more 
loathsome.   And we are the God-fearing folk.  It will be worse for others, the bigots and 
the hatemongers.  These people will find themselves so provoked by the rising tide of 
plenitude that any act of opposition will seem tolerable (and psychologically necessary).  
In the small scale, they will persevere in “fag bashing.”  On the large, they will target still 
more federal buildings.    
 
But there is another way to use difference: as a definitional opportunity.  We say of 
otherness, “Wonder what that’s like?”  We venture out and try otherness on.  This has 
always been the spirit of Mardi Gras and other liminal moments.  But I think there is 
good evidence that our entire culture is shifting in a transformational direction.547  More 
and more, we are prepared to try on difference, to test it out.   
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This is a new approach to difference, one that completely shifts the field of assumptions.  
In the old model, we use difference to push off against.  We are not what the other is.  In 
this new transformational model, we use difference as a definitional opportunity.  We use 
it as a shape to try on and act out.  Our most fundamental reflexes are rewired.  When we 
see a new species of social life (Dennis Rodman, say) we no longer say, “Weirdo!  Get 
’em!”  We say, “Um, that’s pretty strange.  What it’s like to be like that?”548   We move 
from difference as contradistinction to difference as definition.  We move from difference 
as sharpening to difference as shaping.  Difference is less and less for “pushing off,” and 
more and more for “trying on.” 
 
As plenitude takes hold of us, we can move in two quite different directions.  We can 
pursue the old course, the one that uses difference as cause for alarm, hostility, and 
contest.  We can pursue the new course, the one that uses differences as cause for 
transformational opportunity.  Almost certainly, we will pursue both.  (I believe we’re 
doing that now.)  And this too will prove, as everything seems to, yet another engine for 
our plenitude. 
 
There is a second reason to be frightened.  Plenitude challenges our most fundamental 
ideas of social and political association.  What becomes of the “common good” in a body 
politic that has precious little in common?  What happens to the “community” when it 
fills up with differences?  How can we hope to act in concert when we are speciating so 
intensively and so extensively? 
 
I wish I had a clever answer.   What I have instead are four sneaking suspicions.   We can 
think of these as the twist ties that gather up the diversity of the contemporary world.  
They are forbearance, avoidance, Goffman’s rules, and the market place.549   
 
[2.0]  Forbearance comes in many forms.  Some of these are as lofty as the tolerance that 
springs from the golden rule: do unto others as you would have them do onto you.  Some 
are as rough and ready as the 60s slogan: different strokes for different folks.  Whatever 
the origin or the language, we are prepared to deploy some version of forbearance and 
say, “it’s not for me to say how you should live your life—especially if it does not 
impinge on how I have chosen to live mine.”   As Wolfe has discovered, 
 

[M]iddle-class Americans are reluctant to pass judgment on how other people act 
and think.550 

 
One of the many, contradictory, values of Western societies is a certain liberality.  
Sometimes, we delight in openness and encourage everyone to make their own choices.  
But even when we are not generous with others, we insist on liberality for ourselves.  We 
will make our own choices.  We expect choice to happen and, within certain conditions, 
we are prepared to live with the consequences.551 
 
When forbearance fails us, avoidance steps in.  In his extraordinary study of the suburb, 
Baumgartner discovered that a “relative indifference,” as he calls it, is the chief modality 
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of conflict resolution in the home and on the street.552  “I don’t know who you are, I don’t 
know what you’re doing.  Happily, it doesn’t matter what I think.  Proceed.  One thing, 
though: leave me out of it.”  This is the (somewhat extended) slogan with which we 
manage life in heterogeneous social circumstances. 
 
There is something beyond avoidance.  These are the invisible rules of interaction that we 
might call “Goffman’s rules” in honor of Erving Goffman who did so much to illuminate 
and publicize them.  Goffman’s rules might be called “civility,” if this term were not so 
limited, loaded, class-specific, and problematical.  In fact, civility is a sub-set of 
Goffman’s rules.  Only some members of a community are likely to know the rules of 
civility.  All of them will know Goffman’s rules.  Civility, as the novels of Jane Austin 
demonstrate, is remarked upon, cultivated, performed and judged by particular classes.  
Goffman’s rules are, on the other hand, are invisible, widely shared and observed, if at all, 
chiefly when broken. 
 
We have already talked about turn-taking as a case in point.  All of us know the rules of 
turn-taking and we all know how to observe these rules with surprising agility.  
Interestingly, these rules are roughly similar across groups and their commonality does 
nothing, apparently, to blunt an otherwise robust sense of difference.  This is to say that 
both punks and social matrons share these rules without any sense of commonality or 
community.  But it is precisely these rules that operate to make communication work 
across species.  Without them, everything the postmodernists claim would be true.  As it 
turns out, punks and matrons can have a pretty interesting, entirely intelligible 
conversation.  Goffman’s rules may be one of the secrets of plenitude.  Our diverse 
society may work precisely because there are invisible cultural rules that helps shape 
social life and evoke coherence even as species otherwise take leave of one another. 
 
There is one glorious exception to this observation.  It seems to be that every emergent 
species, and especially every outlaw group, chooses to attack at least one Goffman rule. 
And well they might.  Goffman’s rules are the hiding place and the breeding ground for 
some of the most hegemonic constraints of the old order.  As we learned early in the most 
recent manifestation of the feminist revolution, gender asymmetry was secreted in the 
small gestures of interaction between men and women: the direction of the gaze, turn 
taking, body posture, tone of voice, facial expression, ritual gestures.  This was the 
language of super and subordination and it had to be rooted out for the revolution to 
continue.  (I sometimes think that holding doors open became a short-hand for all the 
other gestures of apparent deference that proved upon our closer scrutiny to carry a 
different charge.) 
 
As part of the work of feminism, women have broken rules of non-verbal behavior to 
demonstrate and to claim the liberties of feminism.  In the song Tiger, Paula Cole says, 
“I’ve left the girl I was supposed to be and/Someday I’ll be born/I’m so tired of being 
shy/I’m not that girl anymore/I’m not that straight A anymore/Now I want to sit with my 
legs wide open and/Laugh so loud that the whole damn restaurant/Will turn and look at 
me…”553   In Dilate, Ani DiFranco says, “when i need to wipe my face/i use the back of 
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my hand/and i like to take up space/just because i can/and i use my dress /to wipe up my 
drink/i care less and less/ what people think.”554  To break these rules is to open the 
definitional envelope, it is to engage in the task of reinventing femaleness. 
 
Hippies, past and present, break rules about the use of public space by parking themselves 
on sidewalks to eat or write.  Skaters delight in invading “personal space” by daring fly-
bys, and violating public space by turning public fountains and office plazas into stunt 
pavilions.  Punks break rules of self presentation, deliberately using safety pins to violate 
the inviolate body and spitting to violate the inviolate audience.555  The gay pride parade 
and the Michigan’s Womyn’s Music Festival might be read as an exercise in Goffman 
rule-breaking, the better to protest stereotypes and refashion gender categories.556  
Generation X has rewritten aesthetic rules thoroughly.  (More on this in the discussion in 
Transformation on Liz Phair and Ani DiFranco).   
 
But this is a strategic and short-term departure.  New species generally accept other rules, 
leaving them not only untouched but invisible.  This is a selective departure.  And I 
believe it is short-term.  No sooner has the Goffman rule been reformed than it has been 
allowed to slip once more beneath the surface of consciousness.  Species will break 
Goffman’s rules, but eventually this body of shared meanings is returned to good, shared, 
and invisible working order.  
 
Finally, and this will please no one, there is the marketplace.  This is the lingua franca of 
the contemporary world.  As long as we can meet somewhere in the exchange of 
something for the benefit of someone, we have a foundation that can sustain plenitude.557   
 
But it is something more than a simple matter of economic exchange.  It is also a matter 
of semiotic exchange.  Money is the key.  It is a transparent value system, one that allows 
us to shuffle meaning from one object to another, to turn it on and off.  With money has 
the universal reckoning of relative values, it is now possible, in a manner of speaking, to 
perform a magical act of transformation.  We establish an equivalence between bars of 
soap and cans of paint.  There is now a giant equivalence table that can show us the 
relative value of an hour of accounting in Milwaukee and a brick in a garden wall in 
Tuscany.   This is a system of extraordinary suppleness, versatility, and range. 
 
The value of such a thing in any society is manifest.  Now anything can be turned into 
anything for the purposes of exchange.  But for a plenitude society, the value is greater 
still.  For now we can have many communities of meaning and still a single community 
of interest.  Value can slide from something I care about (aluminum siding, say) to 
something you care about (fees for golf club membership.)  You don’t have to like 
aluminum siding to exchange it for something you care about very deeply.  And I don’t 
have to like and understand golf clubs to seize upon them as a way to get at that most 
beautiful of housing materials.   
 
A market place lets diverse, heterogeneous communities interact with one another 
without ever having to get to know or like one another.  As long as there is just enough 
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mutual intelligibility for both parties to identify what it is the other needs to be persuaded 
to surrender what they want, the deal, as they say is, done.  More to the point, the deal and 
the larger collectivity that eventually depends upon it, is possible. 
 
I understand that this is a provocative position, and, for some, a lunatic one.  There are 
those who say the marketplace is the enemy of plenitude and of the realization of human 
potential.  Those who can endure the marketplace insist that capitalism is the problem.  
And those who will endure capitalism say that it is the consumer culture that is at fault.  
This last culprit is said to narrow choice, falsify needs, poison consciousness, blunt 
creativity, and block the real exploration of humanness that plenitude might otherwise 
make possible.   
 
I acknowledge this argument with reservations.  After all, say what you will about the 
marketplace, capitalism, and the consumer culture, they have got us this far.  They have 
allowed for the Cambrian explosion we see around us.  Some will say that some plenitude 
has happened in spite of, in the teeth of, capitalism and consumerism.  Others will argue 
that there may be a place where the consumer culture “runs out” and that the next stage of 
plenitude will demand its collapse.  (We might argue that the “alternative movement” in 
contemporary music and art is best read just this way. )   
 
But the striking thing from an anthropological point of view is that capitalism is a little 
like plenitude.  For many purposes, it doesn’t care (or specify) what must happen, just 
that something does.  There was a time in the history of computers when we talked about 
how small was the “kernel” a program demanded.  We wanted something small and 
generative that could manage with as little memory as possible.  In a sense, capitalism is 
like this.  It demands relatively little space.  From relatively few assumptions any number 
of outcomes prove possible.   It is, forgive the pun, so “economical.”   
 
There was a period of confusion in the history of capitalism when this was not clear.  In 
the 1950s in particular it appeared that the marketplace could only work if producers and 
consumers participated in monstrous acts of conformity and containment.  But the 1960s 
demonstrated the falsity of this assumption.  Capitalism doesn’t appear to need certain 
kinds of conformity.  Indeed, as we enter the 1990s, capitalism appears happiest and most 
productive when certain conformity rules do not apply.   Things that seemed essential in 
1955 (e.g., what the neighbors thought) turn out to be “things indifferent.”  
 
From another point of view, one that I do not wish to obscure, this is all perfect nonsense.  
The economistic mentality contains a toxin that puts plenitude at risk.  As long as the 
entire enterprise depends on a “means-end” rationality and an instrumental logic, there 
are certain acts of imagination and invention that may not be allowed to happen.  Just as 
clearly, the true creative powers of the species are held in check.  The expressive 
potentials and the instrumental imperatives of capitalism are daily at odds with one 
another.  They collide every time creative teams in Hollywood, Madison Avenue, 
Broadway, or Burbank sit down with “suits” who demand deference to the monarch ROI 
(as “return on investment” is called—usually without a trace of irony).   To this extent, 
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the marketplace is the enemy of plenitude.  It is reductive, diminishing, and 
antiplenitudinous.   As the phrase has it, it all comes down to money.   
 
I accept this but I cannot ignore the fecundity I see around me.  Capitalism has endured, 
enabled, perhaps provoked the speciation we see around us.  It is, as we have noted, 
particularly unparticular.  It doesn’t care what it does.  It doesn’t care what we do.  The 
strangleholds of hierarchies and elites count for less and less.  And capitalism is nothing 
if not transformational.  It is capable of astonishing cultural transformations, including, 
for instance, turning labor into soap, soap into solicitude, solicitude into gender, gender 
into society, and society back into soap.558   And it is restless, inventive, and novelty 
seeking.  (Or is this just the modernism within?  More on this in book 3.)  It throws off 
innovations ceaselessly.  The consumer culture is a cause and a consequence of plenitude.  
Certainly, there are some cultural and social arrangements it will not allow.  Just as 
certainly, there is a truly breathtaking array it will.  As the phrase might have had it: it all 
comes up from money. 
 
I can’t solve this issue.  But I do wish to show, in a way that social scientists (even under 
the influence of Simmel and Polanyi) normally do not, that capitalism is not always the 
villain of the piece.  I wish to show that it is often as much the agent of plenitude as its 
enemy.  This is especially important to grasp when we are wrestling with our options in a 
society fully captivated by plenitude.  For it is clear that as our speciation goes forward 
we are going to need something—warts and all.  Capitalism may not be a baby we can 
afford to lose with the bath water. 
 
We see already that capitalism reaches across cultures quite successfully.  I do not want to 
ignore the horror of colonialism but observe that Japanese and American businessmen 
routinely conduct mutually satisfactory business deals without necessarily undoing the 
cultural differences that exist between them.  Once more, capitalism does not care about 
these differences—they are truly “things indifferent.”  What works across the cultures 
appears to be working within cultures—at least within the culture of commotion.  As our 
own species multiply, we continue to have something in common.  Capitalism provides 
the few and unspecific instructions that allow discourse to happen without specifying, 
within certain limits, what must transpire. 
 
We have reason to be frightened of the world that plenitude is constructing for us.  But it 
is also true that there may be a net to catch us when we fall.  Plenitude will continue to 
spin off more, and more different, species of social life, but that does not mean that we 
are headed to Lasch’s Hobbesian war of all against all.  It doesn’t mean that we are 
headed towards a postmodernist world in which meanings collapse, evaporate, or collide.  
It doesn’t mean that commonality cannot be fashioned.  It doesn’t mean that these 
different species cannot work out some system of mutual recognition that leaves their 
differences uncompromised.  The marketplace is not a perfect solution.  It is never a 
pretty solution.  It is rarely a just solution.  But it is rather better than the alternative—a 
tyranny or tower of Babel we cannot survive.559   
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Finally, I think the thing we most have to fear is amnesia—our well-practiced ability to 
forget what we know about ourselves.  We come to terms with one part of the culture of 
commotion (what is happening to gender, say), but we forget this when we take up 
another part (what is happening to spiritual belief).  And we forget both of these when we 
sit down to contemplate the tremendous innovations taking place in the worlds of 
scholarship, business, or art.  By systematically forgetting what we know about the 
disparate pieces of our society, we never have to come to terms with the revolution that is 
taking place throughout it.  Huyssen has called us a “culture of amnesia,” and we are 
especially that when it comes to reckoning with the plenitude in our midst.560    
 
The real danger is that by insisting on the partial view, by selectively forgetting what we 
know, we need never come fully to grips with the new realities of our world.  And it is 
this amnesia that frightens me most.  Plenitude is upon us.  It will not go away.  It will 
continue to transform everything about us.  It is time to see it whole.561 
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Plenitude as Profession 
 
We can imagine Plato on a summer night’s stroll in Athens, the air around him alive with 
an endless variety of winged creatures.   These creatures don’t always capture our 
attention (and perhaps this is because we come from a culture that is eliminating species 
at the rate of 25 a day).  But they captured his.  The sheer profusion of life.  It demanded 
explanation and he obliged us: plenitude.  A force of nature for the creation of nature.   
 
A summer night’s stroll in 1851 in England must have had something of the same effect.  
The English had by this time harvested certain flora and fauna into extinction, but there 
were still creatures aplenty.  And now that Linnaeus had made it possible, the English set 
to discovering, naming, and classifying them with a passion.562   Field and desk experts 
worked in close collaboration, the former seeking out examples, the latter finding a place 
for them in the great Linnaean scheme.  As a shoemaker working impossibly long hours, 
Thomas Edward could only collect his specimens at night.  He would work until dark, 
sleep on the spot, and collect more at dawn.  Gilbert White, working without colleagues, 
publications, or training, made himself an exquisitely careful and accomplished observer 
of the natural world around him.  The new field of natural history brought forward 
remarkable acts of self-sacrifice and scholarship.563 
 
But this was not a passion for experts only.  An entire nation took to the topic.  Ordinary 
publications on the species of field, stream, and coastline were selling at the rate of 
100,000 copies a week.  The English so loved specimens from the seashore, they stripped 
parts of it clean.  In the 19th century, England was nearly a nation of naturalists.  Almost 
everyone was taking part.  “Every Victorian young lady, it seemed, could reel off the 
names of twenty different kinds of fern or fungus, and every Victorian clergyman 
nurtured a secret ambition to publish a natural history of his parish….”564   
 
It’s not as if the study of 20th century plenitude has no precedent.  Why not a nation of 
observers of the social world that mirrors the Victorian study of the natural one?  Why 
not “field” observers—individuals who keep an eye out for the telltale signs that 
announce the appearance of a new species, the small changes in patterns of speech, 
clothing, body language, assembly, attitude, outlook, music, reading, aesthetics?  Why not 
“desk” observers—individuals who examine field reports from several sources, looking 
for the larger pattern.  The Internet gives us a new technology that allows for acts of 
cooperation and contribution of which the Victorians could not dream. Why not a 
marriage of 19th century passions and contemporary technologies? 
 
Obviously, our study of plenitude can’t look exactly like the English one for several 
reasons.  As Barber tells us, the English were keen on natural history because it was 
thought to be morally uplifting, a good source of exercise, and a fine excuse for 
gentlemen to shoot things.  Also, there are no grounds to suppose that the plenitude of the 
20th century could be ordered in the comprehensive, illuminating manner Linnaeus 
supplied.  And this means in turn that there is no tidy set of categories to inform the field 
and desk observer. 



                                                                             McCracken, Plenitude 2.0, September 23, 1998, p. 150   

Most important, natural species do not mind being studied and collected; social species 
almost always do.   The study of 19th century plenitude was a part of an Imperial passion 
for control, containment, and possession that was so much the spirit of the age.  None of 
this sits well in our case—not least because many of our new species are constructed 
precisely to take issue with, deliberately to defy and potentially undo, the culture of the 
mainstream.565   
 
English motives in the study of 20th century plenitude would be presumptuous, 
patronizing, and wrong.  This is clear in Jonathan Raban’s treatment of social life on the 
Mississippi (Old Glory) and again in Bill Bryson’s study of the American Midwest (Lost 
Continent).566  In both cases, the author exerts himself to find something risible about the 
people around him and would have us join him as he rolls his eyes in quiet horror at the 
patent absurdity of their behavior.  These studies play plenitude “for laughs.”   They give 
us caricature when what we want is Audubon.567  Nineteenth century attitudes will not 
serve us.  This is, to reverse the polarity of Said’s work, a simple case of Occidentalism, 
where Western societies are held up for self-serving mockery and precious little 
illumination.568 
 
It is also true that the English model of scholarship will not work for our purposes.  Many 
of the constructions of the 19th century looked a little like a spider’s web.  Presiding at the 
center was a grave scholar—the American anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan (1818–
1881), the English etymologist James Murray (1837–1915), the English biographer Leslie 
Stephen (1832–1904)—and around him were arrayed hundreds, sometimes thousands, of 
educated amateurs from whom contributions would be solicited for the great man to 
organize and find a system in.  Thus did Morgan, Murray, and Stephen piece together 
Systems of Consanguinity, the Oxford English Dictionary, and the Dictionary of National 
Biography, respectively.569   
 
The trouble with this model is that it insists too much on the authority of the scholar at 
the center and gives too little credit (in the form of respect or acknowledgement) to the 
tributary amateurs.  The decline of hierarchy and the rise of an unusually talented and 
passionate lay public that have done so much to encourage plenitude also establish 
hopeful conditions for its study.  Morgan, Murray, and Stephen cannot supply a model for 
the collective study of our plenitude, but they demonstrate the possibility of such a thing.   
 
The present practitioners of the art of studying plenitude leave something to be desired as 
well.   Journalists, market researchers, designers, pollsters, politicians, retailers, and the 
entertainment industries all keep an “ear to the ground.”570  The problem here is often that 
Victorian depth of study or care of observation is nowhere to be found.  Many are too 
quick to rush their insights to market to give us much assurance.  And there is a “one-off” 
quality about the exercise.  Once a new species has been splashed about the paper or 
paraded before the client, inquiry stops, attention wanders, curiosity moves elsewhere.  
The new species once noted, will never be returned to.   If the Victorians were too dour, 
too hierarchical for our purposes, certain contemporary observers are surely too glib and 
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too easily distracted.  The study of plenitude deserves a richer body of motives and a 
deeper fund of curiosity.  
 
One solution exists already in the form of the “FAQ.”   In this case an individual takes it 
upon him or herself to answer the most “frequently asked questions” asked by visitors to 
a Web site or by participants in a mailing list or newsgroup.  This can result in detailed 
and interesting ethnographic documents.  To take just two examples, Peter Wake has 
given us an excellent treatment of goths, as Stephen Martin has of skinheads.571   And 
these FAQs can be interactive and cooperative in a way that the Victorian model was not, 
as Chris Hilker’s FAQ on raves demonstrates.572  There is no substitute for this kind of 
reporting.  It establishes an important foundation of the study of the contemporary world.  
We need to encourage the spirit of the FAQ.  We need more FAQs and FAQs that go 
deeper.  We need them to address issues they leave untouched.  We need the spirit of 
FAQ to run right through the world of plenitude, so that we are preparing these 
documents even when not accommodating puzzled visitors to a Web page. 
 
[2.0] Another solution exists in the Zine.   In this case, the individual takes it upon him or 
her self to document some part of the world in the pages of a periodical of their his or her 
making.  In the definitive, Zines: Notes from underground and the politics of alternative 
culture, Duncombe defines the zine as a “noncommercial, nonprofessional, small-
circulation magazine…which their creators produce, publish, and distribute by 
themselves”573 and offers up an extraordinary portrait of a world that has surpassed 
science fiction and punk roots to issue in a “hyperspecialization” of titles that address 
every manner of theme and topic, most of them, as Duncombe points out, both personal 
and alternative in nature.574 
 
For our purposes, the trouble with zines is their intense inward focus.  They do capture as 
precisely as the ethnographer could wish the voice, the sensibility, the aesthetic and the 
worldview of the writer.  But they are, in some sense, the perfect opposite of the FAQ.   
For what they capture is, usually, the writer talking to him or herself, not to an audience 
for whom, it is understood, assumptions and presuppositions must be supplied.  Zines can 
verge on the solipsistic.  In a hundred years, scholars will have to labor to make them 
speak.  But the best zines, for our purposes, can be astonishingly useful windows on new 
species of social life.575 
 
But the documentation of plenitude cannot come merely from the members of the 
communities in question.  Clearly, this solves the moral problems (“by what right, for 
what purpose do you study me”) and the indignation ones (“who are you to study me”).  
But it opens still other ones that have bedeviled anthropology and literature.576  But the 
FAQ route threatens a solipsistic universe in which we can only know (or at least report 
on) what we know by immediate experience—a morality as wrong and as nutty as the 
empiricism it resembles. 
 
In a perfect world, one in which the university community embraced the study of 
contemporary culture instead, as it more often does, of resisting it, we would have 
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university classes devoted to the surveillance of popular culture; to spot, classify, and 
illuminate new social species.  In a less perfect world, we would have at least a class of 
individuals who, in the manner of the short-wave radio enthusiast or amateur astronomer, 
undertake the lonely work of scanning the world for new voices, comparing notes and 
addresses with other listeners.  We have something like this in the impressive 
accomplishment of Nathaniel Wice and Steven Daly who have almost single-handedly 
documented large patches of the contemporary world.577  
 
Web diaries represent a third option.  These have a Pepys potentiality to them.578  Great 
patches of contemporary culture are being committed to the internet where we must hope 
they remain.579  There is an astonishing amount of activity here, including Open Pages, “a 
community of people who share their everyday lives on line.”  This webring links the 
journals and diaries of “300 diverse lives—geeks and artists, believers and survivors, 
parents, addicts and more.”580  Founded in 1996, Open Pages is already throwing off 
companion sites (e.g., ’burbs581).  Sometimes diaries are the work of collectives.  
Geekcereal was dedicated to documenting the lives of “seven geeks embroiled in 
SanFrancisco’s booming multimedia scene.  Eerily, activity abruptly ceases on October 
24, 1997.582 
 
We are seeing the creation of sites such as The Diary Project.583   
 

We invite YOU to record your thoughts and experiences. Write as freely as you 
would in your own journal. Entries can be posted anonymously or with first names 
and ages attached.  We'll gather entries through the millenium and beyond to 
record a collective voice of young people as they approach the next century.  The 
goal of The Diary Project is to make this an interactive Website so that young 
people can communicate amongst themselves, inspiring themes and ideas for 
discussion.  We look forward to hearing from you.  

 
Whew!  Could this be more patronizing?  What doYOU think?  Yes, ME, too.584  
 
Diary work begins to blur into documentary filmmaking in the work of The American 
Documentary which is producing P.O.V. and a video diary series called E.C.U. (Extreme 
Close-Up).  This project is designed to capture “unfolding first-person accounts” recorded 
on Hi-8 cameras for public broadcast television.585  Prices of cameras and editing decks 
continue to fall.  Ease of use continues to rise.  Video instruments for recording our 
culture are now within the reach of a large group. We shall see what people shoot and 
hope that it gets our culture into the public record.586 
 
We need to encourage the archivists among us.  Brewster Kahle, author of the Wide Area 
Information Server and the effort to document the Internet must be one of our heroes.  
Rick Prelinger, who has single-handedly saved a large number of industrial, educational, 
amateur, and advertising films from destruction, must be another.587  There is a world of 
materials that are disappearing as we speak.  The Swedish have the SAMDOK project.  
Periodically, they will appear on someone’s doorstep and say, “can we come in a 
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document one of your rooms.  No, don’t clean up.  Leave everything just the way it is.”  
The English once did something like this—more extensive and less intensive, I think.588 
 
There is the Media Resources Center at the Moffitt Library, University of California 
Berkeley.  This has rich materials for the documentaries and movies of the 1960s and still 
richer materials for popular culture, including student projects, small circulation 
documentaries, advertisements now otherwise lost, and other materials.  There does 
appear to be a certain preoccupation with Berkeley’s 1960s heyday and it is not clear that 
the Moffitt Library continues to encourage or collect more recent materials.589  The 
Library of Congress continues to evidence an interest in popular culture.590  Neither of 
these august institutions shows a SAMDOK depth of curiosity. 
 
As the head of the Institute of Contemporary Culture in the early 1990s, this sort of thing 
was my job.  For instance, as our first act of office, Nick Harney and I spent several days 
documenting the life of a musician in Toronto.  In 10 hours of video tape, he describes his 
music, his surroundings, his life, and particularly the material culture he had used to help 
invent his breathtaking departures from mainstream society.  The Royal Ontario Museum, 
of which the Institute was a part, was not amused.  “Why would we want to know about 
him?” asked an Institute board member with distaste.  When I suggested that our next 
topic might be the life of a society matron, distaste turned to hostility and I knew my days 
were numbered.591  
 
A final option may exist in the work of the Mining Company (www.miningco.com) 
which has appointed “guides” to monitor portions of the web.  These guides become 
defacto experts, shaping even as they observe, directing as much as they document.  This 
idea has great promise, but it is not clear that Guides have mustered the courage or been 
given the liberty to take a more active role.  It may just be a problem of metaphor.  Call 
them “guides” and we summon of poor souls confined to the expressive range of the 
cheesy P.A. system of a city tour bus.  Call them, say, cultural attachés, more 
dramatically, operatives, or, my favorite, congering up as it does Noir images of gin-
driven cynicism, private detectives, and you suggest someone who has a deeper, more 
voracious knowledge of the world in which she operates, someone as much an actor as an 
observer.  Maybe the happy compromise here is “public detective.”  (I would, of course, 
argue for “anthropologist,” but that would look like special pleading, besides which there 
are few social sciences as clueless about contemporary culture as my own.) 
 
There is a world filled with people skilled and sophisticated in the study of plenitude.  
Unfortunately these experts are frequently confined to professional exile, as we have 
noted.   The old guard are not budging.   Popular culture will enter the university 
curriculum and museums “over their dead bodies,” as it were.   Can retirement happen 
soon enough? 
 
In the meantime, we live in a state of willful ignorance.  Some years ago I had a startling 
conversation with a Toronto psychiatrist who described the details of one of his patients 
as if they were all the young man’s invention and a “ghoulish” cry for help.  It was clear 

http://www.miningco.com/�
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he had never heard of The Cure, Anne Rice, or a long-standing species called “goth.”   I 
recently took part in a New York City “think tank” in which a psychologist of some 
standing revealed he had not heard the term “alternative” applied to youth before.   
 
How, pray tell me, are you supposed to advise patients (or students) without this 
knowledge?  But there is a more compelling question.  How does one spend hundreds, 
nay, thousands, of hours talking to patients (or students) and not end up with a pretty 
handy knowledge of goths and the alternative movement?  What, for God, sake are you 
talking to them about?  These species of social life are not merely the “idiom” in which 
larger psychological (and educational) issues work themselves out.  They are the language 
that gives these issues shape and form and force.   
 
In sum, we have motive and we have means.  We have precedent and personnel.  We 
have urgency.  What’s lacking?  Is it only the participation of a generation of intellectuals 
and gatekeepers who have declared popular culture and contemporary culture beneath 
their dignity or somehow beyond their intelligence?  Please do not tell me that what 
stands between us and self-knowledge is boomer selfishness.  Must we wait until this 
generation (for whom popular culture remains an active but guilty pleasure) enters 
retirement before plenitude can have a profession of its own?592   
 
Post 
 
We are running out of jobs.  So says David Heuther in BusinessWeek. 

Mr. Huether says manufacturing jobs are at their lowest level in the U.S. in 50 years.  
(This despite the fact that productivity is at an all time high.)  And this is not only an 
American problem.  The loss of manufacturing jobs is happening in 9 of 10 of the top 
economies (U.S., Japan, Germany, China, Britain, France, Italy, Korea, Canada and 
Mexico).  Yes, even China is losing jobs, 4.5 million of them since 2000!  I know. 

Surely, some of the jobs have migrated to the non-manufacturing sectors.  We would 
expect this in a service/knowledge/innovation economy.  We would expect this in a 
marketplace where consumer tastes and preferences are fragmenting and long tail markets 
are expanding.   But I would be very surprised if nonmanufacturing jobs were making up 
the difference.  I suspect we're still a couple of million jobs shy.   

Structural unemployment is a fact of our world, and it is a problem that will get steadily 
worse.   

So what to do?  I think marketers have a role to play here.  (I am stealing a page from 
Bruce Mau.  When he wonders who's going to solve the problems of the world, he says, 
"why not designers?  We'll do it."  Pretty forthright for a Canadian.  I look at the problem 
of lifelong unemployment, and think "why not marketers?  Leave this to us.")   
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In fact, this might be a job for account planners, among other marketers, and so I will, 
without permission, think about this as an assignment for the Account Planning School of 
the Web, founded by Russell Davies. (With apologies to Mr. Davies for my presumption.) 

The problem: many millions of people in First World societies will live entire lifetimes 
without "gainful employment."   

The assignment: Create a lifestyle that makes possible gainful unemployment.  Build a 
lifestyle that will involve, express, and otherwise engage someone who will never work.   

Some considerations: 

1. idleness is hell.   

Lifestyle construction here is critical because idleness is hard on the soul.  (I think George 
Bernard Shaw developed this argument.)  And it's not enough to say, "oh, just get a 
hobby."  Lifestyles, well designed ones, are rich, interesting, various.  They are not "a 
hobby." 

2. meanings flow from what we do.   

This is why job loss can be so cataclysmic.  This is why so many people retire to 
bleakness and sometimes an early grave.  In order to correct the effects of lifelong 
unemployment, we need to find other sources of meaning, purpose, identity.  One way of 
getting into this would be to think about your own job, or someone else's, and figure out 
what it supplies in the way of meaning, drama, engagement, concepts of self, concept of 
world, and so on.  What are alternative events and activities and engagements from which 
we can source these things? 

3. build in manageable difficulty. 

when we are create, select and combine employment alternatives, it's worth remembering 
that everyone wants "manageable difficulty."  An engagement with the world should fall 
into the sweet spot that stands combines things we can go and things we can't.  This is to 
say, we should have the skills and talents to engage with it, but it should be larger than 
those skills and talents.  In Halo II, the sweet spot for me is "Normal."  "Easy" is way too 
easy.  "Heroic" is way too hard.  (To be honest, "Heroic" reduced me to tears of bitter 
recrimination.) 

4. make the difficulty scalable. 

As we get better at the engagement, it should reveal layers of difficulty we did not see 
before.  We need a steady supply of challenges to which we can rise.  Someday, I hope to 
advance to "Heroic."  No, really. 

5.  look for mattering racks 

We're odd this way.  We like building little mattering racks.  They help us organize the 
world and enable desire.  A good illustration here is the collector, for whom X is the great 
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passion of his collecting activity, the thing he moves heaven and earth to get.  Two 
months later, it is Y that has his attention.  Yes, X is one of the jewels of his collection, 
but, no, he doesn't really care about it.  Y is interesting because it will move this coin 
collection away from antiquities to coins of the early modern Europe.  Now an entire 
body of coins that never really mattered leaps suddenly into view.  Now, these matter 
enough to keep a man awake at night, scheming and plotting for the day when he 
outranks, outweighs, eclipses every other coin collector in Cincinnati.  Hah! 

6.  build new kinds of capital, and systems for the exchange and accumulation of capital  

That people are not gainfully employed gathering conventional capitals, does not mean 
they cannot be gainfully unemployed pursuing unconventional ones.  Collectors do this of 
course.  But it is also clear that one someone volunteers (geez, do something about this 
word and the odor of sanctimony that surrounds it, will ya!) for social service (phew!), 
the accululate various capitals, self esteem, social recognition, good will tokens.  This 
capital can be traded on various exchanges, but that's the bad news.  You have to 
formalize these capitals, build new ones, and invent the exchanges.  I would use hsx.com 
as an example. The trouble with hsx.com is that capital goes in but it never comes out.  
Another example here might be Second Life.  In fact, someday I hope there will be 
Account Planning School of the Web on Second Life.  I am there somewhere.  My name 
is Moral DaSilva.  I'm the one is the really stupid hat.  Leave me a message. 

7. enable plenitude (the invention of new kinds of social life) and transformation 
(opportunities to add new selves and transform existing ones) 

This is a big industry waiting to happen.  As it stands, we are doing things by 
implication.  A good deal of branding is about identity creation and transformation.  
Someday, we will make it more explicit.   When that day comes, and there is a real 
market for identity supply, the graduates of the Account Planning School of the Web, will 
rise to greatness, as surely as did those Silicon Valley software engineers in the 1990s.   

8.  create lifestyle constellations 

One of the most difficult tasks here is going to be finding ways to draw together varieties 
of interest, activity and engagement into lifestyle constellations that can be lived, 
swapped in and out, retrofitted when necessary, and allowed multiply with the chaotic 
enthusiasm of an English garden.  And that is another way to think of this exercise.  That 
what you are doing is creating trellaces and other devices in which the inventive energies 
of the gainfully unemployed may run riot.   

Please have your assignments in by tomorrow at noon.   Quiz Friday next.  Widmerpol, 
shut up.   
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Species Watch 
 
Something’s up in the world of dance.593  Flamenco has traded in its status as an ethnic 
enthusiasm for international standing.  This is partly the work of Riverdance, an Irish 
enterprise which incorporated Russian, English and particularly Spanish dance.594   It is 
also the work of Joaquín Cortés, member of the Spanish National Ballet, now touring in a 
show called Gypsy Passion that moved the London Sunday Times to declare “Flamenco 
is the new rock and roll and Joaquín Cortés is it’s Spanish king.”595  It will be boosted by 
the recent release of The Mask of Zorro (1998, Martin Campbell).596 
 
There is something about Flamenco that brings out the melodrama in everyone.  
 

It is the music of bullfighters and Gypsies, of outcasts and the poor. Like 
American jazz it is an improvisatorial [sic] art of the oppressed; its astonishing 
rhythmic complexity and exotic Oriental melodies are shot through with the 
plangent harmonies of generations of suffering and a weary resignation to 
humanity's mortal destiny.597 

 
Olé!   
 
This is something more than stage-bound spectacle.  Flamenco classes are everywhere 
and full to overflowing.  And this instruction runs beyond mere dance (if ever there is 
such a thing).  Initiates talk about entering the “soul of the gypsy.”  Flamenco lets the 
emotions run.  “You can let everything out.”  There is also mystery and exoticism.  
Flamenco is historical romance without the bad writing.   There is an old fashioned 
gender clarity (men are men and the women wear dresses).  But there is also the 
opportunity for less traditional gender definitions: men are emotional and women 
forthright.   Mostly Flamenco is a license to be someone else.  It may all come down to an 
occidental kind of orientalism but it is also a new species in the works. 
 
This raises a slew of questions.  Is dance a producer of new species?  We have noted the 
importance of line dancing and Swing.  Raves we have not discussed but this is, without 
question, a speciator of some importance.   It somehow seems fitting that at least some of 
the new species of social life should emerge from regimes that demand the full physical 
and emotional participation of the individual.  Compared to the pallid satisfactions of 
adorning yourself in Ralph Lauren or passively identifying with the exertions of an 
action-adventure hero, dance does seem more promising of transformative effect. 
 
But the chief question here is how do we spot new species?  It begins I think with a 
puzzle.  On June 23, 1998 on the Bloor Viaduct in Toronto, I was passed by a woman on 
a bike.  She was travelling at speed.  But I spotted a gray fedora with the brim rolled up, a 
vest, and a skirt, and thought, “Hey, who are you?”  Perhaps she’s just a “free spirit,” as 
we like to call people who make up specifications entirely by themselves.  But it is also 
possible that there are more where she came from.    
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And damned if this didn’t prove to be true.  I wrote the last paragraph, as you can see, in 
late June.  And yesterday (July 24, 1998) I was in Boulder, Colorado walking down the 
street, and I saw a woman wearing a fedora with the brim rolled up.  In these 
circumstances, I want to say, “Hi, I’m an anthropologist and I was just wondering, like, 
who are you?”  The appropriate response to this is, of course, “get away from me” and so 
I do the Canadian thing and pretend I’m looking the other way.598 
 
But the gods of ethnography-for-the-shy were kind.  The woman in the rolled up hat was 
wearing a T-shirt a glimpse of which I caught.  It read: Hovercraft.  With a memory as 
bad as mine, you take no chances.  I searched for pen and paper, and the person who 
supplied them volunteered that the T-shirt probably referred to vehicles that travel by 
forced air.  Why, thank you.  Back in Canada, I tried the search term with the scientist’s 
trepidation.  What would happen?  What happened were the words of Molly J. Sullivan: 

 
Though the basis of Hovercraft's music can be described, their performances are 
experiential: their meanings are best left to the individuals who partake in them.   

