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In a time of faith, skepticism 15 the most mtolerable 
of all msults. 

-Randolph Bo"me, 
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Preface: 

A Deadhead 

in Davos 

In February 1996, Congress passed the Telecommunications Act, a 

typlcal economic artifact of the Age of Clinton. While lt msplfed 

almost no debate m the natlOn at large, lt was the object of hot 

controversy among the various broadcasting and telephone compames 

themselves, whose busmess lt mmed to deregulate. Once the law's pro

'�SlOns had been agreed upon by lobbYIsts and leglslators, its passage 

through Congress was assured by the generous donations that broad

casters had long made to legISlators' reeiectlOn campBlgns. Not that 

such mducements were wholly necessary to bring our representanves 

around. DeregulatIOn was one of the central tenets of the free-market 

falth of the nmeties, somethmg that both Presldent Clinton and the 

Republican Congress agreed was m the best interests of all. For them 

the Telecommunications Act was Just another great push m the tn-
-
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umphant rollback of "big government" that had already been under way 

for fifteen years. As such, It was passed by a huge maJonty acting in the 

finest splnt of bIpartisanship. 

The new law removed certam long-standing restricbons on owner- (i 
shIp of media properl1es, and after Its passage the mdust,y promptly 

embarked on a spree of buyouts and monopoly building, with tele

phone and cable systems merging and convergmg 10 a wwilng tangle 

of free-market ebullience that connnues to this day. More Important, 

though, the Telecommumcal1ons Act cut the public out of the loop. 

The airwaves have always been public property; any thorough reorder-

109 of the system of broadcast licensing should rightly have mvolved 

conSIderable public diSCUSSIOn over the country's media structure. But 

the new law closed off the prospect of such a troublesome and poten

tially embarrassmg debate by Slmply gMng away $70 billion worth of 

digital frequencIes to existrng broadcasters.' 

A few !Solated cntics warned that the growing concentranon of the m

fonnatlon mdustry constltuted a threat to democracy. But according to the 

popular economic orthodoxy of the day, the exact opposite was the case: 

Real democracy was only possible when market forces had been liberated, 

when money was free to do Its thmg. What would ensure that broadcast

ers served the public was not congressional overSIght or the meddling of 

some officIOUS know-it-all regulator but the polls and focus groups and 

market research done by the broadcasters themselves . If we got lousy news 

or bad radio or crappy movies, we had only ourselves to blame. 

The passage of the Telecommunlcatlons Act was thus one of those 

tableam of greed, leglslanve turpItude, and transparently self-serving 

soph,stry that Arnencan culture ordinarily delights 10 exposmg and de

nding. It would have made nch material for a Lmcoln Steffens or a 

Mark TWain. And yet the only really celebrated blast to break the SI

lence was concerned not wIth the astronomically growmg power of the 

telecoms and the broadcasters but "otb exactly the opposite: Congress 
hadn't deregulated enough. Government had no nghts over markets 

whatsoever. 

Announcmg that it was nme to "dump some tea 10 the VIrtual har-
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bor," technology wnter John Perry Barlow demed the passage of the 

Telecom Act by posting a fiery "DedaratJon of the Independence of 

Cyberspace." What had tJcked BarJow off was not the virtual privatiza

tion of the airwaves but the "Communications Decency Act," a nder 

attached to the bill by religIOUS conservatJves that crimmalized pornog

raphy on the Internet-and that was destined from the get-go to be 

struck down by the courts. But that hardly soothed Barlow, a former 

lyriCIst for the Grateful Dead, who proceeded to sound the tocsm of 

cyberlibertanamsm. 

"Governments of the Industnal World, you weary giants of flesh and 

steel," he ranted, "On behalf of the future, I ask you of the past to leave 

us alone," Even today Barlow's words blare from hundreds of webSltes,' 

reeking slightly of bongwater maybe, but standing'proudly nonetheless 

as the ultimate statement of the pnnciples of e'commerce, dammng all 

governments as "tyrannies" with "no moral nght to rule us," claIming to 

speak in the name of "liberty Itself," reminding those mterfenng feds 

that they did not "create the wealth of our marketplaces," and hailing 

the dawn of a nearly flawless new democracy, a system so organically 

attuned to the popular ,viII that It actually "grows itself through our col

lective actions." Standing up for thIS more perfect union, Barlow m

formed the governments of the world: 'You are not welcome among us. 

You have no sovereIgnty where we gather." 

The name of the place where Barlow and hIS colleagues gathered 

was g,,'en m the manifesto's final line: "Davos, Switzerland," the shnne 

of globalization where finance mimsters and corporate executives gath

ered annually WIth the seers of "cyberspace" and tl,e supplicant repre

sentatives of the Third World to reassure one another about the magIc 

of markets and pep themselves up for another year of pnvatlzatJon, 

deregulatJon, phat stock returns, and austenty plans for the poor. What 

Barlow had transmllted to the world from the heights of Davos-os

tensibly a populist manifesto on behalf of the humble people of "cy

berspace"-was m fact a note-perfect expressIOn of the Imperatives of 

global busmess, made credible by the man's oft-remarked commumon 

with the greatest shades of the hallowed sixties. 
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pathlzers on campus, but that those who cntJclZed hlS use of sweat

shops were "captJve to umons," incapable of thinking for themselves. 

ThlS is why, m the culture of the nineties, CEOs were "leaders" and 

umon chIefs were "bosses," regardless of the fact that unions are often 

democracIes while corporatlOns are almost always dictatorshIps. This 

lS why It lS thought to be an act of herOism to denounce government 

regulatJon from the heIghts of Davos but an act of cynicism to go on 

strike agamst neW management strategIes in DetrOlt. Similarly, thlS is 

why hIpsters who work for software firms or ad agencIes are enlight

ened, possibly holy, nonconformIsts while mpsters who march for en

vlronmental issues are crazy or stupid. This is why workers who join 

UnIons are robots while workers who trade stocks online are getting in 

touch wah their humamty. We are willing, mteracHve participants in 

the fun!.)" mdh'ldualistic, ever-changmg web of market democracy; 

they SImply hear and obey. 

From Deadheads to Nobel-laureate economists, from paleoconserva

tJves to New Democrats, Amencan leaders in the nmetJes came to be

lieve that markets were a popular system, a far more democratIc fonn 

of orgamzatJon than (democratically elected) governments. This is the 

central premJse of what I will call "market populism" That m addition 

to bemg mediums of exchange, markets were mediums of consent. 

Markets expressed the popular will more articulately and more mean

ingfully than did mere electIOns. Markets conferred democratic legiti

macy; markets were a friend of the little guy; markets brought down 

the pompous and the snooty; markets gave us what we wanted; mar

kets looked out for our interests . 

Many of the individual components of the market populist consen

sus have been part of the cultural wallpaper for years. Hollywood and 

Madison Avenue have always inSlSted that theIr Job is SImply to mmor 

the public's wishes, and that mO\'les or ad campaIgns succeed or fail 

depending on how accurately they conform to public tastes. Similarly, 

spokesmen for the New York Stock Exchange have long argued that 

stock prices reflect public enthuSIasm, that public trading of stocks is 

, 
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a basIc component of democracy. And ever smce William Randolph 

Hearst, newspaper tycoons have Imagmed themselves defenders of the 

common man. 

But 10 the nmeties these Ideas became canomcal, solidified IOta a 

new orthodoxy that anathematIZed all alternatIve ways of understand· 

ing democracy, history, and the rest of the world. Certamly one of the 

factors that made this efflorescence possible was the sudden demIse 

of \�rtually all the hlstoncal foes of the Amencan busmess commu· 

mty. !-Iere at home, a Democratic president renounced Ius party's tra

ditIonal faith in "big government" as a means of achieving economic 

Justice, and orgamzed labor, pounded by years of uruon busting and 

deindustrializatIon, slipped below 10 percent of the pnvate-sector 

workforce. Overseas, Japan, OPEC, and the Soviet Umon each fal

tered or collapsed completely. In Bntam, the Labour Party abandoned 

ItS commitment to national control of mdustry, making that country 

once agam safe for investment, and leftIst partIes elsewhere in Europe 

made SImilar gestures. In lesser econOIruc powers from Indonesia to 

Argentina, the.senct regImen Imposed by Wall Street and the IMF en

sured the same results: that capital would be free to move m and out, 

untroubled by the specter of natIOnalization, exceSSIve regulatIon, or 

union troublemaking. Markets were 10 command, and market pop

ulism was what supplied them with the legItImacy reqUired to rule. 

Nlarket populism IS an Idea rIven by contradictions. It is the center

piece of the new Amencan consensus, but that consensus describes It

self in terms of conflict, insurrectIOn, even class war. It is screechmgly 

democratic, and yet the formal mstitutlons of democracy have never 

seemed more distant and melevant than under its aegis. It speaks pas

sionately of economic faIrness, and yet In the nmetIes the Amencan 

economy elevated the nch and forgot about the poor \\�th a deCISIve

ness we hadn't seen since the 1920s. Market populism decrIes "elit

Ism" while transformmg CEOs as a class IOta one of the wealthIest 

elites of all time. It deplores luerarchy while makIng the corporatlOn 

the most powerful InstItutIon on earth. It hails the empowerment of 

the individual and yet regards those who use that power to challenge 
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markets as robotic stooges. It salutes chOIce and yet tells us the tn

umph of markets is inevitable. 
Its most profound contradiction concerns human mtelligence. Mar-

. . 

ket populism Imagmes indiVIduals as fully rational econormc actors, to- , 
tally capable of making their needs lmown m the marketpiace and of 
looking out for their mterests. As workers they are sImilarly wise, al
ways TISing to the occaSion, muddling through, thinking outSIde the
box, making wow, bargammg cannily with employers. The common 
people are a brilliant people mdeed, and anyone who doubts thIs is 
guilty of a disgustlng elitism. But take the people out of the market 
context, and suddenly they become fools. When it comes to people in 
government or academIa, responding as they do to a different set of in
centives, market populism lapses into a deep and VIcious anti-mtellec
tualism. Such figures cannot possibly understand the world of the 
market m all ItS mystery and complexity; just by trying to figure things 
out they commIt acts of hubns and arrogance, inexcusable offenses 
agamst democracy. Some of the most prominent thinkers of market 
populism even assert that those who cntlClze busmess are motivated by 
a hostility to markets roughly eqUIvalent to racIsm. 

For all these contradictIons, though, market populism IS a surpns
mgly vital and durable doctrme. What allows it to survive ItS errors, I 

believe, IS the way it has maculated Itself against its opposItIOn. Mar
ket populism Isn't SOCIal darwlnIsm; it makes a place for the angry, 
the hungry, and the disenfranchIsed. It has a fully developed theory 
of class conflict; It welcomes creativity and rebellion; it smiles un
derstandingly on those with a beef agamst the world. The market IS 
broad enough and welcoming enough to con tam all these within its 
bounds. 

That IS why I am not Optltrustlc about certam of the high-profile 
schemes to challenge the global corporate order that well-meanmg peo
ple have proposed m recent years. Several of these, as I point out In the 
chapters to come, actively affinn Important elements of market pop
ulism. One group asserts that by focusing on the empowerment of the 
consumer, always cleverly remaking the messages of the world around 
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them, we can see that the domgs of business really don't matter. Another 

msists that, if media outlets could just use more polls and focus groups, 

democracy would bloom everywhere. Others speak of relearnmg the 

ways of "civility," as though markets would become friendlier-would 

stop fonnmg monopolies and stop bidding wages down once CEOs 

learned to behave themselves. 

I believe that the key to reimng 10 markets is to confront them from 

outside, to do exactly the sort of thIngs that have so infunated Bhag

wati, Friedman, and the rest of the nation;s op-ed "'Oters 10 recent 

months. \\That we must have are not more focus groups or a new space 

where people can express themselves or etiquette lessons for execu

tives but some countervailing power, some force that reSIsts the Im

peratIVes of profit in the name of economic democracy. That is, after 

all, preCISely what the original Populists had 10 mmd. 

ThIS book makes use of a great many preVIous works of social theory, 

and I have tried to spell out my debts specifically at the appropnate 

pomts. Two texts, though, were particularly important to the overall 

project. Both had to do With ISsues of social class, a tOpIC that is both 

ommpresent m Amencan wntmg and yet weirdly neglected. Over the 

course of "'Oting this book I was continually struck by the InSlghtful

ness of Barbara Ehrenreich's descnption of the dreams and fears of the 

American middle class. Sometimes I feel as though all of my "'Oting IS 

one long footnote to her 1989 book, Fear of Falling. A paper that News

day editor Chns Lehmann gave at a 1998 conference on the future of 

left politics (and which appeared m shorter form later that year In In 

These Ti1lles') Impressed me powerfully with the extent to which the 

language of populist class revolt had degenerated mto culture war non

sense while huge changes went on uncontested in the economic realm. 

I also owe Chns a debt of gratitude for reading over several of the 

book's chapters when they first appeared as essays in 71le Baffler mag

azme. 

Many people helped me With research and directed me to useful 

stones. Foremost among them was Emily Vogt, my colleague at The 
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Baffler, who braved many a bonng book on my behalf. My prose was 

dramancally improved by the timely intervennon of George Hodak and 

DaVld Mulcahey, and my grasp of economics was enhanced immea

surably by Wendy Edelberg and Doug Henwood. Greg Lane gave en

couragement Wlthout WhICh none of this would ever hhve been 

wntten. Andrew O'Hagan, who IS, IncIdentally, one of the finest novel

Ists of my generanon, proVlded InvaJuable logIstIcal assIstance. My 

agent, Joe Spieler, and my editors, Gerry Howard and Geoff Mulligan, 

believed In thIs project even as the rest of the world was swept up In 

the millenmal ecstaSIes of the "New Economy." My colleagues at The 

Baffler made It possible, offenng constant support, forglVlng my lapses, 

and pushmg ahead despIte my preoccupanon. I also owe thanks to Jim 

Arndorfer, Rob Bingham, Tom Brown of DetrOIt, Edward Castleton, 

Nick Cohen, Zayd Dohrn, Jim FrederIck, Tom Geoghegan, Josh 

Glenn, Enc Guthey, Serge Haliml, Mike Lenehan, Paul Maliszewski, 

Jim McNeill, Ben Metcalf, Will Mallard, Mike Ne\Vlrth, Dan Peter

man, Lars Stole, Michael Szalay, Michael Thomas, and Julie Wilgoren. 

For the many errors that undoubtedly follow I have only myself to 

blame. 
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Getting 

to Yes 

The A,'cltitectm'e of a New Co1tsetlS1Is 

American industry-the whole capitalist system-lives m the 

shadow of a volcano. That volcano IS public opimon. It IS In 

erupbon. Within an incredibly shorr time It will destroy bUS1-

ness or It will save it. -PR man Carl Byolr, 193W 

I am a revolutIOnary. as you may know . 

-Jolm S. Reed, CEO of Ci'icorp, 1999' 

Let Us Build Us a Bill Gates 

It was the age of the focus group, of the vox populi transformed Into 

flesh, descended to earth and holding forth majestically In poll results, 

in town hall meetlngs, In brand loyalty demographics, In e-mail bul

letln boards, in websIte hItS, In browser traffic. The people's VOIce was 

heard at last, theu verdict pnnted in a full-color chart on page one. The 

CEO was down from hIS boardroom and taking questions at the em

powerment semInar; the senator was pOInting out a family farmer nght 
there In the auctience; the first lady was on a "listerung tour," the an

chorman was keeping an anxIOUS eye on the chat-room. The presIdent 

hImself was "puttlng people first", was getting down at a "people's in

augural"\ was hononng our values at utown meetings", was wandering 

among us In a humble tour bus; was prm1ng Ius affectlon for us WIth 

, 
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herOlC feats of consumptlon-an endless sllccession of Big Macs, ap
ple pIes entIre. 

For all that, the formalines of democracy seemed to hold little 

charm for We the People m the 1990s. Elecnon turnouts dwmdled 
through the decade, rutting another humilianng new low every couple 
of years. Any cymc could tell you the reason why: Polincs had once 
agam become a sport of kmgs, WIth "soft money" and corporate contrI
butIOns, spun into the pure gold of 1V adverusmg, purchasmg results 
for the billionaues' favorites as effecnvely as had the simple payoffs of 
the age of boodle. For those who could show us the money, to use one 
of the era;s favorite expreSSIOns, there were vacanCIes in the Lincoln 
Bedroom, coffee klatches with the commander-in-chlef, specIal subsi

dies of theIr very own. We voted less and less, and the much-discussed 
price tags of electoral VIctOry soared like the NASDAQ. 

Maybe the amounts our corporate fnends were spending to court us 
should have been a source of nanonal pnde; maybe those massIve 
sums cons muted a sort of democranc tnumph all by themselves. Cer
tamly everything else that money tOllched In the mneties shined with 

a kind of populist glow. In the eightIes, maybe, money had been an evil 

thmg, a tool of demonic coke-snorting vanity, of hostile takeovers and 
S&L npoffs. But something fundamental had changed smce then, we 
were told: Our billiomures were no longer slave-driving martinets or 
pump-and-dump Wall Street mampulators. They were people's pluto
crats, dOIng without tie and SUIt, chatlJng easily wlth the rank-and-file, 
building the new superstore just for us, seemg to It that the customer 
was served, wearmg name tags on thell work-shirts, pushmg the stock 
pnces up benevolently thIS time, malcing sure we all got to share m the 
profit-takmg and that even the hindest hmdmost got out with hIS or her 

percentage mtact. These billionaIres were autographmg workers' hard
hats out at the new plant in Coffeyville; they were steppmg nght up to 

the podium and recltmg Beatles lyncs for the cameras; they were giddy 
\¥1th excitement; they were even allowing all people everywhere to en
JOY life WIth them via theIr greatest gift of all-the World Wide Web. 
Maybe what our greatest popular SOCIal theonst, George Glider, had 

-

, , . 

'''-
�� . 

. -;\ 
,. 

' '-- ' " 
- ' . , 
•• 

" , 

, , • · 

• 

-, -
• · 
, -
, 

� , . 
, , -, 

- � , , , 

, -" �-.-
" 
, . 
" . 
, 

: ; : \. ,. 
11 :. , 

• 
• 

• 
" . 

.. 

• · . 
• 

" , 



G E T T I N G  TO Y E S  3 

saId about them all those years ago was finally true: "It IS the entrepre

neurs who imow the rules of the world and the laws of God.'" 

Or maybe Gilder didn't go far enough. Stay tuned for a while longer 

and you would see the populist entrepreneurs portrayed as somethmg 

not far removed from the Almighty Himself. In a 1998 commercial for 

IBM's Lotus dh1slOn that danced across TV screens to the tune of 

REM's Nietzschean anthem, "I Am Superman," great throngs of hu

mamty were shown gomg nobly about their business while a Imy cap

tion asked, "Who IS everywhere?" In the response, IBM identified itself 

both WIth the great People and the name of God as revealed to Moses: 

The words "I Am" scrawled roughly on a p,ece of cardboard and held 

aloft from amid the madding crowd. The questlOns continued, runnmg 

down the list from omrupresence to ommscience and omnipotence

"Who is aware?," "Who IS powerful?"-while the hallowed scenes of 

entrepreneunal achievement pulsated by: an Amencan business dis

trict, a Chinese garment factory, a rmcrochlp assembly room, and, fi

nally, the seat of divme judgment itself, the trading floor of the New 

York Stock Exchange. "I can do anythmg," sang a wmsome computer • 
VOlce. 

If there was somethmg breathtaking about the presumpl10n of 

this particular bIt of corporate autodeification, this conflation of God, 

IBM, and the People, there was also something remarkably normal 

about it. Amencans had already made best-sellers of books like God 

Wants )'c", to be Rich and JeslIs, CEO. The paintings of Thomas Kin

cade, the decade's greatest master of kitsch (and a man who actually 

trademarked a descnptlOn of hlmself-"painter of light"l, freely mIXed 

heavy-handed religlOus symbolism WIth the accoutrements of great 

wealth, plunking Bible references down alongside gl0'A1ng manSIons 

and colorful gazebos. 'The Market's Will'Be Done" was the title Tom 

Peters, guru of gurus, chose for a chapter of Ius best-selling 1992 man

agement book, while techno-ecstatIc Ke\On Kelly, whose 1994 book, 

alit of Cont.Tol, was a sustamed effort to confuse di\Onity with tech

nology, referred qUlte confidently to a list of New Economy pomters he 

had come up ,\Oth as "The Nine Laws of God." The heavens seemed 
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even closer as the decade progressed and the surly bonds of the "Old 

_____ -"'Economy':...slipped_away .. The_pubiisher. oLEast _Compm'Jj _a.magazme 

dealing m the apotheosls of the new breed of corporate leaders, de

scribed his publication m 1999 as "a religlOn", one Morgan Stanley an

alyst was routmely referred to m pnnt as "the Internet Goddess" (her 

"embrace" of a company was described by one magazme as "a laying on 

of hands"); a much-discussed online operatlOn matched "angel" m' 

vestors wlth thankful startups m a cyber-space called "Heaven", ads for 

the GoTo search engme showed Muslims at prayer and suggested that 

such a "loyal followmg" could be yours as well were you to patromze 

their product; and advertisements for Encsson 'cellphones mSIsted that 

the product conferred powers of ommpresence: ''You Are Everywhere.lt� 

So pervaslVe did the busmess-as-God routme become that m 1999 

the Merrill Lynch brokerage actually ran commerclals seeking to cor

rect an apparent heresy in the new faIth. Remmding us that however 

wonderful computers mlght be they had still been constructed by BUS1-

ness Man in h1s own Image, the brokerage admomshed us to get our 

theology stra1ght: we were to "admIre machmes" but "worsIup their m-
It, ventors. -

ThlS was somethmg far beyond slmply bemg "bullish on Arnenca." 

It was as though the good people of Merrill Lynch, IBM, and theJr fel

low worshlpers, standing at the millennium's end, could look back over 

the entire sweep of human struggle and see they themselves at ltS cli

max, its very peak. They were supermen, mdeed, pres1ding over an era 

of hlStoncal advance so rapld, of change so profound, that it constl

tuted nothmg less than a "New Economy," a maglc tlme m wlllch the 

anClent laws of exchange, of supply and demand, had been repealed at 

last. From the rousmg op-eds of Wired and Forbes, from CEO confer

ence calls, from the bubbling announcements on CNBC, from the ec

static babel of motivational semmars, came _word of the miraculous 

advance: Through feats of sheer pOS1!lVe thmking, Busmess Man had 

overturned the princlples of accounting, had smashed the barners of 

pnce-to-earnmgs, had redrawn the map of competItIon, had thrown off 

the dead hand of the physlcal world! The country's gross national prod-
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uct, we "",'Ulted, weighed less than ever before! We dealt in Ideas rather 

than things! And Just as the laws of Newton had given way to those of 

the microchip, so scarcIty Itself, the curse of the matenal world, had 

been overcome once and for all, Not even the 'Fed could call the "New 

Economy" back to earth, We were, as one pop-economics title put it, 

Livmg 011 TIli11-Air. 

The race was on to describe an achIevement we believed to outrank 

any In human history, to hail the achIevements of Business Man In the 

most grandiose possible terms, "Is thiS a great tIme or what?" asked a 

senes of 1996 commercials for telecom giant Mel. "Let us celebrate 

an American tnumph," thundered a Mort Zuckerman editonal early 

the next year in US News & World Report, a "tnumph" based on the 

solid rock of pro-busmess politIcal pnnclple: "privanze, deregulate, and 

do not mterfere with the market.'" And as the logiC of the "New Econ

omy" spread over all thmgs, the Imperatives of Business Man mun

dated every other way of ImagIning the world, "Everythmg I S  nOW 

thought of as a business of a sort," wrote management theorist Charles 

Handy m 1994, "We are all 'in business' these days, be we doctor or 

pnest, professor or charity-worker,'" This was not just metaphor, eIther, 

As the Dow mounted hIgher and the startups soared, every avenue of 

mqUIry found ItS appomted role in the new order, A 1999 story In an 

Internet trade journal mstructed startup entrepreneurs on how to coax 

peak performances from a stable of nominally independent mtellectu

als, the sort of respected thinkers who could send a company's IPO 

through the ceiling by enthusmg about it energetically enough, In ad

dition to a venture capitalist (always referred to In such places as "VC") 

and a lawyer, entrepreneurs were advised to retain the seMces of a 

"pundit," a "journalist," and an "academic," manipulating each of these 

value-building experts by seemg to It that they understood the place of 

your enterprise in their own viSIOns of the "New Economy" future, All 
the seers and eggheads of the world would have to puff In UnIson if 
your IPQ was to net you the millions you desire,' 

"New Economy" thmking "",panded geographically as well, Just as 
Americans had once looked to Japan for the secrets of prosperity, now we 
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demanded that other nabons follow our lead. Amenca's busmess tlllnkers 

�,confidently_diagnosed the econOn1lC ailments oLthelLcompebtors and an, 

nounced therr findings at one international summit after another: \iVhile 

mAmenca busmess couid proudly announce "lAm," in Europe and Japan 

lt was "held back," as Journalist Loms Uchltelle sumrnanzed the conven

bonal thmking, 'by unifonn pay scales, strong unions, generous unem

ployment msurance, costly benefits, and antJ.-efficIent regulatlons . . .  H, 

One memorable mCIdent, at a meetJ.ng of econonnc policy-makers from 

the largest mdustnalized countnes that was held in Denver m June 1997, 
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sIgnaled the new mood. PresIdent Dlinton and Larry Summers, then 

deputy secretary of the treasury, seIZed the occasIOn to tell the world 

about the miraculous new Arnencan way. They handed out pairs of cow

boy boots and proceeded to entertam the foreIgners \nth what the Fi

nancwl Times called a steady diet of "effusIve self-praise" spIced WIth 

occasIOnal "harsh words ... for the ngIrutIes of French and European 

markets.1t Don your boots and down w1th France!]!} 

IVlany statistIcal measures could be used to compare the tnumphs 

of "New Economy" Amenca to the floundenng aid economIes of Eu

rope and Japan: Amencan productI\�ty was up (at least It was in the 

second half of 1999), Amencan growth was up, Amencan stock mar

kets were way, way, way up. Perhaps the most lmportant markers of 

Amencan umqueness, though, were the different ways m wluch thIs 

"New Economy" chose to dole out the benefits of prosperity to differ

ent socIal classes. For the majonty of American workers, wages through 

the nmetIes eIther fell or barely kept pace \nth mflatlon." But for top 

corporate executives these really were years m which to stand up and 

say "I Am.1> According to Business Week magazine, CEO compensatlOn 

dunng the decade went from 85 times more than what average blue

collar employees receIved in 1990 to some jour hundred and seventy

five tl111eS what blue collar workers receIved m 1999. In Japan, 

meanwhile, that multiple stood at about II tImes and m Bntam, the 

country most enamored of New Economy pnnciples after the US It

self, only 24 times.12 And these were average numbers, remember. 

Some chIef executives did far better: In 1997, Jack Welch, the much

revered CEO of General ElectrIc, was paid some 1,400 times the av

erage wage earned by Ius blue-collar workers m the US-and 9,571 

times the average wage earned by Mexican industrial workers, who 

made up an Increasmg percentage of the GE workforce as production 

was moved to the region just across the border. 13 

What was true for CEOs was also true for the socIal class to whIch 

they belonged. The wealth of Amenca's most pnvileged ballooned dur

mg the age of Clinton. Thanks to the feats of the Dow, the country's 

nchest 1 percent found themselves happily holding an estimated 40.1 
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percent of the country's wealth In 1997, up from 35. 7 percent m 1989 

�--�--·(and from·only-20c5-percent 'mI979)� By-the-thlrd -year-of-the-Man . 

from Hope's first term, the country's next rIchest 9 percent ,\v ere the 

proud owners of 33.3 percent of the natIon's we alth." Me asure d ac

cording to the more comprehenslVe standard of mequality known as 

the "Gim Index," the US was achleVlng levels of we al th polanzation 

both umque among mdustnalized natl Ons and, according to economIC S 

wrIte r Doug He nwood, not seen on these shores since the I 920s.!5 

: 
; 

But what made the new draughts of we al th e spe cmJ1y sweet was the 

e.xcluslOn of the bulk of the popul ation from the boom omes. This was 

most defimtely not a matter of bad luck: While the meVitable tnclde

down had its predictable effects (boommg sefVlce mdustne s, great mno

vatIon m luxury products, the re turn of serv ants to the homes of the 

nch) , many of the usual me chamsms that allowe d worke rs to partJclpate 

m boom economie s had been shut down. For the boldest Amencan 

thmkers tlus was an mtegral part of the "New Economy," one of the 

tl11ngs that made it "new." S tock marke ts, now enthroned as the Judge of 

all economIC value, massnre ly rewarded those comparues and those 

CEOs most ruthlessly comml tted to Jaylng off great swathes of ther r 

workf orce . O r  take the natIon's producth'1ty fi gure s, of whIch so much 

was made m the late mnenes. Before the nineties, producnVity had been 

a meaningful measure precIsely because It signified real e conOlTIlC ad� 

vances for the enure population. Growing productiVity was, in fact, just 

about the only condinon unde r  W hICh neoclassIcal econOTI11CS was will
mg to aclmowledge that '\"age increases were justified. But while pro

ductiVity numbers m the final years of the decade grew at rates not see n 

smce the 1960s, what put tl,em on the fr ont page and made the m the 

subject of breathless commentary m Wired and on CNBC was that thl S 

connection to lugher wages no l onge r seeme d to exJst. Wages remame d 

stagnant even while productivity il1creased; the advances were funneled 

directly mto stock pnces. TIus was the reason productiVity announce

ments m tl,e late nInetIes were greeted \\Oth such Jubilation: The people 

who got richer as workers became more productive were stockholders.16 

Just as cntIcal was the belief among "New E conomy" economl Sts 
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and Journalists that nSIng wages were by definition a fonn of mfla

tlOn-the one thmg that could concelvably .. dim the luster of the new 

millions. And as mflation was the declared mortal enemy of natlOnal 

economIc policy, rismg wages had to be constramed by any means nec

essary. Fortunately, one of the hallmarks of the "New Economy" was a 

vastly enhanced arsenal of techmques for keepIng wages down. With 

labor umons aJready enfeebled by years of pouocai assault, even run

of-the-mill CEOs found they were capable of perforrmng such cele

brated tncks as the old hlre-back-the-downslZed-as-temps routine." 

And wlth tariff barners lowered, with commumcatlOns technology dra

maucally Improved, and mth a vast multitude of umon-free regions 

beckoning, Arnencan managers found they only needed to ralSe the 

subject of relocation in order to restore that much-demed "fleXibility" 

and "diSCIpline" to a demanding workforce. At the natlOnal level mter

est rates could be manipulated and lmmigrauon poliCIes modulated to 

SUlt the needs of particular mdustries and even particular employers. 

And, of course, one should not discount the Influence of pmons, 

whIch helped both to mamtam the appearance of reasonable unem

ployment rates and to further diSCIpline a troublesome working class." 

The results were gratifylng mdeed: ·Even at the heIght of the boom 10 

J 998 and J 999, with unemployment at histonc lows and with Merrill 

Lynch warOlng us agamst worshIping the wrong "New Economy" deity, 

wage growth dropped precIpitously." 

For "New Economy" ideologues, though, such trends sparked no re

grets. The free market, they believed, had its own built-1O devices for 

soc181 redress. The new order created so much opportunity for 1OdiVld

uals to get ahead, to leave thelf old ·lives for the lOstant plutocracy of 

Silicon Valley, that the misfortunes of broad groups, while sad, paled in 

insIgnificance. Unfortunately, the prormse of vastly enhanced class 

mobility in the "New Economy" turned out to be another myth, easily 

exploded by a systematic apprrusal of the data. When economists mea

sured mobility over the penod 1986-9 1 they found that, 10 compamon 

-with low-paJd workers in European countnes, American workers actu

ally enjoyed slightly less class mobility, not more." 
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But who was counting? Amencans in the mneties seemed to love 

-----the-neh�The-robber-barons -of -old -mth -their -mlserly,--ground-out-for

tunes, had always had to confront a hostile, SUSpICIOUS world. But now 

It was 'Who Wants to Marry a MultimillionaIre?" And, hell, who 

didn't? ThIS plutocracy was cool! They were flooding mto bohemIan 

neIghborhoods like San FranCISco's MiSSIOn Distnct, chatting mth the 

guys m the band, and working on therr poetry in Starbucks; they were 

gomg it alone wIth their millions and theIr out-of-wedlock child; they 

were abjurIng stodgy ties and SUItS for 2417 casual; they were leapIng 

on theIr trampolines, typIng out a few last lines on the laptop before 

paragliding, nding theIr bIcycles to work, listemng to Steppenwolf 

while they traded, dnnking beer m the office, mashIng at the Motley 

Crne show, startling the board members "oth their streetwlse remarks, 

roarIng down the freeway In theIr Lamborghims, snowboarding m 

Crested, raCIng theIr Jetskis by the platform at Cannes and splashmg 

all the uptight French people. 

And when they weren't beIng cool, they were beIng just like us, only 

more so. One of the most treasured fantaSIes of the decade was that of 

the hardworking billionaire, the no-nonsense bUSInessman whose prag

matic ways weren't rumed by hIS massive wealth. Both Bill Gates and 

Warren Buffett had legendary appetites for hamburgers, the food of the 

common man. Both men were SaId to work way e.xceSSlve hours. The 

none too subtle Implication, of course, was that these men deseNed 

theIr nches. They were rich because they had somehow done the labor 

of a million other men, created all manner of good thIngs m direct pro

portion to their reward. From this attitude flowed, as financial journal

ISt Michael Le,,"s put it in 1995, a "nghteous indignation toward the 

clauns of the unnch." The slightly more subtle IlnplicatlOn was that the 

nch and the poor had somehow exchanged class posItions (at least for 

purposes of moral nghteousness), a cliche that one found repeated m 

management literature as well as "radical" showplaces like I'Vired. 'The 

nch, the former leIsure class, are becoming the new overworked/' that 

magazme declared III a senes of late-nineties manifestos. "And those 
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who used to be considered the working class are becoming the new 

leisure c1ass,"!' 

We cheered as a late-decade senes of IPOs (supported, one as

sumes, by the correct amounts of pundit, Journalist, and academIc 

cheerleading) propelled a host of lovable and photogenIc new stars into 

the plutocratIc firmament. We marveled at the sassy attItude of the one 

who had made her millions without finIshing college; we guffawed at 

the bo),!sh workl'lace hijinx of the one who had built his startup from 

a dorm room; we nodded knowmgly at the one whose mountamous 

acIlIevement began In a search for that irony item nonpareil, the dis

carded Pez dispenser; we overflowed wIth emotion when toid the story 

of the one who had dnven across the country chaSing the Amencan 

dream, who had filled hIS office WIth secondhand furnIture, who had 

earned the love of hIS warehouse workers. Every day we tuned m to 

CNBC to see how they had fared on the "CEO Wealth-Meter," a 

scoreboard that computed each one's net worth based on the day's 

market movements. We even dended the millionaires whose fortunes 

were conSIdered to be so grand in past decades and glOried In the su

penonty-In raw dollar tenns, adjusted for inflation, as a percentage of 

GNP, however you cared to slice It of the fortunes of ollr millionaires, 

our silicon genIuses and IPO kIds." EconomIst Lester Thurow en

livened hIs 1 999 book, BUilding WEALTH, with this ode to nches: 

Great wealth allows mdivIduals to place their footprints ill the sands 
of time . . . .  

Political Influence can be qUIetly bought. Campaign contribu
tIons effectively give the wealthy more than one vote, . . .  

Wealth ultimately IS the way the score is kept in capitalism . . . .  

Those With great wealth are important, to be courted. They are 

deservmg of respect and demand deference. They are the IVmners. 

Vv'ea)th has always been Important m the personal pecking order, 

but It has become increasIngly the only dimension by WhICh per
sonal worth IS measured. It IS the only game to play if you want to 
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prove your mettle. It IS the big leagues. If you do not play there, by 

-------defimtion-you-are-second rate_23 _. _---
��-�-

----- -
- -

• 

r .. 

I . . . . I· .. • 
I .-

- -r 
I 
. ' 

L -
, 
'. : . 
, . . .  
j'.: . : : 
i ,< 
o· . 

.. . 

.' . · .' • 
• 

., --

--- -

Towenng over them all was the great Bill Gates, a man who In 1999 

owned as much as 40 percent of the Amencan population put together. 

However we mIght complaln about Microsoft products and curse the 

company's name, there always remamed a certain fascinatIOn for thIs 

figure who had so finally altered the way we thought of money. He was 

a homely nerd, we imagmed, not some plundenng robber baron. He 

dressed In humble chmos and sweaters, not stiff suits. He built corpo

rate "campuses," not skyscrapers. And he was, after all, 01lr billionaire, 

01lr Rockefeller. His success was our success, and we whiled away the 

hours marveling at how many aircraft carners he could afford or at the 

measures he took to keep the public away from hIS wedding on the pn

vately owned Hawaiian island of Lanal. Because "the world's wealthi

est man is once again an American," ",'[ote Thurow, It was appropriate 

to exult that, "It is the best of times for Amenca," that "Amenca IS 

back!"" We spoke of hIm as though We the People had built hIm, had 

knowingly piled up Our treasure at hIs feet, and we thrilled to news of 

his philanthropy, of hIs faintiy creepy Seattle chateau as we would to 

the deeds of our own relatives. We stuck with hIm even when that 

bummer antItrust suit befell hIm: The Wall Street J01lrnal polled us and 

found that Americans wanted the government to Just leave the boy bil

lionarre alone; a Time magazine Item on the sad event pleaded with the 

chIef federal prosecutor to "cut a deal and let's [SIC] get back to mak-

109 bucks.":!; 

All of which marked a faIrly radical histoncal shift. According to 

the old "consensus" Ideas developed In academia in the decades af

ter World War II,  the distingUlshmg feature of Amencan CIvilization 

was ItS great and evenly distributed wealth. Consensus Intellectuals 

of the 1 950s wrote fondly about the "People of Plenty," about the "Af

fluent SocIety," ImagInIng Amenca as a land whose social problems 

arose not from depnvauon but from abundance. From Henry Ford to 

the United Auto Workers our economic leaders imagined America as 
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the land of the universal mIddle class; Richard Nixon used the 

.panorama of goods available to even the lowlie stAme ncan worke r as 

e VIdence of the righteousness of our battJe Wl th Communism. Ours 

was a natIon of homeowners and two-car garage s, Amencan WrIte rs 

told us, where bus dnvers and sewer worke rs were distingUIshed 

from theIr whi te -collar neIghbors by manners and tastes, not by in

come . And whUe endless consumption might not make much ae s

thetic or philosophical sense, the huge and Wldespread demand of all 

Amencans for new cars, suburban homes, refngerators, and stereo 

systems was thought to be the secre t  of our global pree mine nce . 

Share d  abundance was not Just a m ce thing; It was vlftually the def

inman of Amenca. 

But as the "New Economy" sent us on our way back mto what 

strategist Edward Luttwak called a "Victonan pattern of income distri

butIOn," a system wIthout any structural need for a we ll-paId blue -col

lar class, pundits discarde d the Ideology of abundance as though it had 

neve r  eXIsted. Now they looke d mto our past and saw precisely the op

pOSIte: Our tolerance for vast i ne qualities of we alth was what made us 

who we were. In an influential but strange ly mISinformed Bntish study 

of our excellent American ways and how the y mIght be Importe d into 

the UK, It was noted both that "the US is surely the land of grote sque 

inequality" and also that thIS was just part of our national character, 

something we simply "accept," abiding extremes of wealth and poverty 

WIth an admlIable tolerance that the author projected into our re 

motest past. '" O ne can hardly blame a foreign observer for misreading 

Ame ncan culture so wildly, though, smce everywhe re one looked In 

Iate-nmetles Ame nca, the same story was be ing sung to the skie s. In 

e nthusing over a J 999 study that purporte d  to measure internatIOnal 

levels of "entrepreneurslup" and also to prove that this quality con

tributed mIghtily to a country's growth (naturally, the US ranke d num

ber one by this measurement), the Wall Street jOltmai focused on the 

study's finding that "entrepreneunal socIeties have mId accept hIgher 

levels of mcome dispanty." O nce It was our rage democ-

racy that was thought to }'leld such a 

ROBERTO 
RUFFllLI 
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Model T in every garage: Now It was our tolerance for plutocracy that 

-.---Imade-thmgs-go.-For -Lester Thurow, the economist who ·saw .such na

tional glory m the building of Bill Gates, we were a people "comfort

able W]th mequalities," a people for whom the obscene concentratlOn 

of wealth that appeared 10 recent years \-vas somehow an expreSSlOn of 

our easygomg national virtue, since it never caused "anyone of impor

tance to suggest that Amencans ought to change the system:"' 

And just as a friendly pundit boosts his best for some kid's startup 

IPO, Thurow followed this up by suggesting that a good way of mea

suring a country's health was SImply to ask: How many billionarres did 

it have? Thus Amenca was said to be enJoYIng the "best of times" be

cause "Amen can billionaires number In the hundreds." The folly of the 

Asian natIOns, meanwhile, was nailed down by the observation that 

"what had been forty-one Japanese billionaIres fell to only nine at the 

most recent count." Then there was "the case of the missing European 

billionaires," which reflected an even more profound national-eco

nomic foolhardiness. To persuade readers that they should welcome 

cultural and economic "disequilibnum," Thurow confided that such a 

state was an enVIronment "where billionaires could emerge." The logIC 

could be taken much farther: One could easily pOSIt a billionalres-to

earnings ratio and conclude that by far the most laudable economic en

deavors In all of history are the launching of Internet [POs and the 

founding of sales organizatIOns on the Amway model." 

Having piled up such a prodigious amount of the stuff that makes 

life worth living at the feet of Bill Gates, ha\ong raised him and hiS fel

low billionaires above all men and all things, we Americans, In the 

great narrative of the nineties, saw that It was good and decided to re

make utterly both our society and the outSide world so that this won

drous operation might be repeated again and again. Unfortunately, the 

pnce of bUilding billionarres was very high: To get a country on the bil
lionaire scoreboard Its cItIzens must do nothing less than, as Thurow 

repeatedly chanted, "destroy the old." Only when we have smashed our 

culture, our instItutions, our assumptions, our sense of pastness gen-
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erally; wjll we have made I,possible for billionaIres to walk among us, 

to appear on our TVs and announce, "1 Am." 

Consensus and the Legitimacy Problem 

It IS the argument of thIs book that "destroYIng the old" and making the 

world safe for billionaires has been as much a cultural and political op
eratIOn as an economic one. ConSIder for a minute the factors-weak 

trade UnIons, a declimng regulatory apparatus, and the outrIght repeal 

of the welfare state under preSIdents Reagan and Clinton-that dis

tIngUIsh the UnIted States, wjth its "New Economy," from the other in

dustrIalized natIons. ASIde from the technologIcal advances of recent 

years (wluch may or may not live up to the world-hlStoncal importance 

we routinely ascribe to them), very little of the "New Economy" is new. 

What the term describes IS not some novel state of human affaIrS but 

the final accomplishment of the long-standing agenda of the natIOn's 

richest class. Industnes come and industrIes go, but what has most 

changed about Amenca in the nineties is the way we tlunk about in

dustries, about economIes. Once Americans lmagmed that economlC 

democracy meant a reasonable standard of liVing for all-that freedom 

was only meanmgful once poverty and powerlessness had been over

come. Today, bov{ever, Amencan opimon leaders seem generally con

VInced that democracy and the free market are simply identical. There 

is precious little that is new about thIS Idea, either: For nearly a cen

tury, equating the market with democracy was the familiar defense of 

any corporation in trouble with umon or government; It was the stan

dard-Issue patter of corporate 10bbY'sts like the NatIOnal ASSOCIation of 

Manufacturers. What is "new" lS t1us Idea's trIumph over all its rivals; 

the determination of Amencan leaders to extend it to all the world; the 

general belief among opimon-makers that there IS something natural, 

somethIng diVIne, somethIng Inherently democratic about markets. A 

better term for the "New Economy" mIght simply be "consensus." 

Writing a hIstory of an Intellectual consensus sometimes feels like 
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a patently un-Amencan undertaking. Even to assert that consensus ex-

�.,... _____ --list5-ls_to_challenge .. one of .. our .Fondest_nooons _oF_au rselves._1 Lthere's .. 
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anything that defines us as a people, we believe, It'S our diversIty, our 

differentness, our nonconformIty, our frontier indiVIdualism. In the 

nmelles thIS rage for differentness became such an orthodox bit of 

"New Economy" theory that It was transformed into one of those quasl

economIc "laws" that the computer Industry so loved to toss about. As 

the awestruck British wnter Geoff Mulgan summarized what he called 

"Kao's law," "the power of creatIvity rises eAponentlally with the diver

sity and divergence of those connected into a network." AmerIca had 

done the fantastic tlungs It had, Mulgan continued, because It had 

chosen "dissonant" voices over Ilconsensus."29 Back home In the land 

where theonsts sought to make nonconformity into a umversal eco

nomic "Jaw," our most va1uable corporations led us in elaborate spon

sored fantasies about "changmg everytlung" and "thInking different"; 

even the notorious utili!), conglomerate Enton, a lugh-profile donor to 

both political partIes, was runrung 1V commercials celebrating the 

subversIve power of those who "ask why," whIch was SaId to be "the 

chosen word of the nonconfofImst."JO 

But however nmeties America professed to love differentness, there 

was In fact less difference In certam reaches of the nation's public 

sphere than there had ever been In Its lustory. It was a decade of many 

spectacular avant-gardes, to be sure. And yet however we celebrated our 

ethmc diverSIty or the dynamic varIety of the Internet, Amenca was In 

the grip of an Intellectual consensus every bit as ironclad as that of the 

1950s.  In a manner largely unprecedented in the twentieth century, 

leaders of American opInion were m basic agreement on the role of 

business in American life. Damel Yergm, a great celebrator of the lais' 

sez-faIre way, called the new conVIction that government had almost no 

legitimate place m economlc affaIrS the "market consensus"; In mterna

tlonal monetary dealings It was referred to as the "Washington consen

sus." Luttwak exaggerates only slightly when he remarks that, "At 

present, almost all elite Amencans, Wlth corporate chIefs and fashlOn-
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able economiSts In the lead, are utterly conVInced that they have dis

covered the WlIll1ing formula for economlC success-the only for

mula good for every country, nch or poor, good for all mdividuals 

willing and able to heed the message, and, of course, good for elite 

Amencans: PRIVATIZATION + DEREGULATION + GLOBALIZA

TION ; TURBO-CAPITALISM ; PROSPERIlY" As a description of 

attitudes among computer and Internet elites thls statement was clearly 

correct. In 1 998 "VIrtual reality" plOneer Jaron Laruer looked back at the 

preceding five years and marveled at how "the Iibertanan VIew of capl

talism has become so exalted among tech types and bnght young peo

ple that It isnJt even contested anymore-it is just the common arr we 

breathe." A little later that year Thomas Friedman, the New York Times 
colummst whose beat was "e"plammg globalization," found occaSlOn to 

""-press hlS own wonderment at the accomplishment of the same mtel

lectual goal among people who would ordinarily be inclined toward 

some kind of role for government ill the economy-those left behind by 

the "New Economy," he gloated, no longer had any political recourse at 

all! While once "people thought" there were ways to order human affairs 

other than the free market, those options just no longer exJsted. "I don't 

thmk there will be an alternative ideology thlS time around," Fnedman 

wrote. ''There are none.")1 

In the world of politics, certainly, Fnedman's assessment was an ac

curate one. Here the nineties were the age of the great agreement, as 

leaders of left parties in the US and the UK accommodated themselves 

to the free market faJths of their predecessors, Reagan and Thatcher. 

As both Clinton and Tony Blair made spectacular public renunciations 

of therr parties' historic pnnclples, the 0p·poSltiOn literally ceased to op

pose. In the service of the market and to safeguard its supposedly end

less array of chOlce, they ensured that voters would have no chOlce at 

all over the larger direction therr nations took. Amencans traded the" 

long tradition of electoral democracy for the democracy of the super

market, where all brands are created equal and endowed by their cre

ators Wlth all sorts of extremeness and diversity. 
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.i One useful way to understand the consensus of the nineties IS tO i 
, 

-----re\�ve_a-notlOn-from-the-consensus_{)f_the-fifties,_John-Kenneth_Gal� _ _ ---l;' 
bralth, who still reIgned in the 1990s as the bete nOll of the conserva- r • 

ave mind, had once proposed that Amencan capitalism worked the I 
way It did not because of competition, but because corporate America • 

was faced with a vmety of "countervailing forces," mamly a srrong la- I bor movement and an mterventlomst state. By the end of the runetles, t: 
\o\�th "bIg government" ha�ng surrendered and labor prostrate, Gal- I 
bralth's formula no longer applied, In matters cultural an analogous 
scenario was unfolding. Where corporate viSlOns of the one true way 
had pre�ously been balanced or at least tempered by nval viSIOnaries 

i 
from academia and Journalism, the corporate way no longer had to un- 1 
dergo senous challenges, You could see the sense of um"ersal agree- 1 , 

, .. 

ment m the late-decade fad for serial delivery of advertising slogans, j 
that techmque In whIch a montage of people from all races and walks 1 

, 
of life are shown reading the same scnpt of hope and optimism, smging ;, 

)' 
'We are the champIOns" for a company called Agillion or marveling at , 
the godlike attributes of the Internet for Cisco, One of the popular i 
management tracts of mid-decade got the new state of affws exactly ! ! 
nght \\<lth Its title: The BOlmdll1),less Orgmuzation. J 

I should repeat before proceeding that by "consensus" I do not mean j 
, 

"complacency," or "confOrmity," or "universal sameness." The nmetles f, 
, 

were obvlOusly not a time in wmch everyone agreed, or m wluch conflict ' 

ceased to exist, in whIch difference was stamped out, or in wmch the at
btudes of the fifties were somehow re\"ved, On the contrary, one of the 
cunous rnmor themes of the mneties consensus was a tendency to com· 
pare our advanced, diversity-tolerant, liberated selves to the soul-starved, 
conformlty-dnven, tech-depnved people of the fifoes, Just as the authors 
of popular management tracts loved to linger on how much more com
putin'g power could be found m, say, theIr new staplers than m all the 
Univacs and Sabre jets of the Korean War, so Amencans lined up to 
make a hit of Pleasantville, a 1998 movie wmch Juxtaposed the oredest 
cliches about the conformity and colorlessness of the fifties with the 
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smuggest of affirmations for uur 'presentcday liberatIOn and enlighten-

____ . ____ ment. The Jilin Imagmed that the patnarchy .. of the fifues was so of" 

fended by the nse of cooluess that it brought the eqwvalent of racIal 

persecution to bear on the lup, yet steadfastly refused to questIOn the 

corporate order Itself. On the contrary, one of the great lessons taught by 

Pleasantville's tlme-traveling teenagers (in tlus case, to the roboac pro

prIetor of a hamburger stand) IS the supenority of nmetles-style flexible 

production to the regImented management techmques of the past 

Similarly, Bill Clinton and BrItish Pnme MinIster Tony Blarr, the two 

mdiVIduals most responsible for choking off dissent m the Anglophone 

world, loudly celebrated diverSIty and multlculturalism even as they en

shnned the market as the mono-logIc of state; both men understood 

. therr move to the right not as a capItulation but as an exciting "new pol

itJ.cs," the purSUIt of a novel "thud way," even as a new "New Deal" 

(BlaIr's term for Ius welfare-to-work program). In the consensus of the 

mnetles sameness cohabited qUite comfortably WIth bianng, boastful 

e..xtremeness, WIth hyper-outrageous youth cultures, and \"lith an ever

nSIng tide of sponsored obscemty. 

The Amencan lustonan Richard Hofstadter once observed of h,s 

country's past that "conflict and consensus require each other and 

are bound up m a kind of dialectlc of their own."" Never was tlus more 

true than m the nmetles. Our pnde m our diverSIty played off our scorn 

for the square; our fury at the "liberal elites" sat easily next to the con

stant pseudo-provocations of MTV; and the partisans of both posltlons 

were easily brought together under the grand umbrella of the Market 

The "New Economy" consensus umted nght-WIng libertanan thInk

tankers and left-wing academIC literary scholars; fonner Commumsts 

and management theonsts; Republican culture warnors setting out to 

save "family values" from the marauding of the counterculture and New 

Labour, gomg mto battle against "the forces of conservatlsm." More gen

erally, it was a consensus that shamelessly SWIped the righteousness of 

genume social movements one of the more disheartening commercial 

fads of the runetles was the tendency to compare a gIVen company's 
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products to the CIvil nghts movement-always imagllllng them as object 

,,-----··-·-lessons-in-the-struggle ··of the· corporatIon ·to · be- free-from -onerous .. state 

tyranny. 
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Contmually balancmg glamorous conflict chaos, revolutlOn-Wlth 

the Imperatlves of the market, the consensus of the nmeties was any

thmg but complacent and soothmg. Its most farsIghted archItects un

derstood It as an ongomg battle for the public mmd, a cultural 

offensIve that lived in constant danger of self-contradiction, of commg 

apart, of unraveling overmght. It was a struggle to establish the leglu

macy of the free-market order by grounding It m somethmg decIdedly 

un-consen:atlVe; it was a consensus based not on obedience to God or 

deference to great men but on the v01atile new ldea that social conAict 

affirmed the pnncipJes of the market. 

"Leglumacy" was the actual word used m 1998 by busmess Journal

IStS Damel Yergm and Joseph Stamslaw to describe what was needed 

to keep what they caU the "market consensus" from unraveling. Hav

mg described how business had conquered the "commanding heights" 

of the economy from government and labor, the writers suggested that 

there was also a cultural "commanding heIghts" that had yet to be mas

tered. 

A system that takes the pursUIt of self·mterest and profit as Its gUld
mg light does not necessarily satiSfy the yearning in the human soul 
for beiief and some hIgher meamng beyond matcnalism. In the 
Spamsh Civil War In the late 1930s, Republican soldiers are saId to 
have died WIth the word Stalin on thelf lips. Thelf jdeaJized viSIOn of 
SOVIet commUnIsm, however mlsguided, proVlded Justification for 
thelf ultimate sacrifice. Few people would die WIth the words free 
marhets on thelf lips. 

A "consensus" had been achIeved among economIsts, politiCIans, and 

busmess elites, yes. But publics everywhere, as described by Yergm and 

Stamslaw (to whom we shall return shortly), had never really been 

brought on board. Paying no mmd to the truth as revealed by libertar-
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lan economlSts such as Fnednch Hayek and Milton Fnedman, pubhcs 
continued to persecute entrepreneurs, to sIde with unIons, and (most 

gallingly) to express doubts about the deeds of Thatcher and Reagan. 

Busmess had beaten government, but if lt wanted to stay on top lt 

would have to rededicate ltself to the cultural battle, to persuading the 

public that markets represented somethmg greater than stmple greed ..  H 

Th,S problem of public doubt comes up agam and agam m the lit
erature of the new consensus. Just as busmess tlunkers tend to see "so· 
clalism" In every jot of regulation and every electoral maneuver of the 
Democratlc Party, they percelve disaster for capltalism ltself lurking m 

even the most harmless-sounding skeptlclsm. Usually thlS problem is 
described wlth the class poles reversed: It's not that cap,talists need us 
to believe m order to preserve the" piles; It's that we must beheve if we 

are to prosper. George Gilder speIled the problem out thIS way m h,s 
best-selling 1981  book, l>\kalth alld PoverfJ< The world is plagued not so 

much by poverty, he wTote, as by a rampant "SuspiclOn of wealth," a 
willful refusal to believe m the market's magrc that one could find m 
every sneer and smppet of social cntIcism. As faIth constitutes the very 
"foundation of capltalism," Gilder was able to attribute Just about every 
economic disorder to an excess of critiCIsm, to an InsuffiCient respect 
for entrepreneurs. "Everywhere these Ideas prevaiJ/' he wrote, "poverty 
perSIsts and spreads."j� 

The problem of public doubt would also come mto WIdespread use 
as a deVice for blame-evaslOn. When stock markets tanked, when com
pames blundered, when economles slumped, responsibility for the 
nastiness could be sloughed off on those who did not have fruth in the 
market, on those who had cnticized capItalism. A remarkable example 
of thIS logic m action was a 1 997 editorial m Forbes ASAP (a magazine 
actually started to showcase the wnting of George Gilder) that urged 
readers to "get ready to defend the free market." Throwmg together the 

perfidy of cntics, the glory of the Internet, and the horror of France 
mto a gigantIc preemptive j'acc"se, the essay suggested that those who 
badmouthed the market were sending the world stralght mto depres
sion and-yes-war! 
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You may ask: \¥hy the yap about capitalfsm's cntics? Whafs thIS 

------:got-to .do-with .computers,-software,-and....the...N et?_ _. __ ._." __ _ 
Everythmg, actually. Computers, somvare, and the Net now run 

the economy. l\IIoreover, they throw free enterprise mto warp speed. 