 
A species that refuses commonality?   Plenitude to perfection.  There was more. 
 

Hovercraft is Campbell 2000, Sadie 7 and Karl 3-30.  The trio creates music based 
on two simple principals: that any sound can become music when repeated or 
varied, and that music itself is not the product of a simple formula, instead the end 
result of a creative and spontaneous process.  After several years spent working in 
the isolation of their Aurora laboratory, they have recently begun to carry out their 
experiments in front of audiences.  A Hovercraft performance usually consists of a 
single composition set to an accompanying film.  While musical changes of all 
kinds occur during the performance, the sounds made by Hovercraft are not 
divided into songs, instead they are presented as a continuous progression, and the 
effect is music that ranges from dense and jagged to eerily sparse.  The films that 
accompany the compositions are best described as collages of movement, a 
barrage of images designed to collaborate with the music in both random and 
rehearsed ways.599 

 
If this begins to describe the ideology, the culture, the aesthetic of these two women, (and 
if, of course, these two women separated by 3000 miles, one border, and 30 days do have 
something in common), we are in the presence of something remarkable.  The 
anthropological heart beats a little faster.  For present purposes, the point is that the 
species watch begins with a hat, a gesture, a turn of phrase, one of the little signifying 
gestures with which new species begin the process of constructing themselves.   It begins 
with an eye for the surfaces of contemporary culture that registers speciation taking place 
below.600 
 
An acquaintance in Paris, Lee Edelcourt of Studio Edelcourt, has a fine eye for detail.  
This should not surprise, I guess; she makes her living designing shapes and colors.  She 
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says, for instance, that she sees Japanese teen girls doing something remarkable with their 
clothing and that almost certainly they are in the process of inventing something 
extraordinary.  I have seen just enough of Japanese popular culture to believe she may be 
right.  In Tokyo in December of 1998 I saw two girls who had reassembled their blouses 
by trading the sleeves. 
 
Would a bulletin board of some kind prove useful here?  I’m wondering if it makes sense 
to open a place for people to post first sightings and compare notes.  Then you wouldn’t 
actually have to be in Toronto and Boulder to spot something. Would it work?  This may 
be a good idea or a deeply stupid one.  Your comments, please.xxx

 
  

It’s a pity the Internet is not more help here.  In a perfect world, it would be possible for 
us to investigate farflung parts of the world from our desks.  I have surveyed the feeds 
available on the net and almost always they establish a vista that makes finely detailed 
identification impossible.  There is a camera at the Rockefeller center which would be 
perfect, but again the shot is too wide (http://www.ftna.com/cents.cgi).  There is a 
camera, apparently, at a bus stop on Wilshire Boulevard in Los Angeles but I can’t get it 
to work (http://wilshire.bhi90201.com:80000/pictures).  My favorite so far is the 
Colchester street-cam (www.actual.co.uk/streetcam/html).601,602  
 
We get a glimpse of how rich this material could be in the HBO documentary Taxicab 
Confessions (first broadcast January 1995) in which a New York taxi was wired with a 
camera and a driver with anthropological sensitivities.  The results, even when being 
edited for sensational effect, are mesmerizing.603  In a perfect world, there would be 
several taxis so wired driving the streets of New York, Austin, Vancouver, Los Angeles, 
Santa Fe, Butte, Montreal, Chicago and Miami.  These feeds would broadcast directly to a 
website or a cable outlet, and viewers could choose their feed.  I know people who spend 
hours watching the feed from the camera in the lobby of their apartment building.  This 
would be better. 
 
Certainly, we now have the infamous JenniCAM and other exercises in the revelation of 
private life.604  For the purposes of species watch, we need more cameras fixed on public 
life.  But cameras are only cameras.  There is no substitute for being there.  The best 
platform for ethnographic observation is public transportation.605 

                                                 
xxx Your comments, please: Good Idea:   Deeply stupid one:     Comment question:  Why? 
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Species Lab 
 
Where do new species come from?  What are the laboratories from which they spring?  
As we’ve noted, these laboratories are diverse, an array of people, places, events and 
activities.  Preoccupied with adopting identities, teens are active in inventing them.606  
New York City and California were once famous as places for new species, but we have 
seen them eclipsed by other parts of the U.S. (Seattle, Atlanta, New York City, Austin, 
Santa Fe, etc.) and the world (Iceland, Jamaica, Japan, England, South Africa).607    
 
Events have proven innovative.  The Burning Man Festival asks that the thousands of 
visitors all act as participants, and participation is, in this case, not very interesting 
without the creation of a public self with spectacular qualities.  In this species lab, 
anything is possible and everything desirable.  All that can be imagined must be.  The 
Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival has made several contributions to the women’s 
movement as perhaps will Lillith Fair.  Woodstock and Altamont were defining events 
for the hippie movement in quite different ways.   
 
The self-help therapists are frank in their ambitions.  They are intent on constructing a 
“new you.”   There are a surprising number of lab techs at work: Tony Robbins, Wayne 
Dyer, Nancy Friday, Shakti Gawain, M. Scott Peck, Susan Powter, Chopra Deepak and 
Shirley MacLaine.  By identifying who we “really are,” they create new possibilities.  
There was a time when “primal scream” initiates could be identified by their shaven 
heads and their stuffed animals.  The identifiers are not always so conspicuous.   
 
The world of comics and comix is a parallel universe inhabited both by superheroes and 
darker creatures.  In this laboratory, human qualities take on a plasticity that lets us see 
them on a new scale or in a new key.  Some readers are inclined to carry what they find 
here back into their daily experience and our social life.  They build parts of the self and 
social personae from these specifications.  No one actually puts on a cape and tights, but 
then it is possible to smuggle these qualities into the non-comix world in other ways.  Out 
of the imaginations of R. Crumb, Art Spielgelman, and Mary Fleener can new species 
come.608 
 
Satirists are supposed to record and burlesque existing species of social life.  And this 
happens when Saturday Night Live, and In Living Color offer up the likes of Bob and 
Doug Mackenzie, Wayne’s World, Homey the clown, and the cheerleaders Craig and 
Arianna.  But here too what is intended as unflattering can have an influence anyhow.   
It’s an appalling thought but Hans and Frans (“Let us pump you up”) struck some people 
as winning, even exemplary figures, and all of these creatures made a contribution to the 
social imaginary. 
 
Fiction and science fiction have produced creatures who come off the page into life, and 
out of life into specieshood.  Françoise Sagan, author of the best-selling Hello Sadness, 
created a hero for the 1950s who, in the breathless words of Life Magazine, “likes to drive 
fast cars, use up the afternoons shooting dice on café terraces and spend whole evenings 
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listening to jazz.”609  For millions trapped in the “containment culture” of the period this 
was inspirational.  J.D. Salinger’s Holden Caulfield, Jack Kerouac’s Sal Paradise, 
Leonard Cohen’s beautiful losers, and William Gibson’s cyberpunks have all proven 
world worthy.610   Readers have fashioned the self straight from literary coordinates. 
 
Film and television have produced some habitable selves.  Indeed every decade culture 
seems to take its cue from one.  The 1970s owed something to the belated Saturday Night 
Fever (1977, John Badham).  The 1980s owed something to Animal House (1978, John 
Landis) and The Big Chill (1983, Lawrence Kasdan).   The 1990s owes something to 
Reservoir Dogs (1992, Quentin Tarantino) and Slacker (1991, Richard Linklater).  Film 
and television have made contributions to concepts of gender (e.g., Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer, Men Behaving Badly, Xena), race (e.g., Malcolm X [1992, Spike Lee], Menace II 
Society [1993, Allen and Albert Hughes]), class (e.g., Dynasty, Roseanne, Dharma and 
Greg) and life-style (e.g., The Endless Summer [1966, Bruce Brown]).  
 
The New Age movement is prolific.  Melanie McGrath reports attending a lecture in 
Santa Fe given by a Princess Dux, who describes herself as “a 267 year-old Ambassador 
from a subterranean city called Telos which is in turn part of the ancient underground 
kingdom of Lemuria, sister civilization to Atlantis and Mu.”611  This is a new species.  
Are there more?  Will there be converts to the kingdom?  Probably not.   But the creatures 
of the New Age are influential and endless in their variety. 
 
Music may be the most productive of all the popular cultures.  It can be as craven, 
opportunistic and influential as the Spice Girls.  (Say what you will about “girl power,” 
an extraordinary number of 10 year olds are listening.)  Or it can be as fastidiously 
uncraven, unopportunistic, and influential as REM.  Some groups offer(ed) very 
particular and encompassing specifications: the Grateful Dead, Bauhaus, Beastie Boys, 
Ani DiFranco, etc. 
 
The gaming world produces new species.  The dashing Lara Croft is an early example. 
The creators of the Tomb Raiders series recently received a letter.  “Do you remember 
when I met you on holiday?” it read, and enclosed a doctored photograph of the fan 
backpacking in the Himalayas with Lara. “Slightly worrying,” as a Lara creator put it.612  
Less interesting, less successful, and not virtual enough is Kyoto Date who “was born 
October 1979, stands 127 cm tall and weighs 43 kg., diets furiously, dances and attends 
boxing classes to get thinner.”613  Kyoto was created by a Japanese company as a 
commercial spokesperson.  (Hence, perhaps, her obsession with her weight.  You’d think 
this is the last thing a virtual creature would have to worry about.)   But the real irony 
here is that anything crafted to respond to consumer expectations, especially the 
“average” consumer, must end up being unconvincing and uninteresting.  The imperfect 
and the unpredictable, as Jonathan Miller has argued, are essential in the construction of 
authenticity.614 
 
We are producing new worlds, modeled sometimes on the notion of the Metaverse that 
appeared in Neal Stephenson’s 1992 Snow Blind.  Microsoft is creating Virtual Worlds 
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and Worlds Inc is creating AlphaWorld.   We will begin filling these worlds with avatars 
as our virtual representatives.  And these avatars will open the possibility of 
unprecedented properties and actions.  
 

[I]n Microsoft's V-Chat, while manifesting myself as a flamingo with a cigar 
clutched in its beak, I've stood in a fish bowl speaking broken French with a 
purple-robed wizard who, in real life, was a fellow somewhere in Luxembourg.  
The language barrier was devastating, but we managed to entertain each other 
nonetheless: I flapped my wings frantically, and he transform[ed] himself into a 
toad.615  

 
One of the best treatments of life on-line is also one of the first e-books: Howard 
Rheingold’s The Virtual Community.616 
 
Cyber-creatures, part human, part machine, are already upon us.  The addition of machine 
enablement opens up extraordinary opportunities in the area of specification.  Ghost in 
the Shell (1996, Mamoru Oshii) features characters who are mostly machine and wonder 
what it is to be fully human.  Is there a film about characters who are mostly human and 
wonder what it is to be fully machine?  William Gibson’s Mona Lisa might qualify here.  
Players of the CD version of Blade Runner are encouraged to imagine that they might be 
replicants and, while playing the game, I found myself wondering what it is I would have 
to do to be true to my character (if I were indeed a replicant).  It means shooting 
characters you would otherwise trust and trusting characters you would otherwise shoot.   
The machine-human interface comes up in several ways in Cronenberg’s Crash as 
characters interact with cars and other prosthetic devices.617 
 
There are many potential players here.  The M.I.T. Media Lab appears poised to 
contribute and may well have already done so if you include their contributions to the 
virtual world.  If the Santa Fe Institute wasn’t so bad at understanding complexity of the 
cultural kind, they might do.  The marketing world has created unconvincing creatures 
(i.e., Joe Camel, Marlboro Men, Virginia Slims women), but they may yet create 
something more substantial.  There are no laboratories working to understand the DNA of 
social species, but if and when there are, we can expect to see Dollys (but not, God 
willing, more dollies).   
 
Speaking of DNA, consider this heart-felt plea for the resurrection of an influential 
speciator.  
 

We the undersigned, in our enduring love for Elvis, implore all those involved in 
cloning to hear our plea. One cell would allow future generations to witness his 
presence. The technology is here, and this petition is a testament to our will.618  

 
Does cloning open up the possibility of returning some semblance of every influential 
figure who has shaped and galvanized public life?   What would such a society look like?  
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What would it feel like to have heroes everywhere?  George Bernard Shaw’s heaven: 
insufferable, probably. 
 
The city remains the great laboratory for the creation of new species.  I don’t know that 
we have a study that demonstrates the fine particulars of this creative site, but I believe if 
we combined the genuis of Robert Redfield, Robert Park and Jane Jacobs, we would have 
a formidable start.619  Cities have long been identified as the engine of social, cultural 
evolution.  We’ve done less well seeing that the engine had an engine. 
 
Certainly, the whole laboratory enterprise sounds sinister.  There is a danger in inventing 
new life forms, as Mary Shelley and David Cronenberg have told us.620  This is hubris 
that rarely goes unnoticed or unpunished.  But it will not do simply to declare this 
unthinkable.  For it is already happening in minor forms and it is almost certain we will 
see it issue in major forms.  We should start thinking about it now.   Man-made plenitude 
cannot be far off. 621   
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Conclusion 
 
Plato’s theory of plenitude fits our social world.   All that can be imagined must be.  No 
genuine potentiality of being can remain unfulfilled.  The body politic fizzes with 
innovation.  Kinds of gender and age multiply.  Terrifying creatures multiply almost as 
fast as good ones.  Categories of time and life-style multiply.  Categories of the state, the 
workplace and the family emerge constantly.  We are busting out all over.   
 
Plenitude is driven by many developments in the contemporary world.  The eclipse of the 
authority of science, social science, religion, and polite society contributed mightily.  The 
rise of a Romantic ideology, individualism, liberalism, relativism, new diffusion centers, 
new gatekeepers and influences, and new marketing, broadcasting, Internet, and 
journalism techniques—all these contributed as well.  There are many good reasons why 
plenitude should have visited us with such conviction and power.   
 
But we should not treat plenitude as the sum of these parts—the monarch’s body of 
bodies.  Let us treat it, as Plato would have done, as a force that exists sui generis, as an 
imperative unto itself.  Where there is room for new possibilities, there we can expect to 
find them.  The culture of commotion is driven to this diversity.  It is driven by this 
diversity.  Let us give this diversity its due.  Let us look for it. 
 
Snowstorms in Toronto are glorious events.  In my neighborhood, Riverdale, people who 
are housebound and all but invisible much of the winter suddenly appear en masse to 
shovel their walks.  It is a blizzard of possibilities.  My street, Langley, fills with 
neighbors: Chinese, professionals, straights, culinary enthusiasts, skaters, Greeks, retired 
people, WASPs, union members, gays, Afro-Canadians, working class, white collar, 
occasional laborers, small business owners, and students.  There is diversity within the 
diversity.  Some of the Chinese families are from Hong Kong, some from Mainland 
China, some have lived in Canada for four generations.   There are several types of 
straights, several types of gays and lesbians.   We have a rock star, an actor, a publisher, 
an account planner, the owner of a stationery store, lawyers, a locksmith, an executive 
assistant, an instructor at a community college, construction workers, university students, 
and the unemployed.  We have owners and renters living in single-family units, rooming 
houses, duplexes, and condos.  There are many people who are not represented.  We have 
no CEOs, goths, geeks, transgenderists, same-sex-parent families, or fashion mavens.  
Not yet.  Or possibly, they don't shovel their walks. 
 
This plenitude raises questions.   How can we live in a society that admits of this kind of 
diversity?  Is there a danger that fellow-feeling will simply end?   Can we be reduced to 
little solipsistic pockets?  Are we observing the end of commonality?  How do we create 
commonality in the face of such difference?   These are the political questions.  The 
intellectual ones are equally numerous and equally pressing.  How are we to think about 
heterogeneity of this order?  Can we establish a comprehending global view?  Is a global 
view still possible?   
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As we have seen, our record on plenitude has been something less than stellar.  Genuinely 
illuminating political ideas or intellectual approaches are in short supply.   I believe it is 
not until we deal with plenitude as plenitude that we can expect any relief on this score.  
For the moment, we can say only that we have made our world vastly more mystifying 
than it needs to be.  A theory of plenitude is one opportunity to begin to move beyond 
these inclinations and see the structure in the chaos, the culture in the commotion. 
 
From a cultural point of view, this is an urgent undertaking.  For we know what our 
culture generally does with difference.  It uses it as a point of fission, differentiation, 
provocation, and, sometimes, open hostility.  If our world is filling up with differences, if 
it must fill with differences, we are in for a rather bad time of it; potentially a Northern 
Ireland for us all. 
 
But if difference is being replaced by plenitude, a rather less intransigent creature, things 
are not quite so grim.  According to this model, diversity becomes a thing of richness 
more than provocation, the occasion of curiosity more than antagonism.  And so much the 
better.  But if this is happening, hadn’t we better say so and get on with the business of 
discovering what plenitude is and how it works?  If we are entering a new Cambrian era 
and our social world is going to continue to explode with new and unprecedented species, 
surely it’s time to stop insisting that the sky is falling.   
 
Baudrillard treats us to a vision of the contemporary world that emphasizes its “inertia, 
exhaustion and endings.”   But what is truly astonishing about the culture of commotion 
is its robustness, generative ability, and endless stream of innovation.  Plenitude is in the 
process of transforming us.  Monolithic categories are giving way to multiple ones.  We 
have lost the tidy set of “shapes” that used to organize our world.   Certainly, plenitude 
makes for a perplexing world.  But it need not remain perplexing.  Plato, for one, would 
have been completely unsurprised.  Martians, probably, too.622 
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Appendix A: the Plenitude 2.0 revision 
 
CHANGES AND ADDITIONS 
 
I am in the debt of web writers.  They provoked, badgered, shamed and scorned me into a 
re-write.  When you publish on the net, readers respond quickly and frankly.  Were it not 
for these web writers, I would certainly have barged ahead with Transformation, the 
second book of the series.   
 
Plenitude 2.0 differs from Plenitude 1.0 in several of ways.  
 
I’ve incorporate comments and votes from the web site.   There were around 500 
comments and around 700 votes.623  All of the votes are reproduced here, a round half of 
the comments are.   An annotated version of the Roseanne thread is reproduced below in 
appendix C.   I hope this will give the reader a useful “behind the scenes” glimpse.   I 
tried to be candid.  My most systematic use of web comments comes in an essay called 
Goths By Goths By Net.  I am grateful for the generosity, patience and interest of the goth 
community, and to all the web writers who left comments at the site. 
 
I’ve written new materials, usually on the basis of recently discovered books and articles.  
So there is a new essay on goths from an article in Details magazine, one on copyright 
from an article by Neil Harris, one on subcultures from an book by Robin Kelley.  Some 
additions come out of the discussion at the web site.  There is an essay on diffusion, 
celebrity, etc. … There is a new one on anthropological theory, one on species lab, one on 
species watch.   
 
I’ve taken the opportunity to fix spelling errors and other mistakes.  I referred to Is Paris 
Burning? (1966, Rene Clément), a documentary about the liberation of Paris, when I 
meant Paris Is Burning (1990, Jennie Livingston), a documentary about drag shows in 
New York City.  (This mistake was found by Jon Paul Henry to whom I am grateful.)  
 
The biggest change, perhaps, comes in voice.  Readers will notice that the sections 
written for 2.0 are more personal and more casual than the original text.  This is the voice 
of the net speaking: breezy, forthcoming, non academic.  The more the book felt like a 
kind of collaborative venture between me and web reader/writers, the more 
uncomfortable I felt about keeping my distance.  Was it necessary for me to admit to 
dancing with my cat, breaking up with my girlfriend, or how I make my living?  Probably 
not.  But then in these sections, I am sharing the problem-solving process with readers 
and asking for their help.  They may wish to dance with their own cats.   
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ADDITIONS AND CHANGES  
 
(if you’ve just arrived to Plenitude 2.0, don’t forgot to open your “BACK” () icon.  You do this in W4W 
by clicking on View, Toolbars, and selecting Web.  This will make it faster to return here.) 
 
• an introductory page for electronic readers     here 
• a paragraph on the dangers of putting people in a box    here 
• a poem from cybercrone         here 
• an essay on how web writers reacted to the seniors section   here 
• an essay on how web writers reacted to the goths section   here 
• a post script on goth topics        here 
• an essay on goths from an essay in Details magazine     here 
• a summary of an interview done with a goth in Toronto     here 
• an essay on my presentation of Plenitude to a gay audience    here 
• a model of how transgenderists challenge contemporary culture   here 
• an essay on how web writers responded to the sunken ship idea    here 
• an addition to the discussion of monsters, thanks to Mary Shelley   here 
• an essay on how web writers reacted to the monsters section    here 
• web writers catch me in a contradiction       here 
• an addition to the religion section, based on an article from Utne Reader  here 
• an essay on web writer reaction to the section on conspiracy & credulity  here 
• a paragraph on industry gurus on world of work     here 
• a paragraph on how web writers responded to the copyright issue  here 
• an essay on copyright based on an essay by Neil Harris     here 
• an essay on how web writers react to the mass market     here 
• an essay written for Shift magazine       here 
• an essay on the “scandal of the intern”       here 
• an addition to complexity theory section, based on Kelly’s Out of Control here 
• paragraphs and quotes in several places from Wolfe’s One Nation, After All here 
• a correcting paragraph to the section on subcultures     here 
• a new section, on anthropological theory      here 
• a new section, on the “dumbing down” argument    here 
• several paragraphs to section, “How Frightened Should We Be?”   here 
• paragraphs on zines, based on Duncombe’s Zines: notes from underground  here 
• a new section, on species watch        here 
• a new section, on species lab       here 
• appendix a: the Plenitude 2.0 revision             (you are here) 
• appendix b: history of the project       here 
• appendix c: Roseanne         here 
• appendix d: the path of cultural innovation     here 
• appendix e: what is a “drafty” book      here 
• new and renewed acknowledgements       here 
• more endnotes          here 
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FORMAT CHANGES 
 
I’ve moved the manuscript from PDF to Word for Windows.  This was a tough call and 
done with much discussion with friends and programmer, Alejandro Lynch.   
 
The most obvious option was to stay with the original PDF format.  I hated this option.  
With PDF, I always felt that I was staring at the manuscript through a thick plate of glass.  
Nothing could get in, nothing could get out—not without a lot of effort.  The virtue of the 
Microsoft Word for Windows (W4W) version is that it made the book “drafty” in just the 
way I thought a book should be (appendix E).  It was easy for me make changes.  And it 
was easy for reader/writers to make comments and to move to and from the Internet.   
 
But there are two problems with the W4W format.  The first is that not everyone has 
Word for Windows and not everyone wants to download its reader.  The second is that 
Microsoft is, of course, an evil empire.  Interestingly, I did not think this when I started 
this project.  I had to discover it.  It was in using the software, trying to get answers to 
simple questions, and, especially, discovering that the only way to get an answer to these 
questions was to fill out a questionnaire about myself.  Suddenly, I thought, “It’s true.  
These people are arrogant so and sos.”  (That they should take this attitude when they are 
fighting off anti-trust legislation is nothing less than astonishing.  They are, apparently, 
even more arrogant than we knew.)  I make this condemnation with some hesitation.  
W4W is a superb piece of software and I don’t want to be ungrateful.  It has made this 
piece of web writing vastly simpler and more effective than it would have been otherwise.  
But good software is not a substitute for responsiveness. 
 
The third option was HTML.  I thought hard about this but found it too cumbersome.  It 
is, I know, not enormously complicated.  But the book now contains over 600 footnotes, a 
reprogramming task I could not face.  Alejandro put his finger on it with his usual 
Argentinian clarity: “We have a continuum.  At one end is HTML, open and transferable, 
but clumsy for you to use.  At the other, PDF which is elegant but not very open.  What 
you have in the middle is W4W.  Maybe that’s your compromise.”  So that’s where we 
are, stuck in the middle with Microsoft.  Any suggestions on how to solve this problem 
would be gratefully received at grant@cultureby.com.   
 
Last minute note: As it turned out, W4W proved a bad option.  The WFW viewer is large, 
slow to download, does not have a BACK button, and does not give the reader access to 
endnotes (which means URLs are locked away there).  It looked for a moment if we 
might use PDFMaker recently released by Adobe to convert the W4W file to Adobe PDF.  
But this program fails to preserve some hyperlinks or allow links to the endnotes in the 
original W4W file.  Finally it looked like HTML might be the answer after all.  W4W 
claims to be able to make an HTML file and it does—but it loses 600 endnotes in the 
process.  I found a program called Word to Web and after a day and half of installation 
nightmares this appears to be working relatively well.  I keep reminding myself these are 
the early days of the e-book and that I should be grateful we’ve come this far.  But 
sometimes… 

mailto:grant@cultureby.com�
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Appendix B:  history of the project 
 

I suspect you have wasted time and money in self-publishing; if you enjoy it, 
fine.624  

 
Drafty books are a waste of time and money.  I know this to be true from my own 
experience.  They are also the future of publishing.   
 
By “drafty,” I mean books that let the world in and the reader out.  Plenitude 1.0 was not 
drafty.  I wrote it, sealed it as if in Lucite and sent it into the world.  Plenitude 2.0 is 
drafty because it includes readers’ comments and invites them to pass from the book to 
the Internet and back again.  (For more on “drafty” standards, see appendix E.) 
 
Drafty books are the future of publishing because, for certain books, readers will not 
tolerate the role of passive observer.  They will insist on leaving comments and watching 
the book respond to their own and other readers’ reactions.  They will insist on access to 
to other readers.  They will expect to move in and out of the book. Yes, certainly, readers 
will continue to cherish the experience of curling up with a book in hard copy.  Print is 
not dead.  (It’s just very tired.)   
 
But, for some books, readers will expect to have their voices heard (world in) and to 
move about the virtual world at will (reader out).  Books that refuse this opportunity will 
have all the charm of an IBM Selectric typewriter.  I sat down at one of these the other 
day and found myself saying, “what do you mean, I can’t move a paragraph?”  
Conventional books will some day look like acts of arrogance. 
 
I want to anticipate the objection that is always brought against this argument.  Someone 
always says, with real feeling, “Nonsense, people are always going to want something 
they can hold, something they can curl up with, something they can take to the bath or on 
vacation, something they can add to their book shelf.  Print is here for ever.”  Exactly.  
There will always be books of this kind, in this form.  But this will shortly cease to be the 
only kind of book.  Plenitude will infect the print world and we will see varieties of 
books, as these are appropriate to the nature of the communication and the circumstances 
of the reader.   It won’t be long before we are adding “drafty” books, or something like 
them, to our collections.  And it won’t be much longer before it seems to us obvious that 
hard-copy books are as wrong for some purposes and occasions as they are right for 
others.   
 
What follows is a brief history of this project, from the earliest moments of Plenitude 1.0 
through to the completion of Plenitude 2.0.  I offer it as a “behind the scenes” glimpse of 
the author and the process—and it will surprise no one to hear that I have made it as self 
serving (and pitying) as possible.  I hope, despite these flaws, it will be useful, 
particularly to other people who are considering publishing drafty books of their own. 
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Isaiah Berlin said,  

 
It is hardly possible to overrate the value...of placing human beings in contact with 
persons dissimilar to themselves, and with modes of thought and action unlike 
those with which they are familiar.625 

 
I am sure he’s right.  But sometimes I wish he weren’t.  The anthropologist’s job is to 
give a systematic, thorough account of a world.  Who lives there?  How do they live 
there?  What is it like to be like that?  This is daunting in a world like ours. Anthropology 
has seen complex, complicated,  even chaotic societies. I’m not sure it’s seen anything 
like us.  Proof of this, perhaps, is anthropological theory, which stands blind, deaf and 
dumb before Berlin’s dissimilarities. 
 
Dead reckoning is what sailors call it.626   It’s what they do when their navigational 
electronics fail them.  They return to the older, more situational method.  They consult 
surroundings, compass readings, boat speed.  They must reckon where they are 
from…where they are.    And they must take this reading and adjust continuously.    
 
In the absence of an anthropological theory fit for Berlin’s world, it was, for this 
anthropologist, dead reckoning most of the way.  Let’s head in this direction and see if it 
takes us somewhere useful.  This is completely contrary to my training, which said, 
“formulate your theory, set a course, stick to it”.627   But then this training hadn’t much 
prepared me for Berlin’s world. 
 
There is a great temptation.  It is to say that contemporary culture isn’t a culture.  There is 
nothing for an anthropologist to study.  One reader caught the spirit of this argument, I 
thought, distressingly well. 
 

I just finished your book. You have done an excellent job capturing the inanity of 
modern America.  I do feel very sorry for you, however. Having to watch so much 
television, listen to so many hours of atrocious music, and being forced to 
immerse yourself in such muck in the name of scholarship must take a great deal 
of personal fortitude. I know I couldn’t tolerate a fraction of what you must have 
endured to amass the data for your book.628 
 

Music up, lights down: it is a brave and noble thing I do when I reach for the remote 
control and commit myself to hours of Melrose Place, Cheers and even Jeopardy.  This is 
one of the arguments with which anthropologists and other scholars have relieved 
themselves of their responsibility. 
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But there is another: that our society is going to hell in a hand basket, that there is no 
system or culture to find here, only chaos, decadence, and perversion.  We have switched 
from the notion that popular culture is frothy, insubstantial and “lite” to the one that says 
it is a lapsed world, filled with darkness and confusion. 
 

It's incomprehensible that you believe that the social decay, which you refer to as 
plentitude, that has occurred over the past 30 years has been a good thing for our 
society. This so-called plentitude is responsible for the current state of our society 
which includes the drive-by shootings you mentioned. [?]  It is responsible for the 
increase in drug use, unwanted pregnancies, homelessness, and sexual perversion.  

When I was young, growing up in the 70’s and 80’s, I believed my parents were 
over-reacting to the music, clothes and hair length of my generation.  As I mature, 
I see the wisdom of their arguments.  Back then, homosexuality was considered 
deviant. Today it is considered acceptable, but pedophilia is considered deviant.  I 
wonder if your concept of plentitude would hold and even embrace those people 
who find it natural for them to have sexual relations with young children.  Would 
a society that fails to protect its children in the name of plentitude be acceptable to 
you?  Where does it stop?  If people don’t need “permission” to behave 
inappropriately, they will. 

Unfettered plentitude is not a good thing. I suppose that the Roman Empire 
overdosed on plentitude and it killed the society. My fear is that our society is 
destined to the same fate.629 

 
Plenitude has a dual character like the persona created by sexism.  It is both an innocent 
and a whore.  We rush from one to the other, thrilled to be horrified, horrified to be 
thrilled, like the Victorians who did so much to establish this duality.  Plenitude is either 
too insubstantial to warrant study or the worst thing about us.  We have remarked on one 
intellectual’s reflection of this duality above.  My objective was to see if I couldn’t 
suspend these reckless ideas and see what I could see.  I was obliged to suspend the 
familiarity that conceals culture from the insider’s view and the myths we have created to 
penetrate culture’s veil.630 
 
This project started as one book: Culture by commotion.  (The title seemed to me to 
capture Berlin’s world and to “built out” from chaos theory and complexity theory, both 
of which seemed to me provocative but wrong.)  I was going to see if I could devise a 
“commotion theory.”  This book was started in November of 1993 and completed roughly 
3 years later.  Everyone hated it.  My publisher said, thanks, but no thanks.  My agent 
said, thanks, but no thanks.  Friends were also supportive.  “Loved it.”  “Couldn’t put it 
down.” “Surprisingly readable.”   The subtext was clear: Kill yourself (or the book) while 
there’s still time.  
 
It became clear that I had written not one book but a rough sketch for three of them.  I 
was going to have to break the project down.  I began work on the first section, under the 
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title Plenitude.  Good friends thought the term and title Plenitude were a bad idea and 
said so.  But I needed a single word for a multiple phenomenon.  It could not be 
“diversity” or “multiplicity.”  Those were “taken,” and, besides, contemporary usage had 
made them so narrow as to be misleading.  Plenitude had the breadth I needed, and, 
what’s more, it had a pretty good pedigree.  Good enough for Plato, entirely good enough 
for me. 
 
The writing moved slowly.  I was called away on business often.  I make my living as an 
anthropologist for hire.631  The Eastman Kodak Company, for instance, sends me around 
the world looking at how, say, people store and arrange their photographs.  I interview 
these people in their homes.  We sit down together and look through photo albums.  I am 
dropped into the most intimate details of a stranger’s life, into their homes and their 
memories.  To feel lost in familiar circumstances is an odd sensation, but I have plenty of 
opportunity to feel lost in unfamiliar ones.  When not in living rooms, I am in taxicabs 
looking for living rooms in Tokyo, Mexico City, London, Beijing, Paris, Frankfurt and 
Bombay which begin to feel, eventually, like one very large traffic jam. 
 
Jet lag does the rest.  Five cities, three continents, and two weeks later, I have forgotten 
almost everything about the book.  I come home to the noisy embrace of a Siamese cat 
and I have a week in which to get something written.632  Dead reckoning from a dead 
stop.   The book muddles along.  Does this work?  What about this?   There are moments 
of continuity that loop the project and the book together.  On one trip, I heard the same 
Sheryl Crow song coming from windows in Japan, Mexico and England.   
 
False illumination.   Yes, we are a global village that grows smaller with every new cable, 
coaxial and satellite installation.  But you only have to be in Toronto a couple of weeks to 
throw off the Sheryl Crow illusion.  The world isn’t getting smaller and more uniform, 
however insinuating the Top 40 might prove to be.  It is getting more various, more 
complicated, more diverse.  Aggregate globally, speciate locally; this seems to be the new 
imperative.  And, perhaps, the real lesson of taxi-cab anthropology. 
 
The book took its own shape.  I wanted a map of the contemporary world.  I don’t think 
we have even a crude survey of all the creatures we’ve become.  And this lets us get away 
with murder, from an analytical point of view.  We talk about ethnic diversity and forget 
for the moment our gender diversity.  Or we talk about our gender diversity and forget our 
subcultural or life-style diversity.  We ask what’s happening to kids today, forgetting for 
the moment that whatever it is, it’s happening to members of the family and the state, too.  
We deal with our social world piecemeal, as if the diversity at hand were the only one that 
really counts.  We are avoiding the obvious: that we are shot through with diversity.  It is 
happening everywhere.  It is no longer an accident of one or another portion of our 
society.  It is a property of the entire enterprise.  And that makes it a structural property, 
one of the things that defines us.    And that makes it something of which we are, I think, 
obliged to give an account. 
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As the writing went forward, footnotes began to accumulate alarmingly.  At this writing 
there are some 600 of them and a word of explanation is in order.  If I was going to map 
contemporary culture, I was going to have to cover a lot of ground in a very short time, 
committing every kind of academic trespass along the way.  The only way to defend 
myself against accusation was to show that I had at least a passing knowledge of some of 
the literature in question.  Second, the charge against the study of popular culture is that it 
has uncertain academic foundations.  (I believe that Ray Browne, founder of the Journal 
of Popular Culture, may be partly to blame for this.  In the early days, JCP did not 
command great respect.)  Third, we have persuaded ourselves that there is no real body of 
literature for the study of contemporary culture by fastidiously reading within our own 
disciplinary lines.  And if we restrict ourselves to the literature in anthropology or 
sociology or American studies or cultural studies, it can be very slim pickings indeed.  
But if we should we not reach up and over these boundaries?  We live in a loose-bounded 
world, as the sociologists like to say.  Why not read as broadly as we now do everything 
else?  But, finally, if this book was to be a rough map of all of the disparate elements of 
our contemporary culture, I wanted my footnotes to be a map of the several bodies of 
literature on which we might draw. 
 
There are some bad spots I would just as soon not recall.  On one occasion, I took several 
months off to work on the book exclusively.  Driven by the sense that time and money 
were running out, I over did it.  I was sitting having drinks with Hargurchet Bhabra and 
he said, “You’ve stopped talking again.”  And I looked at him.  I knew it was my turn to 
talk.  (Really, I did.)  But I just wanted to curl up in that corner over there…  (Plenitude 
1.0 is dedicated with thanks to the four people prepared to have drinks with me even 
when I was incoherent.  Actually, they did more than that, including, when necessary, 
pulling up along side and shouting new navigational instructions.)   
 
The writing was finally done.  I had the good fortune to have inspirations.  Ani DiFranco, 
folk punk musician, had established her own recording studio, Righteous Babe Records.  
Yale professor Edward Tufte had produced astonishing books from what appears to be his 
own publishing house, Graphics Press.  (On rereading this, I thought it implied some 
personal contact with DiFranco or Tufte.  I have had none.)  I had endured enough 
frustration at the hands of publishers to believe that I could screw things up just as well 
they.  What’s more, I had an opportunity DiFranco and Tufte did not have: the Internet 
with its extraordinary advantages.  It gave me, as it does every writer, musician and artist, 
new control over the means of production, distribution, billing, and  marketing.  It meant I 
could self-publish without being quite as smart or as determined as DiFranco and Tufte.  
(A good thing.)  (For books on the internet, my inspiration was Howard Rheingold, 
author of The Virtual Community, which I believe has the distinction of being the first 
complete book published in its entirety for free on the internet.) 
 
Then an odd thing happened.  The more I talked about my electronic book, the more I 
found people giving me that look, the one that says, “Right, you have a book on the net.  
Of course, you do, Grant.  That’s really great.  No, really.  Congratulations.”   It was plain 
what they were saying.  Books are hard copy or nothing at all.  Without hard copy, 
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Plenitude would be a writer’s delusion.  If I wanted people to take Plenitude seriously, to 
read it, review it, it would have to be, you know, actual.  In our culture, at this moment, 
this meant it would have to be printed. 
 
I thought briefly about shopping the book around to publishers. But they had already 
refused it and I think I was by this time in the clutches of the DIY (do it yourself) passion 
that so dominated music and zines in the 1990s.  I thought, I can do this.  The consulting 
brought in enough money to allow me to take the risk.  More to the point, I am the son of 
a printer.  I grew up watching my father check DPI (dots per square inch) and color 
registers.  If I wanted bad design, I could go to a University publisher.  I approached 
Coachhouse Press and the design suggestions were sensationally bad.  I went to Alison 
Hahn and Nigel Smith and they created a thing of beauty.633  The printing process was 
rather less fun but the final product was better than I could have hoped for. 
 
Once I had hard copy, certain other things seemed to fall, ill advisedly, into place.  I had a 
book launch.  This was fun to plan and ruinously expensive to hold.  A book about 
plenitude would need a very various guest list.  That was the best part of the undertaking.  
There were also 8 Spoken Word poets who mingled with the crowd and on a prearranged 
signal began reciting their work in the middle of conversation.  (This worked really well 
in some places, badly in others.)  My favorite moment was when a nervous man in his 50s 
came up and said in somewhat conspiratorial tones that he was pleased to have noted my 
references to Martians in the introduction to the book.  He and his friends were meeting 
in a secret location in Toronto to greet their arrival and would I like to join them?  
 
The print reviews were not kind.  I take a perverse pride in the fact that everyone hated it.  
There was one exception, a Toronto writer who thought the book was beautiful to look at.  
(For an author this is the faintest praise of all.)  Canada’s national paper, the Globe and 
Mail, savaged it.  This meant I was now 4 for 5 in their pages.  Almost everything of mine 
reviewed in its pages (2 books, 1 museum exhibit, 1 essay) was not just disliked, but gone 
at with steely knives.   (This explains, incidentally, some of the bad temper of the book.  
Yes, I am that petty.) 
 
The reviews had an interesting consequence for me personally.  The Harvard Business 
School phoned and asked if I might be interested in coming for a job interview.  They’d 
done this once before and had thanked them for the honor but declined the invitation.  I 
was too Canadian, I thought, to want to leave my home and native land.  But there is 
something about 4 bad reviews from the national newspaper.  You don’t have to be an 
anthropologist to wonder whether there isn’t a message here.   A couple of weeks after 
the Globe and Mail Plenitude review, Harvard phoned again, and this time I said, “I’d be 
delighted to come and visit.”  At this writing, I am awaiting the outcome of that visit and 
wondering where I’ll be next year. 
 
Non-print reviewers seemed to like the book more.  Evan Solomon spoke well of it.  So 
did Leora Kornfeld, bless her.  Arthur Danto endorsed it.  Betsy A. McLane made it the 
December gift of the International Documentary Association.  Jim Lehrer and John Carey 
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spoke well of it privately and this was heartening.  Virginia Postrel mentioned it in Wired, 
Forbes ASAP, and Reason.  Sarah Zupko included it on her Cultural Studies Web Page.  
Gwynne Dyer wrote and spoke well of it.  Jean Feraca did a PBS radio segment to it.  
Many magazines refused to review it on the grounds that it was not available in book 
stores.  Those who did review it, usually forgot to put in the web address.  The Globe and 
Mail both damned the book and refused to include the web address.  When you are 
available only on the net, this is exile.  Those who came to visit the website were nervous 
about ordering over the web (hence, eventually, the 1 800 number). 
 
Sales were, and continue, slow.  I have lots of copies of Plenitude 1.0 still on hand.  But 
downloads of the book on the internet site have been going briskly, from 500 to 1000 a 
month.  Plenitude 1.0 was free on the net—which no doubt helped the download 
numbers—and, of course, discourage sales. The decision to give the book away on the net 
proved interesting.  “Why would you want to do that?” one stranger asked me with deep 
suspicion, as if the whole thing might be part of a CIA conspiracy.  (May I take this 
opportunity to say it isn’t?) 
 
I did think about putting the book into book stores.  I asked Amazon.com if they would 
distribute the book.  It seemed to me that this was the logical next step for them—not just 
to be faster than book stores, but an exclusive source of certain books.  They didn’t think 
so.  I wondered if community bookstores might want to use exclusive access to the book 
to fight the challenge of the big book stores like Indigo and Barnes and Noble.  I chose 
the community bookstore in Boulder, Colorado as my test case, but the buyer not only 
turned down my offer but refused to see me when I dropped by.  (Ah, the humiliations of 
the self published.) 
 
Why give the book on the net?  What is left of the Net culture believes in generosity.  The 
likes of Sarah Zupko have put thousands of hours into their web sites.  A good deal of the 
net is constructed from volunteer labor.  Giving a book away did not seem a deeply 
eccentric thing to do.  But there was a second notion.  Plenitude.  The economics of 
plenitude are different from those of the economics of scarcity.  (You might say that the 
millions of pirated copies of the word processing program WordStar were an early, not 
quite voluntary, exercise in these economics.)  
 
A great deal turned on the web site.  For the real book was not the hard copy, it was what 
appeared in the PDF file of the book and more important what appeared on the web site.  
Several people, especially Suzanne Stein, Alejandro Lynch and Cathy Logan, helped with 
the design.  It seemed to me everyone (including me) is “click happy” on the net. 
Everyone is in a powerful hurry to click and move on.  We needed some way of engaging 
the visitor.  This is why we offered the book in paragraph-sized sections, inviting the 
reader to respond straight away with a vote and only then with a comment.  Originally, we 
installed too many passages and I think a lot of visitors thought, “Too much.  Next!” and 
moved on.  Eventually we made it 20 paragraphs only and this seemed to help. 
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Comments began to come in, but in the early days they were few and discouraging.  I 
think Cathy Logan, then my research assistant, despaired for me.  It was clear that things 
were not going quite as I’d hoped.  It was all I could do to respond to the few comments 
that did come in.  The book was not selling, the reviews were venomous, the web site was 
quiet.  What had I done?  More exactly, what had I failed to do?  Many new enterprises 
are like this.  There is a terrible first moment when the world just yawns and says, “and?”  
It was not pleasant.  
 
I attempted to bring people to the web site.  I took out ads in the Village Voice, Chicago 
Reader, and San Francisco Bay Guardian.  There is no way of knowing whether these 
were effective, but I think they were not.   I believe now I would have done better 
sponsoring a local Little League team.  (I would have got a shirt.)   
 
I used post cards.  These can be printed very cheaply and mailing lists can also be got 
quite cheaply.  This seemed to help a little.  The thing that seemed to help the most was 
media coverage.  The PBS radio coverage from Feraca was sensationally effective.  It 
brought lots of smart visitors.  Solomon’s Futureworld and Kornfeld’s RadioSonic 
segments had the same effect.  I still believe I would not have got this coverage were it 
not for the hard-copy existence of the book, but I could be wrong.   I sent the book for 
review to all the likely magazines.  Most of them refused to review it on the grounds that 
it was not available in book stores.  I’m not sure what to think here.  Is this the magazine 
protecting the trust of the reader? Or is this the old regime, the print regime, protecting 
itself. 
 
Eventually, comments began to build.  People began to respond to other people.  People 
sent in materials and reactions.  I began to ask contributors to comment on new 
comments.  There were not sensational numbers of comments.  But that was just as well.  
I was by this time working almost continuously.  What time I had left between consulting 
projects I was devoting to Transformation. 
 
At this writing I am waiting.  Waiting to see if Revenue Canada is ever going to unfreeze 
my bank account.  (Never mind.)  I’m thinking about Harvard.  How Canadian am I?  
How Canadian is Canada?  This project staggers forward.  The chief question is whether 
anyone will read this book?  Will they participate in its writing?  We shall see.  There is, 
of course, the lingering suspicion that the web writer was right: “I suspect you have 
wasted time and money in self-publishing; if you enjoy it, fine.” 
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Appendix C: Roseanne 
 
Several passages of the book were posted on the Plenitude web site (www.cultureby.com) 
for reaction and comment.   In bringing the reactions and comments into Plenitude 2.0, I 
placed them as close as possible to the original passage.  Unfortunately, the Roseanne and 
the Frank Black passages appear in the introductory essay where I did not wish to slow 
things down.  Hence this appendix.  Reproducing the Roseanne thread here also gave me 
a chance to operate “under glass,” so that the reader can see behind the scenes, as it were.  
I’ve taken the liberty of removing some of my own contributions, and I have edited or 
eliminated contributions of others where appropriate.   
 
the quote on the web site: 
 
Roseanne Roseanne came to stardom on the strength of a blistering, fearless candour.  
And she used her power to buck the Hollywood system and create television that broke 
the rules of gender, genre, and television all at once.  She gave us a family that was equal 
parts American, feminist, working class, real life, and lunatic.  By all appearances and her 
own account, she was, in the process, much too intent on celebrity to care very much 
what anybody thought of her. (from the introduction: Mysteries for Martians, p. 12 in 
Plenitude 1.0 and here in Plenitude 2.0.) 
 

Legend:  
a. exactly 
b. convincing 
c. possible 
d. dubious 
e. fatuous nonsense 
 
 

Summary of votes:  
 

a. exactly 
11 
 

b. convincing 
25 
 

c. possible 
  9 
 

d. dubious 
  7 
 

e. fatuous nonsense 
13 
 

 
 
 
 
A surprising number of people thought I was guilty of fatuous nonsense on this one.  
There was also a strong current of disagreement.  Good. 

http://www.cultureby.com/�
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In the left-hand column is the original web writer’s comment, with its date of posting, 
and, sometimes, the author’s e-mail address.  In the right-hand column are my responses 
for this book.  I have left the numbering of comments as it is on the website. 
 

1. Answer: fatuous 
nonsense 
Comment: Anyone 
intent on celebrity 
CARES about what is 
thought of him or her, 
by definition. She is 
adept at controlling the 
media circus around 
her if not her own life. 
From: (no e-mail 
address given) 
Date: Sat Nov 22 1997 

This reader missed my attempt to acknowledge a paradox—and, I think, 
one of the most interesting things about Roseanne.  It’s a little weird to 
give readers the chance to call you fatuous.  Sometimes I strike back.  
Sometimes I’m more mature about it.  (“Fatuous nonsense” was chosen 
as a voting choice, by the way, because it was used by Robert Fulford to 
characterize my public challenge in Shift Magazine.)634  One reader 
called the essay on goths “annoying” and wondered why outsiders like 
me couldn’t just leave them alone.  This is a good thing.  It is probably 
impossible to do a good anthropology without pissing people off.  And 
of course Canadians are famous for their wish to be loved.  There are 
only two Canadians of whom this is not true: Nardwuar and Tom 
Green.. 

 

3. Answer: convincing 
Comment: Roseanne achieved success for all 
the same reasons a lot of people do. Being in 
the right place at the right time. This is not to 
say that she does not possess some unique 
talents that do not deserve to be rewarded. I am 
suggesting however that there was a void at the 
time her star shot across the sky. A void for the 
depiction of the 'real' working class 
mother/wife/employee on prime time television.  
Date: Wed Nov 26 1997 

This is interesting: a kind of “niche” model 
of celebrity—nicely compatible with Plato’s 
version of Plenitude.  There are slots waiting 
to be filled, and Roseanne was not her own 
author, but merely “in the right place at the 
right time” to find such a slot.  What this 
model misses, I think, is the fact that the TV 
heavens tend to exclude the likes of 
Roseanne and she was obliged to open a 
space before there was anything to fill. 

 
4. Answer: possible 
Comment: I'm skeptical that it 
was Roseanne who really called 
the shots on the show... Was it a 
studio exec's idea to have such 
an anti-hero protagonist 
(woman, overweight, unsexy, 
sassy but not smart)...after all 
Sanford and Son was a great and 
unlikely show (black working 
class hero with a lot of sass too), 
but Redd Foxx didn't write and 
produce the show, even if he 
carried it... 
From: mvogl@citysearch.com  
Date: Wed Nov 26 1997 

This comment helped me see something I did not emphasize 
enough: that Roseanne took on production responsibility and 
this, as much as her celebrity, may have been key to her 
success.  (This opens up comparisons between Roseanne and 
Ani DiFranco, Fugazi, & Loreena McKennitt all of whom 
secured a place for their music by managing their own 
careers.  It also suggests that sometimes the key is in Marx’s 
language, infrastructural, not superstructural).  Of course, 
Mvogl makes this comment to suggest that Roseanne was not 
a production power, and the comparison to Sanford and Son 
is inspired—but only as long as Roseanne and Sanford and 
Son were pattern-breaking in the same way. 

 
5. Answer: convincing 
Comment: I think Roseanne's show’s 

I liked this writer’s willingness to break out of 

mailto:mvogl@citysearch.com�
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success…is astonishing given the subject 
matter. Her shows were risky, progressive 
and ahead of their times. I cannot believe 
such a show is possible in these days of 
paranoid, vanilla producing networks. I find 
these issues and her quest for celebrity at any 
cost at little at odds with each other. But 
that's her gig.  
From: markb@blackrocket.com  
Date: Wed Nov 26 1997 

the Postmanian argument.  He is prepared to 
entertain anomalous data.   But his second point 
remains, I think, the captive of the Postman 
position.  He appears to suppose, as many do, 
that people who are self interested can’t be in 
the vanguard.  This comment, and others like it, 
told me that I have to take on the Postman 
argument in the rewrite—and I do that below in 
the essay on diffusion. 

 

6. Comment: Grant: thanks for the 
comment. I'm also struck by the 
contradiction between her progressive 
spirit and the quest for celebrity. But it 
may be that she needed to do celebrity to 
pursue the second. Or maybe and more 
probably she just wanted to be famous. 
The nice thing, the remarkable thing, is 
she never let that passion turn her into a 
creature of the mainstream (as it does so 
many others) or someone who refused to 
take risks. Thanks for the comment 
[ In response to comment 5 ] 
From: grant@cultureby.com  
Date: Fri Nov 28 1997 

This is the tone I use throughout these comments, 
unfortunately—way too chummy.  This is a personal 
failure—therapy is clearly indicated.  But it is also a 
Canadian disability.  For non-Canadian readers: 
when someone makes themselves vulnerable to 
contradiction or criticism, you must protect them 
with kid gloves.  You must save face for them.  It’s 
the Canadian way. 
 
But what I do like about Roseanne is precisely that 
she desperately wanted to be famous and she was 
still prepared to tell everyone to “fuck off.”   
Normally, the desire for the first forces people to 
suppress the inclination for the second. 

 
7. Comment: Grant: thanks for 
this comment. I was skeptical 
too. But she claims that it was 
her and only her (see her 
autobio: sorry cant find the 
reference: but that's in the book 
if you happened to download it) 
[Plenitude 2.0: the ref is: Arnold, 
Roseanne 1994. My Lives. New 
York: Ballantine Books] and that 
if she had let the studio call the 
shots the show would have been 
as predictable and borrowing as 
all others. Nice point about 
Sanford and Son. I haven’t seen 
any literature on this point. Do 
you happen to know of any? 
Thanks again, Grant 
[ In response to comment 4 ] 
From: grant@cultureby.com  
Date: Fri Nov 28 1997 

Here I try to develop the possibility that it was celebrity plus 
production control that gave R. her real power.  More 
exactly: stars convert their celebrity into production power.  
Usually, this is to get more profit & more creative control.  
But R. apparently was converting for another reason: to make 
a more radical show.  In this model, the star adds a piece, 
seeking celebrity to get power to make the show more 
radical.  Now this can be seen to be an end in itself, or as 
another (better?) way to push out producers in the profit and 
power game.  Was R. ratcheting up the show’s ability to gain 
ratings, generate celebrity and endow herself with more 
power.  Or was she still the stand-comic with a radical point 
of view?  Or, to bow before my own criticism above in 
comment 5, why not both?  In any case, R. played the 
insurgent, using popular culture to change popular culture.   

 

mailto:markb@blackrocket.com�
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10. Answer: convincing 
Comment: A word you don't use 
but fits well with your concept is 
"Vulnerable." Roseanne appeared 
slightly (or more) out of control. 
Her issues were real. Her 
appearance was rejectable. She 
looked like we felt. And all that 
adds up to projecting ourselves 
on to her or identifying with her.  
From: 
Thomas_Magnus@sawtoothgroup.
com  
Date: Mon Dec 1 1997 

A good point, one that never occurred to me, and, therefore, a 
demonstration of the advantages of writing on the net.  But I 
think it’s wrong, or at least wrong for this viewer (i.e., me).  I 
never glimpsed a whit of vulnerability in R.  She struck me 
instead as a model of “what you see is what you get.”  But I 
could be wrong.  And if I am wrong, it suggests a new take 
on the mystery of R.’s stardom.  Was it: vulnerability > 
identification > celebrity > power.  The star achieves stardom 
by dismantling her claims to stardom, by showing that she is 
just like us.  This is paradoxical—the star constructs stardom 
out of modesty, she uses self effacement to become more 
revered.  The claim to be “just like us” helps her become not 
at all like us).  But it is a long standing strategy in social life.  
Elizabethan statecraft knew perfectly well that the best 
admiration was the kind that people felt they had given 
freely.635 

 

11. Comment: I disagree. 
Roseanne (the character and the 
person) never appeared out of 
control. Her appearance did (esp. 
her weight), but underneath she 
had an inescapable element of 
strength. This is what made her 
so appealing to the average 
woman - Roseanne proved that a 
woman doesn't have to look 
perfect - in fact she can look like 
crap - and still be powerful and 
in control. I don't think the word 
vulnerable entered her mind. 
Reality and strength go together 
just as well.  
[ In response to comment 10 ] 
From: catjam@interlog.com  
Date: Thu Dec 4 1997 

This was written by my research assistant at the time, Cathy 
Logan.  I didn’t ask her to, but I was grateful that she did.  In 
the early days there was a lot of time between comments.  It 
was a little like holding a party to which no one wanted to 
come.  I think Cathy decided that if something didn’t arrive 
soon, I might do something desperate—and so near the 
holiday season (as she might put it).  It’s a good point and 
identifies an important tenet of R.’s feminism: that 
appearances of this kind shouldn’t disqualify an individual 
from celebrity or power. (Cathy is a marvel.  Job offers, 
please, to catjam@interlog.com.)   In a sexist world, beauty is 
one of the currencies that woman typically have had to bring 
to the table.  Typically the conversion cycle is: beauty > 
celebrity > power.  Without it, R. had to find another way.  
And in thinking about C.s comment, I began to wonder 
whether controversy was strategic: a substitute for beauty: 
controversy > celebrity > power.  Risky, but in a sexist 
world…   (Note to self: The trouble with all these equations 
is that they leave no place for “talent.”)   
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12. Answer: convincing 
Comment: I'm not a big fan of 
Roseanne. I think she used a few 
people. I do have to give her 
credit for giving us a view of a 
family that wasn't perfect and 
taking on subjects that were 
current in our society. 
Date: Thu Dec 18 1997 

Once more we hear that now obligatory suspicion about the 
motives of someone who achieves stardom.  How odd this is: 
a reflexive skepticism.  Why should it surprise us that stars 
are ambitious?  The nice thing about R. is that she says so 
plainly.  But it is true that there is a cultural convention (see 
comment on comment 10) that says stars must show a certain 
modesty before we will grant them stardom.  Mel Gibson is a 
good example. 

 
15. Answer: convincing 
Comment: I almost hate to 
agree with this because then i 
would have to admit her show 
was her art, it's hard to look at a 
sitcom that way (except the 
Simpsons, grant, I would love to 
hear what you think of that 
show), but she seemed to be in 
conflict in every press release 
and calendar tidbit I've ever 
read. She certainly would not 
have had all of these conflicts if 
she didn't care to "buck" the 
Hollywood system. bravo to her 
after all. 
From: james.welch@accton-
irv.com  
Date: Mon Feb 23 1998 

Another good example of the Postman problem: popular 
culture is defacto something that cannot be taken seriously.  It 
cannot be art, it cannot be high culture, it cannot even be 
culture.  The single most frustrating thing about doing an 
anthropology of contemporary culture is that the inhabitants 
of this culture refuse to believe they have a culture.  The costs 
are high.  The Postman argument obliges us to believe that 
we cannot admire popular culture—that we are merely 
amusing ourselves to death.  Believe this and there is much 
you can not see. 

 
16. Comment: Interesting 
question: is it art or politics or 
indeed culture. The 
anthropologist in me prefers the 
latter but there is something 
charmingly about calling her 
work art. Certainly its 
performance art. And to think 
she got a network to be for that!. 
Anyhow, thanks for the smart 
and provocative comment. Grant 
[ In response to comment 15 ] 
Date: Mon Feb 23 1998 

Yow, patronizing or what?  My apologies to James Welch.  
He made a smart comment and deserved better.  And, I have 
to say, this is an illustration of one of the advantages of the 
net for authors.  To listen, as I can here, to a reader go, “oh, 
that’s interesting,” is thrilling and surely one of the great 
attractions of the drafty e-book. 
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17. Answer: possible 
Comment: Is the "system" based only upon 
appearance and gender? I would say that 
much of it is based on celebrity worship, and 
in that way she did not change much. She 
has the characteristics of much of American 
society in that she is loud, obnoxious and 
extraverted. Her TV program did bring up 
controversial issues but they seemed to be 
the same controversial issues that people 
were already talking about. On that scale it is 
way behind "All in the Family."  
From: tms22@axe.humboldt.edu  
Date: Sat Feb 28 1998 

Occasionally, smart people write stuff you 
cannot get.  I’m pretty sure there is a system of 
celebrity worship, but I’m also certain it is 
based upon certain notions of appearance and 
gender.  On the second point, I guess some 
celebrities are loud and obnoxious but this is a 
tough road to celebrity.  This comment did force 
me to examine my assumptions and see that 
there are woman on TV who are more forceful 
than before.  Cybil Shepherd, Grace, Dharma.  
Roseanne’s children, all. This loudness is what 
will happen when women transcend the shy, 
retiring MTM stuff. 

 
18. Comment: Well, but when was the last 
time a celebrity looked like this. In a culture 
obsessed with being thin, agreeable, 
presentable, ornamental, there she was in all 
her unvarnished glory. And, hey, if all she is 
doing is finding a place on TV for things 
people are talking about on the street, I'll 
take it. It used to be a hermetically sealed 
world where nothing of substance was 
allowed in. Thanks! Grant 
[ In response to comment 17 ] 
Date: Mon Mar 2 1998 

Here’s my reply to comment 17.  And I still 
think it’s a good one.  The precedent was Mary 
Tyler Moore.  Broadening the envelope to 
include Rhoda still demanded that women have 
certain physical characteristics.   

 
19. Comment: I just think that the focus on 
Roseanne's appearance is a little overstated. 
No, she's not thin, but she has other 
characteristics in common with many 
celebrities, such as her obsession with fame 
and her loud, crude demeanor. […] I still 
think All in the Family is a better 
representation of what you're talking about- 
the cast was not agreeable, presentable, 
ornamental, etc., but at the same time they 
really took risks. 
[ In response to comment 18 ] 
From: tms22@axe.humboldt.edu  
Date: Mon Mar 23 1998 

I’m uncomfortable with using All in the Family 
as an example because so much of the humor 
appeared to come from an unconscious self-
mockery.  Characters would say things that 
made them look like idiots—and they would do 
it innocently.  It was, I think, precisely this that 
helped the show speak to anti-Archie and pro-
Archie enthusiasts at the same time.   
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20. Comment: I guess what 
strikes me is how thoroughly she 
shattered what's left of the 
Donna Reed, Mary Tyler Moore, 
Florence Henderson, perky-
agreeable-mom model of 
femaleness. As to obnoxiousness 
this is a nice (witty) point, but 
aren't most celebrities obnoxious 
off-camera and not on? This goes 
too far but there was when you 
think about it, something almost 
punk about Roseanne. She 
exploded what was left of the 
bourgeois model which was not 
only still active on TV but still 
active in North American lives. 
Niceness, and all its stands for as 
a set of rules about self-
definition and self-presentation 
was an enormously powerful 
ideology (and one of the great 
lairs of sexism). Roseanne did 
something remarkable when she 
broke with it. Thanks for the 
great comment. Grant 
[ In response to comment 19 ] 
Date: Mon Mar 30 16:32:14 
1998 

Here the writer helps me see something—R. as a reflection of 
the punk revolution.  Someone who said, “hey, I can do that.”  
And someone who did it deliberately to break the rules of the 
old order. 
 
 
 
 
 
On the “niceness” comment here, I found myself catching a 
glimpse of my own culture as if from the outside.  There is an 
entire ideology, what Geertz’s would call a “cultural system,” 
that underlies the idea of “nice.”  No one has figured out what 
it is.  Which is to say that one of the most powerful 
organizing ideas of our culture has been ignored by its social 
scientists.  I blame the mythmakers. 

 
 

21. Answer: possible 
Comment: Like ancient invaders 
of mainland China, Roseanne 
was successful only up to a 
point, after which she became 
seduced and subsumed by the 
existing culture.  
From: schommer@tznet.com 
Date: Thu Apr 2 16:53:05 1998 

This is a great point, or, at least, possibility.   See my 
concession below.  It’s also a great metaphor.  Here the 
author is outclassed by his readers.  Thank you, Mr. 
Schommer.  It occurs to me that Robert Thompson, author of 
The Second Golden Age of Television, might be able to say 
just what did happen to R. 

 
22. Comment: Grant: This is a 
nice point. Certainly R.’s plastic 
surgery suggests exactly the 
capitulation you suggest. But I 
have looked at her 
autobiography and it sounds like 
a "take no prisoners" Roseanne. I 
think when the mainstream 
absorbs someone like this maybe 
both parties change.  Roseanne, 

Schommer’s argument forces me to reckon with a crucial 
datum I have till now conveniently forgotten: that Roseanne 
did have plastic surgery so thorough going and so 
conventionalizing that she lost much of her originality. 
 
I wrote Schommer and thanked him and we corresponded for 
awhile.  I may even have sent him a copy of the book.  Yes, 
Cathy and I were that desperate.  We sent books to several 
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certainly, did.  But the 
mainstream itself is necessarily 
changed, or at least (no pun 
intended) enlarged. Viewers "out 
there" think differently.  In my 
anthropological work, I've heard 
housewives (forgive the term) 
say things like "well, you know 
what Roseanne would do" and 
snort with a "get out of my way" 
decisiveness that I think would 
have been harder to summon 
had the show never aired. 
Thanks for a great comment, 
Grant 
[ In response to comment 21 ] 
Date: Fri Apr 3 15:34:24 1998 

people who made comments.  I’m not sure any of them wrote 
back.   

 
23. Answer: dubious 
Comment: In this day and age, 
television has penetrated all 
parts of western culture. It now 
gives the average western 
household opinions where there 
were previously none. But it still 
doesn't 'break all the rules' 
Television is a consumer dictated 
product and, although it may 
feed and enhance the minds of 
the viewer, it still never 
oversteps the invisible mark left 
by today’s society. Roseanne 
may have seemed to break the 
rules, but she only broke the 
rules that we wanted broken. The 
show may empower or enrage 
some people, but it still clings to 
the fringes of convention. 
Date: Thu Apr 30 04:36:25 1998 

Oh dear, Postman with a little Chomsky thrown in for good 
measure.  The consumer market place creates TV.  TV 
creates culture and consent.  We live in an invisible web.  All 
real change is necessarily impossible.  Forgive me, this is just 
lunacy.  We have seen great changes in our culture, in gender, 
in class, in life-style, none of which would have been even 
conceivable had the Postman-Chomsky argument been true.  
The last two sentences are, I think, demonstrations of the 
argument’s weakness—and self confidence.  If this were an 
argument instead of a belief system, sloppy thinking of this 
kind would not be tolerated.  I have treid to formulate a more 
detailed response in the Appendix below on innovation. 
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24. Comment: Well, this 
argument, that our culture is 
utterly the creation of or the 
captive of commercial forces, 
continues strong. I don’t believe 
it. And increasingly I believe it is 
one of the myths we now tell 
ourselves about ourselves, that it 
is truly a false consciousness, 
created by the likes of Stewart 
Ewing and several decades of 
"scholarship." If and when ,we 
insist this argument is true we 
prevent ourselves from seeing 
the real subtleties and the real 
changes that are taking place in 
this last decade of the 20th 
century. Anyhow that's what I 
think. Grant 
[ In response to comment 23 ] 
Date: Sat May 2 11:49:30 1998 

Here’s my reply at the time.  A little more civil than the 
one above.  As I saw the Postman/Chomsky argument roll 
in again and again on the web site, I thought to myself, 
this web site isn’t a “dream catcher,” it’s a myth catcher.  
We are listening to the work of a few self appointed 
guardians who have satisfied their prejudices at the 
expense of a culture’s knowledge of itself.  We are a 
culture.  We do have myths.  And one of the myths we 
have is that we are not a culture, but a commercial 
creation, controlled by vested interests, incapable of real 
change, ruled by greed and self interest.  God knows, there 
is a lot of this in our culture.  God knows, there is lots else 
beside.  The Postman/Chomsky argument not only cannot 
contend with this; it keeps us from seeing it.  All in the 
name of getting to the truth! 
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Appendix D: the path of cultural innovation 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 5: The path of innovation 
 
What is a celebrity?  Who controls the media?  What does advertising and marketing do 
to us?  How does the “consumer culture” work?  Who creates and controls our culture? 
These questions proved points of controversy at the web site.  Many of the answers to 
these questions, especially the ones inspired by cultural studies and post modernism are, I 
think, incomplete.  What gets left out, I think, is an account of the production of 
innovation and especially how it diffuses through contemporary culture.  This appendix is 
not a definitive or exhaustive treatment of the topic, but I hope it helps a little to open the 
issue up. 
 
This appendix treats the path of innovation as four domains.  Innovation originates in 
Domain 1.  It enters the social world and finds its earliest partisans in Domain 2.  It 
begins to win widespread adoption in Domain 3.  Fad becomes fashion, topic becomes 
trend.  One of three things happen in Domain 4.  The innovation slips beneath the surface 
of consciousness and becomes a taken-for-granted aspect of our culture.  It falls from 
currency and into disfavor.  It is returned to new currency, usually as someone else’s 
fashion.  
 
It’s worth pointing out that what I’m calling the path of innovation is usually called 
“diffusion” and I will draw on diffusion theory throughout the construction of this 
argument.  There are, needless to say, plenty of ways that diffusion theory might be 
applied to contemporary society and this is only one. 
 
 
 
 

      Path of Innovation 
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Domain 1 
 
Domain1 is the place we visit when solving problems, when trying to “figure something 
out.”   Perfect phrase, this “figuring” is.  It may come from mathematics in which figures 
do, of course, figure.   But it probably comes from rhetoric in which a “figure” is a figure 
of speech, a metaphor, an image that makes the world make sense.  Domain 1 is filled 
with figures, images, comparisons, models, shapes, notions, and other problem-solving 
instruments. 
 
There is a general sense that we go looking for Domain 1.  Some people have a favorite 
chair that proves the surest vehicle of entry.  Others cultivate a particular frame of mind 
with music, drugs, alcohol, and a walk on the beach.636  In A Few Good Men (1992, Rob 
Reiner), Tom Cruise cannot think without his baseball bat (a figure for his problem-
solving, possibly, the Piñata model, as it were?). But sometimes Domain 1 emerges on its 
own, erupting when we least expect it.  We are washing the dishes and the world 
disappears.  We are gazing at the cover of Family Circle and the solution is obvious.  
Sometimes we go looking for domain 1, sometimes it comes looking for us. 
 
Domain 1 looks and feels like chaos but it’s really only commotion.  It begins as the 
work-a-day world, a place of relative clarity, definition, precision.  (Were it not so, the 
work-a-day wouldn’t be workable.)   As we begin to examine our assumptions and 
wonder at the possibilities, the world begins to soften and blur.  Categories become less 
precise.  Definitions less distinct.  It is only when malleable that the world allows 
reworking.  Only now can we figure a way out of what (and how) we know into 
something new. 
 
Careful!  It’s commotion we are looking for, not chaos.  Too much second-guessing and 
things come undone.  Pondering can make the world slide away.  (The work-a-day world 
is after all a cultural construction that depends for its plausibility precisely on the fact that 
we take it for granted most of the time, that we leave it alone.637)  Once you start really 
mucking about, well, nothing comes of chaos, as Lear might say, think again.  We can, of 
course, err in the other direction.  When we challenge too little, the world remains inert, a 
place where everything is what it is and not another thing.  Domain 1 is the middle 
kingdom between clarity and chaos.   
 
Who visits Domain 1?  Scientists, gardeners, consultants, poets, contractors, pilgrims, 
playwrights, parents, designers, journalists, account planners, curators, secretaries, 
roofers, academics, talk show hosts, creative directors, writers, small business owners, 
venture capitalists, new media creators, product developers, museum directors, very 
nearly everyone.  Domain 1 is not the exclusive domain of tortured artists or good hearted 
eccentrics, as we are sometimes encouraged to think.  It is filled with a diversity of 
people, some tortured, some clueless, some ruthlessly practical, many all three.  We 
misread contemporary culture when we suppose it is the work of “creative types” only.    
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Domain 1, softened and blurred, is a place teeming with possibility.  There are several 
kinds of novelty here.  There is novelty that isn’t very novel—as when the Backstreet 
Boys emerge only to replace the New Kids on the Block or when South Park replaces the 
Simpsons.   More substantial novelty changes not just what we think but the way we 
think.  It offers “that other message,” to use Levi-Strauss’s famous phrase, the one for 
which there isn’t a grammar, the one that forces a reformation of grammar.  This 
innovation “breaks the mold” and reworks it.  Things get exciting and, usually, a bit 
tricky—because raw novelty is as frightening as it is exhilerating. 
 
I leave aside the issue of whether creativity is really individuals working alone, 
individuals working in groups, or groups working as groups.  I’m pretty sure it’s not 
groups as groups.  A large, well funded, empirical test conducted in Canada in the 1970s 
demonstrated that thousands of people assembled in a single place, let’s call it Ottawa, 
would be inclined to have no ideas and, when left unsupervised, would actually strangle 
new ideas.  There was, it turned out, no creativity by committee.  And I am pretty sure 
that it is not individuals working alone.  The “great man” theory of history, to add to all 
its other many faults, is uncomprehending of the social and cultural context in which 
creativity must take place.   The Romantic concept of the artist has problems of its own. 
 
The truth lies somewhere in the relationship between individual and group.  I am not 
concerned here to specify the exact nature of this relationship.  I give the group its due: 
the creative domain is variously funded and sustained by the collectivity and its zeitgeist.  
I am inclined to give the individual perhaps more credit than is currently fashionable.  
However much they owe to the collectivity, individuals remain the irreducible, relatively 
unpredictable agent of creation and diffusion.   It is they who bring ideas out of 
commotion into the world.638   
 
Domain 2 
 
Movement between domains 1 and 2 can happen in triumph or by stealth, all of sudden or 
over many years.  We are most drawn to the revolutionary moment, perhaps because it is 
so visible and so easy, oddly, to grasp.  The first time people heard a recording of the 
Orioles’ It’s Too Soon To Know, they knew popular music had changed.639  The same 
reaction took place when English musicians first heard Jimi Hendrix play the guitar.640  
Solos they’d spent weeks perfecting now seemed quaint.  The state-of-the-art was now 
ridiculous.  This kind of novelty is a strange beast, both unanticipateable and, then 
suddenly, inevitable.  (That we should have a distinct shortage of studies of how this 
paradox works says how desperately unprepared we are for a new century that will prove 
beyond our powers of anticipation and then inevitable.641)    
 
All of those in domain 2 are innovators but some are more innovative than others.  There 
are those who steal into Domain 1 and manage to smuggle the “new” back across the 
border.  (“No, officer, nothing to declare.”)  But some innovators never leave Domain 2.  
They embrace the innovation early, when it is still rough and unclear.  They participate in 
its forming and finishing.  Someone in Manchester thought to spike his hair in the now 
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famous punk Mohawk, but the innovation was completed and refined by a still larger 
group of citizens of Domain 2.   
 
Innovators are prepared to embraced new ways of thinking and being.  This demands a 
characteristic set of psychological characteristics, economic opportunities, educational 
advantages, cultural conditions.  Most of all, it demands the inclination, rare in most 
cultures, to “step off.”  For reasons we understand and some we do not, they are prepared 
to forsake what they know and embrace what they don’t.  Typically, they do not care that 
other people think the innovation odd or loathsome.  (“You’ve got a safety pin in your 
nose!”)  They are happy to embrace what others disdain.  They like the “shock of the 
new,” or they have a constitution that can endure it.642   
 
Domain 3 
 
Adopters live well down the path.  An innovation must emerge from domain 1 and make 
its way through domain 2 before it reaches them.  Adopters do not like the full force of 
the new.  When they first hear the phrase ’zup?, for instance, they find it surprising and 
uncomfortable.643  It’s not till they have heard a sports celebrity like Michael Jordan, or, 
say, Mark McGwire use it that they can begin to think about adopting it.  To take another 
example, the first glimpse of a new Japanese or Milanese fashion will shock Domain 3 
citizens as risky and radical.  Within a season or two, it falls within the range of 
possibility.  Within a season more, it has found a place in the adopter’s wardrobe.  
 
Domains 2 and 3 are in a steady state of interaction as the innovation passes between 
them.  We have been invited to see this interaction as conflict.  Georg Simmel (1858-
1918), German sociologist, suggested that innovators and adopters are at war: adopters 
appropriating the new from innovators, innovators giving it up to move on to the still 
newer new.644   Two groups, two motives, one outcome: the steady cascade of novelty 
through the social order. 
 
Simmel declared the conflict self perpetuating.  Innovators differentiate because Adopters 
imitate.  Adopters imitate because Innovators differentiate.  These motives are probably 
not mutual.   In Simmel’s scheme, Adopters appear to be the initiating party.  They are 
proactive, Innovators reactive.   
 
The prize in all of this is status.  In Simmel’s scheme, innovators have status, adopters 
want status.  Simmel saw the class systems of 19th century engaged in a status war.645   
The innovators of Domain 2 were people with high (or higher) standing.  The adopters of 
Domain 3 were people with low (or lower) standing.  Domain 3 was constantly trying to 
steal the status markers of those above them—styles of language, clothing, furniture, built 
form—to create the impression of elevated social standing.  Domain 2 sought new status 
markers that would keep differences clear.  Josiah Wedgwood, 18th century pottery 
maker, attempted to harness this by giving his plate away to English aristocrats.  If he 
could get them to adopt it, he knew there was a good chance it would be imitated by 
lower standing social groups and flow through the rest of English society.646 
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Domain 4 
 
This is the last stage in the innovation’s path.  There are three possibilities.  The 
innovation will lodge as a permanent part of culture.  This is what happened, for instance, 
when the Afro-American “High 5” came off the street to become the obligatory gesture of 
celebration exchanged between white sports fans at basketball and football games.647  
Second, it is dispensed with as ridiculous and falls into disuse and repudiation.  The Spice 
Girls are, at this writing, just weeks away from the moment when even 10 years don’t 
want to them on their gum.648   Finally, it can actually undergo fashion reuptake, where it 
emerges as someone else’s fashion choice. 
 