Without mercy or remorse, they slice through decaymg busmess 

models, defensIve managers . < • they humiliate econorrues like 

France's. They qUickly reallocate capltai to the bold; they elevate the 

mdustnous; they reward lifelong learners. 

Which country has benefited the most from thIS? Hint: It's the 

same place where Joblessness IS down, wealth is rIsmg and spread

mg, human life spans are up, etc., etc. 

Seems ohvlOus, but the grand argument IS not yet won. And SInce 

It IS not, this set of bad thmgs coujd happen: Amenca loses ItS heart 

m the race to apply the new digital tools . , , catches the French dis

ease . . .  becomes obsessed WIth mcome gaps and job protection . . .  

seeks a "ThIrd Way" . . submlts to zero-growth fatalism . . .  elects a 

class-wamor presIdent . . .  bans encryption and e-cash . _ . attempts 

a "socIal JustIce" surtax on Net use . . .  tnggers a spIral , . .  down

ward . . .  downward . . .  to DepressIon . , trade wars . _ . jingOIsm 

t h t Ik 'b ttl' "
. d t "  '" " . .  oug a . . .  sa er ra mg , . . mCI en S . . .  vvar . . .  , 

Computers, software, and the Net may "run the economy," smashing 
obstacles "Wlthout mercy or remorse," but if anything went wrong, the 
editor of Forbes ASAP wanted you to know that computers, software, 
and the Net would not be responsible. That would be the burden of 
those on the other SIde of the "grand argument," those who, like the 
hated French, worry about Inequality and jobs. 

Whether the consequence of losing that "grand argument" was de
scribed as a lack of legitImacy for the corporate order or as depression, 
and whether It was expressed In the sensible 'tones of Darnel Yergln or 
the mad self-nghteousness of ForbesASAp, the Importance of business's 

cultural battle cannot be overstated. ThIs book IS the story of how that 

argument was jomed and won m the 1990s, of how the American cor

porate commumty went about wmmng the legitlmacy it so covets, per-
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suading the world that the lrussez-faire way was not only the best and 

the !neVI table way, but the one most committed to the will and the in

terests of the people. 11115 IS a study of business culture of the litera

ture of Wall Street, of management theory, of the conventions of 

marketing and advertlsmg-and of the ways m whIch business Ideas 

were reflected In the broader culture. It has little to do WIth the actual 

econorrucs of production and exchange and offers no ad\"ce that mlght 

help the reader to pIck a NASDAQ ten-bagger, say, or rebrand a line of 

detergent or footwear. It evaluates Its subject matter not in terms of Its 

practical usefulness (thIs management theory seems to work better than 

that one) but In terms of ItS Ideology: The way Wall Street spokesmen 

presented the bull market as a deVIce of popular empowerment; the par

allels that management theonsts always seemed to find between their 

Ideas and those of liberal democracy. It IS above all the history of mar

ket populism: its origins, its coalescence m the thought of ceTtam busi

ness \\rnters, its concentratIon In the worldview of certam mdustries 

(Internet theonsts, for e.xample, seem to be particularly fervent market 

populists), Its nse to orthodoxy under Newt Gingrich and then with the 

seemingly less partisan dawning of the "New Economy," and its conse

quences for American culture and American democracy. 

From Culture War to Market Populism 

Those accustomed to tlunking of the Umted States as a monolithically 

"capitalist" nation might be surpnsed at. the suggestion that bUSiness 

has ever had to struggle to achIeve legitimacy here. And yet broad pub

lic consent for free-market prinCIples has never been an easy thing to 

achIeve. Not only does the logIC of competitIOn ensure that indiVIdual 

busmesses \\�ll forever seek to smash each other's public Image, but at 

certain pomts m the last hundred years the credibility of the corporate 

order Itself has collapsed disastrously: From the 1 890s until World War 

II the free-market system, WIth Jts e.xtremes of wealth and poverty, came 

under fire repeatedly for Its offenses agamst democracy; on several oc-
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caslOns It seemed to lose Its very ability to proVide the Arnencan people 

�------\\"th-the-necessines -of ·life.-Not .only was .the free. market-patentiy .un, 

fau, a grmVlng number of Arnencans believed, It wasn't even domg ItS 

job. With Its reputatIOn In ruins after the stock market crash of 1929 
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and the banking cnses of the early thirties, busmess was forced to sub

mit to round after round of regulation and oversIght; with labor umons 

finally legItImIZed by the 1935 Wagner Act and with government no 

longer willing to help break strikes, busmess was forced to bargrun with 

its workers collectively and, eventuall)\ pay them the wages and bene

fits that we now aSSOCiate with middle-class life. Speaking m the broad

est terms, both developments served to democratize Amencan 

economic life, to build the affluent society celebrated by the "cons en-. 
sus" thinkers of the 1950s. Thus It was that even m a country like ours, 

where welfare provisions have always been the least generous of any in

dustrialized natIOn and where nationalization of mdustnes has (except 

10 wartime) never been a senous politIcal opbon, the stakes 10 the con

test between business. labor. and government remained maSSIVe. Win

nmg the "commanding heights" of legitimacy could eventually save 

bUSinesses and the bUSiness class billions lost to taxes, wages, and reg

ulation; It could also help to shift corporate profits away from workers 

and tax collectors and back to where free market theory always asserted 

that they belonged: in the pockets of stockholders. In countries like 

Britrun, where the welfare state consumes a much larger percentage of 

corporate profits and where natIonalization was until recently a very real 

threat, the stakes of the "grand argument" are even larger. And whatever 

one might think of the radical charge that big busmess, big government, 

and big labor Simply learned to share the power of an impenalistlc na

tIon 10 those years) the fact remains that US business leaders contmued 

to curse the New Deal (the servants of J. P. Morgan, Jr. had to remove 

all pictures of FDR from a newspaper before Morgan would read it), to 

regard government and labor "oth considerable hostility, to resent the 

regime that had been pressed down on them m the thutles, and to ex

ploit every opportumty to beat back theIr enemIes and regrun the legit

Imacy they lost on that October day in 1929. 
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Unfortunately for them, the corporate cause has never been very 

popular. The conservative politICIans who are the heroes of the market 

order-the people who transferred power from government to busI

ness-were never able to v.'In elections on that basIs alone. Not even 

the mllation of the 1970s, the event routinely Identified by "New Econ

omy" enthUSIasts as the straw that broke the back of the liberal order, 

ever really turned the pUblic finally agamst the labor movement, SOCIal 

secunty, or the regulatory state established by the New Deal. In fact 

both Reagan and Clinton found It useful to present themselves as m

hen tors of the Roosevelt mantie, not as the undoers of hIS legacy. What 

beat the left in America wasn;t inflatlon and uppity workers, it was the 

culture war. Starting wIth the Nixon campaign m 1968 and contmumg 

Up through the Gingnch years, the American nght paId the bills by 

handing out favors to business, but It won elections by provoking, orga

mzmg, and nding a maSSIVe populist backlash agamst the SOCIal and cul

tural changes of the 1 960s. 

To speak of pro-corporate populism IS to raIse one of the great polit

ICal emgmas of the last thIrty years. Historically popuDsm was a rebel

lion agamst the corporate order, a political tongue reserved by definition 

for the non-nch and the non-powerful. As hIstorIan Michael Kazm sum

manzes it, populism"" contrasts an Immensely idealistic conception of 

the natIon and the common people with VlSlOns of a malevolent, schem

mg elite. As the "common people" were once easily defined as the work

mg ciass and the "elite" as the owners and managers of mdustr)', 

populism first arose 85 the vernacular of a series of insurgent labor 

movements (the Farmers' Alliance, the CIG). Populism was the AmerI

can language of SOCIal class. 

But begmrung m 1 968 thIS pnmal set pIece of American democracy 

seemed to change ItS stripes. The war between classes had somehow re-

"'Spelled WIth a lower-case "p," populism refers to a language and a set of symbols. 

With an upper-case "P" it refers to the specific movement associated With the Farmers' 

Alliance and the People:s Party In the late mneteenth century, where many of these 

charactenstlcs first emerged. 
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versed polarIty: It was now a conllict in which the patnotlc, blue-collar

.. 
._Ii ----'-'!" silent-majonty�along--wi th their employers )_faced _ofLagamsLa.l1ew._ .. . _ 

elite, the "liberal establishment" and its spoiled, flag-burning children. 

This new ruling class-a motley assembly of liberal journalists, liberal 

academics, liberal foundatlon employees, liberal politlclans, and the 

shadowy powers of Hollywood earned the people's wrath not by ex
plOIting workers or nppmg off family farmers, but by shOWIng contemp

tuous disregard for the WIsdom and the values of average Amencans. 

The backlash erected an entire new social hierarchy according to whIch 

the "normal Amencans" were at the bottom as usual�but the people at 

the top weren't the millionaires or the owners, they were those sneenng 

kids who dodged the draft, along WIth theIr liberal parents and the var-

• 

, 
I 
, 
, 
, ! 
I 
, 

ious mmoIities and cnmmals those parents seemed so determined to 

pamper. EnunCIated memorably m the speeches of Spuo Agnew and m 
the movies of Clint Eastwood, backlash populism proved Immensely 

powerful, and for thIrty years Amencan politlcs seemed mIred m the 

same Imagery and cultural questions, ,,"th nght-wIng populists forever 

reminding "normal Americans" of the hIdeous world that the "establish

ment" had built, a place where blasphemous mtellectuals VIolated the 

pnnclples of "Amencarusm" at every opportumty, a place of bUSIng and 

cnme In the streets, of urumaginable cultural depravity, of epldermc dis

respect for men In uniform, of Judges gone soft on cnme and politiCIans 

I I 

gone soft on communism. The backlash became a fixture of the Amer-

Ican scene as our never-subsiding mad-as-hellness elected wave after 

wave of conservative politiCIans who warred on the liberal media, the 

welfare queens, and the "countercultural McGovenniks." 

The thIrty-year backlash brought us Ronald Reagan's rollback of 

government power as well as Gingnch's outright shutdown of 1 995. 

I 

But for all its accomplishments It never constituted a thorough en- I 
dorsement of the free market or of laissez-falIe politlcs. Barbara Ehren-

reIch, one of its most astute chromclers , pomts out that the backlash 

always hInged on a particular appeal to working-class voters, a handful 

of whom were roped into the Republican coalitIOn wlth talk of patno- . I 
tlsm, culture war, and family values. Both Reagan and Nixon spoke 
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fondly of blue-coUar "middle Amenca" even as they locked Its ass, and 

George Wallace, m some ways the most ferocIOus backlash figure of 

all, was an out-and-out liberal on economjc issues. Appealing to class 

anger worked for Republicans as long as it was restrIcted to cultural is

sues; when economic matters came up the culture-war compound 

grew unstable very qUIckly. Lee Atwater, an adVIser to PresIdents Rea

gan and Bush, warned hIS colleagues m 1984 that their new blue-col

iar constituents were "liberal on economIcs," and that without culture 

wars to distract them "populists were left with no compelling reason to 

vote Republican." As if to warn hIs colleagues to stay away from tbe 

stuff, Pat Bucbanan, one of the mventors of the backlash strategy, 

spent tbe mld-1990s usmg the language of populism to embarrass hIS 

fellow Republicans for their pro-bus mess politICS." 

In 1988, George Bush managed to Win the preSldenc)' by spreading 

alarm about flag-burnmg, a nonexistent threat that 01der voters remem

bered ",th horror from twenty years before. ThIS was not a trick that 

could be repeated too many more times. Even though the culture wars 

reached their polarized and outrageous peak m the decade that fol

lowed-\Vlth all the shootouts between SUrVIvalists and the ATF, the 

bombmg.of abortIOn clinics and government buildings, the bnef noton

ety of gun shows and right-wing militias, as well as \Vlth Pat Buchanan's 

1 992 declaration of war, the righteous fury of the congressIOnal "fresh

men" of 1 994, and the Impeachment of the preSIdent-they also began 

visibly to subSIde. It was durmg the Impeachment proceedings that the 

backlash, clearly overextended and runIUng now on little more than 

thlrty-year-old rage, reached a state of obVIOUS exhaustion. The public 

was slippmg away. In the battle of the focus groups the president was 

\Vlnning easily. Nobody seemed to care anymore about the betrayal of 

the bureaucrats, about the secular humanists deSIgns on family values, 

about the Panama Canal giveaway, about flag-burning lads from the nch 

suburbs, or even about the commuIUstic professors, trashmg the great 

books and blammg Amenca first. In tbeir desperation tbe bacldashers 

finally turned on the public Itself, lamentmg that the dream of a "moral 

majority" had foundered and declanng that maybe the common people 
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didn't deserve such noble defenders after all.' Paul Weynch, one of the 
------most-promment-leaders.of-the.family-values.movement.of.the seventIes. _ .  __ . .. . . . 
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eIghtIes, and ninetIes, used the failure of Impeachment as an opportu-

mty to declare that the right had lost the culture war, that "the United 

States lS very close to becommg a state totally dommated by an alien 

ideology"-an ideology that Weynch proceeded to identify as "Cultural 

Mamsm." Clearly something new was needed in the race for legitimacy. 

Clearly some new constellatIon of symbols and words had to replace the 

ebbmg tldes of backlash. 

Stay tuned to the Impeachment show for a little while and you could 

see signs of the transltlon for yourself. \Vhile the House of Represen

tatIves was taking the histonc vote to Impeach the preSldent, CNN 

broke for a commerCIal and we beheld the mythIc deeds of a heroic 

young entrepreneur, a shaggy-haIred leader of some tech startup who 

lS aSSlsted m hIS feats of "New Economy" dernng-do by the Arthur An-

dersen consultancy. As a can-do busmessman, this character;s attltudes 

toward the free market almost certamly mirror those of the bitter, 

SUIted, and pomaded men who were exacting theIr revenge on the six

tIes down m Washington. But he has about as much use for culture 

wars or churchgomg hardhats as he does for steel mills and Lawrence 

Well<: We rock entl1USlastically as the tale of his herOlsm lS told to the 

pounding beat of Iggy Pop's "Lust for Life"; we gawk as he ndes his 

bike to work, as he chats easily with a very pregnant coworker. He's a 

man of the people, to be sure-the commercJaI mcludes a shot of lit

tle kids on a school bus stanng at hIm with admJration but he hardly 

needs any blue-collar Slgnifiers to establish that. Vie know he's agamst 

elitIsm because he permits such a free-form office, wears casual 

clothes, doesn't get plSsed off when an employee goes zoommg by on a 

skateboard, eats pizza and spontaneously plays nerf basketball dUring 

meetIngs with hIS fellow heroes. 

Or conSIder the version of populism proposed by Newsweek maga

ZIne a year later m a cover story mariang the end of the twentIeth cen

tury: "Fanfare for the Common Man." The story's title carne from a 

DepresslOn standby (a 1 942 pIece by Aaron Copland) and the wntlng 
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recalls the militant populism of that era. Looking back on the events of 
I 

�· ___ ._,_. the '�people's century," jt occurred to the story's .author.-that.for once In-

i the human """penence "ordinary folks changed hIstory." To nail It down 

• 

! he smgled out a successIOn of popular heroes who changed things: Suf-
••• < 

i fragettes, femmlsts, the antiwar and cIvil nghts actiVIsts, and, finally, 

I 

I I 
, 
, 
• 

, 

I • 
, I 
• -- ! 
, I 
I 
, • I 
• 

I 
• 

I 
I I I , 
I 
• 

I 

"the entrepreneurs"-thls last group illustrated \Vlth a drawmg of Bill 

Gates. But while hailing the nchest man In the world as a champIOn of 

the common people, the author took palOS to point out that the Ne\\1 

Deal wasn't as wonderful as everyone thought it was. The other hero of 

the thIrties, the labor movement, was not mentjoned in the story at all. J7 

ThIs may seem egregIOus but It was hardly atypIcaL \"iherever one 

looked m the nmeties entrepreneurs were occupYIng the ideologIcal 

space once filled by the noble sons of toiL It was businessmen who 

were sounding off agamst the arrogance of eutes, railing against the 

pnvilege of old money, protesting false e""pertlse, and wagmg relentless, 

idealistIC war on the pnnclple of hIerarchy wherever It could be found. 

They were market populists, adherents of a powerful new politIcal 

mythology that had ansen from the ruins of the thlfty-year backlash. 

TheIr fundamental faith was a SImple one: The market and the peo

ple-both of them understood as grand pnnciples of sOCJaI life rather 

than particulars-were essentially one and the same. By its very nature 

the market was democratiC, perfectly """pressmg the popular will 

through the machmery of supply and demand, poll and focus group, 

superstore and Internet. In fact, the market was more democratic than 

any of the formal instItutIons of democrac)' ejections, legIslatures, 

government. The market was a commumty. The market was infimtely 

diverse, permittIng \·vithout prejudice the artIculation of any and all 

tastes and preferences. Most Importantly of all, the market was mili

tant about its democracy. It had no place for snobs, for hIerarchIes, for 

elitism, for pretense, and It would fight these things by Its vel)' nature. 

As Newsweek columnist Robert Samuelson saId of the stock market 

m 1 998, "the Market 'R' Us."'" \"ihatever the appearances, the market 

by definition. acted always In our mterests, on our behalf. against our 

enemIes. ThIS IS how the New York Stock Exchange, long a nest of 
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pnvilege, could be understood In the 1990s as a house of the people; 

______ -.how-'l.I1y-.kmcL of =che markeung _could�e_passed DfLas_a1evolu uon� _ 

ary expression-an empowerment) even of the demographic at whIch 

It was mmed. 

Market populism was Just the thIng for a socJaI order reqmnng con

stant doses of legItImacy. Taking as fact the notIon that bUSIness gIVes 

people what they want, market populism proceeds to build all manner 

of populist fantaSles: Of bUSInessmen as public servants; of Industnal 

and cultural productIon as a SImple reflectIon of popular deme, of the 

box office as a voting booth. By consumIng the fruIts of Industry we the 

people are endorsmg the Industnal system, votIng for It In a plebiSCIte 

far more democratic than a mere election. 

And as bUSIness leaders melded themselves theoretIcally with the 

people, they found powerful new weapons WIth whIch to WIn theIr 

"grand argument" WIth those who sought to regulate or control any as

pect of pnvate enterpnse. Since markets express the will of the people, 

VIrtually any cntIclsm of business could be described as an act of de

spIcable contempt for the common man. TIllS was an argument that 

would unite such disparate characters as the Gingnch right. who 

would use it agamst those who found fault with the market, and 

Howard Stern, who would use It agamst the critics of his tastelessness; 

it would permit both Hollywood execuuves and cultural studies schol

ars to shoot down critICS of VIrtually any culture product as snobs out 

of touch \VIth the tastes of the common people. 

The Idea that critiCISm of the market's workings was automatically 

"elitlst" became one of the most familiar airs m the "New Economy" 

repertorre. According to market populism, elites were no longer those 

who, say, spent theIr weekends at Club Med or watched sporting events 

from a sl.,ybox or fired half theIr workforce and shIpped the factory south. 

Since the nch-particularly the new nch-were the chosen of the mar

ket, they were In fact the very emblem of democratIc modesty, humble 

adepts of the popular will. It was entrepreneurs, as the Newsweeh story 

had it, for whom the natIon sounded its "Fanfare for the Common Man", 

elitIsts were the people on the other side of the equatIon, the labor 
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umons and KeyneSlans who believed that society could be orgaruzed m 

__ _ _ _ _ _  any way other than the market way_ Since what the market-did-no mat

ter how whImSIcal, mational, or harmful-was the will of the people, any 

scheme to operate outsIde of ItS auspIces or control its ravages was by 

definition a dangerous artifice, the hubns of false e"pertIse. Don't thmk 

about how to fix thmgs, the new populists would counsel. Surrender your 

arrogant egotlsm and humbly heed what the market whispers. 

This fantasy of the market as an antielitist machme made the most 

sense when couched m the dynamite language of SOCIal class. Busmess

men and Republican politiCIans have aiways protested the use of "class 

war" by their cntics on the left; dunng the nmeties, though, they happily 

used the tactic themselves, depIcting the workings of the market as a 

kind of permanent SOClai revolutJOn in wruch danng entrepreneurs were 

endlessly toppling fatcats and snatchmg away the millions of the lazy nch 

kids. The "New Economy" was a narraove of class warfare as much as 

anything else: vVherever Its dynarmc new 108'c touched down, old money 

was srod to quake and falter. 11,e markers of mhented wealth were bemg 

superseded.by more extreme tastes; operagomg CEOs were giVIng way to 

those who wore goatees and fancied the deffer rhymes of the street; the 

sCJOns of ancient banking families were finding their smug selves WIped 

out by the new jack trading of a working-class kid; the arrogant stock

brokers of old were bemg humiliated by the online day-traders; the but

toned-down whip-cracking bosses were getting fired by the corporate 

"change agents", the wlute men of the world were getting therr asses 

kicked by the women, the As,ans, the Afincans, the Hispanics. 

Market populism encompasses such familiar set pIeces as Rupert 

Murdoch's endless efforts to cast hImself as a man of the people beset 
by cartoon snobs like the Bntlsh aristocracy. Or DetrOIt's long-runrung 

use of the SImple fact that Amencans like cars to depIct even the most 

practlcai and techmcal cnticisms of the auto· industry (seat belts, 

alfbags, fuel effiCiency, etc.) as loathsome expressions of a Joyless 

elite." Market populism can also claim a good number of econom!c 

blunders, as well. When the public first began to sour on the gIgantic 

Amencan cars of the fifties, according to culture cntic John Keats, 

, , 
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"Detroit decided there really weren't any problems, after all, and that 

---- --the-critlClSm -was-nothmg-but-a -lot··of·mtterma·.and-nattenno-emanat-.- .. b 0 
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mg from a few aesthetes and mtellectuals from the effete East-from 

the kind of people who drove Volkswagens and read hIghbrow maga

zines Just to show off."�o 

In the mneties these fantasies flowered spectacularly. Not only was 
the "New Economy," that vISIOn of ti,e market unbound, believed to be 

crushmg the privilege of mhented wealth, but It was also saId to consti

tute a standing refutation of the learning of traditional elites. Its stock 

market valuations, so puziling to economists and old brokerage hands, 

were crystal-clear to the little guy. Its prodUCti"ty mcreases may not have 
been Vlsible to those usmg the traditIOnal tools of ""'Pert evaluatIOn, but 

• 

they were as plam as day to the common man, Sitting m Ius humble cu-

bJcle. "New Economy" companies were domg \"thout entire layers of ex
perts and bureaucrats; they were turmng theIr backs on standard 

methods of teachmg and leammg; they were teanng up the carefully de

sIgned flowcharts and job descriptions of old. Somenmes the conflict of 
markets with authonty went even further. When the Dow Industrials fell 

but the NASDAQ soared m early 2000, market populist commentators 

asserted that the "New Economy" was not only incomprehensible to 
eiites, It was beyond thelt power to rem m. The people were m control 

at last, and all the Man's bureaucrats could never restore hIS power. 

Here, market populism owes much to its backlash predecessor. Back

lash populism had enVlSloned a schemmg "liberal elite" bent on "SOCial 

engmeermg," a clique of experts who thought they knew what was best 

for us-busmg, mtegratJon, ti,e coddling of cnmmaJs, coextstence \Vlth 

Communism. Market populism SImply shifted the mflection: Now the 

cnme of the elite was not so much an arrogance in matters of values but 

m matters economIc. Still those elitists thought they were better than 

the people, but now their arrogance was revealed by their passIOn to ralSe 

the mInlmUm wage, to regulate, oversee, redistribute, and ta"X:. 

There would be critical differences between market populism and 

the earlier politics of the backlash, of course. While the backlash had 

been proudly square (thmk of "Olde from Muskogee"), market pop-
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ulism was cool. Far from despising the SIXtles, It broadcast ItS fantaSIes 
to the tune of a hundred psychedelic hltS. Its leading thmk tanks were 
rumored to pay pnncely sums to young people who could bnng some 
smattetlng of rock 'n' roll street cred to the market's cause. And believ
ing In the market rather than God, it had little need for the Chnsban 
nght and the Moral MaJonty. It dropped the ugly race-bamng of the 
preVIous nght-wmg dispensabon, chOOSing mstead to Imagine the mar
ket as a champIOn of the downtrodden Others of the pianet, speaking 
their more authentic truths to our corrupt, degraded power. Market 
populism generally failed to get worked up about the persecutIon of 
Vietnam vets (it even enjoyed equatmg new-style mvestment bankers 
"1th the Viet Cong); it abandoned the "family values" of Ronald Rea
gan; It gave not a damn for the tradibonaJ role of women or even of 
children. The more that entered the workforce the merner. 

ThIs change has proven difficult for many to grasp. For wnters 
schooled m the culture wars, the most Important conflict m America 
was and will forever be the one between the hlp and the square, the 

f1ag-burnmg and the church-gomg, the hippie and the SUlt. But as the 
nmetIes progressed, as the Deadhead made hIS pronouncements from 
Davos, as Jeans replaced SUIts m the offices of Amenca, and as the 
ultra-hIp culture of cyberspace became the culture of the corporatIon 
generally, busmess mcreasmgly Imagined itself on the other side of the 
equatIOn. 

ConSIder the career of Stewart Brand, another frequent Wired con
tributor who first came to prommence as one of Ken Kesey's Merry 
Pranksters, then published the famous Whole Earth Catalog, then 
did important early Internet work-and then co-founded the Global 
Business Network, a hot consultancy that has thought big thoughts 
for Royal Dutch/Shell, Xerox, and Hewlett Packard. " 'Do your own 
thing' easily translated mto 'Start your own business,' " Brand remem
bered for readers of Time magazme m 1995. "Reviled" by the middle 
Amencan "establishment," Brand's brand of hIppIes got their revenge 
on the squares by going into busmess. ConSIder the parallel career of 
the Umx operating system as imagmed by a 1 999 IBM ad: From a 
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"Child of the '60s," It became a "Campus Radical In the '705," and Ii

--" --"llally'a-"Gapitalist'In' the '90s ," Or consider-the-hlstoncal -VlslOn.of-Tom . .  

Freston, the longtltne CEO of MTV, who recently told the Wall Street 

Journal about what the sIXties meant to hIm and Ius Industry; 

I wasn't a child of the '60s In the classIc way . . . .  I wasn't a hIppIe or 

a political radical. But I was there . . .  and the '60s in some ways 

were a prelude for the [pop culture) mdustry. In the '60s you got a 

sense that new thmgs were pOSSible. You got a sense that noncon

formlt)' was something not to be feared, but somethmg to be 

revered. . . It was the first time there was a real sense of genera

tlOna1 conSCIOusness . . .  and we basically built the busmess around 

that Issue, around generatIonal umty.�o 

So routine and matter-of-fact did the connection between countercul

ture and "New Economy" eventually become that even the government 

of Singapore was reported In 1999 to be makIng offiCIal efforts to cuI· 

tIvate nonconformllY and ignite a youth culture:ll 

The shifting corporate attItude toward the sIXties and Insurgent 

youth cuhure must seem, to those accustomed to the alignments of the 

culture wars, like a faIrly massive change. Intellectually, though, the 

transition from the backlash to the New Economy proved a surpas· 

ingly easy One. The symbols may have changed, but the Ideas flowed 

smoothly from the ultra-patnotlc Reagan era into the Ecstasy-popPIng 

days of market populism. 

George Gilder, the WrIter who would eventually emerge as one of mar

ket populism's most proITllnent theonsts (as well as a major benefiCIary 

of those elite·defymg late-nInetIes stock valuatlons), first came to promI' 

nence as one of the Reagan adITllnlstration's house Intellectuals. Gilder's 

1 981  book, VI�alth and Povert); mIght someday be seen as the bedrock of 

"New Economy" thinking, but it was mostly devoted to pounding home 

the standard backlash notions of the day; that the poor were poor be

cause they were bad people who had turned theIr backs on family val· 

ues; that racism was an Insignificant factor in the fate of the black 

. .. . . . -

. ... 

, ," 

J . . I ," , . . 
, 
, ," , 

�', � 
: , ' 

... 

I 

i 



-_. _ . .  

G E T  T J N G T O Y E S 3; 

populaoon; that most SOCIal problems ill America could actually be at

tributed to liberalism and to the "soclalists".who were everywhere In gov

ernment and academy; that "hedorusm" and the other SUlVlVlIlg elements 

of the counterculture were markers of a SOCJal breakdown. These would 

be embarrassmg if not poisonous suggesaons to the market populists of 

our own day. And yet another equally zany Gilder Idea would resonate 

powerfull y  lI1 the late runeaes: that entrepreneurslup IS a form of class 

war. Entrepreneurs, whom Gilder admIred so much that he dedicated a 

later book to therr VIrtual deificaoon, were both society's "greatest bene

factors" and yet also the ",'lcams of some of socIety's greatest brutalioes," 

despised and always in danger of phYSIcal persecution by "the mob." And 

who sarred up that mob? None other than the very rich, the people of 

, mherited bitt declining wealth whom, Gilder Imagmed, controlled "the 

media and the foundattons, the univerSlues and the government," from 

where they spread a vile "sense of defeat." The real class war, then, was 

between nghteous new money, the entrepreneurs who created wealth, 

and bitter frustrated old money, the resentful herrs of the great fortunes 

who, having "mastered the art of commurucaoon," proceeded to mamp

ulate the smgle-parent, slum-dwelling poor. Gilder was thus able to build 

the stereotype of the "limousme liberal" mto an entire theory of Amen

can CIvilization. "The war agaInst the nch thus continues m the world's 

wealthIest country," Gilder steamed. "It IS a camp81gn now led and m
sprred by the declirung nch, to arouse the currently poor agamst the m

surgently successful business classes." And though Gilder was willing to 

assert that raCISm was no longer Important m America, he did not heSI

tate to use It metaphorically to describe how these nch liberals did thelf 

CynICal work: "Hatred of producers of wealth still 110umhes," he wrote, 

"and has become, m fact, the raCIsm of the lOtelligentsla."" 

GiJder was, m those days, no populist. He frankly acknowledged that 

what he called "progress" was "ineluctably elitist," since It "makes the 

nch richer." But he also understood markets as a "cornucopIa of chOIce" 

so elaborate they put the two-party "democracy" of our public Instltu

tions to shame." Gilder's VIews were seconded by Fnedrich Hayek, the 

Austnan economIst who proVIded market populism WIth some of its ba-
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sic myths. In hIs most famous work, 11,e Road to Serfdom (1 944), he 
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in lus J 988 book, 11,e Fatal ConceIt, he asserted that busmessmen were 

in fact the VlCI:!mS of elite prejudice. In the gnp of a pnmitive, lITatlOnal 

fear of trade, snobbish anumarket types have from time immemonal 

"thrust [merchants] outsIde the established luerarchy of status and re-

spect." The men of commerce were not only subject to ostracIsm and 

supersuuous dread, but were In fact the real Vlcums of the socIal hIer

archy, "almost a class of untouchables" in one country. The persecution 

of the bUSInessman by "the scribe" IS thus a tragIc constant of human 

eXlstence, unchanged from anCIent times to our own, as unvarymg and 
unIversal as the principles of the market themselves. Even now, Hayek 

sputters in one remarkable passage, "intellectuals" who treat economICS 

\Vlth a "general disdam" are preventIng the world from "comprehending 

the order on whIch the nourIshment of the ",\Ostmg multItudes of hu

man beIngs depends." Maybe those liberal college professors are keep

ing you from riches, after all." 

Hayek may be dear to the hearts of a certam breed of corporate au

tocrat, the sort of guy who finds it easIer to get through the day by 

Imagmmg hImself the target of a vast conspiracy, marked for death by 

the eggheads SImply for darIng to fill out forms or produce boxes at 

such a fantastic rate. And it IS ",xactly thIS sort of corporate true be

liever on whom we will focus In the chapters to come. But before we 

consIder the business world's conversIOn to market populism and the 

thinkers who made it possible, It IS important to recall that corporate 

autocrats were not always so sangume about the People or even about 

democracy. A hundred or so years ago, in fact, they were far more likely 

to understand the advent of popular democracy as a titanic threat. In 

those days, corporate America stood both at the zemth of Its power and 

the low ebb of ItS popular appeal. Its leaders were hardly populists; 

they were men of unbelievahle economIC power and a staggering arra

gance: William Vanderbilt damned the public; John D .  Rockefeller 

drumed that "God gave me my money", and, in what must rank as the 

most astorushing statement of corporate hubns ever, mme operator 

--
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George Baer used these Immortal words to address the Issues of a 1 902 

coal strike: 'The nghts and interests of the laborIng man will be pro

tected and cared for-not by the labor agitators, but by the Chnsuan 

men to whom God In lns Infinite WIsdom has gIven the control of the 

property interests of thIS country. " When that "labormg man" devel

oped the nerve to deviate from the poliucs of "the property Interests of 

thIS country," the voices of progress could take on a savagely misan

thropic tone. The classic example remams William Allen Wh,tes bit

terly sarcasuc 1 896 essay, "What's the Matter WIth Kansas?" Ongmally 

dashed off m a fit of rage at the Populist poliucs that were chasing the 

"moneyed man" from the state, WIllte's jeremIad was picked up and 

reprinted by newspapers from coast to coast, becommg the signature 

Republican document from the great electoral battle of that year. 

Whoop It up for the ragged trousers; put the lazy, greasy fizzle who 

can't pay hIS debts on the altar, and bow down and worshrp hIm. Let 

the state Ideal be high. What we need is not the respect of our fel

low men, but the chance to get something for nothing. �b 

Not surpnsmgly, neIther statements of the divine nght of capital nor 

of angry contempt for the cornman man did much to allay the gro\ving 

industnal discontent of the age. Sure, the Populists were beaten In 1896, 

and Kansas was once agaIn made safe for habitation by the respectable, 

but within a few years corporate mterests were under SIege agam. The 

power of capital to extract what It chose from Its labor force was bemg 

challenged m vast industnal strikes and by groups like the Incompre

hensibly hostile IWW; muckraking journalists were launching assauit af

ter assault on standard corporate practices and the busmess heroes of 

the age; antitrust laws were calling mto question the nghts of property 

themselves; and nearly every popular politician of the day seemed to 

build hrs reputauon by sounding off against the "consprrators of Wall 

Street" and the "industrial feudalism" of the age. A colossal confrontatron 

between money and democracy was commg rapidly to a head. 

Enter public relations. As Stuart Ewen describes the situation in hrs 
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1 996 history of the professIOn, PR was born when a new generation of 

----iOconser.vatlve..lntellectuals,_horrified_by-the-eliosm-andjntranslgence-of ____ � 

the business class, argued that something had to change. "Corporate 

postures of arrogance and secrecy Iwerel leading toward a dreadful and 

mevitable social conflagraoon," Ewen wntes, and the young thmkers 

rushed to offer their semces as defusers of the mounong cnsis. 

Democracy could not be beaten WIth a few cruel words and a squad of 

hIred goons; it was advancmg meSlStibly, and from now on capItal's 

public pronouncements would have to be managed as closely as were 

workers on the shop floor. As Ivy Lee, one of the nation's first PR men, 

told a group of executives m 1916, "The crowd is in the saddle, the 

people are on the Job, and we must take consIderation of that fact, 

whether we like It or not."" The great debate over the problems of mass 

democracy would conOnue well into the 1920s, with vanous partisans 

of business Civilization steppmg forward to ""press doubt about the 

abiliry of the people to govern themselves, but for corporate Amenca 

as a whole the debate was over. Companies would present themselves 

not as hideous snobs but as considerate neighbors, kindly folk 10 awe 

of the goodness of the people. 

The battle began in earnest dunng the Great Depression, when cor

porate America again became the target of popular outtage. Muckrak

ing journalism was reVIved WIth a vengeance; the CIa began its epic 

orgamzing campaign, and a new admInIstration in Washmgton 

promised renewed waves of InvestigatIOn, antitrust enforcement, un

employment insurance, and regulaoon. Accompanymg each of these 

was a renewed cultural offenSIVe, an aggressively populist "documen

tary style" that focused on the everyday life of average (and sometimes 

very poor) people and whIch seemed calculated to give the lie to the 

prosperity talk of the corporate world. Business ihmkers grew desper

ate during the thirties; many smcerely believed that capitalism faced a 

mortal threat in the person of FOR. Before long, though, they rallied 

to the challenge. As Ewen tells the story, corporate America finally re

alized that to stave off the threat posed by econonuc democracy, It 

would have to establish its own democratic credenoals in as forceful a 
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manner as possible: Corporate Amenca would have to "claIm the SOCIal 

values of the New Deal as theIr own", it would, as one PR man put It, 

have to "learn the language of the people."" Populism was too unpor

tant to be left to the populists. 

AmId the massIVe wave of strikes after World War II, Amencan 

business leaders had reason to expect the unfimshed busmess of the 

t!urnes to be resumed before long. Much chastened by theIr drubbmg 

in the DepressIon years, they took elaborate precautlons to ensure that 

economlC populism never took the same form agam. As one PR man 

told the executives of Standard Oil of New Jersey (later Exxon), bUSI

ness would have to alter fundamentally the way It explamed Itself: 

"Identify yourself not with bondholders, . Wall Street, but WIth la
bor, With Americuns." Naturally, the aesthetIC tool that busmess chose 

to accomplish this task was the very documentary style that had so of

fended executives ten years earlier. In 1 943 the corporation soon to be 

known as Exxon hued Roy Stryker, the man who had directed the gov

ernment's photography project dunng the thIrties, to launch a PR cam

prugn of its own. Stryker, the son of Populist parents who had despISed 

Standard Oil above all other corporations, seems to have been gen

umely puzzled by the company's mterest 10 hIS art. As Ewen paints out, 

though, theIr goals were 10 fact qUIte direct. The soon-to-be Exxon 

wanted to combat Its reputation for "cold-bloodedness," and New Deal 

populism was exactly the way to do It." 

Public relations populism, along with the new.people-fnendly styles 

of factory management and soothmg slogans of the post-crash stock ex

change, served as an e£fecnve temporary counter to the populism of 

Roosevelt. Nice talk about the goodness of the American people fit 

well in the age of the postwar consensus, as corporate Amenca bowed 

to the pressure of umons and liberal government. But It was hardly an 

ideology of the free market triumphant, of the people rising up to de

fend their corporations from the onslaught of the elites. It would only 
become that with the turbocharged theonzing of figures like Gilder and 

Hayek, and 10 the context of our own noisily populist age. 
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One of the first Important works of political analysIs to appear in the 

nmeties predicted that the new decade would see an explosIOn of thIr

tIes-style hostility toward corporate Arnenca. Kevrn Phillips, the wnter 

who had so famously anticipated the backlash politics that kept the 

GOP m power for thIrty years after 1968, argued m his 1 990 book, The 

Polities of Rich aHd Poor, that the country's ode of outrage was now ready 

to flow the other way. After a decade of Reagamte politics in which the 

nation's wealth had been shifted-obvlOusly, spectacularly, and WIth 

great fanfare-mto the bank accounts of "Upper Arnenca," Phillips 

claImed that the public had had enough. Working Arnencans no longer 

wanted to hear about YUPpIes, entrepreneurs, and buyout artIsts; they 

would no longer stand for the rampant demdustnalizatlon of their citIes 

and the obscene ennchment of Wall Street sharks like Henry I<raVls. 

Vhod grass-roots trends fleshed out the official statistIcs, Wealth 

Within the UHited States lwd been cliaug'"g lmuds, regions, vocatzollS, 

eCOJlOm;C sectors and iJlcome strata WIth a l'ellgeance. l\.1agannes ran 

endless surveys of the new mega.fortunes, and of the lesser but soar

mg compensation packages of investment bankers and corporate chIef 

e.xecutIVes. The clumSiest teleVISIOn producer could film the pam in 

boarded-up Iowa fann towns, empty Ohio steel mills and city parks 

full of homeless drifters-or show the BlVlW·thronged streets of Con

necticut suburbJa, retooling e.x-port plants and West Coast port cines 

flush \Vlth the profits of unloading and transshIpping Japanese cars 

and Korean color te-leVlslOns. Few observers doubted the nch were 

gettmg neher, while the poor were fulfilling theIr half of the cliche. '" 

Phillips believed that the stage was set for a populist revolt following 

the script of the 1 890s and 1 930s. Voters were outraged by what mar· 

kets had done to theIr world dunng the eighties; WIth the proper lead· 

ershlP they would soon move to adjust the Imbalance. 
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And mdeed, the nmetles saw a spectacular reVIval of the language 

�f-�----- - ' - of SOCIal class. No) there were no mass movements along the lines of i the Farmers Alliance or the CIO; no, the nch never got soaked; and 

. _  i no, the saggmg voter turnouts of the eighties never reVIved. But to scan 

1 the surfaces of what Americans said, watched, and read In the nmetles I 
i one rrught easily believe that the people were on the march once agam, j , 

that the authorities were bemg challenged, that the unfair distmctlons 
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of class and experbse and even of taste were being discredited like 

never before, Snobbery, arrogance, and pedantry-\Vldely understood 

10 the nlnetles as the telltale SinS of elitism-rapIdly ascended the reg

Ister of moral VIces, outrankIng such peccadilloes of the past as enyy 

and avarice. Hierarchy became a unIversal enemy. a smful pnnciple 

that had to be rooted out and destroyed wherever It worked ItS evil 

logIC, Time magazIne contributor William Henry has wntten that he 

became aware of thIS new moral dimate sometime in 1 992, when "it 

dawned on me that the term 'elibst' has come to rIval if not outstnp 

'racIst' as the foremost catchaU pejorative of OUf times.";1 

For Henry, as for so many others of hIS profeSSIon, the new populism 

regIstered merely as a call to arms for the cuiture wars, where he pro

ceeded to add hIS crank}' smpmg to the already massIve barrage of de

nuncIation Iaimng down on "polibcal correctness," Henry believed that 

the demomzing of "elitism" he was nobcIng everywhere constituted a 

genuIne threat to everythIng from capItalist meritocracy to the clasSICS of 

Western CIvilizatIOn, Had he looked a little closer, he mIght have nobced 

that the cultural populism that so warned hIm was in fact a product of 

the elites themselves, In polibcs a new breed of hacks had learned to WIn 
elections by couclung theIr mountebankery 10 populist terms, George 

Bush scarfed pork rinds and, as adVIsed by Lee Atwater, posed memo

rably with an electnc gullar, Bill Clinton wolfed more credible Junk 

foods, gave us a "cabInet that looked like Amenca," launched one "na

tIonal dialogue" after another, and, as ad\osed by Dick Moms, gloned In 

the favonte pseudo-mteractive format of the day, the "town meetIng," 

Both presidents worked to contInue the deregulatory thrust of the Rea

gan admlmstration and to roll back the legacies of the tlurtIes and slXbes, 

, 
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WIth Clinton achIeVIng the milestone repeals of the Glass-Steagall Act 

___ _ __ �_and the AFDC_program and gIving the __ busmess _ commuruty_ltS Jong

sought "free-trade" deals Wlth MexICO and Chma_ And if two procor

porate populists weren't enough, nineties voters could also choose Ross 

Perot, a billionrure "outsIder" who bounced onto the national stage com

plete "oth a grassroots movement he had built m Ins garage_ 

DespIte Clinton's early posturmg as a mend of labor, most of the new 

breed of populists were distrnctly nght \\Ong_ The elections of 1994 trans

fonned Newt Gingnch, easilv the decade's most emblematic populist fig

ure, from a typICal complamer about Washmgton mto a nationally 

celebrated prophet of a truly strange sort of capItalist egalitanamsm_ And 

however little It did by way of legrslation, the Republican Congress that 

Gingnch led was remarkable for Its ferocIOusly populist understanding of 

the GOP rmSSIOn, powered by a gang of supposedly uncorruptible "fresh

men" who were detennmed to do nothmg less than "shut It down" if t1,ey 

didn't get theIr way. Nor did Gingnch's fall after three years as speaker of 

the house SIgnal the decline of the new populist style: On the contrary, It 

left the nation m the hands of less VISIOnary but even more pugnacIous 

elite-barters like Tom DeLay and DickAnney- Meanwhile, the state gov

ernments to whom the Republican Congress so wished to devolve pmver 

were being led by a new crop of populist governors like Wisconsm's 

TommyThompson, an aggressIve champIOn of the right of corporations to 

relocate (to hIS state, of course) who fancIed hImself both the herr of the 

La Follette tradition and such an unsurpassed frIend of the common man 

that he titled Ins 1996 memorrs Power to tile People_ 

Backing It all up was the much-discussed AM radio upnsmg of the 

early nineties, winch looked enough like a non-staged popular movement 

to make It all seem plausible_ On the commercIally undeSIrable AM fre

quencles, average people in vast numbers were tuning in to hear angry 

commentators flay the liberal elite-and what's more, these listeners 

were themselves particIpating m the flaying, phomng m to vOIce their 

own anger with the bureaucrat Imow-it-alls, the ta'X-and-spenders, the 

politically correct, the MalXlst professors, the benefiCIarIes of affirmative 

action, and the welfare queens_ Rush LImbaugh, a radio populist so ef-
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fecove that the' revoluoonary Congress of 1994 made him an honorary 

member, may have spent much of IllS alrume detailing Clinton's many 

scandals, but as he explamed it hIs true mISSIOn was war agamst "eliosm" 

generally-agamst wrongful authonty, false expertise, and class arro

gance. "Liberals fear me," he once wrote, because "I represent mIddle 

Amenca's growing rejection of the elites." LImbaugh could be very spe

cific about who made hIm mad. In addioon to the liberal media con

spIrators who so haunted the imagmation of ninetIes populism, 

LImbaugh extended hIS list of "so-called 'professIOnals' and 'experts' '' to 

mclude "the medical elites, the socIOlogy elites, the educaoon elites, the 

legal elites, the sCIence elites . . .  and the Ideas tlllS bunch promotes 

through the media." In contrast to the "arrogance" of these elites, Llm

, baugh offered hIS own humility before public tastes. While their social 

programs revealed a contemptuous deSlIe to use "all Amencans as their 

gumea pIgs," and while the)' wanted only to "grab even more power and 

control over the lives of indh'lduals," Rush wanted merely to "let the mar

ketplace rule," to let each of us "tlunk for yourselves," His success, as he 

repeatedly rermnded listeners, was due to the fact that he respected us 

and that we responded by tunmg m.;' 

Not that the directors of the liberal cultural establishment were 

ready to confess to any charges of "elitism," of course. On the contrary: 

The makers of our offiCIal public culture were Just as enamored of the 

Peopleis majesty as were the congressIOnaJ fire·eaters so detennjned to 

defund them. Take, for example, the "Favonte Poem ProJect," an all too 

typIcal artifact of the Age of Clinton. Directed by poet laureate Robert 

Pinsky and funded by foundatIOns great and small, It was an effort to 

record one thousand Amencans of all ages, regIOns, ethmcltles, and 

"profeSSIOns" (what you and I mIght call "classes" ) as they read theIr 

favonte poems. Clearly inspIred by the documentary Impulse of the 

thirties, the project's planners descnbed it as a way to take a once-high

brow fonn back to the People, to free poetry from the tyranmcal au

thonty of "academic heaviness," to put the common man In charge, to 

honor the tastes of the average Amencan, "to listen," as Pinsky hImself 

put It. If to the Amencan audience. _ 
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It IS difficult to look back over the populist fireworks of the 19905 

------·"oth ·any emotlOn ·more-chantable -than exhau stlOn.-While-the-culture-- -- --- � 
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and empowerment and back-talking they so proudly hailed was going 
through the least populist economic developments smce the 1 920s. 

Salutes to the wisdom and hlStoncal agency of the People may have be-

come a mandatory element of everytlung from art cntiClSm to AM ra-

dio conspITacy theonzmg, but all through the mneties the pub};c Itself 

seemed to shnnk ever further from any actual embrace of democrauc 

power. And while contemporary populism arose after a penod of 

wealth-concentration and corporate evildoing similar to the one that Ig-
mted the anginal Popu};st revolt, the populism of our time served not 

to overturn but to acclimate. It may have made tasteful use of thlfues 

stylings-the people on the march, the gorgeous mosaIc of different-

ness, the great virtue of the common folk-but It had nothmg but as-

sent for the repeal and rollback of the socIal and economIc order the 

thIrtIes' soclal movements gave blrth to. It was a populism of acquies-
cence m wruch endless salutes to the people's power covered the peo-
ple's growmg powerlessness; m whIch constant talk of popular wisdom 
served mamly to justify the ever-"oderung gap between rich and poor. 

It was a thmies \vithout the New Deal; all Capra, no GIO. 

Sources of the New Faith 

I n IllS 1995 book, The Populist PerSlIillfOJI, Karin traces the language of 

populism to Its earliest roots and concludes by remarking on the SI

multaneous pervasiveness of populism in the 1990s and the disap

pearance of Its traditional concerns from national poliucs and media. 

Nineties Journalists, for e.xample, had no trouble making the usual gen
uflections before middle Amenca and ItS supposed ,ortues, but they 

had ceased to understand "the ethIcal link between labor . . .  and the 

creatIOn of wealth that had been at the core of populist language" smce 
the begmmng. And although Bill Clinton, impressed by a mass of fo

cus group data, adopted a populist style for the 1 992 elecuon, KazIn 
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•. i argue s that the 10gl c be hmd hls shift was descended more from the 
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ThIS was a popuJism that saw no need for organized movements 
from below to support and extend Its achievements. Like the copy

WrIters for Hewlett-Packard and Banana Republic1 DemocratIc cam

paigners were trymg to pItch populism to a certain segment of the 

national market. But, In politics as In any saJes effort. the consume rs 

could always select a competIng product or simply decline to buy 

any goods at aiL" 

Kazmls analogy was a te lling one . For those In the mne tIe s ,",vho took 

,populism senously enough actually to bother the ommg l t  (as opposed 

SImply to firing off scattershot charges of "elitism"), It was becomIng a 

doctrine much better sUJted to the nee ds of commerce-and only 

dimly related to the language of class revolt of the J 890s and J 930s, 

Je ffrey Bell, a former aide to Ronald Reagan and Jack Kemp, pub· 

lished Pop"lism alld ElitIsm, hIS contribution to the literature , m J 992. 

ThIS stalwart of the backlash argue d that real populism was some thmg 

quite different than what everyone had always thought lt to be : In fact 

l t  had nothmg to do wlth questions of relative wealth and even less 

with the policy proposals of the actual Populists of the J 890s. The 

te rm "populism," Bell wrote , was actually a moral abstractlOn, It  re 

fe rred to a particularly optimlStiC attitude concernmg "people's ability 

to make decisions about theIr lives," as he put it. "Elitism," meanwhile , 

was a term corre ctly applied to those who believe in "the decision-mak-

109 ability of one or more elites, acting on behalf of other pe ople." Hav

Ing spelled thIS out on the first page of the book, Bell proceede d  to fee d  

In the raw data of re cent American politles and Spit out some mterest

ing results: Ronald Reagan, whose deregulatory and ta,-re ducmg fer

vor could be portrayed as faIth m the public's ability to manage theIr 

own money, came out a populist; while Michael Dukakis, along Wlth 

anyone eise who believed In regulatIon, \-vas an elitIst. Bell's book was 

tire some and confusmg but hIS clever mverSl On deVl ce-capable of 
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ttansforrmng the traditIonal mstruments of left populism mto the rank-

. ___ esuorm.oLclitlsm-would.prove extremelv_usefuLto.those.determmed .. _ 
to extend the deregulatory and low-wage agenda. Take the problem of 

growing corporate power and ever-more-concentrated wealth: Any ef

fort to reverse these phenomena, what Bell called "managmg toward 

equality," would of necessIty reqUIre "some kind of elite to do the man

agmg," and was therefore not populist but elitist! Real populists were 

by defimtlon not concerned about the gulf between nch and poor, 

smce they knew that equality always exists already, "that it IS mnate m 

human beings."" Thus the true solutlon to the problem of elitism, re

defined as the moral offense gIVen by experts, snobs, knOW-It-allS, and 

the politically correct, was ever more deregulatIon and tax cuttIng. As 

the upper-case "p" Populists of the I 890s, who called for government 

ownershIp of the railroads as well as the establishment of the Income 

tax, posed an msuperable obstacle for Bell's theory, he mentioned them 

as mfrequently as he could, and always In a frurly roundabout fashlOn. 

He Ignored the labor movement almost entirely. 

Bell's book was not ongtnal In any partIcular way," and yet It pos

sessed an undemable power. By throwmg together all these prejudices 

In one place Bell managed to formulate what would become one of the 

most powerful Ideas of the decade m a fairly SUCCinct fashlOn. In a 

chapter outlimng "economic populism" (you know, "optImIsm about 

people's ability to make economIC deCISIOns") he proposed that what It 

meant to believe In the people was to believe In Adam Smith's free 

market. In fact, the people and the market were connected so closely 

that Bell was able to scan political figures of the last two centUrIes and 

mmbly pIck out "populists" from "elitIsts" based on whether or not they 

supported free trade, mimmal taxes, lrussez-farre government, absolute 

property rIghts, and the gold standard. (For those who are confused, all 

of these are saId to be markers of "populist" sentIment, thereby mak

Ing the 1890s Populists themselves "elitists" on all counts.) 

BeWs formulation was not an entIrely novel one: As we have seen, 

elements of what would become market populism had already emerged 

In corporate public relatlOns and In the persecution fantaSIes of 

I 
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thinkers like Gilder and Hayek. But Bell's book, published m a climate 

___ ..... of hostility toward "elites" so ferocIOus and abstract that It remmded 

one of attItudes toward Communists in the 1950s, was the first to 

bring all these elements together. 

The language of market populism became particularly noticeable 

after the landmark Republican electoral tnumph of 1 994. A collectIOn 

of conservative essays, published m the flush of victory under the 

Jauntv title Backward and Upward, took great pains to distance the 

new breed of conservatives from the thmgs with whIch the nght had 

long been associated-order, deference, the past, "family values"

and to proclaim instead the new gospel: That democracy was closely 

related to the holy acts of bUyIng and selling, and that those who try 

to control the market are therefore setting themselves agamst nothing 

less than the almIghty will of the people themselves. Robert L. Bart

ley, editor of the \'\q,ll Street j01<nzal, had news for those conservatives 

still stuck on the Idea of the nation. "The world is ruled not by politi

cIans but by markets," he wrote. "National governments will evolve to

ward something like state governments today: Each \vill have its own 

mdusrnal development program to show why it has the best business 

and mvestment climate." Those who tru1y believe In democracy must 

learn never to "fight the marketplace, but listen to what It IS telling 

us," must abandon their fanciful ties to the past and throw themselves 

headlong into the whirling currents of market whIm. As for those who 

do "try to fight the marketplace," Bartley's coauthors had a ready re

sponse: They were not only wrong but elitist, arrogant, in the grip of 

wild delusions of grandeur. In one essay these meddlers with the 

market, this new "liberal elite," were Said to believe "that they are 

philosopher-kmgs . . that the people SImply cannot be trusted; that 

they are mcapable of Just and faIr self-government; that left to theIr 

own devices, therr socIety will be raCIst, seXIst, homophobIc, and m

eqUItable-and the liberal elite know how to fix things." Believmg that 

thmgs can be fixed IS, m some way, an offense to popular sovereIgnty. 

And m a contribution that shows why he became the Beltway super

star of the nmetles, Fred Barnes found an allegory for this new line of 
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populist reasonIng In the glonous churn of the traffic Jam. Barnes told 

------readers-rhat-he·-liked · to ··dnve;-speculated·-about-how-offensIve-thlS . . . 

must be to the politIcally correct, who wanted to force everyone to 

stop dnVlng, but he liked to do it anyway-and so did everyone else, 
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for that matter-and so there! In the IsolatIOn of his car, Barnes heard 

echoes of the vox populi: Dnving was a matter of indiVIdual "freedom, 

convenIence, and flexibility." Mass tranSIt, though, was an elitIsts' 

dream: The planners knew where it was best for you to go, and some 

""'''Pert'' somewhere was always directIng the traffic. For Barnes Ifs 

the people's way all the way, "even if that means inching to work on 

congested hIghways."" 