Sometimes innovations go in all three directions.  The mainstream decade culture of the 
1980s was exhausted and on the verge of repudiation by 1987.   Inevitably, its signature 
button down shirts, chinos, loafers, and brands like Brooks Brothers, Rolex, BMW, and 
belatedly Ralph Lauren, were “old.”  One of the celebrity icons of the decade, Tom 
Cruise, was being denounced as “yuppie scum.”649  Preppie values were attacked as 
individualistic, competitive, careerist, shallow, greedy and vain.650  A growing number of 
people no longer wanted to be seen as a preppie or dressed like one.     
 
But not everyone was prepared to embrace the new.  Baby boomers began to distance 
themselves from some 1980s values and outlooks, but it quickly became clear that they 
were going to take the preppie look to their graves.  As it turned out, there would always 
be a market for Land’s End, Eddie Bauer, and Ralph Lauren.  In this case both halves of 
the classic “up or out” patterns were played out.  By the end of the 1980s, many people 
over 30 had made this look an enduring choice while others despised the sight of it. 
 
It’s not entirely clear what happened then.  Urban myth has it that the Saturday Night Live 
appearance of Snoop Dog created a small sensation because he appeared wearing a shirt 
designed by Tommy Hilfiger.  Hilfiger helped enormously by reputedly suggesting that 
his clothes were not intended for Afro-Americans.  The reaction from the hiphop world 
was swift and unsurprising: “actually, we decide who wears what, not some skinny white 
guy with bad teeth and big hair.”  Sales picked up and the preppie look rose from the 
ashes of well earned obscurity to achieve a certain street credibility.   
 
The preppie look was now both up into mainstream culture and up into street 
credibility—magically, now choice of middle class, middle aged, mall centered Dads and 
“urban youth”—even as it was loathed by the emerging alternative movement.  Tommy 
Hilfiger, in his clueless way, put this semiotic miracle and his good fortune at risk by 
declaring, belatedly and not very convincingly, that he was actually thrilled to have Afro-
Americans consumers.  (Could there be a celebrity endorser for Tommy Hilfiger worse 
than Tommy Hilfiger?)  In any case, the preppie look and outlook managed to transcend 
fashion, stay in fashion, and fall from fashion all at once.    Thus does material culture 
speak to the new diversity of the contemporary world.  One set of signs gets deployed 
three very different ways. 
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Rethinking diffusion theory 
 
The path of innovation is not much mapped by theory.  Our chief guide, as we have seen, 
is theory of Georg Simmel, a construct designed to take account of innovation as it took 
place more than 100 years ago.   
 
It is possible to sum up Simmel’s model with a model: 
 

 
 
Figure 6: Simmel’s diffusion model as the engine of innovation 
 
There are two problems with the model: the directionality it assumes and the motive it 
imputes.  Simmel’s model assumes a hierarchical social order.   The participants in the 
creation and movement of innovation are seen as ranking high and low.  As we have 
labored to show in this book, hierarchy is no longer the only or the most important 
compass of admiration and influence.  Now influence comes from Punks in London, 
Latino gang members in Chicago, Detroit clubbers, English ravers, these are not the 
creatures Simmel had in mind.  These are not innovators for which his theory makes any 
provision. 
 
There was a brief attempt to “patch” the model with talk of “trickle up” diffusion651 but 
this did not come to grips with the true nature of the problem.  With the end of verticality, 
the influence of English punks was not being channeled by a hierarchy.  Those who 
continue to find it conveniently to think in this manner are obliged to explain to the 
punks, gang members, ravers and clubbers that they rank at the bottom of society.  But 
this is more than a diplomatic problem.  The vertical model no longer rules the 
contemporary world.  There is still lots of hierarchical thinking, to be sure.  But influence 
and innovation responds to other models and is directed by other flows. 
 
 
 
 
 

innovators 

adopters 

differentiation imitation 
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To solve the problem of directionality, we would have to make Simmel’s model look 
more like this: 
 

 

  

 
 

 
Figure 7: a horizontal version of Simmel’s model 
 
But there is a second, larger problem: motive.  Simmel’s theory says that the object of the 
enterprise is getting and keeping social status.  This motive is still active.  It still directs 
an astonishing amount of social life.  But it is less powerful in most lives and non-
existent in many others.   
 
The new model runs on sheer novelty, status does not enter into it.  (Or, to put it another 
way that will appeal more to some, status now comes from novelty.)  In Simmel’s case, 
status was the end, and novelty the means, as it were.  Novelty is prized for it’s own sake 
and the thing that makes the system go.  It is novelty as novelty that innovators create in 
the first instance.  It is for novelty that adopters imitate in the second.  And it is for 
novelty that imitators restore differentiation in the last instance.   The path of innovation 
is no longer driven by status, but it is still driven, still systematic, and still determined by 
the mechanical properties of the system it puts in place. 
 
The novelty model of Simmel’s theory let’s us bring in a crowd of players who are 
excluded from the original.  We can talk of celebrities, marketers, and “civilians” of every 
kind.  We can talk of activities well beyond the sweaty business of status aggrandizement.  
And we can talk of about the very mechanics by which some of our preoccupations are 
driven.  The way in which we grapple with the issues of authenticity, cultural concensus, 
reward and accomplishment.  Simmel’s theory with new mechanics (the Disney 

imitation 

differentiation 
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animatronix version, as it were) let’s us see certain aspects of contemporary culture with 
new clarity.    
 
Take the example of the phrase “What’s Up?”652  This begins as a phrase charged with 
special significance.  To use it at all, to use it correctly, to use it with anything resembling 
panache, is a special meaning-conferring act.  It says, I have membership.  The person to 
whom I direct it is given membership.  The group to which I belong is given  
membership.  In its early days, the phrase has definitional power.  It gives currency and 
meaning. 
 
Every phrase works its way through the innovator community.  It is features in key music 
videos.  It appears at crucial moments from the mouths of critical actors in the movie of 
the moment.  The later innovator like to use it for its power.  Early innovators grow 
increasingly restive.  They watch with horror as the phrase creates ever greater circles in 
contemporary culture.  Then the innovation makes its fateful transition from Domain 2 
into Domain 3.  Now the adopters have truly got their mits on it.  Now every Much Music 
or MTV VJ is using it which means that every middle class 12 year old is using it.  
Simmel’s act of imitation has occurred with a vengeance.  It is time to engage in 
differentiation.  Smitherman tells us that for a moment this was accomplished by 
shortening the phrase to ’Zup but even this began to work its way down the path of 
innovation. 
 
We know that Simmel’s process can happen very quickly in the contemporary world.   
Some communities exist in a state of hyper-vigilance.  Thorton gives us a glimpse of this 
in her book, Club Cultures.  Clubbers, both the innovators and the imitators, are primed 
for action.  New dance and clothing fashions move very quickly through this community.  
It is every one is sprinting up the innovation path.  High schools can move even more 
quickly.  Students have been known to go home at lunch to change because what was 
current at the beginning of the day has “gone off” by noon.  More usually, the cycle of 
innovation, imitation, differentiation takes longer, sometimes as much as a week.  And 
when diffusion is as fast as this we begin to see how wrong are the metaphors.  Trickle-
down?   Diffusion stream?   Only cascade will do.653 
 
It would be easy to make this sound as if it were the preoccupation of youth.   The 
“mature” version of Simmel’s theory can be observed in the restaurant scene of any big 
city.  I know a New Yorker who gets an expensive, almost secret document by fax every 
week identifying the restaurants that have just broken or are about to break.  This way he 
can be certain that he is out with people from Domain 2 and avoid those clueless bridge 
and tunnel has-beens from Domain 3.  This is of course the nightmare of every restaurant 
owner.  She knows her hippest patrons, the really fashionable ones, are poised to move 
on.  And once they do, it is only a matter of time before the Domain 3 crowd move on as 
well.  (The trick, of course, is to sell while the Domain 3 crowd is still “discovering” the 
place and creating the illusion that it will “spin cash” forever.  And this is why 
restaurateurs may be seen skipping across a city as if in perpetual motion.  This is not 
caprice but someone working the Simmel effect.)   
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We know the logic by which this works.  Everyone who comes to an innovation comes to 
it as if for the first time.  However far they may be down the innovation path, they 
experience it as something fresh, something novel, something on the edge of what they 
know, something perhaps even on the edge of what they are capable of.  It is a tiny little 
walk on the wild side, a bit daring, a bit, in the English sense, mad.  There is an agreeable 
rush of excitement.  Oh, this is new.  Oh, this is daring.  There is an agreeable rush of self 
congratulation.  I know this and others don’t.  I am hipper than they.  The experience of 
this Simmel effect is heady, even intoxicating.   
 
What is interesting about the Simmel buzz, let’s call it, is that it is a perfect “shifter.”  
Everyone feels this buzz as if they are the first to experience it.  The Simmel effect 
creates the charming little fiction that the individual is the only one in the universe, that 
the innovation begins with them.  But it is a fiction.  If we are anywhere down the 
innovation path (somewhere in the middle of Domain 2, say), the innovation has in fact 
been experienced by lots of people. What we are “discovering” is actually thoroughly 
worked-over goods.  We know this in some sense but refuse it in some other.  The fact 
that people  have been saying “What’s up?” for many years does not diminish its buzz for 
us when we first say it.  Even when we know the innovation is truly a hand-me-down, we 
experience it as if for the first time.  We act as if the innovation begins with us.  
 
This is apparent in the “last-in effect” discussed in the goth section.  Looking up the 
innovation path, there is a temptation (in this and every community) for the individual 
simply to ignore that others have embraced this style before her.  She knows there were 
goths before her and that some are more goth than her.  She even knows some of these 
goths consider her a pretender.  But she refuses the judgement.  The “last-in” rule applies 
only when she applies it.  Thus goth “2,” in the figure below, believes herself more 
authentic than goth “1” even when she knows she may be seen as less gothic than goth 
“3.”  Every one is saying, in effect, the rule begins with me.  I am the last one in. 
 
Looking down the path, temptation continues.  Our goth is sometimes reluctant to give 
other adaptors the liberty she has taken for herself.  All those who come later, or less 
well, to gothness are likely to be regarded as fakes or wanna-bes.  (Or, to put this another 
way, our goth may see herself as the last occupant of Domain 2 and everyone after her as 
an adopter occupying Domain 3.)  In any case, so intense is the “shifting” quality of this 
mechanism that the individual can persuade herself that the innovation ends with her.654 
 
less goth         more goth 
           individual goths   

  inauthentic            authentic  
          1           2          3    
       
 
Figure 8: Last-In effect 
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The same is true over time.  There is a sense, a Romantic sense, that something 
(civilization, commerce, fashion and especially pretenders) has corrupted the true feeling 
and expression of the goth.  Everyone who comes after the present goth is (and must be) 
inauthentic.  But not the present goth.  She is the last one in.   
 
The Simmel effect creates several illusions for us.  The first we have just observed.  
There are members of every group who believe their community put at risk by pretenders, 
people who claim, for instance, to be goths but who do not know enough about the group 
to qualify as a member of it.  In this case the last-in effect give each individual the sense 
that something or someone is corrupting the world from which they draw their meaning.  
But in fact this sense of alienation is illusory.  It exists only because of the individual’s 
confidence that they are in and others out.  No one is stealing this world.  It is merely 
pouring through the social world to larger and broader publics.  This is how we share. 
 
But the Simmel effect creates not just alienation but also self congratulation.  When the 
phrase “What’s Up” comes to us, finally, are we, strictly speaking, entitled to think well 
of ourselves?  Isn’t there a lie in here somewhere?  Yes, we may well come to the phrase 
well before most of the rest of the world.  But almost certainly, unless we are really 
current, we are adopters like the rest of them.  When we use the “shifter” logic of the 
Simmel effect, and glory in the fact that we know what others don’t, aren’t we kidding 
ourselves?  By someone’s standard, we are “bridge and tunnel,” the very pretenders who 
corrupt innovations and make the real innovators move on. 
 
There is also the issue of appropriation.  Political correctness, as it is sometimes called, 
has had the salutary effect of making us think more carefully about the origins of the 
things that circulate in our culture and the implications of making them our own.  We are 
especially sensitive to appropriating signs from disadvantaged communities.  We now 
have second thoughts about borrowing themes from Aboriginal and Afro-American 
communities.655   
 
But this new sensitivity doesn’t seem ever to include doubts about the massive borrowing 
of verbal and nonverbal signs from the Afro-American communities, for instance.  High-
5s are borrowed without a second thought (or comment).  In this case, the Simmel adopter 
(when white) is not only borrowing from those above him on the innovation path, he is 
borrowing from someone else’s cultural world(s).  But the penny never seems to drop.  
People borrow street language, gestures and credibility without batting an eye.  And what 
is odder, for anthropological purposes, is that nothing about the social performance, for 
the performer or audience, appears to be diminished by the cultural burglery on which it 
depends. 
 
Things get odder still when we complain about how we are the subject to appropriation 
by others.  Very well.  We are on the innovation path somewhere.  We are bound to be 
imitated by people further down this path.  Simmel’s effect says this is inevitable.  But we 
have been adopters, too.  We have borrowed from those further up the path.  Surely, it is a 
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little disingenuous to claim any special virtue just because we got to an innovation a little 
ahead of a larger public.  The fact that we got the news from Option does not make us 
very more special than those who got it from Rolling Stone.  Any more than those who 
got it from Rolling Stone can claim to be more special than those who got it from 
Entertainment Tonight.  Someone may well be “ripping us off.”  But carefully scrutiny 
will reveal we’ve done a little ripping of our own. 
 
If we were really honest we would make no claims of rights of use unless we had been 
there are the moment of origin in Domain 1.  I submit that’s necessarily almost none of it.   
The innovators are usually a handful of people in a very little place at a very particular 
time.  (How many people can you get in a garage in Anderson, Washington, for 
instance?)   Necessarily, the true innovators are very few.  And we may thank our lucky 
stars for this.  Sometimes the innovators who occupy Domain 1 suffer tragically.    
 
In some cases, these people can create their inventions only because they are a long way 
“out there” and are probably never coming back.  I think some of the West Coast 
inventors of the Beat and hippie movements were people who were lost without a trace.  
Not only did they never profit from their creations, they were so fully alienated from the 
mainstream they were beyond hope of recovery.  (I have sometimes wondered whether if 
this is one of the things that Ginsberg meant in the opening lines of Howl.)  It is left to the 
publishers (e.g., Grove Press) and concert promoters (e.g., Bill Graham) to reap the profit.  
They are almost always adopters, dressed in someone else’s glory. 
 
In other cases, someone needs to be a full citizen of South Central Los Angeles to invent 
what will eventually makes its way down the innovation path into the rest of the world.656  
And, if you are a full citizen, the chances of your participating in the riches you unlock 
for Bad Boy Records or Nike or Vibe are relatively remote.  This occurred to me when 
Peter Ueberoth was appointed after the LA riots to think of a way of bringing 
employment and new opportunity to the ghettos of the city.  Yes, factories were a good 
idea, any economic infrastructure would be.  But there was a simpler, more urgent 
expedient: give kids who are now key inventors of contemporary culture a cut of the 
action.  As it stands Nike’s chief designer, Tinker Hatfield, goes to the ghetto to see how 
kids are customizing their sneakers.  It is not clear Nike returns profit to the source.  It is 
one thing to hire middle class Afro-Americans and Afro-Canadians to staff stores.  
Putting educational resources into the community at the point of stylistic origin is quite 
another.  Nike has drawn from the cultural infrastructure here.  Isn’t this one of the 
obvious places to make a repayment? 
 
Let’s be careful about being holier than thou.  Culture jammers and critics like to suppose 
that they have got Nike’s number on this one, and like to tell us so with full 
indignation.657  But these same people delight in using Afro-American language, non-
verbal behavior, and music as a mark of their own hipness.  Recently I listened to a 
couple of white teens tell me about culture jamming as a way of fighting cultural 
appropriation, and it was hard not to say, “but you guys are wearing Rastafarian 
dreadlocks bound in the colors of Africa.  Why is that okay?  And when Rastafarian 
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dreadlocks show up in an advertisement in Rolling Stone that you declare appropriation 
appropriate for jamming, how will that be different?”  I bit my tongue because in this 
culture if you are far enough up the innovation path, it’s okay to appropriate and to object 
to appropriation.  No contradiction intended.  None taken.  Martians would not get this. 
 
It will not do to say that these individuals are not appropriating but somehow joining the 
community.  We know that their acts set in motion the classic Simmel response.  As 
Smitherman puts it, “If and when a term [like What’s Up?”] crosses over into the white 
world, it becomes suspect [and] a new term must be generated in its place.”658  When 
white kids imitate the Afro-American/Canadian community, they do not join it.  They 
imitate it and we know this because differentiation soon takes place.  This is why wiggers 
is as often a term of derision as of praise.  I am generally doubtful of claims of honorary 
membership.  These are more often claimed than granted.659 
 
Now, it is true that as things work their way down the innovation path, they do flatten out 
and become more palid.  This is part of a double movement.  The adopter is going to have 
to stretch a little to embrace the new.  And the new is going to have to simplify a little to 
meet the embrace.  It is a mutual compromise and it’s effect on the innovation is to 
“dumb it down,” to remove some of its original power and substance.  It is possible to see 
this as a trade-off that the innovation makes for mass acceptance (and this is precisely the 
trade-off that bands have long had to contemplate and render one way or another).  The 
more the innovation is brought within the existing stylistic and conceptual ambit of 
prevailing culture, the more it can hope to meet with acceptance.  At some point, for all 
innovations (and bands), the trade-off is too great.  Any compromise destroys the 
innovation, so all compromise must be refused.  A great many alternative artists took this 
point of view.  And the other extreme is possible, too.  So great are some compromises 
that the innovation is simply unrecognizable or at least openly ridiculous.  This is roughly 
the way many people feel about Afro-American music performed by groups like N Sync.   
 
I believe that as we enter the culture of commotion, the flattening effect of the innovation 
path will diminish.  Certainly, we see some evidence of this in the world of popular 
music.  There was a time when a band or a performer could judge the diffusion wave and 
ride it to glory.  Madonna did this very well.  But it now looks as if the waters are so 
choppy and so directionless, that there can be no working the diffusion effect.  
Increasingly, it appears the best a group or performer can do is to do what they do and 
hope that fate will smile upon them.  The most prominent Swing groups are now claiming 
that they “came up” when Swing was ridiculous and they played for the love of doing so.  
Plenitude makes it less likely for the Simmel trade-off to take place and it makes it much 
harder to groups to ride the Simmel effect into fashion.   
 
There is a deep suspicion in our culture (and on the web site) that certain parties, 
Hollywood producers, book and magazine publishers, Madison Avenue agencies, 
Burbank directors are creating culture and manipulating consciousness.  By the reckoning 
of the likes of Arthur Kroker, we are all the helpless captives of a robust, systematic and 
fully conscious conspiracy.  Well, maybe.  It helps a little to see these parties as “agents 
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of diffusion,”transport vehicles, that is to say, that work the path of innovation.  Their job 
is to move things down the path, from early innovators to late innovators, from innovators 
to adopters, from early adopters to late adopters.  In this way they seek to make movies, 
blue jeans, TV shows, soft drinks, software, automobiles, computers, and laundry 
detergent more appealing.  This is a systematic exploitation of the Simmel effect.  All of 
us want things far enough up the path to have currency and buzz and far enough down the 
path to be intelligible to a large group of consumers.  And all of us choose a different 
point on the innovation continuum to strike the balance. 
 
The important point is the limits of this role.  By some anthropological law, cultural 
meaning can neither be created or destroyed.  It can only be directed.  The diffusion 
agents have no powers of creativity.  They are not empowered to enter Domain 1.  They 
cannot shape or form our culture.  They are merely moving things around.  Andrew 
Wernick makes this point nicely with regard to perhaps the most loathed of the diffusion 
agents, advertising. 
 

It would be impossible to valorize products symbolically if the symbolism 
employed to that end were itself unintelligible or without ideological appeal.  
Symbolic ads must therefore not only find effective pictorial and verbal devices 
by which to link the commodity with a significance.  They must also build up 
significance from elements of an understood cultural code; and in such a way that 
the values in terms of which the product is endorsed are themselves endorsed by 
those to whom they make appeal.660 

 
There are three points about the effect of the new agents of diffusion.  First, it is certainly 
true that these agents of diffusion speed things up.  They multiply exposure so that know 
a vast public will know of the innovation. and they will set in train an differentiation 
effect in the community in question.  The club scene will abandon dance moves that have 
made it into the commercial.  Skaters will abandon shoes that are now popular and move 
on (and Vans must move with them).  The media manipulators of the Simmel effect make 
everything run a great deal faster.  There is no question that they have got better at 
working higher on the path and bringing things down and so working them through the 
system than ever we have seen before.  (This is one of the things that makes the post-
modernists think we are living in a culture of new fluidity.)  The documentary by Bruce 
Brown called The Endless Summer (1966) was extraordinarily effective in bringing the 
surfing culture to a larger audience and it did so with such stunning speed and 
thoroughness that Brown was reviled in the surfing community for having given the game 
away to adopters.661 
 
Second, there is for the moment there is a certain youth focus, what is happening is that 
the adopters are adults and the innovators are kids.  This was not so in the 1980s (when it 
was manifestly the other way round) and it will not be so sometime in the future.  This 
means that innovators may well the object of special scrutiny and appropriation.  But this 
effect is not always about appropriating from off the young.  As we noted in the 1980s, 
the group that was getting ripped off were creators of the privilege who were forced to 
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share their secret codes with the rest of the country.  (Lisa Birnbach played the traitor 
here.) 
 
Third, there have been attempts to frustrate this Simmel effect.  Punk was designed, in 
part,  to come up with a look that could not be assimilated by the media and market place.  
But, low, the marketplace assimilated even this.  This is usually taken as a measure of 
how dangerous is the market place conspiracy and how voracious is its appetite.  But it 
might as well be seen as a measure of how extraordinary are its powers of assimilation.  
The innovation path is a Boa constrictor.  It eats things whole.  When punks object to the 
fact that their aesthetic and their ideology is being made available to a larger public, I am 
inclined to think, “but I thought you said property was theft.” 
 
Let us end this appendix with a word or two on celebrities.  This topic has come up 
repeatedly on the web site.  And I was surprised to see the sheer hostility with which 
celebrities were generally treated.  The appendix on Roseanne (“C”) will reveal a deep 
and enduring suspicious that she bought her fame by compromising herself, that she 
could not have participated in a hit TV show unless she was “bought and paid” for by 
corporate interests in general and the network in particular, that she cared for nothing but 
her own advancement towards fame and power.  Routinely, this revolutionary woman 
was accused of harboring the most venal and corrupt of motives. 
 
All of this feels very like the consensus manufactured by Postman, Debord, Chomsky, 
and Kroker that says insists our culture is is the plaything of capitalism, that citizens have 
been reduced to consumers, that marketing creates false wants, that discourse is 
controlled by spectacle, false consciousness, and the manipulations of the market place.  
Some of this is true.  Some of it is twaddle.  Making sense of the innovation path helps, I 
think, sort out one from the other. 
 
Celebrities are often occupy Domain 1, some of them anyhow.  Usually, they are not 
celebrities when this is so.  They are merely willful, creative, ambitious and opportunistic 
individuals just like Roseanne who have decided that they do not wish to accept the world 
as they find it.  They sent out to invent by personal example an alternative.  They refuse 
the pre-fab self and set their sights on something hand-built.  This makes them 
extraordinarily important denizens of Domain 1.  They serve variously.  They are picking 
things out the mix and combining them (paradigmatic and syntagmatic operations, as the 
linguists say).  And they are making plausible, making visible and making known.  They 
are extraordinary agents of innovation, who come back from the white noise of possibility 
that makes up Domain 1 with something we can recognize, enjoy, adopt, adapt, live out.   
 
But some of them serve further down the path—in the more classical role of agent of 
diffusion.  In this event, our clever, observant celebrities are reading the world of 
innovation, identifying cultural trends and developments, and carrying these to the rest of 
us.  Just as surely as Hollywood movies (and often using Hollywood movies as their 
vehicle), just as surely as TV series (and often using this series as their vehicle), these 
“stars,” as we call them, deliver new ideas, especially habitable ideas to broader publics.  
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Michael J. Fox did this as an exemplar of the 1980s.   Ani DiFranco has done this as an 
exemplar of the 1990s.   
 
In other words, celebrities are situated up and down the innovation path, in domain 1 as 
creators, in domain 2 as early innovators, in domain 3 as adopters or still more important 
as agents of transfer who get ideas from 1 to 2 or 2 to 3.  We do not think well of them for 
this.  For some reason, we vilify them for their efforts.  We are in a hurry to “dis” (here’s 
a nice example of appropriated language) Courtney Love, Rosie O’Donnell, Martha 
Stewart for their place on the innovation path.  We are not kind.  We proceed as if 
Roseanne were somehow trying to “pull a fast one,” as if she is (or was) engaged in a 
surreptitious effort to gain power over us, that her celebrity must have been purchased 
through a deal with the devil.  (Is the Crossroads story of Robert Johnson—that he 
purchased his extraordinary ability to play guitar by trading his soul to the devil—a model 
for the way in which we now think about all celebrities?) 
 
I do believe we are “getting at” something with our hostility.  We are acknowledging that 
these celebrities are key players in our culture, who help fashion and distribute it.  But I 
think our hostility and our imputation of self-interestedness is wrong headed and 
misplaced.  Roseanne’s role is a good deal more simple and less threatening that we make 
it sound.   I sometimes wonder whehter it is precisely because we understand celebrities 
so little that we should treat them so ill.  
 
To be sure, celebrities are in it for the fame and the wealth, as Roseanne was good enough 
to say without apology.  But it is not clear to me why we should see them so darkly.  
When they are inventors of cultural meaning, they are the best of what we do as a culture.  
(And let’s not be snobs about who counts as an inventor here.  Frank Black for some 
people, Clint Black for others.)  And when they are means of transshipment, what is 
wrong with this?  
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Appendix E: what is a “drafty” book? 
 
Plenitude 2.0 is an early experiment in the electronic book or e-book, as it’s sometimes 
called.  For fuller comments on this instance of the drafty book, go here.  I propose we 
call books “drafty” when they meet the following criteria: 
 
• hyperlinks in text, table of contents and index 
 
• allow reader to vote on propositions in the book 
 
• allow readers to comment on any part of the book 
 
• allow readers access to one another’s comments 
 
• allow readers to comment on one another’s comments 
 
• allow readers to make direct contact with one another from within the book 
 
• give reader ownership and copyright control of any comments they may make 
 
• allow reader to move back and forth between the book and internet 
 
• reappear in new editions with reader reaction built-in 
 
• simplifie purchase of key supporting texts 

(Amazon.com allows people to create little bookstores on-line.  This is something I 
mean to do for Plenitude 2.0 when I can find the time.) 
 

Drafty books can be thought of as smart e-books.  They are responsive and interactive.  
Many e-books are relatively “challenged.”  They are reading tablets, merely. 
 
As nearly as I can make out, this is what is promised us by the Softbook from SoftBook 
Press Inc., the Rocketbook from Nuvomedia, and the E.B. Dedicated Reader and the 
British NewsPAD.662  These are handheld units that provide certain obvious features.  
They allow the electronic storage of many books.  They allow change of type face and 
text size, searching, highlighting, notations, and downloading from an on-line book store 
catalogue.  What they do not permit is interaction.  They are not drafty.  Readers can’t get 
into the book, or out of the book into the internet.   
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you’ve been living in a cabin in Montana, you know them already.)  Homer Simpson’s “dddooohhh!” is 
another case in point.   David Letterman popularized a triumphant “YES!” complete with pumping fist.  
Why is there no study here?  These lines and gestures are the very stuff of culture, an expression of and for 
our emotion life, both the invitation to feel certain things in certain ways and the form into which emotion 
flows.  And we have no study?  What is the matter with us?   
54 anonymous, Seniors comment, left at www.cultureby.com, Dec. 18, 1997.  On this point, see controversy 
surrounding the Social Security System (including AGE: Americans for Generational Equity) and the 
response from Pramas, http://www.vineyard.net/awa/issue3/LoL_main_body.html.  Wired Magazine has 
hosted part of this debate http://www.hotwired.com/netizen/rewiring/96/40/index2a.html. 
55 4ig1@qlink.queensu.ca, Seniors comment, left at www.cultureby.com, May 31, 1998. 
56 jeanneva@infosel.net.mx, Seniors comment, left at www.cultureby.com, March 11 & 21, 1998. 
57 Click here to comment on this section.   
58  This research was done at the Institute of Contemporary Culture at the Royal Ontario Museum and it 
resulted in an exhibit there entitled: Toronto Teenagers: Coming of age in the 1990s. 
59 Family Ties was a situation comedy that ran on NBC from September, 1982 to September, 1989.  
Unexpectedly, it proved an ideological beachhead of the neoconservative movement of the decade, 
converting teens to Reaganesque and Republican values.  Alex Keaton (the 17 year old played by Michael 
J. Fox) slept with a picture of William F. Buckley over his bed.  Designed as an object of mockery, this 
character surprised everyone by becoming a champion of the “preppie” era.  Was he influential?  Here’s a 
passage from a web diary, part of someone’s very interesting Pepys-like experiment on the net: 
I was an 80s over-achiever. I rooted for Alex Keaton. I wanted to be Alex Keaton. It was during the 80s 
that I learned that enough money could iron out any problem and make you happy. Any job was tolerable if 
it paid well enough. I decided to become a lawyer in the 80s. I espoused a Darwinian winner-take-all 
philosophy because I always won. I would do anything to win. I wore preppy clothes: topsiders, khaki 
pants, the whole deal.  This web writer is documenting his transformation from “slacker guy to working 
stiff.” http://www.widomaker.com/~xiled/journal/121497.html. 
60  This speciation in the teen world has not been well documented.  Toronto Teenagers documented five 
categories: punks, preps, heavy metal, b-boys/girls and hippies. Polhemus documents the stylistic signatures 
of many more: Polhemus, Ted. 1994. Street Style: From Sidewalk to Catwalk. London: Thames and 
Hudson.  
61  From a white, middle class, professional woman in her late 40s in Toronto, Ontario, October, 1990.  For 
a very useful study, see Palladino, Grace. 1996. Teenagers: An American History. New York: Basic Books.   
Palladino notes that the term “teenager” was first used in 1941 and she is particularly good at showing how 
this cultural category emerged and took shape in America, especially in the 1930s-1960s.   She makes good 
use of books, articles and press from the period, unearthing useful ethnographic resources.   See Kett, 
Joseph F. 1977. Rites of Passage: Adolescence in America, 1790 to the Present. New York: Basic Books, 
for a more scholarly view.  For a collection of essays, including an excerpt showing G. Stanley Hall’s turn-
of-the-century promotion of the term and concept “adolescence,” see Rapson, Richard L., editor. 1971. The 
Cult of Youth in Middle-Class America. Lexington: Heath. 
62 “[T]he worlds in which different societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with 
differental labels attached.” Edward Sapir in Shweder, Richard A. and Edmund J. Bourne. 1984. "Does the 
Concept of the Person Vary Cross-Culturally?" Pp. 158-99 in Culture Theory: Essays on Mind, Self, and 
Emotion, editors Robert A. LeVine and Richard A. Shweder. New York: Cambridge University Press, p. 
195. 
63 The peer group pressure (P-G-P) argument is particularly popular in the community of researches who 
examine teen smoking.  I believe this argument is manifestly question begging.  To know that individual 
teens smoke because groups of teens do demands that we ask “why does the group smoke?”  P-G-P 
researchers do not ask this question and when someone else does, they do not answer.  But they are 
annoyed.  A Canadian government researcher actually left the room when I raised it. 
64 The term “transgressive” is defined by Wice and Daly (Wice, Nathaniel and Steven Daly. 1995. Alt. 
Culture: an a-to-z Guide to the '90s--Underground, on-Line, and Over-the-Counter. 1st ed. ed. New York: 
HarperPerennial, see entry) as pertaining to behavior that departures from rules of sexual, and to that extent 
gender, conduct.  But I have seen it used more broadly, to refer to behavior that breaks every kind of 
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cultural rule and norm. Sussman, Elisabeth, Thelma Golden, John G. Hanhardt, and Lisa Phillips, editors. 
1993. 1993 Biennial Exhibition. New York: Whitney Museum of American Art and N. Abrams, Inc., 
Publishers.  For a broader treatment of the approach in question, see Hall, Stuart, and Tony Jefferson, 
editors. 1976. Resistance through rituals: youth subcultures in post-war Britain.  London: Hutchinson.  For 
Hebdige’s characteristically brilliant account of skin heads, see Hebdige, Dick. 1988. Hiding in the Light: 
Youth Surveillance and Display. in Hiding in the Light: On images and things. Dick Hebdige, 17-36. 
London: Routledge.  But notice this characteristic phrase: “When disaffected adolescents from the inner 
city, more particularly when disaffected, inner city unemployed adolescents resort to symbolic and actual 
violence, they are playing with the only power at their disposal: the power to discomfit.  The power, that is, 
to pose—to pose a threat.”  Willis, Paul. 1981. Learning to Labor: How working class kids get working 
class jobs. New York: Columbia University Press, p. 18.  I am not saying there is no resistance in the world 
of teens or that there is something wrong with seeing it in this light.  I am saying merely this should not be 
designated our unvarying point of departure and return.  See Widdicombe, Sue, and Robin Wooffitt. 1995. 
The Language of Youth Subcultures : social identity in action. New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf and Davis, 
John. 1990. Youth and the condition of Britain: images of adolescent conflict. London: Athlone Press (pp. 
13-14) for other versions of this criticism.  I sometimes think there is more to be learned about teens from 
the movies of John Hughes (particularly, Sixteen Candles, 1984, The Breakfast Club, 1985, Pretty in Pink, 
1986 and Some Kind of Wonderful, 1987), Amy Heckerling (Fast Times at Ridgemont High, 1982, 
Clueless, 1995), Cameron Crowe (Say Anything, 1989), Richard Linklater (Dazed and Confused, 1993 and 
SubUrbia, 1997) and Larry Clark (Kids, 1995) than from the Olympian declarations of the social sciences.   
Say what you will about the larger artistic objectives of their work, these two have evidenced a fine, 
sometimes extraordinary, eye for ethnographic detail and cultural theme.  More than that, these movies may 
begin as contemplations of teen life.  Upon release they begin to shape this life.  Teens treat them as 
inspirational texts. 
65 Marshall Sahlins cautions: Theory that asks us to ignore what we know must invite suspicion. 
66 Miller, Timothy. 1991. The Hippies and American Values. Knoxville : The University of Tennessee 
Press.   Heelas is particularly good on hippie values.  See Heelas, Paul. 1996. The New Age Movement.  The 
Celebration of the Self and the Sacralization of Modernity. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, p. 50. 
67 This Is Spinal Tap. 1984. director Rob Reiner.   Once the pre-eminent heavy metal band, Metallica, 
offered “Kill ’Em All” as its 1983 debut.  For an interesting transactional account of this music, see 
Weinstein, Deena. 1991. Heavy metal: a cultural sociology. New York: Lexington Books.  See also the 
useful primer: Elliott, Paul and Jon Hotton. 1993 The Best of Metal: the essential CD guide. San Francisco: 
HarperCollins Publishers. 
68 The term “headbanging” comes from rockers themselves and it is used to describe the once obligatory 
(and still popular) characteristic rocking motion of the head and upper body with which a heavy metal fans 
kept time to the music (body as metronome).  It can be observed in many heavy metal videos but is 
especially conspicuous in the video for the AC/DC song Thunderstruck (album: Razor’s Edge) where an 
amphitheater of fans can be seen “headbanging” together.  (I use “tribal” with the greatest discomfort for 
reasons that will become clear.) 
69 For more on b-boys and b-girls, see the section “Locating Hip Hop” in Ross, Andrew, and Tricia Rose, 
editors. 1994. Microphone fiends: youth music & youth culture. New York: Routledge.  There is a New 
Republic essay that apparently argues that hip hop was created by black middle class kids for white middle 
class kids and that the ghetto menace is just so much posturing.  This might apply to Puff Daddy who sings 
as if from the street but is in fact a graduate of Howard University and more recently a recording studio 
executive.   
70 Wake, Peter. 1993. Goths: Frequently Asked Questions. http://www.vamp.org/Gothic/Text/gothic-
faq.html.  This FAQ is now maintained by Ryan Watkins. 
This group bears a more than passing resemblance to the melancholic man. Esler, Anthony. 1966. The 
Aspiring Mind of the Elizabethan Younger Generation. Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press.  
See also Williams, Anne. 1995. Art of Darkness: A poetic of Gothic. Chicago: University of Chicago Press 
and Auerbach, Nina. 1995. Our Vampires, Ourselves. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Ainsbury, T. J. 
Lexus. 1996. An Interview With... The Ethnographic Interview Series on Videotape. conducted February 3, 
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1996.  See the remarkable video work of Trent Reznor and his band Nine Inch Nails for a glimpse of the 
goth aesthetic and goth values.  See also  http://www.zenweb.com/pan/netgoth/resource.htm. 
71  I am indebted to several conversations in the early 1990s with a Toronto punk called “Chaz” with whom 
I have lost touch. (Chaz, phone home.)  See also Fox, Kathryn Joan 1987. Real Punks and Pretenders: the 
social organisation of a counterculture. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 16: 344-70 and McNeil, 
Legs, and Gillian McCain. 1996. Please Kill Me: The uncensored oral history of punk. New York: Grove 
Press.  Since the publication of Plenitude 1.0 we have seen the emergence of “Squeegee kids” (who stand 
on street corners and wash car windows for small change) .  Many of these are punks and there is something 
both perfect and ironic (and perfectly ironic) about this activity.  Now the monks lavish care on some of our 
most prized possessions—that we might get a closer look at their indifference for our wealth.  This account 
does not touch upon the influence of Punk outside itself, which has been astonishing.  It was the punk 
infusion of heavy metal that gave us grunge and the alternative sound.   It was the punk infusion that gave us 
the transformation of New York folk music (i.e., Ani DiFranco, Beck).  And it was the punk infusion that 
has given new life and intensity to Swing.   
72 My review leaves out the dance scene, for an exceedingly good account of which see Thorton, Sarah. 
1996. Club Cultures: Music, media and subcultural capital. Hanover, N.H.: Wesleyan University Press. 
73 In Plenitude 1.0 the term used was “little culture,” patently a very bad choice of language.  But I could 
not come up with an alternative for some time.  See the section on Anthropological theory for the current 
state of my perpetually unsuccessful attempt to “finesse” the issue. 
74 McCracken, Grant. 1988. Clothing as Language: Requiem for a metaphor. in Culture and Consumption. 
Grant McCracken, 57-70. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
75  I do not want to go too far in the other direction.  When I refuse the notion of pastiche, I do not want to 
give support to the camp who insist quite stupidly in my opinion on treating types as tribes. (See, for 
instance, Wojcik, Daniel. 1995. Punk and Neo-Tribal Body Art. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi. 
Maffesoli, Michel. 1996. The time of the tribes: the decline of individualism in mass society. London: 
Sage.)   
76 Gran, Thor III (Golab@webtv.net), Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com April 2, 1998, quoted in 
part.  “Mansonite” is a reference to the rock singer Marilyn Manson who has courted notice and infamy by 
presenting himself as the anti-Christ:  www.marilyn-manson.net.  Someone communicated to say that they 
were working on a research project that proves the diversity of the goth scene.  I asked them to keep us 
informed. 
77 I would be grateful if someone could identity these several types of goth, noting both similarities and 
differences. Click here to comment on this section.  
78 Anonymous, Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, May 10, 1998 
79 Sabrina_8@hotmail, Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, February 11, 1998, quoted in part. 
80  Logan, Cathy (catjam@interlog.com), Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, December 3, 1997.  
Yes, Cathy is my assistant, and, yes, she probably left this comment to soothe an increasingly unhappy 
employer and, yes, it is a smart thing to say.  See appendix A for more on Cathy’s role at the web site. 
81 paa4355@dpsc.dla.mil, Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, March 31, 1998, quoted in part. 
82 Ames, Kenneth L. and Thomas J. Schlereth. 1985. Material Culture: a Research Guide. Lawrence, Kan: 
University Press of Kansas.  McCracken, Grant. 1998. Culture and Consumption. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, p. 75.  Miller, Daniel. 1998. Material Cultures: Why Some Things Matter. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.  Prown, Jules D. 1982. Mind In Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture 
Theory and Method. Winterthur Portfolio. 17(1); 1-19. Thomas, Nicholas. 1991. Entangled Objects: 
Exchange, Material Culture, and Colonialism in the Pacific. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
83 See also paa4355’s reference to the work of Walpole, Lewis and Radcliffe in his comment 21 at 
www.cultureby.com. 
84 Esler, Anthony. 1966. The Aspiring Mind of the Elizabethan Younger Generation. Durham, North 
Carolina: Duke University Press.  That there is a similarity between this creature and the contemporary goth 
may be judged from the fact that the former was seen to be a tortured individual who refused the company 
of regular folk, dressed in black and sometimes in disarray, and “shunne[d] the light, because that their 
spirits and humours are altogether contrary to the light.”  Burton in Babb, Lawrence. 1951. The English 
Malady: A Study of Melancholia in English Literature From 1580 to 1642. East Lancing: Michigan State 
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College Press, p. 32.  To my knowledge, in all of the considerable ink spilled on the origins and precedents 
for “youth subcultures,” no one has asked whether it might not be precisely the melancholic man described 
so well described by Esler.   
85  Heathers (1989, Michael Lehmann) starred Winona Ryder and Christian Slater and is, as Ebert puts it in 
his Cinemania Review, a cross between a black comedy and a morality play.  It is also an interesting 
revenge movie that took aim at the preppie snobbery of the 1980s.  By the way, Cinemania is going out of 
production and those who do not have ready net access might want to buy one of the remaining Cinemania 
97s while they still exist. 
86 Margaret, aetheris@ix.netcom.com, Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com , June 1,1998, quoted in 
part.  My thanks to Margaret.   
87 Anonymous, Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, March 15, 1998, quoted in part. 
88 Anonymous, Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, April 2, 1998, quoted in part 
89 I think the best proxy is probably record sales.  How many albums has Bauhaus sold? 
90 Anonymous, Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, May 30, 1998. 
91 Issman@aol.com, Goth comment, www.cultureby.com, December 8, 1998, quoted in part. 
92 Gran, Thor III (golab@webtv.net), Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, May 31, 1998, quoted in 
part.  This communication represented a new step in the Plenitude experiment.  It was the first time that I 
had called on someone to participate in a conversation at the web site.  And I was calling on someone I 
knew only because he had participated in the web site before.  This is Morganian anthropology (for more 
click here) and a chance to use the randomness of the “North sea oil platform” (click here) to more 
systematic effect.  See Thor’s web site at www.geocities.com/TimesSquare/Alley/8562.  To communicate 
with him, click on his “golab” address above.   
93 This scheme bears some resemblance to the linguist’s notion of the shifter, according to which context 
decides some of the meaning of the term.  In this case, the speaker makes him/herself the mark the divides 
the authentic from the inauthentic.  This crucial dividing line moves with him/her. A caveat: obviously, this 
effect is stated in general and provisional terms.  Not only goths think this way.   And even those who do 
think this way, do not exhibit the effect as crudely as the model makes it sound. I have simplified. The last-
in effect is particularly evident in the hippie (old and new) community, the punk scene, and a version of it is 
especially strong in the club scene, as Sarah Thorton demonstrates so well. Thorton, Sarah. 1996. Club 
Cultures: Music, Media and Subcultural Capital. Hanover, N.H.: Wesleyan University Press. 
94 Margaret, , aetheris@ix.netcom.com, Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, May 10, 1998. 
95 For more on the last-in effect, see appendix D: the path of cultural innovation. 
96 Iorsque@wcic.org, Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, December 31, 1997. 
97 Kirby, Sheryl , e-mail to author, August 31, 1998. 
98 paa4355@dpsc.dla.mil, Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, March 23, 1998. 
99 Greil Marcus is one of the great students of contemporary culture.  He came to prominence as a writer for 
Rolling Stone and more recently wrote for Art Forum.  He has studied, taught and lived in Berkeley.  He is 
the author of many books, including Marcus, Greil. 1989. Lipstick traces: a secret history of the twentieth 
century. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press. 
100 I highly recommend www.gothic.net.  Thank you to Margaret for bringing it to my attention. 
101 royray@alize.ere.umontreal.ca, Goth comment, left at www.cultureby.com, May 30, 1998. 
102 http://annerice.miningco.com/.  Thanks to Margaret for this reference. 
103 Colon, Suzan. 1997. Sex, death, and eyeliner. Details, 12 (2), 122-129. All of the details of the next four 
paragraphs are from this article.  Unless otherwise noted, the speculation is mine. 
104 The Munsters was a situation comedy featuring a spectacularly odd family of misfits living in a Gothic 
ruin under the misapprehension that they were a typical American family.  It ran from September 1964 to 
September 1966 on CBS and then in first-run syndication from 1988-1991.   The Addams Family also ran 
from September 1964 to September 1966 but in this case on ABC.   The latter was based on characters 
created by Charles Addams for The New Yorker magazine—an example, once more, of different 
compartments of culture in conversation.  I would like to be able to cite something useful for Count Chocula 
but I cannot for the life of me think where I would find illuminating details.  Consult the shelves of your 
local supermarket. 
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105 According to Tamara Palmer in Detour Magazine, the first part of DJ Spooky’s name is from the Count 
Chocula breakfast cereal and the second from William S. Burroughs’ novel Nova Express.  Spooky's alter 
ego, she says, is Paul D. Miller, conceptual artist and writer, who created the name “inadvertently creating a 
Doctor Jekyll in the process.” 107 Palmer, Tamara 1996. DJ Spooky That Subliminal Kid. Detour 
Magazine, October, 106-107, p. 107. 
106 For more on Count Dracula, Bram Stoker, and Dracula-Stoker scholarship,  see the web page of 
Professor Elizabeth Miller, http://www.ucs.mun.ca/~emiller/. 
107 This is Baudrillard’s concept.  More attention will be given to this idea and postmodernism in the section 
called “post modernism” to come. 
108 Colon, Suzan. 1997. Sex, death, and eyeliner. Details, 12 (2), 122-129, p. 129.   
109 The interview was actually conducted in a coffee shop outside a club on Queen street on February 3, 
1996. 
110 Moers, Ellen 1960. The dandy: Brummell to Beerbohm. New York: Viking.  Huysmans, J.-K. 1971. 
Against nature. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books. 
111 Sontag, Susan. 1966. Notes on Camp. in Susan Sontag Against Interpretation and other essays (pp. 275-
292). New York: Farrarr, Straus, & Giroux, p. 290.. 
112  I return to this theme in book 3 of the series.  In the meantime, the following references will serve for 
those who want the scholarly foundations of the argument: Trilling, Lionel. 1965. Preface.  Beyond Culture: 
Essays on literature and learning. New York: Penguin Books, p. 11. Evans-Pritchard, E. P. 1937. 
Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 194.  Redfield, 
Robert. 1960. Thinker and Intellectual in Primitive Society. in Culture in History: Essays in Honor of Paul 
Radin. Stanley Diamond. ed., New York: Columbia University Press, pp. 3-18, p. 15.  Vogt, Evon Z. 1965. 
Structural and Conceptual Replication in Zinacantan Culture. American Anthropologist.  LXVII (2), pp. 
342-353. Diamond, Stanley. 1964. Introduction. Primitive Views of the World.  Stanley Diamond, ed. New 
York: Columbia University Press, pp. v-xxix, p. v.  Levi-Strauss, Claude. 1966 (1962). The Savage Mind. 
London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, p. 20. 
113 Click here to comment on this section. 
114 Interestingly, even this argument adds to our plenitude.  That there is a group of people who believe 
gender comes from a natural determinant adds to our complexity.  For there is now a growing list of these 
determinants: genetic, hormonal, evolutionary.    
115 Some feminists dispute the “natural, biologically determined” qualities assigned by our culture to the 
gender category “female,” only to insist on “natural and biologically determined” qualities of their own.  
See Raymond, Janice. 1979. The Transsexual Empire: The Making of the She-Male. Boston: Beacon Press. 
116 Butler, Judith. 1990. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity.  London: Routledge.  
See also Garber, Marjorie. 1992. Vested Interest: Cross-Dressing and Cultural Anxiety. New York: 
Routledge. 
117 These are just the domestic possibilities.  We are seeing the emergence of more fantastical creatures 
whose feminist message is still more forthright: Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Xena.  It may be worth 
observing how different Buffy and Xena are from predecessors, Jeannie (I Dream of Jeannie, NBC, 1965-
1970) and Samantha (Bewitched, ABC, 1967-1972) both of whom were obliged to be embarrassed by and 
apologetic for their magical powers (e.g., “Oh, did I do that?  Little me?”).   
118 See Gottlieb, Joanne, and Wald Gayle. 1994. Smells Like Teen Spirit: Riot Grrrls, Revolution and 
Women in Independent Rock.  Microphone Fiends: Youth music & youth culture. editors Andrew Ross, and 
Tricia Rose, 250-274. London: Routledge for a particularly good treatment of the issue.  They show that 
early female rock stars imitated male music, and the “riot grrrl” phenomenon that created something new. 
119 Fein, Ellen and Sherrie Schneider. 1995. The Rules: Time-tested Ways for Capturing the Heart of Mr. 
Right. New York: Warner Books.  Some 50,000 copies of this book sold in September, 1996.  “…The Rules 
is not just a book; it’s a movement.” Gleich, Elizabeth. 1996. Playing Hard to Get. Time. 48, no. 18: 57-58. 
120 Women who follow this book call themselves Rules Girls and speak of “doing the rules” on men: “Ellen 
Fein…did the Rules on her to-be Husband and has been married to him for 10 years now.”  
121 Anon., 1995, New Men for Jesus, The Economist, 335 (7917, June 3), pp. 21-22.  It is estimated over 
500,000 American men attended weekend stadium rallys for the Promise Keepers movement in 1994. 
122 For an illuminating glimpse of Swing lyrics: http://www.squirrelnutzippers.com/inevitablelyrics.html. 
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123 The best case in point is Kimmel, Michael. 1995. Manhood in America: A cultural history. New York: 
The Free Press.  See also Bederman, Gail. 1995. Manliness and Civilization. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.  Chapman, Rowena and Jonathan Rutherford. 1988. Male Order: Unwrapping Masculinity. 
London.  Lawrence and Wishart.  Kupers, Terry A. 1993. Revisioning Men’s Lives. New York: Guilford 
Press.  Seidler, Victor J. 1989. Rediscovering Masculinity. London: Routledge.  This scholarly area has an 
historical dimension as well: see, for instance, Carnes, Mark C. and Clyde Griffen, eds., 1990. Meanings for 
Manhood: Construction of Masculinity in Victorian America. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
124 see, for instance, Goldberg, Herb 1976. The Hazards of Being Male: Surviving the Myth of Masculine 
Privilege. New York: The New American Library. 
125 Harris, Marvin. 1981. America now: the anthropology of a changing culture. Marvin Harris, 98-115. 
New York: Simon and Schuster, p. 100. 
126 Click here to comment on this section.   
127 Newton, Esther 1972. Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in America. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, p. xii. 
128 Fitzgerald, Frances. 1987. The Castro. in Cities on a Hill: A Journey Through Contemporary American 
Cultures. Frances Fitzgerald, 25-119. New York: Touchstone, Simon and Schuster, pp. 62-63. 
129 Foucault, Michel. 1980. The History of Sexuality.  translator Robert Hurley. New York: Vintage Books, 
p. 101. See also Jackson, Earl Jr. 1991. Scandalous Subjects: Robert Gluck's Embodied Narratives. 
differences 3, no. 2: 112-34, p. 115. 
130  see the “Queerskin” page at http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/4388/skin.html. 
131 I am indebted to an excellent source: Herdt, Gilbert, ed., 1992, Gay Culture in America: Essays from the 
Field, Boston: Beacon Press.  See particularly, Gorman’s “The Pursuit of the Wish: An anthropological 
perspective on Gay male subculture in Los Angeles,” and Murray’s “Components of Gay Community in 
San Francisco” in the Herdt collection and Stern, Bill 1994, We’re Here, We’re Queer, and We’re Hungry: 
Gay restaurants out themselves, LA Weekly, April 15, 1994.   I am also indebted to conversations with Jim 
McKenna, Bill Stern and Irmi Karl.  My characterizations of these conversations are my own—and may or 
may not represent their opinions. 
132 Creekmur, Corey Y., and Alexander Doty, editors. 1995. Out in Culture: Gay, Lesbian and Queer 
Essays. Durham: Duke University Press. Smith, Leslie C. 1997. Not So Strange Bedfellows. Globe and 
Mail. January 9, 1997: D1. Mendlesohn, Daniel. 1996. We’re Here! We’re Queer! Let’s Get Coffee! Notes 
on the Mainstreaming Of a Once-edgy Subculture. New York Magazine. October.  
133 I understand that some readers are going to be annoyed at the “generalizing” and “stereotyping” that 
follows.   In my own defense, to observe the plenitude in the Lesbian community is surely one way to resist 
the more usual and more hostile stereotypes.  Moreover, it points the way to a world in which one cannot 
generalize or stereotype about the Lesbian community.  It says, this community is beginning to host the 
development of differences that will make stereotyping impossible (perhaps even generalizing). 
134 For this paragraph, I am indebted to the superlative work of Kennedy and Davis: Kennedy, Elizabeth 
Lapovsky, and Madeline D. Davis. 1993. Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History of a Lesbian 
Community. New York: Penguin Books and an illuminating ethnographic account in the first person: 
Feinberg, Leslie. 1993. Stone Butch Blues: A Novel.  Ithaca: Firebrand Books. 
135 Partly, this acknowledges Foucault’s truth (that protest that uses mainstream categories helps to 
perpetuate them) and partly it is the exercise of a semiotic mischief that cannot be summoned for some 
purposes and contained for others.  
136 Troll, Bianca 1994, “Bianca’s Lesbian Lexicon,” http://biana.com/shack/.  Troll describes this group as 
one that “…typically embraces old style feminism, and is generally seen by younger, sex positive dykes as 
sexually uptight, too PC and lacking fashion sense.” 
137  The authoritative Wice and Daly say the term “lesbian chic” originated with New York Magazine in 
1993.  Wice, Nathaniel and Steven Daly. 1995. Alt. Culture: an a-to-z Guide to the '90s--Underground, on-
Line, and Over-the-Counter. 1st ed. ed. New York: HarperPerennial, see entry for “lesbian chic.” 
138  My chief source is the exemplary Van Gelder, Lindsy, and Pamela Robin Brandt. 1996. The Girls Next 
Door: into the heart of lesbian America. New York: Simon & Schuster.  This is a remarkable book and may 
be ordered from http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0684839571/002-4661706-1974439. It is 
worth pointing out that the last is really little more than a holding category.   It is filled with diversity, as 
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lesbians in the teens and 20s refuse to adopt a single, identifying look and perspective, and prefer instead to 
seek out many possibilities.  In this case the very idea of a “lesbian” identity is itself exploded—just as the 
notion of a “straight” personae once was.   
139 Van Gelder and Brandt offer an account of the Michigan’s Womyn’s Music Festival and the numerous 
and defining issues that constantly arose within it.  Van Gelder, Lindsy, and Pamela Robin Brandt. 1996. 
The Girls Next Door: into the heart of lesbian America. New York: Simon & Schuster, especially p. 74. 
140 Ehrenstein, David. 1996. When it comes to sitcoms, gays rule. Globe and Mail October 12, 1996: C4. 
141  Van Gelder and Brandt observe the paradox that the Lesbian community has been both less threatening 
to and more completely excluded from main stream media—at least until 1993 when being a lesbian 
became suddenly more visible and more fashionable. Van Gelder, Lindsy, and Pamela Robin Brandt. 1996. 
The Girls Next Door: into the heart of lesbian America. New York: Simon & Schuster, pp. 21, 23, 31.  
142 Russo, Vito. 1987. The celluloid closet: homosexuality in the movies. Rev. ed. New York: Harper & 
Row.  Russo’s died at 44 in 1990.  For biographical detail and a description of his place on the AIDS quilt, 
see http://www.aidsquilt.org/online_display/June/russo.html. An episode of Columbo (featuring William 
Shatner and airing November 1995) showed two gay characters whose homosexuality was relatively 
incidental to the plot and  may or may not satisfy Russo’s condition.  I was interested in this account of the 
television series Will & Grace scheduled for the fall of 1998.  “It’s refreshing to see NBC take that adult 
view that a show can have a gay lead character without making sexual orientation the overriding theme.”  
Kronke, David. 1998. Will & Grace, TV Guide, 22, 36, 1132, September 5, 1998, p. 37. 
143 Ehrenstein, David. 1996. When it comes to sitcoms, gays rule. Globe and Mail.  October 12, 1996: C4. 
144 There is more on this topic in the opening pages of Book 2 in the Culture By Commotion series. 
145 Wyman, Bill. 1995. Selling Out: Atlantic Records' New Target Market: Gay Music Fans. Rolling Stone. 
November 16, 1995: 40. 
146 Click here to comment on this section:   
147 I expect this essay is going to offend people, gay and not.  They will ask, who is this person to comment 
on this community in this way?   It’s a good question.  My answer is something less than sensationally 
interesting but here it is: one of the things that frightens me about the culture of commotion is the inclination  
within “identity politics” to insist that we may not discuss a community unless we are a member of that 
community.    The first problem is clear: if we wish to shatter into a thousand tiny social fragments (Bush’s 
many “points of light?”), this is the injunction that can help make it happen.   There are more compelling 
and personal grounds on which to doubt this rule.  If you have to be gay to talk about gays, then gays can’t 
talk about straights.  The rule must work both ways.  The gay community might not take any particular 
interest in “breeders,” but surely it does not wish to be prevented from commenting on them.  Still worse, I 
do not see how the argument can be protected against the reduction to absurdity (a.k.a. reductio ad 
absurdum).  If we must be gay, Italian and working class to talk about the gay, Italian, working class, how 
may we be allowed to comment on the gay, Aboriginal, middle class?  Identity politics are not only a recipe 
for social disintegration, it is the simplest way for a group to build itself a ghetto.  My personal rule, such as 
it is, is that as long as there is genuine respect, comment is not only possible but obligatory.  The phrase 
“identity politics” was created by Todd Gitlin: Gitlin, Todd. 1993. The Rise of Identity Politics. Dissent.  
Spring: 172-77. 
148  I am referring to a quote that may be found in the opening section of book 2 of the Culture by 
commotion series: Transformation.  See the this website www.cultureby.com for this book. 
149  Wolfe, Alan. 1998. One Nation After All.  New York: Viking, pp. 72-81 and especially, “[T]he line 
separating gay America from straight America is a line that an unusually large number of middle-class 
Americans are unwilling to cross.”  (p. 77).  For an interesting interview with Wolfe, see 
http://www.bostonphoenix.com/archive/features/98/03/26/ALAN_WOLFE.html. 
150  The phrase “aristrocrats of taste” is from Sontag (Sontag, Susan. 1966. Notes on Camp. in Susan Sontag 
Against Interpretation and other essays (pp. 275-292). New York: Farrarr, Straus, & Giroux, p. 290.  I 
think this essay shows that Brummell and other dandies were probably architects of the “stigma vs. stigma” 
status strategy.  For a bio of the astonishing Sontag: http://fas-www.harvard.edu/~art/sontag.html. 
151 There is an interesting research topic here: how groups treat the intrusion of people who wish to belong 
without learning, or honoring, the rules of the community.  As we have seen, goths are constantly dealing 
with and thinking about “pretenders.”  In this case, there is a different effect and reaction. 
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152 Click here to comment on this section.  
153  MacKenzie, Gordene Olga, 1994, Transgender Nation, Bowling Green: Bowling Green State 
University Popular Press, p. 62.  MacKenzie disputes particularly the suggestion that most transgenderists 
feel themselves “trapped” in the wrong body, pp. 71-72.  For the web site of the Transgender Forum, see 
http://www.tgforum.com/. 
154 Culled from the The Personals The Village Voice, Vol. XL, No. 6, February 7, 1995, pp. 105-112. 
155 Garber, Marjorie. 1992. Vested Interests: Cross-dressing and cultural anxiety. New York: Harper 
Perennial.  There are no good web links that I could find for Garber.  Someone, surely! 
156 This reading seeks to move beyond the patronizing approach taken in the film Paris Is Burning (1990, 
Jennie Livingston).  This documentary treats the transgenderist activity of a community of men in New 
York City as a desperate bid for a moment of stardom, as if these men were motivated only by a need to 
compensate for the status and other deprivations of their daily lives.   This account would suit Thorstein 
Veblen but much has happened in social scientific theory since the publication of his The Theory of the 
Leisure Class in 1912. Perhaps the simplest way to test Livingston’s approach to this community is to ask 
how it applies to RuPaul.  (For a biographical statement and photograph (one that makes Veblen look a lot 
like Dillenger—and not at all like RuPaul): http://www.cpm.ll.ehime-
u.ac.jp/AkamacHomePage/Akamac_E-text_Links/Veblen.html.)   
157  But this exercise is not always well received in feminist circles.  Lisa Vogel, a founder of the Michigan 
Womyn’s Music Collective, joined many Festival participants in questioning whether transsexuals should 
be allowed to take part.  “But those of us on the organizing end have a political and personal feeling of 
spirit that femaleness is not something that’s particularly ambiguous—or created.” in Van Gelder, Lindsy, 
and Pamela Robin Brandt. 1996. The Girls Next Door: into the heart of lesbian America. New York: Simon 
& Schuster, p. 76.  The home page for the 1998 festival: www.michfest.com/General/general.htm 
158 Bornstein, Kate 1994, Gender Outlaw: On men, women and the rest of us, New York: Routledge, pp. 
46-49.  For the story of someone who underwent a female to male transformation, see Feinberg, Leslie 1993 
Stone Butch Blues, Ithaca: Firebrand Books.  For more on Bornstein’s latest book from Routledge, 
http://www.thomson.com/routledge/feature/1997/mygender.html.  For more on Feinberg’s latest book: 
http://www.beacon.org/Beacon/sp96cat/feinberg.html. 
159 Culled from the The Personals in The Village Voice., Vol. XL, No. 6, February 7, 1995, pp. 105-112. 
160 Steinberg, Don. 1996. Inside the Noisy World of Online Chat. VirtualCity 1, no. 2 (Winter): 35-42. 
Steinberg reports spivak means “of indeterminate gender” and neuter means “100 per cent gender-free.” 
161  I make this calculation by multiplying the first four categories by 8, the next two categories by 4 and the 
last two by 1.   
162 Baudrillard, Jean. 1989. America. translator Chris Turner. London: New York: Verso, p. 47. 
163 That gays represent for the middle class a step beyond feminism is, I think, demonstrated by the research 
of Alan Wolfe. Wolfe, Alan. 1998. One Nation, After All. New York: Viking, p. 72. 
164 In June of 1998 I saw a treatment of something called Gender Dysfunction Syndrome or Gender 
Confusion Syndrome that concentrated on a program at the Clarke Institute in Toronto.  The program is 
designed to determine whether children have GDS (GCS?) and how to “cure” them if they do.  It was as 
horrifying and naïve a medical exercise as you could hope to see, with a patently clueless researcher 
demonstrating the room in which the GDS test is performed.  If a male child, for instance, gravitates 
towards the “male toys” (you know, guns, and, well, guns), they do not suffer GDS.  If on the other hand 
they move towards the “female toys” (you know, dolls, and, er, dolls), reach for your check book, this boy’s 
going to need years of expensive, intrusive and humiliating therapy.  I exaggerate only slightly.  Anyone 
with more information about the program (TV or Institute), please communicate by e-mail: 
grant@cultureby.com.  
165 Click here to comment on this section. 
166 For a useful window on “RaiderNation,” see  www.raidernation.com.   For Deadheads, see the 
superlative Wice, Nathaniel, and Steven Daly. 1995. Deadheads. www.alt.culture.com/site/entries-
text/deadheads.html.  For Trekkers, there is so much on the Net, it’s hard to know where to begin.  See 
www.ica.net/pages/axl/startrek/startrek.html for a collection of links.  For the Hell’s Angels, see Thompson, 
Hunter S. 1967. Hell's Angels. New York: Ballentine Books.  For space age bachelor music or 
“LoungeNation,” see http://www.chaoskitty.com/sabpm/sources.html.  Mark Bofinger has begun the hard, 
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worthy work of creating an Ultimate Frisbee theology.  He defines “Frisbeetarianism” as “The belief that 
when you die, your soul goes up on the roof and gets stuck.” 
www.cs.uq.oz.au/personal/bof/Ultimate/intro.html.  For Frisbee values illuminated by conflict, see  
http://www.mit.edu:8001/people/parinell/TestosteroneMan1.  For the Rocky Picture Horrow Show, see 
http://chs-web.umdl.umich.edu/odd/RHPS/gfx/.  For the Santa Cruz community of Geeks, see 
HTTP://www.samsara.circus.com.80:/~omni/geek.html).  Geeks define themselves as technically adept (as 
opposed to hackers who are “more programming intensive” and “nerds” who have no social skills) members 
of a literate, hyperinformed underground, and unified by the belief that “originality and strangeness are 
good.” 
167 Gould, Stephen Jay. 1989. Wonderful Life: The Burgess Shale and the Nature of History. New York: 
W.W. Norton and Company. 
168 Eliot, T. S. 1932. The sacred wood: essays on poetry and criticism. 3d ed. London: Methuen. 
169 in Colford, Paul D. 1997. Filling Up the Niches: Narrowly focused new magazines flood newsstands. 
Newsday. 03-06-1997, p. B02.  I got the entire story off the internet, but I have now lost the address.  The 
author’s e-mail address is paul.colford@newsday.com. 
170 McCracken, Grant. 1988. Diderot Unities and the Diderot Effect. in Culture and Consumption. Grant 