Even more revealing of the market populist consensus was the cun� 

ous mid-decade mama among conservanves for describmg the opera

nons of government In the supposedly more democranc language of 

busmess. Journalist John Fund wrote In the Immediate aftermath of the 

1 994 electIons that if government "were a consumer product on a store 

shelf, it would be removed for being defecnve and sued for false adver

tIsmg." Give the people of Amenca real democracy-the democracy of 

the competitive marketplace: "They want to be treated as customers, 

not constItuents." Among campmgrung politiCIans the language of mar

ketplace democracy was no less incendiary. The Republicans' "Contract 

with Amenca" announced that the public could now decline to reelect 

offiCIals Just as they mIght fire a disobedient employee (a power they 

seemed to thInk was denied to us before). Ross Perot suggested that we 

could solve our problems if only we could learn to thmk about govern

ment like a business. So great a fuss did he make over a document en

titied ''The Annual Report of the Umted States" (its genIUS InSIght: 

discuss the relationshIp of government and public as though it were a 

busmess and its shareholders!) that he launched its author, Meredith 

Bagby, on to a career as a CNN finanCIal correspondent and all-around 

chronicler of her generation;s contributlons to the corporate world,;g 

For T",xas congressman Ron Paul (a former Libertanan elected as a 

Republican), the market populist equation was so self-eVIdent that he 

asked Congress to repeal antItrust law on the Simple grounds that "big-
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'I ness in a free market IS only achieved by the vote of consumers," Cor-

�'-_ , _ ,  _ porations are the product of a democratic process far more sensItive and 
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sophisticated than elecnons; by defininon corporate behaVIOr reflects 

popular consent. Compared to the maiket, in fact, government Just plam 

sucks, The marketplace, at least, )'Ields up "profits for stockholders" and 

happiness for consumers while the actual instItutIons of democracy

the various branches of government-are staffed with what Paul called 

"little men filled wi th envy , , , capable of producing nothmg."" 

In Britam, a country whose politiCIans have embraced the logIC of 

the focus group and the religIOn of the Market with an affection that 

could be off-puttlng even to the most enthusIastic Amencans, New 

Labour politiCIans made even more brazen statements about the 

democracy of the marketplace. Stanley Greenberg, a pollster for both 

Bill Clinton and Tony Blair (the latter perhaps being the only man m 

the English-speaking world to regard the former as a figure of great hIS

torical SIgnificance), was quoted by Observer columnist Nick Cohen in 

1999 describing polling, focus-groupmg, and the other arts of market

ing as "part of the democratizatIOn of modern electIOns." Peter Man-

delson, New Labour's frlghtenmg spmmelster, declared that these 

same tools were bringrng "the era of pure representative democracy , ' 

to an end. "" Blair and co. may be aping the soft populism of Clinton 

when they speak of their "ThIrd Way," theIr "People's Budget," and 

theIr "People's Pnncess." But when they are called to task by journal

ists like Cohen over the collectIon of privatIzation, deregulation, and 

sweetheart deals that make up theIr IndustrIal policy, they fall back me

chamcally on the CrIticism-as-elitIsm patter that they can only have 

learned from the Amencan nght. As Cohen contInues, "When you at-

tack them, you are accused by the elite movers and Third Way shakers 

of being a 'liberal elitIst' even though you have no chance of getting 

near power because you suffer from the crushing disability of not be-

109 a big businessman. We thus have an elite that embraces populism 

and forces the most degraded aspects of equally elibst corporatIOns' 

populist diet and Journalism on everyone's children but theIr own

while branding lts pnnclpled cntics as modern anstocrats."01 
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The figure who propelled market populism to center stage was Newt 

_ _ _  . . . .. . .. .. _Gingnch, .ll1 whose person was combmed a Jacobm fervor for ."revolu-

bon" and a faIth In the goodness of busmess so guileless that he would 

fantaSIze about achieVIng a "consumer-directed government" and once 

recommended that policy-makers settle the bIg quesbons by sImply ask

ing "our major multmatlonal corporations" what they would have us 

do." Gingnch's rise to prommence after the ] 994 electIOns took the 

world by surpnse: Suddenly one of the most powerful countly's most 

powerful figures was thIS true believer m management theory, In the 

bIzarre futunsm of AlVIn Toffler, m the Internet, and in the loommg ob

solescence of all preVlous history At first the world gasped, then it 

mocked, and WItlun a few years Gingnch had fallen prey to the very 

"old" politics he had always derided. However pathebc he would one 

day seem, though, Gingnch undemably changed our culture, opened 

the floodgates of respectability to a new style and even a new speCIes of 

market meSSIamsm. A man who senously believed that unfettered [Tee 

enterprise would save the world, Gingrich insIsted on recasting the con

frontabon of the masses and the classes m terms of theIr relabve atb

tudes toward business. In To Renew AmencQ, hIS 1995 statement of 

principles, he posited a "democratic entrepreneurism" in which Amenw 

cans from any SOCIal class could "invent theIr own future"-a spint that 

he claimed was lacking in Europe, where "inventlons often remruned 

the proVlnce of the wealthy and the anstocratic." What's holding the 

people back IS the "credenbaling of the profeSSIOns" and the cynIcal 

bad-mouthing of bus mess men by the "elite." So deeply did Gingnch be

lieve In thIS weIrd class conflict-m which Business Tvlan squared off 

agaInst the experts, profeSSIOnals, bureaucrats, and politiCIans-that he 

actually declared the "so-called busmess cvcle" Itself to be a mere fab

ncatIon of expertise-mongering Federal Resen1e economists.&3 

But according to market populism the politIcal IS a realm of hope

less and unaVOIdable corruptIOn. The corporate world is where the peo

ple's work is done, where the real power reSIdes, and so it seems only 

natural that the new Idea's greatest theonsts arose from busmess rather 

than polibcs. 
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A Great Time 
. ,  .. . .. . ... , .  "' :  

or What 

Mm·het Populism ExplaillS Itself 

That elite 15 most successful which can c1mm the heartIest 

allegiance of the fickle crowd; can present Itself as most "in 

touch" wHh popu'lar concerns; can antlClpare the tides and 

pulses of Opinion; can, in short, be the least apparentl�' 

"elitIst." :-ClmstopiJer Hitchens, J 999' 

Do nch people deserve more space than the rest of us? \Vas 

technology meam to Improve thelT lives alone? Do the stars 

shine for their eyes only? Introducmg the SpecIal Edition of 
Century 2000. Ie's the first limIted editIOn that isn't limited to 

the nch . . . .  A lUXUry car for-everyone. 

-Advertisellleut Jar the BUIck CeulTll): 1999 

Great Books 

There was a time and not all that long ago, eIther-when the sugges

non that bUSIness was merely a more perfect verSIOn of democracy 

would have been greeted with a natIonal horselaugh. Far from hailing 

Business Man as a revolutionary geruus and a leveler of the soclal 

classes, Amencans in the DepreSSIOn years tended to regard prominent 

CEOs as Irresponsible puffers of an unsustaInable bubble. The most 

despIsed professIOn of all in the thirties was investment banking. And 

among the many Individual banks that vied In those years for the grand 

utle of most hated was the NatIonal City Bank of New York. In the 
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twennes Nanonal City had been the largest commercial bank m the 

------country,�and-Its-presldent;-Charles Mitchell,-had been one-of�the-most - - - - - - - 
celehrated personalines of the bull market. Whiie run-of-the-mill hank 

• 

· · 

� 
:,-

, 

officers liked to fancy themselves gentlemen of probIty and responsible 

conservansm, Mitchell was an unreconstructed salesman, a flashy, ag-

greSSIve promoter of bonds, stocks, and faith m what was then called 

"the New Era" of finance_ Employmg an army of salesmen who pushed 

secunnes on the general public, Mitchell transformed NatIOnal City 

mto what Wall Street histonan Charles Gelsst calls a "finanCIal depart-

ment store." Today Mitchell would probably be hailed as an "evangelist" 

or as an "empowerer" of the common man; he liked to style hImself a 

"manufacturer," dreammg up new eqUItieS and persuading governments 

m South Amenca and Eastern Europe to issue bonds that Nanonal 

City's sales force could then palm off on a mIddle Amenca grown rav-

enous for speculanon. No one hyped that grandest of bull markets 

more enthUSIastically: From 1115 pOSltlOn atop the nation's greatest bank, 

he announced that stocks were "as safe as bonds" (one of many 

Mitchellisms that would be repeated in the nmenes); only weeks before 

the crash he main tamed that "market values have a sound hasis in the 

general prosperity." And when the Federal Reserve tned to curb margm 

buymg and deflate the bubble m early J 929, Mitchell smgle-handedly 

thwarted theIr plans, sending the market spilang up agam-to great 

popular acdrum. To Bruce Barton, the t\ventles adman who famously 

described Jesus as an unusually effectIve businessman, Mitchell's tech

niques were nothing less than "revolutIOnary."? 

But as the market crashed and Mitchell's PeruvIan bonds drifted in

evnably toward worthlessness, a different sort of populism took hold of 

the Amencan mmd, and Mitchell became a public villain almost 

overmght. At the Pecora hearmgs, a senate inqUIry held 10 the early 

thirtles that mvestlgated the causes of the bull market and the crash, 

It was revealed that Mitchell had been doing extenslVe trading In hIS 

own bank's stock. Humiliated and under fire from newspapers as well 

as from Franklin Roosevelt lumself, Mitchell finally reSIgned from Na

nonal City in J 933. The Glass-Steagall Act, which would regulate 



I 
• 

! 
! 

I I 
• i 

,\ G R E A T T l 1\1 E 0 R W H A T  ;3 

banks and mfunate bankers until the great bull market of our own 

. . ume, was passed a few months later m response to NatIOnal City's es

capades during the Gvenues.' 

It was not until fifty years later, with the chansmauc Walter WriS

ton occup)'lng Mitchell's old position atop the naUon's largest bank (re

named Citibank m the seventIes), that the banking mdusuy would be 

ready to fight the cultural battle again, to pIck up where Mitchell had 

left off and drum the ideological high ground of populism. Mitchell 

hImself was discreetly omitted from the emerging narraUve, of course, 

but othefWlse It was as if a page had been lifted from the annals of jazz 

age finance. The hero thIs arne was WrIston, and the Journalist was 

Joseph Nocera, author of the 1994 book A Piece of the ActlOIl, but the 

c plot was the same; Wriston was a great benefactor of the common peo-

ple, leading them m theIr long struggle for financial liberation because 

he (a) rebelled agamst the "gentlemanly culture" of banking; (b) made 

lots of loans to Third World governments; and (c) oriented Citibank to

wards sales, filling It "oth "marketing" people who "understood that 

bank accounts could be thought of as 'product lines' and peddled uke 

breakfast cereal." Nocera also pomts out, WIth admiration, that Wns

ton was unusually peeved by the provislOns of the Glass-Steagall Act, 

that he took up the banking mdustry's war on that law Wlth special rel

Ish. Other journalists might have hailed Wriston as a banker among 

bankers, shouldermg the political burdens of his indusuy wIth excep

tional skill; or they might have reasoned that Wriston almost had to 

take up antigovemment pouucs with Vigor, as it was his bank that had 

been most responsible for the disasters that precipitated Glass-Stea

galL But for Nocera the war on banking regulauon was something con

siderably mote noble. By blasting Glass-Steagall, Wnston became a 

hero of what Nocera calls the "money revolution," a powerful ally of 

the "middle class" in its glonous pursuit of an ever-greater percentage ' 

If anything, Wnston himself probably regarded Nocera's cheenng as 

a little lukewann. According to hIS own thoughts on the subject, which 

he published In 1992, the bankers' eternal war Wlth government and 

regulation IS nothing less than the cause of human freedom itself. 

• 
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Vv'nston's book, The TUlilight of Soverelgnt)� deserves recognitIon as one j ____ oLtheJandmarue.xts.oLthenmeties, not merely.becauseliterate.books._ .. _ __+ 
by bankers are such a ranty, but because It helped launch so many of I 
the market-populist Ideas that would be orthodoxy by century's end. To I 
read TIle Twilight of Sovereignty for the first time eight years after Its 

ongmal publication, one feels a creepy sort of IdeologIcal deja vu: 
There seems to be a cliche or tIred tale on Just about every page. ThIS 

IS not because \lVriston was unorigmal but because so many of the 

pomts he made m the book-hIs phrases, lus anecdotes, hIS goofy hls-

toncal "proofs"-were rehashed and recycled and recIted so many 

times during the decade. TIle Twilight of Soveretgnty IS the sacred text 

that launched a thousand slubboleths. It is mentioned or ItS author 

name-checked wherever "New Economy" reaClJng lists are assembled; 

and It IS thanks to Wnston that Amencans of the late nmeties didn\ 

simply laugh when they were told that the Internet negates SocIal Se-

CurIty, hIgh taxes for the nch, or antItrust enforcement. 

TIte Twilight of Sovereignty IS also noteworthy as one of the texts, along 

'mth George Gilders Microcosm (to willch we shall come presently), that 

led the nght out of the dead end of bacldash. True, Wnston did run over 

many of the usual nght-wIng' obseSSIOns-taking pams to smear the SLX

tles antiwar movement, to accuse the media of left-wmg bias, and to 

equate government regulation in Amenca and Britam WIth commu

rusm-but he had a much grander rhetoncal maneuver m mmd than 

simply squalling about the great books or political correctness. The bal

ance of power m the eternal conflict between mdustry and meddling 

feds had been Irreversibly altered, Wnston argued: Technology itself had 

wandered in and "changed everythmg," had launched an "information 

revolution" as all-transforming as the Industnal RevolutIon had been, 

and had in the process made all efforts to regulate mdustry as outmoded 

as the sundial. Markets would be the real ruler m the runeties, forcmg 

upon every government everywhere the same lrussez-falre policles for 

wluch the Republican Party, USA, had fought for so many years. "CapI

tal will go where It IS wanted and stay where It IS well treated," Wnston 

announced. "It will flee from manIpulation or onerous reguiation of its 
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value or use, and no"government power can res tram It for 1ong."I>·The blg

government jig that, cOincIdentally. Citihank had done so much to begm 

in the first place, was up at last. 

The global tnumph of markers, m Wnston's telling, was not SImply 

a VlctOIY for Citibank or for Wriston's crorues slttmg up In business 

class and hassling the flight attendants: I t  was in fact the final triumph 

of democracy Itself. "Markets are votmg machmes; they function by 

taking referenda," Wnston wrote. Markets are "global plebisCItes" that 

pass democratlc Judgment day and mght, that "conduct a runnmg tally 

on what the world thinks of a government's diplomatic, fiscal, and 

monetary policIes." Markets are glVlng the "Power to the People," a slo

gan that Wnston proudly rescues from Its mIsuse bv the hated pro

testers of the SIXtIes ' 

In parucular, "infonnauon" IS saId to militate by Its very nature 

agamst dictatorshIp of any kind. In an IdeologIcal homily that would 

become so orthodox by the end of the decade that it would color much 

of the foreIgn affaJrs reportlng to appear m the US, Wnston recites 

how the VCR brought down Marcos, how the cassette tape brought 

down the Shah, and how TV destroyed Communism. So wondrous are 

these devices' democratJc properties) in fact, that when people watch 

TV they are actually "voung" for the latssez-faJre way, "for Madonna 

and Benetton, Pepsi and Prmce-but also for democracy, free """pres

SIOn, free markets, and free movement of people and money." Culture 

wamors nught huff about Madonna's bad values, but Wnston saw the 

light: To watch the "matenal gIrl" prance was to do nothmg less than 

endorse the steel Industry's efforts (much lauded In the hook) to es

cape reguiation and unioruzation, to authorize Wnston;s own legendary 

attacks on Glass-Steagall. In fact, so compelling was the freedom the 

market offered that Wnston could confidently predict a day when the 

bankers' war became People's War, when even the proletanat would 

"fight to reduce government power over the corporatIOns for WhlCh 

they work, organizations far more democratIc, colleglal, and tolerant 

than distant state bureaucracies,"8 

In other passages thIS far-off corporate utopia is already a done deal. 

: 

1 
• 

! 
! 
I j 
, 

j 

I 

I 
1 
� I 
, I 
t 



56 O N E  r.I A R K E T U N D E R  G O D  

Wherever markets go they undermme the elinsm and arrogance of the 

� ____ rrughty-EorWJistOlLthisJTIoralJable�sJ:ru,,-aLsuclLa1undamentalJej1e1_ 

: " 

that, he notes with glee, "government economists" who "used to be 

pretty sure what made economies work" can no longer even measure 

what IS gomg on m the world. Depnved of the swagger of certamty that 

they developed ill the 1 930s (at the expense of Citibank), the experts 

do not understand the mformatlOn age and can no longer plan or reg

ulate: ''You cannot fine-tune what you cannot measure." In the mfor

manon revolunon the hubris of regulation must end: Governments 

must learn humility before the eternal prmclples of the market, must 

learn "modesty." must "lmow that they do not knoW."9 

These were the Ideas that, echoed and amplified by a million rnag-

87me articles and a strmg of influential books, would mflate the great 

economIc bubble of the late nineties. Although Wnston does not use 

the term "New Economy," all the telltale faiths are here: The invoca

tion of technological and economIc "change" so maSSIve, so earth-shak

mg, and so all-ennching that there IS no way to understand it rationally; 

an awestruck reverence for "the market" and its meVItable triumph; a 

matching contempt for "government" and Its futile efforts to resIst; 

and, most llllportantly of all, an ecstatic confusion of markets wIth 

democracy, markets with people, markets WIth empowerment, and 

markets WIth the globe itself. Each of these Ideas had been floating 

around on the fringes of corporate and nght-wing thought for years (as 

Wristonis endnotes make clear); now they were coming together into a 

market populist Juggernaut that, before the decade was up, would 

sweep all before it. It IS somehow fitting that so much of the hot air 
that would buoy the mneties was puffed by a successor of Charles 

Mitchell, the greatest of the bulls of the twenties; it IS even more ap

propnate that cyber-ecstaticisrn, the signature literary tradition of the 

decade, would arIse from the politIcal struggles of the commercIal 

banking industry. 

Between the books by Wnston and Jeffrey Bell, both published m 

1 992, most of the Ideas and symbols that would make up market pop

ulism were out ill the open. Both of these writers, along wIth Gingrich, 
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LImbaugh, and the cast of management thmkers and Investment ad

�j-____ Vlsers whose stories make up thIS book, had subjective Interests In ar

gUIng that market forces, if left scrupulously untouched by regulators 

and unions, would automallcally act out the people's will. The new 

consensus seems to have fonawed the same trajectory across the 

board: Market populism began m nearly all of Its vane tIes as an Ideol-

ogy of business, as a PR scheme for thIS industry or that, as a SImple 

management tactlC, as a dream of the media conglomerates, as an of

fiCIal slogan of the New York Stock Exchange. What makes It worth 

stud)'lng, though, IS Its recent tnumph m the larger world of American 

culture, the process by whIch even non-bankers, non-CEOs, and non

Republicans learned to accept the logic of the market as a funclIonal 

.equIValent of democracy. 

The most powerful symbolic weapon In the arsenal of maiket pop

ulism was the astorushmg new mformauon technology of the decade, to 

whIch all manner of cosrruc SIgnificance could be attributed and from 

whIch no end of lessons could be drawn. KeVIn Kelly, a fonner editor of 

the countercultural standby Whole Earth Revletv, became m the ninenes 

one of the most eager finders of such significance, both in Wired, the 

magazine where he merged countercultural tastes WIth the hardest of 

free market faiths, and in Ollt of COlltrol, hIS sweepmg 1994 examina

non of the disnnction between living tlungs and the ever-cooler products 

of vanous hIgh-tech researchers. As one might ""'Pect, Kelly's goal was to 

break that distinction down, to show how man-made objects were be-
.-. 

coming ever more iike blOlogtcal t1ungs. Along the way, of course, he had 

to settle on a definition of bIOlogical things that would permit such a con

elusion, and what he came up with was netlVorks. In nature, as ill the 

coming robotic world, everythIng IS connected to everything else; knowl· 

edge and power are distributed; relabonships are so complex that Indi· 

Vlduals can't possibly fathom the whole. 

The obvious mspiration for Kelly's definition was the Internet, and 

Ollt of COlltrol anlJclpated the gathering Internet marna with uncanny 

prescIence. But Kelly's "neo-biologlcal" metaphor had even more far· 

reachmg ramifications when applied to the realm of economIcs. Here 



58 O N E  M A R K E T  U N D E R  G O O  

the analogue for the network bemg was the market as theonzed by 

____ Haye'k,-and..;n_one-memorable_passage-Kelly-equ ated -,,-scien tists ,theo 

ones for robot desIgn, the behaVIOr of "complex orgarusms of any kind," 

and the free market, all of them as one m utilizmg the tImeless, anti

hIerarchical pnnclples of distributed Intelligence, And if the logIC of 

markets was equivalent to the humble yet transcendent 10gJc of nature, 

the great offender against nghteousness was that same meddling, tax

mg, regulating big government that had annoyed great bankers and 

small-town merchants since time Immemonal, Kelly duly offered up all 

sorts of schemes for obsoleting government functions, and excitedly re

ported on a conference of hackers and libertatians m which "encryp

tion" technology was settled upon as the silver bullet for destroying 

government power m Just about every way. 10 

11us IS not to say that Kelly, the confirmed counterculturalist, was 

acting as a shill for the great bankers and small-town merchants whose 

IdeologJcal posItion he seemed to have adopted, Heaven forbId! In faCt, 

and along with many other market populists of the decade, he vigor

ously shook his fist at the hierarchlcal corporate powers of the world 

and declared that the networking logic of nature (and of the market) 

would "rruly revolutionize almost every bUSIness." What Kelly meant by 

"revolution/' though, was not common ownershIp or even a more de

mocratic distribution of wealth, but an mcreasing reliance on "out

sourCIng" by comparues that had figured out they no longer required a 

maSSive, vertically integrated operation. Why anyone other than share

holders should celebrate thIS development-"outsourcIng" as a thInly 

veiled strategy for union bustIng was In fact one of the few labor con

troversies of the decade to make newspaper front pages, especially dur

ing a short but painful strike at General Motors In I 998-is not 

discussed: Kelly seems to find the simple fact of decentralized pro

ductIon mInd-bogglingly cool, tantalizing readers with the tale of one 

company bUYIng its parts from another company, and then hinng some

one else to do its advertiSIng. Similarly, Kelly predicted that mOVIng 

from hard currency to electronic money would somehow 'break the 

monopoly of finanCIal BrahmInS," a fantasy that would recur through-

. .  , - -
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out the nmeties, but never WIth much of an explanation. (Were we all 

Just supposed to get free money? Had these "financIal Brahmms" been 

hoarding greenbacks m their vaults?) But who needed an explanation? 

Once the diVIne logrc of the network had been fully embraced by the 

corporate world, hierarchies would Just have to tumble; people would 

have to be empowered. Kelly offered the parable of Benetton, where, 

through the lOtercesslOn of an accelerated productIon system, "the 

cash regrsters, not fashIOn mavens, choose the hues of the season." We 

would get to choose the colors, and the compames themselves, duly 

chopped down and speeded up, would become Jivmg thmgs, in the 

manner of another enlightened clothes manufacturer that Kelly re

ferred to as an "economic superorganism."11 

, We can also observe a contradictIon run rung throughout Kelly's ec

statIc evocation of the networked world. Kelly affirmed the goodness and 

smartness and empowerment of the regular people, arguing along with 

Just about every other market populist that computers and the Internet 

would soon transfer power in great tranches on down to the common 

man. On the other hand, though, he emphasIZed the people's mability to 

understand the economic whole. We were part of a l'hive nund/' more 

akin to a swarm of bees than a collection of ratIonal, thinking persons. 

We were smart, but not smart enough to be able to order the world in 
• 

any successful way. The key was to surrender cOl1trol, an lmperative Kelly 

repeats like a mantra throughout the book, to realize that the bIg t1ungs 

are SImply beyond us. The way we will finally and correctly learn to un

derstand "network economIcs," he wntes, IS through a "new spintual

Ism." Appliances and even clothes may learn to talk to one another, to do 

mJIaculous things, but we humans must realize OU! limitatlons and em� 

brace the laIssez-faire way as we would a religion." 

Such theones of the "New Economy" future gave rise to equally fan

tastic VIsIOns of the past. In J 997, Peter Schwartz, a leading "futurist," 

took to the pages of Wired magazme, where Kelly was executive editor, 

to describe the present as though he were looking back from the en

lightened year 2020, from which vantage pomt hIS SOCIal VIsion was 

perfect and the meaning of contemporary events became clear. It was 

• 
• 

I I 

I 
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qUIte ObVlOUS, the seer ,wote, that what was gomg on back 10 1 997 was 
�bJJLin_facJ_p.-.JQ..l)g.�b.Q_o_m/' an_ecoJ:tomic�ex:....._._ . . .  

pansion Wlthout end that would eventually "solve" Just about every 

known SOCIal problem, from poverty to the enVIronment. The appeal of 
such a literary tactic-and the quality that made Schwartz's "long 
boom" theOriZIng such a staple of nineties optimism-was that It mus

tered the gravitas of hIStory and Inevitability for the corporate deeds of 
just a few weeks before. Thus the present-day economists' failure to 

verify the massive computer-driven productivity growth that Schwartz 
knew to be taking place' was SImply due to their use of soon-to-be

laughable "industrial-age" standards; as a result, "reenglneerlng" or 
"downsiZIng," while controverSIal In 1997, is "in fact" simply the in
evitable corporate advance towards "the smaller, more versatile eco

nomic units of the coming era"; and thus Reagan and Thatcher's 
regime of "busting umons" (Schwartz's term), privatization, and "dis

mantling the welfare state" could at last be correctly understood as "the 

formula that eventually leads toward the new economy."B 

But "let them eat future" has its weaknesses as a rallying cry, and for

tunately Schwartz was able to make out the glorious figure of Democracy 
leading the advance of hIStory nght by IneVItability's side. "Interactive 

technologies" were not only permItting all sorts of fabulous downSIZIngs, 
they were spawning "radically new fonns of particIpatory democracy on 
a scale never imagined." And smce not only "our market economy" but 
"our ecosystem" work best when "diversity is truly valued," the "New 
Economy" would also soon be smashmg raCISm, routing sexism. In fact, 

in the year of Our Market 2020 "many young people" oh, you Idealis
tic klds!-"say that the end of the nation-state is in SIght." Markets and 

multiculturalism: So well did they go together that Schwartz actually 

"'The stagnation m productivity growth that perSIsted through much of the nineties 

remamed a partlt::uiarly annoying problem for "New Economy" evangelists, and in the 

litera lure of market populism one repeatedly comes across denunciations of �the ex· 
pens" for their failure to apprehend the true gams that the common people slmplv ImoU1 
lO e.xist.l) 

• 
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biames the Great DepresslOn on ugly, mtoierant naoonalism; so geneoc 

,,-1--,,--,- . are they that he elevates "openness" to a ul1lversal prmclple of life, dic

tatmg our beha"or m both the corporate and poliocai worlds: "Open, 

good. Closed, bad. Tattoo Jt on your forehead. Apply It to technology 

standards, to busmess strategies, to phiiosophles of life. It's the WInnmg 

concept for IndiVIduals, for naoons, for the glObal commumty In the 

years ahead." Open trunds, eVIdently, requIre open shops. 

And as if giobal peace and democracy weren't enough, Schwartz 

aiso spies PatnotIsm at the head of the advancing leglOns of hIstory. As 

the US IS the place where "the free market economy and democracy" 

were first understood to be one and mseparable, ours IS naturally "the 

first country to transitIOn to the new economy," whIther everyone else 

was forced to follow. It seems more likely, though, that what hlstonans 

of the future will actually find m tlllS bIzarre form of self-Justificaoon 

IS little more than the computer mdustry's deme to see other people's 

money "transltlOn" into hefty first-day pops for the thousand IPOs that 

thIS kInd of "radical optImIsm" made possibie." 

But m the heady days of the iate nmeties there was no stoppmg the 

ecstatIc testii'ylng of the free market faithful. In 1 998 Pulitzer 

Prize-\Vlnning business wnter Damel Yergm and hIS colleague Joseph 

Stamslaw would supplement Schwartz's pseudo-hIstory WIth what ap

peared to be the real thing: The Commallding HeJgilts, theu grand and 

gionous story of how It was that the market way tnumphed over all 

the world. It was a book that only the mad celebraoomsm of the time 

could produce: By adopting the most sweeping, most generalized sort 

of hIStoncal analySIS, Yergm and Stamslaw put across the very, very spe

cific concluslOn that the "market consensus" we enJoy nght here, nght 

now, IS the hIghest pInnacle of human development. They take as theIr 

subject the ""'Penence of the entlre world dunng the entire !:wenoeth 

century, thus penmttlng them to pIck and choose from an almost un

limIted anal' of events, Ideas, and personalities. Thus framed, It IS per

haps not surpnsmg that the story turns out to be such an InSpIrational 

one, that each country of the world follows the same trajectory, flirting 

dangerously with the bad Ideas of regulatlOn, natlonal ownersh,p, and 
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outnght socIalism-and then coming around'magnificently to the good 
... j 

• 
; I 

____ .oldJIlarket. _ _____________ ._ ....... . __ c'-
Most of the elements of the emerging master narrative are mcluded. 

Labor umons are, VIrtually WIthout exception, portrayed as quasl·cnm· 

mal organIzations that exISt only to Impede, frustrate, and stifle the 

workmgs of the market. FinanCIal markets are saId to "vote constantly 

on countnes' fiscal policIes." Until the bIg turnaround engmeered by 

Margaret Thatcher, a person Yergin reveres without restramt, "entre

preneurs" were smd to be a persecuted and despIsed class, while the 

logIC of markets was a tlung unknown among natIonal leaders and en· 

tIrely extmct ill the UK." 

Each of these notions could be dismIssed as SImple attempts to pass 

off decades of GOP propaganda as objectIve history. But Yergm and 

Stamslaw go far beyond these: TheIr central narratIve device seems ac· 

tually to have been drawn from the speeches of Joseph McCarthy. The 

hIstory of the twentIeth century can be understood as a great battle be· 

tween Ideas, Yergm and Stanislaw argue, between faith m markets on 

the one hand and faith In government on the other. And when Yergm 

and Stamslaw speak of "government" they mean all government: de· 

mocratic, Stalinist, whatever. Any effort to tame markets 1S thus tam ted 

WIth totalitarIamsm. \Vhile we may have believed that the Cold War 

between the US and the SOVIet Union was the epItome of thIS 

'!Ivlanichaean contest," in fact it was never so Simple. Commumsm was 

only the most radical expressIOn of a mIsgUided fmth in government 

that Yergm and S tamslaw · trace to every country on the planet even 

America. As they put It, "MafXIsm and commumsm not only consti· 

tuted a competitive model to market socIeties but also shaped the 

terms of the global debate, welghtmg It toward a powerful role for the 

state even withm capItalist systems." The Amencan regu1atory state 

and the European welfare states are only a slightly lighter shade of red; 

the commissar is cousin to the OSHA bureaucrat. Yergin and Stams

law seem to find the mfluence of Communism almost everywhere peo

ple turn their backs on the market: In the BntIsh Labour Party and 

trade union movement, m the Thlid World, people were mesmenzed 
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by the Smnet 'Uman's successes. Yet when it finally· became clear that 

__ ... . . ... SOVlet .mdustry was hardly the behemoth everyone .believed it to be, 

"the result was a vast discrediting of central planning, state mterven· 

tIon, and state ownerslup." Similarly, the fall of the Berlin Wall, easily 

the decade's favorite historical reference, represents for Yergm and 

Stamslaw not merely the collapse of a despIcable dictatorship but 

proof that governments everywhere, dictatorships or not, must surren

der to the market: "As communism was the most extreme form of state 

economic control, its demise Signaled an enonnous shift-from state 

control to market consensus." With the dismantling of the Berlin Wall, 

the New Deal 10 Amenca was fimshed as well, and Clinton's famous 

recognition of the end of "bIg government" made the surrender com

,plete. " 

To be fau, Yergin and Stamslaw can hardly be blamed WIth plOneer-

109 this sort of latter-day red-baiting. Walter Wriston had used the 

same reasonmg 10 1ivilight of Soverelg"lJl ludicrously Identifymg Karl 

Marx as the great founding thinker of big government and glibly elid

ing the difference between the SOVIet Umon and Amenean regulators: 

Both were SImply "governments," after all, dnven by the natural im

pulse of all "government" everywhere to "impose rules and exact pay

ments."" The fall of the Berlin Wall was somehow thought to discredit 

the regulators that hounded Citibank all those years. NeIther Wnston 

nor Yergm and Stanislaw, It should be noted, invoked the hobgoblins of 

treason and subversion that accompamed earlier waves of red-baItIng; 

all of them adduced the connection between commumsm and Amen

can liberals as ·if it were a self-eVIdent matter of the historical record. 

Then agam, neither really had to do much more than that: After fifty 

years of Cold War, of SOVIets as national enemies on a level with the 

NazIS, establishing therr opponents as somehow related to the beast 

was more than enough. 

The public thInker of the nineties who was fondest of making h,s 

pomts by casual companson between the Red menace and whatever 

was impeding the "New Economy" this week was Thomas Fnedman, 

the New York Times columnist. For Fnedman the fall of the Berlin Wan 
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was not Just a landmark hlstoncal event, It was an analogy applicable 

------aJmost-everywhere:-As· that wall·fell,--Fnedman-would ·wnte,-so-were 

other walls falling all the tIme: The walls that restrIcted the salanes of 

major-league athletes, for example, or the walls that kept "informatlOn" 

at a company's uppermost levels. It sounded neat on the surface, and 

we're all agamst "walls." But the Berlin Wall wasn't Just any old wall: It 

was the preemment symbol of the world's most dangerous and mur

derous dictatorshIp, \<\Ihen Fnedman declared that, as fell the Berlin 

Wall, so must also fall protective tariffs or the militancy of Brazilian 

workers, he wasn;t SImply railing agamst barrIers in a general sense: 
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He was companng tariffs and worker militancy to the most detested 

regIme of all, Implymg that tariffs or worker militancy had some subtle 

thmg 10 common WIth the monstrous practIces of the SOVIets." And 

Fnedman seemed to go out of his way to apply. the analogy to organized 

labor. In a December 1 999 op-ed, he compared the destructlOn of the 

Berlin Wall to the "Internet revolullOn" on the grounds that the latter 

was strlppmg power (power to regulate "capital flow," that 15) from 

"governments and unions.".20 One would thmk that the labor move· 

menes own ferocious antIcommunism campaigns in the 19405 and Its 

stout patnot15m durmg the Cold War-m whIch It perSIsted almost to 

the pomt of self-destruction dunng Vietnam-had long smce put thIS 

kmd of analogy off-limitS. But not for Fnedman, who with every pass

mg month In the late ninetIes seemed to become more convinced that 

trade UnIons were some kind of SInIster dictatorshlp-m-waitmg, always 

craving "more walls," befouling the pristine streets of Bill Gatess Seat

tle, and bankrolling the oppOSItion to the new global order." He has 

charged umon members WIth bemg "afraId of the future" and accused 

longshoremen of harbOring a pathologIcal hostility to turtles. He has 

also declared that "the most Important thmg" PreSIdent Reagan ever 

did "was break the 1981  air traffic controllers' strike"-because that 

"helped break the hold of organized labor over the US economy," in 

turn "spurnng the mformation revolution," a statement It'S hard to re

peat with a straIght face." 

I do not mean to suggest that FrIedman 15 an opponent of democ-

-
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racy or an enemy of workIng people. On the contrary, what makes 1115 
writing such a touchstone for our times was the way he mixed an en
thusiasm for markets and the smashmg of wages WIth paSSIOnate 
cheers for democracy and statements of deep concern for the workers 
of the (rest of the) world. The equation of democracy and laissez-faire 
pnnclples was so automatIc for hIm that It seems whatever the market 
touched, It liberated, it democratized. Every tIme an American UnIon 
was busted a worker somewhere cned out for JOY. 

Fnedman was in some ways the very embodiment of market pop
ulism at flood tide. As the mtellectual life of the decade came to re
semble a race among popular financial commentators to WIn for 
themselves, through a sort of cosmic opbmlsm about all clungs dot
,com, the tItle of most enthusiastIc pundit, Friedman was the blue-rib
bon boy. He wrote as though his thoughts were somehow pegged to the 
msanely nsmg Dow, as though each advance on Wall Street was a go
ahead for a new round of superlatives and hyperbole. FrIedman topped 
them all: Yergin, Kelly, Schwartz, Wriston, or even the cyber-ecstatIcs 

at Wired magazme. 
In 1 999, Friedman orgamzed a number of hIS Times columns mto a 

book to wluch he gave the portentous-sounding title The Lex1ls and the 

Olive Tree. The book's ostensible purpose was to help readers "under
stand globalizatIon," which apparently meant hammering into our 
heads the notion that "globalizatIon" (meaning, of course, free markets) 
was the end object of human CIvilization, that "globalization" was lov
able and trustworthy, that "globalizatIOn" would make us rich, set us 
free, and generally elevate everytlung and everyone everywhere. 

Fnedman set about his subject m the usual manner, seeking to 
prove that the global triumph of free-market capitalism had brought 
democracy to the peoples of the world. He told of the "democratizatIon 
of technology," III which we would all get computers and telephones; 
he marveled at the "democratizatIon of finance," in whIch we would all 
get to mvest III whatever we wanted; he described a mIraculous "de

mocratIzation of informatIon," in which we would get more TV chan

nels than ever before. All of these forces had combined to bnng down 



66 O N E  M A R K E T  U N D E R  C O D  

the mighty and subvert top-down hIerarchIes of all lands, he asserted, 

----.citing-(.like-\Vriston)-a -list-of -former-diGtatorshlps-that-had-been-lald _. _ _  . 
low by the humble VCR, Tv, and Internet. 11us last, of course, was 

somethIng of a market-populist wonder-worker, an Institution that 

Fnedman found to be both the most democratIc on earth as well as the 

very "model of perfect competitIon."" 

LexlIs was a millenmal work In the fullest sense of the word, WIth 

each of the vanous fad ideas of the nInetIes pushed to the pomt of 

world-ending glorioslty. When the subject was countnes other than the 

US, Friedman asked readers to ImagIne these nations' humiliatIon at 

the hands of what he called "the Electromc Herd," othenVlse known as 

buyers of securities, and Invented all manner of pithy putdowns that 

this "herd" mIght deliver as It rolled out of a country that had been in

suffiCIently attentIve to the Imperatives of the market. In one chapter 

he Imagmed the natIOns of the wodd spread out before hIm like so 

many stock listIngs In the daily newspaper; he recommended that we 

"buy" some and "sell" others. Or take democracy Itself, that greatest 

good thIng of alL As It turned out It was maInly a matter of money: "It's 

one dollar, one vote," a system in WhlCh the market and corporate m

terests rightly and naturally get to dictate to everyone else. Thus, even 

as Friedman whooped It up for diversity and the empowerment of the 

People, he took pains to warn us that the real boss, the market, would 

not tolerate any sort of political japery beyond its very narrow spectrum 

of penmssible beliefs. No country that WIshed to partIcIpate m the 

global glorIosity would be allowed to regulate Its Industnes ·or prO\ode 

for Its unfortunates beyond what Friedman deemed approprIate; theIr 

"political chOIces get reduced to PepSi or Coke to slight nuances of 

taste, slight nuances of policy . . .  but never any major deviatIOn from 

the core golden rules." He even described the various punishments 

that the wrong sort of votIng would bnng down on a country, as In

vestors "stampede away" and stock markets crash.2� 

None of which should really worry Friedman's readers back home In 
the US, for ours IS the country m whose Image markets quite naturally 

WIshed to remake the world. In a closing chapter Friedman asked read-
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ers to wonder with him at how "a visionary geo-architect" (Le_, God) 

----· · would go about designmg the ultlmate natlOn, -how He would mSlst 

that it had "the most flexible labor market m the world," how He would 

ensure that bosses were tolerant of whatever rebellious and zany 

lifestyle accessories wlute-collar people used to sIgnify their creatIVIty, 

but also (and only a few sentences away) how He would be sure to let 

those same bosses "lure and fire workers with relative ease."" The pomt 

here wasn't to reIterate the traditIonal patnotlSm of the age of afflu

ence-fruited plams, hand of ProVIdence, etc.-but to affirm that 

what's best about Amenca, what most pleases the AlIrughty, are those 

very particular thmgs celebrated In recent management theory. While 

IBM was gomg on the airwaves to proclaIm "I Am," Fnedman was ,or

tually asking us to imagme that God was somehow behmd the reengl

neermg programs at AT&T or GE, that God stood m solidarity WIth 

strikebreakers everywhere, that It was God who told American man

agers to outsource the Job, to lTutlate "change" programs, to send the 

entire payroll out mto the parking lot one fine morning and hire half of 

them back as temps. 

Not surprIsmgly, Friedman's book was littered WIth quotes from 

many of the same madly triumphalist commercIals for brokerage 

houses and software manufacturers that I refer to in these pages-not 

as examples of corporate myth-making, but as particularly compelling, 

particularly truthful bits of soothsaying whIch he evaluated only by ap

pending his fervent amens. Nor did hIS reverence for market culture 

stop there: He also mformed readers that his analytic abilities were 

patterned after the thinking of hedge fund managers. He even called 

his method of cultural reasonmg "arbitrage." His collected works con

stitute a ventable dictionary of the market-populist myths of the age, 

awesome In lts incluSIveness: Enthus13sm for the "rebranding" of 

Britam, pomtless pondenngs about the phYSIcal weIght of each coun

try's GNP, facile equating of Great Society America WIth the SOVIet 

Umon. Each of them is preposterous in its own way, but throvvn to

gether they make a truly displTltlng impression, a feeling akin to the 

first time I heard Newt Gingrich speak pUblicly and It began to dawn 

• 
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on me that this lS what the ruling cla.ss calls tliinking, that thIS handful 

----� of-pathetlc,palpably-untrue-preJudices are-all-they.,have-to-gulde-them 

as they shuttle back and forth between the State Department and the 

bIg tl1lnk tanks, discussmg what they mean to do Wlth us and how they 

plan to dispose of our country. 

, 

All the Cats Join In 

There IS a pomt In the life of Ideas when they become natural, when 

they are accepted so unIversally that theIr hIstOry, the struggles that 

produced them, are forgotten as though they never happened, AJ

though the sequence of events In whIch thIS transformatlon takes 

place remams obscure, by the mid-J990s market populism was clearly 

on ItS way to becomIng naturalized. The faIth that had begun life In a 

hundred small-town chambers of commerce, 111 the DepreSSIOn-pan

Icked councils of the NatIOnal ASSOCIation of iVlanufacturers, In the re

actionary fantaSIes of the banking 1I1dustry, was becommg accepted 

vVIsdam across the spectrum of Journalistic opmion. LeftOld rock cnt

ICS, family-values ChnstIans, and Just about everyone m between 

seemed to find what they wanted 111 the magIc of markets. Markets 

were semng all tastes; they were humiliatIng the pretentlous; they 

were permIttlng good art to triumph over bad; they were extinguishmg 

discrimination; they were making everyone nch. The depth of market 

populism's penetratlon IS perhaps best Judged by the casualness \\oth 

whIch certain journalists threw it around In the latter part of the 

decade, It appeared m the wntIng of Michael Lewls, who went from 

assailing the culture of Wall Street 111 Lwr's Poher to describing the 

struggle between "anstocratic values" and "market valuesl> for readers 

of the New York Times Magazine In 1997. "Hostility to the market," It 

seemed, could be best understood as a form of elitIst hostiliry to the 

people, but fortunately "oniy two classes of ciozens" still practIced "an

timarket snobbery"- artists and aristocrats. ThIS was an odd conclUSIOn 

mdeed m a country WIth no arIstocracy but an enormous labor move� 

ment that was still formally commItted, even m its most conciliatory 
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moments, to reining in the market. But, as we shall see, Ideology often 

made such troublesome facts mVlsible. To question the market was to 

be a snob. Or worse: Martln Wolf of the Financwl Times msisted m a 

1 997 debate on the ments of "globalization" that dissent agamst the 

new global order arose from a "hatred of markets" so "pathological" that 

it was analogous to racism. Sometimes the mtellectual gymnastlcs as

sociated wIth market populism could become qUIte spectacular. When 

the IMdl Street Joumal editoralized m September 1999 in favor of in

dustry-specific relaxatIOns of unmlgration law wl11ch would allow cer

tam lugh-tech compames "greater freedom . . .  to Import skilled 

immigrants" and keep costs low, the paper chose to pound the mea

sure's opponents-people already working 10 those hIgh-tech fields

,by accusing them of foul class snobbery taward themselves: "It was 
always a slur on Amencan workers that their employability depended 

on closmg our markets to foreIgners."" 

Market populism was always at its fiercest when It was being used 

to counter some cntlcIsm of mdustry practlce or defend free-market 

policy. The general prinCIple on such occasions was a constant asser

tion of mvisible maJontles: Since market populism Ulslsted that the 

people were always on the side of the market, a true believer had only 

to search until he could come up Wlth a group somewhere on whose 

behalf he could posture. Thus the antl-WTO protests m Seattle in De

cember 1 999 were met WIth a uniform declaration, mouthed by Amer

ican newspaper colummsts as well as WTO OffiCIals, that free trade 

was something akin to humamtarian work, a miSSIOn undertaken by 

the rich countries to better the statlon and ease the suffenng of the 

poor countrIes and the vast majority of the world's population-a cal

culus that neatly put protesters at the very top of the class pyramid, 

"standing," as the Wall Street Jo"" wl so memorably put it, "atop the 

prone bodies of people who hunger for the fru,ts of free trade."" And 

thus was a 1998 speech by Hillary Clinton warmng against the values 

of consumensm rebutted by economist Stanley Lebergott on the op-ed 

page of the New York Times, who pam ted out that the consumer cul

ture, and by extenSIon the free market generally, was Itself the nght-
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eous collectIve product of the people themselves. "Who creates thIs 

----'.,consumer.dnven�culture:.but.2Z0.million.Amencans?" be asked._Tak:.._., . _ _  _ I 
ing an mdignant sWIpe at the carpmg snobbery of the "best and the 

bnghtest," Lebergott asserted that cntlclsm of busmess IS in fact cntl-

cism of "other consumers," and that simply by particIpating m Amen-

can life-by driving "a I -ton car to the theater" or by "accumulat[ing] 

books and newspapers printed on million-dollar presses"-we autho-

nze whatever it is that the market chooses to do.2B 

ThIS little melodrama of marketplace democracy and the intolerable 

snobbIshness of cntics could be adapted to Just about any corporate 
situation. Durmg the Microsoft antitrust trial of 1 999-an epIsode that 

was \�rtually the Dreyfus affaIr of the American busmess class, to Judge 

by the Impassioned editorializmg and accusations of unfair persecution 

that surrounded it-the Wall Street Journal repeatedly accused the Jus

tIce Department, that nest of commerce-hating elitists, of acting to ad

vance "special mterests" and agamst the will of "consumers," who were 

SaId to love Microsoft as only an Imaginary, idealized public can do. At 

a rate of about once a month the paper ran op-ed stories depicting 

the Microsoft tnal as so maSSIvely illegitImate, the machmatlons of 

Microsoft's enemies so villainous, the officeholding ambitions of the 

prosecutors so blatant, that the proceeding was an offense agamst 

democracy Itself-whlch moral fable it spiced up w1th an occaslOnal 

news story about average people who became millionalIes by buying 
and holding Microsoft shares. At lts most sweepmg, the Journal's pop

ulism portrayed antitrUst Itself as an elitist de�ce used by hateful 

politI Clans "to promote the interests of the few at the expense of the 

many." And when the verdict finally came down m November 1999, 

the paper regretted that Microsoft had not adopted 'the editors fire

breathmg populist line , as fully as 1t might have done: "Microsoft 

should have argued that we have a monopoly because our customers 

want us to have one.U;!9 

Market populism was also useful In the late-mnetles battle over ge

netIcally modified (GM) foods. In the US, of course, there was no bat

tle. Largely laclang mstitutlOns for popular partiClpation in economiC -- - - - - --- _. --- -- --. -
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deCISIOn-making, we had no chOIce but to do as the corporatlOns bade 

us, and.GM foods entered the commodity stream WIthout mCldent. In 

Europe, though, massive popular outrage caused big problems for par

tIcular compames. Monsanto, whose e,'er-ascending profitability had 

once been perceIVed as a sure th10g (thanks to theu mventlOn of a "ter

minator" gene that wouJd reqUIre farmers to come back to the company 

eveI)' year for new seed), soon faced the veI)' real threat of bemg locked 

out of the European market altogether. Dissent had to be controlled, 

and market populism was the obvious tool for domg so. It alone could 

explam the triumph of GM foods in Amenca without public debate as 

a triumph for democracy, and yet depIct the debates over the subject 10 

Europe as expressIOns of rampant elitism. First, genetically engmeered 

j:rops were said to constitute a hermc so]utJ.on to world hunger, another 

grand humanItanan corporate gesture on behalf of the silent billions." 

Second, it was pointed out that the opponents of GM foods were also 

a heavily subsIdized "special interest" who produced what all Arnencans 

know to be snob products: expensive cheeses, pate, endive. In other 

words, they were fanners-European farmers. Looking for an ideal elit

ISt whose OpposItion to GM crops could be portrayed as an anstocratIc 

affectatIon and thus used to tarmsh the entIre movement, one Wall 

Street joumai editorialist hIt the Jachl'0t-Prince Charles, an out

spoken opponent of the new technology. "Oh well," the writer sneered, 

"he probably doesn't need the money Improved productivity would 

yield . . . .  "" But in Europe the market-populist campaIgn mounted by 

Monsanto fell flat. As one BntIsh observer put it, "In the States, PR 

works. Over here, It'S seen as a specIes of corporate lymg." Still, even as 

the company retreated it stuck carefully to the senpt. In October 1 999, 

Monsanto's CEO spoke to a conference m London and confessed-not 

to the grandiose \vill to monopoly that the "tennInator" gene clearly Im

plied, but to "condescenSIOn," "arrogance." a failure to "Jjsten."J2 

The schemmg-elites melodrama of market populism was played out 

most successfully in reporting about the progress that the American

style "New Economy" was making m other counmes. Michael Le"",, 

for whom the conflict between markets and anstocratlc, eJ\."pernse-
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\\oelding elinsts seemed to be a dialecnc of nearly uruversal applicabil-

� ___ ._lty,.used.juo.explain the Aslan meltdown of�99.7d18Jor.readers of.the. __ _ _ 
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New York Times Magazl11e. Looking for a bright side to the story, LeMs 

\.vrote that even if busmesses and lives were being rumed, at least the 

values of the market (and of Amenca) were hell1g sternly reinforced. 

Where the Asians had gone wrong, what they had done to precIpitate 

the savage rebuke of the ll1ternatlOnai financier commumty, was to fail 

to internalize the principles of market populism. They had placed therr 

"faith 111 elites," by which LeWIS meant central planners and top-down 

managers: "Elites rather than markets had determll1ed who got capital, 

and therefore who was allowed to succeed 111 husll1ess." But the mar-

ket is a Jealous god, and 111 LeWIS's quasi-spIrItualist telling of the ASian 

collapse It Simply would not tolerate such hubns any longer. The only 

thmg that could save the ASians now, he asserted, was a healthy dose 

of cultural nonconformity and a political revolt agamst elites, a "share

holder rebellion" along the same ultra-democratJc lines that had 

brought on the. rage for downsizing back here at home." 

Not all elites were bad, though. "] accept free markets," remarked a 

Korean professor of finance who served as LeWis's Asian protagomst. 

''There is only one way to orgamze an economy, and It will donunate 

the world." Strangely, LeWIS quotes this statement m a long passage 

hailing the professor not as a would-be dictator, making the trams run 

on tJme and snappmg Ius country back 1I1to diSCipline, hut as a "radi

cal," plottJng With Amencan mutual fund managers m a "free market 

revolt" that has "the deliCIOusly illicit feel of a conspiracy against es

tablished authonty."" 

LeWIS hlmself, though, was hardly "rebelling" by interpreting events 

in Asia m this manner. By the late mnetIes the market-populist upris

mg that was turmng traditional Asian elites on theIr ear had become 

somethmg of a journalistic orthodo,)'. Once the land of "crony capital-

ism," ASIa was now srud to be rebUilding Itself as a people's continent. 

\.l/hen a 1999 Chinese telecommumcatlOns reform handed control of 

certam WIres from government to private businessmen, for example, 

the lM.ll Street joumal described the tranSition as a "populist" deed, 
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even though it had been spurred by what It called "a Western-style me

dia campalgn"mounted by "bureaucrats.and academics." And while In

donesIans were haVlng trouble making theu transition to political 

democracy, the Joumal optimIstically noted that "polo populism IS 

thnVlng here" People from even the lowest orders were gettmg to

gether on weekends to flout social conventIOn and take the polo fields 

back from the snobs.;; 

If ASIa was 10 the gnp of a market populist revolt, making Itself ever 

more like the US, certam countries in Europe-true to the anstocratic, 

arrogant stereotype that every Amencan schoolboy knows-\vere 

thought to be heading the opposIte directIOn. As the hosannas rose 

hIgher for the Arnencan way 10 the fild-ninetles, and as the Arnencan 

corporate order emerged as the model for all men and all nations, 

Arnencan pundits and Journalists became mcreasmgly concerned mth 

establishlOg the perfidy of France, a land where labor unions remamed 

powerful and the welfare state was still largely lOtact. Edward Luttwak 

pomts out that the French electIOns of 1997 actually addressed the IS

sues of the "NeVI Economy" far more specifically than ]S customary In 

Arnencan politics. "After an exceptionally informative election cam

p31gn," Lutnvak writes, "devoid of moralistic postunngs on abortion or 

drugs, lo which no accusatIOns of sexual peccadilloes were traded, and 

wlllch instead amounted to an accelerated course 10 todals brutal eco

nomic realities," French voters chose to halt the course of pnvatizatlOn 

and deregulation upon whIch the government had embarked." As WIth 

genetically modified crops, Amencan voters never had that chOIce. But 

to read AmerIcan journalistIc accounts of events In France, what was 

gomg on was not democracy but the exact OppOSIte: Elitism, mexcus

able snobbery, racIsm even. So emphatic did the chorus of Gallopho

blc mvectlve become in 1 997 (we have seen several examples of It 

already) that it began to seem as though some blue-ribbon commIttee 

had chosen France to succeed the So\1Jet Uruon as the avatar of eco

nomIC and cultural error, the rhetorical straw man to set the peanut 

gallery hooting and hISSIng. Roger Cohen, a European correspondent 

of the New Yorl, Times enumerated in February 1997 the many ways in 
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wh,ch the French were out of step: They didn't understand the Inter-
:

. , ----net,they-didn't-like.Amenca;-and-they-still�.lung.to·what-Gohen.c-alled .----=_t-

a "highly centralized system" in whIch elillst "technocrats" ran every-

thing and labor unions were far, far too powerful. By Octoher of that 

year, w:ith France haVIng voted "no" on the "New Economy," Cohen 

was ready to pronounce the u]llmate Judgment on thIS vexmg nallon: 

"France has set Itself up as perhaps the nearest thing the Umted States 

has to a senous IdeologJcal rival in the last decade of the 20th century," 

he wrote.); 

Instead of reJectmg wealth polanzation or the spread of poverty, 

what France was doing, as one WrIter put it) was ·trying "to preserve its 

chemhed ideas of Frenchness." With a few details about the rise of the 

xenophobic politicIan Jean-Mane Le Pen, the story almost wrote Itself. 

Since free markets are by defimtIOn the same as democracy, any effort · 

to restrict them is an act of unpardonable pretentiousness, of arrogant 

disregard for the Will of the People. And for such tImes the French 

make a perfect enemy, SInce they have always figured m the Amencan 

ImaginatIOn as grade-A snobs. Even the most casual followers of the 

news in Amenca know that France is a country that restricts Amencan 

mOVles, penodically tries to stamp out English-derived words, and feels 

it must educate kindergartners about tradinonal French cuisme. They 

are a stubborn people sw:immmg mulishly agamst the current both cul-

turally and economically, Amencan pundits main tam; they are ruled by 

a martinet government that prevents people ·from riding the ecstatic 

waves of commerce; and they are a nation of uptight killjoys bent on 

ruming the sweet Amencan buzz that everyone else is getting into. 

"''''ether the French person m question was a rude waiter mockmg 

your request for ketchup, a skiier turnmg up his nose at snowboarders, 

or a SOCIal planner seeking to soften the blows of the global economy, 

they were all one and the same for American observers, and the nifty 

possibility of mixing stereotype WIth economiC crusading was too great 

for the culture-wamors of the new global order to reSISt. 