McCracken, 118-29. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, pp. 121-123.  There was a moment in the 80s 
when two life-styles, preppies and Sloan Street Rangers, actually looked like classes.  But in the end these 
came and went as all life-styles do (and as sociological verities, like class, mustn’t).  
171  I define life-style as “Diderot unities:” any constellation of attitudes, outlooks, behaviors and stylistic 
identifiers in which the passion for some part of the world becomes the basis for a more general response to 
the world.  This constellation may include or help influence fundamental values, voting, consumer and 
social behavior. McCracken, Grant. 1988. Diderot Unities and the Diderot Effect. in Culture and 
Consumption. Grant McCracken, 118-29. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
172 The issue of life-style will be returned to in the section on Anthropological Theory. 
173 earnould@bsn01.bsn.usf.edu, Sunken ship comment, left at cultureby.com, Nov 20, 1997.  Two other 
people shared the skepticism expressed here: 008806r@acadiau.ca, Sunken ship comment, left at 
cultureby.com, Dec 7, 1997 and  dahunter@molson.com, Sunken ship comment, left at cultureby.com, Feb 
19, 1998. 
174 McCracken, Grant, grant@cultureby.com, Sunken ship comment, left at cultureby.com, Feb. 23, 1998. 
175 tms22@axe.humboldt.edu, Sunken ship comment, left at cultureby.com, Feb. 28, 1998. 
176 Waters, Mary C. 1990. Ethnic Options: Choosing Identities in America. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. See also Liu, Eric. 1998. The Accidental Asian: Notes of a Native Speaker. New York: 
Random House.  I am grateful to Howard Wood for the Liu reference.  I will have more to say about race 
and ethnicity in Transformation 1.0.   
177 tms22@axe.humboldt.edu, Sunken ship comment, comment left at cultureby.com, Mar 23, 1998 
178  I’m thinking of the work of Wilson.: Wilson, Edward O. 1975.  Sociobiology: The New Synthesis. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
179 Anonymous, Sunken ship comment, left at cultureby.com, May 13, 1998 
180 McCracken, Grant. 1988. Clothing As Language: Requiem for a Metaphor. Pp. 57-70 in Culture and 
Consumption, Grant McCracken. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
181 Click here to comment on this section.  
182 See the intelligent web essay “Dear Doc Marten: Questions and answers about the Skinhead subculture.” 
by Stephen Martin in which a distinction is drawn between skinsheads and racist “boneheads” and we are 
asked to remember  “…the original Skinheads grew out of the melding of British working class youth, both 
white and black, with the music and fashions of the immigrant Jamaican community.”  
http://www.ncf.carleton.ca:80/~aj759/ddm.htm#1.2.  
183 An “article of faith” from the Aryan Nation home page: WE BELIEVE that the Cananite Jew is the 
natural enemy of our Aryan (White) Race. This is attested by scripture and all secular history. The Jew is 
like a destroying virus that attacks our racial body to destroy our Aryan culture and the purity of our Race.  
http://stormfront.wat.com/stormfront/an.htm. See Barrett, Stanley R. 1987. Is God a racist? the right wing 
in Canada. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 
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184 Kaplan, Jeffrey. 1997. Radical religion in America: millenarian movements from the far right to the 
children of Noah. Syracuse, N.Y: Syracuse University Press. 
185 Ridgeway, James. 1990. Blood in the face: the Ku Klux Klan, Aryan nations, Nazi skinheads, and the 
rise of a new white culture. New York: Thunder's Mouth Press.  The documentary film that accompanies 
this publication is particularly recommended.  I thank Suzanne Stein for this reference. 
186 We will have more to say on how and why plenitude creates monsters in the later section entitled 
“Plenitude’s fellow travellers.” 
187  Anonymous, Monstrous comment, left at www.cultureby.com, February 3, 1998. 
188 Shelley, Mary (mshelley@us.net), Monsters comment, left at www.cultureby.com, May 13, 1998. 
189 Click here to comment on this section.  
190 Eliade, Mircea. 1954. The Myth of the Eternal Return.  translator Willard R. Trask New York: Pantheon 
Books. 
191 Quinones, Ricardo J. 1972. The Renaissance Discovery of Time. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
Thompson, E. P. 1967. Time, Work-discipline, and Industrial Capitalism. Past and Present 38, no. 
December: 56-97. Calinescu, Matei. 1987. Five Faces of Modernity. Durham: Duke University Press. 
McCracken, Grant. 1996. Time Comes Calling, a reflection on Tatsuo Miyajima's Time House.  Tatsuo 
Miyajima: Time House. Marnie Fleming. Oakville: Oakville Galleries. 
192 Levi-Strauss, Claude. 1966. The Savage Mind. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
193 One reader thought this might be quoted “from somewhere.”  It isn’t.  I made it up. 
194 There is an extended discussion of the cultural significance of modernism in Book 3 of this Culture by 
commotion series. 
195 For the decade culture of the 1950s, Halberstam, David. 1993. The fifties. New York: Villard Books. 
Hine, Thomas. 1986. Populuxe. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.  Horn, Richard. 1985. Fifties Style: Then and 
Now. Harmondsworth: Penquin. Marias, Julian. 1972. America in the Fifties and Sixties. trans Blanche De 
Puy, and Harold C. Raley. University Park: The University State University Press.  For the British version 
of the 50s, see Allsop, Kenneth. 1964. The Angry Decade: a Survey of the Cultural Revolt of the Nineteen-
Fifties. London: Peter Owen Limited.  The film director Barry Levinson has made this decade a particular 
interest.  Tin Men is particularly illuminating.  (Yes, I know it was set in 1963.  As is well known, the new 
decade didn’t start till then.)  Levinson, Barry. 1990. Avalon, Tin Men and Diner: Three Screenplays by 
Barry Levinson. New York: The Atlantic Monthly Press.  For a course on the 1950s taught at the University 
of Pennsylvania by Al Filreis, see http://www.english.upenn.edu/~afilreis/50s/home.html.  This site includes 
a wonderful collection of readings from and about the period.   For science fiction films of the period: 
http://www.english.uiuc.edu/cybercinema/1950s.htm#1950s.  On the irony of space age batchelor pad 
music, it was there, it turns out, in the original.  The composer of this genre, Esquivel, called one of his 
albums “music from a sparkling planet.” http://home.earthlink.net/~spaceagepop/esquivel.htm.  At least, I 
think this was irony. 
196 Gitlin, Todd. 1987. The Sixties: years of hope, days of rage. New York: Bantam Books.  For a very 
different treatment, see Collier, Peter and David Horowitz. 1989. Destructive Generation: Second Thoughts 
About the Sixties. New York: Summit Books.  I was particularly taken with this attempt to capture one of 
the essential cultural impulses of the decade.  In a fit of disapproval, Collier and Horowitz refer to “[T]he 
decade's transcendental conviction that there was something apocalyptic lurking behind the veil of the 
ordinary, and that just a little more pressure was needed to pierce the last remaining membrane--of civility, 
bourgeois consciousness, corporate liberalism, sexual uptightness, or whatever else prevented us all from 
breaking through to the other side” (p. 14).  For a course taught on the 1960s at the University of Minnesota 
by Tom Bacig, see http://www.d.umn.edu/cla/faculty/tbacig/hmcl3270/.  I thought John Updike’s Rabbit 
series serves as a particularly rich study of the decade. 
197 There is no definitive study of the 80s or preppies, the decade culture of the moment.  But there are 
several useful documents that helped create the period.  The book by Birnbach was influential and, by all 
accounts, ethnographically accurate: Birnbach, Lisa. 1980. The Official Preppy Handbook. New York: 
Workman Pub.  Like the Alex P. Keaton character from Family Ties, what was meant to mock helped 
promote.  Another telling ethnographic document is the movie Metropolitan directed by Walt Stillman.  For 
the enthusiasm with which the preppie ethos was embraced, see this wonderful contribution to the net.  
Click here and then click on the footnote you find there. (Sorry, W4W will not allow me to hyperlink across 
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footnotes).   The reaction against preppies and the 80s was intense.  See the reaction of one goth to the 
decade here.  The film Heathers (1989, Michael Lehmann) is another as is Bret Easton Ellis’s Less Than 
Zero (1985, Random House).  Cameron Crowe’s Say Anything (1989) was particularly important.  For a 
nice, if belated, repudiation of the 80s style, see Mason, Christopher. 1997. Hating the 80s: From swags and 
furbelows to tea-steeped chintzes, the trappings on an ostentatious era still haunt us. New York Times 
Magazine. April 13, 1997, Part 2: 22, 60.  There is an interesting summary of certain key events on the 
Media History Time Line. http://www.mediahistory.com/time/1980s.html.  What happened to this site?  
There was clearly an extraordinary amount of work through to the end of 1986 , all of which stopped 
abruptly.  And now an eerie silence, as if we have boarded an abandoned space ship.  Everything’s in a state 
of perfect preservation…but there’s not a soul around. 
198 The more I think about it, the more it seems to me that the Alternative movement was and will be seen as 
the decade culture of the 1990s.  It was never fully acknowledged by the mainstream, but then, of course, it 
was designed to escape and contradict this mainstream.  After the 1980s in which young people were quite 
happy to embrace adult values, the tables turned, and our culture was once again in the throes of a counter-
culture.   There are several cultural artifacts that we can now identify as a declaration of the arrival of this 
new decade culture.  One in particular is an opening scene in Say Anything (1989, Cameron Crowe), in 
which a young man opens a high school graduation ceremony with a recklessly ironic version of Whitney 
Houston’s 1980’s anthem The Greatest Love of All and the valedictorian says something like, “I have seen 
the future and I can say only one thing: Go Back.”  There are two guides: Duncombe, Stephen. 1997. Notes 
From Underground: Zines and the Politics of Alternative Culture. London: Verso and Wice, Nathaniel and 
Steven Daly. 1995. Alt. Culture: an a-to-z Guide to the '90s--Underground, on-Line, and Over-the-
Counter. 1st ed. ed. New York: HarperPerennial.   
199 This was the argument I heard from opponents to the Institute of Contemporary Culture when, as its 
Director, I proposed that we capture things while they were fully contemporary.  It is too soon, they said.  
And I think they spoke from good motives—even as I did sometimes wonder whether this might not also 
have been a sign of simple laziness, a rationale for waiting for history to winnow, destroy, forget and 
suppress and, finally, supply several new decade cultures to throw the first one into relief.  If there is La-Z-
Boy anthropology, there is also La-Z-Boy history and museology.  We have been called a “forgetting 
culture.”  It is a little eerie when the keepers of memory insist on forgetting, too. 
200 Gitlin, Todd. 1987. The Sixties: years of hope, days of rage. New York: Bantam Books, p. 209. 
201 Click here to comment on this section.  
202 Potts, Robert 1995, An adaptable gather: the revival of the Penguin Modern Poets series, Times Literary 
Supplement, No. 4814, July 7, 1995, p. 31. 
203 Morgan, Philip D. 1993. General Introduction.in Diversity and Unity in Early North America .editor 
Philip D. Morgan, 1-8. London: Routledge, p. 1. 
204 McCracken, Grant. 1996. Big Hair. New York: Overlook Press. 
205 Polhemus, Ted. 1994. Street Style: From Sidewalk to Catwalk. London: Thames and Hudson, p. 9. 
206 Danto, Arthur Coleman. 1992. Beyond the Brillo Box: the visual arts in post-historical perspective.  
New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, pp. 225, 226. www.thenation.com/static/about/magazine/bios/danto.htm. 
207 Strauss, Neil. 1997. Forget Pearl Jam. Alternative Rock Lives. The New York Times. March 2, 1997: 
H34. 
208 See the “official alt.rav FAQ” at www.hyperreal.com/raves/altraveFAQ.htm and the highly regarded 
"The Ecstatic Cybernetic Amino Acid Test" at www.hyperreal.com/raves/media/press/image.gz.  
209  I am indebted to Dave Dyment for his instruction in contemporary music and for some of the details of 
this paragraph. 
210 See the review by Chris Norris in Spin: http://www.rain.org/~truck/beck/written/spinode.html 
and the Mark Kemp review in Rolling Stone: http://www.rain.org/~truck/beck/written/rollode.html. 
211 James, Jamie. 1995. Yo-Yo Ma May Be a National Institution, But He Continues to Reinvent Himself. 
New York Times. December 31, 1995: H32. 
212 Jameson, Frederic. 1983. Postmodernism and Consumer Society. in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on 
Postmodern culture. editor Hal Foster, 111-25. Port Townsend, Washington: Bay Press. p. 114. 
213 Hutcheon, Linda. 1988. A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, theory, fiction. London: Routledge, p. 7. 
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214 Geertz, Clifford. 1983. Blurred Genres: The refiguration of social thought.  Local Knowledge: Further 
essays in Interpretive Anthropology. Clifford Geertz, 19-35. New York: Basic Books, pp. 20, 21. 
215  Mendras, Henri with Alistair Cole, 1991, Social Change in Modern France: Towards a Cultural 
Anthropology of the Fifth Republic, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 207. 
216 MacCannell, Dean, and Juliet Flower MacCannell. 1982. The Time of the Sign: A semiotic interpretation 
of modern culture. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, p. 7. 
217 in Fine, Jason. 1997. The hardstuff: are the chemical brothers techno's first rock stars? Option. 72, 
January/February: 60-65, p. 62. 
218 I will have more to say about how the city contributes to the culture of commotion in the last book of this 
series. 
219 Saxonhouse, Arlene W. 1992. Fear of Diversity: The birth of Political Science in ancient Greek thought. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, p. 203. 
220 Silberger, Kathy. 1996. The Illbient Underground. Option. 70, September/October: 58-63, p. 61. 
221 Berlin, Isaiah. 1990. Alleged Relativism in Eighteenth-Century European Thought. in The Crooked 
Timber of Humanity. Isaiah Berlin, 70-90. New York: Fontana Press, p. 90. 
http://www.philosophers.co.uk/current/berlin.htm 
222 Click here to comment on this section.  
223 I owe most of the details of this paragraph to an insightful article by Jill Gerston: Gerston, Jill. 1997. 
Gee, That's an Odd Name. Ever Think of Acting? New York Times. May 18, 1997: H23. 
224  There is a companion argument to be made here—or not.  Plastic surgery is a second transformative 
opportunity Hollywood has insisted upon.   There is evidence to suggest that Hollywood remains a plastic 
surgeon’s dream, and that stars and aspirants continue to submit to the knife.  There is no shortage of 
examples here, apparently: Cher, Jane Fonda, Helen Gurley Brown, Michael Jackson.  But the question is 
whether this surgery drives people towards a single, monolithic standard of appearance.  Some stars appear 
to have refused the standard “look:” Bette Midler, Mira Sorvino, Robert Duvall, Harvey Keitel, Robert De 
Niro, Barbra Streisand, Dustin Hoffman, and, again, Cher.  For more discussion of changing standards, see 
Kron, Joan. 1998. Lift: Wanting, Fearing—And Having—a Face-lift. New York: Viking. 
225 Gould, Stephen Jay. 1989. Wonderful Life: The Burgess Shale and the Nature of History. New York: 
W.W. Norton and Company. 
226 Morgan, Edmund Sears. 1966. The Puritan family: religion & domestic relations in seventeenth-century 
New England. New ed., New York: Harper & Row. 
227 There will be more on this in book 2, where we will talk about Madonna in some detail. 
228 Rutherford, Cynthia. 1995. Commitment and Other Fading Customs. Globe and Mail. November 1, 
1995: A20. 
229 The notion of “serial monogamy” introduced only a few years ago in the academic literature now 
circulates freely as a shared understanding of the incidence of divorce and remarriage. See also Weiss, 
Robert S. 1979. A New Marital Form: The Marriage of Uncertain Duration. in On the Making of 
Americans: Essays in Honor of David Riesman. editors Herbert J. Gans, Nathan Glazer, Joseph R. 
Gusfield, and Christopher Jencks, 221-33. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 
230 Stacey, Judith. 1990. Brave New Families. New York: Basic Books, p. 17.  This is a book with great 
ethnographic substance and intellectual force, and, happily, it seems to me to support the argument of the 
present book in many places.  But something about it makes me nervous.  Sometimes it seems to verge on 
the partisan and the polemical.  Mind you, readers have complained this is a quality of the present book. 
231 Lasch, Christopher. 1977. Haven in a Heartless World: the Family Besieged. New York: Basic Books.  
This work disappoints for several reasons but mostly because it fails to see that some developments within 
and without the family are new structures, not imperfections.  Lasch consistently treated individualism and 
its consequences as a failure of moral and social standards.  We have been intellectually prepared to do 
better than this since Durkheim. See Lukes, Steven. 1973. Emile Durkheim, His Life and Work: a Historical 
and Critical Study. Harmondsworth: Penguin, p. 199. 
232 Wolfe, Alan. 1998. One Nation, After All. New York: Viking, p. 108. 
233  Ours is a society that creates many of its structures by seizing on particular events.  See, for instance, 
Gusfield, Joseph R. 1979. The Sociological Reality of America. in On the Making of Americans: Essays in 
Honor of David Riesman. editors Herbert J. Gans, Nathan Glazer, Joseph R. Gusfield, and Christopher 
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Jencks, 41-62. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania.  The more traditional pattern is to make events 
conform to structure—even when this structure has a certain plasticity.  For more on this discussion, see 
Sahlins, Marshall David. 1995. How "Natives" Think: about Captain Cook, for example. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, p. 247. 
234 What is odd is that there is, to my knowledge, no substantial anthropological account of the cultural 
significance of eating and meal time in our culture.  Mary Douglas has offered one of her brilliant 
investigations on the topic: Douglas, Mary. 1984. Food in the Social Order: Studies of Food and Festivities 
in Three American Communities. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.  But otherwise, what do we have 
that is commensurate with the importance of the topic?  Just as Plenitude 2.0 was going “to press” I came 
across: Lupton, Deborah. 1996. Food, the Body and the Self.. Newbury Park: Sage. 
235 A middle class Canadian mother told me recently (1996 spring) of a new eating pattern for her 14 year 
old daughter and friends.  When shopping on Queen street in Toronto, they buy their food separately and 
eat it together.  This departs from one of the meta-pragmatic functions of the meal according to which the 
meal creating commonality by demanding commonality.  In the cultural logic of this ritual moment: “We are 
the same thing (for this social moment) because we eat the same thing.”  I use the term “meta-pragmatic 
function” as it appears in Silverstein, Michael. 1976. Shifters, Linguistic Categories, and Cultural 
Description. in Meaning in Anthropology. editors Keith H. Basso, and Henry A. Selby, 11-55. 
Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press. 
236 Click here to comment on this section.  
237 This one of the most powerful arguments for the “professionalization of plenitude” argument that 
appears at the end of this book.  To go directly there, click here. [2.0] 
238 The phrase “vote with their feet” is from Milton Friedman.  In what is probably an unintended irony, 
when the Right open up public institutions to “consumer choice,” some of the structural effects will lean 
towards plenitude and away from the orthodoxy the Right is seeking.   For example, the school credits that 
let the parent chose are as likely to produce hippie schools as religious ones. 
239 Bloom, Harold. 1994. The Western canon: the books and school of the ages. 1st ed.  New York: 
Harcourt Brace & Co.  Gates, Henry Louis Jr. 1992. Loose Canons: Notes on the Culture Wars. New York: 
Oxford University Press. 
240  Tussman, Joseph. 1969. Experiment at Berkeley. New York: Oxford University Press.  For what it’s 
worth, I am one of the children of this program, having taken the “Arts One” program at the University of 
British Columbia. 
241 Click here to comment on this section.  
242 Should I have an audio file of a good tssszh? 
243 I got a sharp rebuke for this treatment of Toronto matrons.  Fair enough.  I so dislike the social regime 
they created and policed, it is hard for me to treat them with the respect they deserve.  Still, an 
anthropologist should know better. 
244  These are merely the opening principles of the status system.  For the whole system in all of its glorious 
patterned complexity, see Simmel, Georg. 1904. Fashion. International Quarterly. 10: 130-55. For my own 
effort to wrestle with this topic, see McCracken, Grant. 1988. Consumer Goods, Gender Construction, and a 
Rehabilitated Trickle-Down Theory. in Culture and Consumption. Grant McCracken, 93-103. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press.  See also Shils, Edward A. 1970. Deference. in The Logic of Social 
Hierarchies. editors Edward O. Laumann, Paul M. Siegel, and Robert W. Hodge, 420-448. Chicago: 
Markham Publishing Company. 
245 Elyot, Sir Thomas. 1531/1907. The Boke Named the Governour. London: J.M. Dent and Co. emphasis 
added. 
246 Trollope, Frances. 1832/1974. Domestic Manners of the Americans. editor Donald Smalley. Gloucester, 
Mass., pp. 241-43 
247 Status emulation was not always illicit or unbidden.  The ideology of high standing welcomed it.  As 
Aldrich puts it, “there is only one way the [upper-most] class can legitimize its ascendancy over the riotous 
flood of wanting and working that constitutes the “hard” life of the middle classes.  That is to be a 
beacon…” Aldrich, Jr. Nelson. W. 1988. Old Money: The Mythology of America's Upper Class. New York: 
Vintage, p. 269.  The best treatment of this status system is Bushman’s magnificent recent work: Bushman, 
Richard L. 1993. The Refinement of America. New York: Vintage.  See also Calvert, Karin. 1994. The 
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Function of Fashion in Eighteenth-Century America. in Of Consuming Interests: The Style of Life in the 
Eighteenth Century, editors Cary Carson, Ronald Hoffman, and Peter J. Albert, 252-83. Charlottesville: 
University Press of Virginia. Greene, Jack P. 1993. Convergence: Development of an American Society, 
1720-1780. in Diversity and Unity in Early North America. editor Philip D. Morgan, 43-72. London: 
Routledge. and Himmelfarb, Gertrude. 1995. The De-moralization of society. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.  
248  There is a lively debate on whether and how far the values of superordinate families penetrated middle 
class and working class families.  Roberts, for instance, finds evidence of influence; Cohen does not.  
Roberts, Elizabeth. 1984. A Woman's Place: An oral history of working-class women, 1890-1940. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.  Cohen, Lizabeth A. 1982. Embellishing a Life of Labor: An interpretation of the 
material culture of American working-class homes, 1885-1915. in Material Culture Studies in America. 
editor Thomas J. Schlereth, 222-36. Nashville: The American Association for State and Local History.  
249 “Parlors were made for genteel performance, in imitation of aristocratic drawing rooms.  They were 
tokens of the family’s covenant with gentility, their claim on the dignity of a higher level of existence...” 
Bushman, Richard L. 1993 The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, Cities. New York: Vintage, p, 
xvi. 
250 For more on this astonishing phenomenon, see the exemplary and neglected, Kron, Joan. 1983. Home-
Psych: The Social Psychology of Home and Decoration. New York: Clarkson N. Potter, Inc. 
251 York, Peter. 1980. Style Wars and other options for human behavior. London: Sidgwick and Jackson. 
252 in Wood, Dana. 1996. Table-Hopping. W. 25, 11: 80-81, p. 81. 
253  Aldrich notes with a mixture of relief and complaint that the high standing class “lost its audience” and 
its influence over the course of the 20th century. Aldrich, Jr. Nelson. W. 1988. Old Money: The Mythology 
of America's Upper Class. New York: Vintage, pp. 46-47. 
254 Notice how the “up and down” imagery lingers on.  Hierarchy may be dead (or dying) but it still supplies 
some of the most powerful metaphors for the social order. For more on trickle-up diffusion, see Field, 
George A. 1970. The Status Float Phenomenon: The upward diffusion of innovation. Business Horizons. 
13, no. 4 (August): 45-52 and Blumberg, Paul. 1974. The Decline and Fall of the Status Symbol: Some 
Thoughts on Status in a Post-Industrial Society. Social Problems. 21, no. 4 April: 480-498. Wolfe, Tom. 
1970. Radical Chic & Mau-Mauing the Flak Catchers. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux. 
255 I use “operator” as it appears in Boon, James A. 1973. Further Operations of Culture in Anthropology: A 
synthesis of and for debate. in The Idea of Culture in the Social Sciences. editors Louis Schneider, and 
Charles Bonjean, 1-32. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
256 Marx, Leo. 1964. The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America. New 
York: Oxford University Press. Berman, Marshall. 1980. The Politics of Authenticity: Radical 
Individualism and the Emergence of Modern Society. New York: Atheneum.  McCracken, Grant. 1989. 
Homeyness. Pp. 168-83 in Interpretive Consumer Research, Editor Elizabeth Hirschman. Provo: 
Association for Consumer Research.  I don’t know of anything good on competition or irony.   This is 
especially odd when you consider that they were key cultural principles for the 80s and 90s respectively. 
257 In North America, only the Beatles have sold more: The New Music, CITY-TV, broadcast August 10, 
1996. 
258 Gitlin, Todd. 1987. The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rage. New York: Bantam Books. 
259 Kidwell, Claudia B., and Margaret C. Christman. 1974. Suiting Everyone: The Democratization of 
Clothing in America. Washington: Smithsonian Press. 
260 McCracken, Grant. 1988. Ever Dearer in Our Thoughts: Patina and the Representation of Status Before 
and After the 18th Century. in Culture and Consumption. Grant McCracken, 31-43. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press.   For a treatment of the failure to fashion a traditional social hierarchy in the American 
context, see Wiebe, Robert H. 1995. Self-Rule: A cultural history of American democracy. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, pp. 139-141. 
261 Trilling, Lionel. 1971. Sincerity and Authenticity. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
262 Click here to comment on this section.  
263 Kluckhohn, Clyde and Florence R. Kluckhohn. 1946-1964. American Culture: Generalized orientations 
and class patterns. in Conflicts of Power in Modern Culture. editors Lyman Louis Finkelstein Bryson, and 
R.M.Maciver, 106-28. New York: Cooper Square Publishers, Inc, p. 111. Onosko, Tim. 1979. Wasn't the 
Future Wonderful? A view of trends and technology from the 1930s. New York: E.P. Dutton. Passmore, 
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John Arthur. 1970. The Perfectibility of Man. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons.  For a very good 
treatment of the participation of Walt Disney in the American cult of the future, see Schiesel, Seth. 1997. 
New Disney Vision Making the Future a Thing of the Past. New York Times. February 23, 1997: 1, 24. 
264 What is the defining representation/performance of the egg head in American movies? 
265 Barden, Mark, Decline comment, left at cultureby.com, Dec. 14, 1997: markb@blackrocket.com. 
266 I thank Airlette@msn.com for his/her criticism of the original formulation of this paragraph: Decline of 
Science comment, left at cultureby.com, July 10, 1998. 
267 In the iconography of American television it was perhaps inevitable that the man (Robert Young) who 
become famous playing a father (Father Knows Best, CBS, NBC, ABC, 1955-1963) should be chosen to 
play a doctor (Marcus Welby, M.D., ABC, 1969-1976).  
268 www.pathfinder.com/drweil.  
269 Anonymous, Decline comment left at cultureby.com, Apr 28, 1998. 
270 Anonymous, Decline comment left at cultureby.com, Apr 30, 1998. 
271 Rosenbaum, Ron. 1995. Among the Believers. Tne New York Times Magazine.  September 24, 1995: 50-
57, 62-64.  On a visit to Tower Records in Toronto (June 1996), I was struck by the labels in the book 
section which I reproduce in their entirety: mayhem, outlaws, cyber, alternative, herbalism, aliens, spiritual, 
science fiction, religion, occult, horror, fantasy, gay/lesbian, sex non fiction, sex fiction, drugs, body art, 
murder. 
272  In the late 1980s, the medical community estimated one in four Americans were visiting  “quacks” and 
that the nation would spend $25 billion dollars on “quackery” in a single year.  Indignation is directed 
especially towards iridology.  Anonymous. 1988. Quackery. Mayo Clinic Health Letter. June: 1-8. 
273  MacKenzie, Gordene Olga, 1994, Transgender Nation. Bowling Green: Bowling Green State 
University Popular Press, p.  2. 
274 Click here to comment on this section.  
275 Wilson, Bryan. 1993. Historical Lessons in the Study of Sects and Cultures. in Religion and the Social 
Order. editors David G. Bromley, and Jeffrey K. Hadden, 53-73. Vol. 3. Greenwich, Connecticut: JAI 
Press, p. 66. 
276 Creedon, Jeremiah. 1998. God With a Million Faces. Utne Reader. July-August: 42-48, pp. 45, 44. 
277 Creedon, Jeremiah. 1998. God With a Million Faces. Utne Reader. July-August: 42-48, p. 47. 
278 For “real life angel encounters,” see http://www.netangel.com/doc8.htm. 
279 McGrath, Melanie. 1995. Motel Nirvana: Dreaming of the New Age in the American Desert. New York: 
HarperCollins.  This is an odd little book, caught between mockery  (McGrath is very funny baiting 
Princess Dux, the 267 year old Ambassador from a subterranean city called Telos, p. 22) and something 
more genuinely anthropological (see her recognition of the “entirely foreign inner architecture” of the New 
Age movement, p. 11).   At her worst, she is in the Raban/Bryson tradition, at her best, the Fitzgeraldian 
one.  See also the excellent, Heelas, Paul. 1996. The New Age Movement: the Celebration of the Self and 
the Sacralization of Modernity. Oxford: Blackwell. Rosenbaum, Ron. 1995. Among the Believers. Tne New 
York Times Magazine. September 24, 1995:50-57, 62-64, Frohock, Fred M. 1992. Healing Powers: 
Alternative Medicine, Spiritual Communities, and the State. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  We 
may treat the growing popularity of magazines like ForteanTimes: the journal of strange phenomena as 
another indication of this shift in standards of credulity.   ForteanTimes has a lively sense of irony and it 
suggests the new credulity has for some users a carefully crafted double logic: “hey, this could be true.” and 
“hey, imagine anyone believing this is true.” www.forteantimes.com  
280 Anonymous. 1997. Cults of all descriptions proliferate across the U.S. Globe and Mail April 4, 1997: 
A2.  Janja Lalich describes her cult experience at http://www.csnet.org/html_docs/12.1/cult.html.  
281 The X-Files “stigmata” episode (originally broadcast Dec. 1996) shows this new pattern perfectly.  In the 
face of evidence of stigmata, Mulder, normally quick to accept the unorthodox, remains doubtful.  Scully, 
normally a skeptic, is a believer.  Scully is the old model of belief.  Mulder, the new. 
282 See Mark Kingwell’s recent book for a more systematic treatment of the new credulities.  Kingwell 
convincingly treats this as the product of an end of century anxiety.  I would argue that it also represents a 
deeper, more enduring cultural development that will survive into and expand to fill the 21st century.  
Kingwell, Mark. 1996. Dreams of Millennium: Report from a culture on the brink. Toronto: Viking.  See 
www.disinfo.com for a review of credulity on the net. 
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283 Click here to comment on this section.  
284 Leiren-Young, Mark. 1995. X-treme Possibilities. Shift 4, no. 2: 18-22.  Yahoo magazine says that the 
best overall X-Files web sites are www.thex-files.com and www.traveller.simplenet.com/xfiles/episode.htm. 
285 Barboza, David, 1995, Museum Provides The Plots, No Answer, The New York Times, May 28, 1995, p. 
14.  Still more astonishing, some substantial part of the Afro-American community in the U.S. is prepared 
to entertain the possibility that the AIDS virus was created by the American government in a campaign of 
genocide against them. Raeburn, Paul. 1995. One-Third of Blacks in Survey View AIDS As a Tool of 
Genocide. Chicago Sun-Times. November 2, 1995: 21.  Raeburn points out that another third of the sample 
believed that the genocide theory was possible, leaving only 1/3 of the sample who doubted it outright. 
286 I made this up, too. 
287  The “follow the money” phrase is from Oliver Stone’s great conspiracy treatise, JFK.   This phrase takes 
its pragmatic force (bringing the viewer in on the conspiracy to believe in conspiracies) by implying that 
those who would have profited from an event must be its authors.  For conspiracy “reporting” on the net, 
see www.parascope.com, www.outbreak.org, and www.thesmokinggun.com.  
288 Click here to comment on this section.  
289 markb@blackrocket.com, Conspiracy comment, left at cultureby.com, Dec 14, 1997. 
290 sgravely@jps.net, Conspiracy comment, left at cultureby.com, Dec 17, 1997. 
291 paa4355@dpsc.dla, Conspiracy comment, left at cultureby.com, Feb 21, 1998.  This web writer leaves 
finely detailed, wonderfully subtle arguments, the full force and intricacy of which I cannot capture here.  
See the web site for the full text. 
292 jaybeeforever@hotmail.com, Conspiracy comment, left at cultureby.com, May 6, 1998. 
293 paa4355@dpsc.dla, Conspiracy comment, left at cultureby.com, Feb 25, 1998. 
294 dbhender@eciad.bc.ca, Conspiracy comment, left at cultureby.com, Dec 8, 1997. 
295 For an excellent treatment, see Sampson, Anthony. 1995. Company Man: The Rise and Fall of 
Corporate Life. New York: Random House, especially ch. 6, “The Airless Cage.”  The more classic 
statement is Whyte, William H. Jr. 1956. The Organization Man. New York: Simon and Schuster.  For an 
illuminating variation on this theme, see Herzfeld, Michael. 1992. The Social Production of Indifference: 
Exploring the Symbolic Roots of Western Bureaucracy. New York: Berg, which opens with a wonderful 
first line: “Why do some people apparently become humorless automatons as soon as they are placed 
behind a desk?” 
296 Dorsey, David. 1994. The Force. New York: Random House. Hochschild, Arlie Russell. 1983. The 
Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling. Berkeley: University of California Press. Huber, 
Richard M. 1971. The American Idea of Success. New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company. 
297 Bell, Daniel. 1976. The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism. New York: Basic Books. 
298 The great exception is the extraordinary demands the corporation makes of the personal time of the 
individual, preempting, as it were, the very possibility of some kinds of personal development and 
transformation.  This is well captured in Ron Howard’s 1994 film, The Paper.  For the development of a 
new corporate model that demands more spontaneity, see Hamel, Gary, and C. K. Prahalad. 1994. 
Competing for the Future. Boston: Harvard Business School Press. Handy, Charles. 1989. The Age of 
Unreason. London: Arrow Books. Hammer, Michael, and James Champy. 1993. Reengineering the 
Corporation. New York: HarperBusiness.   
299 Handy, Charles. 1989. The Age of Unreason. Boston: Harvard University Press, p. 89. 
300 MacKenzie, Gordon. 1998. Orbiting the Giant Hairball: A Corporate Fool's Guide to Surviving With 
Grace. New York: Viking, p. 33. 
301  I take this term to refer to any job that is so routine as to be careless of the full creative ability of the 
individual occupying it.  Wice and Daly say it originated with McDonald’s itself: Wice, Nathaniel and 
Steven Daly. 1995. Alt. Culture: an a-to-z Guide to the '90s--Underground, on-Line, and Over-the-
Counter. 1st ed. ed. New York: HarperPerennial.   It was adopted and disseminated by Coupland: 
Coupland, Douglas. 1991. Generation X: tales for an accelerated culture. New York: St. Martin's Press.  
See also Clements, Warren. 1996.  Many a Mc'll make a muckle. Globe and Mail. August 10, 1996: D6. 
302 There is an internal dynamic that I ignored in the first writing.  Home office is often insisting on design 
uniformity because, it is felt, anything is better than letting the franchisee make design decisions.  From the 
point of view of home office, the franchisee is not likely to have design sophistication, and left to its own 
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devices, it will incline towards the unattractive or the homey.  Opening up the possibility of variation, runs 
the argument, exposes the company to aesthetic vicissitudes they cannot afford.  This does not answer the 
objection that says, fine, let home office design each outlet with as much variation as uniformity. 
303 Click here to comment on this section.  
304  It has been widely observed (= I do not know to whom I owe a footnote) that the race of Afro-American 
athletes is often modified and sometimes revised when they become especially accomplished.  In the literal 
form of the revision, this is a genetic matter.  After his World Series heroics, Reggie Jackson was 
discovered to have Latin ancestry.  As Mohamed Ali became more famous, he was discovered to have Irish 
ancestry.  The golf sensation Tiger Woods is now having his Thai heritage emphasized.  In the more general 
form, race is simply forgotten.  Louis Armstrong, for instance, was no longer black, he was, well, too 
famous for race.  For a moment the same could have been said for O.J. Simpson.  This is, of course, before 
his infamy—whereupon he become black once more.  (Recall the famous Time Magazine cover in which his 
face was darkened in the interests of journalistic, um, integrity.)  Thus does racism protect itself against 
refutation.  There is an important exception and it may be a harbinger of things to come.  Michael Jordan’s 
race has not been revised as his celebrity established itself.  For another view, Gates Jr., Henry Louis 1998. 
The Michael Jordan Effect. The New Yorker. LXXIV (14, June 1, 1998): 48-58. 
305 The most striking example for me is the hulking football player, grown large with the effects of steroids, 
who dates the tiny cheerleader, grown small with the effects of bulimia. 
306 Click here to comment on this section.  
307 in Weinraub, Bernard. 1997. Hollywood learns small is beautiful. Globe and Mail/New York Times. 
February 25, 1997 (GM): D3. 
308 Miller, Mark Crispin. 1997. The Crushing Power of Big Publishing. The Nation.. March 17, 1997: 11-
29, pp. 11-12. 
309 McCracken, Grant. 1997. Culture and culture at the Royal Ontario Museum: a ghost story. working 
paper. 
310 This is a good example of the innovation path, to be treated in more detail in an appendix. 
311 I grant that this is a difficult and controversial topic.  I accept the possibility, for instance, that Warner 
Brothers killed Subpop, though how the latter could have survived the death of alternative music is not 
clear. 
312 Henry, Jules. 1963. Culture Against Man. New York: Vintage. Macdonald, Dwight. 1963. Against the 
American grain. London: Gollancz. Boorstin, Daniel J. 1973. The Americans: The Democratic Experience. 
New York: Random House. Ewen, Stuart. 1976. Captains of Consciousness: Advertising and the Social 
Roots of the Consumer Culture. New York: McGraw-Hill. Root, Deborah. 1996. Cannibal culture: art, 
appropriation, and the commodification of difference. Boulder: Westview Press. 
313 Click here to comment on this section.  
314 Fine, Jason. 1997. The hardstuff: are the chemical brothers techno's first rock stars? Option. 72, 
January/February: 60-65.  Jason Fine was the editor of Option.  (He is now at Rolling Stone.)  His 
conversion on this issue is an exceedingly important “leading indicator” of the future of rock and roll.  The 
new generation of women in rock are sampling.  Sometimes this is unsurprising.  Given their roots, 
Luscious Jackson might be expected to sample.  But it is true even for those who come from a folkier, less 
electronic tradition, e.g., Ani DiFranco, Sarah McLachlan.  Lisa Germano has sampled her cat. 
315 It is this sampling tradition that most encourages the post modernists to suppose that contemporary 
culture is the site of empty signs in ceaseless circulation.  The reader will tire perhaps when I mount my 
hobby horse once more but this needs to be said: these signs are not empty.  As a result of sampling, they 
carry very particular cultural meanings from their origin to a new home.  
316  I am grateful to Glouberman’s work on this question.  Most of the resources on which I draw come from 
his page: http://www.web.net/~misha/trademark.html.  
317 http://www.rru.com/tru/#synopsis. 
318 For a particularly good treatment of the cultural implications of copyright, see Gaines, Jane. 1991. 
Contested culture: the image, the voice, and the law. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 
319 For a kinder, smarter analysis of Aaron Spelling’s influence, see Schneider, Bob. 1987. Spelling's 
Salvation Armies. pp. 174-82 in Popular Culture in America, editor Paul Buhle. Minnesota: University of 
Minnesota Press. 

http://www.web.net/~misha/trademark.html�
http://www.rru.com/tru/#synopsis�


                                                                             McCracken, Plenitude 2.0, September 23, 1998, p. 226   

                                                                                                                                                 
320 http://www.speakeasy.org/~dbrick/Melrose/stupid.html. 
321 http://www.snpp.com/fox_letter.html. 
322 Most of the contributions to this part of the web site were anonymous, including this one.  I got a small 
case of libel chill myself, and decided to go easy on the attribution in case there’s trouble.  What is the 
world coming to that we should entertain this paranoia? 
323 For X-Files episodes written by X-Files fans, see www.gossamer.simplenet.com.  
324 It is rumored that South Park has thrown its characters and images open to the public to use as it will.   
325 I have this from a casual conversation with a Canadian Disney executive who will remain nameless. 
326 On passivity as a condition of the Disney experience, see Bryman, Alan. 1995. Disney and His Worlds. 
London: Routledge. 
327 Click here to comment on this section.  
328 Harris, Neil. 1990. Who Owns Our Myths? Heroism and Copyright in an Age of Mass Culture. in 
Cultural Excursions: Marketing Appetites and Cultural Tastes in Modern America. Neil Harris. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, pp. 233-249. 
329 Harris, Neil. 1990. Who Owns Our Myths? Heroism and Copyright in an Age of Mass Culture. in 
Cultural Excursions: Marketing Appetites and Cultural Tastes in Modern America. Neil Harris. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, pp. 233-249, p. 233, 234. 
330 I can hear the voice of skepticism, the one that read the line “senior male elite and, say, Mattel” and said, 
“What’s the difference?”  The difference is that the senior male elite is pursuing power and Mattel merely 
profit.  Yes, one is implied in the other, but we must acknowledge a difference or watch discourse disappear 
in a haze of generalizations.   
331 Harris, Neil. 1990. Who Owns Our Myths? Heroism and Copyright in an Age of Mass Culture. in 
Cultural Excursions: Marketing Appetites and Cultural Tastes in Modern America. Neil Harris. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, pp. 233-249, p. 244. 
332 Click here to comment on this section.  
333 Troeltsch, Ernest. 1931. The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches. translator Olive Wyon, Vol. II. 
New York: Harper Torchbooks, pp. 514, 699, 702. 
334 Nisbet, Robert A. 1969. Social Change and History: Aspects of the Western theory of development. New 
York: Oxford University Press, p. 51.  Handler, Richard, and Jocelyn Linnekin. 1984. Tradition, Genuine or 
Spurious. Journal of American Folklore. 97, no. 385: 273-90. Booth, Wayne C. 1983. Renewing the 
Medium of Renewal. in Innovation / Renovation: New perspectives on the humanities. editors Ihab Hassan, 
and Sally Hassan, 131-59. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, p. 133.  For more on this concept, see 
my discussion of “displaced meaning” in McCracken, Grant. 1988. The Evocative Power of Things. in 
Culture and Consumption, Grant McCracken. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, pp. 104-117, p. 104. 
335 Izenberg, Gerald N. 1992. Impossible Individuality: Romanticism, Revolution, and the Origins of 
Modern Selfhood, 1787-1802. Princeton: Princeton University Press, p. 13.  Izenberg’s book argues that 
innovative individualism is only one half of the Romantic impulse. 
336 For the best of these accounts: Martin, Bernice. 1981. A Sociology of Contemporary Cultural Change. 
Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
337  Taylor, Charles. 1989. Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, p. 376. 
338 in Carey, John. 1992. The Intellectuals and the Masses: pride and prejudice among the literary 
intelligentsia, 1880-1939. London: Faber and Faber, p. 77. 
339 Shils, Edward, 1992/1959, Mass Society and Its Culture, pp. 43-69 in Mass Media in Modern Society. 
edited by Norman Jacobs, New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, p. 65. 
340 Berman, Marshall. 1980. The Politics of Authenticity: Radical individualism and the emergence of 
modern society. New York: Atheneum. Ehman, Robert R. 1994. The Authentic Self.  Buffalo, New York: 
Prometheus Books. Fighting one’s way to the authentic self is one of the great themes of Hollywood films.   
341 Berlin, Isaiah, 1969. Four Essays on Liberty. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 176-177. 
342 Bloom, Allan. 1987. The Closing of the American Mind. New York: Simon & Schuster, p. 25. 
343 Wolfe, Alan. 1998. One Nation, After All. New York: Viking, p. 54. 
344 Becker, Howard. 1963. Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of deviance. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-
Hall. Goffman, Erving. 1963. Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identities. Englewood Cliffs: 
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Prentice-Hall.  Foucault took up this academic enterprise with still more spectacular effects: Foucault, 
Michel. 1980. The History of Sexuality.  translator Robert Hurley.  New York: Vintage Books. 
345 Kurt Vonnegut from Slaughterhouse Five, quoted in Shweder, Richard A. and Edmund J. Bourne. 1984. 
Does the Concept of the Person Vary Cross-Culturally? Pp. 158-99 in Culture Theory: Essays on Mind, 
Self, and Emotion, Robert A. LeVine and Richard A. Shweder. editors. New York: Cambridge University 
Press, p. 166. 
346 I can hear a chorus of doubts.  Surely, someone will say, recent political developments on both the left 
and right in the U.S. suggest a closing down of tolerance.  And it’s true that the “culture wars” helped 
polarize us and diminish our appetite for tolerance. (Hunter, James D. 1991. Culture Wars: the Struggle to 
Define America. New York: BasicBooks.) It’s true that American culture has always harbored a certain 
extremism.  But this is, usually, an intolerance for the exceptional case, the one that challenges other articles 
of faith.  When not provoked, Americans are, as Wolfe points out, creatures of extraordinary…  It’s not 
clear whether the next word here is “tolerance” or “indifference.” 
347 Click here to comment on this section.  
348 Shils, Edward. 1975. Center and Periphery.  Essays in Macrosociology. Edward Shils. Chicago: 
Univeristy of Chicago Press.  For the way this relationship worked in the world of fashion, see York, Peter. 
1984. Modern Times. London: Heinemann, p. 10.  For a sense of how it worked in the world of art, see 
Crane, Diana. 1987. The Transformation of the Avant-garde: the New York art world, 1940-1985. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 
349 “...the time when fashion came from Europe, and American designers were dismissed as either second-
rate stylists or rip-off artists—who deliberately showed their collections after Paris and Milan so that they 
could “adapt” the latest ideas from Europe—is, mercifully, past.”  Wintour, Anna. 1996. Letter from the 
editor. Vogue. 186, no. 9 (September): 38-72, p. 38 
350 This paragraph proved controversial enough that I feel obliged to specify what I had in mind. Athens: the 
most powerful musicians of the 1980s, R.E.M.; Seattle: perhaps the most influential group of the 1990s, 
Nirvana; Minneapolis: Prince, now out of fashion but in his time an influence. 
351 Hong Kong: John Woo, Bombay: Mair Nair, Bristol: Tricky, Massive Attack, and Lund.  I choose Lund 
at random.  If I’d been thinking clearly, I would have said, Reykjavik: Bjork.   
352 If the documentary Hype! (Hype. 1997. Doug Pray, director. CFP Video) is to be believed, even the 
margin had a margin, which allows us to say: even the gatekeepers in Seattle (i.e., Subpop) could not 
control the garages of Aberdeen, Washington (whence came Nirvana). 
353 Delaney, Frank, 1995. Walk in the PARC. Raw Bytes Computer News, KPBX, FM 91.1, National Public 
Radion, transcript at http://server.snni.com/~wts/mits0028.HTM. 
354 Marc, David. 1997. Comic Visions: Television Comedy and American Culture. second ed. Malden: 
Blackwell Publishers, p. xii. 
355 Anonymous, comment left at cultureby.com, May 30,1998. 
356 Duncombe, Stephen. 1997. Notes From Underground: Zines and the Politics of Alternative Culture. 
London: Verso, p. 22. 
357  Duncombe exercises care in his calculations, and puts the number of zine readers at 7.5 million.  I have 
reached this more conservative estimate by multiplying what he takes to be the average zine readership 
(250) against what he takes to be the lowest number of zines in circulation. 
358 Park, Robert E. 1952. Human Communities. Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, p. 86.  A journalist turned 
social scientist, Park was peculiarly qualified to observe this phenomenon. 
359 Jane Jacobs is one of the great students of the generative nature of the city.  Jacobs, Jane. 1961. The 
Death and Life of Great American Cities. New York: Vintage Books. -- 1969. The Economy of Cities. New 
York: Random House.  -- 1984. Cities and the Wealth of Nations.  New York: Random House. 
360 Lynes, Russell. 1980. The Taste Makers: The Shaping of American Popular Taste. New York: Dover 
Publications. 
361 Richard Linklater helped to define the “twenty something” generation with his film, Slacker.  Rush 
Limbaugh helped to define a conservative philosophy and a movement with his radio program.  Tom Wolfe 
helped define the 80s with The Right Stuff and undo it with The Bonfire of the Vanities.  Werner Erhard 
created the EST movement, Ben and Jerry helped to redefine the notion of corporate responsibility.  
Vivienne Westwood helped to define the Punk movement and several subsequent aesthetics/species with 
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her contributions to fashion.  Joyce Meyers is in the process of changing the nature of TV evangelism.  
Susan Powter offered a new model of weight control. Powter, Susan. 1993. Stop the Insanity: Eat, Breathe, 
Move and Change the Way You Look and Feel--Forever. New York: Simon and Schuster.   For more on 
some of these creatures, see www.alt.culture.com/site/entries-text. 
362 anonymous, New Celebrity comment, left at cultureby.com, Apr 2, 1998. 
363 shurvili@shaw.wave.ca, New Celebrity comment, left at cultureby.com, June 1, 1998. 
364 Anonymous, Gatekeeper comment, left at cultureby.com, March 17, 1998. 
365 Anonymous, New Celebrity comment, left at cultureby.com, Jan 6, 1998. 
366 McCracken, Grant, New Celebrity comment, left at cultureby.com, Feb 18, 1998.  Notice how long it 
took me to respond.  Still recovering from New Year’s?  I have no clear memory.  (Anyone with news of 
my whereabouts in this period is encouraged to supply details to grant@cultureby.com.) 
367 Wills, Garry. 1998. Whatever Happened to Politics?  Washington Is Not Where It's At. The New York 
Times Magazine. January 25, 1998, pp. 26-29; 54-58; 66-67.  I thought this was an illuminating and useful 
piece of work but I liked it especially because it helped answer the skepticism of web writers who asked, 
quite properly, “The margin may be more diversified than ever before, but is the center?” 
theriac@nbnet.nb.ca, gatekeeper comment, left at cultureby.com, May 31, 1998. 
368 Wills, Garry. 1998. Whatever Happened to Politics?  Washington Is Not Where It's At. The New York 
Times Magazine. January 25, 1998, pp. 66-67. 
369 For an illuminating article that suggests we might consider factoring the role of the individual back in, 
see Fox, Richard G. 1991. For a Nearly New Cultural History. pp. 93-113 in Recapturing Anthropology, 
editor Richard G. Fox. Santa Fe: School of American Research Press. 
370 t.h.fisher@shu.ac.uk, Gatekeeper comment, left at cultureby.com March 16,1998. 
371 Fholper@utsva.edu, Gatekeeper comment, left at cultureby.com, Jary 28, 1998. 
372 markb@blackrocket.com, Gatekeeper comment, left at cultureby.com, Dec 14,1997. 
373 Lohr, Steve. 27 Aug 1995. It's Hot, Has Four Letters and Legs. New York Times. E, p. 6.  See also the 
documentary by Ron Mann called Twist. 1992.  There are too few good studies on the “trickle-up” 
phenomenon. 
374 Katz, Donald. 1994. Just Do It: The Nike Spirit in the Corporate World. New York: Random House. pp. 
64-65.  See Marshall Sahlins on the market’s ability to help create new categories of person. Sahlins, 
Marshall. 1976. Culture and Practical Reason. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
375 Goldman, Steven L., Roger N. Nagel, and Kenneth Preiss. 1994. Why Seiko Has 3,000 Watch Styles. 
The New York Times. October 9, 1994: F 9.  I think the earliest warning of this new possibility came from 
the book, Kostelanetz, Richard. 1968. Beyond Left & Right: Radical Thought for Our Times. New York: 
Morrow, which talks in some detail about the possibility of producing difference as cheaply as sameness. 
376 Steven Marshall’s Channel Zero is perhaps the best case in point.  Channel Zero is no more.  What are 
the niche TV channels on the net?  Windows 98 is said to open up new possibilities. 
377 Levy, Steven. 1995. How the Propeller Heads Stole the Electronic Future. The New York Times 
Magazine.  September 24, 1995: 58-59. 
378 in Colford, Paul D. 1997. Filling Up the Niches: Narrowly focused new magazines flood newsstands. 
Newsday. 03-06-1997, p. B02.  I got the entire story off the internet, but I have now lost the address.  The 
author’s e-mail address is paul.colford@newsday.com. 
379 www.artbell.com  I am indebted to Leora Kornfeld for this and several other references. 
380 For the origins of  “do me feminism” and “Lesbian Chic,” see Wice, Nathaniel and Steven Daly. 1995. 
Alt. Culture: an a-to-z Guide to the '90s--Underground, on-Line, and Over-the-Counter. 1st ed. New York: 
HarperPerennial. 
381 Wolfe, Tom. 1970. Radical Chic & Mau-Mauing the Flak Catchers. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux. 
Thompson, Hunter S. 1967. Hell's Angels. New York: Ballentine Books; York, Peter. 1980. Style Wars and 
other options for human behavior. London: Sidgwick and Jackson; Wired. September, 1994; Paper, 
November 1994.  Adler, Jerry 1995, The Rise of the Overclass, Newsweek. 126 (5, July 31), pp. 33-46. This 
last was a particularly addled example.  Newsweek did not discover a new class but merely the rise of a new 
generation to an old one. 
382 MacKenzie, Gordene Olga, 1994, Transgender Nation, Bowling Green: Bowling Green State University 
Popular Press, p. 6.  
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383 See Crane for an account of this change in the world of art.  Crane, Diana. 1987. The Transformation of 
the Avant-garde: the New York art world, 1940-1985, p. 40. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. A 
recognition of this factor has entered even our vision of the future.  The Modernist “future,” the one that 
prevailed in the post war period through the 1960s always showed the world to come as a place shiny with 
novelty.  Everything would be redesigned, nothing would survive the purge of the new.  Sometime in the 
1970s we began, in popular culture, to entertain a different future, a composted future, in which things lived 
on, often in a state of disarray.  Thus spoke Blade Runner and the Star Wars trilogy.  This has been 
intensified by those who now expect the future to look like Tarantino’s vision of the 1960s, as a place where 
popular culture returns over and over again and the Zippo lighter remains forever in style. 
384 For more on this theme, see the section above on monsters. 
385 As Eric Stotlz’s character in Pulp Fiction (1994) put it, “Coke is dead as ... dead; heroin is coming in in 
a big fucking way.”  There is no doubt that heroin’s present popularity has something to do with its 
excluded status and street credibility. For a generation whose sensibility has been crafted by Quentin 
Tarantino and Douglas Coupland, many drugs now seem preposterously sunny and naïve.  Trainspotting 
claimed to be anti-drug but helped to “heroin chic.”  For a glimpse of one life on the nod, see Sager, Mike. 
1995. Generation H. GQ. 65, no. 9: 276-83, 303, 306.  Also see the excellent article: Kalogerakis, George. 
1995. Stoned Again: Americans in large numbers are not saying no to marijuana, psychedelics and even 
heroin. New York. May 1, 1995: 41-47. 
386   www.burningman.com.  I am indebted to a documentary entitled Juicy Danger Meets Burning Man, 
which played on Ian Brown’s The View From Here, TVOntario, July 7, 1998.  Mark Pauline stages events 
in which giant machines tear at one another like dinosaurs run amuck.  For an account of Pauline’s art, see 
Kelly, Kevin. 1994. Out of Control:  The New Biology of Machines, Social Systems, and the Economic 
World. New York: Addison Wesley, pp. 29-33. 
387 “Loser,” as adopted by Beck and a generation, does not immediately appear to belong in this list and 
when Duncombe treats the social category, he does not see the term as reappropriated language.  But I think 
it is.  Duncombe, Stephen. 1997. Notes From Underground: Zines and the Politics of Alternative Culture. 
London: Verso, pp. 17-21.  We need a good “cultural account” of this term.   The term “cultural account: 
comes, I think, chiefly from Schneider (Schneider, David. 1968.  American Kinship: a Cultural Account. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.) and it is used to characterize studies that supply the cultural 
categories, assumptions, and other cultural materials on which, in this case, a term draws.  It is in a sense a 
deep biography of the term, where it comes from, what it draws upon, how it is constituted, how it works in 
discourse, how it organizes a field of beliefs and assumptions.  What, in short, it means.  We can be certain 
that historians will be working on the reconstruction of such terms in a hundred years.  It’s a pity to have to 
wait.  I have some doubts about associating Schneider with the term.  His anthropology is famous for lifting 
like a hover craft straight up out of the ethnographic data into an entirely theoretical construct of his own, 
for better and worse, pretty delirious invention.  There isn’t much cultural context in his cultural account.  
Still, he is the author of the term.  An alternative is Geertz’s “cultural system” (e.g., Geertz, Clifford. 1983. 
Common Sense As a Cultural System. Pp. 73-93 in Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive 
Anthropology, Clifford Geertz. New York: Basic Books) which never won wide spread adoption and has 
now been abandoned even by the author himself.   
388  It is not just major stylistic and ideological icons that live on.  Duncombe tells us that there are zines 
dedicated to “long-dead Missouri garage bands from the fifties and sixties [and] eight-track tape trivia.” 
Duncombe, Stephen. 1997. Notes From Underground: Zines and the Politics of Alternative Culture. 
London: Verso, p. 9.  This is the cultural mulch out of which new social life can come.  The internet plays a 
role here too.  While many links fail and files move, certain things live on.  At this writing, it is still 
possible, for instance, to register for the One-Million Man march that took place in Washington on October 
16, 1995. www.noi.org/March/index.html.  Perhaps, somewhere there is a 10 year old visiting this site, who 
but for this memorial might never have become the new Farrakhan. 
389 I owe this point to an article I read some years ago on cliques.  For some reason, I cannot find it. 
Suggestions?  It was in the sociological literature and probably published in the 1960s. 
390 Hall, Stuart and Tony Jefferson, editors. 1976. Resistance Through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Post-
War Britain. London: Hutchinson. 
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391 For an excellent account of the “nothing to lose” Mexican boyhood of former Featherweight champion, 
Jorge Maromero Paez, see Gerald, Marc 1996. The Tumbler. www.word.com/machine/thetumbler. 
392 Newman, Katherine S. 1988. Falling From Grace: the experience of downward mobility in the 
American middle class. New York: Free Press. 
393 The cyperpunk, noir science fiction novelists (e.g., William Gibson and Bruce Sterling) have made a 
fetish of this high-risk proposition.  They are persuaded that the societies of the future will consist of two 
groups only: the hugely conformist who work for multinational corporations (a.k.a. 1950s) and all the rest 
who eke out an existence in the make-shift netherworld of endearing eccentricity and computer-aided 
rebellion.  See the disappointingly bad Tank Girl (1995, Rachel Talalay) for a recent appearance of this 
peculiar idea.  What is odd is how little it comes to terms with the ideas of plenitude and transformation.  
Individuals on both sides of this political divide are fixed in unchanging roles and lives.   Everything else, 
all the other diversity recorded and predicted in this book, is excluded as impossible.  Surely this is La-Z-
Boy science fiction.  While we are imagining the future, why not leave the ideas of the 1950s behind us? 
394 This explains, perhaps, why Cirque du Soleil is now installed in Las Vegas.  At first the news seemed 
strange.  The oddest entertainment in the city of Wayne Newton’s floor show?  (Certainly, Newton’s show 
is odd, but it means to be and it is embraced as an mainstream production.)  But it’s not so strange after all: 
both Cirque du Soleil and the floor show participate in that complicated relationship between risk and 
spectacle. 
395 Click here to comment on for this section.  
396 The “no” vote was a big one—and mostly anonymous: Nov. 16, Dec. 17, Dec. 22, Jan.3, Jan. 19, Mar. 3, 
Mar. 27. 
397 I have edited this contribution to the web site to make myself sound more intelligent. 
398 ratliff68@aol.com, MassMarket comment, left at cultureby.com, Dec 2, 1997. 
399 Macrae, Chris, wcbn007@easynet.co.uk, Mass Market comment, left at cultureby.com, March 24, 1998. 
Macrae has a web page on “1 to 1” marketing issues: www.brad.ac.uk/branding/chome.html 
400 janok@mccarthy.ca, MassMarket comment, left at cultureby.com. 
401 Scitovsky, Tibor. 1976. The Joyless Economy: An Inquiry into Human Satisfaction and Consumer 
Dissatisfaction. New York: Oxford University Press. 
402 strevio@radar.com, MassMarket comment, left at cultureby.com, Mar 31, 1998. 
403 Click here to comment on this section.  
404 I owe this observation to Levine: Levine, Lawrence W. 1988. Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of 
Cultural Hierarchy in America. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, p.p. 171-172. 
405 The “multiplication of everything” is from James, Henry. 1968. The American scene. annotation Leon 
Edel. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, p. 131.  For James’ horror of the “inconceivable alien” of 
Ellis Island, see p. 85.  It would be wrong to overlook the complexity and the sheer power of James’ 
curiosity for he also speaks of the “continuity,” the “affinity,” the “queer sauce” that manages to connect the 
“huge looseness” of city life (pp. 116-117); he is plainly mesmerized by the plenitude around him. 
406 I am indebted to Elizabeth Long’s work for helping me see this neglected aspect of  the scholarly 
treatment of American culture.   Long, Elizabeth. 1985. The American Dream and the Popular Novel. 
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, pp. 148-190.  For a bracing, sometimes brilliant account of the difficulty 
with which American scholars wrestled with the topic of popular culture (without an understanding of which 
you cannot see plenitude), see Buhle, Paul. 1987. Introduction: The 1960s Meet the 1980s. Pp. ix-xxvii in 
Popular Culture in America, editor Paul Buhle. Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press. 
407 Whyte, William H. Jr. 1956. The Organization Man. New York: Simon and Schuster, pp. 359-363. 
408 Riesman, David with Nathan Glazer and Reuel Denney. 1961. The Lonely Crowd: A Study of the 
Changing American Character. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
409 MacDonald, John D. 1964. The Quick Red Fox. New York: Ballentine, pp. 167-168. “In areas noduled 
by the vast basketry of their shopping centers”?  In the immortal words of Ernest Becker, “Huh?”  This 
passage seems to me to capture the intellectual’s arrogance.  The hostility of “you see, there is no one left to 
tell them what they are and what they really should be doing” is breathtaking.  MacDonald appears to be 
punishing suburban dwellers for ignoring their intellectual betters (somehow stepping around the nasty little 
contradiction that it is these poor souls who bought MacDonald’s fiction in such number.  If they truly were 
so clueless, what must we think about work that wins their enthusiasm?).   
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410 It seems to me unlikely that the “great awakening” of the 1960s could have happened at all if the 1950s 
were quite as conformist as critics insist.   For the “native’s” point of view, see the sometimes penetrating 
remarks from Freedman who sees the nonconformity in the conformity and vice versa.  Freedman, Morris. 
1961. Confessions of a Conformist. New York: W.W. Norton & Company.  Students of race, class, gender 
and age during the period claimed to find diversity a plenty.  A better notion has been proposed, that of 
“containment.”  This would help explain outward conformity and allow for diversity “within.”  See Ross, 
Andrew. 1989. No respect: intellectuals & popular culture. New York: Routledge. and Nadel, Alan. 1996. 
Containment Culture: American Narratives, Postmodernism, and the Atomic Age. Durham: Duke 
University Press.  But I believe even this idea is insufficient for it posits a monolithic, conspiratorial 
opponent to diversity.  Nothing so organized was possible under the circumstances. 
411 Frye, Northrop. 1967. The Modern Century. Toronto: Oxford University Press, p. 36. 
412 Boorstin, Daniel J. 1973. The Americans: The Democratic Experience. New York: Random House, pp. 
135 and 411. 
413  Lasch, Christopher. 1978. The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing 
Expections. New York: W.W. Norton and Company, p. 66. 
414 Long, Elizabeth. 1985. The American Dream and the Popular Novel. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
p. 165. 
415 Bell, Daniel. 1976. The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism. New York: Basic Books. 
416 Lasch, Christopher. 1978. The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing 
Expections. New York: W.W. Norton and Company, p. xx.  A more detailed criticism of this book will be 
offered in book 2 of the Culture by commotion series.   
417  I haven’t made any explicit reference to the intellectuals’s hostility for one of the most important and 
vital aspects of plenitude, the women’s movement.  I would welcome suggestions on the “key’ texts. 
418 Fulford, Robert. 1997. Age of reason eludes Heaven's Gate Cultists. Globe and Mail April 9, 1997: E1.  
This “intellectual” plays a middle game in which he beards academics for not being journalistic enough and 
journalists for not being academic enough.  This gives him ready-made criticism, and, always, a place to 
hide.  For more on the inclination of the intellectual to explain plenitude as an example of the ravages of 
popular culture, see Book 2 and the discussion of the film critic David Denby. 
419 Mr. Fulford might wish to play the academic here and consult some of the literature on the topic: 
Grossberg, Lawrence. 1989. MTV: Swinging on a (postmodern) star.  Cultural Politics in Contemporary 
America. editors Ian Angus, and Suht Jhally.  New York: Routledge.  Kaplan, E. Ann. 1987. Rocking 
around the clock: music, television, post modernism and consumer culture. Routledge: New York.  Lewis, 
Lisa A. 1990. Gender Politics and MTV: Voicing the difference. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
420 Weinrich has made award winning videos for Jann Arden.  Sigismondi has made remarkable videos for 
Marilyn Manson and David Bowie. 
421 Conrad Black is a press “baron” who owns a great many newspapers in England and North America.  He 
is a conspicuous member of the Canadian Right.  Rick Salutin is a playwright, academic and journalist who 
writes for the Globe and Mail and speaks for some part of the Canadian Left.  They are a perfectly matched 
pair to the extent they are both articulate, voluble, and unfailingly unoriginal.  [3.0]  I now think this attack 
on Black was wrong.  His remarks on the “bane of Canada” in one of the many articles that have greeted his 
launching of the newspaper The National Post ( in Coren, Michael. 1998. Classic Black. Enroute. October: 
28-40, p. 38) suggest that he understands one of Canada’s problems in a way that Salutin could not hope to 
do.  It must be noted that his choice of Kenneth Whyte as editor means that The National Post must 
perpetuate the tradition Black so abhors. 
422 Barber, Lynn. 1980. The Heyday of Natural History 1820-1870. London: Jonathan Cape, pp. 28, 30. 
423 Litt, Paul. 1991. The Massey Commission, Americanization, and Canadian Cultural Nationalism. 
Queen's Quarterly. 98, no. 2: 375-87. 
424 Hilton Kramer is the tragically underachieving editor of The New Critierion. 
425 The version of the essay that appears here is not identical to the one that appears in Shift. 
426 “[W]e had arguably been the first political journal of culture [i.e., Cultural Correspondence] to assume 
its readers and writers watched television.” Buhle, Paul. 1987. Introduction: The 1960s Meet the 1980s. Pp. 
ix-xxvii in Popular Culture in America, editor Paul Buhle. Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, p. 
xxiv, emphasis in the original. 
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427 I think the best review of these programs is Sarah Zupko’s Cultural Studies home page which can be 
found at http://www.mcs.net/~zupko/popcult.htm. 
428 For instance, the program at George Mason University notes without embarrassment: “The Cultural 
Studies Program is served by selected faculty from fourteen different departments.”  I don’t say this is a bad 
program; it has a distinguished faculty, to be sure.  But fourteen departments?  When does Cultural Studies 
get a faculty of its own. 
429 Since writing this I came across a quote that seems germane: “Writing books about what's wrong, or 
what's right, with Hollywood or Madison Avenue has become as solid a profession as working for the 
movies or an advertising agency.”  Rosenberg, Harold. 1962. Pop Culture, Kitsch Criticism. Pp. 259-68 in 
The Tradition of the New.  Harold Rosenberg.  London: Thames and Hudson, p. 261.  
430 Click here to comment on this section.  
431 Please forgive the repetition here. 
432 Click here to comment on this section.  
433 http://www.panix.com/~grvsmth/redguide/slave.html 
434 See the article by Jason Pramas: http://www.vineyard.net/awa/issue3/temp_union.html. 
435  I have seen only two pieces on the topic, one in Shift Magazine and the other by Liz Renzetti in the 
Globe and Mail.  For the record, I have not used any volunteer or intern labor on this or any book I’ve 
written. I don’t mean to be self righteous about this, but perhaps it’s time people began to take a public 
position on the issue. 
436 NAL, can we have a discussion place here? 
437 If there is someone out there with graphic talent who would design such a stamp that would be a very 
good thing.    
438 Click here to comment on this section.  
439 smills@allstate.ca, Exile comment, left at cultureby.com, Dec 2, 1997. 
440 Anonymous, Exile comment, June 5, 1998. 
441 Anonymous, Exile comment, June 10, 1998. 
442 grantsky@interlog.com, Exile comment, May 30, 1998. 
443 Anonymous, Exile comment, April 28, 1998. 
444 munoz@stat.wisc.edu, Exile comment, Apr 10, 1998. 
445 Click here to comment on this section.  
446 Two excellent, general, accounts are available of complexity theory.  I prefer Waldrop, M. Mitchell. 
1992. Complexity: the emerging science at the edge of order and chaos. New York: Simon & Schuster.  
See also Lewin, Roger. 1992. Complexity: life at the edge of chaos. New York: Macmillan. 
447 in Waldrop, M. Mitchell. 1992. Complexity: the emerging science at the edge of order and chaos. New 
York: Simon & Schuster, p. 126. 
448 in Waldrop, M. Mitchell. 1992. Complexity: the emerging science at the edge of order and chaos. New 
York: Simon & Schuster, p. 127. 
449  There are too many examples for a comprehensive review, but the work on process, ritual, structuration, 
performative theory, and habitas are germane.  See Bakhtin, Mikhail. 1981. The Dialogic Imagination: 
Four essays.  editor Michael Holquist. Austin: University of Texas Press.  Bourdieu, Pierre. 1990. The 
Logic of Practice. translator Richard Nice. Stanford: Stanford University Press. Giddens, Anthony. 1984. 
The Constitution of Society: outline of the theory of structuration. Berkeley: University of California Press.  
Munn, Nancy D. 1986. The fame of Gawa: a symbolic study of value transformation in a Massim society. 
New York: Cambridge University Press.  Tambiah, Stanley Jeyaraja. 1985. Culture, thought, and social 
action: an anthropological perspective. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.  
450 in Waldrop, M. Mitchell. 1992. Complexity: the emerging science at the edge of order and chaos. New 
York: Simon & Schuster, pp. 171, 254. 
451 in Waldrop, M. Mitchell. 1992. Complexity: the emerging science at the edge of order and chaos. New 
York: Simon & Schuster, pp. 293. 
452 Kelly, Kevin. 1994. Out of Control: The New Biology of Machines, Social Systems, and the Economic 
World. New York: Addison Wesley, p. 116. 
453 Kelly, Kevin. 1994. Out of Control: The New Biology of Machines, Social Systems, and the Economic 
World. New York: Addison Wesley, p. 102. 
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454 Kelly, Kevin. 1994. Out of Control: The New Biology of Machines, Social Systems, and the Economic 
World. New York: Addison Wesley, p. 1. 
455 Kelly, Kevin. 1994. Out of Control: The New Biology of Machines, Social Systems, and the Economic 
World. New York: Addison Wesley, p. 34. 
456 You wonder what these machines will make of certain moments when Kelly appears still to be the 
captive of a “humans-first” mentality.  He applauds the “cheap, fast and out of control” philosophy of the 
engineers who make “microbots.”  Kelly says, “Make lots of them; don’t treat them so precious.”  So much 
for rights.   Kelly, Kevin. 1994. Out of Control: The New Biology of Machines, Social Systems, and the 
Economic World. New York: Addison Wesley, p. 37. 
457 This is from the opening section of this book. 
458 Kelly, Kevin. 1994. Out of Control: The New Biology of Machines, Social Systems, and the Economic 
World. New York: Addison Wesley, p. 47. 
459 Click here to comment on this section.  
460 Brake, Mike. 1985. Comparative youth culture: the sociology of youth cultures and youth subcultures in 
America, Britain, and Canada. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, p. 8.  A key text here is Hebdige, Dick. 
1979. Subculture: The Meaning of Style. New York: Methuen and Co.   It was only in reading Hannerz on 
subcultures (Hannerz, Ulf. 1992. Cultural Complexity: Studies in the Social Organization of Meaning. New 
York: Columbia University Press, pp. 68-81) that I realized this problem is present in the earliest work on 
the topic, particularly Cohen, Albert M. 1955. Delinquent Boys. Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press.  
461 This is a distinction almost always elided by the Birmingham school, for more on which see, 
http://www.bham.ac.uk/CulturalStudies/. 
462  It has occurred to me only recently that the subcultural theorists, cultural studies students, and the 
Birmingham School never seem to study anyone who isn’t younger than 30.  Surely, this is an odd and 
troubling inclination.  Why must everyone be transgressive and young to qualify for study?  Do I practice as 
I preach?  I think I do, including work on the living rooms of the middle aged and middle class. 
463 Kelley, Robin D. G. 1997. Yo' Mama's Disfunktional!  Fighting the Culture Wars in Urban America. 
Boston: Beacon Press, p. 9. 
464 If there is a good study of skaters, I would be very glad to hear of it.  The movie by Larry Clark, Kids 
(1995) gives a glimpse.  Thrasher magazine gives a glimpse.  The music of the Beastie Boys gives a 
glimpse.  Almost any stretch of concrete gives a glimpse.  But there isn’t, as far as I know, a definitive 
study.  I am indebted to the Steve Austin and Stefan McGarvey at Rampsterdam in Toronto and to passing 
skaters in London and Santa Monica for a short course. 
465 in Hannerz, Ulf. 1992. Cultural Complexity: Studies in the Social Organization of Meaning. New York: 
Columbia University Press, p. 70. 
466 To be honest, they don’t get much treatment at all.  As Wolfe puts it, “the middle class, for all its 
importance, has not, since the 1950s and 1960s, been the object of all that much investigation. … [T]he 
number of concrete sociological studies of American suburbia conducted in the last twenty years is less than 
a handful.” Wolfe, Alan. 1998. One Nation, After All. New York: Viking, pp. 33, 34.  This is not only a 
Birmingham problem. 
467 The usual argument here is that it’s “ok” to be subjective because there is no such thing as objectivity 
and that, indeed, no one would want the dispassion that was the goal of the social sciences at their positivist 
worst.  But the fact that there is no objectivity does not mean we do not have a choice of subjectivities, 
some of which make us so utterly the champion of the respondent that depth and thoughtfulness are 
compromised.  Certain stories cannot be told.   
468 Click here to comment on this section.  
469 Jameson, Frederic. 1983. Postmoderism and Consumer Society. in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on 
Postmodern culture. editor Hal Foster, 111-25. Port Townsend, Washington: Bay Press, p. 114. 
470 Jameson, Fredric. 1991. Postmodernism, or, The cultural logic of late capitalism. Durham: Duke 
University Press, pp. 323, 330. 
471 Baudrillard, Jean. 1994. Simulacra and Simulation. translator Sheila F. Glaser. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press. 
472 Jameson, Fredric. 1991. Postmodernism, or, The cultural logic of late capitalism. Durham: Duke 
University Press, pp. 18,  26.  I believe this argument turns on a Nietzschean panic.  When we say there is 
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no absolute authenticity, surely we are not obliged to say that there are not degrees of authenticity.  (Still 
more surely, we do not want to dispute the sense of authenticity experienced by the actor.  See, for instance, 
Widdicombe, Sue, and Robin Wooffitt. 1990. “Being” versus “doing” Punk: on achieving authenticity as a 
member. Journal of Language and Social Psychology 9: 257-77.)  To discover that the continuum is not 
anchored in the “true true” and the “real real” does not mean that the continuum is indeed unthinkable or 
impracticable, nor, more to the anthropological point, that it does not satisfactorily inform the thoughts and 
emotions of millions of contemporary Westerners countless times a day.  The postmodernists are perhaps 
too quick (too eager?) to take to the life boats.  A version of this point may be found in Burgin, Victor. 
1986. The End of Art Theory: Criticism and postmodernity. Atlantic Highlands: Humanities Press 
International, p. 198.  See also Dews, Peter. 1995. The Limits of Disenchantment: Essays on contemporary 
European philosophy. London: Verso and Levine, George. 1992. "Introduction: Constructivism and the 
Reemergent Self." Pp. 1-13 in Constructions of the Self, editor George Levine. New Brunswick, N.J.: 
Rutgers University Press. 
473 Beattie, G. W. 1982. Turn-taking and interruption in political interviews. Semiotica 39: 93-113.  
Duncan, S. 1972. Some signals and rules for taking taking turns in conversations. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology 23: 283-92. Orestrom, Bengt. 1983. Turn-taking in English Conversation. Lund: 
CWK Gleerup. Sacks, Harvey, Emanuel A. Schegloff, and Gail Jefferson. 1974. A simplest systematics for 
the organization of turn-taking for conversation. Language 50, no. 4: 696-735. 
474 I leave for another occasion the still deeper contradiction in the post-modernist position.  It may fairly be 
asked whether postmodernism could have established itself as an intellectual community (even as a 
fractious, heterogeneous community) if the world were what post modernism says it is.   If the world were 
truly a place of partial structures, exhausted narratives, empty signs, endlessly heterogeneous discourse, 
how could a new idea, especially such a revolutionary one, emerge and come to claim so many advocates, 
journals, departments, and grants?  As it turned out, post modernism proved a study not of dissolution but 
robustness.  There is now a “culture” of postmodernism within and without the academic world.  Strictly 
speaking, such a thing should be impossible. 
475 Goffman, Erving. 1963. Behavior in Public Places. New York: The Free Press.  1967. Interaction 
Ritual. New York: Anchor Books. 1971. Relations in Public. New York: Harper and Row.   A good 
example of the importance of invisible rules comes in a paper by Charles Ferguson who, for study purposes, 
withheld his customary “good morning” from his secretary.  “The second day was full of tension.  I got 
strange looks [from everyone] and there was a definite air of “what’s wrong with Ferguson?”.  I abandoned 
the experiment on the third day because I was afraid of explosive and possibly lasting consequences.” 
Ferguson, Charles A. 1976. The Structure and Use of Politeness Formulas. Language in Society 5: 137-51, 
p. 140. 
476 Bourdieu’s treatment of habitas is especially good on the transparency of culture: Bourdieu, Pierre. 
1990. The Logic of Practice. translator Richard Nice. Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press.  Clifford 
Geertz puts it this way, “[cultural] ideas and the realities they inform are naturally and indissolubly bound 
up together.  What else could you call a hippopotamus?  Of course the gods are powerful, why else would 
we fear them.” Geertz, Clifford. 1984. “From the Native’s Point of View” On the Nature of Anthropological 
Understanding. Pp. 123-36 in Culture Theory: Essays on Mind, Self, and Emotion, editors Robert A. 
LeVine and Richard A. Shweder. New York: Cambridge University Press, p. 125. 
477 I have treated Jameson as my “straw man.”  Characteristically, Baudrillard has some very interesting 
things to say on the topic, including that America is a “society of complexity, hybridity and the greatest 
intermingling.”  But this is for him a “superficial diversity.”  Certain differences are disappearing, 
including, mysteriously, the gender one.   He detects “an absence of difference, bound up with a decline in 
the display of sexual characteristics.  The outer signs of masculinity are tending towards zero, but so are the 
signs of feminity.”  We must wonder at the ethnographic veracity of this observation.  Certainly, some 
groups are experiencing a kind of convergence but for many others difference flourishes.  Baudrillard, Jean 
1989. America.  translator Chris Turner. New York: Verso, p. 7, 41. 
478  But see Ihab Hassan’s suggestion that indeterminacy and a feeling for “openness, heterodoxy, pluralism, 
electicism, randomness, revolt, deformation” defines postmodernism: Hassan, Ihab. 1983. Ideas of Cultural 
Change. in Innovation / Renovation: New perspectives on the humanities. editors Ihab Hassan, and Sally 
Hassan, 15-38. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, pp. 27-28.  Hassan may be rethinking this issue: 
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Hassan, Ihab. 1995. Rumors of Change: Essays of five decades. Tuscaloosa: Alabama University Press, pp. 
xv-xvi. 
479 Click here to comment on this section.  
480 Kroeber, Albert. L., & Clyde. Kluckhohn. 1952. Culture: a critical review of concepts and definitions. 
New York: Vintage. 
481 Keesing, Roger M. 1974. Theories of Culture. Annual Review of Anthropology 3:73-97.  Schneider, 
Louis., & Bonjean, Charles. M. 1973. The Idea of Culture in the Social Sciences. Cambridge: University of 
Cambridge Press.  Munch, Richard, & Smelser, Neil J. (1992). Theory of Culture. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 
482 Parsons, Talcott. 1937. The Structure of Social Action. Vol. 2, New York: The Free Press, p. 478. 
483 Boas insisted on structural coherence.  Malinowski on functional coherence.  Boas, Franz. 1887. The 
Occurrence of Similar Inventions In Areas Widely Apart. Science, 9, 485-486, p. 485. 
http://www.anthro.mankato.msus.edu/bio/Boas.htm. Malinowski, Bronislaw. (1931). Culture. Encyclopedia 
of the Social Sciences, IV, 621-646, p. 625. http://www.anthro.mankato.msus.edu/bio/Malinowski.htm. 
484 Hannerz has done a characteristically elegant and penetrating job of summarizing the dissenting voice 
here—and, as he shows well, there was one.  Hannerz, Ulf. 1992. Cultural Complexity: Studies in the Social 
Organization of Meaning. New York: Columbia University Press, p. 13.  I am indebted to this work for 
several of the points that appear in this section.   
485 Kroeber, Albert L., & Clyde Kluckhohn. 1952/1963. Culture: a critical review of concepts and 
definitions. New York: Vintage/Random House, p. 311. 
486 Hannerz, Ulf. 1992. Cultural Complexity: Studies in the Social Organization of Meaning. New York: 
Columbia University Press, p. 11.  James Boon suggests that the idea of culture proved “tenacious” in 
discipline (Boon, J. A. (1973). Further Operations of Culture in Anthropology: A synthesis of and for 
debate. in L. Schneider, & C. Bonjean (editors), The Idea of Culture in the Social Sciences (pp. 1-32). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 1-32, p. 1), but it’s not clear whether it was the idea or the 
anthropologists. 
487 Hannerz, Ulf. 1992. Cultural Complexity: Studies in the Social Organization of Meaning. New York: 
Columbia University Press, p. 19. 
488 Firth, Raymond W. 1936. We, the Tikopia: a Sociological Study of Kinship in Primitive Polynesia. 
London: Allen & Unwin.  I have listened to an anthropologist tell me how irritating it was to try to interview 
respondents in the Pacific when all these respondents wanted to do was talk about their wrist watches.  I 
would have thought you wouldn’t need to be an anthropologist to see how interesting and potentially 
revealing a preoccupation with “wrist watches” is.  (Anyone who’s read Thompson on the topic has no 