By the end of the centUl), It would be hard to flick a channel

changer WIthout hearing some slur regarding the French. InSInuatIons 
..• . . ', . .. . _- --

.. .. . . , .. . . . , - . 
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of French "pIgheadedness 'found therr Wlly into 'a corporate pep rally 

_ broadcast by.NPR. A New Republic editonallaughed at theu "obtuse 

and suicidal" politlcs-"so perfectly French." An angry essay by the ed

itor of the Wall Street JOllnwl Europe Identified a gap between bitter, 

anti-American French "elites" and the pro-market French "people," 

and quoted semor Amencan diplomats as sa}'lng "we . don't trust the 

French." By the year 2000, the paper was domg everytlung short of 

calling for war. An op-ed pIece that appeared in March of that year ac

tually declared that, thanks to the countJy's strong unions and stable 

bureaucracies, contemporary France was far closer to "the SOVIet 

utopIa" than the RussIa of the Bolsheviks. A few months later the J01lr

,wi', American editIOn pnnted the letter of an eager graduate student 

.,tracmg the depredatIOns of the Khmer Rouge to that slough of elitist 

theory, "French cafe society."lS 

But by far the most SIgnificant Amencan persecutor of France was 

the New York Times, where reporters Jomed columnists in bangmg out 

a steady if sometimes far-fetched anti-Gallic drumbeat. Virtually every 

week in 1 997 there was some memorable Image or hilarious French 

foul-up to report: The French Intellectual, say, who was found wntIng 

a dissertation on the impact of the Internet-with a penl Or that great 

photo of a French cabmet mimster stanng at a computer-with an as� 

tonished look on Ius face! 

Thomas Ftiedman, the paper's free-market Savonarola, laId down 

the terms of the conflict between global democracy and French arro

gance in a February 1997 column. The problem with France was some

thing that anyone who's watched a James Dean movie or a lifetime of 

car commerclals knows Instinctively to abhor. 'The French system re

wards people for theIr capacIty to follow the path laId out for them," a 

friendly "expert" told Fnedman; meanwhile the Amencan system 

taught people "to rebel." The French disease, m othet words, was not 

just a case of economlC error; it was the familiar Amencan melodrama 

of rebel versus bureaucrat, the people versus the Intellectuals. In thIs 

contest there could be no question whIch SIde IS In the right. And to 

announce that tight, the ever-explosive Fnedman rolled out the worid-

• 
• 

• 

• 
, 1 
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hIstorical heavy artillery, the kmd of verbiage We hadn't seen smce the 

,.----____ ,earll' days of the Cold War: France.JancLo£.unions�nd welfare ,..was_do,�-__ _ 
mg nothmg less than "play(ing) footsy Wlth the enemIes of Amenca, 

, .' . 

, 

who are often the enemIes of modernity."39 

Fnedman was only building on the foundation constructed by Roger 

Cohen, whose reportmg from Pans repeatedly fell back on the darkest 

American stereotypes about French arrogance and snobbery. For Co

hen, the French don't Just have prohlems; every economic move they 

make can be traced to their obJectlOnable cultural trruts. TheIr "han

kering for grandeur," their "excessive pretensions," their 'Inotion of oc-

cupymg a position dose to the center of the world," all these facets of 

national vruuty prevented them from embracing the exCIting multicul

tural future; the need to "nounsh" the "French ego" made It difficult to 

predict wmch silly polin cal scheme they would vote mto power next. 

Deluded by Charles de Gaulle's "certam Idea of France," it was a coun

try that "SItS m concrete," a place of "internal paralYSIs" that felt 

Uthreatened by innovation," where entrepreneurshIp was strongly dis

couraged, where "technocrats . . .  appear overtaken by the global econ-

omy" and umons, "parading the rags of an e.xhausted socialist dream, 

. seem equally fossilized."" 

But while any effort to control the market was automatically vrun, 

certain swashbuckling French busmessmen earned Cohen's approba

han. 'There was the software baron who was reported to have antago

mzed "the Paris establishment" 'W1th egalitanan Ideas he pIcked up at 

Stanford such as "promote a shareholding culture" and "think market

mg." Then there was the little parable of Chateau dYquem, a vmeyard 
• 

embroiled m an ownership controversy betvveen two peopJe, one of 

whom "represents the soil; the other the market." Guess wmch char

actensncs go with whIch: W lule "the market" is a "restless entrepre-

neur" whose upstart ways make hIm a dealer m "brmsed egos," "the 

soil" IS matched up with a vrunglonous anstocrat, a daft son of luxury 

who Cohen finds musmg poignantly on a stopped clock." 

11,e other side of the stofl' wruch Cohen told WIth some exCItement, 

was the glonous and irresistible progress of American mass culture 
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through the French cultural heartland, an advance that Cohen appar

-.= ... +-, ---- -ently believed to reflect the will ohhe people-in.all its. global-marketed 
. •  majesty. Under a photo of roller skaters leaping and stunting before the 

J ___ . 

Eiffel Tower, Cohen hailed the irrepressible youth of France, enthuSIas-

-,,-.,,-

tic partlclpants In the global market, darmgly consummg the latest Amer

ican youth-culture products despite the warnIngs of theIr anti-Amencan 

elders. 'The reversed baseball cap, basketball shoes, Amencan mOVIes 

and muSIc," he wrote, "these are the frame of reference of a maJonty of 

French kids. The anti-Amencarusm glibly wheeled out by Intellectuals 

and polilJclans finds little echo among ordinary French people." The 

kids, like the people generally, lmow where les at: The Top-40 charts 

record the people's will as well as the populanty of the Backstreet Boys, 

' and there is nothing the arrogant Intellectuals can do about It." 

In pressing th" InterpretatIve scheme down on French politics, 

though, Cohen produced some very curious ideologJcal results. Since 

suspicion of the market is tantamount to ethnic arrogance, the one 

French figure that Cohen's reportIng rendered In strong relief was the 

racist and xenophobic Jean-MarIe Le Pen, for whom, he wrote, the 

French "mood . . proVIdes a perfect feeding ground." For Cohen, Le 

Pen was the mevitable figure of the moment, the perfect reactionary 

for this back-ward-looking country. Other politiCIans come off as Le 

Pens mInUS the raCIsm, or Le Pens mmus the Europhobla; all electIons 

were described as VIctones of some degree for Le Pen's party, the Na

tIOnal Front. So urgent and convincmg was Cohen;s obsession with Le 

Pen that readers must have felt confused when they read that, in fact, 

the National Front did not W111 the electIOns, that Le Pen did not hold 

natIOnal office. (A few years later Cohen applied the same reasorung to 

the nse of AustrIan neo-fasclst Jtirg Halder, again suggestIng that racIst 

polillclans somehow """pressed the arrogant determInation of Euro

pean elites to resist the global market. AgaIn, though, Cohen was 

wrong: While Halder mIght oppose ImmIgration, he is othenVlse a 

staunch fnend of bUSIness and the market, and IS even described by 

other reporters as a kind of A1pme Thatchenst.)" 

About French SOCIaliSt leader LIonel JOSPIn, the man who was ac-

, 
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tually elected prime minIster, Cohen had quite little to say. Clearly re-

that produced Le Pen, Cohen sunply dismissed him as a less interest

mg but still glib wheeler out of anti-Amencarusm, Just another lI1corri

gible produced by th,S vainglonous desire to stand up to market forces. 

Reporting on Jospin·s effort to reduce the French workweek, Cohen 

quoted a contemptuous economist at the Smith-Barney investment 

house: 'The problem with these ideas IS that they preserve the- fantasy 

that this is the direction in which to go."" 

To be sure, France has a host of thorny, chronic problems to deal 

WIth-high unemployment, public debt, and so on. But th,S was a slyle 

of reporting that seemed deSIgned less to get at the essence of a coun

try's politics than to spin a morality tale for readers back home. It was 

the news from abroad transformed mto a market fable as polished as a 
1V commercial for a computer manufacturer, a vision of rebellious 
youth versus sclerotic order as melodramatic as the collective paid day

dreams of Nike, Reebok, PepsI, Coke, and Sprite. As such it fit the 

emerging consensus perfectly. While our great corporations were de

plctmg themselves as the ultImate expressIOn of democracy, and while 

our bankers and stockbrokers were seeking to fill the role once played 

by such folk as tillers of the soil and builders of cars, our journalists 

saw to It that they had a host of easily hated snobs against which to de-
-

fine themselves. By contrast, Ameneo's overlords were looking folksier 
all the time. 

Stealth Reactionaries 

If France was the great enemy of market populism, a solidly rooted 

place where rampant cultural elitism led to regulation, welfare spend

ing, and even national ownership, cyberspace was its direct oppoSIte, 

the promised land of the free market. It didn't have to be that, of 

course: The interpretatIons that could have been applied to thIS new

found-land mIght have been as polymorphous and diverse as the vast 

waves of differentness that It IS routInely srod to have unleashed. And 

. . . .  .. . 
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yet, since the moment the Internet was noticed by�he'mainstream me-

� __ _ dia in 1995, it has filled a smgle and exdusive position m political 

economy: a sort of cosmic affirmation of the principles of market pop

ulism. "Think of the Internet as an economic-freedom metaphor for 

our orne," wrote bull-market economIst Lawrence KudJow in August 

1999." "The Internet empowers ordinary people and dis empowers gov

ernment." And we were only too glad to do as Kudlow mstructed us, to 

think of it m precisely thIs way. I n  fact, so dosely did the Internet and 

market populism become linked in the public mind that whenever a 

pundit or journalist mentioned the Web, one braced oneself for some 

windy pontification about flexibility, or the infirute mobility of capital, 

or the total and unappealable obsolescence of labor, government, and 

any other enemy of the free-market enterprise. 

• 

For thIs vision of the Internet as lalssez-faire Incarnate we have 

George Gilder to thank, that same theonst of the backlash with whIch 

our story began. Now neither Gilder nor any other Individual can be 

held entirely responsible for what the Internet has become, of course, 

or for the Identity that has been pmned on it so effectively. But Gilder's 

post-eIghties career-Ius trajectory from supply-side champion to 

cover boy of the "radical" magazine Wired-Is In many ways emblem

atic of the evolution of market populism. 

With Reagan finally departed from the White House and the back

lash sentiments he had done so much to popularize on the wane, 

Gilder appears to have been one of the first to give up on culture war, 

to realize that railing agamst a counterculture of twenty years before 

and waggmg his finger at Irresponsible mmorities could only carry the 

free market so far. In the late eighties this reactionary's reactionary 

seemed to undergo a thorough transformation, abandoning hIS former 

fondness for sprawling disquISItIOns on the grandest themes of all and 

remaking hImself as a humble busmess journalist, a tyro at the feet of 

the great entrepreneurs of Silicon Valley. To be sure, there IS ideology 

aplenty in Gilder's landmark 1 989 book Microcosm. But now it was 

couched in the story of a particular industry-the microchIp busi

ness-rather than stated overtly; now the ideology seemed to emerge 
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as a natural consequence of the technology · bemg discussed rather 

� ____ .. _thanJrom_the_random_floatmg anger_oLbetrayed_patnots_Gilder's . .re". 

• 

portmg In lVIicrocosm IS competent, even compelling. But the book's 

most Important achIevement was as a work of politIcal persuaSIOn. So 

firmly did Gilder weld computers to free-market politIcs that no one 

since has been able to pry them apart 

At the center of Gildds-soon to be the entire world's-conceptlOn 

of the personal computer was a VIsion of class conflict. In hIS backlash 

days Glider had wntten about an elemental clash between herOIC en

trepreneurs (1.e., Newt Gingnch's "normal Amencans") and the despI

cable scions of eXIsting fortunes who were also, and qUite mystenously, 

IdentIcal to bureaucracy, to government, and to the mass media (i.e., 

the "liberal elite"). In the mIcrochIp mdustry Gilder found a powerful 
illustration of this strange struggle, only now the normal Amencans 

weren;t qUIte so norma1. In thIs most important capltalist arena, estab

lished prestige counted for naught "The Umted States did not enter 

the mIcrocosm through the portals of the Ivy League, WIth Brooks 

Brothers suits, gentleman Cs, and warbling society WIves," he wrote. 

On the contrary: Th,s was the people's technology. In one of the most 

remarkable market populist passages ever published Gilder extolled 

the ordinanness of hIS ne\v heroes: 

Few people who think they are In already can summon the energIes 
to break In. From ImmIgrants and outcasts, street toughs and SCI
ence wonks, nerds and boffins, the bearded and the beer-bellied, 
the tack,), and uptIght, and sometimes weIrd, the born agam and 
born yesterday, WIth Adam's apples bobbmg, psyches throbbmg and 
acne galore, the fraternIty of the plzza breakfast, the Ferran dream, 
the silicon truth, the midmght modem, and the seventy-hour week, 
from dirt farms and redneck shanties, trailer parks and LeVlttowns, 
m a rambow parade of all colors and wavelengths, of the hyperneat 
and the sty hIgh, the crewcut and khaki, the pony-tailed and punk, 
accented from BrItam and i'vladras, from Israel and Malaya, from 
Paris and Parris Island, from Iowa and Havana, from Brooklyn and 
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Boise and Beigrade and Vienna and Vietnam, from the coarse fa
.naticlsm and desperation, ambition and hunger, . genIus and sweat 
of the outSIder, the downtrodden; the bamshed, and the bullied 
come most of the progress In the world and in Silicon Valley. 

Gilder worked hard to play up the lowliness of the ffilCroChIP'S fnends, 

Imaglmng them on the receiVing end of the New York Times's terrible 

snobbel}' or being rejected at the senior prom. As he also wanted there 

to be no doubt about the mlcroclllp's doubters, he linked them both to 

the elitist upper classes and to MalXlsm, a devilish doctnne that mys

tenously umted the smugness of old money and the smugness of false 

experts. �6 

. The SOCial rank of the nucrochip's makers turned out, In Gilder's 

telling, to,be an uncannily precise indicator of what the microchip did. 

Those experts, those sniffing nabobs, and those ,,,,elders of traditional 

power had good reason to fear and despise this tmy device, because It 

threatened to smash the SOCIal system that kept them so well-fed and 

haughty. The "law of the microcosm," Gilder wrote at several different 

points in the book, was that all hierarchies everywhere were fimshed: 

"Rather than pushmg deCISIons up through the hierarchy, the power of 

nucroelectronics pulls them remorselessly down to the indiVidual." 

Everywhere that the microchip laid JtS silicon finger, there freedom 

blossomed. This would especIally be true of Gilder's old enemy, "gov

ernment," a word that he, like Yergin and Wnston, used to describe 

evel}'thing from Stalimst dictatorships to our own democracy. While 

the logiC of "government" ended In the hideous hIerarchy Gilder sym

bolized 'Vlth images of Brooks-clad blue bloods snubbmg some poor 

kid from Levittown, the 10g1c of the microchip would brIng "the revolt 

of the venturers against all fonns of tyranny." The mIcrochip would 

make laissez-faue economICS mandatory once and for all, freeIng us fi

nally from the fetters of the feds." 

The mIcrochip was not only the enemy of government tyranny and 

SOCial snob bel}': In Life After TelevIsion, which Gilder published Just a 

few years later, he extended hiS populist revolt to the culture Industry 
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as welL Armed WIth a new "law" he had dreamed up that could over-

.>:' :: .. .... ' . . .  � , 
.. . . . 

-----awe-Just-about-anythmg-(.now-It-was the'::Iaw-of-the.telecosm,�accord, __ .. __ .. _+ 
mg to wmch the "total va]ue" of computers m a network 15 really, really 

bIg), Gilder agam called for the final destruct.lOn of all kinds of cultural 
hIerarchy. Now It was those top-down TV broadcasters who were 

doomed, as the telecosm went about "movmg authonty from elites and 

establishments to creators and customers."�� This time Gilder's target 
was a more traditionally populist one: the old-line networks and film 

studios (newspapers, for some reason, are predicted to sUMve) whIch, 
Gilder asserts, have controlled our national culture for so long.' We 

the People were to be fantastically empowered, no longer stanng dully 

at our "idiot boxes" but partlClpating In making our O\Vl1 cu1ture inter-

acuvely. Along the way, though, some of us were becommg vastly more 

empowered than others. The heroes of Gilder's populism are men of 

colossal fortunes and arcane financIal manipulatlOn: Bill Gates, Andy 
Grove, John Malone, Michael Milken. It is a populism that, even as it 
aJlows us to choose &om more entertamment than ever before, serves 

to transfer the wealth of the nation upward in a gigantlc heave-ho. 
The market, freed up by the nucrodup, will take down all hIerar

chies and disperse all clusters of concentrated power: This would soon 
become a profoundly mfluentlal ldea. That 15, It would become an m

fluential Idea once It had been separated from Gilder the person. 

Gilder's backlash background made him a figure of some embarass

ment to even the most committed Internet boosters, people "oth little 

use for the Christlan nght or any of Gilder's other former con

stltuents." Although Gilder would contlnue to cover the industry and 

offer mfluential predictions from the pages of Forbes ASAp, the maga-

*In making lhis critique Gilder entered Into a fairly massIVe contradiction of his 

usual market populism. NOl onl�' was he now embracmg the TV-as-mampulator cntique 

that conservatives generally shun and deride, he WaS announcmg that consummg a 
product-or watching a nr show-really wasn't the same as votIng for It after alL HeW-
109 spent years trumpetmg t"he democrac), of markets, Gilder seemed here to be ad

mltung that markets weren"t democratIc at all before the advent of the microchip. 

---, 

- " - - " " 
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nne started as his very own "editorial pulpit," he rem31ned a hopeless 

square, still photographed always in a ae even into the late runeties and 

refusing ever to disavow Ius now deeply unfashIOnable Ideas about 

femInIsm and mmontIes (he did make some progress on a rapproche

ment Wlth the counterculture}." 

But m other showplaces of Internet ideology Gilders populism was 

bemg successfully grafted onto a different "people" altogerher: the lib

ertanan hipster, the Republican Deadhead, the rock 'n' rolling million

aIre, the dope-smoking stockbroker. Although you can find such figures 

in full cry almost anywhere on the Web, we will for sake of breVity fo

cus rust on Jon Katz, the veteran Journalist who wrote media criticism 

for the computer industry magazme Wired. Katz took to the work wIth 

,considerable ferocity, pounding the "old media" with a plercmgly pop

ulist criaque. The SIgnal failing of American Journalism, according to 

Katz, was Its "arrogance and elitism," a charge he lifted directly from 

the bacldash playbook (remember Umbaugh's war on "media elites" ) 

but whIch he updated with the now-standard patter about the democ

racy of listerung. Referring to The New Yor"er, he wrote, "This clearly 

seems like a publication that doesn't relish the idea of hearIng from too 

many of the foul-mouthed and unschooled masses. Its objectIve IS to 

talk, not listen." The term "elitism," as he used it, designated not the 

owning class but a certam attitude towards the people and towards 

popular mtelligence. Thus the "elitIsm" of "the Pundits," a group for 

whom Katz reserved his most venomous attacks, was established by 

the assertion that "they accused you of being ciVically dumb, apathetIC, 

and ignorant." But such contempt for the public mind, Katz assured 

us, could never take place on the Net, this "new, democranc, many-to

many model of commurucation." So effervescently populist IS thIS new 

medium that almost anythmg or anybody associated wIth it comes off 

as a mend of the People." 

Katz's most unportant turn on the national stage came m December 

1 997, when he announced from the pages of Wired that the Web, this 

hyper democratic medium, had gIven bIrrh to a powerful new voung 

bloc ("digrtal citizens" ) who would soon be forcmg theIr mtensely 
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laissez-faire politIcs on the nation. The Idea that the Internet was liber-

_____ taflan.by_nature.and_would.transform people.lo.sUlUIS.pro,markeLlaews_ . __ _ 

· 
• · 

· 
• 

• 

had been proposed first by Gilder and would by the end of the ninetIes 

become somethmg of an accepted bIt of journalistIc w1Sdom, but Katz's 

story was the turnmg pomt, the Journalistic place where the ascendency 

of market populism over backlash populism was made concrete by the 

pseudo-sCIence of polling. The story went like thIs' Wired, actmg in 

conjuncbon with stockbrokerage house Merrill Lynch, had commIs-

sIOned a study of the attItudes of technology users from the famous con-

servabve pollster Frank Luntz, and Katz had been tapped to reveal the 

findings to the public. Not surpnsIngly, those who used e-mail, cell 

phones, beepers, laptops, and had a computer at theIr homes-the "dig-

Ital cltIzens"-were found to "worship free markets," to believe that 

comparues were more Important than government, and to accept cer-

tam of the hot Ideas of contemporary management theory. To thIS Katz 

added a few of hIs own charactenstIc populist flounshes: The "digrtal 

cItIzen's" love for markets did not SImply mdicate that he or she \VJshed 

to stay at the top of the Amencan class system, because he or she was 

deeply hostile to "ngldly formalized authOrity." In fact, these market-

worsluppmg Internet users were "startlingly close to the JefferSOnIan 

Ideal." Naturally, those who opposed the pro-corporate beliefs of thIs 
hot new demographIc were dismIssed as "politIcal and mtellectual 

elites," tIred relics of the old system who "remmd [Katz] of the hoary old 

men In the Kremlin . . .  durmg the dying days of commUnIsm . . . - " ;' 
But It was left to Frank Luntz hImself, writing m a SIdebar to Katz's 

screed, to drop the bIggest bomb. These "digItal cItizens," with theIr 

overpowermg "faith in busmess. and technoiogy," represented nothing 

less than "the future." They were the "most polibcally Important de

mographIc group of our era," and politiCIans \VJth a mmd. to mnnmg 

electIOns "shouldn't even dream of talking to them about the past." 

Thus did the new order announce Its arrival a year before the culture 

wars finally burned themselves out In the lnsane melodrama of im

peachment: A new constItuency for the free market had arnved just In 

tIme to supplant the old constituency for the free market. And this 



, "' ' . " , 

-1--

� - ... � 

A G R E A  T T l i\1 E 0 R \\' H A T 8 5  

time 1t was haVlng none of the nostalgIa of the older vanety. It didn't 

care about the lost fifties. It ·didn't care about family values. All It 

wanted was the government off its back-and off the back of the 

bankers, the manufacturers, and the e-traders, while they were at It. H 
In Wired Itself hlpness, and the free-market politics to wluch the 

Web was wedding It, came together In a mIXture of boastful "radical

ism" and an almost deranged optimIsm. The magazIne's fifth annlver

sary Issue showed this stealth-reactionary style at Its most blanng: 

Someone from the libertanan Cato Institute deelanng the lifespan of 

Wired to be the "five greatest years for humanity" ever; software de

signer Jaron Lanier announcmg that "we are Witnessmg the most pro� 

ductive, Intelligent, and optilnlstic example of youthful rebellion In the 

.. hIStory of the world", Gilder hImself stating matter-of-factly, "The last 

five years have seen . . the final overthrow of the tyranny of matter", 

and an editorial broadSIde booming, "In tlus economy, our ability to 

create wealth IS not bound by physical limIts, but by our ability to come 

up WIth new ideaS-In other words, It'S unlimIted." All of wluch sat 

easily side by SIde WIth more ordinary corporate salivatmg: Walter 

Wnston opinmg that the power of "government" is bemg reduced and 

the mstitutlOn is In danger of beIng replaced-not by Citibank, but by 

"everybody", a Wired editor InstructIng us to think of the state as just 

another "medium, a way of expreSSIng the popular will," and as such 

subject to supercession (or Udismtermediation," a favonte expreSSIOn of 

that year) by the Internet; and someone from the libertarIan magaZIne 

Reason. who's come up 'with yet another Inventive way to compare gov� 

ernment regulators to racIsts and Communists. But what made Wired 

so effective were the layers and layers of knOWing, future-Wise "radi

calism." Wired didn't just glVe us the WIsdom of bankers, but the wis

dom of bankers-and photos of the radical, mystenous BurnIng Man 

festival! Calls for deregulation-and a story admmng the "heavy-duty, 

radically defiant, street-level" lupples of St. Petersburg, RUSSIa! Salutes 

to "open markets"-and pIctures of cartoon characters farting mis

chIevously, great gusts of brown wlOd puffing from their little pIXellated 

anusesp4 
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These thmgs are amusmg, and they are sometimes so ephemeral lt 

. __ 15 .difficuluo-1lTIagme .. that they-11ave . any�slgnificance_aLaILJ3uuhey . .  . . 

matter. It 15 worth exammmg the way busmess talks about itself, the . 
fantasles lt spms, the role lt wntes for ltself in our lives. It 15 lmportant . 

to pay attention when CEOs tell the world they would rather surf than 

pray, show up at work m Speedos rather than sults, hang out m Goa 

rather than Newport, listen to Stone Temple Pilots rather than 

Sibelius. It IS not important, however, In the way they imagine It IS, and 

for many Amencans it is understandably difficult to care velY much 

whether the guy who owns thelr company 15 a defender of family val-

ues or a rave kid. But culture Isn't set off from life in a realm all its own, 

and the culture of business In particular has maSSIVe consequences for 

the way the rest of us live. Consider the notIon of the "New Economy" 

with wluch the last chapter began. While there are of course genume 

economlC changes underway in Arnenca (as there have always been), 

this Idea is In large part not about economIes at all but about ways of 

thmking about econorrues. It's a set of beliefs (importantly, beliefs first 

enunciated by Ronald Reagan)" that, once enacted mto pUblic policy, 

has permltted an upward transfer of wealth unprecedented m our life

tlmes; lt'S a collectlon of symbols and narratives that understand the re

sultmg wealth polanzatlOn as a form of populism, as an e":preSSlOn of 

the people's will. 
And yet the "New Economy" is a fraud. Tom Friedman's formula, "one 

dollar, one vote," is not the same clung as unIversal suffrage, as the com

plex, hard-won array of nghts that most Arnencans understand as thelr 

political heritage. Nor does it mltigate the obscernty of wealth polariZa

tion one whit when the nches! people ever m lustory tell us they are "lis

tening" to us, that therrs are "interactive" fortunes, or that they have 

unusual tastes and work parncularly hard. Markets may look like democ

racy, in that we are all involved m therr making, but they are fundamen· 

tally not democratic. We did not vote for Bill Gates; we didn't all sit down 

one day and agree that we should only use hlS operating system and we 

should pay for it just however much he thmks 15 nght. We do not go off 

to our Jobs checking telephone lines or making cold calls or dnvmg a 

.. . . . .  
. ·":c. . .. : .. 

_ . .... 
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. .  forklift every mormng because this 15 'wharwe want to do; we do it be

cause we have to, because lt 15 the only way we can afford food, shelter, 

and medicme. The lOgic of busmess lS coercion, monopoly, and the de

structIOn of the weak, not "choice" or "servlce" or universal affluence. 

"Democracles prefer markets but markets do not prefer democra

cies," wntes politlcal SClentlst BenJamm Barber m Jihad vs. MeWorld, 

one of the most thoughtful recent books on the new capltalism. "Hav

mg created the conditlOns that make markets possible, democracy 

must also do all the thmgs that markets undo or cannot do.";' Markets 

are mterested m profits and profits only; se!'loce, quality, and general 

affluence are different functions altogether. The umversal, democratic 

prospenty that Amencans nolV look back to with such nostalgia was 

.chleved only by a colossal remmg in of markets, by the gargantuan ef

fort of mass, popular orgamzations like labor umons and of the people 

themselves, working through a senes of democratlcally elected govern

ments not daunted by the myths of the market, 

The same thmkers who lead us m believmg that all government is 

essentially eqUivalent to the Smoet dictatorship have a word for the ar

gument that I make m these pages: They call " "cymcIsm." One comes 

across denunCiations of thIS "cynidsm" constantly: from the promoters 

of the new Civility, from pubiic journalists, from advertlsing executives, 

from "futunsts," from management theorists, from stock market gu

rus," The correct mtellectual posture, they admorush, 15 the simple 

faith of childhood, Children of the most exaggerated guilelessness tum 

up everywhere m the corporate speech of the nmetles, hailing the glory 

of the Internet, announcmg cOIporate mergers, staring awestruck at 

new computers, clarifymg the bounds of hlstory, explainmg the fantas

tic surge of the Dmv, and raISIng theu WInsome VOIces to proclaim the 

unanswerable new management logIC that showed-as all prevIOUS 

management logics had also shown-Just why it was that labor must 

submit to capitaL The masters of the "New Economy" may fancy them

selves an exalted race of divmities, but they counsel the rest of us to 

become as little children before the market, 
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Bubble 

It does not redeem the situatIOn that these kings and chiefs 

of mdustry are not chosen upon the hereditary pnnclple 

(sometimes, alas! they are) but are men who have nsen by 

their own capacity, sometunes from utter obscurIty, WIth the 

freedom of self'assertIOn which should charactenze a free so· 

Clety. TheIr power IS none the less arbitrary and irresponsible 

when obtamed. That a peasant may become king does not 

render the kingdom democratic. -\,l0odroll1 \Vilsoll, 1910 

Year I in the Repuhlic of Al 

The Dow Jones Industnal Average finally crossed the 10,000 mark In 

March 1999, a figure so Incomprehensibly great that It was anyone's 

guess what It signified. The leaders of Amencan OpinIOn reacted as 

though we had achIeved some heroIC nauonal goal, as though, through 

some colossal feat of collective optimIsm, we had entered at long last 

mto the promIsed land of nches for all. On televisIOn the endless 

rounds of tnumphal self-congratulation paused for a nasty rebuke to 

the very Idea of financial authonty, brought to you by the online bro

kerage E"Trade, a company that prospered as magnificently as any 

from the record-breakmg run-up: "Your mvestments helped pay for thIs 

dream house," declared a snide VOIce-over. "Unfortunately, it belongs to 

your broker." And behold: There was the scoundrel himself, dressed m 

88 
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I a fine SUIt and climbmg out of a Rolls Royce wlth a haughty-looking 

-1--- . - - -- .- woman on his arm. Go ahead and believe.!t, thJs sponsor cajoled: Wall 

... _ .- . 

Street IS Just as corrupt, as elitJst, and as contemptuous toward Its 

cHents as you've always suspected. Later commercials m the series pro

posed an opposIte but equally malevoient stereotype: Broker as buf

foon, crammmg himself mto the subway every morning and making 

pathetic coid calls to unmterested strangers. Either way you wanted 

none of It: You wouid have no more Intermedianes between you and 

the natlOnal ATM machme m downtown Manhattan. You wanted to 

plug yourself m directly to the source of the millions, subvert the hIer

archy of financIal authOrIty once and for alL "Now the power IS m your 

hands." 

, In the nvaJ senes of mvestment faIry taies broadcast by the Discover 

online brokerage (a cunous corporate hybnd of Sears and J. P. Mor

gan), a cast of rude, dismISSive executlVes, yavming and scowling, were 

gettJng well-deserved payback at the hands of an array of humble 

everymen. Again the tabies of traditlOnai worl,place authonty were 

rudely overturned by the mIracle of online investmg: The tow truck dn

vers, hIpPIes, grandmas, and bartenders to whom the hateful company 

men had so condescended were revealed to be Midases In disgUIse 

who, WIth a little heip from the Discover system, now owned theIr own 

countries, saiJed yachts, hobnobbed WIth royalty, and performed cor

porate buyouts-all while clingIng to theu humble, unpretentious 

ways and appearances just for fun. And oh, how the SUItS squirmed as 

theIr social order was turned upSIde down! I 

In the commercIals for /I1S online brokerage, Charies Schwab ap

peared In honest black-and-whIte, InfOrming VIewers m hIS down

home way how hIS service worked, how It cut through the usual Wall 

Street song and dance, how you could now look up mformation from 

your own home. "It's the final step m demystification," he said qUIte 

eveniy. "ThIs Internet stuff IS about freedom. You're m controL" To il

lustrate the pomt, other Schwab commercIals paraded before VIewers 

a cast of regular people (therr names were given as "Howard," "Rick," 

and "Manon") who shared, in what looked like documentary footage, 
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therr matter-of-fact relationslup Wlth the market-the ways they used 

__ .0S�chwab�dot-com-1:oJollow�pnces,l1o�",--they_hought_on_the_dips,_how_� ___ ----i� 
they now performed all sorts of once�arcane financial operations com-

pletely on theIr own. To underscore the Implication that the stock mar-

ket was all about Rick's and Manon's power, not Charlie Schwab's, 

other spots showed hIS non-hotshot, non-threatening brokers in action, 

one of whom was actually blind. 

In another of the great stock market parables of that golden year, 

the Ricks and Manons of the world were Imagined in a far more m

surgent light. Here the common people were shown smaslung their 

way mto the stock exchange, brealdng dO\vn its pretentious doors, 

pounng through Its marble corndors, smashmg the VISItors' gallery 

\VIndows and sending a ram of shards down on the money changers m 

the pIt-all to an insurgent worldbeat tune. As It turned out, th,S 

glimpse of the People tnumphant m revolution one of the only 

times, m that century of red-hunting and labor-warnng, that Amen

cans had been encouraged by one of the great broadcasting networks 

to understand such Imagery In a posluve light-was brought to you 

not by the IWW but by Datek, still another online trading house. 

What the people were overthrowmg was not capHalism itself but 

merely the senseless "wall" that the vOIce-over claImed always "stood 

between you and senous trading.'" 

Exactly! As the century spun to an end it occurred to more and more 

of the market's bIggest boosters that "revolution" was preCIsely what 

was gomg on here. Thus the owners of Indivtd-ual lnvestoT magazine de

CIded m late 1999 that the thmg to do to promote theIr enay into the 

already crowded field of personal finance senals was to send gangs of 

costumed guertillas dressed m berets and annbands around Manhat

tan to pass out copIes of an "Investment Manifesto" hailing the "in� 

alienable nght" of "every man and woman . . .  to make money-and 

lots of It."3 

Meanwhile, the NatlOnal Association of Real Estate Investment 

Trusts ran ads In pnnt and on 1V m whIch a casually dressed father 

and hIS young son capered around the towenng office blocks of a big 
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city. "Do we own all thIS, Dad?" quened the tot. "In a way we do," an
swered hIs father. ThIs land IS theIr land-not because they have 

bought It outright, like Al, the country-owmng tow truck driver In the 

Discover spots, but In a more populist, Woody Guthne sort of way: Be

cause they have Invested In REITs.' 

Not to be outdone by such heavy-handed 1 930s-style Imagery, J .  P. 
Morgan, the very personification of Wall Street's former power and ar
rogance, filled Its ads WIth hyper-realistIc black-and-white close-ups of 
Its employees, many of them nonwhIte or non male. LIterally putting a 
face on the secretlve WASP redoubt of financIal legend, the ads sought 
to establish that Morgan brokers, like Schwab brokers, were a humble 
lot. "I will take my cllents senously," read one. "And myself, less so.'" 
The ads even gave the names and e-mail addresses of the Morgan em
ployees In questlon, a remarkable move for a finn whose pnnclpal had 
once been so unmterested m serving members of the general public 
that he boasted to Congress that he didn't even put the company's 
name on Its outside door. 

Faced with thIS universal embrace of its original populist campaign 

against Wall Street, E'Trade tned to push the trope even further: The 

changes In American investing habIts that had brought it such success 

were In fact nothing less than a SOCIal "revolution," an upnslng compa

rable to the Civil nghts and femlmst movements. In its 1 999 annual re

port, entitled "From One RevolutlOn to the Next," E'Trade used 

photos of black passengers sItting In the back of a bus (" 1964: They 

Said Equality Was Only For Some of Us") and pre-emancipated whIte 

women sitting in the hilanous hair dryers of the 1960s ("1973: They 
Said Women Would Never Break Through the Glass Ceiling") to es
tablish Itself as the nghtful inheritor of the spllit of "revolution." The 

brokerage firm made It clear that the enemy to be overthrown on its 

sector of the front was SOCial class: Next to a photo of a SUIt and a row 

of donc columns a page of text proclaimed, "They s<tid there are 'the 

haves' and the 'have-nots.' " But E'Trade, that socialist of the stock ex

change, was changmg all that: "In the 2 1 st century ies about leveling 

the playmg field and democratizing indiVIdual personal financral ser-
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,�ces." The company's CEO concluded this exerclse m pseudo-radical 

____ --'chest-thumfnng Wlth thls funJ..)'.£'l!lYl!lg -"'!Y2.��BOQ?CIOUSI The revolu-

tlOn contInues. "0 

Vihatever mysterIous forces were propelling the market In that wither

mgly hot summer of 1999, the crafters of ltS pUblic facade seemed to 

agree that what was really happemng was the amval, at long last, of 

economlC democracy. While the world of finance had once been a 

stronghold of WASP pnvilege, an engme of elite enrichment, Joumal-

1st and PR man alike agreed that lt had now been transfonned utterly, 

been opened to all. Tills bull market was the Gotterdammerung of the 

ruling class, the final victory of the common people over thelr former 

overlords. Usually thls "democratizatlOn" was spoken of as a sort of so

Clal upnsmg, a final routmg of the snobblsh old guard culture of Wall 

Street. Sometimes lt was sard to be the market ltself that had worked 

these changes, that had humiliated the suits, that had handed out 

whole lSlands to auto mechamcs, that had perrrutted little old ladies to 

cavort \vith kings. Sometimes "democratization" was described as a de

mographlc phenomenon, a reflection of the vast percentage of the na

tJon's population now entrustmg theIr savmgs to the market. Although 

the figures vaned depending on the source and the requirements at 

hand, whether lt was a whoppmg 60 percent, a still-staggenng 40 per

cent, or a feeble 20 percent, lt was a figure that exerted the same awe

some power over the popular lmagmation of the 1990s that the 

percentage of the populatJon under thmy had in the 1960s: It was smd 

to demonstrate a vast sea change m Amencan dunking about money 

and bus mess, a mounting tidal wave that one either surfed or suc

cumbed to.' 

Your Share of America 

However bodacious the EIf.Trade "revolution" might have seemed to 

the company's CEO, the notJon of a democratized Wall Street was not 

a novel development, umque to the 1990s. Like Henry Ford "democ-
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ratlZlng" the automobile or Coca-Cola bnnging Tab to the masses, the 

mvestment jndustry has always had an ObVlOUS financjal mterest In en

couragmg the general public to entrust it with our saVlngs. Mass par

ticlpatlOn m seCUrItIes markets always brIngs, at the very least, 

increased demand for stocks and hence ascending pnces, not to men

tIon the commISSIons that brokers charge for their servIces. 

Less often remarked IS the mdustry's-and the wIder busmess com

mUl1lty's-ldeologlcal mterest in the democratIZation of ,.vall Street. 

Every hIs ton cal movement to rem m Wall Street; every argument for 

regulating or otheI'Wlse controlling Amencan busmess has taken as Its 

startmg pomt the ImperatIves of democracy. Financial practIces, re

formers have charged agam and agam, stand in flagrant violation of our 

common values of Justtce, equaHty, and universal representatJOn. In 

the ninetIes, though, the narratIve of populist Wall Street seemed to 

prove the exact OppOSIte: Popular participation in the stock market 

amounted to popular sancttOn of both the processes of the exchange 

and the corporatIOns whose shares were traded. When pundits spoke 

of the stock market h3\�ng been "democratIzed," they Implied that the 

market now funCtIoned like a democracy; that the market represented 

the people, that It acted on the people's behalf, that It spoke m the vox 
populi. Markets were not merely organs of exchange, they were a 

never-ending ejectIOn that had, m Thomas Fnedman's phrase, "turned 

the whole world mto a parliamentary system," a place where people 

"vote every hour, every day through their mutual funds, their pensIOn 

funds, the" brokers, and, more and more, from the" own basements 

Vla the mternet.'" The NYSE, once the locus of elite power, had be

come a natIOnal town meeting, Its daily tickings up or down as much 

an "'"pressIOn of the people's will as of economic well-being. The bull 

market of the nmetles was to be nothing less than the Peoples Market, 

a combinatIOn voting booth and prosperity machine for the common 

man. 

So Just as effiCIent market theory holds that stock markets process 

economIC data qUickly and flawlessly, AmerIcan commentators came to 

believe that stock markets perform pretty much the same operatIOn 
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with the general will, endlessly adjusting and modifymg themselves m 

conformity with the vast and gtherwise eniglJl.atj�FQP_ular.mmd._Pub,- _. __ 
lic partJcipation in the stock market, then, was eVIdence of that most 

ardently desired Ideological objective of all: popular consent to the 

deeds of Amencan business. Thus It was the mIracle of the Dow that 

proVIded the evangelists of the New Economy with one of their most 

potent economIC arguments. Second only to the fall of CommunIsm as 

"proof' of the hlstoncal correctness of the corporate way, the ever-as

cending Dow was what put the self-assured swagger In the "New 

Economy" consensus, what permitted Bill Clinton and his allies to de-

clare that they alone could see the path of democratic nghteousness, 

what put the seal of public approval on the politics of pnvanzatlOn, 

deregulation, deunionization, and the downgrading of the welfare 

state. Partisans of the new corporate order the world over pomted to 

the perfonnance of the Amencan stock markets the way politlcians 

pomt to the "mandate" g;ven them by landslide electoral Vlctories. The 

ever-nsmg Dow was the IdeolOgIcal trump card that allowed the faith-

ful to dismiss doubters with an almost mathematIcal certainty: After 

all, the naysayers said what they did when it was still at 7000, or even 

when It stood at a mere 5000 ' 

It was also the market's spectacular deeds that propelled so many of 

the myths and fad notions of the nineties. If we needed the vapId 

pseudo-philosophy of Suze Orman to help us deal with our nches, It 

was because our Investments had been compounding 50 nicely of late. 

If our boss had "moved our cheese" down to the unemployment line, 

he had probably done so In order to enhance the value of his own 

shares in the company. If there was a boom m the construction of sub

urban manSIons, a steady mcrease in the pnce of Cigars or yachts, It 

was due to the magical gomgs·on at the blessed interseclIon of Broad 

and Wall. 

Wall Street Itself had even better reasons to understand public par

tlcipation as "democralIzation." As symbol and as a real center of Amer

Ican capItalism, the financial industry has both the most to lose from a 

resurgence of antibusiness sentiment and the most to gain from the 
-
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ldeologIcal VlCtOry of market populism. For a hundred years the finan

CIal mdustry had been the cluef target of populist reformers of all 

lunds; for sixty years banks, brokers, and exchanges have labored at 

least partIally under the regulations those earlier populists proposed. 

And Wall Street has never forgotten the melodrama of crash, arro

gance, and New Deal reform that gave birth to those regulations. To 

thIS day Wall Street leaders see the possibility of a reVIved New Deal 

spmt around every corner; they fight not merely to keep the interfenng 

liberals out of power, but to keep order m their own house, to ensure 

that the pUblic relatIOns debacle of 1929-32 IS never repeated. ThIS IS 

why so much of the bull market culture of the mneties reads like a long 

gloss on the expenence of the 1 930s, like a subconscIOus battle \VIth 

the memory of the DepreSSIon. 

That the literature of the financIal industry IS ammated by an ongo

mg need to preempt critlcism and suppress doubt can be seen in even 

the most quotidian documents. In the aftermath of various revelations 

of unsavory practices by day-tradIng firms m August 1 999, for example, 

the Wall Street Joumal editonalized m favor of strIngent self-policmg 

lest the "politJ.clans < . , descend In force to Impose regulatlons that 

could hamstnng the markets and shut down the good nmes for every

body." As a warnmg of what could come "if busmessmen don't do theIr 

own dirty laundry," the Joumal referred expliCItly to the hated Glass

Steagall banking law, passed amid the revelanons of the early tlurnes." 

It didn't matter that years of spectacular gams had largely drowned out 

such cnnCIsm or that the Glass-Steagall act itself was about to be re

pealed: the war went on. 

Feanng that a replay of the Glass-Steagall catastrophe lurks forever 

Just offstage, Wall Street leaders take any opportumty to turn the pop

ulist tables, to identify themselves WIth the tastes, mores, and aspIra

tions of the vast Amencan mIddle. ThIS was the greatest promIse of the 

"democratIzation" of the mnetIes: If the mterests of the Street had 

once been Identified with the arrogance of J. P. Morgan, now the m

dustry was one WIth the people. Again, a workaday example drawn 

from the Wall Street Journal editorial page, m thIS case a March 1996 
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r·· :'" .j; denuncIation of a proposed increase In capital gams taxes as a delusIOn 

_: _tl 
__

_
_ 

-'ofJh_e...re_a_ctionaryJeft'�on the grounds .that It posited a ciass dhode.be-;- 1 tween average people and financIers-or between "Wall Street and 

Mam Street," to use what would become one of the decades favonte 

phrases-that no longer eXIsted "in the decade of the mutual fund 

pension." After all, the newspaper pomted out (WJthout benefit of eVI

dence), "Wall Street's junk bond demons created Mam Street's Jobs."" 

According to the new populism, it was the market that spoke for the 

people, and the would-be taxers, regulators, and entJcs of Wall Street 

who were the elitists. 
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And if you pushed the notIOn of "democratization" a little-took 

some chances, transgressed some boundaries-you could Imagme 

much more than that. Just as the Irresistible power of the "New Econ

omy" was saId to be forcing the US to raze the welfare state, the new, 

more public onentatJon of the stock market could be summoned forth 

as evidence of the new capitalism's SOCIal beneficence. In fact, there 

was a real ldeologJcal diverSIty to stocks. If you thought about them Just 

nght, It seemed, you could Imagme stocks as a substitute for pretty 

nearly every aspect of the SOCIal order of the tlurties, as Amencan busi· 

ness's answer to the New Deal, complete WJth the culturaJ tnmmmgs. 

Before we proceed, however, let us be clear about the stock market's 

actual contribut1Ons to economIC democracy In the United States. 

However WIdely dispersed stock ownershIp may have become in recent 

years, the vast maJonty of shares are still held by the wealthy. It IS thIS 

sImple, Incontestable fact of Amencan life that, more than almost any

thIng else, has permItted the massIve skewmg of wealth distributIOn in 

the last two decades. Stocks are the economIc engIne that has gener

ally made the nch so very much ncher than the rest of us, first through 

the bull market of the elghtJes and then through the bull market of the 

ninetIes. There is no controversy or secrecy about these facts: Even an 

econoffilst as partIal to the "New Economy" as Lester Thurow ac

knowledges that Amenca's WJdenIng Inequality can be attributed di

rectly to the rISmg stock market. A full 86 percent of the market's 
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advances in the last four years of the bull market, he pOints out, went 

to the wealthlest ] 0 percent of the populatlOn. The_maJonty of the 

population, not owrung any stock, shared in the great money handout 

not at all." The booming stock market of the mneties did not democ

ratIze wealth; it concentrated wealth. 

Nor did stock pnces reflect the growmg prosperity of mlddle Amer

lca. On the contrary, throughout the nmebes stock pnces conSlStently 

rallied on news that wages were laggmg. The Opposlte was also true: 

Reports of even marginal wage mcreases were sufficIent throughout 

the duration of the People's Market to send the Dow Into terrible fits 

and famts. And while millions of average whlte- and blue-collar work

ers (including thls author) saw thelr penSIOn plans, 40] (k)s, and IRAs 

apprecJate mcely thanks to the deeds of the Dow, this hardly made up 

for the weak performance of wages. After all, workers can hardly be ex

pected to own shares if they can't afford them. And even if everything 

went well-the market continued to perform so mlraculously and all of 

us plcked stocks that went up-the resulting gams would only ensure 

a few years of secure retirement in the distant future, not ease In the 

here-and-now. 

As for the notlOn of representation through stockholding, lt lS lITl

portant to remember that "one dollar, one vote" is the defimtion of plu

tocracy, not democracy. While lt lS true that even the smallest of 

shareholders lS entitled to attend companies' annual meetings and help 

themselves to the free radishes and nonalcoholic beer dispensed there, 

theIr votes are, in almost all cases, woefully InsIgnificant in comparison 

to the maSSlve clout wielded by mstJtutional Investors. In the case of 

mutual funds and penSlOn plans, the Instruments most frequently 

cited for their democratizmg effects, mdividuals have even less of a 

VOlce. TI,e voting lS done for them-and by law, In the case of cert:aJn 

uruon pensIOns-by the manager of thelr plan or mutual fund. 

Regardless of how we think about stocks or exactly how we kneel 

dunng our prayers to Wall Street, the nine years (as of thlS wnbng) of 

the last bull market only worsened what was already a spectacularly 
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hach"Ward distribution of national wealth, Any clrum that mass parttcI-
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the Uruted States IS false m a pnma faCIe sense, 

But thIS IS a book about the faiths and beliefs of busmess, and m 

this stnctly cultural sense the nohon of economic democracy through 

mvesttng has proven not only durable but rrreSlStible, As a fruth, as a 

SImple, abIding belief, market populism IS capable of answenng all 

doubts and silencmg all doubters, Take those stagnant-to-declirung 

real wages of Amencan workers, for example. The market doesn't rally 

upon heanng bad news just because It'S perverse or because brokers 

enJoy the spectacle of human suffering, In pomt of fact, according to 

the relgrung pop-economIc theonsts of recent years, the stock market 

IS very much part of the problem here: A central pnnciple of "New 

Economy" thought is that corporate growth and producthoty gruns m 

the new era have been rightfully severed from wage Increases and 

handed over mstead to top management and shareholders. And, smce 

the redistributiomst policIes of "bIg government" are now as impermls

sible as labor orgaruzmg, stocks of necessity have become the sole le

gItimate avenue for the redistribution of wealth. In other eras such an 

arrangement would have seemed an obvIOUS earmark of a badly mal

functIOning economic system, a system designed to funnel everythmg 

into the pockets of the already wealthy, smce that's who owns most of 

the stock. 

But toss the idea of an ongomg financial "democrattzation" into the 

mIX, and presto: Now the lopSIded transformation of productivity gams 

mto shareholder value IS an earmark of fmmess-because those share

holders are us! Sure, workers here and there are gomg down, but most 

of us, through the miracle of stocks, are on our way up. Furthermore, 

ownership of stock among workers themselves, it was somenmes ar

gued, more than made up for the decade's stagnant wages. Workers' 

portfolios would surge m exact proportion to every management depre

dation! Line workers and organization men alike would get nch even as 

they were fired I What capital took away with one hand, it was rea

soned, It gave back with the other-and with mterest. 
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This Idea of stock pnces compensatmg for lost or stagnant wages 

� ___ _ has Jong been a.favonte ideologIcal hobbyhorse of the corporate rIght, 

ImplYIng as It did that wealth was created not on the factory floor but 

on "Vall Street and that workers only shared In It through the grace of 

their options-granting CEO. But as the NASDAQ proceeded from trI

umph to trIumph, economists and politicians of both partIes came 

around to this cunous notion, imagirung that v,Ie had somehow wan

dered mto a sort of free-market magic kIngdom, where ever-ascending 

stock prices could be relied upon to solve just about any socIal prob

lem. Now we could have it all: We could slash away at the welfare 

state, hobble the unions, downsIZe the workforce, send the factories to 

Mexico and 110 one lVotdd get hurt! 

Naturally the idea was first sailed out for public VIeWIng In the af

termath of a serious public relations cnsls for Wall Street. One fine day 

In January 1996, AT&T announced it was cutting forty thousand white

collar Jobs from its workforce; In response Wall Street turned cart

wheels of JOY, sending the company's prIce north and personally 

enrichIng the company's CEO, Robert Allen, by some five million dol

lars. The connection of the tVIi"O events was impossible to overlook, as 

was its meamng: What's bad for workers is good for Wall Street. Within 

days the company was up to Its neck In old economy-style vituperation 

from press and politiCIans alike. Then a golden vOIce rang through the 

din, promoting a simple and "purely capitalist" solution to "thIS heart

less cycle" "Let Them Eat Stock," proclaImed one James Cramer from 

the cover of 11,. New Republic. "Just gIVe the laid-off employees stock 

optIons," suggested Cramer, a hedge fund manager by trade who In his 

spare time dispensed Investment advice on 1V and in magazmes, and 

"let them particIpate m the stock apprecIation that theIr firmgs 

caused." There was, of course, no question as to whether AT&T was m 
the rIght in what it had done: "the need to be competitIve" justified all. 

It's Just that such brusque dOIngs opened the door to cranks and 

naysayers who could potentIally make thIngs hot for Wall Street. But

tressing his argument with some neat numbers proving that, gIVen 

enough options, the downsized could soon be yes--",illiollaires, 
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Cramer foresaw huge benefits for all. OptIOns would not only make 

____ _ .� ___ ._".ev.ery-o ne _nch ._.t h ey _were _wand er -:. workIng .cyni clsm",aba tern en t. d eVI ces. ____ - - -
Significantly, Cramer noted that no company then offered such a 

"stock optIOn severance plan." But the prmclple was the thmg, and m 

pnnclple one could not hold the stock market responsible; in pnnclple 

the mterests of aU partIes concerned could be frurly met without re

course to such market�hostiJe tools as government or Unions. H 
And in Ideology all one reqUlres IS pnnclple. Thus It turned out to 

be a short walk indeed from Cramer's modest proposal to a generalized 

belief m the possibility of real social redress through stocks-as though 

stock ownershIp by workers was something that actually took place on 

a huge scale, something that happened aU the tIme. After all, smce 

anyone could buy stocks, we had only ourselves to blame if we didn't 

share m the JOY. The argument was an extremely flexible one, capable 

of matenalizmg m nearly any CIrcumstance. In a November 1 999 

thmk-plece addressmg the problem of union workers angered by inter

natIOnal trade agreements that made no provlSlon for labor fights, a 

New York Times wnter found that they suffered from "confUSion" smce 

even as they protested, theu 40] (k)s were "spiking upward" due to 

"ever�freer trade."u To Lester Thurow, the answer to maSSIve and grow� 

Ing Inequality was not to redistribute wealth or reorgamze the economy 

but to "WIden the skill base" so that anyone could "work for entrepre

neurial comparues" and thus have access to stock optIOns. I S  For lesser 

bull market rhapsodists the difference between "could" and "is" SImply 

disappeared In the blissful haze. Egalitanan optlOns were peeking out 

of every pocket. The cover of the July 1999 Issue of NIolley carried a 

photo of a long line of diverse, smiling workers-a familiar populist ar

chetype-under the captlOn, 'The employees of Actuate aU get valu

able stock opnons." InSIde, the magazme enthused about how optIons 

"are ",nding up in the shirt pockets of employees wIth blue collars, 

plrud collars and, mcreasmgly, no collars at all" (thIs last bemg espe

CIally SIgnificant smce the only option benefiCIary the arocle profiled 

was a "software engmeer" who dreams of milhon31rehood whi1e moun� 

tam biking). By decade's end the myth of the wage/stock tradeoff was 
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so \o\odely accepted that its truest believers were able to present It as a 

hIstOriCal principle, as our final payoff for endunng all those years of 

demdustrlalizatlOn and downSIZing, In a January 2000 Wall Street Jour

nal feature story on how the good times were filtermg down to the 

heartland folks of Akron, Ohio a Rust Belt town hit hard by the cap

ital flight of the seventies and eighoes-the soanog stock market was 

asserted to have gone "a long way m supplanting the Insecunty of the 

1980s, when the whole notIOn of employment for life was shattered, 

\o\Oth something else: a sense of well-being," Yes, their factones had 

closed-but just look at them now! The JOllmal found a blue-collar 

Akron resident who played golf! And an entrepreneur who drove a Mer

cedes!" Who needed government when they had options? 

It may have been fun to Imagine what these enchanted options 

could do in the seMce of economiC democracy, but in point of fact 
their powers were almost always directed the other way, Options did 

not bnng about some sort of "New Economy" egalitanarusm; they were 

one of the greatest causes of the ever \o\Odening income gap, It was op

Oons that mflated the take-home pay of CEOs to a staggering 475 

times what the" average line-worker made; It was opOons that made 

downsiZIng, outsourcmg, and umon-busting so profitable, 'Jihen op

tIOns were given out to employees-a common enough practice In Sil

icon Valley by decade's end-they often came In lieu of wages, thus 

permitting finns to conceal the" payroll expenses and artifiCially Inflate 

the price of their shares, pumpmg the bubble still further, " Opnons 

were a tool of wealth concentranon, a bridge straight to the nineteenth 

century. 

And yet the bull market fruthful found it next to impossible to talk 

about options in this way. Only one mterpretation, one e>.1'lanatory 

framework seemed to be penrussible when speaking of Investing or fi

nance the onward march of democracy, Anything could be made to 

fit-the popularity of day-trading, the growth of the munial fund indus

ny, the demiSe of Banngs bank, the collapse of the Thai currency, The 

bubble being blown on Wall Street was an ideologIcal one as much as it 

was anything else, with succeeding mterpretations constantly heighten-
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ing the rhetonc of populist glory bemg heaped on the exchange. It was 

_____ ,�n "investing n�vaJ!-!tIan,"Jt was al1 _abOtlt��D1pp:wermeDt,:�._ � ... _ . .  _ . . . '" 
And there were mcredible pnzes to be won as long as the democ

racy bubble contmued to swell, as the notIOn of Wall Street as an al

ternative to democratlc government became more and more plausible. 