excuse at all: Thompson, E. P. 1967. Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism. Past and Present. 
38 (December): 56-97.)  But wrist watches never made it into the ethnography.  Has anyone ever been more 
tribal, more provincial than the anthropologist? 
489 Fox, Richard W. 1983. Epitaph for Middletown: Robert S. Lynd and the Analysis of Consumer Culture. 
Pp. 103-41 in The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in American History, 1880-1980, eds Richard 
W. Fox and Jackson T. J. Lears. New York: Pantheon. 
490 Wolfe, Alan. 1998. One Nation, After All. New York: Viking, p. 33.  Wolfe speaks actually of 
sociological studies.  For the anthropological version of the complaint, see Le Wita, Beatrix. 1994. French 
Bourgeois Culture. trans. J.A. Underwood. New York: Cambridge University Press, p. 22.  See also 
Carrier, James G. 1992. Occidentalism: The World Turned Upside-Down. American Ethnologist. 19 (2 
May): 195-212, pp. 195-196. 
491 Gramsci, Antonio. 1971. Selections from the Prison Notebooks. Q. Hoare, & G. N. Smith (translators 
and editors). New York: International Publishers, p. 328. Hall, Stuart. 1981. Cultural Studies: two 
paradigms. in  T. Bennett et al. (editors), Culture, Ideology and Social Process: a reader. London: Batsford 
Academic and Educational Press, pp. 19-37.    See crucial replies from Sahlins, Marshall. D. 1996. Reply to 
Comments on The Native Anthropology of Western Cosmology. Current Anthropology. 37 (3 (June)), 421-
425, p. 422.  Comaroff, John, & Jean Comaroff. 1991. Of Revelation and Revolution: Christianity, 
colonialism and consciousness in South Africa. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
492 Baudrillard, Jean. 1994. Simulacra and Simulation. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
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493 Clifford, James. 1988. The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century, Ethnography, Literature, and 
Art. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, p. 10. 
494 Marshall Sahlins is the most formidable opponent of this inclination.  Sahlins, Marshall. 1976.  Culture 
and Practical Reason.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  Sahlins, Marshall D. 1996. Reply to 
Comments on The Native Anthropology of Western Cosmology. Current Anthropology. 37 (3 (June)): 421-
25. 
495 Dawkins, Richard. 1989. The Selfish Gene. New edition. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 191. 
496 Dawkins, Richard. 1989. The Selfish Gene. New edition. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 192. 
497 Dawkins, Richard. 1989. The Selfish Gene. New edition. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 196. 
498 Sweet, Louis Elizabeth. 1970. People and Culture of the Middle East. Garden City: Natural History 
Press.  There is a fuller discussion of the management of cultural difference in Platvoet, Jan and K. v. d. 
Toorn. editors. 1995. Pluralism and Identity: Studies in Ritual Behaviour. Leiden. New York: E.J. Brill.  
499 “Practice…has its own dynamics—a “structure of the conjuncture”—which meaningfully defines the 
persons and objects that are parties to it, and these contextual values, if unlike the definitions culturally 
presupposed, have the capacity then of working back on the conventional values.”  Sahlins, Marshall. 1981. 
Historical Metaphors and Mythical Realities: Structure in the Early History of the Sandwich Islands 
Kingdom. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, p. 35. 
500 Anderson, Benedict. 1983. Imagined Communities. London: Verso. Crane, Diana. 1972. Invisible 
Colleges. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  I wasn’t ever tempted by “imagined college,” but then I 
used to teach at one. 
501 Click here to comment on this section.  
502 Malcolm Gladwell proposed the term “cool hunter” in a recent New Yorker article for a small group of 
journalists and market researchers, but it seems to me the term serves nicely for the larger group from which 
they come. Gladwell, Malcolm. 1997. The Coolhunt. The New Yorker. March 17, 1997:78-88. 
503  Is this relentless alliteration supposed to make it easier to remember?  Sheehy, Gail. 1995. New 
Passages: Mapping your life across time. New York: Random House. 
504 Adams, Michael. 1997. Sex in the Snow. Toronto: Viking.   
505 Lasch, Christopher. 1978. The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing 
Expections. New York: W.W. Norton and Company. Garber, Marjorie B. 1998. Symptoms of Culture. New 
York: Routledge. Veblen, Thorstein. 1953. Theory of the Leisure Class. New York: Mentor Books. 
Baudrillard, Jean. 1994. Simulacra and Simulation. translator Sheila F. Glaser. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press. 
506 Washburn, Katharine, and John F. Thorton, editors. 1996. Dumbing Down: Essays on the strip-mining 
of American culture. New York: Norton. 
507 I have treated this topic at greater length on the section on intellectuals.  A typical example of intellectual 
contempt is Fussell, Paul. 1991. Bad, or the Dumbing of America. New York: Summit Books.  This book is 
cavalier and an insidious bit of myth making.  And, yes, it is also bad and quite dumb.   General criticism of 
the intellectual can be found in Stigler, George J. 1974. The Intellectual and the Market Place. Pp. 317-25 
in Advertising's Role in Society, eds John S. Wright and John E. Mertes. New York: West Publishing Co. 
Ross, Andrew. 1989. No Respect: Intellectuals & Popular Culture. New York: Routledge. Long, Elizabeth. 
1987. Reading Groups and the Postmodern Crisis of Cultural Authority. Cultural Studies.  1 (3 October): 
306-27.  The definitive treatments are: Brantlinger, Patrick. 1983. Bread and Circuses: Theories of Mass 
Culture As Social Decay. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, and Carey, John. 1992. The Intellectuals and the 
Masses: Pride and Prejudice Among the Literary Intelligentsia, 1880-1939. London: Faber and Faber.  See 
Postrel on the friends of stasis.: Postrel, Virginia. 1998. The Future and Its Enemies: The Growing Conflict 
Over Creativity, Enterprise and Progress. New York: The Free Press.  See the chapter “Why Cultural 
Pessimism” in Cowen, Tyler. 1998. In Praise of Commercial Culture. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press.   
508 Goldenberg, Stephanie. 1995. The Warrior and the Wasteland.  Chicago Tribune Magazine.  October 
29, 1995: Section 10: 12-18.   
509 Buhle, Paul. 1987. Introduction: The 1960s Meet the 1980s. Pp. ix-xxvii in Popular Culture in America, 
editor Paul Buhle. Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, p. xxiv, parenthetical comment added.  For a 
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persuasive criticism of “dupe theory,” see Davis, Kathy. 1991. Remaking the She-Devil: A Critical Look at 
Feminist Approaches to Beauty. Hypatia. 6 (2 Summer): 21-43. 
510 Fleming, Charles. 1998. High Concept: Don Simpson and the Hollywood Culture of Excess. New York: 
Doubleday. 
511 McCracken, Grant. 1994. Children of a Lesser God, paper given at the Culture Technologies 
Convergence Conference, Toronto, Ontario, May 27, 1994. 
512  For the best recent statement of the improvements in American television, see Thompson, Robert. 
Television's Second Golden Age: From 'Hill Street Blues' to 'Picket Fences'.  See also Handy, Bruce. 1995.  
Television: The Real Golden Age is Now. Time Magazine 146, no. 18 (October 30):  
http://www.pathfinder.com/time/magazine/domestic/1995/951030/television.html.  I hope I’m getting credit 
for my forbearance here.  I haven’t said anything about the Larry Sanders Show.  I know people will say, 
“well, of course, that can’t be a case of dumbing down when it’s devoted to the mocking of dumbing down.”  
But where was it anticipated by the “waste land” argument that TV would create a show devoted to 
mocking the industry?  Surely, the argument was committed to declaring such a thing impossible.  
Television has proven a relatively generous medium for the development of its own mockery: Saturday 
Night Live, Mad TV, In Living Color, Mr. Show.  Were these anticipated? 
513 Macdonald, Dwight. 1963. Against the American grain. London: Gollancz. 
514 For a well argued, well documented account that supports the “smartening up” proposition, see Cowen, 
Tyler. 1998. In Praise of Commercial Culture. Cambridge, Harvard University Press. 
515 The Dukes of Hazzard was a television comedy running on CBS from 1979 to 1985.   It is perhaps 
enough to say that the star was a car.  As I recall (reference welcome), some years ago a network president 
treated the show as an example of “bad demographics,” arguing that it drew a large but undesirable 
audience.  I remember thinking, “Oh, you mean it’s not just a numbers game, anymore.  The medium’s 
getting less mass.” 
516 Now that I’ve taken my cheap shot, I wish to register the observation that there is more going on in this 
show than the phrase “tabloid television” implies.  Not least, this show has become a kind of town hall in 
which the American public is given the opportunity to judge and often condemn their fellow citizens.  And 
even as this unattractive exercise takes place, some education, contemplation, and consensuality takes place.   
517 The notion of paradigm comes from Kuhn. Kuhn, Thomas S. 1972. The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
518 Postman, Neil. 1985. Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Showbusiness. New 
York: Penguin, p. 28. 
519 This is what Postman himself has done.  He might have given us a contemplation of the new media using 
the new media, but I would be surprised if this would allow him to make or carry his argument as print does. 
520 I acknowledge a contradiction: the following discussion uses the monolithic categories “Left” and 
“Right” and so fails to honor the notion of plenitude.  But these great ideological tribes are still with us. 
They dictate other choices: opinion on diverse issues, reading material, friendship circles, clothing styles, 
leisure activities, even living room furnishings.  Anyone who knows a young fogey or a old Marxist knows 
this to be true.   But I use “Left” and “Right” with the understanding that the age of plenitude is upon us.  
Increasingly, we see people making their social, cultural and political choices as if from a smorgasbord, 
mixing and matching these choices not according to the dictates of a single ideological position but their 
own diverse inclinations and beliefs. 
521 MacDonald, Heather. 1995. The Sobol Report: Multiculturalism Triumphant. in Against the Grain: The 
New Criterion on art and intellect at the end of the twentieth century. editors Hilton Kramer, and Roger 
Kimball, 109-22. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee. 
522 It is interesting to observe, for instance, how often DeParle doubts and diminishes the motives of players 
on the Christian right in his recent New York Times piece.  DeParle, Jason. 1996. A Fundamental Problem. 
New York Times Magazine July 14, 1996: 18-25, 32, 38, 42, 44. 
523 in DeParle, Jason. 1996. A Fundamental Problem. New York Times Magazine. July 14, 1996: 18-25, 32, 
38, 42, 44, p. 24. 
524 Dunlap, David W. 1995. Gay Advertising Campaign on TV Draws Wrath of Conservatives. New York 
Times. November 12, 1995: Y 15. 
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525 Bennet, James. 1996. Patrick J. Buchanan: Candidate's Speech Is Called Code for Controversy. New 
York Times. February 25, 1996: 15.  This is a speech convention of the racist.  For one racist’s practice of 
calling all Afro-Americans “George,” see Henry Louis Gates whose father was so called.  Gates, Henry 
Louis Jr. 1992. Loose Canons: Notes on the Culture Wars. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 133. 
526 Goode, Erich, and Ben-Yehuda Nachman. 1994.  Moral Panics: The social construction of deviance. 
Oxford: Blackwell.  I make this point not because the Right needs (or welcomes) my advice but to show that 
plenitude is so little understood by the Right it is prepared to contradict its own self-interest.   
527  There is a large and turbulent body of debate on how inclusive Western societies have proven to be (see, 
for instance, Gamson, William A. 1990. The strategy of social protest. 2nd ed. Belmont, Calif: Wadsworth).  
Two things are clear: seen comparatively, these societies have been more inclusive than other cultural 
traditions, and seen internally, they have never been inclusive enough.  Western societies have always been 
more generative of difference than inclusive of it. 
528 Bennett, William J. 1992. The De-Valuing of American: The fight for our culture and our children. New 
York: Summit Books, pp. 32, 33. 
529 For more on Bennett’s moral vision, see Deirdre Donahue in a brief but illuminating statement from 
USA Today: www.usatoday.com/life/enter/books/leb109.htm. 
530 For more a succinct biographical statement on Robert Mapplethorpe and examples of the controversy he 
provoked in his lifetime, see http://www.uce.ac.uk/mapplethorpe/who.htm. 
531 Previous discussion of plenitude and city life can be found at city and city1. 
532 van Gennep, Arnold. 1960. The Rites of Passage. translators Monika B. Vizedom, and Gabrielle L. 
Caffee. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
533 Tocqueville pays careful attention to this theme and it is well observed in Fitzgerald, Frances. 1987. 
Cities on a Hill: A journey through contemporary American cultures. New York: Touchstone, Simon and 
Schuster. and Van Gelder, Lindsy, and Pamela Robin Brandt. 1996. The Girls Next Door: into the heart of 
lesbian America. New York: Simon & Schuster. 
534 Calinescu, Matei. 1983. From the One to the Many: Pluralism in today's thought. in Innovation / 
Renovation: New perspectives on the humanities. editors Ihab Hassan, and Sally Hassan, 263-88. Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, p. 268. The full Booth reference: Booth, Wayne C. 1979. Critical 
understanding: the powers and limits of pluralism. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
535 Click here to comment on this section.  
536 Gellner, Ernest. 1995. Introduction.  Notions of Nationalism. editor Sukumar Periwal, 1-7. Budapest: 
Central European University Press, p. 2. 
537  I believe this is true even of the best ethnographies to emerge from the Birmingham school, e.g., Willis, 
Paul. 1981. Learning to Labor: How Working Class Kids Get Working Class Jobs. New York: Columbia 
University Press. 
538 see http://www.lib.umich.edu/libhome/services/diverslib.html. 
539 in 1995, An Interview of George C. Wolfe by bell hooks, Bomb. L (Winter), pp 46-51, p. 48. emphasis 
added. For Wolfe’s Bring in ’da noise, bring in ’da funk: www.tonys.org/96season/shows/noise.html. 
540 Zook, Kristal Brent. 1995. A Manifesto of Sorts for a Black Feminist Movement. New York Times 
Magazine. November 12, 1995: 86-89, p. 89. 
541 Gitlin, Todd. 1993. The Rise of Identity Politics. Dissent, Spring: 172-77.  See also Bissoondath, Neil. 
1994. Selling Illusions. Toronto: Penquin Books.  For a brief biographical note on Gitlin and links for him: 
www.hotwired.com/synapse/braintennis/97/27/gitlin.html. 
542  This is true at least in the short term, and then the question becomes: how do things seal back over? 
543 See, for instance, Spanos, William V. 1993. The End of Education: Toward Posthumanism. 
Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press. and Kerchis, Cheryl Zarlenga, and Iris Marion Young. 1995. 
Social Movements and the Politics of Difference.  Multiculturalism from the Margins: non-dominant voices 
on difference and diversity. editor Dean A. Harris, 1-27. Westport, Connecticut: Bergin and Garvey. 
544 This “universe as an addition of individuals” seems impossible to imagine but it has been imagined.  
Baudrillard notes the possibility with regard to gender in a passage already quoted.  George Barna in the 
Index of Leading Spiritual Indicators (Word Publishing, 1996) suggests “America is transitioning from a 
Christian nation to a syncretistic, spiritually diverse society [with a] new perception of religion: a 
personalized, customized form of faith views which meet personal needs, minimize rules and absolutes, and 
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bear little resemblance to the “pure” form of any of the world's major religions.” in Creedon, Jeremiah. 
1998. God With a Million Faces. Utne Reader July-August: 42—48, pp. 45-46.  I am grateful to Creedon’s 
work here and recommend this article. 
545 There is lots to argue here.  I have suggested elsewhere that certain kinds of communication may be 
impossible in a system that is individual-based and group free. (McCracken, Grant. 1988. Clothing As 
Language: Requiem for a Metaphor. in Culture and Consumption, Grant McCracken. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press. pp. 57-70.) If indeed we will continue to specify, as it were, moving from a few groups to 
many groups and then to many more individuals, systems of communication (and reading abilities) will 
surely change.  Still, there will be what the networks used to call “technical difficulties.” 
546 Click here to comment on this section.  
547 This is the theme to which Transformation, book 2 of the Culture by commotion series, is devoted. 
548 “You know, sometimes I’d like to get inside that body of [Dennis Rodman’s] and look at the world 
through his eyes.”  Brendan Malone, former coach of the Toronto Raptors in Young, Chris. 1995, Toronto 
Star, June 3, 1995, p. E1. 
549 There is a potential fifth: the decade culture noted above.  This is a set of understandings that “float” on 
a sea of differences, supplying a temporary but effective commonality.  I have not included it here because 
sometimes the decade culture is intensely oppositional as it was in the 1960s and the 1990s. 
550 Wolfe, Alan. 1998. One Nation, After All. New York: Viking, p. 54.  Lamont finds this tolerance is 
class-specific: Lamont, Michele. 1992. Money, Morals and Manners: the Culture of the French and the 
American Upper-Middle Class. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pp. 176-177.   
551 This is precisely the social condition and moral value Bellah et al find so difficult to reckon with. Bellah, 
Robert N., Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and Steven M. Tipton, editors. 1985. 
Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, see, particularly, p. 24:  “The difficulty…is that this freedom as freedom from the demands of others 
provides no vocabulary  [to] address common conceptions of the ends of a good life or ways to coordinate 
cooperative action with others.”  I can’t help feeling that a little identity scholarship has found its way in 
here.  Surely, the point is that the freedom that insists on “freedom from” is a common conception, a vision 
of the good life, and a pervasive way of coordinating action cooperatively.  Bellah and company just don’t 
like it very much—and this is their due.  But this does not entitle them to declare this the absence of culture.  
I understand that “freedom from” is a difficult and often peculiar way of constructing public life.  But it is 
that and not a pathology.  Until we see this, remedy is impossible. 
552 Baumgartner, M. P. 1988. The Moral Order of a Suburb. New York: Oxford University Press. 
553 on the album: This Fire, copyright: Warner Brothers. 
554 on the album: Dilate, copyright: Righteous Babe Music. 
555 There ought to be a study of spitting: why it was outlawed so ferociously by mainstream Western 
cultures (some of them, anyhow), why it was practiced with such enthusiasm by marginal ones, why and 
with what effect punks, for instance, began to spit on audiences?  What, in short, is the cultural logic of this 
practice and prohibition? 
556 The gay pride parade and Michigan Womyn’s Festival look in very different directions.  The first 
outward to a general public, the second inward to the community of innovators.   
557 The following discussion is indebted in several ways to the extraordinary works of Daniel Bell and 
Marshall Sahlins.  For a biographical note on latter: http://www.anthro.mankato.msus.edu/bio/Sahlins.htm. 
558 This is a little too summary, perhaps.  What I mean is that labor can become the creator of soap (which 
then becomes its measure).  Soap in turn becomes a creator of and a symbol of parental solicitude.  Soaping 
is what parents do for children as a measure of their care.  Solicitude is then seized upon in the construction 
of “gender” as a peculiarly female thing to display and distribute.  Now solicitude has been gendered and 
women constructed.  This gendering of the world helps construct it.  Out of this and other cultural notions 
we create an entire society—which society demands, constructs, distributes and constructs “soap” that the 
cycle might begin all over again. 
559  I evoke the tower of Babel not as the intellectuals usually do, as a warning against the collapse of 
meaning, but to acknowledge that as the world becomes more multiple and various we will need institutions 
that are “roomy” enough to accommodate this multiplicity and diversity.  This is, I hope, not quite the same 
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as saying we have lost our way, that are institutions are in disarray, and that our only hope is to damn 
popular culture and return to orthodoxy.   This response helps create the crisis it claims to warn us against. 
560 Huyssen, Andreas. 1995. Twilight Memories: Marking time in a culture of amnesia. New York: 
Routledge. 
561 Click here to comment on this section.  
562 Linnaeus (1707-1778) was a Swede, Professor of Medicine and Botany at the University of Uppsala, and 
author of Species Plantarum (1753) and Systema Naturae (1758) which established the foundations of 
modern botanical and zoological classification.  In a sense, Linnaeus was a biblical presence, a second 
Adam, supplying a language with which nature could be named and scrutinized. 
563 Barber, Lynn. 1980. The Heyday of Natural History 1820-1870. London: Jonathan Cape, pp. 33-43.  My 
account here is more evocative than exacting.  For an example of the latter, see the exemplary Winsor, 
Mary P. 1991. Reading the Shape of Nature: Comparative zoology at the Agassiz Museum. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 
564 Barber, Lynn. 1980. The Heyday of Natural History 1820-1870. London: Jonathan Cape, p. 13. 
565 The questions here are simple ones: Can we create a study of 20th century plenitude that is not 
objectifying, patronizing, and controlling?   Can we recapture the superbly disinterested spirit of some 
Victorian study and jettison its inclination to colonize the field of knowledge?  
566 Raban, Jonathan. 1981. Old Glory, an American voyage. New York: Simon and Schuster.  Bryson, Bill. 
1989. The Lost Continent: travels in small town America. New York: Harper & Row.  I know that Bryson is 
an American by birth—but he has this English disease now. 
567 John James Audubon (1785-1851) was the author of the extraordinary Birds of America, 1827-1838, and 
widely acknowledged to be the greatest of the artists who made this their topic. 
568 Said, Edward. 1978. Orientalism. New York: Pantheon Books. 
569 Morgan, Lewis Henry. 1970. Systems of consanquinity and affinity of the human family. Oosterhout 
N.B: Anthropological Publications. http://www.anthro.mankato.msus.edu/bio/Morgan.htm. Murray, James 
Augustus Henry Sir, Henry Bradley, William A. Sir Craigie, C. T. Onions, Philological Society (Great 
Britain), and Birdsall & Son. 1888-1933. A new English dictionary on historical principles: founded mainly 
on the materials collected by the Philological Society. Oxford: Clarendon Press.  Stephen, Leslie Sir, and 
Sidney Sir Lee. 1885-1900. Dictionary of national biography. New York: Macmillan. 
570 This topic is treated in more detail above in the section entitled “Plenitude’s fellow travellers.” 
571 Wake, Peter. 1993. “Goths: Frequently Asked Questions.” http://www.cis.ohio-
state.edu/hypertext/faq/usenet/gothic-faq/faq.html.  and “Dear Doc Marten: Questions and answers about 
the Skinhead subculture.” by Stephen Martin http://www.ncf.carleton.ca:80/~aj759/ddm.htm#1.2. 
572  see his rave web site and FAQ http://www.hyperreal.com/raves/altraveFAQ.html at www.hyperreal.com: 
“I am MORE than happy to incorporate others’ suggestions into the FAQ, to include dissenting opinions 
and statements.”  See also http://www.hyperreal.com/~mike/pub/altraveFAQ.html. 
573 Duncombe, Stephen. 1997. Notes From Underground: Zines and the Politics of Alternative Culture. 
London: Verso, p. 6.  This is a wonderfully good book. 
574 For an engaging e-zine: http://www.etext.org/Zines/ASCII/SoB/sob2.txt. 
575 The zine universe is very large, with some 10,000 titles in circulation at any given moment.  Factsheet 
Five offers a window on American zines http://www.factsheet5.com/; Broken Pencil for Canadian zines. 
http://www.interlog.com/~halpen/.  See also http://www.essentialmedia.com/Zine_Books.html 
576 Clifford, James, and George E. Marcus. 1986. Writing culture: the poetics and politics of ethnography. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. Hutcheon, Linda. 1988. The politics of representation in 
Canadian art and literature. Toronto: York University. 
577 www.alt.culture.com/site/entries-text. see also the print version: Wice, Nathaniel, and Steven Daly. 1995. 
Alt. culture: an a-to-z guide to the '90s--underground, on-line, and over-the-counter.  New York: 
HarperPerennial.  This really is an extraordinary document and highly recommended.  Apparently, the 
alt.culture project continues.  Register for updates at http://www.pathfinder.com/altculture/.  (The update 
registration system does not appear to work.  I’ve tried twice.) 
578 Samuel Pepys (“ peeps”) (1633-1703) kept a diary from January 1st, 1660 to May 31, 1669.  Born in 
London, the son of a tailor, Pepys became a secretary of Admiralty, member of Parliament, president of the 
Royal Society, confidant of Charles II and James II, friend of Wren, Newton, Evelyn, and Dryden, and a 
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gifted observer of the world around him.  His diary ran finally to 1,250,000 words, concealed in shorthand.  
Pepys watched the Great Fire of London of 1666 move across the city.  “It made me weep to see it.  The 
churches, houses and all on fire and flaming at once.”  He is still more interesting in his observation of the 
small and personal.  He records being smitten with his new watch (“I cannot forebear carrying my watch in 
my hand in the coach all the afternoon and seeing what o'clock it is one hundred times”), nervous about how 
he might appear at church in his new wig, and startled by a rain storm that terrified his cat who “lept upon 
the bed, which made me I could not sleep a great while”.  I am indebted to the Encyclopedia Britannica 
account of Pepys’ life.  I cannot find a link, but those with some kind of university access may find that this 
is their “way in” to this extraordinary resource.  The E.B. CD is worth every penny, but it is expensive—in 
Canadian dollars roughly the price of a mid-sized Chevy.   
579  One of the pioneers in this effort to record the internet for posterity comes in the form of Brewster 
Kahle’s Wide Area Information Server (www.archive.org).  For an interesting review of other enterprises, 
see http://www.infotoday.com/searcher/oct/story4.htm. 
580 http://www.aloha.net/~ophelia/OP/index.html. 
581 http://www.aloha.net/~ophelia/OP/burbs.html. 
582 http://www.geekcereal.com/back.panel.html. 
583 http://www.diaryproject.com/. 
584 For a patronizing treatment of diaries on the net, see an article that describes them as “diaristic self-
exposure,” voyeurism,” “self indulgent narcissism.”  Everett-Green, Robert. 1998. "The Cyberspace 
Diaries: Where the Bored Are." Globe and Mail August 1, 1998: C1, C15.  Pity, too, Everett-Green is 
normally a gifted observer of contemporary culture.  For a glimpse of one entry: 
www.widomaker.com/~xiled/journal/121497.html#t1.  For more information: see www.metajournals.com. 
585 http://www.pbs.org/pov/aboutpov/work/nlreal.html.  
586 The work of David and Albert Maysles (e.g., Grey Gardens, 1976) used very new technology to capture 
previously unthinkable topics.  For the study of contemporary culture, this work is now of inestimable 
value. 
587 http://www.pathfinder.com/altculture/aentries/e/ephemeralx.html. 
588 Calder, Angus and Dorothy. Sheridan. 1984. Speak for Yourself: a Mass-Observation Anthology, 1937-
1949. London: Cape. 
589 http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/MRC/SixtiesVid.html#doc and 
http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/MRC/PopcultureVid.html.   
590 http://lcweb.loc.gov/spcoll/spopu.html. 
591  Bitter.  Why, a little. 
592 Click here to comment on this section.  
593 I am indebted to Sagrario Castilla of The Studio for the tip-off here.  Swing has the same, perhaps more, 
robustness, the justly famous Gap ad being a measure of its mainstream diffusion: 
http://www.nocturne.com/swing/swing.shtml.  The two together, Swing and Flamenco, raise a question: why 
dance? 
594 http://www.riverdance.com/story/index.htm 
595 http://www.livent.com/livent/special/special_joaquin_home.html. 
596 Actually, I’m guessing here.  This morning I noticed promotional photographs for this movie which was 
released yesterday (July 16, 1998) and it looks very much as if Antonio Banderas and Catherine Zeta-Jones 
were doing something like Flamenco.  It may have been the tango.  Classes, I have to take classes. 
597 http://www.sunspot.net/columnists/data/mcnatt/0922mcnatt.html. 
598 An ethnographic note on the Canadian species:  Many Canadians are trained from birth not to “make a 
fuss” on public occasions of this kind.  This is one of the reasons English and American film stars like to 
work in Canada: they don’t get mobbed.  I was, for the filming of McCabe and Mrs. Miller (1971, Robert 
Altman), a chauffeur for Julie Christie and she would often remark how eerie it was to be out in public in 
Canada.  You could feel, she said, an entire restaurant fastidiously not looking at you.   Canadians are good 
at not noticing. 
599 Sullivan, Molly J. 1998. Hovercraft. http://imusic.com/live/bandbios/hovercra.htm 
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600 Naturally, it isn’t long before I discover I’m the last to know.  I visit my local HMV to buy a Hovercraft 
album and quiz the woman behind the cash register.  “Sure, I know them.  Everyone here’s been to see the 
concerts, I think.”  Oh. 
601 http://www.cam-orl.co.uk/world.html, http://www.rainier.net/%7Elarry/web-voyeur/. 
http://www.camcentral.com/.  Search under “web-cam.” 
602 Click here to comment on this section.   
603 For a revealing interview with the producers of this show: http://www.hbo.com/taxi/. 
604 http://www.jennicam.org/. 
605 People sometimes ask me the best way to stay in touch with contemporary culture (no , I don’t know why 
they do this.).  I suggest they give up their driver’s license.  If you live in a city equipped with public 
transport and you don’t have kids, what is a car, except several thousand pounds of metal and glass between 
you and city life?  I know this is a culture that treats the car as a prosthetic device and cyber extension 
without which no individual can come to full maturity.  But surely as we cultivate new devices and 
extensions, we can leave some of the old ones behind. 
606 A question here is whether American or English teens have proven more productive.  The former gave us 
preppies and Gen Xers; the latter: mods, rockers, punks and goths.  I think the nod may go to the English. 
There is a nice moment in the Details article on goths in which Siouxsi Sioux remarks on how much more 
dedicated American goths are than English ones. “In America people tend to take things very seriously and 
they do their homework on it.”  Could this be the division of labor: the English inventing, Americans 
developing?  Colon, Suzan. 1997. Sex, Death, and Eyeliner. Details 12 (2): 122-29, p. 126. 
607  I’m worried this section stretches credulity?  Thoughts? 
608 Gehr, Richard, Comics. in Wice, Nathaniel and Steven Daly. 1995. Alt. Culture: an a-to-z Guide to the 
'90s--Underground, on-Line, and Over-the-Counter. 1st ed. New York: HarperPerennial, pp. 44-45.  I am 
indebted to Mark Hennessey  of Hi De Ho Comics and Fantasy, Santa Monica, for an illuminating short 
course on comics. 
609 Anonymous. 1955. Precious Parisienne. Life. 38 (20): 94-102, p. 94.  Sagan, Françoise. 1955. Bonjour 
Tristesse. New York: Dutton. 
610 Salinger, J. D. 1951. The Catcher in the Rye. Boston: Little, Brown. Kerouac, Jack. 1957. On the Road. 
New York: Viking Press. Cohen, Leonard. 1966. Beautiful Losers. New York: Viking Press. Gibson, 
William. 1984. Neuromancer. New York. http://www.levity.com/corduroy/salinger.htm. 
611 McGrath, Melanie. 1995. Motel Nirvana: Dreaming of the New Age in the American Desert. New York: 
HarperCollins, p. 22. 
612 from Entertainment Weekly On-line.  http://cgi.pathfinder.com/ew/features/980626/itlist/croft.html.  The 
team member is Adrian Smith of Core Design Ltd.  For more on Lara Croft, see The Croft Times at 
http://www.cubeit.com/ctimes/links.htm 
613 Guest, Robert. 1996. Computer Pop Star Blurs Japan's Sense of Reality. The Vancouver Sun.. May 27, 
1996: C13. 
614 Miller, Jonathan. 1972. Plays and Players. Nonverbal Communication. editor R. A. Hinde. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
615 Rossney, Robert. 1996. Metaworlds. Wired. June:140-146, 202-12, p. 143. 
616 http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book. 
617 The master on this topic is Haraway, though what she means by “cyborg” outstrips these poor remarks.  
See her Cyborg Manifesto in Haraway, Donna J. 1991. Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: the Reinvention of 
Nature. London: Free Association Books, pp. 149-181.  
618 http://www.geocities.com/Vienna/1673/. 
619 Redfield, Robert and Milton Singer. 1954. The Cultural Role of Cities. Economic Development and 
Cultural Change 3:53-73. Park, Robert E. 1952. Human Communities. Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press. 
Jacobs, Jane. 1969. The Economy of Cities.  New York: Random House. 
620 See http://alvin.lbl.gov/bios/Cronenberg.html, for a brief bio of David Cronenberg.  Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein may be found at http://www.georgetown.edu/irvinemj/english016/franken/franken.html.  A 
detailed bio can be found at: http://www.netaxs.com/~kwbridge/life.html. 
621 Click here to comment on this section.  
622 Click here to comment on this section. 
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623 I accept that these are not award winning or breathtaking numbers.  But they were enough, I thought, to 
undertake the experiment: what would a book look like if it were “drafty?”  What would it look like if you 
let the world in and the reader out?  Well, now we know.  One version, anyhow. 
624  A visitor to the web site, culturby.com. 
625 Berlin, Isaiah. 1990. Alleged Relativism in Eighteenth-Century European Thought. in The Crooked 
Timber of Humanity. Isaiah Berlin, 70-90. New York: Fontana Press, p. 90. 
626 I have this metaphor from Sebastian Junger’s The Perfect Storm from which I learned a lot about life at 
sea but probably not enough to use this comparison correctly.   
627  This is one of the characteristics of Chicago anthropology, of which I am a product.  Theory first, world 
second.  And it is this “sailing by the instruments” that makes the work of David Schneider so odd and so 
interesting.  Schneider’s American Kinship is probably wrong but its takes its Martian ability to deformalize 
a familiar topic from this “stay true to your theory” orthodoxy.  Schneider, David. 1968.  American 
Kinship: a Cultural Account. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
628 Name withheld, e-mail to author, received July 28, 1998.  (If the writer of this memo wishes me to 
identify him/her, I will happily do so.  Let me know.) 
629 Name withheld, e-mail to author, received July 29, 1998.  (If the writer of this memo wishes me to 
identify him/her, I will happily do so.  Let me know.) 
630 This is not meant as naïve empiricism.  Plainly, there is no percept without concept, no understanding 
without a set of categories to arrange and parse the world for us.  But this does not mean we cannot engage 
in a provisional suspension of categories—the better to get another look.  I have discussed this method in a 
little book: McCracken, Grant. 1988. The Long Interview.  Newbury Park: Sage, pp. 22-24. 
631  I resigned my Royal Ontario Museum post in 1992, surrendering tenure and pay check.  I have kept an 
office at the ROM in the intervening years, making myself useful with research and advice.  See, for 
instance, the outcome of research conducted over the last several years: McCracken, Grant, 1998, Culture 
and culture at the Royal Ontario Museum: a ghost story, paper given at the Harvard Business School, May 
13, 1998.  Since that time I’ve sustained myself by consulting.  And it is this consulting that has paid for this 
book, its web site, research, writing time, printing, and assistants, when there was money enough for these 
latter—usually not.  For those who are sensitive on this point, let me declare these clients: Kimberley Clark, 
Health Canada, Coca-Cola Company, Timex, Canadian Publishers’ Association, Thomas J. Lipton, Xerox, 
Canadian Cable Television Association, New-York Historical Society, Winterthur Museum.  Some funds 
have been raised from public lectures given to audiences too numerous to list.  The Culture by commotion 
series is, in effect, my attempt to do the work of the Institute of Contemporary Culture by other means. 
632 Cat fans will find a picture of Mr. Smarty Pants, as he is sometimes called, as a kitten sitting in a dryer 
http://www.cultureby.com/grant.html.  Click on this picture for his secret identity. 
633 Hahn Smith won an award from I.D. Magazine for their design of Plenitude (44th Annual Design 
Review, Graphics Section). 
634   Fulford responded to this public challenge with a letter to the editor, privately complaining that he was 
obviously a friend of contemporary culture because he had written approvingly of the Seinfeld show.   
When I replied to an attack on an early book with a public point-by-point rebuttle, the reply came not from 
Mr. Fulford but from a close friend of his wife.  Robert, really. 
635 McCracken, Grant. 1988. A Wonderful Linkage of Beings: Cultural Instruments of Social Organization 
in Elizabethan England. Culture. 8 (2), 51-65. 
636 That should, of course, be “or a walk on the beach..” 
637 The best example of what a world would look stripped of its taken-for-granted quality comes from 
language.  Say a word over and over until it began to sound peculiar, arbitrary, implausible.  Now imagine 
an entire language from which familiarity begins to fall away.   We can recover the sheer arbitrariness of the 
culturally constructed world, but most of us regard this as a reckless thing to do and we’re right.  It’s a long 
way back. 
638 I am indebted to as essay by Fox  for these thoughts: Fox, Richard G. 1991. "For a Nearly New Cultural 
History." Pp. 93-113 in Recapturing Anthropology, editor Richard G. Fox. Sante Fe: School of American 
Research Press, p. 107. 
639 Marcus, Greil. 1995. The Deborah Chessler Story.  The Dustbin of History. Greil Marcus, 225-40. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, p. 236. 
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640 There is a wonderful documentary (name and date unknown to me) that captures English guitarists, now 
more than 30 years after the fact, still marveling about what it was like to hear Hendrix for the first time.  
There is astonishment, resentment and awe.   
641 What is really odd about this from an anthropological point of view is that the authority of culture 
descends upon the new instantaneously.    The innovation, on first exposure, is clearly extra-ordinary—like 
nothing we’ve ever seen before.  And then it is, almost immediately, ordinary—something that simply is and 
must be.  Anthropology is accustomed to dealing with things that take on a “time out of mind” quality over 
many years.  It does not know what to do with (i.e., has no theoretical preparation for) things that go from 
arbitrary to obvious in the blink (bat?) of an eye. 
642 It should be noted that I am making crude distinctions here.   Domains 2 and 3 can both be divided more 
finely and the relationship that occur between Domains 2 and 3 can be occur within either of them. 
643 ‘Zup is the short form for “What’s Up,” a phrase that circulated in the hiphop and Afro-American 
communities until it found its way into a larger speech community.  For example, Cher in Clueless (1995, 
Amy Heckerling) uses the phrase as her way of greeting her father.  This is part of Heckerling’s satire (it’s 
funny that a girl as clueless and privileged as Cher should use language from the street) but some of the 
force and the point of the satire comes from the fact that lots of privileged white girls do precisely this.   For 
the evolution of the term, see  Smitherman, Geneva. 1994. Black Talk. New York: Houghton Mifflin, p. 
236. 
644 Simmel, Georg. 1904. Fashion. International Quarterly 10:130-155. 
645 Simmel’s model has much wider currency.  It is visible, for instance, in Elizabethan England. 
646 McKendrick, Neil, John Brewer and J. H. Plumb. 1982. The Birth of a Consumer Society: The 
Commercialization of 18th Century England. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
647 A “high 5” is a gesture of greeting and, increasingly, one of celebration.  (We may now be seeing it 
supplanted by the "raising the roof" gesture.)  I believe it was invented in the Afro-American community, 
but I don’t know when or where.  One of the needs of contemporary culture studies is a detailed treatment 
of the innovations of verbal and nonverbal behavior that have taken place in the Afro-American community 
and then diffused into the larger society.  Many of the characteristic gestures and turns of phrase that white, 
even racist, Americans perform began in the Afro-American community.  It's odd and annoying that we do 
not have a record of what these are and how adoption takes place. 
648 Once styles are sent into fashion exile that things begin to get really interesting.  It is now that they find 
some of their most passionate adopters.  The alternative movement of the 1990s made a specialty of 
rescuing fashions from this obscurity—the better to declare their hostility for and distance from the 
mainstream.  It is from here that they are sometimes rescued by mainstream fashion players, who see to their 
return to currency.  Platform shoes is a recent case in point.  This is extremely interesting but not germane 
for present purposes.  Grant, just concentrate! 
649  I saw this scrawled on a movie poster sometime in the late 1980s. 
650  When the history of Hollywood and the 1980s is written, it will be noted that the filmmakers of America 
were pretty hostile the values of the 1980s right through the decade.  Yes, there was films like The Right 
Stuff (1983, Philip Kaufman) and Top Gun (1986, Tony Scott).  But more often Hollywood was hammering 
away at the essential moral bankruptcy of the corporate world: (Wall Street, 1987, Oliver Stone) and 
Yuppie self advancement (Doc Hollywood ,1991, Michael Caton-Jones).  Why the director, producers and 
play writes of this community thought they were holier than the rest of America is a special mystery.  Did 
they see themselves as artists whose BMW, Mercedes, Yuppie enthusiasms stood for something else?  
There is another good case in point here, a film in which Alan Alda and Peter Gallagher arrange a “team-
building” exercise in white water rafting that goes tragically, and, from an artistic point of view, usefully 
wrong.  I cannot find it in any of the usual film databases and now wonder whether I might have made it up.   
(What kind of twisted mind could think of such a thing?) 
651 Field, George A. 1970. The Status Float Phenomenon: The Upward Diffusion of Innovation. Business 
Horizons. 13 (4, August): 45-52. Blumberg, Paul. 1974. The Decline and Fall of the Status Symbol: Some 
Thoughts on Status in a Post-Industrial Society. Social Problems. 21(4 April):480-498. 
652 I have heard this rendered as “What up?” which may or may not be a conflation with “Word Up.” 
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653 It’s a measure of just how much cultural distance we now embrace that we have clubbers who insist that 
things are authentic in exact proportion to how new they are and young fogeys, for instance, who insist that 
things are authentic in exact proportion to how old and “time out of mind” they are. 
654 A caveat: obviously, this effect is stated in general and provisional terms.  Not only goths think this way.   
And even those who do think this way, do not exhibit the effect as crudely as the model makes it sound.  I 
have simplified. The last-in effect is particularly evident in the hippie (old and new) community, the punk 
world, and the dance scene. 
655 Well, not all of us.  In Colorado recently, I asked a hotel owner whether the enormous sculpture that 
dominated the restaurant, plainly aboriginal in inspiration, was actually done by an aboriginal.  “No,” she 
replied brightly, “what a good idea!” 
656 Alexander, Donnell. 1997. Are Black People Cooler Than White People? Utne Reader. Nov.-Dec.: 51-
53, p. 53. 
657 I am setting aside the practice of off shore production and the controversy that surrounds wages there. 
658 Smitherman, Geneva. 1994. Black Talk. New York: Houghton Mifflin, p. 26. 
659 Let this be one way of detecting whether indeed a “hip” community is less intrusive and appropriative 
than a commercial one when it borrows.  If no differentiation takes place, then perhaps we can say the 
appropriation has been tolerated, that it has been a kind of lending, after all.  If differentiation does take 
place, let us be more frank about what is going on here. 
660 Wernick, Andrew. 1991. Promotional Culture: Advertising, Ideology and Symbolic Expression. 
Newbury Park: Sage, pp. 36-37. 
661  I saw the effect of this film in Vancouver.  It prompted an acquaintance of mine to nail a surfboard to 
the roof of his car.  There is no surf in Vancouver.  The board was a very large roof ornament.  Bob 
Brown’s documentary put it there. 
662 Mandel, Charles. 1998. Taking a reading on paperless books. Globe and Mail. August 8, 1998, C1, C15. 
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