Maybe the Glass-Steagall Act could finally be repealed; maybe the 

SEC could finally be grounded; maybe antItrust could finally be halted. 

And, most entIcmgly of all, maybe Socml Secunty could at last be "pn

vatlZed" m accordance 'mth the nght-wmg fantasy of long standing. 

True, it would be a staggenng hlstoncal reversal for Democrats-the 

party that had traditlOnally campalgned agamst the "economlc royal

lStS" of WaIl Street and that had encumbered the financml mdustry 

with the vanous hated reforms of the 1 930s-to consIder such a 

scheme, but actually seeing it through would reqUIre an even more 

substantlal change of lmage on Wall Street's part. In order to clalm the 

maSSlVe "wmdfaIl"" that Socml Secunty would represent, Wall Street 

would have to convmce the natIon that lt was worthy of the charge, 

that lt was as public-mmded and considerate of the little fellow as 

Franklin Roosevelt hlmself had been. Although one mutual fund com

pany actually attempted thlS directly-showmg footage of FDR slgning 

the Socml Secunty Act m 1 935 and proclalming, "Today, we're plcking 

up where he left aff"19-mast chose a warmer, vaguer route, showing 

us heroic tableaux of hardy mldwesterners buymg and holding amld 

the Nebraska corn, of World War JJ vets day-trading from theu subur

ban rec rooms, of athletes talking like mSlders, of church ladies phon

mg m theu questIons to the commentator on CNBC, of mom and pop 

posting then very own fire-breathmg defenses of Microsoft on the 

boards at Silicon Investor. This was a boom dnven by democracy itself, 

a boom of mfimte possibilitJes, a boom that could never end. 

As the true believers began to see that the bull market stretched out 

before them to the furthest honzon, they began also to notlce that it 

had been around for an unusually long tIme-that lt was in fact very 

close to bemg a permanent bull market, For the techmcally mclined the 

I I 
, 
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boom's starting date was March -1991 , makIng ,t the -longest bull mar-

__ ___ ket on record. But m the latter years of the decade the long bull mar

ket began to take on even more awesome attributes. Endless stock 

market prospenty was a "new paradigm," not slIDply a bull market, and 

the faIthful now saw It stretchmg all the way back to 1 982, unmter

rupted by the crash of 1 987 or the disruptJons dunng the Gulf "Var, 

reachmg generously back to shower its blessmgs on old Ronald Reagan 

hImself-the patron saint of CEO ennchment, bogus populism, and 

the umon-free wor!."!'lace." After all, if the Dow could grow from 3,000 

to 1 2,000, why couldn't It be eIghteen years old mstead of rune? 

Ah, they were gorgeous dreams mdeed, these rosy fantaSIes of the 

People and theIr Dow. And it was thIS notIOn of market democracy, am

plified by the repetJtlOn of thousands of Journalists m hundreds of 

books and magazmes, by the words of the hopeful In online chat

rooms, as much as any mundane factor like greed or earnmgs or 

growth, that propelled the averages up and up, on through the limIts of 

the old buH markets, on mto democratic ecstasles unknO\vn and un

charted. ThIs was a magIc boom, a romp that grew back mto the past 

even as It ascended mto the heavens, a frolic that defied the very rules 

of unemployment and "wage inflation," as workers-charmed too, no 

doubt, by the ub,qUItous upward curve-\�rtuously refused to demand 

hIgher wages. It was prospenty as an act of populist faIth, a People's 

boom dnven by memones of Capra mOVles and Norman Rockwell 

pamtmgs, by pureness of heart and steadfastness of faith. 

The Madness of Crowds 

It pleased financIal commentators of the 1 990s to believe that the "de

mocratizatIOn" of Wall Street was a uruque, even an epochal, plate

shiftJng development. In fact, mass public enthusIasm for stocks has 

been a recurnng feature of Amencan life smce the earliest days of 

Amencan mdustry. Here IS how Henry Adams, wntJng in 1 870, de

scribed the Civil VVar speculatIve boom: 
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By means of thIs simple and smooth [investment) machmery, whIch 
_______ . __ ._differs_m�no_essentlal __ respect _ from _the __ processes_.oLroulette _, or . _ _  -._______ . 

ro1tge�et-llOtr, the whole natIOn flung Itself Into the Stock Exchange, 

, , 

- i' 

" - ' 

until the "outsiders," as they were called, in opposition to the regu-
lar brokers . , . represented nothing less than the entire populauon 
of the Amencan Republic. Every one speculated, and for a time 
every one speculated successfulIy.21 

As public enthUSIasm can contribute mIghtily to pnces, Wall Street has 

great mterests in encouraging it, in enlisting the saVIngs of the millions_ 

It IS thus, m addinon to bemg a place of ngorous fiscal calculatlOn and 

economIc realpolitik, a land of obseSSIve optImism, of nonstop PR, of 

mass salesmanshIp. In The Great Crash, John Kenneth Galbratth ob

served that mamc bull markets reqUIre not Just sound numbers but re

lentless "incantanon," a ventable army of pundits and PR men to 

engage the public In a "process of reassurance."22 

It IS thIS requirement that brmgs on one of the most iromc aspects 

of Wall Street culture: its mtermlttent but tornd love affaIr ,,"th the 

language of populism. For the ongmal Populists and theIr successors, 

of course, Wall Street had always been the locus of the greatest finan

CIal evil of them all, the faceless "money power" that senselessly and 

arrogantly brought boom or bust, flush times or despair, prospenty or 

rum to mdustries, businessmen, and workers alike. Vlall Street was 

what the common people had to rally agamst. But Wall Street has con

tmually worked to tum the language of populism around, to Identify It

self as a responsible organ of the popular will. Charles Merrill, for 

example, understood the mlSSlOn of the great brokerage that he 

founded ill 1 940 as "bnnging Mam Street to Wall Street."" According 

to the slogan adopted by the New York Stock Exchange m the 1950s, 

mvesnng allowed you to "Own your share of Amenca." 

But the best-known antecedent of the People's Market of the 

nIneties was the boom of the I 920s. "Antecedent," though, IS too weak 

a word: The parallels between that bull market and thts one are so 

paInfully clear that all the overheated market populism of recent years 
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sometImes seems like a permanent feature of the American Imagma

tIon, present always Just beneath the surface and ready to flow forth at 

the slightest hint of prolonged good tunes. Like the People's Market of 

recent years, the bull market of the twentIes was smd to be a democra

tIc phenomenon, one In whIch an unprecedented proportion of the pop

ulation was partIcIpatIng." Fnendly economIsts, then as now, spoke of 

permanent prosperIty and a "New Era" of industnal orgamzatlon and 

economIc democracy. (While finanCial wnters of the ninetIes generally 

preferred the phrases "New Economy" or "New Paradigm," the very 

term "New Era" actually came bnefly mto fasluon again in 1 999 as they 

searched for a fresh neologIsm.)" The New Era, like our own New 

Economy, was powered by an unshakable faith In the long-term return 

of common stocks and by sudden manias for compames whose busmess 

had to do with new communications technologies." Like the boom of 

the nmetles, that of the twenties boasted a cast of popular finanCIal he

roes, ethmc outsiders like Joseph Kennedy, i'vlike Meehan, and Bernard 

Baruch, who served as symbolic confumatIon that Wall Street was no 

longer an exclUSIve precinct of the traditional ruling class. In the 1 920s, 

as now, promment Democrats lent the market populist credibility WIth 

theIr enthUSIastIc boostmg: In the nineties we had Bill Clinton and An

drew TobIas, treasurer of the DemocratIc NatIOnal Commmee and au

thor of the humorous value-mvestIng manual The Oal)' Investment 

G/lide YO/l'll Ever Need. In the twenties it was New York governor AJ 
SmIth and financier John J .  Raskob, who took time off from Ius duties 

as Democratic national chairman to partiCIpate In some of the wacber 

stock market Japes of the day, and to send the naOon mto a gIddy parox

ysm of JOY when he proposed, In June 1 929, to set up a colossal mutual 

fund that would, as one account put It, "give working people the same 

chance that the nch banker has of profitIng by the nse m values of the 

common stocks of America's most successful corporauons." �en 

Raskob addressed readers of Ladies' HOllie JO/lnlal a few months later (in 

a soon-to-be notonous artIcle utled "Everybody Ought to be Rich"), he 

"'Plicitly described IllS plan to permlt even the lowliest to "secure therr 

share In the natIOn's busmess" as an alternative to "socialistIc" solutions 
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to the problem of wealth mequality. Through the mIracle of the mutual 

-... -----fund,-\�lall·Street ·could ·make the welfare-state .unnecessary.:c"'--__ 

Before two months were out, Raskob's market populism would be 

little more than a cruel Joke. Before five years had passed, hIS party had • I 
not only embraced the "socIalistic" measures he had warned against, .... j 
but had actually passed legIslatlOn outlawmg many of the stock market 

practIces from whIch he and hIS colleagues had benefited so hand-

somely. As Raskob drifted off mto the land of far-nght polities, found-

mg the Arnencan Liberty League and mvelghmg endlessly against the 

New Deal, hIS Wall Street populism was replaced by the populism of 

Roosevelt, wInch would remain enshnned as natIOnal economic com-

mon sense until It was pushed aSIde m the 1 990s. 

John Brooks' famous account of the twenties boom, Once m Gol

conda, is essentially a study of the nse and fall of Wall Street populism. 

Brooks gIVes the Idea ItS due: He leaves no doubt, for example, that the 

New York Stock Exchange was, Immediately after World War I, a place 

of "arbItrary and arrogant mood" accustomed to "explauung Itself to the 

public In terms so patently preposterous as to seem to express con

tempt.1t Even worse, it was a "private club" filled with "consummate 

snobs" and overseen by the exclusIvely WASP partners of the House of 

Morgan. As these figures were challenged by the new breed of public

mmded bankers and brokers, though, the Street gradually lost ItS elit

Ist image. Or, more precisely, elitIsm was democratized, made available 

to all. The crowds of small investors who would show up on Wall Street 

dunng the later 1 920s, Brooks writes, had: 

come to feel a sense of belongmg there; the scars on U. P.] Morgan's 
[inflicted by a 1920 bombmg attack) are theIr scars and the grave of 
Hamilton m Trimty Churchyard IS theIrS . . . .  The most change-re
SIstant of InstItutIOns, the urban club, has gone democratIc on Wall 
Street; luncheon clubs, most of them no more than six months old, 
are everywhere, ranging from fancy cafes to one-arm counters In 

bare rooms, and membershIp IS Just a matter of knowing some� 

body-anybody-and paymg a fee. 

I 
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For a moment, at least, the m1ddle class (as one commentator m the 

___ � �  1 990s would_put 11) had JOIned the money_class, .had embraced _the ___ _ �_ � 

symbols, heroes, and values of anstocratIc politIcs. But thIs was 

democracy as a promot.1Onal tnck: The real thmg, Brooks InSIsts, came 

only In the pemtent aftennath of the Great Crash.'" 

Even m the thIrtIes, though, market populism didn't die out alto

gether: It was merely transformed mto a defensIVe deVIce. If the 

stock market IS a democratIc InstItution, a transparent representatIOn 

of public deSIre, then ItS leaders can hardly be held responSible for 

its ups and downs. Thus, when congressmen mvestigatmg the causes 

of the DepreSSIOn asked NYSE presIdent Richard WhItney to explam 

the late bull market, he passed the buck on to the general public, 

.telling hIS mterlocutors to "ask the one hundred and twenty-three 

million people of the Umted States."" To examme the workIngs of 

the market was to do nothIng less than to second-guess the wIsdom 

of the people. 

For about twenty years after the 1 929 crash, though, It was the other 

populism that colored commentary on Wall Street, consIstently pomt

mg to the elibst tastes and atbtudes of the financiers as eVIdence of 

theIr unfitness to rule. Thurman Arnold sardomcally debunked what 

he called The Folklore of Capitalism while Matthew Josephson's slash

and-burn book The Robber Barons portrayed Wall Street as the sIte of 

a colossal national mulctmg. Perhaps a better demonstratIon of the 

depth of antI-Wall Street feeling IS found in the wntIng of Fredenck 

LeWIS Allen, one of the greatest masters of Amencan mIddlebrow. 

Once a sunny chromcler of the Amencan pageant, Allen concluded m 

hIS popular 1 93 5  financIal hIStOry, The Lords. of CreatIOn, that financIal 

markets served mainly to enrich the already wealthy, to diVide the 

country into "economic strata," and to fund the sumptuous pastimes of 

an Amencan "anstocracy," whose fnvoliues he described in lund detail. 

Allen filled the book wIth photos of finanCIers behmd bars or armong 

to be mterrogated by congressmen. After narratIng J .  P. Morgan's ap

pearance before the PUJo committee m 1 9 1 3, he described the great 

man in these tenus: 
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He was a Bourbon, contemptuous of democratIc processes: a be-

_______ ._-liever in.the.manifestdestmy. of.ansto.cratsJike_hlmseILto_enJoy.and ___ _____ . .  _ .. _ 

. . . 

, 

distribute the frUIts of Industry. The financial methods wiuch he 

sponsored did much . .  < to wIden the gulf between rich and poor; to 

levy, as It were, a heavy Wall Street tax upon the production of goods, 

a ta.x sometimes too heavy to be borne.3O 

The impreSSIOn of Wall Street as an anstocraoc fortress was strength

ened by the Pecora mvesogaoon of 1933, when the country learned 

the dimensions of the Morgan bank's exclusiVIty and its open-handed

ness toward soclety's masters; the related ldea of Wall Street as an as

sortment of upper-class 1mbeciles spnnkled liberally w;th cnminals 

also received ample confirmation. By 1940 even humorous treatments 

of Wall Street like Fred Schwed's memOlI, "VIlere Are the ClIstomers' 

Yachts?, could take thlS latter charactemation as proved. The Depres

SIOn left Investment bankers. jn the assessment of histonan Charles 

Gelsst, "the most hated profeSSIOnal group in the country."" 

There can be little doubt that the populists of the thirtles had a 

pomt. Even as the Morgan Bank determmed the fate of the country's 

mdustry (even, according to the findings of the Senate's Nye commlt

tee on war profiteenng, draggmg the US into World Wad), lt remamed 

completely aloof from the public, taking deposits from and doing bUSI

ness with only those it deemed proper. Wall Street's leading personali

ties in those years were snobs 10 the classic sense, perfectly capable of 

expressing a Harrultoman contempt for the public mmd. GalbraIth re

calIs one 1 929 volume, by Pnnceton professor and bull market pro

moter Joseph Stagg Lawrence, which understood any doubts federal 

officials had about the stock exchange as merely the resentment of the 

uncouth, "a bias 'founded upon a clash of interests and a moral and in

tellectual antipathy between the wealthy, cultured, and conservaove 

settlements on the seacoast (including Wall Street) and the poverty

stricken, illiterate, and radical pIOneer commumties of the mtenor.' "" 

Not even the "'--penence of the DepreSSIOn cured Wall Street of ltS 

habitual haughtiness. Although the servants and mansIOns and polo 
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pomes disappeared (especIally after hyper-arIStocratic 1'NSE presIdent 

_ Richard Wlutney was sent to pnson for embezzlement), the disdain for 

the public remamed long afterward. In the boom of the 1 960s, a pe

riod of soanng Idealism about "the people" generally, Wall Street fig

ures continued to speak scornfully of the mass mmd. The financIal 

Journalist "Adam Smith," whose best-selling 1 967 book The MOlley 

Game remains an amusing account of those frenetic years, used the 

notion of psychologIcal combat between gemus financiers and a herd

like public to gIve hIS book narratIVe continUIty. The slffiplest "indica

tor" used by Wall Street honchos, he wrote, was to "find out what the 
• 

average investor, or the little investor, is doing. Then you do just the op

poSIte. The sophIstIcates never feel comfortable unless they can be re-

o assured that relattvely unmformed investors are gomg the other way 

wIth some comnction." The "littie people," the "public," in other words, 

"are always wrong."" For the assorted brokers, fund managers, and 

traders that "Smith" followed, small mvestors were blunderIng chumps 

whose enthusIasm for any particular Issue was a dear SIgnal to those 

In the know that it was time to get out. He even described fund man

agers pa)'lng regular '-lSits to Merrill Lynch, then the leader of Wall 

Street democracy, In order to use its clients' moves as a contramdica

tor. Such "sophIstIcates," according to "Smith," were aVId fans of the 

deeply antIdemocratIc turn-of-the-century SOClai psychologISt Gustave 

Le Bon, ""hose contributlOn to \iVestern letters was the notIOn that, 

gIVen the proper techmques, the public mmd could be easily mampu

lated. They were even more partial to a cunous book called Extraordi

nary Pop"lar Dei1lSIOIls and the Madness of Crowds, wntten by one 

Charles Mackay in the 1840s but which only began to find a mass au

dience durmg the conformophobIc years of the 1 960s and 1 970s. With 

Its tales of Dutch tulip mama and other memorable finanCial bubbles, 

the book served to proVIde the sanction of the ages for Wall Street's dis

damful take on the public mmd. The introductIon to the 1 9 80 edition, 

for example, comments \Vlth tory scorn on the absurdity of vanous fads 

and popular dances of the seventIes and even blames a "panicked" 

public for the banking collapse of the 19305." 
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As late as the elghtJes, Wall Street's ingramed contempt for the 

_____ publicensured�aLthirtJes,stvle _POPUliSLOU trage_would_contin ue_to._ 

erupt penodically, summoned forth by mOVles like Wall Street and 

journalistic coverage of the era's varIOUS financIal scandals: leveraged 

buyouts, Junk bonds, insIder trading, the 1987 stock market crash, 

the collapse of the savings and loan mdustry. Along the way, though, 

the populist tradition had changed m a very cunous manner. "Smith" 

wrote of the corporate shenamgans he saw everyv"here In the sixties 

with an undemable admiratJon: Those who successfully outsmarted 

the public were otherworldly gem uses, figureheads for a new land of 

acqu1sltIVeness. ThIS Machiavellian turn would become even more 

pronounced m the 1980s. True, finanCial wrIters would still empha

sIZe the malevolence and greed of Wall Street insiders and the relative 

weakness, foolishness, and inSIgnificance of the average cltlzens who 

were therr customers. But they also put a perverse most on the old 

populist moralism, doting on the financlal power of the Henry 

KraVlses and John Gutfreunds rather than deploring 1t, marveling at 

the mgenUlty "oth whIch they broke up beloved companies and 

smashed trusted brand names. For all the revulSIon expressed by 

books like Liar's Poker and BarbariallS at tile Gate, the dominant note 

was starstruck wonderment at these "masters of the universe." at thelI 

millions and theIr manses, at their Gulfstream jets and Mercedes 

cars, at the hIgh quality of the sex and luxuries they enjoyed. Occa

SIOnal digressions to consider those shafted by the pros served only to 

heIghten thIS sense, to establish Just how saosfymg 1t was to brIng 

misfortune to some dope on the phone. The more monstrous the ma

nlpulatJon the merner. 

But as the traditional crltlcs of the finanCIal mdustry were adoptIng 

this more worldly approach, Wall Street was pIcking up the banner of 

the common people and advancing agamst itself. The trans1tion from 

the coke-and-limo Wall Street of the eIghtIes to the earnest, neighborly 

Wall Street that we know today can be seen qUite clearly m the Trea

sury bond scandal that engulfed Salomon Brothers m the early 

mnetles. Thanks to the revelatIOns of Liar's PoI",r, Salomon was then 
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regarded as the very mcarnation of the simster Wall Street of the eight

Ies; Its mIsdeeds provoked Congressional hearings that threatened to 

become another PUJo or Pecora InvestlgatlOn, But according to finan

claJ journalist Roger Lowenstein, the brokerage's reaJ Sin was that It 

had acted as "the pIcture of Wan Street arrogance-and arrogance, 

more than any specific cnme, is what turned the public's stomach,"" 

11115 is precIsely true. Whatever the specific Issues at hand, American 
criticiSm of the financial mdustry has always lingered on this partJcu

lar venal quality: ],  p, Morgan's yacht; the banquets and effete sports 

enjoyed by the Astors, the Belmonts, the Du Ponts; the Go-Go traders 

scoffing at the clients of Merrill Lynch, ThiS focus on the problem of 

"arrogance" would also tum out to he the cntical tradition's undoing, 

As It happened, what resolved the Salomon scandal was not a populist 

assault on Wall Street by politicIans but a populist assault on Wall 
Street by Wall Street itself. Samtly commoner Warren Buffett, the 

Omaha-based billionarre known for lus folksy habIts, matenalized In 

1 99 1  to buy Salomon Brothers, end the moral depra\Oty that cntlcs 

seemed to think the company harbored, and steer It back into the 
\Vann mamstream of democratJc values, "Gordon Gekko and Sherman 
McCoy are alive and well on Wall Street," thundered one congressman 

dUring the Salomon hearings m September 1 9 9 1 .  "Mr, Buffett , . .  get 

in there and kick some butt,"" What was reqUired was not federal over

SIght, but a shift in public Image: Arrogant Wall Street was bemg re

placed by down-home Wall Street. Surely a new age was at hand, 

No one was aware at that time that the greatest bull market m the 
nation's history had Just gotten under way, but the flamboyant pseudo

populism that would power It to the colossal heIghts of 1999 was al
ready filling the air, If the boom of the eightJes was one of greed, 

msiders, and malevolent YUPpIes, that of the nineties would be alto

gether different: A bull market that granted the worst SuspIcIOns of the 

thlTties-style populists and that presented Itself as the solutIOn to 
upper-class arrogance. What emerged, by the middle of the 1 990s, was 
a CUriOUS hut ideologIcally potent cultural hybnd bnnging together the 

antiauthoritarian strains of traditJonal populism WIth the most ortho-
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dox faIths of classIcal economIcs. Wall Street would accommodate It-
--- ----self-to ·the -language-(if -not-the -ideas )-of-Its cntlGs,would -mvent -a ,�- ----- - -

sJOn of the nation's banks, stock exchanges, and mutual funds as 

instruments of the common weal more representative and less corrupt 

: .. i 

: ; . . ' 

than any government could ever be. The runetles would see a melding 

of the populisms of the twenties and the th,rties. An Issue of Forbes 

that appeared m December 1999 actually put Raskob's mfamous 

words, "Everyone Ought to Be Rich," m gIgantIc type on ltS cover, ar-

gumg that the market of the runeties had vmdicated the mls-tuued op-

tImIsm of that great hero of the people. In an advertisement mSlde, the 

T. Rowe Pnce mutual fund company posltlOned Itself as the true suc-

cessor of Franklin D. Roosevelt and SOCIal Secunty.;' Th,s was the bull 

market of the people, thelf long alienation from Wall Street over at last, 

votlng WIth theIr dollars and deliberating WIth all the majesty attributed 

to them In commercIals for Chrysler cars. For the financIal mdustry it

self market populism would demand certam departures from the 

past-they could no longer openly despIse Roosevelt, nor could they 

speak of "extraordinary popular delusions""-but the potential rewards 

were astronomIcal: Not only could the ranks of mvestors, customers, 

and suuple suckers be expanded maSSIVely, but the finanCIal mdustry 

could finally aclueve that most coveted object of corporate deSIre-It 

could become normal. 

Mutual, Omaha 

Among the founding fruths of the People's Market was the notIon that 

mutual funds were somehow rearranging the landscape of social class. 

In theory, at least, this made a certam amount of sense: If everythmg 

worked nght, mutual funds could make the "genIUS" of the hot stock 

pIcker available to Just about anyone. But before the 1 990s senous 

market observers rarely conSIdered mutual funds to be Implements of 
democracy. In h,s account of Wall Street m the I 960s, The Go-Go 
Years, John Brooks mamtamed that "the hIgh-performance funds of 
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that era were obVIously unfalf if not illegal," SImply because the repu
�,f--�---.- . .  tatlOns of theu- c1osely ·observed "gunslinger"--managers made any pick 

I an automatlc ","nner as the millions rushed to follow theIr lead," Writ-
, mg of the same penod, "Adam Smith" describes the owner of Fidelity, I 
i the nation's largest mutual fund company, not only as a fan of the nox-

I iOllS social theones of Gustave Le Bon but as a social conSeIYatlVe of 

I,' the most stalwart sort, a Harvard-educated brahmin and a member of 
the Umon League Club " And In the aftermath of the 1 929 crash, of 

course, the masterminds of the big mutual funds (at the ume called 

I 
, 

"investment trusts") were regarded as the greatest pUblic thIeves of all. 
Much of the change In the Image of the mutual fund-and, by e.x

tensIOn, m the Image of the stock market generally can be attributed 
to Peter Lynch of Fidelity's Magellan Fund, the man who still holds the 
utie of all-time greatest fund manager some ten years after Ius retire
ment. His unbroken stnng of successful annual returns made him a 
public figure m the late 1980s and early 90s, as much a celebnty "gun
slinger" as hls predecessors had been m the 1960s, And hIS celebnty in 
tum made Magellan the largest mutual fund of them all, the vehIcle of 

choice for average Amencans mterested m dabbling m the market. 
Lynch's celebrity was of a different moral kmd than Ius predecessors, 
however: One admirer describes !urn as "relentlessly normal," a man of 
" deeply middle-class mstincts and tastes-whIch IS perhaps why the 
mIddle class felt so comfortable Wlth him as its deSIgnated stock 
plcker,�'" Lynch IS said to be humble, not arrogant, Unlike hIS Union
Leaguer boss, Lynch was no brahmin, He graduated from Boston Col
lege rather than Harvard, appears publicly in crooked glasses and 
poorly chosen clothes, and recounts in hIS books the many hours he 
spends not m the stuffy confines of the Umon League Club but amId 
the crowds at varIOus shoppmg malls and fast-food restaurants, 

Lynch's mvesung strategy, as he outlined it in his books Olle Up 011 
IM.ll Street ( 1 989) and Beatl1lg tlIe Street ( ]  993), reflected this every
man public persona and mverted the fundamental public-as-dope the
onzmg of generatIOns of hIS predecessors. He begins Olle Up 011 V\011 
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Street with thIS populist blast agamst expertIse: "Stop listening to pro-

___ fesslOnalsL _ ___ Any_normal person usmgthe.customary-three-percent-of .. --- ---�+-
the bram can pIck stocks Just as well, if not better, than the average 

Wall Street expert." Instead of complex analysIs he proposes the 

"power of common knowledge," in whIch It IS one's averageness that de

termmes one's success m the market. Lynch wntes about people who 

discovered stock market "ten-baggers" (hIs folksy tenn for a stock that 

has apprecIated to ten tImes the purchase pnce) by contemplatmg 

products or brands m the grocery store, at the shoppmg center, m the 

food court, at work, and literally m the backyard. He tells of all man-

ner of average people who "beat the Street," regaling readers wIth tales 

of stock-plcldng firemen, small-town North Carolimans, seventh-

graders, and again and agam returning to the often-overlooked v.r:isdom 

of houseWIves. And even though the Lynch name IS mdelibly assocI-

ated with mutual funds, the greatest finanCIal msUtutlOn m hIS telling 

seems to be the local mvestment club, where a group of friends and 

neIghbors do theIr own research and invest fruthfully on a regular 

schedule, regardless of the finanCIal weather." 

The stock-pIcking strategy that emerges from all tms averageness is, 

SImply, to buy shares m brand names. And the key to IdentifyIng the 

brands m whIch to mvest IS bemg an alert consumer. lvIany of the 

stock-stones that make up Lynch's books ame from everyday encoun

ters with products, cham stores, or mIddlebrow restaurants) where a 

good consummg experience conVInces Lynch to take the relationshIp 

one step further. So thoroughly mtennmgled are everyday consummg 

and stock-plcldng that Lynch even describes a tnp to the local mall not 

as browsmg but as "fundamental analysIs on the intnguing lineup of 

potential mvestments, arranged sIde by sIde for the convenience of 

stock shoppers."43 It is no coincidence that Lynch's investmg heroes, 

the housemves and the seventh-graders, are among the demographIcs 

most heavily targeted by nauonal marketers. By the mIddle of the 

1 990s thIs would be a stock-pIcking strategy in such mdespread use 

that it couldn't help but succeed, at least for a time, as millions of 

I 
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Lynchites across the land snapped up shares m the same familiar con-

.. sumer brands and retail chams. .-. _ _  . . . 
Lynch also celebrated personal thriftmess and WIse buymg as nat

. ural trruts of the savvy mvestor. Thls lS a theme that would run through

out the populist mvestment literature of the ninetles, and that would 

lead to one of its most baslC contradictions: As consumers, Lynch ad

Vlses us to be skeptics, to keep an eagle eye on pnce and quality, always 

saVIng money m order to sock it away in the market. But as stock-pIck

ers we are to be mtensely brand-consc1Ous, always on the lookout for 

those brand names (Coca-Cola, Gillette) that have most successfully 

persuaded Amencans to pay premlUms for ordinary goods. As con

sumers we scoff at ads, drmk off-brand cola, and save our penmes; as 

Investors we put our money on the most irrational achievements of 

Madison Avenue. Here, as in so many other places m the elaborate 

philosophlcal castle of market populism, everythmg comes back to the 

brand, to the adman's ability to persuade our fellow cItIzens that thls 

soda carnes \V1th it the aura of authenticity; that thIs sneaker is revo

lutIOn mcarnate. VVe are never fooled; eve1)'Ol1e else, though, IS a TV

watchmg, ad-belieVlng dope. 

Perhaps It lS not a surpnse, then, that for all Lynch's celebration of the 

wise consumer there lS a disnnct anti-mtellectualism to hIS thmking. 

Channeling averageness lS the essence of hIS strategy, and the best stock

plckers, m hls accounting, always turn out to be those Wlth the least af

fected, most "nonnal" tastes of all. The foolish "experts" of Wall Street, 

meanwhiie, are m thrall to all manner of empty financla] scholastlclsm. 

'There seems to be an unwritten rule on Wall Street," Lynch sighs. "If 

you don't understand It, then put your life savings mto it. Shun the en

terpnse around the corner, which can at least be observed, and seek out 

the one that manufactures an mcomprehensible product." The sm of 

Wall Street lS mtellectua! arrogance in its most hlghfalutin form. Finan

Clal analysts will actually "SIt around and debate whether a stock IS gomg 

up," Lynch wntes mcreduously, "as if the financla! muse will glve them 

the answer, mstead of checking the company." For us, though, It'S leve!-

! ! 
j 
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headed empmcism, and an almost infantile SImplicity: "Never Invest ill 
� ____ atlV..ldea_Y.lJ.tLcan't illustrate-""th_a_crayon._"�-,-__________ ___ _ 

- i 

• 

, 
• 

[t IS Wall Street that IS In the gnp of extraordinary delusions. The 

stout "nonnal" person stands pat with hIs neIghborhood mvestment 

club while the effete finanCIers of Manhattan, driven by unaglnary fears 

and wild superstitions, parnc and flee. "[t's the amateurs who are pru

dent and the professIOnals who are flighty," Lynch Insists, Inverting the 

ancIent finanCIal mantra. "The pubiic IS the comforting and stabilizing 

factor." Such a fonnulation leads Lynch Inevitably to a curious sort of 

populist jingOIsm, melding the egghead-bruting of the 1 950s WIth the 

anticapitalist broadSIdes of the 1930s-and all ill the service of better 

stock market returns. Lynch describes, for example, an annual Barron's 

roundtable discussIon, where, year after year and regardless of what's 

actually gOing on outside, leading brokers and fund managers wax "neg

anve" about market, nanon, and world. Average folk, meanwhile, are 

srud to succeed because they "keep the faith" in the people and theu 

corporatlons, making those monthly contributions to the Investment 

club kitty and continuing to believe "that America IS a nation of hard

working and invennve peopie," that "people will connnue to get up In 

the mormng and put theu pants on one leg at a time, and that the cor

porations that make the pants will turn a profit for the shareholders." 

Looking for a metaphor for Wall Street error, Lynch qUIte naturally set

tles on . . .  the French, those notorious believers ill the welfare state, 

consumers of luxury foods, and snubbers of American culture." 

An equally important early symbol of the People's Market was the 

above-mennoned Warren Buffett, the famous "oracle of Omaha." By 

the J 990s, Buffett had been something of an idol on Wall Street for 

many years, a powerful and even occasIOnally ruthless player during 

the now-unfashionable lucre-glutted eIghties. In accounts dating from 

that penod, hIS SIngular Investing strategy and parsimonious personal 

habits were treated as CUriOSitIes, if not weird eccentricitIes. But in the 

ninetIes, Buffett studies changed. Now he became an Investment de

ity for the general public, the subject of four bIOgraphIes, one financial 

how-to book, and a collection of down-home Buffett homilies. In fact, 
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Buffett's public persona has changed little smce he first rose to promi

nence among lOves tors in the 1950s; what made lum suddenly seem so 

timely 10 the 1 990s-apart from an ever-nsmg net worth that would 

eventually make him one of the wealthiest mdiViduals on earth-were 
the country's changmg ideas of what It meant to be a capitalist. Now 

the aspects of Buffett's life and stock-picking strategy that had struck 

observers as strange were thought to be normal, the very characteris

bCS most worthy of admlraDon and emulaDon. 

Accounts of Buffett written in the 1990s seem to focus qUite ob

sessively on hIS down-home averageness. Despite his vast wealth. he IS 

SaId never to have upgraded Ius plebeian tastes. A typical Buffett-story 

will point out that he has lived on the same middle-class block 10 

, Omaha smce the 1 950s. that he has an apparently bottomless hunger 

for hamburgers and thltSt for Cherry Coke. that he wears rumpled 

clothes and plaIn plastiC spectacles. that hIS personal roubne includes 

endless viSItS to the same Omaha steak restaurant and Jewelry store. 

He shuns the posh trappmgs of the execubve lifestyle. He dnves Ius 

own car (a Lmcoln). He IS thought to UnIte in one person. as one bi

ographer put It. the finanCial genius of J. P. Morgan and the down

home wit of Will Rogers." Although he learned stock-pIcking from Ben 

Graham. the legendary Wall Street figure. he IS unIversally portrayed as 

an industry outSIder. a quintessenoal mldwesterner overflOwing WIth 

all the simpliCity. honesty. friendliness. and other assorted virtues that 

the word "heartland" Implies. Even studies of his mvesong strategy re

fer to him as "Warren." All of which detail is supposed to supply much. 

much more than simple human interest: If we are to judge the stock 
market by its implied atDtudes toward the average people. then these 

are Significant facts mdeed. If "arrogance" IS the sin of the finanCIer, 

then here IS walking proof that the charge no longer applies. 

Buffett's stock-picking techruque. at least as It is explained by hIS 

admlters. IS also a thing of humility and averageness. It mvolves Iden

tifymg busmesses whose "intrmSlc value" has been underestimated by 

the market. buymg heavily into them. and Slttlng on the shares not just 

for the long haul. but "forever." Buffett clearly understands hIS version 



1 18 0 N E jI,·1 A R K  E T U N 0 E R G 0 0 

of value mvesting as somethmg very close to actually producmg 

---wealth-whieh-allows -h,m --easily -to--tum--the-traditional-populist-dis---- - - - 

dam for the speculator on otl1er market players-the ardutects of 

LBOs m particular. As he told an audience m 1 988, 

Now when you read about Boone Pickens and Jimmy Goldsnuth and 

the crew, they talk about creatmg value for shareholders. They aren't 

creatmg value-they are transferrmg it from society to shareholders. 

That may be a good or bad thmg but it isn't creatmg value-it's not 

like Henry Ford developmg the car or Ray Kroc figunng out how to 

deliver hamburgers better than anyone else . . . .  

I t  15 a strange tlung to hear undiluted producerism of this sort from a 

man whose greatest clalm to fame 15 his knack for bU}'lng cheap and 

selling dear, who has a pronounced fondness for owning monopolies, 

and who also had a hand in some of the bIggest buyouts of the e,ght

,es, but that contradictlOn 15 easily trumped by the irony of Buffett, 

who has led thousands of investors to lives of coupon-clipping ease, 

snarling routinely at the "superrich" and declanng himself opposed m 

pnnciple to the very ,dea of inherited wealth. Not only has he refused 

to ensconce Ius family m the splendor to whIch his riches would ordi

narily entitle them, but m ane 1980 newspaper article, c,ted by Buf

fett's blOgrapher Roger Lowenstem, he assailed the idle nch m terms 

updated only slightly from the populist jeremiads of the century hefore. 

The latter-day Du Pants _ _  . had "contributed very little, if anything, 

to society while claiming a great many times theIr pro rata share of 

,ts output." With a typIcally egalitanan flair, Buffett noted that the 

Du Ponts "m'ght believe themselves perceptIVe m noting the debili

tating effects of food stamps for the poor" but were themselves liv

mg off a "boundless" supply of "pnvately funded food stamps." 

Like Peter Lynch, Buffett mvests exclusively m indusrries h e  "under

stands." He has a soft spot for marquee brands and corporations wlth 
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a populist streak of ,heir 'OWIl (Coca'Cola and Gannett, for example). 

And, as with Lynch, there is a certam anti-intellectualism to hIS stock

pIcking. As Lowenstem describes hIS greatest moment-bu)'lng mas

sIvely when everybody else was selling 10 the early 1 970s-Buffett's 

good fortune arose directly from hlS refusal or mability to consider the 

broader global pIcture, a landscape of oil embargos, regIOnal wars, and 

SOCIal upheaval that terrified most Wall Street regulars . Buffett kept 

the fruth in Amenca while the pomty-headed pantywrusts turned tail 

and fled. In keeping Wlth the populist narrative, Lowenstein even man

ages to shade Buffett's faith 10 secuntles dunng those dark days Wlth a 

touch of the bacldash sentiment of the seventies, imaginIng his hero 

as the '"ctIm of Wall Street's antI-Amelican cymcs, who "greeted Wlth 

,a snicker" anyone who did hIS patnotic duty and contInued to believe 

"that stocks represented the country's earrung power."4i 

None of this IS to say that Buffett or Lynch caused, mastermInded, 

or InstIgated the long bull market of the 1 990s. In fact, Lynch retired 

from Magellan In 1 990 and the floundering of Buffett's investlnents in 

the late nmeties was widely noted. But both men served as sj'1flbolic 

figureheads of the People's Market: Buffett as an msplfatlon to millions 

of indi\1dual mvestors who accepted h,s populist image, bought books 

like Buffettalog), and aped hIs every financIal move; Lynch as the au

thor of two best-sellers, a columnist for Worth magaZIne, a regular com

mentator on the CNBC financIal network, and, of course, a fixture of 

Fidelity advertiSIng. The two seemed to hover everywhere In the gl

ganuc investment literature of the decade, in words and In Images, 

thelf folksy stock-picking Wlsdom translated into millions of IndiVIdual 

portfolios. 

Thus the modest beginmngs of the democracy bubble: Not only 

alight everybody to be lich, ani), everybody can be rich. 

"We" Get "Ours" 

Statistically the bull market got its start in March 1 99 1 ,  but it was not 

until 1993 that the financial commentator community was ready to in-
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augurate the new paradigm, to declare that massive popular particlpa-

______ tlOn -m -the-stock -market-was -both -dri,ong -up-prices-and -sIgnaling ··a .. .. .
great rapprochement between the people and Wall Street. EconomIc 

democracy was finally at hand, the obselVers proclaImed, but not by 

the actIOns of any of its usual hlstoncaJ protagomsts government or 

labor unIOns. Yes, the people were commg at last to claIm what right-

fully belonged to them, to smash the barriers of social class and halt 

the scoffing of the arrogant plutocrats, but they were domg Jt entirely 

through mutual funds, or investment clubs, or online chat-rooms, or 

day-trading. 

An early Indicator of the new public attItude was the cataract of 

cash that began to flow mto mutual funds in the early 1990s. The Wall 

Street Jounta! estimated in 1 994 that some $523 billion had poured 

mto mutual funds between 1 991 and 1993, more than in all the years 

SInce 1 939 put together. These funds, it further conjectured, had 

bought some 50 percent of all new stock Issues In that perIod and 

were thus the smgle greatest force dnvmg the market up." In 1 988, 

according to the mutual fund lobbYIng group, the Investment Com

pany Institute, some 22.2 million Amencan households owned mu

tual funds; by 1 996 that number had mcreased to 36.8 million, and 

by 1 999 It had doubled, reachmg 48.4 million. The number of stock 

mutual funds ballooned dunng that same penod, tripling from 1 ,0 1 1 

m 1 988 to some 3 , 1 0 1  in 1 998." i'vlore important still was the moral 

quality of mutual funds. If the charactenstlc Wall Street institution of 

the eIghties was the slash and bum LBO operatIOn, mutuals were, aJ

most by definition, the moral opposite. Advertised as stable, long-term 

mvestments, they were Buffettesque buy-and-holders almost by their 

very nature. Mutuals rendered the mystenes and tempests of Wall 

Street safe for average Amencans who had no mterest m fielding calls 

from brokers or minding theu mvestments day by day. They trans

formed the stock market's ups and downs Into an almost bland con

sumer expenence. 

There was also a corresponding boom In the literature of personal fi

nance. Monel' magazme, the longtime leader of the field, had been 
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I pUblished by Time-Ufe smce 1 972. Kiplingers Persol1fil Finance, Its 

I 
.' staid competitor, had been around since 1 947 . .In . .1992, thougb, the 

ranks of personal-finance magazmes doubled Wlth the launch of Smart-

I Malle); a Dow Jones product, and Worth, a publicatIon of none other 
than Fidelity Investments, the nation's largest mutual fund company. 
With their upscale production values and almost lOstant nse to Clrcu· 
latIons in the hundreds of thousands, tbe two new magazmes seemed 
to slgnal a broad public enthUSIasm for the arcana of mvestmg. lVloney 

had already cialmed a secure hold on the most desirable demographIc 
terotory of personal finance Journalism, endlessly salutmg the ,,%dom 
and decency of the mIddlebrow audience, laying It on thIck and 
earnest m the ciasslc Luce style. Worth, meanwhile, derived Its appeal 
from regular columns by Peter Lynch, tossing off pearls of populist WIS
dom from belund a shoppmg cart, and a handful of more flamboyant 
moneymen like Jim Rogers, who offered investment tips he had dreamt 
up in the saddle of hIS motorcycle as he wandered the highways of the 

• • 
-

world. Simultaneously exotic and mundane, Wortil was mainly distin· 
gUlshed by an obseSSIOn WIth the lu.�unous trappings of semi-bIg 
money, of the kmd supposedly commg \Vlthin reach of the average 
whIte-collar man. ThIS was the magazme to pIck up to learn about the 
"Richest Towns m Arnenca," to read a salivatIng account of all the bIg 
new mansions bemg built by all tbe bIg new millionaires. SmartMolle); 

meanwbile, brought attitude to the pusbmg of mutual funds. The pomt 
here wasn't merely mvestment tIpS, but mvestment tIpS that only tbe 
cool people knew about. Simultaneously populist and elitIst, Smart

lVIolley addressed ItS hundreds of thousands of readers m the well

known tones of the hIp mSlder. Its trademark innovat.1On was 
e"'Panding the SImple, uninflected adulation enjoyed by certam mutual 
fund managers mto the full range of the celebnty expenence. Mutual 
fund managers could fail as well as succeed, and when It wasn't run
ning fawnmg profiles of tlus year's most successful hotshots, It was de
tailing the paInful downbill slide of those whose shots had grown 
cold." The magazmes most Important contributIon to the field, 
though, was to blur the line between PR and news reporting. In the 
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twenties, stock market mampulators had routinely paid reporters to 

----help them bull-a-partIcuiar ISsue; m -SmartMoney and-Worth-(wluch-op- -'- --
erated under a perenmal conllict-oE-mterest shadow due to its rela

tlonslup with Fidelity) the brokers simply did the Job themselves under 

the guise of shanng W1th readers the excitement of the trading floor. 

The most notable of thiS new breed of financial wnter was James J.  

Cramer, who, though hounded by a conflict-of-interest scandal of his 

own, contributed to both new magazmes, developmg 10 them hIS pe

culiarly manic, macho style of dispatch from the ever-advancmg Wall 

Street front " 

Before long the changes underway began to impress themselves on 

financial commentators of established Wisdom and discernment, and 

the first of what would prove to be an exceedingly long senes of hymns, 

hosannal1S, and praIse-God-almlghtys began to pour forth from the or

gans of cultural and financial orthodoxy: The People and Wan Street 

had come together at last! As fen the Berlin Wall,  so had fallen that 

nasty, un-American Idea of social class! Economlc democracy was at 

hand_ The financial histonan Ron Chernow was among the first to an

nounce that the era of what he called "democratic investing" had 

arrived. Once upon a time "a socIal hierarchy governed financIal mar

kets," he wrote 10 a much-noted August 1993 arbcle in the Wall Street 

Journal. Our "SOCial betters" used to get out when the common people 
, 

got 10 •. But somethmg fundamental had changed: The small mvestors 

had now been in for several years, and the market only went up and up. 

The soanng populanty of the mutual fund was, m particular, a SIgn that 

equality had trumped hierarchy. "Never before in Arnencan hIStory 

have so many middle-class people enjoyed somethmg at least faIntly re

sembling the 'pnvate banking' available to the rich," he wrote. Some

tlung dramatic had changed, and Chernow naturally chose the 

language of social democracy to describe It: 'The financlal 'services 10-

dustry 1S decreasmgly segregated by class.";' 

This new narratIve oE democracy through investing was nailed down 

by the spectacular news, appearing just about wherever newspapers 

were published in December 1 995, that one Anne Scheiber, a New 

-
• 
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Yorker who had died at the age of 1 0  I ,  had over the course of some fifty 

years turned a five-thousand-dollar mvestment mto a portfolio worth 

$22 million, She did It, It was saId, wlthout any adVIce from brokers 

and entirely by the same buy-and-hold strategy as Warren Buffett, m

vesting maInly m compames "oth established brand names: Coca

Cola, PepsiCo, Loews, Paramount, and Capital Cities/ABC, Scheiber 

appeared to have lived a mIserly, unhappy life, But newspaper accounts 

found nch cosmIc justice in the fact that she had once worked for (and 
been sorely mlslreated by) the IRS, Imaginmg her great wealth as a sort 

of revenge on that most bated of government agencIes, And then there 

was the anti-expertise Jesson that nobody missed: As the Times of Lon

don put It, the "moral" of the story was "that anyone can become fab

ulously wealthy from the market if they are sensible, methodical and, 
above all, patient."B 

Before too l,ong the "democratIzation" of tbe stock market was one 
� 

of the hottest Ideas m the world of Journalism, bnngmg wlIh It some 

appropnately bIzarre proclamations of millenmal change, The author 
of a June 1996 BlIsiness Week cover story claimed to see in the recent 

"flood of money mto eqUities" (mamly m the form of mutual funds) "a 

transf�r of wealth from the corporatlOn to the mdividuaL" And if that 

wasn't enough, the very social hlerarchy of Wall Street was also saId to 

have been stood on lis head: Now "the bIg market gams are gomg to 

the little guys," Three months later the Wall Street JOllmal began a se

ries of front-page stones entitled "A Common Market-The Public's 

Zeal to Invest," in ,,'hicb the many avenues of public particIpation were 
explored and celebrated, The first mstallment, penned by Roger 

Lowe\,stem, the erstwhile blOgrapher of Warren Buffett, described a 

man actually named Joe Smith (Lowenstein notes redundantly that he 

IS "an Everyman for,the '90s") giVIng a lecture on investing to an audi

ence at a public library that is decorated, Lowenstem observed SIgnif

Icantly, with a "mural of an 1 8th Century town meeting," In December 

of that year the New York Times N]agazille earned a cover story on a day 

m the life of a mutual fund manager, one Michael DiCarlo of the John 

Hancock SpecIal Equities Fund, Although a hero of Olympian propor-
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Dons, thIS DiCarlo, It 1S noted, 1S a real regular guy, a rags-to-nches 

--··- ----child-of-the-workmo dass-a rock 'n'-rollino State-U-educated�son-of------ --o 0' 

an Italian ImmIgrant cement mason," to be preCIse. Nor do hIs actiVI

ties constitute some sort of class treason: By managing a mutual fund, 

1t 1S noted, DiCarlo 1S helpmg out all manner of "plumbers and electn

clans" who have come to Wall Street wlth the1r quotidian financJaI 

problems_ Naturally he 1S compared to Peter Lynch_ And naturally he 

IS described as a relentless optimlst. Asked to comment on the naysay

mg of some slick Morgan Stanley type, the Boston-based DiCarlo re

sponds, "I haven't seen nothmg out there I can't beat."H 

IdeologIcal fantaSIes of this kind rarely appear without a ready-made 

hIStory, a story of arduous but mevltable progress toward the mcredibIe 

achIevement we enJoy m the present. And the" brand new narratIve of 

the People's Market was no exception. In the fall of 1 994, Joseph No

cera, the financ1al Journalist whose portrait of \-VaIter Wnston was 

mentlOned above, published A Piece of the Actioll: HolV the .Middle 

Class lamed the NIolle), Class, an account of the nse of all the various 

consumer financ1al mstruments of the preVIous th1rry years-credit 

cards, money market accounts, mutual funds, For Nocera, each and 

every one marked vet another advance for the common man, another 

step toward "financIal democracy," another opportumty for "the middle 

class" to use "all the financIal tools that had preVIously been available 

only to the nch." At the end of that long road, naturally, lay the bull 

market of the 19905, wruch differed from all other booms, Nocera as

serted (the 1 920s boom was cons1dered only m passmg), m that It was 

ennchmg the regular people rather than the bloated arIstocrats of Wall 

Street. Nocera never offered much of a definition of the "nuddle class," 

but still he claImed for It an mherent and awesome virtUOSity, The re

sult was a work of populist pretensIOn so grand that much of It was ac

tually WrItten m the first person plural, like USA Today editorIals or the 

ConstltUDon. "We" were saId to "shop for mvestments," to "stand back 

and watch m adm1ration" as our hero Peter Lynch piled up money for 

us, to have spent the last twenty years "particIpating m nothmg Jess 

than a money revolution." Jimmy Carter? "We booted hIm out of of-
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_I fice." The mflatlOn of the 1 970s? "It scared us, tms mflatJon; It scared 

,!-- _ · ·_·us terribly, and Jt changed us.";; . . 

I 
I 
I 

I 

Beneath thIs glonous tale of "our" long, arduous march to the pres

ent lay a faIrly standard financIal hIstory. Nocera's mnovatlOn was to 

describe each mass-market success by a bank or brokerage as a " ctory 

for a democratIc "revolutIOn." Thus Merrill Lynch IS an early hero be

cause of ItS network of branch offices, its massIve publicIty camprugn 

for the stock market, and ItS mtroductlon of the cash management ac

count, which offered bank-like semces "oth a slightly hIgher rate of m

terest. But In 1 975, Merrill made the fatal error of raISIng brokerage 

COmmJSSIOnS when the logIC of the mass market (and "the money rev

olutIon") dictated that they be lowered, and 10 Nocera's telling they In

stantly lost their posItIOn m the vanguard of economIC democracy to 

the even more populist Charles Schwab & Co., whIch offered steeply 

discounted trades. 

But here, as m so many market populist texts, It IS the repugnant 

elitism of the old-tIme financIal industry and the rise of the more de

mocratIc new generation that IS the really important narratIve. Nocera's 

populist finanCIers were mmor Images of "Adam SmIth's" Instead of 

scoffing at the crowd they affirmed the \\Osdom of the People. Old-line 

bankers, for example, are SaId to have demed the People theIr rightful 

percentage out of "snobbery" or "arrogance," both qualities bemg even

tually overcome by the Bank of Arnenca, which was founded by an eth-

mc outsIder, a true "populist entrepreneur." The New York Stock 

Exchange of twenty years ago IS described as "snobbIsh," a "cartel" that 

answered its critics ",th "arrogant conceIt." TraditJonal authonty fig

ures-Journalists, congressmen, and the like-are Said to doubt (snob

bIshly, arrogantly) the Intelligence of the people, to seek to protect "us" 

from ourselves. It was the old-style financiers who suffer from "Delu

sIOns and Madness," as one -chapter title put It. Sf> 
On the other SIde were the people's finanCIers whose qUiet, noble 

determmallon to let "us" control "our" own tives made them fantastl

cally nch. Joseph Williams, for example, one of the mventors of the 

credit card, IS said to have been motivated by a "passionate belief in the 
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goodness of the common man." Peter Lynch', too, IS SaId to be among 

--- , - .. 

_. __ .. _._theJaJthful,_remaInIng .�steadfast In his·.belief.that-the-rest-of-us-could . .. . . -i-
do as well in the market as he had done." And smce the bull market of 

the nineues was a faIrly direct expressIOn of the needs and desires of 

the mIddle class, the way one mterpreted ItS prospects served as a 

handy mdicator of one's commItment to democracy itself: One could 

eIther "worry that the 'unsophIstIcated' small Investor would pamc at 
the first sign of trouble and bnng the whole tlung tumbling down," or 

"one could applaud It, seeing It as a democratic trend In a democratIc 

SOCIety. " Not only were elitists bad people, but theIr snobbIShness 

had led them to miss out altogether on the wondrous profit-taking of 

recent years. The -buH market of the nineties was such a grassroots af-

faIr, Nocera inSISts, that the establishment newspapers didn't even no-

tIce it until "Mam Street" had run the Dow up for two whole years. And 

even though thIS was a book about the InVentors of popular financial 

mstruments, Nocera refuses to let that elite focus detract from the 

agency of hIS real subject: We the People. Sure, a guy at Merrill Lynch 

-invented the cash management account, and sure, a guy at Fidelity in

troduced the notion of mutual funds to the mass public, but the real 

actor here was the holy middle class Itself, whose demand for each 

new finanCIal product essentIally amounted to authorslup. Thus the 

cunous phrase Nocera repeats throughout the book (with modifica-

tIOns to fit the tOpIC under diSCUSSIOn), m which event X or product Y 

is said to have brought the "middle class" to the collective "realization" 

that it "was gomg to have to take control of Its own finanCIal future." 

The implication, of -course, was one of all-American responsibleness, 

of a national coming-of-age. It all sounded very mce. But by far the 

bIggest benefiCiary of these developments wasn't the mIddle class, but 

\iVall Street itself, transformed through thIS fantasy of popular consent 

mto the only true and propet mstrument of SOCIal security. For pure, 

unaduiterated, up-with-people smarmmess It would be hard to top one 

of Nocera's conclusions on the way the "new mvestors," desperate for 

percentage, found a frIend in the market: 

. -, 

• - -- . - -

• - . .  -
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It wasn't that they were "unsophistIcated", theIr market behavIOr 
smce the crash [of 1987J should have put that one to rest. Nor was 
It that they failed to appreciate the potentlal benefits the new world 
had created for them. They understood those benefits completely . 

. . . Thus did they salt away funds for retirement, and move money 
around to get a hlgher return. Thus did they Jump mto risky and ex
otic forelgn funds WIth some of their money-and put other funds 
Into conservatJve bond and asset allocatlOn funds. Thus did they 
subscribe to newsletters and pore over the stock tables each day. 
Thus did they take control, as they knew they had to." 

All that's nussmg IS a dust jacket illustratIon by Norman Rockwell: "Mr. 

SmIth Reads the Busmess Section." 

The notlon of the "middle class" somehow "talong control" of Wall 

Street may be a little dotty, but It's hard to disagree with the underly

ing aspIration for a democratic economy, a finanCIal system that re� 

sponds to the needs of the people. TraditlOnally, of course, the 

instltution by whIch the middle class has "taken control" has not been 

the mutual fund or the discount brokerage, but the labor umon, wruch 

has a proven hIStOrical track record for democratIzmg the ctistribution 

of wealth. Unfortunately, Nocera had no interest m seeing the working 

clnss Jam the j'money class", m fact, when it came to UnIons, he had 

notlung but scorn. 'Nhat UnIons brought was not economic democracy 

but mfiatloll, the great bogeyman of his beloved "middle class." In es

tablishmg tlus pomt Nocera made It clear that umons, as representa

tives of "the lucky few," were.fundamentally not "us", in fact, they were 

baSICally mdistingmshable from all the arrogant bankers and others 

who demed "us" our rightful percentage m the first place. "Whenever 

a umon chIef won a demand that his members receive wage increases 

exceeding the cost of liVIng," he \VI'ote In a chapter on the economIC 

climate of the 1 970s, "hIS actlOn made inflation worse for all of us, who 

had to bear the cost of those higher wages for the lucky few." (ThIS rea

soning, which would become commonplace m the ninetles, seemed 
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never to apply to those whose stock market ""nnings exceeded the cost 

-------of livmg--ar-to-those whose stocks went·up while-other'peoples'-feIH 
Before long Nocera was equatmg UnIon contract negoUatlOn wIth the 
domgs of OPEC, and describmg Ronald Reagan's smashing of the aIr 
traffic controllers UnIon In 1981  as an antl-mflatIonary masterstroke.;8 

• 

For all his celebratIOn of the litlie guy, Nocera saw progress only m 
the terms of corporate Amenca. Granted, he was no fnend of the 
House of Morgan or the old-fashIOned Wall Street dub members-but 

then, according to the club members' advertISIng In the runetles, neI
ther were they. The real "establishment" villaIn was, as always, the fed

eral government, \VIth Its senseless "DepreSSIOn-era" banI.;: regulatIOns, 
now transformed through the magIc of market populism from thorn-m
the-side of the bIg banks to mtolerable restramt on the ceaseless efforts 
of the "middle class" to get their Just percentage. Nocera's celebratlon 
of the "money revolutIOn," published at about the same time the "Re
publican revolutIOn" swept the Gingnch Congress mto power, encap
sulated the Ideologlcai tenor of the decade: Smash the unions and 
deregulate everywhere-but do it 10 the name of the Peop'le. Evidently 
the "mIddle class" had not only "jomed the money class," "we" had ab
sorbed ItS politics as welL 

Meet John Doe, Arbitrageur 

As the People's Market contlnued ItS march-the Dow Jones Indus
trial Average hittmg 4,000 m February 1 995, 6,000 in October 1 996, 
8,000 In July 1 997-the nation seemed to develop a bottomless ap
peute for tales of market swashbuckling by just about everyone except 
the Gordon Gekkos, Henry KraVlses, and 1- P. Morgans of the past. 
Regular people became the secret Journalistlc mgredient for ,ortually 
any story relating to the stock market, and reporters fanned out across 
the natlon 10 search of exotlc averageness: a guy 10 Texas who watched 
CNBC, people who owned stock and lived in Providence, Rhode Is
land; people who invested from Akron, even. The Wall Street JOHl1Ial 
ran stones on hot mutual funds based m non-elite places like 



I I I 
• 

, I _i __ I 
I 

--- I _ 
, 

I . I 

I 

T H E  D E l\! 0 e R A  C Y B U B  D L E 129 

Knoxville, Tennessee ('This IS one place where Mam Street really does 

beat Wall Street") and on the non-flashy tastes and lifestyles of an as

sortment of down-home milliommes ('The Rich Aren't So Different Af

ter All"). ThIs latter subject became somethmg of a joumalistJc boom 

all Its own as a wave of rags-to-riches marna swept the land. In July 

1 996 the Readers Digest, ever the master of the middlebrow sensibil

Ity, ran ''You Can Make a Million," a feature story detailing the nse to 

plutocracy of a number of average folks, all of whom made therr piles 

by regularly mvestJng small amounts of money In stocks and mutual 

funds and holding them forever. ThriftJness was now a staple element 

of such stones, wlth Reader's Digest describmg its worthy milliomures 

as folks more at home "poppmg corn mstead of champagne corks.";' 

. The greatest eulogIsts of the democracy of riches were Thomas J. 

Stanley and William D.  Danko, the authors of a rambling 1 996 best

seller (it was still on paperback best-seller lists four years later) that 

combmed the focus groups and homespun analysIs so beloved of mar

ket populism with an unbearably unctuous reverence for people of 

''high net worth." But what distinguishes 11,e Millionatre Next Door 

from run-of-the-mill "Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous" palaver IS Its 

mSlStence that the vast maJonty of wealthy Amencans are, m fact, 

humble, frugal, self-made people. The authors' heroes turn down gifts 

of Rolls Royces, they live m blue-collar neighborhoods, they drmk Bud

weISer Instead of wme. And the only real SOCial conflict taking place m 

Amenca IS the showdown between these salt-of-the-earth millionaIres 

and the high-liVIng, consplcuous-consurrung, Ivy League, showoff mil

lionaIres (and, of course, their psychological COUSinS in the working 

class, who inSist on spending rather than saving). In the book's liveliest 

passages, a series of populist millionaIres best a bunch of these noXiOUS 

nabobs of privilege. There's "Bubba Richards," a mobile home dealer, a 

man of massIVe personal net worth, vs. "James H. Ford II," an estab

lishment attorney who has wasted his substance on lu.,ury cars, fine 

suits, and country clubs. There's the hilanous situatJon that ensues af

ter a man shows up to a focus group session With "gold bracelets" and 

"an expenslVe·looking diamond-encrusted watch" and commences to 
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boast of the number of celebrities who live in his neighborhood, but 
----,,;hose-"confidence-seemed -to-deterIorate'!-.as-he-ls-forced-to-spend . - -.- . �l

"three hours , , talking with eight wIser men . .  , ,"  Then there IS poor 
"Toddy," an acquamtance of the authors, who went to prep school and 

Princeton and liked to talk about the financial deeds of hiS ancestors 
and Ius anCient WASP lineage, Eventually ''Toddy's'' company IS bought 
out by some RUSSian Immjgrant parvenu, perInittmg Staniey and 
Danko to dilate With fondness about the coming day when the ''Tod-
dys" of the world are "extinCt." 

The Milliol1atre Ne:rt Door may be filled with quesTIonable sCience 
and repulsIve ethnic stereotypmg, but as ideology it is a masterplece. 
Amid all their fawning at the feet of the rich, Stanley and Danko have 
come up WIth nothing less than a full-fledged rewntmg of social con
flict. Just as for George Gilder, all of history was a struggle between old . 
money and new, between the people they call "PAWs" and "UAWs" 

("prodigIOus accumulators of wealth" and "under accumulators of 
wealth," respectively). And the difference between these fundamental 

groups IS not so much money but morality: PAWs are humble, thrifty, 
and Wise, while UAWs (who, as their name suggests, populate the 
working class as well as the money class) are effete, boastful, and prof

ligate, Of course they also have very different Ideas about the wisdom 
of the People-m this case, very different faiths m the average person's 

ability to get nch. As the authors put It, "people of modest backgrounds 
who believe that only the wealthy produce millionaires are predeter

mmed to remam non-affluent."60 
Thus was the backlash theonzmg of Hayek and Gilder transformed 

mto one of the most pervasive cultural motifs of the nineties: The no
tion that the displacing of one batch of mtllionaJres by another IS m 

some way "revolutionary," that it somehow constitutes economic 

democracy all by Itself. And also one of the era's most endUring figures: 

The self-nghteous parvenu; the nouveau-riche as Lerun. The language 
of SOCial class was becoming yet another dialect of market-speak. The 
most savage cancatures of the nch mvented by Thorstem Veblen were 
finally permissible m the literature of Wall Street popularizing, but 

• 
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wlth Veblen's radical politics carefully omItted. Money, as it turns out, 

lS sufficIently revolutIonary in itself to push those bad old consplcuous

consuming millionaires mto theIr graves. 

As did so many of the Important texts of the People's Market, The 

Milliollatre Next Door took a militantly CalVInist attitude toward con

sumption. SaVIng and Investing are ends In themselves, eVIdence of 

moral VIrtue, while spending IS empty diSSIpation. Luxury goods are a 

particular mark of shame, and the authors repeatedly run over a list of 

items that brand one as a scattergoods UAW: foreign cars, good \VIne 

(scotch whiskey is, for some reason, exempt from theIr judgment), ex

penSIve watches, expenSIve clothes, large houses, jewelty, foreign 

travel, and prIvate schools (and also, mystenouslYl any assocIation with 

nonprofit orgamzatlOns). Nor did one pile up money In order to pass it 
on to one's descendants-"economic outpatient care" of this kind is ac

tually the subject of two exconatlng chapters. The Lynchian problem 

concernIng brands was thus pushed to an even more painful contra

dictIOn: The prosperity of the VIrtuous, humble, investing PAW actu

ally depended on the brand-addled foolishness of the rest of the 

world-and on the deeply undemocratic belief that the rest of the 

world were prevented by thelI very moral nature from ever figunng this 

out. The outer limit of Stanley and Danko's populism, then, was the 

prormse that an occasIOnal regular guy could sometimes join the cap

tains of Industry in plundering the world. 

One of the most memorable-and In some ways, one of the most 

pathetIc epISodes In thIS Dow-driven popular faith In the accumula

tIOn skills of the average was the media storm ·over the Beardstown 

Ladies, an Investment club from central Illinois whose members 

seemed, for a few years, to personify the jes' folks values that were 

thought to be replacmg the cutthroat mores of establishment Wall 

Street. The Ladies first captured the attention of the natIonal media in 

1991 ,  when CBS sent a crew prospectIng for investment clubs In the 

Midwest and found exactly the sort of heartland schlock they were no 

doubt lookIng for: A collection of stock-picking granmes who acted out 

theIr roles so perfectly they mIght have been sent from central casting. 
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True, the Ladies' portfolio did boast an extraordinary annual return (or, 

_____ .rrather,.Jt-'eemed.ro'-.theIr.Jigures_wereJaterJe�ealed_1:ol>e_greatly_ex-__ ___ _ _ 

. 
, , 

aggerated), but particular stock pIcks were not the mam pomt of all the 

publiCity. In fact, the investment advice included 10 the Ladies' 1 994 

C01nmo12-Sense Investment GUide is quite rudimentary, covering sllch 

tOpiCS as what stocks are and how they are listed 10 the newspaper. 

More Important by far was the Beardstown episode as a moral fable, a 

sweetly touching testimonial to the accessibility of the stock market-

The Ladies seemed to prove that even SOCIety's feeblest, and poorest

mformed-superannuated \\'ldows from the ever-mnocent small-town 

Midwest-could beat the "self-Important MBAs" of "New York, or 

Zunch, or TOh),o," as the" book's mtroductlon puts it. The pages that 

follow are filled Wlth little parables of small-town Wlt and Wlsdom: 

reCipes, recollections of the DepreSSIOn, and a story 10 which a Vlce 

presldent of an insurance giant visits nearby Peona, IllinOls,,rhe mythIC 

landscape of corporate populism, where he learns (first from one of the 

Ladies and then through lus own e.<penence) to stop scoffing and love 

Wal-Mart. In return the Ladies showered their own affection on Wall 

Street. If, as Roland Marchand clams 10 Creatmg the Corporate SOIlI, 

the long-term cultural project of corporate Amenca IS to become more 

fully human, the Beardstown Ladies played an important part 10 the 

saga, becommg loving grandmas of the compames whose stock they 

bought and (of course) held. As one of them put It, "We're all hyped up 

about McDonald's and PepsiCo. You feel like you're acquainted with 

them when you foUm·v their stock."61 

The Beardstown epISode also threw mto high relief the worki ng of a 

new logiC of corporate culture: The enthUSiasm of traditional outsiders 

was much more meamngful than that of the usual Wall Street crowd. 

Clearly It was worth more, on some Imagmary scale of ideological 

ment, for reSidents of some midwestern burg to declare theu faith in 

stocks and the" love for corporate Amenca than for New Yorkers to do 

the same. Thus when the Beardstown Ladies were finally pushed from 

the Investment dub throne, it was almost a reqUIrement of the genre 

.. .. . -
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that their successor hail from an even more remote locale. And sure 

enough, it turned out to be the Klondike Club of Buffalo, Wyommg, 

described by IvIo"I!)' magazme as "ordinary cItizens m a tiny western 

town," a place of ''big skies, fngtd wmters, and a hardscrabble economy 

that breeds both self-reliance and a we're-all-In-tlus-together kind of 

fellowslup."" Similarly, the words of those who had lived through the 

DepresslOn (like many of the Beardstown Ladies) were worth more 

than those of people who grew up in the 1 960s. Farmers, ranchers, and 

westerners generally, forever associated In the popular mmd with the 

ongmal Populist upnsmg, outweIghed businessmen. The stock market 

Interests of leftists yielded greater publicIty dividends than those of Re

publicans." When Jesse Jackson seemed to have been converted to the 

gospel of Wall Street m 1 998 Uackson proposed both more investment 

m poor areas and the launclung of church-based investment clubs), all 

the buttons were pushed at once. 

There was often thought to be a different moral quality to the way 

the new crop of average folks mvested as well. In each of the invest

ment fables cited above-from the ne.xt-door million31res to the oft

CIted strategies of Warren Buffett-Investing was treated almost as an 

act of faith. Nocera asserted that the small mvestors were distin

gUished by their steadfastness during crashes, standing pat while the 

smart money fled. Charles Schwab commercIals gave us Rick and 

Manon, taking a break from theu- vacation to buy when they heard the 
• 

market was down. 

And the stocks the everyman Investors bought-heck! Those, too, 

were humble, honest, unpretentious. If the bull market of the sLxtles is 

remembered by "swlngmg" issues like Lmg-Temco-Vought or Control 

Data, the People's Market of the nmetJes was dominated by shares that 

conformed to Peter Lynch's "common knowledge" Imperattve. All 
across the country, In small-town investment clubs and online chat 

groups, "normal" people were looking around, noting the same blg

name brands, and bUYing the same thmgs: Wal-Mart, Coca-Cola, 

PepSI, McDonald's, Gannett, Home Depot, Rubberrnaid, Chrysler. 
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Companies they imew about. Compames they understood. Compames 

___ that.never .hlgh.hatted_them ,.compames.that_took.them-senousiYhBest  h • •  _ 

"I. 
of all, market populism tvorhed: As millions of populist Investors, usmg 

populist brokers, put thelf money In the same handful of populist com-

panies, ·the share pnces of those compames (and, In the case of 

Charies Schwab, those populist brokers) went through the roof. 

Even the motIves of the new investors were said to be so humble, 

so honest. The People's Market was dnven not by greed, nor by a cor

rupt hunger for luxury goods, but by the everyday requirements of av

erageness. Think of the Merrill Lynch ads of mId-decade, which speak 

not of speculatIOn but exhort readers who "may not be able to count on 

a large mheritance" to " take control of your future" in order "to buy a 

home, send the kids to college and retire comfortably." Think of the 

"millionaire next door's" demonic asceticIsm, rus absolute refusal to 

buy luxury goods. Think of superstar fund manager Michael DiCarlo's 

summary of the transition from the eighties, when "we bought every 

toy known to mankind," to the responsible nineties, when "we started 

looking at thIngs that would regUlre long-term financml planning, like 

our children's college tUlbon and our own retirement. All of a sudden 

we went from a natIon of conspicuous consumers to a nation kicking 

up the saVIng and investment rate." Think of Joseph Nocera's respon

sible mIddle class, rolling up theIr sleeves and taking over the stock 

market "as they imew they had to" 

The market had become an mtegral facet of theIr lives. It held 

money for theIr children1s college tUition, money to get them 

through an emergency, money for that great vacaaon they were sav

mg for, money for retirement. 

Or of Peter Lynch, the People'S broker, who was "stopped . . .  In the 

street" after hIS rebrement, according to Nocera, just so people could 

"thank hIm for making it possible for them to send a child to college, 

or put an addition on theIr home."M 
-> 

- -- � 

--- - -- . -.. - -

" . " 
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It is not a coincldence that each of these necessines-penslOnsl 

, shelter, educatlOn-were thjngsAme.ncan�,hi:l�l Qnc:.� $ought to enSllre 

through umon activIty or government interventIon, thjngs that Amer

Icans once believed were theirs simply by virtue of being citizens, 
thmgs that could and should be available to everyone m a democratic 

socIety. 
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Corporations are slower than we are. We're modern capitalist 

mavencks. We're shattermg the old broker universe. 

-Commercml for SlIretmcie olllille broherage, 1999 

The stock market is a money machine . . . .  

-James Glasslllan alld Kevm Hasselt, Dow 36,000 (1999) 

They were all very pleasant fantaSIes, those small town grandmas, those 

lonely westerners, those millionau-es moving m next door. They were 

also corny in the extreme. The Norman Rock'well Imagery of the early 

People's Market-small mvestors earnestly talking mutual funds at 

town meetmgs in public iibraries-was vulnerable to the free-floating 

public cynicIsm that had become, by the lTIld-nineties, the chIef worry 

of the nation's theoreticians of mIddlebrow. The ongoing CnslS of "civil

ity," Americans refusal to believe, threatened the financIal industry just 

as It did the advertlsing mdustry, the music mdustry, and Journalism, 

and it, too, would have to find some more WIsed-up, worldly way of ap

proaching the mass public. 

The solution proved remarkably easy to find. After all, for the bIg 

trunkers of market populism, the demographic with by far the greatest 

136 
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significance was Generation X, the recently "discovered" group whose 

�i------ ' mysterious .. tastes were causmg atutude upgrades_alLacross the culture 

mdustry as eXJstmg models were retrofitted with new slang and sounds. 

.- --- --. .-� .. -

_u" . 

-. " . .  
. u_" . . 
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For Wall Street, Generation X had partIcularly great strategic impor

tance. Not only were members of thIS group the very kids on whose be

half "we," the mIddle class, had 50 arduously pursued percentage, but 

they were the only mass constituency anyone could come up Wlth that 

could concelVably have a subjectIve mterest in pnvatlz.ing SocIal Secu

rity, Wall Street's biggest public policy interest in recent years (and an 

Issue on whIch the mdustry was willing to spend vutually any sum). 

The lOgIC went like t1us: So great are the numbers of baby boomers 

who will start retiring m the early twenty-first century that they will 

place an mtolerable tax on the generation just behind them, who will 

be required to pay the SOCIal Secunty bill for thel! elders. Unfortu

nately, the loommg Social Secunty "cnSlS" that began to inform every 

Journalistic account of "Generation )C' to appear after about 1 994 was 

largely Imaginary.' But again, ideological need far. outweighed facts. 

And thus was born pethaps the most cunous set of bull market myths 

and symbols of them all. 

"There's something Just a little odd about the Idea of people m theIr 

twenoes obsessing over retirement," journalist Josh Mason has pam ted 

out. "1 have no Idea what I'll be doing m 4 years, let alone m 40." And 

yet to read any of the pOSItIon papers and calls for reform generated m 

the mid-runetIes by Tlurd Millenmum, GeneratIon )Cs very own self

proclaimed advocacy orgamzation, tlus was the issue that young peo

ple cared about more than any other. What did Generation X want? 

The pnvanzation of SocIal Security. ThIrd MillennIum was ostenSibly 

"bipartisan," of course (any lobbpng group planning on doing busmess 

must be), but in practice it tended to march m step with Wall Street 

PR campaigns. Insistmg over and over again that Congress somehow 

permit or reqUire taxpayers to invest their FICA money in eqUIties. In 

fact, the relationshIp between Wall Street and this voice of Gen-X 

went much deeper than that. In a 1995 statement of Tlurd Millenruum 

pnnclple, Richard Thau, the orgamzaoon's execuove director, called 
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for "leaders on Wall Street" to "invest" in a PR blitz on behalf of a par-

moneymen, "a thunderous chorus . . .  would ensue. The poliucal 

winds would then shift sufficIently to pass Kerrey-Simpson [a then

current legislative bill], thereby reapmg a windfall for mvestors and 

shoring up our outdated natIOnal retirement system.'" Although Thau 

makes a pomt of publicly complammg that Wall Street failed to rally to 

his caIl, T1urd Millenmum has smce enjoyed the generous assIstance 

of Oppenheimer Mutual Funds as It goes about Its various generational 

PR Jobs.' And while the group ostensibly speaks for an entire genera

Uon, its 'board of directors" mIght be more accurately described as a 

cross-section of young Wall Street: It lists one CNN financIal corre

spondent (and former Morgan Stanley analyst), one MSNBC corre

spondent (and member of the Eastside Conservative Club), one 

corporate tax lawyer. one brokerage executIve. one accountant, one m

surance mdustry executIve, one busmess school student (and child of 

a state governor). one representatIve of the rIght-wing foundation com

munity, one consultant. and a dot-com employee. � 

Other than its resume-waving stram of generational messianism/ 

Tlurd Millennium's single notable contribution to AmerIcan political 

life was a SImple marketing trIck that it managed to transform mto jour

nalistic orthodoxy sometime in rrud-decade. It seems Third Millen

nium (WIth the help of Frank Luntz, who we last encountered 

theorizing "digItal cItiZens" for Wired magazme) took a poll which 

found that Gen-Xers were less likely to "believe" in SOCIal Secunty 
than in UFOs. The orgamzation followed thIS up with poIls comparing 

the faith of young people In SocIal SecurIty to therr faith m the 

longevity of General Hospital, to betting on the Super Bowl, to almost 

any pop-cult manity the Millennialists cared to dream up. They were, 

naturaIly, poIls desIgned more to persuade than to describe. ThIS snide 

juxtapOSItIOn of once-sacred SOCIal issues with mindless pop culture 

was just the right way to desecrate what remamed of the New Deal 

public religion. So endlessly CIted and so tnumphantly displayed were 

these polls that before long they were established as the ineluctable 

• 
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terms of debate, the hard "data" that every newspaper account of the 

-- -_ _ _ _  matter _had to include. "In Its mfinite _repetitlOn," as Journalist Rick 

Perlstem has put it, "the UFO statrstic _ . . moved mountams in instill

mg a popular defeatrsm" about Social Secunty.' 
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Thus, after sixty years of direct political assault fTOm the far nght It 

was Gen-X sarcasm that blew the first hole m the walls of the New Deal 

citadel. Irony did what Reagan couldn't-and Wall Street sat up and 

took notrce. Nothmg punctured the arry pretensions of the welfare state, 

the Thrrd Millennium episode seemed to prove, better than the dumb

shit pop-cult language of youth. The high-mmded legacy of the hated 

FDR was bemg driven from the field by the moromc chant of lIS if' 

It made the perfect launchmg pad for the next Ideological skyrocket 

,of the People's Market. The chromclers of Amencan affluence had dis

covered-and m the most Improbable demographic locale-what 

sounded like the Ideal new language for talking about the market. And 

m the process, the earnest, ultra-square culture of mvestrng was bemg 

transformed mto something that seemed very different: The Image of 

the small mvestor as jaded, Imowmg hipster. In some ways, of course, 

the hipster-as-Investor would embrace certam well-established tenets 

of the People's Maiket: SuspIcion of finanCial authority and of estab

lishment Wall Street, for example. But hipsters were neither buy-and

hold grandmas or mutual fund-mmded family men: They were 

fundamentally m the know, tuned m to most Aeetrng trends, and ready 

to trade on a momenes nonce. What emerged as the decade wore on 

was a eunous hybrid of "Adam Smith's" Nietzschean traders and Peter 

Lynch's everyman-as-expert: Everyman as hiS own cigar-chomping, 

commodity-broking, devil-take-the-hindmost asshole, hovenng over 

the office computer (fuek the boss!) to spread rumors on the Raging 

Bull message boards and scalp the gams on E'Trade, all the while lis

tening to the scabrous rantings of Limp Bizkit, cultlVatmg a goatee, and 

dreaming about Xtreme sports. Generation X and stocks, it now 

seemed, went together like Kurt and Courtney. 

And always the Third Millenmum Social SecUrity "finding" lurked 

m the background-Wall Street's own pet versIOn of the meVltability 
.----

-
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maneuver that served the writers of management literature and new 

___ _ --.-economy soclal .theory ·50 welL 1£ the. demise of SOCIal Security ·Is ··m

eV!table (and only suckers believe It Isn't), then get used to It and stop 

wasting time trymg to save It. When the online magazme Saloll pub

lished an appreciation of the "baby bulls" in April 1 998, the young m

vestors' well-known "lack of confidence In the SOCial Secunty system" 

became the historical e"planation for their speculative enthUSiasm. An

other factor, though, was the bull market itself, which was now-just 
five years smce Ron Chernow had announced tbe arrival of the Peo

ple's Boom-bemg described as a histoncal phenomenon as penna
nent as the Cold War, a "fact of life" for "GeneratIOn X" Gone forever 
were the Images of Gen�X alienation and unemployment; now they 

• 
• 

, 
• 
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were a generation for whom "investing m the stock market IS just good 
sense"; a demographiC represented by the artIcle's handful of young

sters who had parlayed tiny stakes mto fantastic wmmngs. The Gen-X 

narrative, as set forth by Salon (and as echoed across the finanCial-jour

nalism landscape), mcorporated crucial elements of the standard myth 

of the People's Market: Just like the Beardstown Ladies or Anne 

Scheiber, the young mvestors don't "fit the mold of the sleek Wall 

Street mvestor"; they are to be commended for their sensible, down-to

earth goals (they're worned about therr reUtement, duli); and although 

theIr mvestmg style IS said to be "aggressive," as it turns out they prac

tIce the same brand-name strategy as everyone else (stocks mentioned 

m the article mclude IBM, Nike, the Gap, and Procter & Gamble). But 

the Gen-X investment narrative also includes cunous new additIons to 

the" tale: One young investor recounted how he was ostracized for his 
acqujsitiveness while at coUege; others Imagmed speculation as a way 

to aVOId working at a hated job. Walth and Esqwre columnist Ken Kur

son, who was often quoted as a leading authority on Generation X, 

spoke of mvesting as a way of accumulating ''fuck-you money," funds 

that would allow workers to turn the tables on the boss. Playing the 

stock market had always had patnotic overtones; thiS exciting new gen

eration was confernng upon it an even more far-fetched aura: invest

ing as SOCIal conflict, the NASDAQ as a tool of \Vorl,place revolution.' 
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The author of the Salon story, wntmg m early 1998, had any num
ber of authontIes on the Investmg -practlces of Generation X to choose 
from. By then the financlal-journalism scene was bemg routmely 
crisscrossed by a number of barnstonrung spokesmen for GeneratlOn 
X, each of them more aggresSIvely bullish than the last. Their charge, 
though, wasn't so much to prO\ode useful financlal adVJce as H was to 
glve the ldeology of the market a much needed "attitude" infusion. 
Ken Kurson, for example, had been a punk rocker and zme pUblisher 
before mO\ong on to Worth and Esqmre. But the most shameless pan
derer to Wall Street's bottomless hunger for the hlP was one Jonathan 
Hoemg, author of the 1999 book Greed IS Good, colummst for P.O. V 

magazine. commentator on NPR. market reporter for a ChIcago TV 
'statlon, and purveyor of a mamc, blusterIng verbal style. Hoemg got 
hIs start pUblishing his own personal finance ZIne. CapJtalist Pig, m 
which he dispensed rudimentary adVJce to a small clrcle of readers. 
The attractlOn here wasn't the quality of the ups: H was the very ldea 
of samlZdat financla] advice. of Investmg as an underground culture all 
its O\·vn. 

In Greed " Good he runs through the usual round of ThlTd Millen
mum-mspIred hysteIics about SOCIal Secunty. l$SUe$ standard warn
mgs agamst carrymg credit card debt, and spends several pages 
debunkmg advertIsing and consummg In general-better to save your 
money and invest it. The vanous investment devices themselves are 
discussed only at the most elementary level. What has allowed Hoemg 
to win the "voice of finance for GeneratIOn X" tltle (bestowed on hlm 
by Forbes magazine) lS not hls stock-pickmg ability but the cunous way 
in whlch he declares hIS love for the market. Greed IS Good is awash 10 
iromc pop-culture references and smart-ass aSldes. To illustrate how 
bond funds work. Hoemg asks us to Imagme the vanous characters 
from Happ), Days pooling thelT funds and getting FonZle to manage the 
pile. He calls the exchange "a mosh pH of finance" and comforts read
ers with the knowledge that mvestmg "is simpler than a Scoob)'-Doo 

storyline." Similar references to Good Times, The Love Boat, Charles t11 
Charge, TheA-Team, The Brad)' BUllch, Star Tre", T11eJeffersollS, and to 

• 
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the mOVle career of John Travolta punctuate the book. Here, clearly IS 

, ,.

" 
" :: 

----'a-man-"vhochas-mastered-the-Ianguage-of-the-young.' ----�+-
As wlth so many of the others examined here though, Hoemg's 

stock-plcldng takes a distant second to hIs Ideology spmning, to hIs 
musmgs about capitalism as the greatest of socIal orders and the cho
sen way of the people. ThIS IS what has won him the plaudits of the 
New York Times, Forbes, and the Wall Street JOHfllal. And It must be ad
mitted that, if nothing else, as Ideologue Hoemg has a certain panache 
and ingenUIty. Start with the name he chose for his zme, radio show, 
and PO. V column: "capitalist pIg." His pomt Isn't that capitalists are 
evil creatures, but just the oppoSIte: The true capitalist-he who IS one 
wIth money m his heart, not Just in the fickle tastes of the moment"":' 
IS an object of unfaIr persecution and ostracism, the ultimate "Wlute 
Negro." \Vby? Because the true capitalist threatens what Hoemg calls 
"the establishment," "the Man," the soulless, affected "yuppies." The 
true capitalist IS the ultImate SOCIal revolutionary, at once a man ofthe 
people and a rule-breaking outSIder. 

In other words, Hoerug seems to have been gulled by one of the na
tIon's longest-runmng mtellectual hoaxes: He has confused money 
wIth class. He starts off Greed is Good procl31mmg bizarrely that It IS 
somehow "taboo" to do what he is about to do, that IS, "talk about be
ing mterested m money." More importantly, Hoenig inSIsts that thIS 
taboo only afflicts the "affluent" Regular guys like hImself seem to 
have no problem talking about money-hell, Hoerug recalls at one 
point how he "spoke of mutual funds between bong hIts" and riled 
some "affluent" friends. As it turns out, these suburban milquetoasts 
can't stand to address the dreaded subject because money has the 
power to tum the system that supports them upSIde down. And it's not 
just them, HoenIg blasts Just about every aspect of economic life, He  
recalls the despised counter job he once held at Starbucks, he heaps 

. obloquy on the yuppies, who accumulated for all the wrong reasons, he 
rails agamst traditional "business broadcasting" for being "boorish and 
boring," and even warns agamst the ways of "the Man," And money is 
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rhe "life-affirming" thing that will set It all strrught. As Hoemg puts It 

__ . __ . . . in his typically swaggering (and yet enurely.-unonglnal) ·way, workers-·-- . . . .. _ ..... . 
will "discover it's much easier to give your boss the finger when you've 

gar a few grand stashed somewhere for safekeepmg."" 

Finance, then, IS subversIon. From thIS preposterous premise flows 

all manner of imagmary heroics. As Its cunous title suggests, Greed is 
Good Imagmes 1Iself as a thoroughly transgressive volume, one de

signed to strike a blow agamst the yuppies, the bluenose enforcers of 

social taboos, and the wealthy establishment all at once-and Just by 

talking about mutual funds! Admitting danngly that "mosr of the es

tablishment will probably hate" the book "because it doesn't look like 

anythmg they've ever seen/' Hoemg clues us in to what's really gomg 

on m the world beyond our rosy suburban confines: 

A dramatIc shout is being heard In America these days. It's the vatce 

of new mone;� It's young people who are determmed to be them
selves. 

New money and being yourself: It's rhe George Gilder model of SOCial 

conflict-nghteous new money vs. snooty old only spiced up In thiS 

telling with a few Ilred slogans from the SLmes, as filtered through 

decades of TV commercials. "Success has to be measured by each of 

us Individually," Hoemg declares, "on our own well-considered terms, 

not by the matenal tnnkets we can afford to amass." So disgusted are 

we by the matenalism of our wealthy elders that we must break with 

them altogether and become . . .  wealthy!" 

In the course of my life I have come across only two or three peo

ple who were genumely Interested both in rebel subcultures and In 

trading stocks. But whether the stereotype was true to life or not, 11 

met nearly every one of the crillcal cultural needs of the financial m

dustry In the late nmetles, and before long it was appeanng everywhere 

in mdustry discourse. Commercials for the Arneritrade online broker

age began to feature a trading enthUSiast named "Stewart," whose 
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outre sIdeburns and elaborately cropped and dyed harr testified to hIS 

-----·-coolness :--In -case-viewers .didn't realize how rebell iellS .Stewart .was, ,the_ 

commercIals mcluded shots of oldsters horrified by hIS capncious do

mgs. As one spot opens he IS shown runnIng off Images of hIS face on 

the office photocopIer, a gesture so unambtguously antiauthontanan 

that when the boss, in a rumpled gray SUIt, calls Stewart mto hIS office, 

we are sure the defiant one IS gomg to be pUnIshed. But no: The boss 

has opened an Amentrade account and merely asks the aSsIstance of 

the market-savvy Stewart as he makes hIS first stock purchase. (The 

hipster persuades him to buy shares in I<mart, retailer to the square 

masses.) "Do you feel the eXCItement?" Stewart asks archly, breaking 

mto an IrOnIc-funk), dance. 'You're ndin' the wave of the future, my 

manl" Amentrade not only offers cheap trades, It bnngs the genera

tIons together as well. umung them In a common enthusiasm for buy

mg low and selling hIgh. Stewart mvites the older man to a party; he 

takes hIS leave W1th the words, "Happy trading. Rock on." 

An even more telling barometer of the \-vay jnvestment culture 

changed m the late nineties was the metamorphosis of lvIoHe), maga

zme. A publicatIOn of Time Inc. and the bIggest entry m the personal 

finance category, lvIoll/,J' had always been Impossibly square and pa

theucally earnest. One of the most reliably populist supporters of the 

mdh'ldual investor, it reveled m Gannett-like opinion polls and pIe 

charts, amusmg the people WIth news of themselves. It  tended to ad

dress its mIddle-class readers m the first person plural. And It nearly 

,- -

always portrayed its little-guy heroes as members of a properly func

tIOnmg middle-class family. Even a 1 99 J story about the "twenty

somethmgs" focused on Xers who were mamed and WIth chiidren. 

lvIolle), was also Irrepressibly patriotic. A specIal 1991  issue that aImed 

to compare the standards of livmg in the US to those of all other na-

i' -" . .  
, . . 
c· . 

tions addressed Itself specifically to the backlash sentlments of old, 

mvoking none other than John Wayne m the first sentence and ac

knowledgmg readers' fears about natIonal decline after "we retreated 

from Vietnam." The goal here, though , was not to en flame those fears 
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but to assuage them, to find facts that would prove "reassurIng." And 

sure enough, the editors of MOlley duly discovered that the US still 

ranked first among nations. In an accompanyIng story the magazme 

reaffirmed the most saccharme dements of the Horatio Alger myth: 

the US as a land of explosIve opportUnIty, a place where "your dreams 

are wIthin your grasp," ever so unlike the "class-conscious sociebes of 

Europe and ASIa" where "success is like royalty: you must be born to 

It." What's more, the news for the middle class seemed always to be 

good news. ConsIderIng, m 1992, the undeniable fact that the mIddle 

class was shrInking, MOlley mSIsted that this was because so many 

were "climb;IZg the mcome ladder, not sliding down It." The maga

zme's most overtly populist moments were drenched in Capra-esque 

treacle: Thmk of the 1 99 1  story m whIch the magazme's editor re

counted how he "delivered your mail to Washmgton" ("When you 

roar," the editor applauded hIS readers, "the whole country hears you") 

and whIch was illustrated WIth a photo of saId editor waggmg a finger 

at a congressIOnal commIttee. 12 

By 1 998 slushy homilies like these wouldn't play anymore, not even 

m Peoria. As the kids of its subscribers declared their allegiance to al

ternatIVe natIon and as Its own pages filled WIth the abraSIVe, disturb

ing ads of the online brokerages, Mone)' finally got attitude and began 

speaking for a mIddle class that believed more In money than In the 

verities of John Wayne. Now the magazIne wondered about the mvest

ment portfolios of people like Joan Jett, who appeared in the August 

1 999 ISsue m all her dyed, pIerced, and tattooed glory (not that her 

stock-picking strategy differed In any SIgnificant way from that of the 

non-tattooed: "I choose companIes I see m everyday life," she told the 

magaZIne, among them Starbucks, Boemg, IBM, FedEx, and Disney). 

It compared one fund manager to Puff Daddy and referred to another 

as the "kmg of extreme Investmg." It used mildly unsettling illustra

tIons: Stock listings prOjected on a man's niked body, a pile of glass 

eyeballs, photos of superstar fund managers distorted m such an edgy 

manner they would be at home on a punk rock CD cover. The new 
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Money also ran mildly discomfitmg stories, stories about how much 

----more-the-l'Ichest-people-on .. earth.have_than_the_poorest, ..stones. cau-._. ____ . __ 

tiomng readers agamst being tncked by all the scams and decepuons 

out there, stories about stocks that Money had recommended that then 

tanked. HorrifyJng stones, like the one about a Japanese family who 

lost everyth10g In that country's long, bitter recessIOn. Debunkmg sto-

nes, usually from columnists like Jason ZweIg and the beansh James 

Grant. Stones with huge doses of sarcasm about subjects that used to 

be so dear to Mon")"s Inlddle-class heart-such as Amenca's advan-

tages over the rest of the world. ("Used to be, the U.S. colomzed the 

mmds of lods worid"ode VIa Mickey Mouse and Sesame Street," a 

wnter spat 10 the March 2000 Issue, but now our own kids "are prey" 

to tlzeir mass-cult offenngs.) Man,,), even found hIgh schoolers Wlth a 

stake 10 the market, noUng how they fine-tuned their portfolios while 

listenmg to Tupac and doting on thelr consenrative cool. 13 

The Web Changes a Few Things 

And then along came the Internet, shOWing up like a long-awaIted mar

ket populist messiah. By the tIme it emerged mto the mamstream of 

Amencan life 10 1 995,  of course, the People's boom was already well 

under way. But the Internet, like Generauon X, fit the fantasy of eco

nomIc democracy through stock ownershIp so perfectly that it seemed 

like confirmation from on hIgh. Now, it was argued, anyone could do 

their own research, could keep an eye on therr portfolio, could place 

their own trades. So profoundly had the new de,oce leveled the play-

109 field that the people wouldn't even have to suck with the buy-and

hold model of Lynch and Buffett: They could now become self-reliant 

day-traders all on thelT own, each one communing with therr brands in 

thelT own way. 

Again James J. Cramer helped to spell out the new consensus f31th. 

Wntmg 10 Wort" magazine 10 May 1997, Cramer Insisted that, thanks 

to the "overall empowerment of the 10divldual stock pIcker" through 

- ---� -
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the informatlOn available on the Internet, "the small Investor has never 

been In such good shape." "Good shape" was Just the start of It. Cramer 

asserted that gIVen this new equality of information and the flexibility 

of the amateur investor (professIOnal fund managers were constramed 

by all sorts of mstltutional rules and practIces), the small-tImer should 
be wiping the floors With the bloated institutional player. Conse

quently, Cramer ad,osed readers to abandon mutual funds and take up 
stock-picking themselves-and if not for the money, then for the free

dom: "It's never been this easy to have control over your own monetary 

destmy." Sure, guys had been talking about financIal democracy for al

most a decade now, but this time it was here for real.14 
But while the Web did lIideed bnng a vast expansIOn of talk and 

commentary, at a rate of millions of words per day, and while It notice

ably upped the nallon's attitude quotient, It challenged the prevailing 

notion of the People's Market not at all. On tlle contrary, the Web al
most instantly became the familiar vehIcle of cultural populism It re

mains today, a place where anybody could thumb theIr nose at 
authonry It permitted the replacmg of middle-American types like the 

Beardstown Ladies with a different sort of populist subject, the day

trader, but even this ne\v "extreme investor" retained the same tran
scendental humility as before. Successful day-trading, advised one 
1 999 descnptIon of the phenomenon, reqUIred an abandonment of 
egotIsm and arrogance, "a certaIn wisdom, a Zen-like sense of lone's] 

own msignificance m the face of the market."" In ISsues of personal fi

nance, the transltJon to the Web served to amplify the small investor's 
darkest suspIcions about the Wall Street establishment, to foster an 
ever-escalating competition to believe the worst. Web discourse was 

like COIISu1lIer Reports ,,"th an extremely bad attitude: The world was 

out to np you off, and only suckers doubted It. It was both hardened 

and mnocent at the same lime, and for all Its skeptiCIsm It sent the no
tion of the People's Market soanng. And with that idea went so much 

else: Pnces, of course, but also (and IronIcaily) the larger fantasy of the 

unification of popular and corporate interests. If the Web achIeved 
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anythmg even close to the millennial hopes of Its promoters, It was in 

�-------·I ts-final-blurrmg -ohhe-line hetween -the -People_and _corporate.Amer,_ . 

lea. 
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Cultural entrepreneurs saw the potential of the Internet Immedi

ately, and any number of Investment-orIented websltes were qUlckly 

established. Among the first to capture the public Imagmatlon Wlth in

vestment advice, InteractIVe stock discusslOn boards, and an early ver-

sIOn of the "oseass tone that would soon be the Internet's greatest gift 

to CIvilization was the site on Amenca Online known as The Motley 

Fool. Operated and filled Wlth content by twentysomethmg brothers 

David and Tom Gardner, The Motley Fool came online in 1 994, offer

ing pretty much the same sort of anti-expertise riffs one found m 

the works of Peter Lynch, the how-to tipS of the Beardstown Ladies, 

and the thrift-obseSSIOns of TIle Millionaire Next Door. Before long 

the brothers Gardner discovered something even better than dis

pensing personal financIal adVlce: the wonder of mass nvo-way 

commuDlcauon, or, as they put it, the "grassroots revolution" of mter

actlvity. (They have also described It as a "subversIVe movement" and a 

parallel of the Protestant Reformation.) On the Motley Fool webSIte, 

anyone who cared to log on was able to share theIr thoughts on differ

ent companies and to e).-pand on the Investment prospects the" saw m 

each. "Average people," not experts, were talklng to each other about 

corporate Amenca: Pretty wonderful stuff indeed. According to the 

Motleys, thIS broker-free conversatIOn, brmgmg m as It did all manner 

of unusual mformatlon and pnvileged perspectives, actually gave 

"little-guy mvestors" a conSIderable advantage not only over older 

methods of mvestment research but over the Wall Street ""-perts them

selves,lf. 

From this epIphany the Motleys proceeded to build a media empire 

m mmJature. They have published four books as of this writing, host a 

regular radjo show, and claim to operate the '\vorld's most popular on� 

line financlal site," The secret ingredient to all their success 1S an undi

luted, I SO-proof market populism nuxed with the brothers' trademark 

witty aSIdes and smde intelJections. For tlte Motleys despise Wall Street. 
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In their 1998 book, You Have More 71w" You Thmk, they charged that 

monel', a naturally "umversal, commonplace" thmg, had been cruelly 

monopolized by "an exclUSIve ruling class of 'financIal professIOnals .' " 

But "Amenca gets more democratic and egalitanan ",oth every passmg 

day," the brothers mSlst, and they are here to bnng down the people's 

will on the world of mvesting. In theIr utter certainry that anyone can 

manage a portfolio as well as anyone else, the Motleys have taken as 

their mISSIOn the overthrow and final destructIOn of thIS "ruling class," 

to whom they apply vIrtually any enemy-of-democracy epIthet that's 

handy, companng them to an "elite clergy," mocking theIr "marbled 

manSIOns," describmg them as an "entrenched establishment," noting 

how commISSIOns allow your broker to "detail hIS DeLorean. "" 

Where the Beardstown Ladies offered recIpes as eVldence of their 

down-homeness, the Motleys offer a full-blown carmvalesque mythol

ogy all theIr own, a fantasy of the world of Wall Street ""pertise turned 

upSIde down. They and their followers call themselves "Fools" as a way 

of tweaking Wall Street's traditional contempt for the small mvestor. 

Meanwhile the "Wise," a.k.a. the bankers, stockbrokers, and fund 

managers of the Old Economy, replete with their "expensive smts and 

gold cufflinks," are said to "prey on Ignorance and fear." Like Just about 

every other ideologue of the nInetIes busmess world, the Motleys be

lieve that the greatest error of the past, the Man's most hemous sm, IS 

hIS belief in-and ability to profit from-public stupIdity. 'The finan

CIal world does not want you to educate yourself," the Motleys mSlst in 

one of their collections of ho-hum sa'Ong-and-mvestmg adVlce. "It 

hates the Idea that you might actually read this stuff." But don't get car

ned away with this assault on Investment propnety: All we need to 

overthrow thIS system IS more information, and the iVlotleys have made 

It their job to tell you how to find it. Ponng over data, domg your own 

research, as advised by Buffett, Lynch, the Ladies, and Just about 

everyone else, here takes on an odd new attribute: Reading the NYSE 

listings IS a subverSIve act! So is saving, so IS not playmg the lottery, so 

IS facmg down a salesman, and so IS Just about any other bit of thrifty 

behaVlor, all of whIch gIves the l'vlotleys website its weird feel of a cross 

• 
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between the IWW songbook and "Hints from Heloise." Here IS how 

-___ .one-partI clpant,-having.adopted _the..Motleys'.Fools:agamst-the�Ol;!g . 

JexJ.con, described a few years ago his insistence on driVIng the same 

car for a long time: "Recently I watched the odometer on the Foolmo

bile flip 200,000 miles. Oh my! 'That's not what you're supposed to do. 

I've been told time and agam that I shouldn't keep a car with that many 

miles; it Isn't wise. Of course, the people who tell me that are gener

ally car salespeople, and they seem to recommend getting a new car at 

whatever miles are currently on my odometer."'11 Dare to struggle, dare 

to save! 

Investors need informatlOn, and the most crucial Item of mforma

tion IS the disposition of the popular mmd. For admen and politicians 

it IS found through focus groups, but for populist investors the correct 

tool is, of course, the Internet. In a 1 999 disqUISItion on 'The Spint of 

Foolishness," one of the Motleys' cast of writers informed readers that 

"large numbers In the return column" spnng from democratic prinCiple 

rather than any particular approach, from "paYIng no mmd to the Wise 

gooroos who speak In magazInes and on TV, listening mstead to a na

tional audience In the open forum provided by tl1lS mcredible 

medium." 'The Web has opened the logiC of the focus group to every

one, and anyone can profit from the mSights, proVided they believe; Be

lieve In the wrongness of authority, in "not takmg yourself too serIously, 

and always mamtaming your humility."'9 Big returns await him who is 

doWn wlth the people. 

But what does It mean In practical terms to believe In the people? 

Like just about every other prominent investment adviser in the 

nine[]es, the IVlotleys counsel their followers to invest in '/busjnesses 

that have built a global consumer brand." "Dominant brand" IS pomt 

number one in one of the Motleys stock-pickmg systems; an online e.x
planation of the strategy hailed In partlcular those brands that had 

"mindshare," that had "burrowed a small home Into your cerebellum." 

Not surpnsingly, the Motleys endorse as stock plcks the same names 

chosen by just about everyone else m that brand-mad decade: Coca-

. • . , . 
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Cola, Microsoft, Nike, Gillette, PepsI, Wal-Mart, Disney, Gannett. 
Agam the brand IS the thIng, the mystery substance that distinguishes 
wmners from losers, that props up market value as well as market 

share, earnmgs, and just about everything else. To believe m the peo

ple means to believe In theIr brands." 

Agam, though, the mherent contradictIons of market populism rise 

to the surface. Advertlsmg, as the great temple of consumpoon and 

credit buymg, IS naturally a central target of any program for Increased 

thrifoness. For someone like "capitalist pIg" Jonathan Hoenig, adver

tiSIng IS the hellish OppOSIte of the true path of invesong, the Slten song 

luring hiS generaoon to ItS financial doom. The Motleys share thiS per
speeove, heaping deriSIOn on "misleading" finanCIal advertisements In 
one book and bemoaning the way advertiSIng leads consumers to play 
the lottery In another. But advertising also happens to be the bncks and 
mortar of brands. 'Nere the entire world to be converted to Folly (or 
Lynchdom, or Pigdom, or move to Beardstown), cut back on its sense
less consummg, and begin to question the absurd claims of advertls

Ing, the share pnces mIght soar for a while, but ultlmately the 

blue-chip brands would collapse In short order. Clearly the Motleys 

think such a scenano could never come to pass: The vast maJonty of 
us wjll continue to listen to the Wise, will kIndly permit adverI:JsIng to 

burrow into our cerebellum. ThtS aspect of busIness-as-usual will never 

change. 

On paper the Motleys were partIal to the brand-based, buy-and

hold investment strategies of the early nineties. But the particular 

stock-trading escapade with which they \\�1l forever be identjfied was 
the feverISh 1995-96 speculatlve bubble In shares of Iomega, the 

manufacturer of Zip drives for personal computers. In their first book 

the l'vlotleys offer up an early, tnumphant account of the Iomega 
episode as an illustratlon of the way all Investmg will be done In the 

fabulous future. In the very early stages, after the Zip drive had been 

invented but while there were still doubts about the company's man

ufacturing capaCity, investors from across the land, mlstrustmg mam-
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stream news accounts of the company, started dOing theIr own leg-

____ --'work on Iomega and .posted therrJindings .on the .lVlotley..Foobv.ebsite. . 
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As a result, readers of The Motley Fool knew more about Iomega 

sooner than any 'Wall Street analyst or firm." Wntmg In 1 995, the 

brothers Gardner offered tlus as eVldence of the Web's ability to ut

terly turn the world of traditional hierarchy upsIde down: "Thanks to 

online communicatjon, It IS now little-guy Investors-not huge bro-

kerage firms-who hold the most valuable cards." Meanwhile, Iomega 

was on its way up from two dollars a share to an eventual high of 

$330.75, whIch It reached m May 1 996. All along the path of the 

stock's astonIshing advance-and its precipitous drop soon there

after-the Motleys were the subject of a good old-fashioned media 

frenzy, as part of whIch It was suggested both that their community of 

contributors were dealing in insIde information and that they were 

heedlessly puffing a mass mama. In the Fools' conSIderably more 

humble 1 998 account of the Iomega episode, they make fewer grand 

claims for the online "revolutIOn" and mSlSt instead that they were 

merely follOWIng their unchangmg prinCIples: Iomega made a good 

product, and "the stock market rewards great brand names and con-

sIstently strong growth 10 profits."" 

"Great brand names" is the key here. However modest the two cluef 

Fools' goals had been, out on the Motley Fool discussion boards theIr 

VISIOn of Investing as tov.IJ1 meeting had come more to resemble a fo

cus group that had consumed way too much complimentary coffee. 

Iomega bulls and bears, each under their colorful pseudonyms, had 

transformed a discussion of the Zip drIve and the company's fiscal 

where\Vlthal into a viCIOUS free-for-all over the nature of the brand. The 

"Iomegans," as they called themselves, were much more than what the 

admen refer to as "core users" They were brand loyalists of the most 

fanaucal tendency, partymg at annual shareholder meetings, shouting 

down the doubters, declanng thel! undymg love for all things Iomega, 

Interpretmg bad news for theIr company as hostile propaganda, un

masking the naysayers and informmg on them to their employers. The 

Iomega bears, for therr part, played the opposIte role, developmg an in-

• 
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""'Plicable hostility for the company and takmg ohoous pleasure m an-

�+i ____ nouncmg bad news.to.the faIthfuL" - -.-

'",' -" 

News accounts of the epIsode e.xpressed aiarm at the stream of ru

mor and falsehood that was obvIOusly dn\ong the pnce of Iomega, but 

the lesson for commltted market populists Wke the brothers Fool 

themselves and writers for publications like Emmess Week and For

tll1le) was encouragmg. Average folks were now able to talk back to the 
profeSSIOnals, to spread theIr own rumors the way Inslders had always 

done, and even to take terrible revenge on the Wise-most notably m 

the case of the unfortunate Wall Street firms who shorted Iomega on 

the theory that the public was always wrong. Th,s was a mama that for 
once worked the other way, that left the mSlders holding the bag. In ad

dition 11 was the first open glimpse of that most majestic of democra

tic processes; 111e people were ma/;:.ing thelr brands. 

By 1 997, the traditional mass media had observed so many stock 

prices bubble and burst due to "online hype" that the phenomenon had 

largely dropped from the front pages. But the transformation In the 

People's Market was more lastmg. The Motieys may talk of Buffett and 

Lynch, of solid brands and bu)ong for the long run, but the lesson thelT 

Website taught was that brands could be built and wrecked overmght, 

and that anybody could make It happen. The dream of umversal access 

to informatlon had become one of everyman as InSIder. Since broker
free, discounted trading had become widely available online m 1 998, 

and since ticker prices, newswlres, and even rumor WIres could be 

Vlewed online, now anyone could trade like the insiders, taking profits 

from mInute-to-mmute fluctuations rather than the long, responsible 

haul. Now anyone could start hIS own rumors and commit h,s own 

forgeries. Now anyone could stay one step ahead of the deluded pub

lic. the foolish crowd. 

And Zig a Zig Ah! 

NothIng could stop the People's Market as it rolled through 1 998 and 

1 999: Not the destructIOn of the once-celebrated ASIan economIes by 
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mternational currency speculators; not the warnmgs of economIC ex� 

---perts,whose comments we had learned -to disregard-way-back-m · '-91 · · 

and '92; not the spectacle of the poor, deluded RussIans, theIr nawe 

free-market hopes squashed like yesterday's Coke can; not the Old 

Economy-style collapse and the Old Economy-style bailout of the 

Long Tenn Capital lvlanagement hedge fund. not even news footage of 

crazed day-traders gunning down their former comrades-In-specula

tIon. Let tbe elitIst naysayers gnash theIr teeth: The people were In the 

saddle now, and we Americans believed in the market, like we believed 

in apple p,e, in Chevrolet, In rock 'n' roll, In ourselves. We the People 

had caught a glimpse of ourselves in the mlITor of the market, had seen 

and recognized our own hunger for percentage, and we hymned our 

own genIUS as we sent the pnces mountIng steadily upward. 

Of course there were gradual changes, Just as there were slight mod

ificatIOns m the way the market was explained to a worshIpful public. 

By 1999 we were offiCIally inhabItIng a "New Economy," after all, and 

some alterations· were in order. For example, the blue-chip brands had 

changed, gone from popu'llst retailers and populist manufacturers to 

populist revolutionanes, to the compames that were turning the Old 

Economy on its ear and thereby makmg people's power possible

whIch is to say Internet portals, computer manufacturers, and online 

brokers: AOL, Schwab, E"Trade, Intel. Now we were loggmg on to 

Schwab.com and investing in Schwab; usmgAOL to log on to E"Trade 

and InvestIng in both AOL and E"Trade. The logiC was circular but no 

one could deny that It worked. 

New optImIsts were constantly bubbling up, flickering bnefly across 

the national culture and assuring us, based on thIS or that newly dis

covered economIC caiculus, not only that the market had much, much 

further to go but that those who doubted it were doubting the people 

themselves. One of the most remarkable of the late bulls was James 

Glassman, a y\ilshillgtoJl Post columnIst whose optimIsm was as in� 

flated as the market itself: When the Dow stood at 1 0,000, he declared 

in the pages of the Wall Street. JOlimal (and then from the pages of the 

Atlantic MOllthl), and then in a book tItled, simply, Dow 36,000) that it 
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should nghtly be standing at 36,000. He amved at thIs extraordinary 
� __ . __ concluslOn not through some hazy belief 10 "progress" but through a 

militant fallh in popular enlightenment. The people, also known as 

"small Investors." were becommg "ca]mer and smarter." realizmg that. 

if one invested for the long haul, then stocks were no nskier than 
bonds. All the market was domg, then, was reflectmg this new found 
Wlsdom and priCIng stocks accordingly-that is, runnIng them up to 
some three-and-a-half times what they were when Glassman went 

public wIth hIS discovery. High stock pnces, he mSlSted, reflected "not 

fthe people's] nuttIness but theIr samty." Naturally Glassman phrased 
hIS discovery as a sort of culture war in mInIature, with small investors, 
in all theIr Wlsdom, beIng "ratlOnal/j' exuberant" while the "e''Perts'' and 
the preerung Wall Street "establishment" sought to slow theIr drive to 

the top by "accusmg them of bemg screwy."" For Glassman, the stock 
maiket reflected the wisdom of the people so reliably that it acted as a 

quasI-divme dispenser of moral jusnce, humbling the proud and ele· 

vatmg the modest. Since the stock market represented, as he and hIS 
coauthor KeVIn Hassett put it 10 theIr J 999 opus, DolV 36,000, the 
"collectIve judgment" of "millions of people around the world," it was 

foolhardy 10 the extreme for a slOgle mdividual to dunk he could "out
smart" !t. "Respect the market," they Intoned. Doing the OpposIte, 

showing "a kind of know-it-all hubns, IS what leads to disaster, not just 

in personal life, but in the stock market." The arrogant, the expert, the 
snobbIsh, the didactic, were all doomed once the market was free to 
stnde the earth as It saw fit. H 

For others, 36,000 was a piker's number. The people wouldn't rest 
until theIr Dow hit 50,OOO! That was the figure inSIsted on by corpo

rate economIst Lawrence Kudlow when hIS tum came on the Wall 

Street lOl/mal's op-ed page. Kudlow mSlSted In March 1999 on under
standing the market as the site of a otamc struggle between the free

dom-lo\ong people and the "experts," a class of "economic and 
Investment gurus" who smce all the way back in 1982 "have preached 
peSSImIsm." \�/riting again In August, only days after certain promment 
Fed spokesmen had expressed reseTVanons about the bull market, 
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Kudlow angrily responded WIth a VISIOn of rhe people nsmg to "con-

,,-_____ fwnt" trus-,>nobb,sh,_pessmustic-':economic-establishment," liftmg __ _ 
themselves as one in defense of theIr Dow, Kudlow evoked the scene 
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in stimng thIrties populist fasluon, picturing "a tidal wave of opposition 

from the shareholders, farmers, semors, homeowners, Web site opera-

tors, venture capitalists, small-busmess men and others who make up 

the new investor class." AlI of us even farmers and seniors, those stal

warts of New Deal Imagery-are now as one in the marketpiace, and 

by putung money In the market we have endorsed Kudlow's VISIon of 

the universe. "These asset owners know that markets, not govern

ments, create wealth. They will not permit new tax, monetary, trade 

and regulatory obstacles to Impede free enterpnse."" 

DelUSIOnal though thIS stuff may have been, market populism was 

slowly becoming a functIOning element of the market Itself. Ideology, 

it seemed, was an mvestment-grade substance all on its own. So pre

dictably did any hint of popular particIpation inflate share prices ihat 

In 1999 the stock split itself-an early-twentieth-century reform de-

sIgned to make shares more affordable for small mvestors-actually 

became for some a powerful Inducement to buy. It didn't matter, really, 

that technIcally the post-split shares were supposed to be worth the 

sarne as the old share, since the act of faith Itself was enough to make 

share pnces mcrease, thus making splits a reilable indicator and bnng

mg In more buyers every tune one was announced. A June 1999 issue 

of Money magazIne announced the appearance of beepers that would 

notify anyone anywhere that a company had deCIded to split Its shares 

(now if only we could invest in the company that made those beepers !) . 

Elsewhere In the same issue an editorial gamely entitled "Hooray, 

U.S.A." used the relative ranty af stack-splitting in Europe as eVIdence 

that "European capitalism," unilke the American variety, "is organized 

ta benefit a wealthy elite."'" 

ThIS was the climate in whIch J aseph Nocera returned, with great 

fanfare, ta the scene of hIS earlier trIumph. So vlJdely were we now par

ticipating m the stock market, he declared in the October I l ,  1999, is

sue of Fortuue magaZIne, that ownmg Amencans now constituted a 
.. -� 
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proud ''Trader NatIon" all theu own, a phrase emblazoned on the mag

azme's cover Just above te.xt announcmg. "It's more tban a buil gone 

mad. It;s a new set of rules." Like Tom Friedman;s tales of the final de

mocratizanon of everythmg by the Internet, thIS tale of the final de

mocratization of everything by the Internet (illustrated Wlth Images of 

revolutIonary fists clutchmg computer mouses while a Wall Street sIgn 

is pulled down m the background) began by Invoking a TV commercIal 

for an online brokerage. And an mtroduction to Nocera;s article wnt

ten by another FDltulle reporter proclaImed the tenets of market pop

ulism as baldly as anythmg produced durmg the decade: 

What we have here IS nothmg short of a revolutIon. Power that for 

; generations lay WIth a few thousand whIte males on a small island in 

New York City is now beIng seIzed by Everyman and Everywoman. 

In fact, It's no overstatement to suggest that thIS movement from 

WaU Street to Main Street IS one of the most sIgnificant SOC1Oeco� 

nomIC trends of the past few decades. It's not only changing the way 

we Invest, It'S changing the way we work and live too. And It'S sure 

as hell rocking rhe boat on Wall Street." 

Nocera, for Ius part, followed the market populist scnpt to the sentI

mental letter. He reVlsited hIS hometown of ProVldence, R.I., marveled 

at how many people In that quaInt and unpretentious locale had money 

In tbe market, and captured them talking about bUSIness so quaIntly 

and unpretentIously that corporate doings mIght be mIstaken for 

sports. They cheered for thelt favonte companies, they cursed at  the 

ones that let them down; they hIssed the bad CEOs and confided con

fidently about the good ones. These all-Amencan characters turned 

out to be astonIshmgly virtuous investors as well, refusmg to paruc and 
-

run (like a certaIn bunch of wlute males on a small Island in New York 

City), prO\,ding for one another's prospenty through their faIthful con

tributIons to 40I (k) plans. In return, the stock market had been 

damned neighborly to lovable, unpretentIous Providence, building it a 

nice Nordstrom's in the new mall. Once again, Nocera discovered that 
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the People's Market seemed to have abolished social class. Gaping at 

the-futterly-unremarkable)-fact-that-the-owner-of-a-eommerela1-elean-... I ing busmess had money in the market, Nocera declared, grandly, "You 

can't judge a man's portfolio by the clothes on rus back or by hIS pro-

feSSIOn. Not anymore." 

And wmgmg above it all were the leapmg, soanng Internet shares, 

the pnmary objects of a speculative bubble that, by centuris end, 

dwarfed any in human history. As tlus is where the story of the People's 

Market turns ugly, let me acknowledge that most of the Journalists, 

magazines, newspapers. and websites discussed here routinely warned 

investors that Internet shares were overpriced; that therr valuations 

didn't make sense according to the usual rules of mvestmg; that spec

ulators could get burned easily. But those scattered notes of caulJon 

were far overpowered by a decade of promotional hype, of talk about 

the "thIrd mdustrial revolutIOn," the "infonnatlon superhighway," the 

abolition of distance, tbe glones of cyberspace, the magic of commu

mcation "mmd to mind," the technology that "changed everytbmg," the 

place where the "old rules" no longer applied, where the mevitabilities 

of Moores Law, of Metcalfes Law, of Gilder's Law ensured that hun

dred-bagger appreCialJons would continue to fall from the heavens. 

Who cared if the experts doubted? Hadn't the central lesson of market 

populism and of the great bull market itself been that the experts knew 

nothmg? Tlus "New Economy" thing, they were saymg on CNBC, had 

broken free from terrestrial understanding altogether! Rigbt there m 

the Wall Street jOltmal a "strategm" from Morgan Stanley was an

nouncmg that not even mtetest rate hikes could bnng the "New Econ

omy" stocks back to eartb!" Nor could the brief cautionary notes at the 

bottom of the ads hope to counterbalance what had been, after all, a 

long and concerted PH effort by the nation's largest computer, soft

ware, and teIecommurucatlOns corporations; the presJdent. VIce presi

dent, and speaker of the House; the director of the MIT Media Lab; 

the nght-wing foundations and thmk tanks; and VIrtually every news

paper colummst in the land. The entJre American establishment WIth 

, " "  
• 

-
.' . . ' '. " . . . . ' " 

- --',< 

- -- , 
• 

, ' . ':, , . . . ,' .>,:,:',:, , .' " ', , . . .  ' " : . ,." ' 

" . '-:,'. · ...... ,',' .' . " " , , · . ,',. ' ,,' 
.. ' . 

-___ ,_v 
- < /i . 

· ' .', ;, I, : 
, ... ', ', .'. . . ' " I ' 

- -- ,-\:, - ---.".' , . 

--_:-'-'; ,. -- ,--, ., - -- --" 



. , 

---' 

- .. . -_.' c ___ , __ _ 

..... .... -... .. 
.. .. .. p." 

<_c_ .. . .  " 

- :<D
·\ . � :{ __ c.:.·-

-="-. 

I W A N T  M Y  N ¥ $ E  159 

the exception of the military had puffed'foT1:h1s one all together. No ef

fort had been spared to convince AmerIcans that the Internet was 

somethmg close, m mIraculous effect as welJ as capacity for salvation) 

to a democratic second commg. 

ThIS IS not to deny the very tangible changes the Internet brought: 

By 1999, Internet brokerages were servicing some ten million ac

counts, up from seven million the year before (and up from none only 

four years before}." Mutual funds, the early hero of the People's Mar

ket, had fallen from favor as the notIon of every man hIS own broker 

caught on and mdividual investors used online brokerages to build 

theIr own portfolios. Value mvesting, the populist favorite of the early 

ninetIes, }'lelded such poor returns 10 1 999 and 2000 even as the 

"New Economy" rained free money down on its true believers-that at 

least one promment value fund manager, in hIS frustratIon, gave up the 

busmess altogether. Even Buffett's magic touch seemed to wear off as 
Berkshrre Hathaway lost nearly half of its market value 10 1999 and the 

first few months of 2000." Had any of the buy-and-hold faithful still 

been holding Procter & Gamble, the greatest brand-stock of them all, 

on March 8, 2000, they would have seen therr mvestment lose nearly 

a thrrd of its value 10 one day. The trade-off from the brand fad to the 

Internet fad could be qUIte direct. Everywhere reporters looked, in

vestors seemed to be dumping their funds and whiling away the hours 
at work follow1Og therr stakes in AOL, DoubleClick, E�Trade, and Ink

tomi.3! 

Full-service brokerages were hit hardest of all. After years of vilifi

cation In mvestment gUIdes, online screeds, and TV commercials, they 

began to succumb. On June I, 1 999, Merrill Lynch, the natIon's 

largest brokerage firm, ran up the white flag, announcing that It, too, 

would finally offer discounted stock trading over the Internet. Withm 

days the announcement had been woven seamlessly into Wall Street's 

new narratIve: ThIS was a tnumph of nothIng less than popular democ

racy, an Ideological homecoming for the firm that had begun life pro

motIng itself as the bridge between Main Street and Wall Street. 
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Jvlerrill itself was only too happy to agree. By june 9 the fum was run-
------mng-huge-two-page-spreads .. m .. the.-Wall..StreeL}ol<nwLdescribmg_the . 

decisIon as a "merger" of "Merrill Lynch, You & Co.," a grassroots re
workmg of the corporatIon that was saId to be so thorough and so pub
lic-mmded that "you" can be said actually to have "desIgned" the 
company's vanous "irutlatIVes." Arrud quotatIons from Charles Jvlerrill, 
the ongmal market populist, the company declared that, after fifty 
years, it had entered "phase two" of ItS busmess. By November, Mer
rill Lynch was runmng teleVlsion commercIals imagmmg Itself as the 
hotly debated subject of a "town meetmg," that most abused of pop
ulist cliches. 

• 

• 

By the summer of 1 999, though, even the hardest core of the effi
cient-market faithful could be heard speaking of bubbles. Others 
fought back, standing by to reassure us 'Vlth the comforting banalitIes 
of mevitability and "change." Thus Andy Kessler, a Silicon Valley m
vestment banker who appeared on the Wall Street }ollmal op-ed page 
m July to calm the occasIOnal gusts of pamc, conjured up images of an 
economy where the overpowenng lOgIC of the Internet had obsoleted 
all aid standards of measurement and understanding, where thmgs 
work when "no one is In charge," where smart compames gIve things 
away, where maSSIve iosses In the ledger books are a sign of corporate 
health, and where the cool people will do anything for more stock op
tions: "Nobody wants cash; It'S too final." Currency, Kessler reminds 
us, IS backed by the government, while "Internet paper, on the other 
hand, IS backed by smart entrepreneurs who work like dogs through 
the night to change the world." Just to nail It down, Kessler tosses m 
the usual reference to ineVltability: 'Tim IS where the world, and all of 
us, are headed."" So get used to It-and buy those Internet shares! 

In the world of advertismg the Internet-as-messlah barrage never 
slackened. And to listen to the nonstop bubble-talk on CNBC, where 
even the darkest days offered silver linmgs, the naysaymg to whIch 
Kessler responded might as well have been lSSued by Pravda, so easily 
was it tuned out. One commerCIal in particular that ran dUring those 
months seemed to capture the swaggenngly optimIstic tenor of those 
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days: a low-budget spot for Suretrade, one of many new online broker

ages, that I saw for the first ame just a few months after the Clinton 

admmIstration rescued the millionaIre directors of Long Term Capital 

Management. In the world according to Sure trade, however, all that 

mattered was mdhodual Imaabve and moral c:lisdrun for such Old 

Economy gestures, attributes that the People's Market IS SaId to reward 

generously. Behold as Generation X declares its mdependence: 'We're 

not relYIng on the government," announces a young black woman with 

dreads. "We're not relying on the company," sneers a whIte guy WIth a 

spi!.)' do. "We're not relpng on a big fat mheritance," scoffs a young 

man with a hmt of an Indian accent. How, then, do these salty young 

unbelievers plan to make their way m the world? The answer is deliv

ered by a matter-of-fact fellow In glasses. "We trade online." " We're 

betting on ourselves," explains a confident-sounding whIte woman. 

ThIS was self-help and financial responsibility, CIrca 1 999. So far had 

the nOtIon of a People's Market advanced that "we," Nocera's beloved 

middle class, had actually been delivered from the neceSSIty of work

mg. All we had to do was sneer at the government and the Old Econ

omy, and money would Just fill "our" pockets, delivered by the Market 

that we built. 

Taken just a tad less literally, the commerCIal was eerily accurate. 

There were any number of hlP youngsters whose net worth had been 

so Immeasurably enhanced by online trading that, truly, they no longer 

had any need of parents, corporatIOn, or even natIon. These \-vere the 

young e-barons, the people's plutocrats, who accumulated such stag

gerIng piles as the century drew to a close. They had done It not by rap

Ing the Erie, by pushing the Great Northern on through to the Pacific, 

by implemenang the Bessemer process, but by Inventmg brands, 

'brands that Joined In the people's anthem to themselves, brands that 

were "interactIve," brands that could actually show us in all our us-ness 

to ourselves. Each successful dot-com was a sort of meta-brand, a 

company that eXIsted prImarily as an Idea, as a distillation of some as

pect of market populism. There was no longer any need to show earn

Ings: The People would build these comparues themselves, by 
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contributmg their dollars and theIr sacred brand loyalty. There was no 

---·--need -to-wrest-an-mdustry or· even a .living .from the.earth;_we....\\lould .. cre-:.. .. _ .. . _". , _  _ .  __ 

ate the wealth by acclamatIOn. We the People were betnng on our-

selves. 

In PflceHne.com, the vendor of discount airline tickets whose shares 

we bId up to the point where its market capItalization was t,,�ce that 

of United Airlines, we saw the very apotheosIs of consumer empower

ment. In prmt the company's founder hailed lllmself as a corporate ex

plorer of the LeWIS and Clark variety; others saluted Ium as a "New Age 

Edison," mventmg and actually patenting a "buyer-dnven" busmess 

model. We believed, and we made hIm a multibillionaJre, propelled 

hIm m the course of one trading day from obscurity to bemg one of the 

nchest men on the planet." In the company's omnipresent ads, lovable 

ham William Shatner promIsed, sImply, that hIS employer would one 

day be "bIg, really bIg." vVe believed, and we made It so," 

In eBay.com, the all-purpose online auctIOn mart that we raIsed 

overrught to the SIZe of an Exxon, we thought we glimpsed the pnmal 

democracy of the marketplace, the Norman Rock'well-style swap meet 

without end. "HaVIng corporations Just cram more products down peo-

ple's throats doesn't seem like a lot of fun," says the company's "liber-

tanan" founder. "I really wanted to gIVe the mdi\�dual power to be a 

producer as well." Not only did It enrich everyday Amencans pursumg 

theIr humble, everyday hobbies, but it was a bona fide "community."" 

Newspaper accounts of the company's IPO emphaSIZed the telling 

anecdote m which competing groups of mvestment bankers, told to 

brmg something they had purchased on eBay to an mitial meetmg, 

were easily sorted out when one brought expenSIve French wines 

(gm!) and lost out to the gang that showed up "�th bits of the common 

people's culture like Beame BabIes and a board game from the seven

tIes.'" In ItS early days eBay even featured online help dispensed by a 

rustle character from Vermont or somewhere-surely that was worth 

an additional hundred million! We believed-oh, we believed!-and we 

made It so. 

And m Amazon.com, the "borderless" online bookstore that we 
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pumped up into the most grotesquely overcapItalized company on 

earth, we perceIved the very mcarnatlon of democratIc busmess prac

tIce, lithe world's most cllstomer-centnc company." Not only did Time's 

December 1999 haglOgraphy of the company hail its methods as a 

glonous "dotcommumsm," but it offered us the ummagmable class

smashmg spectacle of man-of-the-people CEO Jeff Bezos autograph

Ing h,s employees' hardhats! And if selling tax-free books wasn't 

enough, both Bezos and h,S laughmg millionaIre employees were re

ported to have extraordinarily grand, people-friendly goals for their fu

ture careers as philanthropIsts." Could we afford not to believe? 

In our belief that the expertise of the past was but effete elitism, we 

charged ahead regardless of the traditional measurements. And m an 

ecstasy of self-love We the People were making economIC history: In 

June 1 999, eBay was trading for 3,991 times earnmgs while Amazon 

and Pnceline had ratios that were mfinite, SInce they had no earnings 

at all. And for thIS there was no precedent In the entire ""'Penence of 

the world.38 

As for the young Turks of interacth�ty themselves, the ones that We 

the People had elevated to the uppermost ranks of the Fortu"e world's 

wealthIest list, one could not say that we had chosen poorly. In fact 

these fabulous figures were walking embodiments of everytlung the 

"New Economy" celebrated-and even before the nches descended on 

them. The People's Market was all about helpmg out the kids, proVId

Ing for therr futures, wasn't It? And these lVere the kids, boy billionaIres 

WIth baby faces. It had all been about Innovation, about breaking the 

rules, about overturnmg work 'Place hierarchy, hadn't It? And the luds 

were all that: the ones who we had been told (sometJ.mes in exactly 

these words) to worshIp, the smart ones that we should never talk 

down to, the genms ones who were making us and our machines and 

our language and our very thoughts hopelessly obsolete. It was as 

though, haVIng been conVInced of these thIngs after a decade of mar

ket populist InCantatIOn, we moved frantically to make it so in fact. It 

was as though we had gone through all those years of bull market 

thriftiness and patnotlsm and faIth just to get to dus moment, to arflve 
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at this bJ.Zarre consummation, to make these luds rich beyond the 

______ Imagmmgs of blsJQ!y,Jj<._�_hanndJhe.J;i;l.Y!ngs_oLallJho_se World_WadI. _ _ _ . .  _ 
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vets and those nurses and those sheet metal workers and all those tired 

engmeers-still believers m those old ]effersoruan myths, after all 

these years-mto theIr young, Xtreme pockets, to elevate these golden 

bemgs, thIS glonous progeny of the Amencan century, above all the rest 

of the world. 

Thus did rumors of nghteous teenybopper millionaIres make theIr 

way across the land m late 1 999. HangIng by my deskIs a postcard ad

vertisement for Forbes.com that I pIcked up in a "cIgar bar." "College 

qUItting, credit card maxIng, $23 million stock option owrung RE

TIREE," It reads, over a pIcture of a close-cropped and heavily Iip

stlcked Gen-Xer mugging lromcally for the camera. On my TV IS 

Treasury Secretary Lawrence Summers, celebrating the Incredible op

portunity of the new economy by pOInting out that "entrepreneurs may· 

raIse theIr first $ 100 million before bUYIng theIr first suits."" 

For Lhe Wall Street JOllmal, at least, there was somethmg deeply 

gratifyIng about the whole spectacle. In March 1999 one of the paper's 

reporters attended a party gIven to celebrate the uncanny ascensIon of 

the stock pnce of The Globe. com, a company whose busmess was not 

described. The reporter straIned to get the mood of the "hip Soho 

mghtspot" just nght: Dancers In "gold-sequmed bilums" g)'lated for the 

young men's pleasure while a "five-pIece funk band" supplied mUSIcal 

credibility. The newly bemillioned wore nametags IdentifyIng them by 

theIr employer's ticker symbol and talked about the robust appreciaLIon 

of their stock optIons. There was to be no mistake about their outra� 

geousness: As the artlele's title puts It, they were "Risk Takers," for 

whom the "System IS No Longer Sacred." But what system was It that 

the edgy, unpredictable Generation X sneered at? Certamly not that of 

the NASDAQ, whIch had proven Itself a worthy SOClai order mdeed. 

No, these young hipsters, though they were hut twenty-elght, twenty

mne, and thIrty years of age, informed the reporter that they no longer 

believed m Socwl SecnT/t)'! One of them, flush WIth cash from one of 

the most remarkable speculatIVe bubbles in human history, even de-
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clared that SocIal Secunty was "a little like a Ponzl scheme." The re

porter recited the obligatory poll result-all the cool people think So

cIal Secunty will soon be gone-and added Ius own tWIst: "For many, 

It'S good flddance." Once so threatenmg to the corporate Imagmauon, 

these young hIpsters-theIr mmds changed by stock market success

were now presented as the strongest possible endorsement of the Jour

nal's way of thmkmg." Surely a new world (a globe-dot-com!) was bemg 

born here, a Wall Street world that knew nothmg but bull markets and 

the beneficence of the trading floor. Surely God's in hIs heaven, all's 

nght WIth the world! 

In retrospect one can't help but feel that the young skeptics of The

Globe.com would have been better ad\osed to turn theIr doubt on tar

gets closer to home. TheGlobe.com itself turned out to be a nch case 

study m Internet hype as personal enrIchment scheme. Promoted as 

that most coveted object of market populist desire, an "online commu

mty," It went through what was then the most successful IPO 10 hIs

tory 10 December 1998, going from mne dollars to ninety-seven dollars 

in a day. But as mvestors got acquainted WIth the site;s leaden content, 

ItS share price began to plummet. In response the company sent The

Globe.com;s two teen-Idol founders parading promIScuously through 

the nauon;s fashIOn and young-lifestyle magazines, pa\ong the way for 

a secondary stock offering. And, ",odently, for a bIg sell-off by the 

young companis mam backer, the seasoned business veteran Michael 

Egan, who was able to dump 2.5 million TheGlobe.com shares when 

they were trading at twenty dollars. As a writer for Fortu1le put it 

months later, "$30 million has effectively gone from mvestors' wallets 

mto Egan's own,"'u 

They weren;t all young and Xtreme, of course. And in some ways the 

most telling epIsode of the dot-com boom was the transformation 

of James J. Cramer-not from square to hip; but from mvestment 

commentator into investment proper. In 1996 Cramer had launched 

a financial publication of hIS own, an online magazme called 

TheStreet.com. Before two and a half years had passed Cramer took 

illS new venture public. And the bull market that Cramer had done so 
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much to promote over the years smiled gracIOusly on its loyal son: One 

----.day-after-the-IP-O,TheStreet.com_was.capitalized at.$VI2.hillion.whil.e _ _ 

the value of Cramer's own holdings hIt $216 million." 

Cramer is not a railroad builder. He IS not an oil man. He IS not even 
a tow truck dnver. He IS, of course, the same all-purpose market pop

ulist with whdl our story began. a fund manager become Journalist 

who has hyped and puffed and pumped and bulled on every medium 

known to man. Cramer and his followers like to emphaSIZe his real m

vestmg expenence as a way of distmgUlshmg hIm from full-time finan

CIal Journalists. but ulumately Cramer was to profit far more from the 

IdeologIcal services he rendered the People's Market than from any bit 

of trading or buy-and-holding. From 'hls first rISe to prommence wlth 
the boom in personal finance magazmes, Cramer seemed to have at 
least a finger m each of the bull market's greatest ideologIcal turnmg 

pomts. It  was Cramer who touted stocks that his fund held In the 
pages of S1J1artlvloney in 1995 and thus generated one of the defining 
controverSIes of nmetIes financial journalism-a controversy he ended 
by pinning the inevitable "arrogant" label on hIS critiCS ("for they sIm
ply don't trust the common sense and mtelligence of theIr readers")." 

It was Cramer who first alfed the preposterous notion. from the cover 
of TI,e New Republic (owned and edited by the co-founder of 

TheStreet.com. Martm Peretz). that stock could replace the vanous 

economic tools of the welfare state. It was Cramer who sang the Web 
as equalizer m the pages of Worth in 1997, and Cramer who called the 
move from consumer brands to technology brands in 1997, pushmg In- · 

tel. Cisco. Microsoft. Sun Systems. and Hewlett-Packard over Coca
Cola or Gillette." It was Cramer who wrote a story called, sImply, 
''Yeah, Day Traders!" for Time magazine ill May 1 999, in which readers 

were informed that the Internet had ,",tually eliminated the advan
tages held by "me and my fellow profeSSIonals" and that "there has 

never been a better time to attempt to trade for a living."�; It was 

Cramer who kept up a steady chant of support for amateur investors 

throughout the bull market, ready to smg theIr victones, their WIsdom 

in whatever the key of the day-proclaIming, for example after the van-

· 
• 

,," , 

-.1 
.
. 

· . 
'." 

.' 

_. 

• . .. - .. 'c.' 
", . 

. . : ' . . ' ,. 
'" . 

• 
• 



•.. . 
I W A N T  M Y  N Y S E  16i 

qUlshmg·of·theY2K bug, that as "the pros got It wrong," and as the m-

.. diVldual investor had kept the fruth, "YQu hAve to love a game where the 

amateurs beat the pants off the professionals." And It was Cramer who 

reigned throughout the later years of the decade as the mamc, word

gushmg face of the People's Market on CNBC, m SmnrtMoll"J\ In 

Time. on the Web-a ventable symbol of "the democrallzatlOn of m

vestmg," as one magazine profile put it.�6 

For the 11lp Investment commentators of the late bull market It was 

Cramer, not Lynch or Buffett, who reigned as the uillmate role model. 

Hoemg called him a "mentor" while Kurson, who wrote a Salon story 

defending Cramer agamst various Journalisllc cntlcs, celebrated him as 

the very mcarnatlOn of that ideal figure of the overheated late-mneoes 

imagmallon, the speculator as a populist rebel. or, as Kurson put !t, the 

"type that has always lIked those who like to think they control the 

public's imagmatlOn and beroes." The qualities that so enable Cramer 

to save the public from being mampulated by these monstrous elites, 

according to Kurson, are that he;s "loud, smart, outspoken, opimonated 

and nch."H 

Cramer himself preferred the Lyncblan average-guy stereotype over 

the rebel hero version, impressmg his unfamilianty With "buzz" thusly 

upon an mte,,"ewer from the New Yor/< Press: ''I'm a schlubby guy who 
goes home to Ius wife and kids m New Jersey." And like Peter Lynch, 

the early hero of the People's Market, Cramer IS an ace stock-pIcker. 

But while the public was imoted actually to allow Lynch to manage 
thelf money, Cramer merely gives them llps, adVlsmg them to do the 

actual mvesting themselves. Both men are populist celebrities, both 

appear ill advertisements, in magazines, and on TV. But Cramer's un

believable ommpresence in the end made him somethmg qUite differ

ent from Lynch: Cramer became a brand, the walkmg and incessantly 

talking personification of Wlseass investor optimIsm. "Cramer" doesn't 

Just SIgnify a particular bundle of stock pICks but a certain attitude 

about the market and the world. "Cramer" is the hIpsters teanng down 

the doors of the E.xchange to a funk,. dance hall beat, the day-traders 

runnmg circles around the mstitutional investors, the lIIinois farm 

• 
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WIves whlppmg the pros. And Cramer the man seems to have under-

------·stobd-his-transfiguration;- to have ·understood -that -it -was-democracy it - - . .  ...... _ 
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self pumpmg the bubble, that our traditIOnal faIth In the \\1sdom of the 

common man had somehow been transferred onto the market. and 

from there onto hIm, the man who had done more than anyone else to 

bolster this market's credibility-financially, politically, and socIally. 

Cramer was a lively 'vnter but hIS real genius was 10 cultural 

alchemy, hIS understanding that the Internet permitted hIm to VIolate 

traditIOnal bamers-not merely those separatmg speculator from Jour-

nalist, but those between investment Ideologue and Investment Itself. 

The brilliance of TheStreet.com is not as a Journalistic showplace (it 

has been solid here, if unremarkable), but as an instrument for Ideo

logIcal speculatIOn. Cramer gave Amencans a way to put thelr money 

down on nothing less than the fortunes of "the street" itself. If It IS true, 

as Ken Kurson mamtains, that Cramer confronts illegItImate authont)' 

SImply by bemg "rich," then those who bought shares 10 TheStreet.com 

were taking SIdes m Cramer's war, worklng to ensure that the pnce of 

Cramer's shares remained hIgh (] hate my boss-better do what I can 

to keep Cramer nch), expressmg theIr wIsh for the market to contInue 

on its ever-ascending path. 

Somehow, though, things never qUIte worked out like the market's 

great theonsts had planned. TheStreet.com hIt ItS all-tIme high (a lit

tie over seventy) on ItS very first day of trading, on a feverish Tuesday 

10 May 1999. From there it set out on the long downhill road to the 

land of true humility, to the lowly em,rons of six. 

And the story was the same almost wherever one looked in the dot

com firmament. Vie the People clamored for more shares In these mIr

acles of democranc interactivitYl more shares to make us rich beyond 

the dreams of history's wisest men, and the great brokerages and In

vestment bankers were only too happ)' to oblige, underwriting [PO af-

ter IPO. And as so many of those shares sank toward worthlessness, it 

qUIckly became clear that the ones who actually profited from the "de

mocratlzation" of Wall Street were those same elite brokerages and ex

clUSIVe Investment bankers that we had supposedly been rebelling 
• 
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agamst all along. With theIr millions m underwnnng fees they were the 

true 'mnners of the great bull market's endgame-c:they and the dazzling 

assortment of con artIsts, bucket shop crooks, mafia figures, and two

bit yeggs who emerged from the woodwork m the late nmetles, hear, 

ing in the popuiist call a once-m-a-lifetlme opportumty to fleece the 

suckers. The People's Market was turnmg mto a hustler's Jubilee. 

For the hustlers of Ideology the bull market worked slmilar wonders. 
\Vhile "we" never qUIte "jomed the money class" in tenns of wages or se

curity, eve!}"vhere one turned In the ninetles there was some parable of 

regular people commg around to the money class's way of understanding 

the world: Grandmothers m IllinOls realizIng that the market was the 

true path to social secunty all along; regular Joes In DetrOIt figunng out 
that the umon was the wrong way to go; workers everywhere countmg on 

tomorrow's fluctuatlOns to make up for the fact that their boss was such 

an asshole about wages, that theIr market-dnven health-care plan was 

wortl,)ess, that under no CIrCUmstances could they afford to send the kid 

to college. We were learnmg that past performance \vas never, ever, a 

guarantee of future anythmg; that if the market mSlSted lt was time to 

burn our factones and se\v mIcrochIPs mto our collars we would Just 

have to do n. We were learmng to accept the market as the aibner of all 
thmgs: To bm,.\' before \vhat it chose to do to our cities, our mdustnes, our 

lives-so long as that little lift contmued in our 401 (k)s. In one great pa

matic auto-da-fe \ve were sending the work of decades up In smoke

send the Jobs south! put our nelghbor on a twelve-hour shift! smash the 

downtown merchants!-whatever It took to keep the market smiling. 
We tned not to thmk about what would happen when the worm 

turned, when the Iuve mmd Rapped from buy to sell. HaVlng hocked 

the apparatus of economIc democracy in order to take our turn at the 

roulette wheel, we would have nothmg to fall back on, and we would 

wonder hopelessly if WaIT en Buffett would ride to the rescue one more 

tlme, get us all out from under the plummeting hulk of yesterday's 

brands. 
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It's Just not cool to make things anymore. 

-MaJlagemellt consultant ROil Nicol, J 999' 

He Bag Production 

That a "revolutIOn" of some unspecified nature had stormed the world 

of busmess was, by the end of the ninetIes, one of the trUIsms of the 

age. Even if one had no Idea what the "revolutJon" happened to entail, 
one was seldom out of earshot of Its vanous bold pronouncements and 

manifestos. Busmess sang -Its rebellious new mood with full-page ads 

In every daily newspaper 10 the counny; busmess hymned its new

found 10surgency with beautifully choreographed pageants dur10g the 

commercial time· out; busmess announced its Insurrectionary Intent 
from the sides of passmg buses and the dead space In the corner of the 

web page. BUSIness wanted us all to know: It had changed. It had be

come cool. It had become sensitive, youthful, soulful. It had iearned to 

dance, to smg. Busmess was no longer wearing pmstripes or tuning 10 
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to the old boys' network. 1n decades prevlOus , perhaps, -busmess had 

rewarded the well-born and the pompous, but now everything was dif

ferent. In the ninetIes business was a truth-deVlce; a fnend of human

ity; a powerful warrior for global democracy; a nghteous enemy of 

pretense and falsehood. Business had declared war on the Amencan 

ruling class, on the very Idea of social hIerarchy. Business had set out 

to destroy business itself, at least as It used to be practIced In the old 

days. 

Plenty of average Arnencans, having consIderable personal expenence 

\Vlth the way the corporatIon worked, could easily have made therr own 

contribubons to the nabonal conversation about the nature of the "bUSI

ness revolubon." They could have pointed out that the most notIceable 

"hange that swept through the wor]':places of the late eIghnes and 

nineties was the divergIng fortunes of top management and everyone 

else; that the worh.-place was becoming ever more arbItrary; that they m

creasingly worked under an omnipresent threat of instant termmation; 

that regardless of how they toiled they seemed always to be losmg 

ground-and that dunng the same penod CEOs and top management 

had Vlrtually transcended the realm of work altogether, had achIeved a 

sort of superhuman state from which they made oracular pronounce

ments and collected rewards on a scale beyond Imagmmg. Were they 

gIVen to dark humor, these average Amencans mIght also mention that 

dunng the sarne penod certam whIte-collar workers seemed to develop 

a strange fondness for the weIrd, mysncal, almost crazy slogans of man

agement theory, puttIng the stuff on company walls, on desks, on pen

cils; listemng to-It on tape while they exercised; tumng it m on therr car 

radios while they drove from meetIng to meetIng. 

But one of the thmgs that made the "business revolubon" so revo

lutIonary was that, even dunng the hyper-populist mnenes, such 

doubts were only rarely heard in the natIonal arena. Only busmess 

could afford to run commercIals on pnme time, and in the nmeties 

busmess seemed increasingly determmed to use that advantage to 

share ItS thoughts on the nature of enterpnse, of office life, of hIerar

chy, of multiculturalism, of globalizanon, of "change." 
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Thus In 1996, NASDAQ superstar Mel supplemented Its usual 

-------talk-a bout-cheapClong-distance semce mth -a ·commercIaI-announcmg - - .. _ .  
what sounded like the second commg. Agamst a screechmg alterna

tive-rock soundtrack and a rapidly flickerIng montage of small children 

i. 

i: 

, -: 

• 

and nonwhIte adults, MCI invlled the teleVlsion audience to make be-

lieve that the vanous oppreSSlOns troubling the nineties soul had been 

magically abolished: "there IS no race" (little gIrl crossing out the word 

"race"); "there are no genders" (two women sit in front of  a computer); 

"there are no infinnities" (teenage gIrl domg sIgn language).' It's not 

true of the world we live m, of course, but it IS true of the excellent, 

freedom-maXlmlZlng alternate universe Imagmed by the communica-

tions mdustry. The meek really will mherIt the earth, and MCI will be 

there to hand them the keys. As the company's new slogan asked, "Is 

thlS a great time or what?" 

For Nortel Networks, another telecom firm that had been working 

mrracies on the stock market m 1998 and '99, It was such a great tIme 
that CEOs had morphed mto rock stars. The nmeties had become the 

sixtIes; the square hierarchs of old were on the run, and when our new

style CEOs stepped to the podium to give what would once have been 

some canned corporate speech, the words that came out of their 

mouth were these: "Here come old flattop, he come grooVln' up slowly." 

The camera moved to show us executIves and shareholders from all 

walks of life and In all corners of Busmess Man's ten-year-old world

on public phones, m taJ(]S, In boardrooms and office sUItes-first 

shocked at and then getting It, reJOIcmg over the words of the S\Vltched

on leader. The wandering point of Vlew descended gradually through 
the SOCIal ranks, gomg from observers in a posh executive dimng room 

to a traveler m an exclusive-looking airport lounge, commg finally to 

rest amongst the company's blue-collar workers, Identifiable by their 

JfDeaf children were one of the great cliches of the "bUSiness revolutiOn," The,v np* 

peared conspicuously in advertisements for i'vJerriH Lynch, Norte! Networks, Enron, 

SPrint, and Cisco Svstems, becommg b)' decade's end a symbo'l of the lnternel's power 

to overcome disability. 
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hardhats, who were so ovelJoyed to discover the bIg man's cool that 

___ ... _ .  they played along to the well-known Beatles tune with aIr gUltars.' 

Others revolunonanes favored more revolunonary imagery. Clenched 

fists seemed to erupt defiantly from ads and arncle iIIustranons wherever 

the new order was being discussed. Wired maganne offered an eleven

page stOll' on vanous "Corporate Rebels" illustrated With vibrant knock

offs of Stalin-era Smoet art. For others guillotines did the tnck, or Images 

of statues being tom down by the nghteous masses. But we can only hope 

that the limIt of the fantasy was reached by software maker Oracle, wruch 

ran a commercIal dunng the 1998 Super Bowl comparing Itself to the 

Khmer Rouge, who were shown herding refugees before them and finng 

therr AKs as they ushered in the new era. Willie the ad did little to Infonn 

the public about what Oracle made or sold, It left no doubt about the 

maikees VictOIY over every other form of human organization. ThlS was 

Year Zero of the Busmess Revoluuon: Pol Pot was In the boardroom and 

the mundane stuff of rustory was bemg finally rubbed out. 

Advertisements like these were only the most ,"sible aspect of the 

business revoiuuon. \.vh.ile they were bombastic. they were also tnte, the 

final, hundredth Iteration of Ideas, theones, and metaphors that had been 

CIrculating m the world of the corporation for ten years already. What 

ended ,,,th Oracle's weltd homage to the Khmer Rouge began WIth that 

body of literature known as management theory, a perenmally best-sell

mg genre where celebnty tlunkers ponder the problems facmg busmess 

and Its loyal upper-level execunves. Management literature IS the well

sprmg of nearly every element of the corporate Ideology: It IS the source 

of the metaphors and buzzwords that fill the ads, the annual reports, and 

the various public presentations that the rest of the world sees; It gIves 

businesspeople their jargon, their concerns, their personal aspIranons. 

Above all, ;r explams the ways of the mIghty so they mIght be better hon

ored, better ImItated by us the lowly. 

The first Important artifact of business thought to announce that a 

"management revolution" was underway was TIl-rivillg on Chaos. the 

1 987 book by mega-consultant Tom Peters; m 1989, Doubleday 

launched ;rs Currency line, under which Impnnt many of the most un-
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portant contributIons to business-revolutIonary thought, like The Fifth 

D-isc1.pline andl/zeOn€f-to-One-Pntltre;-v;ould -be-puhlished;··-\:vithln-a-·--._ .. -- 

few years the Harvard Business School had entered the game as vvell, 

giVIng the genre Intellectual prestige and becoming the only academIc 

press to show up regularly in best-seller lists. By the mid-nInetIEs the 

business revolution even had its O\V11 magazine, Fast C011J,pan)� \vhose 

premIere editorial ,vas a self�proclalmed Urnanifesto" hailing the final 

destructIon of "fifty years of receIved WIsdom on the fundamentals of 

"vork and competttion/t and whose increasingly ad-packed pages pro� 

filed the vanous Iconoclasts whose hold deeds were said to be redefin-

Ing the world of productIon and exchange. Fast Conlpany's overnight 

success In turn spa\vned an entIre new category of extreme manage-

ment magazines , each one more radical than the last: Red Herring, 

Bust-ness 2.0, Revolution. Along the \yay the busIness revolution tossed 

off CUrIOsItIes like books of management poetry, leadership prayers, 

corporate mysticisffi 1 and even whole cities that adopted the theones 

of a promInent self-help guru.� A chain of mall-based stores called Suc-

cessories (its first retail outlet opened in 1991) peddled office detritus 

emblazoned with the gee-whIz slogans of the revolution. 

At the same time, the corporate an.X1ety to tt changeU in accordance 

,\vlth some management theory or other could sometimes reach a truly 

remarkable pitch of desperatIon. One example, cited in 1997 by promI

nent management theorists Sumantra Ghoshal and Chnstopher 

Bartlett, rings with a distinct organIZational pathos: 
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In the aftermath of a major restructuring, the ne\v CEO embarked 

on a series of visIonIng retreats. One outcome \vas a senIor manage
ment"'endorsed definitIon of the company's core competencies that 
\vas then handed to a task force to recommend ho\v they mIght be 
more effectively developed and managed. 1VIean\yhile,. the ne\v}y ap
pOInted chIef kno\vledge officer launched an lnitiatlve 'to help the 

company become a more effective learning orgaruzation. And In a 

separate but contemporaneous initiatIve} consultants \vere called In 

to help design a reenglneenng program . .j . .. ··'·,.'t; : "." .. . . . -.� ... : ....... -:-- ... , ..... -:�.-:::� ��::; .:.�:� .. : , .. . , " . . .
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One definition of the' "busmess revolutJon," then, would be the re-

__ ._. markable flowenng of management thmlung that .took place m the 

nmeties. \Vhile the "culture wars" put the traditional humamties and 

SOCIal SCIences under a cloud, the busmess schools and MBA pro

grams where management theory was taught prospered and expanded, 

gro,,"ng both at home and abroad as American busmess schools began 

offering "executIve MBAs" to the credentlal-hungry executives of 

other lands. The field developed ItS own celebritJes: the respected 

BritIsh sage Charles Handy, delivering hIs fatherly homilies on the 

BBC, Peter Senge, for whom busmess adVIce was a way of attuning 

oneself to the cosmIC rhythms of the umverse; and Tom Peters, whose 

ever louder, ever more outrageous style reflected the contmumg fascI· 

nation that cultural rebellion exerted over the corporate mmd. And 

despIte Its pronounced antt-mtellectualism, management literature 

began in the mneties to accrete the de\;ces of scholarly legltlmacy, as 

management "'flters learned to pIck up each others Ideas and buzz

words, as they developed a profeSSIOnal language all theIr own, as they 

invented grand theones of history, science, and progress-and as they 

found those theones taken senously m the highest counsels of state 

and mdustry. 
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Even as management theory enjoyed Its greatest boom m history, 

though, it was constantly dogged by accusatIOns of "faddishness." 

There was a persIstent suspIcion that the great gurus were In fact 

clever charlatans pre}'lng on a gullible public. Gurus were the butt of 

Jokes; their highfalutln phrases were mocked m 1V commerCIals; and 

the foolish managers who fell for theIr palaver were a constant target 

m Dilbert. Even a showplace of management theory like Fast Compau)' 

was capable of runmng an occasional "Consultant Debunking Umt" in 

which the contents of popular books of theory were disparagmgly sum-

mamed. After stud}'lng dozens of executives who had Implemented 

some management theory or other, John Micklethw31t and Adrian 

Wooldridge, the busmess journalists who have written most thought-

fully about the astomshmg growth of the theory mdustry, reported in 

1996 that even m the conversation of "those ,vho have fired thousands 
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In the name of one of these theones ... sooner or later, In virtually 

--,--------every-Gase,the-word�bullshlt�appears."'-----.. -.----- --- --

. .. .. 
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"Bullshlt" was certamly the word that sprang to my own mmd on 

that day when I flipped through my first book of management theory

Tom Peters' elght-hundred-page 1 992 opus, LiberattOn lvIanage1l1ent. 

Peters' zamer 1997 book, TIle Circle of InnovatIOn, struck me as bull

shIt on wheels. "Bullshit" was also my response when I sat amongst an 

audience of hundreds of paymg busmessmen and heard a "futunst" tell 

how Hegel, whom he had eVldently confused wlth FranclS Fulmyama, 

so long ago predicted liberal democracy's victory over faSCIsm and com-

mumsm .. He also described the nch personal fnendship of John Locke 

and Adam Smlth and pronounced on the complete and laughable lr

relevance of Newtoman physics now that all of Einstein's theOrIes were 

"laws .. " Anybody who has had any expenence \Vlth the management 

theory mdustry can tell Slmilar stones: of quotes and dates wildly mlS-

placed, of an alanning and m15mfonned credulity about SClence, of 

anecdotes that prove nothmg, of patently absurd syllogisms, of mean-

mgless diagrams and homemade master narratIves . 

Remarkably, however, management theonsts pretty much take thlS 

cntic15m m stnde. In the maSSlVe 1982 bestseller, In Search of Excel

lence, which established management wntmg as a popular genre, Tom 

Peters and Robert Watennan took pams to distance thelr own work 

from the "sil1y excesses" of prevIOUS management theory, even smgling 

out for scorn a company that "went off the deep end" and adopted the

ory after theory .. Since then Peters has made a pracbce of starting each 

book by acknowledging that h15 preVlOUS volumes either didn't go far 

enough or were outnght "'Tong .. " Theonst Richard Pascale opened h15 

1990 contribution to the genre by addressmg the problem of theory 

fads .. "'Managenal techmques' are a packaged goods industry," he 

wrote; they ZIP across the conSCIOusness of executives in such profu

SlOn that the only result IS "superficIality." Pascale's admission soon be-

came an element of consultant common sense .. ' Many if not all of the 

books that I will discuss m this chapter mclude some sort of confes

SlOn along Pascale's lines: Theonsts either find m the failure of earlier 
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management theories good reasons to embrace the new management 

Idea they are proposmg, or they attribute the failure to slipshod execu

tion on the part of the executive/reader, a lack of thoroughness whIch 

the new proposal will help to remedy. Otlter gurus produce fads and 

empty buzzwords; tim guru produces the genume Item. Until now 

you've been talking empowerment and dismtermediation; this guru will 

gIve you the true path to accomplisltmg them. So natural has this be

come to readers that Scott Adams, the creator of Dilbert, is able to pre

sent himself both as an acerbIC critic of consultant-speak and as a true 

believer in the bona fide new corporate philosophIes. Thus in one re

cent epISode hIS cartoon character distingUIshes between a "VIsIOnary 

Idea," the "energizing force that gave [him] strength to work," and the 

similar-sounding theory proposed by his foolish boss, an "ummagma

tive retread of an Idea that has been WIdely discredited.'" 

Clearly the 'busmess revolution" is absurd in many ways. In what by 

rights should be the hardest-headed comer of Amencan life, one en

counters PhD-beanng experts on "aura," full-blown astrologIes of 

"leadershIp" and "creati\1ty," theories of art and learnmg so elementary 

they could have been lifted from the back of cereal boxes, and respon

sible adults devoted utterly to self-awareness tracts origmally written 

for teenagers. Still, it will not do simply to dismISS the "bUSIness revo

lution" by laughmg at its weuder manifestations, at the crazy panorama 

of white-collar men getting umnhibited, getting tattoos, gettmg in 

touch WIth the rhythms of the universe, getting Into extreme sports, or 

companng themselves to Che Guevara. Yes, the business revolution is 

hilanous, but it is also deadly serious. Its members may spend their 

weekends howling at the moon, but on bUSIness days they are helpmg 

shape the world m whIch the rest of us live. In fact, \Vlth the decline 

of unions and the rollback of government, executives as a class now 

have more power than at any time since the 1920s. TheIr beliefs may 

be patently wrong; theu world of Ideas may be little more than super

stition; the people who have so captured their attention may be char

latans preying on the desperate and the credulous; theIr institutions of 

higher learnmg may be processing plants for the faking of mtellectual 
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· 
authority; but the authonty they enjoy remams terrifymgly absolute 

_____ nonetheless;_. ----- .---- -.------------- .-.. __ _ --c. 

Nor IS it really useful to measure management theory along the 

pragmatic lines suggested by most of its critics. In fact it doesn't really 

matter whether management theory comes In "fads" or whether the ad

Vlce of Guru X yields better product quality than that of Guru Y The 

management theory of the mneties was consistently more about the 

nature of the corporation than about improvmg its processes or prod� 

ucts. The real object of the "revolutionary" management theory of re

cent years was not efficiency or excellence or even empowerment, but, 

a far more abstract goal: the political and SOCIal leg!U11lac), of the cor

poratIOn. By the runetles the problems of effiCIency and productIon 

had long smce been solved; the wars agamst the working class had 

largely been won; even the state had been harned back Into its laissez

falre cage. But how could tlungs be kept that way? How was the cor

poration to prove Itself a worthy ruler, a power that the people. would 

happily obey, a sovereign for whose betterment we would toil and 

maybe even die? These, not the mundane questions of shop-floor effi

ciency, were the burnmg issues of the "business revo1uuon." 

Certam management theonsts of the ninetIes made thIS POInt ex

pliCItly. Ghosha} and Bartlett, who are bUSIness professors 10 Britam 

and the US respectively, acknowledge in The Individualized Corpora
tlO1I that "corporatIons have emerged as perhaps the most influentIal 

InstitutIOn of modem socIety." But they proceed to warn readers that 

corporatIOns were regarded with "deep suspiCIOn" in Europe and that 

even 10 Amenca waves of downsiZIng and the attendant bad publicity 

were threatenmg to tum managers mto "one of the least trusted con

stituents of sOciety." Corporations must take immediate measures to 

protect their place in SOCIety, to combat this inCIpIent popular anger. 

After all, 

The clear lesson from hIstory IS that Institutions decline when they 
lose their SOCIal legitimacy. This ]5 what happened to the monarchy, 
to organized religlOn, and to the state. ThIS is what will happen to 
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comparues unless managers accord the same pnor::ity to the collec

tive task of rebuilding the credibility and legltJmacy of theIr Institu

tions as they do to the indiVidual task of enhancmg theIr company's 

economIC performance.9 

The anstocracy, the church, the state, and now the corporation: Each 

one In thlS great succession of absolute powers faced attack m tum. 

Fortunately, the corporation had an army of management theonsts at 

its disposal to orchestrate Its defense, to supply the "credibility and le

gltlmacy" that it needed to remam atop the SOCIal order. 

ThIS search for legmmacy was the true goal of the "busmess revolu

tIOn." ThIS was the reason why, regardless of the school or consultancy 

with whIch a gIven management \\!TIter was Identified, and regardless 

of whether they specIalized in "leadershIp," "strategy," "marketmg," or 

one of the other established subdivlSlons of the field, a reader In the 

nmeties could be fairly certam of what sort of eVIdence they would 

marshal, what authontles they would Clle, what conclUSIOns they 

would draw, and what VIsion of the good society they would endorse 

even before opemng the volume. Above all else, one could be sure that 

they would use the language of market populism of democracy and 

popular consent as revealed by the mediums of exchange-to describe 

the operations of the corporation. \Vhatever recommendations mdivid

ual gurus rmght make regarding the structure of the worl"place, the 

management literature of the mnetles almost universally mSlsted that 

ltS larger project was liberation, gIVIng a voice to the vOIceless, ."em

powenng" the mdiVIdual, subvertmg the pretensIOns of the mighty, and 

striking mortal blows agamst hIerarchy of all kinds. Even as the lot of 

the worker deterIorated and politIcal candidates came to resemble one 

another ever more closely, the Amencan busmess class, having as

cended to new' leve1s of SOCIal dominance, was announcing that 

democracy was thriving In the nation's factories and office buildings. 

Captams of industry were they no longer: Now they were the majestlc 

bearers of the popular will, the emancipators of the common man. 

Management theory thus grew hotter, louder, and more stndent 10 _ .  -.. ---
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that the new, freewheeling, employee-worshiping world of work would 
not need them anymore. Big government declared Itself "over", man
agement theorists toid us that markets made the best government any-
way. As corporaaons conquered the planet, management thea!)' told us 
why the new world of work wouid be a pleasant one, a fulfilling one, a 
soulful one, and even if It wasn't, why it was that you could do notJung 
about It. 

The real result that management thea!)' of the nineties aimed to se
cure, then, was not so much quality as qUlescence; submission to the 
corporate agenda both In the workplace and In politics. And measured 
according to thIS standard, the management theo!), of the mneUes
even WIth all ItS bullshit, its fads, its jargon-worked exceedingly well. 
It was thanks at least in part to the hyperbolic prose of Tom Peters that 
so many of the downsIZed agreed that what had happened to them was 
nght, was necessa!)', was Justified; it was thanks to the revolutiona!), 
crowmg of Fast CompmlJ' that so many left the parking lots of their 
former employers 10 such an orderly fashion, talkmg confidently about 
theIr impending careers as "free agents." Even more tellingly, In a 
decade when unemployment fell as low as 4 percent-makmg man
agement extremely vulnerable to demands for increased wages-umon 
orgamzmg and strike actIvity remained mIred at their lowest levels In 
seventy years. That Amenca was able to endure the wrenching upward 
redistribution of wealth that It did 10 the nmeties WIth only small, lo
calized outbreaks of SOCIal unrest must be chalked up, at least in part, 
to the literature that expliCItly sought to persuade the world of the 
goodness and JustIce of that redistribuuon. 

Bogue Millionaires I Cool Millionaires 

To the extent that the busmess revolutlOnanes can be sald to have re
volted agamst anything,· their target was the organizationaJ theory 
known as "scientific management." ThIS was the system by which a 



--j--_.-. 

CAS U A l D A \', U .  S . A . 181 

company was broken down mto its component operatlons, from coal

shoveling to marketIng, each of which were then analyzed and ratIo

nalized In order to maXlmlZe the efficIency of the whole. Whether or 

not they have heard of sCientific management's leading theoretiCIan, 

I turn-of-the-century engmeer Frederick Winslow Taylor, VIrtually every 

workmg American knows "vhat It entaiJs and the nature of the world It 

built. SCIentific management was the way of the vast bureaucracIes, 

the great corporations of the 1950s, the elaborate systems of rules and 

diSCIpline by whIch those organizatIOns worked. Tayiorlsm (as the the

ory was also known) was the way of the expert and the engIneer, who 

studied and reordered human relatIOnshIps as ratIonality dictated. It 

was also a central element of the consensus culture of the Cold War 

years. For some, managerIal capitalism was even more than that: It .. vas 

the zemth of Amencan CIvilizatIOn. In the celebrated 1977 bUSIness 

hIstory The Visible Halld, Alfred D. Chandler traced the nse of sCIen

tific management WIthIn vanous productIve enterprIses over the course 

of the nIneteenth and twentIeth centuries, ieading finally to the great

est accomplishments of enlightenment-the Incredibly complex flow 

charts of the Du Pont and U.S. Rubber companies. 

For all Its productive achIevements, scientific management was not 

a democratic set of arrangements. On the contrary: Taylonsm 'was ex

pliCItly sold as a way to stnp skilled workers of theIr knowledge and 

power, and turn control of the productive process over to more trust

worthy profeSSIOnal managers. It was no coincidence that Amencan 

comparues adopted sCIentific management at the very moment when 

Amencan labor radicalism was at ItS peak: Each development fed the 

other, with laborers outraged by the prospect of beIng reduced to au

tomatons, and capItalists desperateiy searchIng for a means to brIng 

their increasmgly restlve workforces under control. According to the 

findings of one hIgh-profile congressIOnal inqUIry of the tIme, while SCI

entific management was productive, politica1ly It constituted "a rever

sIOn to industnal autocracy," effectively shutbng down "democratic 

safeguards" In the workplace and den)'lng workers what few mdepen

dent means they had of bargaInIng for wages or seeking fair treatment. 
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The obVIous solution to the problem of arbItrary and authoritarian 
--:management-was-orgamzed �]abor-:-Thls-was-clear . ..even .to_a .believer_ln. -_ .. .  _ .  --c

sCientific management like Walter Lippmann, 'Without umons mdus-
tnal democracy IS unthmkable," he wrote m 1914, "Without democ-
racy In industry, that is where it counts most, there is no such thmg as 
democracy in Amenca, For only through the umon can the wage-
earner participate In the control of industry, .. ,"" 

It never got qUlle that far, of course, not even In the 1 940s and 
1 950s, when union membership was at ItS all-tIme peak. Corporate 
managers always retaIned the prerogative of managmg, But the dra
malic union orgamzing campaigns of the 1930s combined WIth the reg
ulatory and welfare proVIsions of the New Deal did mdeed do much to 
democratIZe the distribution of corporate profits, Strong umons helped 
to build the great middle-class society of which mid-century SOCial the
oriStS were so proud; they were also responsible for humanizing pro
duclive processes, And once umons had fought theu way mto the 
woi]':place, management discovered that they brought a distinct bene
fit tD them as well: By attaching therr OWO, more democratic structure 
to the othenVlse authoritanan corporation, umans lent corporatIOns a 
certam legilimacy that they could not othelWlse have achieved, This 
could be extremely useful m an age when the threat of taxation, regu
lation, antitrust, and even national control walted always m the politi
cal wings, With umons on board, however, and with a distinct place In 
the corporation for even the lowliest worker's voice. the corporation 
ceased to be the terrifying dictatorship that had once so alarmed Amer
lcans, Now it had at least the appearance of bemg a democratic orga
mzation, a normal part of Amencan life, 

But while some corporations learned to cohabit peacefully with la
bor-to thiS day Chrysler makes great efforts to publicize its relatlOn-
ShlP WIth the United Auto Workers-for the most part Amencan 
management just waited for the nght time to retaliate, That time finally 
came in the 19805, When Preslctent Reagan permanently replaced the 
striking aIr traffic controllers m 1981,  lt was a slgnal to executives na-
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tronwide that the federal government'would no longer protect umon 
. actlV!ty wlth the zeal of earlier admmlstrations. While hmng scabs was 
once looked upon as morally repugnant, now it had the endorsement 

of the hlghest authority m the land. The suddenly commonplace use of 

permanent replacements, the Increasing ability of compames to feIoR 

cate easily to Southern states where unions were weak, and the shame

ful state of Amencan labor law combmed to tilt the plaYIng field 
decisively agamst otgamzed labor." So difficult did Jt become for 

umons to wm strikes that compames in the nmeties actually sought to 
provoke them, bnngmg m a scab workforce lmmediately and thus carv

mg themselves a shortcut to that most coveted of contemporary man

agement ldeals, the "union-free workplace." Orgamzed labor shrank 

predictably under these assaults. By 1999 It could count only 9.4 per

cent of povate-sector workers withm its ranks. 

The destrucUon of the labor movement in the elghues and nmeties 
was a disaster for economIC democracy, precipitatIng the maSSlve fe

concentration of wealth that so marks our time. But smashing their 

workmg-c1ass enemles also brought the old problem of legtumacy back 
to the corporation. HaVlng rooted out the instItutIons of worh1'1ace 

democracy and slmultaneously ascended to a level of power that made 

eighty-year-old warmngs of "industnal autocracy" seem presclent, how 

was the corporation to persuade ltS employees and the larger public 

that it was still a respectable cltlzen, a power worthy of deference? 

Management theory had the answer. As it happened, labor umons 

were not the only ones to decry the horror of Taylonsm. In fact,. early 

management theorists had developed a critique ofTaylonsm of thelt own 

that ran parallel to the emerging umon movement, sometImes even 
closely parroting It. While most eady management consultants were bm

ing workers wlth stopwatches and wriung handbooks spelling out exactly 

how all company shovels were to be swung, a dissenting "human rela

hans" school charged that Taylonsm suppressed crucial aspects of pro

ductrVlty. SClentific management, these consultants argued, had no place 

for loyalty, emotron, or ltUUatrve. And yet by taking those less tangible hu-
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man factors mto account, clitics asserted, even greater prodUCtlV1ty gams 
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t]Ve was developed m the J 920s by Harvard Busmess School professor 

Elton Mayo, who had been obsemng workers at AT& Ts Hawthorne 

telephone assembly plant m Cicero, IllinOIs. Somethmg surpassmg 

strange was saId to have happened at Hawthorne: In a routine study to 

determme the correct amount of lighting for a partIcular assembly room, 

researchers found that productivity mcreased whether they turned the 

lights up or down. Mayo concluded m his masSIvely mfluentlal J 933 

book, Human Problems of an Ind1.lstrJal CivilizatlOH, that the cr1tlcal fac-

tor m SItuations like thIS was not lighting or some other technical work

place vanable but SImply that workers worked better when they thought 

they were bemg paId attention to, when theIr labors were appreciated. 

The seenungly mcontrovertible evidence Mayo adduced for tlus 

"Hawthorne effect" led to all manner of corporate "personnel counsel

mg" programs, company Unions, and other sponsored SOCIal actlvitles for 

workers. 

Management theonsts m the fifties and sL�tles took thIS cntique of 

SCIentific management one step further. Taylorism may have reduced 

blue-collar workers to automatons, but it had even more far-reachmg 

consequences for the higher operations of capitalism. Books like William 

H. Whyte's Orgall/zatio" Nian and Douglas McGregor's HU1IIa" Side of 

Enterpme charged that the bureaucratlc, rule-bound corporate format 

was turrung Americans mto confonnists and was act.J.vely discouragmg 

mitlatlVc, entrepreneurshIp, creatIVIty, and, most Important of all, con-

summg. As new, more decentralized forms of organization began to take 

hold and as the broader Amencan culture mcreasmgly turned agamst 

conformIty, new corporate thmkers were able to blame the Taylonst cor

porate establishment for evel}'i:hmg from soulless suburbIa to the disas

ters of the Vietnam War, managed as it was by Robert McNamara, 

former CEO of the Ford Motor Company. Up the Organization, a par

ticularly harsh 1970 critique of corporate practice, actually went as far 

as to identify the new, creative busmesses with the nation's Vietnamese 
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enemIes, struggling like them against an Insane bureaucratic productIOn 

machine. Of 
--- - - --- . - . 
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Regarded from tius histoncal perspective, the parusans of the "buSI-

ness revolution" are SImply the latest adherents to the "human relations" 

tradition. LIttle of what they demand IS very new: Like their predeces

sors they are agamst order, bureaucracy, and iuerarchy, and in favor of 

more human relatronshIps between managers and woikers, whether they 

wear whIte collars or blue. \/Vhat's "revolutionary" about the management 

theory of the mnetres is that the opposmg school all but disappeared. 

True, Taylonsm was still In full effect on shop floors, in sweatshops, and 

m back offices worldWIde; and true, a handful of motrvatJonal speakers 

and writers still peddled a sort of mner Taylonsm or "personal efficiency" 

�o an army of insecure executives (most notably Stephen Covey, whose 

1989 book, The 7 Habits of Highl)' EjfectJve People, along WIth its platoon 

of sequels, was still selling bnskly In 1 999), and their role In the culture 

'*The Vietnam '·Var contmued to  serve management theOrISts as a partlcularl.v fertile 

source of Imagery ood metaphor long after It  ended. ill Searcll of Excellellce, perhaps 

the most representative literary work of the Reagan era, Tom Peters and Robert \·Varer

man asserted thDt the Amencan defeat 10 Vietnam was attributable to "our obseSSion 

With body counts ... and our failure to understand the persistence and long-time hon

zan of the Eastern mind," thus making It an allegory for the notion's current problems 

at the ha.nds of Japan. In the nmetles, Vietnam contmued to be an obligatory reference 

of the genre, a ttmeiess lesson In creatIVIlY and foreSight vs. hierarchy and occountancy. 

Gary Hamel and C. K. Prahalad cite the supenor management strategies of North Viet

nam e.'.;pliCllly m COlllpelmgJor tIle Flllllre (1994), whiie Peter Senge refers 10 the Viet

nam debacle obliquely In TIle Fifth DiSCIpline (1990). Even Newt Gingnch, who rode 

the bitterness of the Vietnam defeat all the way to the top, inSISts [hat the Vietnamese 

did more than beat the American army: They "destroyed" the "orderly world of ffonner 

secretary of defense) Robert rv1cNamara," and w1th It "the liberal model" of the Great 

Society. \,Vith the bUSiness revolutIOn 10 fuJI sWing In the laIc nmetles, corporate mmds 

were again drawn to the combination of ass�kicking and essentmiized otherness that the 

war offered, WIlh Oracle's Khmer Rouge reference and the way venture capitalists had 

of referring to themselves as "VC." As late <lS 1997, Tom Peters was still telling the world 

that "my passion IS the destruction of everything that iVIcNamara stood for."!! 

• 
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of capItalism should never be mUllnlzed. Bm m the pUblic discussions 

-___ of.the...nmetles .henveen .the .thmkers,.wnters, _and. consultants responsi-_. 
ble for lITIagmmg how the corporation should be orgaruzed, nearly all" 
cleaved to the "human relatIOns" school. Alfred Chandler's depIction of 

the great bureaucratic corporation as the crown of creation would In the 

rune tIes seem the most wrongheaded concluslOn unaginable. In the 

nineties nobody spoke out for the top-heavy corporallDn; nobody sought 

to Justify the great flow charts of the mdustnal era. 

As this debate dned up, busmess writmg entered a period of rhetor

Ical hypermflation. The conflict between good, new, humane manage

ment and bad, oid, sCIentific management was not just the correcting 

of an error, it was a class stmggieJ a worh-piace upnsing as sturmg and 

as meanmgful to the Imagmation of the Age of Clinton as the sit-down 

strikes had been to the Age of Roosevelt. Rooting out the vestiges of 

Taylorism wasn't just a matter of greater productivity; It was the for

'·'lard movement of democracy Itself; it was an upnsmg of the dispos

sessed; it was economIc JustIce finally brought home to the workplace. 

In industry as well as on Wall Street and m politics, the Market and 

the People could be seen marclung shoulder to shoulder, smashmg 

their common enemIes and raIsing the standard of populism over the 

citadels of elitism. 

In thIS case, however, the people marclung nghteously mto battle 

agamst the elites were the counlly's iughest-paid management consul

tants and CEOs-in short, the very people who had damned and double

damned the last round of workers' triumphs In the thirties and forties. 

Tom Peters and Fast Compan)' were not the first corporate populists 

to denounce Taylonsm. Since the days of Elton Mayo the clear-eyed 

men of corporate Amenca had been telling the counlly that the clash 

between management theories was the real·class war, the only mdus

tnal struggle that really mattered-and that all that collectIve bargam

mg nonsense the unions were pushmg was but a dangerous dead end. 

A nearly perfect eA1'resslOn of tIllS notion can be found in the 1937 

mOVle Stand-In, the tale of a cold, bespectacled management consul

tant who IS sent by hIS evil Wall Street master to evaluate a Hollywood 
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studio he owns. The consultant, played by Leslie Howard, sImply can

not fathom the mtUltive workings of the dream factory. He lives only 

for mathematics, he does not dream when he sleeps, and he IS obtusely 

msenSlOve to the advances of a pretty but unaffected starlet. He even 

teaches hImself to dance by inventing a mathemaucal system for the 

operaUon. He IS a man Wlthout soul . Most despicably, he speaks of the 

studio;s employees as "units," as "cogs In a machme," and is responsI

ble for the studio's sale to a new owner who Immediatelv sets about 

breaking the place up and liqUldaung Its assets. 

The film is filled 'mth claSSIC thlftJes-populist scorn for capllalists

the Wall Street banker IS shown gnpmg bmerly through hIS own bJrth

day party while a legIOn of yes-men smile and smg mgratlatmgly-but 

it understands the battle agamst those capItalists in a nove] fashion. 

When the Leslie Howard character finally undergoes hIS obligatory 

change of heart (now he spouts soulful remarks like, "the only thing 

that matters IS that a man be true to hImself") and contnves to return 

the studio to ItS nghtful bosses, he finds he must rally the studio's 

workers. Now, though, they have been transformed mto a marchmg 

proletanan horde, gIrding themselves for class war. They brush Ium 

aSIde wllh the epIthet "white collar," trample hIm underfoot, and pelt 

hIm Wlth tomatoes. But the newly besouled consultant persuades them 

to see It differently. The divlSlon between capital and labor is a false 

one: Since many of the workers own shares In the company, and SInce 

other stockholders are also fellow workers like "brIcklayers" and 

"streetcar conductors," Justlce can be had simply by appealing to the 

stockholders. Comonced that the real conflict is between good, hu

mane management and bad, scientific management, the marchmg 

workers take matters mto theIr own hands and rudely toss the studio's 

cold-blooded new owner over a tall fence. 

For anyone who actually remembers the industrIal conflicts of the 

thunes, Stm.d-Jn must seem a pleasant but wildly misdirected repre

sentation of those struggles. Were It to be remade today, however (and 

Hollywood repeatedly appeared as an mdustnal Ideal m the works of 

nineties management theory), it could stand alongSIde MCl's "Great 
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Time or \l\Ihat" commercials as one of the great statements of our ebul-
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management styles as anythIng like class struggle would have been to 
Jnvite denSlOnj to make the same daim in the nmetles was to put one-
self well In the mainstream of orthodox econonuc thInkIng. 

ThIS, then, was the busIness revolutlOn. As each of the forces that 
once checked the expanswn of the corporate worldview surrendered, 
succumbed, receded, or wIthered away-and as executIve salaries, 
along wIth profits, embarked on their long climb heavenward-It 
dawned on American business tlunkers that they had entered a revo
lutlOnary time, and that the revolutwnanes, for once, were tI,em. 

The Horror of Management 

SCIentific management was anathema to organized labor In the early 
years of the century, but it never really sat well ,vith the truest believ
ers In capitalism, either. Of course, the capitalists' problem WIth Tay
lonsm was of an entirely different nature: \l\lhat annoyed them about 
management was not its brutal effects on workers but its implications 
for economIC government. If "'''Perts could successfully restructure a 
factory In a more effiCient way, what was to stop them from restruc
turing an entIre economy In a more effiCIent way, or-God forbld!-re
structuring an entIre economy In a more democratic way, or a more falr 
way? The success of sCIentific management clearly suggested that gov
ernment Intervention and maybe even government planning were le
gitimate pursUIts" Management theory thus brought business a nasty 
IdeologIcal contradiction along \\1tb mcreased effiCIency. 

This IS one of the reasons the free market faIthful have long suffered 
from what mIght be called a horror of management: Ob,�ously, the cor
poratlOns they loved could not simply go ,.,thout management or do 
WIthout planmng, but when the logic of management and planmng was 
embraced by anyone outSIde the corporatwn it became Instant anath
ema. Resol�ng thIs contradiction would be another of the central goals 
of the "business revolution." CEOs made for nghtful and good man-

... 
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agers, the revolution's leaders would proclaIm; labor UnIons, regulatory 

� ---- .-.boards, and government bureaucrats were Incompetent, meddling cyn

ICS, The critical matter was finding the little twist by which the con

cept of management Itself could be seen to embrace one and exclude 
the other, After all, owners could not sImply shout, preserve Ollr profits! 
and e"pect the rest of socIety to heed them, 

-_. . - - . 
, 

The solution was market populism, The new, "revolutlOnary" corpo

ration would adopt the populist language of its archenemy, the Jabor 

movement, But 11 would change the language subtly, While the labor 

movement has always equated "the people" 'Vlth "the workers," the 

management theorists of the nmeties sought a new "people" whose de

mands would simultaneously legItimize the corporatlOn and call the 

power of everyone else Into question. 

The "people" on whose behalf the new management theonsts agI

tated were better known as the "market," Only by answenng the de

mands of the market, they argued, did an organIzation answer to the 

people, become a legitimate part of the democratic life of the nation, 

Not only were the \,.,orh-place ambltions of government and UnlDnS thus 

automatIcally illegItimate, but the corporation Itself could be seen i n  

an entirely new light. By mtegratmg the market mto theIr operations, 

executIves would become faIrer, kinder, better at listenIng, They would 

have to "marketlze" theIr operations, as Tom Peters put it In 1992; rec

ogmze the market; cooperate 'Vlth the market; allow the market to or

gamze theIr shop floors," 

To those accustomed to tlunking of the market and the corporation 
as essentIally one and the same, thIS talk of "marketizing" the firm 

probably seems very strange, But m fact, according to stnct definition, 
the corporation shlelds withm its wal1s a sort of command economy In 

mInIature. ExecuDves don't bargam w1th workers each hrne they want 

a form filled out or a bolt attached to a chassis; they order the employ

ees to do so. L(, This mternal effiCIency of the corporation is the ratio

nale for vertical integration, m which compames grow to encompass all 

manner of discrete economic operations that the market can;t be 

counted on to proVlde 10 a predictable or timely manner, Th,s IS the 
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meamng of Chandlds tItle, The Visible Hand: Managenal expertise IS 

_____ -'wh<JLgave AmenlOa_Its_unprelOedented_prosperity, JlOUhe.JilOkle�VlsI' , _ .. _ _  . __ + 
ble hand" of the market. 

That the Taylonst lOorporanon IS not a perfelOt neature of the mar

ket IS, for all practJ.cal purposes, an economIC techmcality, a curious 

qUlIk that, while embarrassmg to lOertam busmess Ideologues, lOannot 

ever really be resolved altogether. But for the "busmess revolutionaries" 

of the nineties, It  was like a revelation from on high, the key to every

tlung that was wrong wIth AmenlOan elOonomllO life. Of lOOurSe! The cor

poration wasn't capitalist enough! 

Thus Tom Peters, who emerged from the "quality" movement of the 

eIghtIes to belOome a sort of Marat of the busmess revolutIon, spent the 

nineties exclaIming m ever more forceful terms that the imminent demIse 

of the old Taylomed, lnerarclncal finn was to be a millenmal llberatIon for 

humaruty. In lns 1992 book, LiberatIOn Management, he named the new 

categoncal unperatIve that was freeing everybody: "blasting the VIOlent 

winds of tIle marhetplace into every nooh. and cranny 1n the firm." There 

could be no more respite from the demands of the Market (Peters some

tImes mSlsted on spelling It as one would the name of the Almighty); from 

now on Its demands would apply to each and every one of us. He told of 

how companIeS set theIr divislOns to competIng with each other; how they 

forced theIr m-house pnntIng deparbnents to match the pnces of mde

pendent operations; how one company sometimes referred customers di

rectly to line workers; how some newspaper reporters were actually 

freelancers. As he wrote m hIS 1997 tract, The Circle of ImlovattOn, "Mar

ket fitness tests are beconung the nonn . . .  fast . . .  for every mternal ser

VIce (HR, accountIng) and every one of us (IF YOU CANT SAY WHY 

YOU lvWZE YOUR COMPAi\)\, A BETTER PLACE, YOU'RE OUT). 

I.e., the Market (capItal "M") will deCide!"" 

In thIS regard Peters was certamly right: Markets were mdeed 

puttmg many people "out" m the runeUes. And one market in partIcu

lar-the Amencan stock market-was domg the lion's share of the 

work. The phenomenon known as "downsIzing," or massive white-col

lar layoffs, was a direct response to the pressures of the stock market. 
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As financJal journatist Doug Henwood puts It, "By 1 993, it was clear 

____ . that the qUIckest way to add 5 pomts to your stock pnce was to lay off 

50,000 workers."" The mechamsm that made thIS great change POSSI

ble was the stock optIOn. Before the 1 980s the mterests and goals of 

corporate managers had been, theoretIcally at least, very different from 

those of shareholders . In the mneteenth century owners and managers 

had usually been the same person; In the twentieth century, though, 

according to the claSSIC text on the "modern corpora non," one found 

"owners WIthout apprecIable control and the control WIthout appreCIa
ble ownershIp," Since managers back then did not have large stakes In 
the compames they managed, they had little InCentIve to perform the 

sort of stunts that would bring about the short-term appreCIatIons that 

are Wall Street's greatest joy In life. Since they were a profeSSIOnal 

group in theIr own nght, there was every danger that, "out of profes
SIOnal pnde," managers might pay workers too much or produce goods 

of too hIgh a quality. The answer deVIsed In the eightIes was to com

pensate managers In shares as well as salarIes. ThIs now-standard prac
tIce ensured that managers would forevermore see thIngs the 

shareholders' way, would stop at nothing to deliver the ever-ascending 

price curve that became such a symbol of the nmetIes. GrantIng op
tIons to top executives changed the class dynamics of the corporatIon 

dramatically: Not only did the uppermost managers of the nInetIes now 

receIVe compensatIon packages that towered over those of theIr pre

decessors, but as Wall Street placed a very predictable value on layoffs 
and do\VnsizIng, CEOs often saw their own pay rise m direct propor
tion to the number of employees they could ""1'el from the firm." 

ThIS equatIon was the ongin of many of the bIg management ideas of 
the decade: The corporanon "delayered," thrOWIng off entire levels of 

management; It "disaggregated," ndding Itself of its extraneous operations; 
it embraced "flexibility," making It easIer to replace career employees WIth 

(zero-benefits) temps; it "outsourced" every possible piece of work to the 

lowest bIdder; it "reengmeered" its vanous processes in a less labor-mten

sive way; It "dismtermediated," usmg new technology to cut out nuddle
men and move "back office" johs to wherever wages were lowest. A1most 

-
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everybody who worked for corporate Amenca dunng the decade has a tale 
���-·---to·tell-along·these Hnes:·the downslZed ·workers·hIred-back·as .temps ·to do .... _ .

thelT old Jobs; the contracts lost because management kept laymg off and 
relunng the workforce; the once-presbgious companies that were dmvn-
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SIzed so senselessly they fell apart; the CEOs who, as payment for haVIng 
engmeered these disasters, collected mstant riches. Top managers were 
enriched ill proportIOn to the amount of pO\·ver and secunty that workers 
lost: Ths lS the smgle most unportant pomt one needs to know to under· 
stand corporate thought m the mnetJes. 

ThlS was the real reason the old-style corporatJOn was doomed. It 
was a settlement Jmposed by Wall Street, not by management theory. 
The guru's duty was not to oversee the change but to legitimate it, to 
"':plam why the new, "marketJzed" corporate form was m fact the Ideal 

productJve model, the source of effiCiency as well as democracy. Their 
books were crowded with heroiC downslZers and colorfully imagmed 
but radically mmlmlzed corporate forms." Thus Tom Peters gushed 

rabIdly m 1 997 about a Swedish CEO who, puttmg thIS lOgIC of the 
Market tnumphantly mto effect, managed to get nd of nearly 98 per
cent of hIS white-collar workforce. Peters sang the praIses of a new sort 
of orgamzatlon m whIch every smgle job (or, as he put Jt, "E-V-E·R-Y
T-H-I-N-G") was outsourced." 

Most people, upon hearing what Peters' Market had m store for 

them, would probably reply, 'Then the Market be damned." Manage

ment theonsts, though, live and breathe to prevent such a response. 
Whatever else they mIght do, theIr most important task lS to reassure 
us-the downSIZed, the laid off, the temp workers, the consumers
that the new way is all for the best. 

The market, actJng stnctly on Its own, they told us, gave the corpo

rallon all the democral1c legil1mac)' It required. For markets were the 
natural enemy of pnvilege, the destroyer of pretense, the greatest so
Cial equalizer of all lIme. Only With Galbraith's "countervailing powers" 
dismantled and with markets totally m control could America finally 
enter the promised land of mdustnal democracy. 

- - --
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Elitism Was the Crime 

Douglas McGregor, the influential business writer of the 1950s, first 

hit upon the notion that the most frUltfuJ way to classify orgamzational 

theones was not according to the societal results they yielded but 

rather by the versIOn of human nature that Informed each one. "The

ory X" ideas, whIch according to McGregor encompassed nearly all ex

ISting corporate practice, placed little faIth m the mtelligence or 

motlvatIon of employees, lmagmmg them as recalcItrant slackers 

whose every hour had to be regImented and ordered. Adherents of 

McGregor's 'Theory Y," on the other hand, were more optImistIc about 
, the workers under management's command, believmg In their com· 

mltment to the Job and their capacity to do thmgs on theIr own. 

When McGregor's ideas appeared in book form in 1960, It would 

have been extremely strange for a bUSiness WrIter to have charged Ius 

'Theory X' colleagues with "elitism" or to have called for wor1.l'lace 

"liberation" or a management "revolution" or any of the rest of it. And 

yet In "Theory X" and 'Theory Y' lay the seeds of today's market pop

ulism." Like therr counterparts m politIcal commentary, management 

wflters of the 1990s were discoverIng that all mdustrlal ldeas could be 

usefully boiled down to therr core implicatIOns about the People. As In 

the populist politIcal rhetoriC of the age, ninetIes management theo

rISts VIgilantly crusaded agaInst "elitIst" ideas and language, savaging 

the hierarchs of aid, the privileges of the executIve washroom, the class 

distInctions implied by multilayered hIerarchy. FollOWIng the new, 

more "democratic" management theory, of course, the American COf

poratIon actually yielded less democracy than m the past, rapidly trans

fonmng the country back into a land of haves and have-nots. But for 

the gurus and their followers, what mattered was not a democratIc so

CIety but correct attitudes toward other people. 

The central villain in the literature of the business revolutIon is the 

great, hIerarchIcally organIZed corporations In whose malign seMce we 
.• ! are all thought once to have worked. As these corporations were not .e j -. - I 

• 

. .. ' , 
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pure products of market forces, management theorists felt perfectly 

----frenb-attlfck-them-usmg all the fiery rhetoric ·of.workenst-populism...In ... -
Peter Sengels formulatIOn, the traditlOna1 corporauon was an "authon� 

tanan hIerarchy", Its leaders smothered uutlaave, they stifled the mdi

'odual, they were seXlst and racIst, they hadn't a clue about what went 

on m the world, and they spent theIr weekends plaYIng golf with theIr 

former fraternIty brothers, who m tum commItted the same offenses 

agrunst democracy at theu corpora trans. 

"No shit," workmg-class readers would probably respond. "So man

agers are assholes." But working-class readers weren't the ones launch

ing thIS attack: It was the theorists of management themselves, gomg 

after their own fans m the most insulting language they could muster. 

And their charactenzatlOn of old-style management as a bunch of pngs 

appeared almost everywhere In American corporate culture m the 

nmetres. One example from among thousands: In commercials for PSI 

Net these wretched old-style managers are shown raging agrunst the 

Internet, a collection of tired white men m dark SUltS who age Vlsibly 

as the commercial progresses (one of them slumpmg to the dusty con

ference table with a clunk) and who inSISt petulantly that theIr rank 

should allow them to give the consumer what the)' thmk IS right. 

According to the business revolutlOnanes, the partrcular quality that 

distingUIshed old-style managers was elitism, that combmation of class 

snobbery, intellectual certainty, and willful defiance of nature, of the 

People, and of the market that so imbued each of the various demon 

figures of market populism. Tom Peters, for example, seems to find elit

ism and simple human snobbery behind every corporate practIce he 

opposes. Discussmg those retrograde figures who resIst his proposal to 

"outsource everythmg" (a proposal that was, as It happened, far more 

vocally opposed by union workers who were at the very bottom of the 

corporate hIerarchy than anyone else), Peters unleashed this mdict

ment of the old economy: 'The underlying assumption: Regardless of 

the nature/complexity/umqueness of the problem/any problem, the 

best resources . . . on earth . .  _ live on our 1 4thl26thl1 7thlSthletc. 

floor. What shocking arrogance!" Managers refused to outsource all 
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work simply because of personal moral arrogance: Absurd as It mIght 

seem, thIs was an Intellectual tactic of consIderable power. It was also 

pretty much 10 unIversal use, spannmg the discipline from strategy to 

marketing and from corporate spmtualist to hardened emplnclst. Even 

Gary Hamel and C. K. Prahalad, commonly thought to be the most re

alistic and senous-mlnded of the popular management theonsts, were 

capable of declaring at times that moral issues of management out

weIghed more earthly ones, insIsting m theIr hIghly regarded 1 994 

book Competmg for the Future that "in the battle for the future," "elit
Ism," "conventIOn" and a host of other old-economy qualitIes will be far 
greater " enemIes" of corporate success than the hostile trade practices 

of foreIgn powers . 2.1 

, The greatest moralist of the bUSiness world, though, is Peter 

Senge. In hIS long-runnmg battl e against the "traditIOnal authontar

Ian hIerarchy," stretched out through two sequels to hIS ongmal 1 990 

bestseller, The Fifth DiSCipline, Senge has managed to embrace just 

about every bIt of daft pop liberatlOnIsm to cross the natIOnal con

SCIOusness smce the sL'ties. Stressing that the most needed corporate 

reform was not orgamzational but a matter of "restructurmg how we 

thmk," Senge has led his readers 10 a mIghty questIOnIng of author

ity. For hIm the greatest problems of the world derIved from the pre

tensIOns to "certalnry" mounted by leaders and CEOs, and also from 

the deluded belief of the rest of us that somebody, anybody, had "the 

answers." We must abandon the dictatorial "controlling organiza

llons" of the Taylonst past, Senge exhorted, where all declSlons and 

"learning" came "from the top"; we must turn ourselves resolutely 

away from our "great man" idea of leadershIp, our "obseSSIOn with the 

hero-CEO" (whIch Senge diagnoses as "a type of cultural addictIOn"). 

We must do these things because believmg in great men means not 

believing 10 the agency of the People, means accepting "the point of 

view that 'common people' are powerless to change thmgs."" The 

good manager believes In the common people; whether he pays them 

properly IS another question. 

To show Just how much the great men suck, Senge proVIdes us with 
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(many of the most egreglOus of these offenses agamst nature were, nat-

urally, committed by the actiVIst government offiCIals of the 1 960s). 

The VIrtue that Senge presses upon readers most forcefully IS intellec-

tual humility, which IS bound up 10 some mystenous way WIth faith 10 

the "common people". We must stop tryIng to find "the absolute final 

word or ultimate cause" for thmgs, stop tryIng to force our own 

schemes on nature and the market. n 

For Senge the market or, as he calls It, "reality" or "the system"

is a place of arcane but unalterable patterns. "The system has its own 

agenda," he states emphatically. To help us align ourselves Wlth It 

Senge piles on a catalog of even more COSffilC adVIce, extending the 

checklist of managenal error to mclude such mISdeeds as "anthro
pocentnsm," whIch he defines as "see.lOg ourselves as the center of ac

tiVities"; "linear ways of seeing," wlllch IS a mistake since it means 

ignonng the circles and cycles through which the world actually works; 

and usmg the English language, whIch Senge warns us agamst 10 the 

strongest terms, decIanng that "all causal attributions made in English 

are hIghly suspect!" All of wluch are drtven home with an endless pit

ter-pat of quotations from the Bhagavad Gita, Sufi tales, explications of 

Chmese symbols, and fawnmg remarks about the wisdom of the East 

and of SImple unaffected mdigenous peoples generally. In fact, Senge 

seems to have bought Just about every academIc-sounding crttique of 

Western clvilizauon to have trIckled down 10 recent years. He even 

starts out Ius 1999 sequel, The Dallce of Change, wjth that old chest

nut about the bias of the Mercator map-it made Europe look big!" 

Some management authors, pushing the envelope of inventiveness, 

understand the revolt agamst arrogance and expertise in which they are 

particIpating as a great histoncal event. It was a vast public enlighten

ment, not the destruction of organized labor or the grasping demands 

of Wall Street, that precIpitated the "business revolution" and brought 

the modern, sensItIve corporation mto exIstence. To hear Brttish guru 

Charles Handy tell it, from the Enlightenment up to the 1 980s, West-
" . .  ,., 
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em leaders and owners thought they kneIV. They thought they under-

� __ ___ . stood . how .clungs worked, and believed .. that-man could control .the. .. _ .. . 

world around hIm. They lived m a fool's paradise of "certamty." They 

were convmced, he wrote m a J 994 essay, that "greed was good" and 
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that "we knew hO\,., to run orgamzatIOns." But those smug master nar

ratIVes toppled spectacularly to the ground when the stock market 

crashed m 1 987 and heroes like Ivan BoeskY went to Jail. Only then 

was Western Civilizauon forced to reconsIder, to come to tenus WIth 

the "Chaos, Creativity and Complexity" that "scIence" was putting "at 

the heart of thmgs."" Out of thIS rethmkmg, Handy recollects, came 

hIS own great contributlOn to the busmess revolution, the change

worshlpmg J 989 book Age of Unreason. 

. Handy's unacknowledged hlstoncal template seems to be the great 

questioning of religlOn by sCIence that we ordinarily assocIate with the 
mneteenth century; other management authors prefer to understand 

the dawn of the "bUSIness revolution" as a replaYIng of the more famil-

Iar cultural revolt of the J 960s. Kenneth Hey and Peter Moore, authors 

of the 1 998 book 17,. Caterpillar Doesn't Knotv, describe the bIg shift 

of the late eIghties as a general disilluSlOnment of "the mdh'!dual" Wlth 
"instItubons." For Hey and Moore the key events were the 1 986 space 
shuttie explOSIOn and the long stnng of popular mO\'!es m whIch gov

ernment and industry were depicted as corrupt. Amencans Wised up. 

they began to doubt the good intentIons of theIr rulers, and only then 

did the busmess revolution happen. According to tim strange but oddly 

commonplace mterpretation, people finally grew disillUSIOned \Vlth big 
government only dunng the Bush presidency and promptiy began to 

search for meamng m the voluntary simpliCIty movement, m "alterna

tIve," in books about the soul, m books about angels. And corporations, 

responding "oth theIr usual obedience to the needs and demes of their 

employees and consumers, promptiy remade themselves from simple 

profit-maX1ll1lzing organisms mto "commumties of meamng." Suddenly 

enlightened, they began to allow casual Fndays. They began to let peo

ple work from home. The revolution was under way.'" 
As the revolt agaInst corporate arrogance was gIVen an imagmary 

, 
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histoncal dimenslOn, SO it was also given an equally fatuous pedagog-

books that focus on "leammg" as the most important organizational 

remedy (as opposed to say, reengmeenng, or future-remembering, or 

one-to-one-mg). Here the still-hated educators of the author's child

hood and the even more deeply despised intellectuals of the present 

are used as symbols of the arrogance of wrongful authonty exercised 
by bad managers. Charles Handy, who mamtains a refined, subdued 

tone regardless of the subject at hand, gets posItively worked up 

when he contemplates the smug certaInty of the mtellectuals he's 

come across. He recails ,,"th particular horror the rote memorizaoon 

by which, he asserts, they like to teach things, a method that implies 

"that all problems had already been solved, by someone, and that 

the answer was around, m the back of the book or the teacher's head." 

Handy understands this sort of pedagogical certamty, thlS "ape your 

elders" way of learning, as a pillar of the very "status quo" that the 

"busmess revolution" IS here to overthrow. Accordingly, he applies 

to those who are thought to use It the strongest epIthets he can dream 

up: "bad academics," "intellectuals," "pundits," "ignorant" professors, 

"bigots. "2'>1 

Anti-mtellectualism is, of course, a commonplace of "New Econ

omy" thought: In nearly every field we will examme, market populists 

were adVlsmg Arnencans to drop therr futile efforts to figure the world 

out and to submit humbly to the will of the market. After all, the "ex

perts" had mIsunderstood everything from productiVlty to stock market 

valuaoons. In management literature, though, the anti-intellectualism 

had to walk an extraordinarily fine line: On the one hand, business ex

ecutives have long harbored a special ammus toward academiCS, who 

not only exclude business from the canon of leglomate mtellectual m

quity but seem always to be fonmng blue-ribbon comrmsslOns and set

tlOg up government bureaucracies in order to rein in free enterprise. 

On the other hand, management theory relies qUlte heavily on Its own 

aura of experose: Taylonsm had billed Itself as a "scientific" discourse, 

• 



..... " ... .. . .. ' . . . 
· . .... . . 

• 

--' . ""

. ' · .. ..... . 

· .. . : . 

-- -� 
C A S  U A L D A Y ,  U .  S . A . 199 

a movement of experts, and no group of authors is fonder than man-

c-c-__ _ _  agement theonsts of boasting about theIr. academIc credentiak The 

key, then, was to batter traditional academIa for some supposed peda

gOgIcal infraction while suggesting that the new corporatIon would 

bnng WIth It a more enlightened method of teachIng. Thus Ane de 
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Geus, the erstwhile celebrator of 177e L.YIllg Compa,,); accused acad

emIa of conspmng against learning itself by endorsmg a pedagogIcal 

model In which people are simply filled up with knowledge by theu 

professors, and then don;t ever learn again. Internet guru Don Tap

scott, speaking to an audience of telecom executives In 1999, blasted 

the techmque of "broadcast learnIng," the system by wmch those Idle 

professors enforced their hierarchIes: "I'm a teacher, I have knowledge. 

You're a student, you're an empty vesse1. Get ready, here it comes." For

tunately, Tapscott announced, the "new generation" would no longer 

stand for thIS, "because they·re growmg up Interactively:' And even 

more fortunately) the market was stepping in to serve those mquIring 

young mmds, smashIng the elitist teachers just as It had the elitist 

managers, WIth mnovative corporate schools like Motorola University.lO 

Labor on the March 

Just as the literature of Wall Street was defined by a curious rivalry 

with the legacy of Franklin Rooseveir, with the remnants of the New 

Deal, and with the welfare state, so the "business revolution" moved 

m a similar parallel to the great upnsmg of the CIO 10 the 1930s . 

With unions haVIng been pushed out of the "New Economy" pIcture 

and with collective bargamIng now off the table for most woikers, 

management literature inSIsted that it was bme for the real democ

ratization to begIn. The market would reVIsit each of the Issues of 

the thirties and deliver a resounding victory for workers on every 

count. The "business revolution" was thus a sort of class revolt, the 

dawning of a new era of popular industnal democracy, a labor move

ment that management could cheer for. Workers weren't victimized by 
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downslzmg and Job insecunty; these were things they wanted, thmgs 

----- they-fought-for,-thmgs-they-needed·-m· order-to .realize-then -full-hu-_ . ____ . _  
manity, to escape from the corporate conformIty of yesterday. Thrown 

out on the free market, workers were discovenng that they could bar-

gam vnth management all on theIr own and WIn every tlme; that they 

could move from company to company as they saw fit, looking for tbe 

Job tbat sUIted them best. They could demand tbe salary and benefits 

of theIr choosmg. They couid bnng theIr weIrd pets to work. They 

could play extreme parlor games right there m tbe bullpen. They 

could work from home if they wanted. Tbey could even wear Jeans m 

the office. 

For most workers, of course, the nineties were anything but a tIme 

of JOYous, bubble-nding exuberance: Real wages declined for most of 

the decade along Wltb Job secunty and benefits. Workers were con

SIderably worse off m the mnetles tban they had been m the S"XUes 

or seventIes. But if all you read was management theory you would 

bave mIssed thIS. The management literature of the 1 990s was con

cerned almost exclUSIvely WIth the dramas of white-collar life and the 

tribulations of the entrepreneur. And as the problem of corporate au

tocracy was now redefined as a matter of "elitIsm," "hIerarchy," and 

"certamty," it was this latter group-the zany "cbange agents" and 

makers of wow-who were raismg the real challenge to entrenched 

interests. The entrepreneur, by vJrtue of his or her close relatIOnshIp 

to the market, was the true embodiment of the "common man." It 

was on theIr sassy shoulders that the populist mantle no\.v de� 

scended. In one of his rare references to blue-collar workers, Tom Pe

ters claImed that, 10 the pnvileged terms of the populist le,Xlcon, the 

dot-com millionaIres and the working class had SWItched moral pOSI

tIOns-even stretching this absurd argument so far as to apply tbe 

populist keyword "parasite" to describe the very folks ("people who 

lift 'thmgs' ") who once made up the People's Party. "When I began 

workIng as a management consultant at McKinsey & Co. m 1 974," 

he wrote 10 1 997, 
• 
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'\vet! (the professIOnal serVlce peaple-accountants, la\vyers, con� 

suitants, ad agency denIzens) were consIdered PARASITES . .  liv

ll1g off the sweat of real people's brows. 

Times have changed. And how! 

The nerds have won! Bill Gates is the nchest man in the world! 

It IS the Age of Bramware. Now . .  the people who lift "thmgs" (the 

. . .  RAPIDLY . .  declinmg fraction) are the new parasites livmg off 
the carpal-tunnel syndrome of the computer programmers' perpetu

ally stramed keyboard hands." 

"Cynics" mIght wonder how bemg the nchest man m the world gave 

one a clrum to speak WIth the vox populi, but the logIC of Peters ecstasy 

l� hard to rruss: l\1anagement were the producers now; workers the 

"parasItes." The populist tables were turned at last. 

Meanwhile the CIO, that old bearer of the populist flame, slowly 

disappeared from the corporate Imagination it had once haunted, re

placed by a much fnendlier sort of "CIO," a "chIef mformauon officer" 

who dealt m the new forces of liberauon said to be sweeping out the 

exploitative practices of the hIerarchIcal past. With our work"!,laces 

opened now to the cleansmg wmds of the marketplace, busmess theo

rists convmced themselves that for once they were on the SIde of the 

common people, united WIth them m righteous war against hierarchIes 

and old-economy relics of all kinds. 

Even as Amenca became a socIety of enonnous social inequality, 

partIsans of the "business revolution" msisted that cJass was disap

pearing altogether. As Tom Peters put It, in the new, market-dnven cor

porate order, workers were not merely "empowered," they were 

"businessed," promoted automatically into "real, whole businessper

sons," self-responsible monads prospenng on their own. Charles 

Handy went as far as to say that, under the new condiuons, "everyone 

is a worker," so "we should stop talking and tlunking of employees and 

employment."" 

And WIth the market haVIng neatly abolished the age-old problem of 
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: " : socml class, the shlmmenng promIse of economic democracy cou1d now 

----be-made-out-on-the-honzon" .AgaIn .it_was_Charles_Handy_who_pushed .-- . -. -�.�, i-i 
thIs idea to its lil1llts, describmg the downsIzed, postrevolutionary whlte-

' . , . i 
collar work"lace m his 1 994 book 71.e Empt)' Raincoat as a realization of I 
"what Marx once dreamt of," smce "the 'means of productIon; the tradi-

tIonal baSIS of capitalism, are now literally owned by the workers because 

those means are m therr heads and at theIr fingertips."" 

In the Imagmatlon of the mnetles, the towermg figure at the head of 

the grand parade of mdustnal democrac)' was the "knowledge worker," 

a sort of whIte-collar superman for whom nearly any act of workplace 

revolution was feasible. According to a panelist at a 1 999 discussIOn 

sponsored by Spnnt on the glory and promise of the "New Economy," 

so great was thIS "knowledge worker'sl1 powers that he had somehO\v 

managed to reverse the traditlOnal relationship bet""een employer and 

employee. 'They come to you and they are tramed and they know what 

you need and maybe you don't even know what you need," he told the 

audience. "So the demands from them to you in terms of financIal m

dependence, they have so many choices-where they can go to live 

and where they want to live and that changes the luring equatIOn."" 

Clearly management would have to do whatever it took to keep such a 

worker pleased-or else that proud proletarian would "just reenter the 

Job market, that zealous protector of workers' rights. 

Of course, It doesn't always work that way, and someone arose from 

the audience to tell the panel how he, a black SOCIal worker m Chicago, 

had found employers as difficult as ever, regardless of his facility WIth 

knowledge and ability "mh computers. To solve hIS problem the as

sembled experts took off Immediately for the land of market-populist 

fantasy: The market will deal with those employers most severely! "If 

those bosses, those supemsors, don't take advantage of your skills," an 

executive on the panel warned, "then you're probably better off else

where and that company IS gomg to die. It's go1Og to be overrun by 

somebody from somewhere-there's no chOIce about that."); There 

was no need for anything like collective bargaIning or state interven-

• • 

• 

, I 
, 
, 

tion: The market would stamp out racism all on its own! ' . 

.. 
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An even more telling 'document was a 1 998 knowledge worker story 

that F01tune magaZIne chose to advertJse "�th the words, "Yo , Corpo

rate Arnenca!" The knowledge workers were not only sald to be pro

tected by the market, they were dictating the terms of the employment 

relatIOnshIp to management. "Compames are no longer m the dnver's 

seat," the magaZIne's writer opined. "Employees are in control now." 

Fortunately for compames, the thmgs the young turks were demanding 

turned out to be exactly the same dungs that revolutionary businesses 

were already glVlng them: They were through Wlth loyalty, rules, long

term Jobs, and hlerarchy. And m additJon to bemg "well paJd and well 

fed," they wanted an entlrely new type of workplace one that, qmte 

by chance, looked a lot like the sort of disorganized, creatwe workplace 

that Tom Peters had been celebratmg smce 1 992: The new knowledge 

workers were demanding "a Job that's cool ," where they wouldn't have 

to wear tles or even SUItS, where they could walk around m bare feet , 

where they could dnnk beer, where they could play Wlth thelr pets

tIllS last being a phenomenon that Fortune focused on WIth a cunous 

smgulanty ('Yo, Corporate Amencal I want a fat salary, a slgnmg bonus, 

and a cappuccmo machine oh, and I'm bnnging my blrd to work."). 

That thlS was a full-blown labor upnsmg there could be no doubt: One 

group of young knowledge workers even threatens a walkout if they 

aren't allowed to brmg a refugerator mto the office. But thls was the 

kind of workers' action that sent Fortune into -paroxysms of ecstasy, 

not outrage-the fudge frmge even got thelr photos m the magaZIne, 

goa teed and posmg goofily for the camera. Thls was the myth of 

the "busmess revolutJon" m a nutshell: \A/hatever was changmg m the 

worl"place was changmg because the People ,  through thelr agent the 

market, were changmg It. Compames would no longer have to offer 

stable employment because workers these days were Just too cool , too 

hlp for that sort of square 1 9 505 arrangement. FortH"e, WhlCh had 

spent decades leading the fight agamst the trarutJonal labor movement, 

\V1shed this workers' upnsing the best. 36 

So powerful was thls fantasy of the ommpotent "knowledge worker" 

In the corporate imagination of the decade that even the casualization 
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of the whIte-collar workforce could be understood as Just another VlC-

�--�---tory-for-those-militanLnewproletanans.�Charles_Handy,_whoinvented _ � _  

so many happy analogIes for the new-style corporation m whIch most 

work 15 outsourced and most "employees" are temps, was by 1 989 al-

ready setting up downsIzmg as a victory for the downSIzed, as some sort 

of populist frut accompli to wluch the corporation was bemg forced to 

accede. "Organizations have to get used to the Idea that not everyone 

wants to work for them all the time even if the Jobs are available," he 

wrote. "The ways of the core [the central, full-tlme corporate employ-

ees 1 cannot and should not be the ways of the flexible labor force, for 
. . 

while some may hanker after full-tlme lifetlme Jobs, many will not." Ex

tending the logIC only a little further, it became plain to Handy that, m 

the freewheeling new corporate world, most of us have chosen our class 

pos1tlOn. 'Temporary work," for example, "is a chOlce" for many people. 

Even the unemployed can be held accountable for their fate, Handy 

wrote, smce theIr real failing 15 m lacking the "urge or energy to turn 

that wheel of learnmg," m haVIng failed to embrace uncertainty, un

reason, change, and all the rest of It. 3, 

As wIth so many other Issues, Fast Company took tlus notlon of 

worker agency the furthest. The way other management writers told 

the story of the ninetles, It had at least been clear that camp ames 

wallted to shed many wh1te- and blue-collar jobs; m Fast Company's 

version, "Free Agent Nanon," a knowledge worker " DeclaratIOn of In

dependence" wntten m 1 997 by former VIce presidentlal speechwnter 

Damel H .  Pink, the larger corporate motives never come up at all. 

What had been "dmvnsizing" was now "free agency"-it was our dOing, 

a testament to the honesty, mdependent-mmdedness, and mtelligence 

of average people. Each of the vanous mdependent contractors whose 

tales made up Pink's story were said to have chosen "free agency," usu

ally out of an overriding moral disgust wIth corporate life. One self

employed woman complamed about the lack of "leadership" at her old 

company; another told Pink he Just couldn't be hImself as an em

ployee; a tlurd accused her former coworkers of bemg "fake, plastlc"; 

and Pink hImself recalled "mngtips that felt like vises alid necktles 
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that seemed like nooses." "Free agency" thus fit nicely mto the familI 
�i-' -_ ... .... lar narratIVe of corporate horror-the conformlty,-the fakeness, the hI-

. i 

I, erarchy-and mdiVldualistic rebellion that had tantalized rruddle-class 

Amenca since at least the sIXtIes. As an agent for software engineers 
I told Pink, "ThIs 15 the summer of love reVIsIted, man!" , 
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Other paradigms of worh1'lace democracy were hmted at: Pink 

talked to a former labor orgamzer WIth all manner of thlttles-style 

street-cred who seemed to believe, gratifyingly, that thmies-style labor 

strategles were no longer useful. Pink lumself, though, preferred the 

symbolism of the Amencan RevolutIOn, \Vlth whIte-collar workers as 

the good guys. By becorrung mdependent contractors, he asserted, "CIt

Izens are declanng thelt mdependence and draftmg a new bill of 

rights." Free agents were "demanding" that work be fulfilling; they were 

"gladly swap[pmg] the false promIse of secunty for the personal pledge 

of authenticity", they had "reversed the organiZIng premISes of work m 
America." In the tlngmg "DeclaratIOn of Independence" that accompa

nied the story, Pink wrote, "we, the working women and men of Amer

ica, declare ourselves free agents." 

Or maybe gettIng to wear what we wanted to work was only a sUP 

perficlal sort of freedom. Maybe "free markets" actually had little to do 

'Vlth liberty for most of us, maybe all this talk about "free agency" was 

a delusIOna1 effort to convince ourselves that the casualized worh."P1ace 

demanded by Wall Street was Just a great new path to personal fulfill

ment. That IS the clear, if umntended, message of the late-mnetJes 

writing of Harnet Rubm, the woman who founded Currency Books 10 
1 989 and who then left in 1997 to become what she called a "solmst," 

settmg down the tale of her "free agent" adventures for readers of Inc. 

magazme. While the resultmg story was meant to be mspiring, readers 

less mclined to see the magIc 10 the Jargon of the busmess revolutIOn 

must have found Its combmatlOn of pomposIty, sycophancy, and self
pity S1tnply horrifying. Although Rubm never made it clear exactly what 
a "solOIst" does, her diary-like tale suggests that her goal as a "free 

agent" was SImply to befriend the very, very rich and pander to their un

trammeled egotism. (To help them, as she puts It, "rethmk thelt legacy, 

--- ._.-
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their place In history, now, while they are at the peak of theIr powers.") 
--

-----Another.goal-seems ·to be to test . .whether_someone.can actually-live 

their life entuely according to the bad Ideas that she helped to trans

form IOta dieM dUrIng all those years she worked on manuscrIpts 

about learmng orgamzatlOns, one-to-one futures) and challenges to the 

corporate soul. Can she do it? She certamly tnes. She tells how she be

gan "interpretIng uncertamty as opportunity." She glones 10 the fact 

that "the old rules-corporate rules--<lon't apply." She complains 

earnestly about the problem of Insmcerity and how, 10 ordinary jobs, 

she would "end up squeeZIng my skills IOta an off-the-rack costume." 

She declares that, as a free agent, she IS on "a quest for Identity" and 

speaks of the need to create "an authentic role for myself." She com

pares gOlOg solo to belOg an artist and "mIXIng my own pamt." She 

busts out "oth a little workplace femInIsm as well, Imagmmg herself as 

a plOneer "gIrl guru." She even recalls the youthful "dreams" of the SIX

ties. All of whIch is to help her suck up to some young winner of the 

dot-com lottery and help them "plan theu legacy." 

Naturally the preSIding deity of RubIO'S world IS the market. It IS the 

force that has made these wondrous CEOs so very, very nch and that 

also promIses to let RubIn find her true self. I t  IS the surpasslOg mys

tery whIch she plans to make a career out of explicatmg. And navigat-

109 ItS dark paths is, of course, her field of expertise. One passage from 

her 111C. journals manages to bnng It all together: The market as source 

of divine wisdom, the necessIty of networking, the power of the great 

names, the famous CEO as the distant object of everyone's desire, and 

the frantic, superstitious slinging of management theory cliche by the 

desperate and the redundant. 

I deCide to let the market tell me what It wants from me, and in a few 

days I get an inVItation to have lunch with Andrew, a successfu] invest

ment banker. Andrew heard about me from George Stephanopolous, 

whom I don't know, who heard about me from someone else. Andrew 

wants to meet me because he thinks I have access to top CEOs. An

drew admrres Bany Diller, who gets investors to comnut lots of money 

------- ---
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to his ventures because they clunk he;s a VlslOnary. That's my cue! I tell 

Andrew that the best way to get access is not to use mtermediaries like 

me but to become a visionary hnnself. 

ThIS, then, IS how Rubm strikes her blows for authentlClty, for her own 

Immutable IdentJty, for womanhood, for the SIXtIes generation, for the 

workers of the world, even-by hangmg out at Davos, S""tzerland, and 

at Sun Valley, Idaho, asslstlng the nchest men on the planet to pass 

themselves off as "Vlsionanes. "1II 

Benevolent Dictators 

While the workers of the world were jearrung to understand downslZ-

109 as an opporturuty to search for personal authenticIty and a JOVIal 

billionaIre to attach themselves to, the managers who remamed behmd 

at the old corporatJon were also discovering that they would have to 

change their ways. The new manager-the figure who would let the 

market sun shine m on the old-style hIerarchy-would be an instlOc

tlvely faJrer, more enlightened creature. Vihile the old-style corpora

tion had been "authontanan," the new, marketlZed firm would be, by 

definition, a house of democracy, of freedom, of justlce. 

The theorist most responsible for persuading the world that "democ

racy" IS the appropnate metaphor for the hacked-down corporatIOn IS 

the previously mentIOned Peter Senge. Of course, hIS definitIOn of 

democracy is a little odd. Forget equality, justlce, and majority rule: 

What democracy IS about was the same thmg markets are about

humility. LIstening patIently to other VOIces, respecting the opmions of 

other people, and never getting too far above oneself. And, as Senge 

pomts out m The Fifth Discipline, this sort of democracy IS on the nse, 

bemg pushed ever onward by a new sort of manager, a market adept 

who IS also a person of deeply democratic pnnclples, who abjures the 

top·down ways of oJd for a system in whIch everyone bas a vOlce and 

can contribute to the advance of what Senge calls tbe 'II earning orga

nizatIOn." Tlus IS to be the polar opposite of the hierarchIcal dictator-
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ship. Not that the democracy of the "Iearnmg orgamzatlOn" involves 

----·.·---schemes for'leveled pal' scales 'or one-employee-one-vote or .anything . . . 

like that: What makes It so distmctive IS that It runs by "dialogue" 

rather than proelamatlOn. It IS staffed ",th enlightened execubves who 

will "listen" rather than SImply dictate, who ,,,tuously refuse to hold 

any Idea more strongly than any other. The Ideal type that emerges 

from 77,. Fifth Discipline and ItS sequels IS a figure of deep philosoph

ICal humility, a person who does not Slmply apply his or her own Judg

ments but who Instead soJiCitS the contribuuons of his entire team. 

The wisest among us, Senge \Vntes, ·'live.m a conbnual learnmg mode. 

They never 'amve.' " They remain "acutely aware of theIr O\vn 19no

rance, theu Incompetence, thelr growth areas." Senge returns agam 

and agam to thiS nobon of the humble nonJudgmentalist, salutmg 

those executives who realize that "nobody has the answers," who 

ach1eve "the state of bemg open," who "suspend certainty." They are 

tolerant capitalists. They have learned to share. As he puts 1t m hiS 

1 999 sequel, TIle Dance of Cluwge, the enlightened manager is "more 

comfortable WIth differences of opinion. They understand that thelf 

personal Vlew doesn't necessarily represent the absolute truth, that 

other people will see thmgs differently, and that everyone's assump-

tions are open to mqulry." In the learning corporatIOn, managers do not 

explmt thel[ charges, but mstead "proVldre] the enabling conditions for 

people to lead the most ennchmg lives they can." They forgive mis

; -

takes and reward expenmentatlOn. They expect employees to "chal

lenge the status quo." Markets demand openness and tolerance from 

those who seek profit; markets insist that all people be empowered and 

j F 
, 

• 

that all opmlOns be respected. The only thmg that markets seem to 

have no tolerance for-aSIde from the old-style mdustnal behemoth

are doubts about the beneficence of markets. 

ThIS 1S a doctnne that, once launched by Senge, was heartHy sec

onded by just about everyone 'Hltmg about busmess in the nineties. 

Describmg one of hIS many antihierarchlcal corporate models, 

Charles Handy envlslOned a new corporate "culture of consent" in 

whlch agreement replaces command and a "post-herolc leader" who 
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functIOns more like a teacher than a traditional corporate autocrat, 
--- leads his charges m a life that IS "one long teach-m." Significantly, 

Handy compares thIs new figure's dutIes to the populist gestures of 

vanous politiCIans, specifically "Clinton with hIs town meetmgs." Ane 

de Geus, a longtlme Shell executlve who made regular guest appear

ances m the works of Peter Senge before striking out as a guru on hIs 

own, Imagmed a similarly democratic arrangement when he Insisted 

that, m the age of infonnation, "judgment, on behalf of the company, 

could no longer be the excluslVe prerogative of a few people at the 

i 
• 

I ! 
( 
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Amta Roddick, the senslnve entrepreneur who likens her Body 

Shop cosmencs stores to schools, IS a VIrtual embodiment of thIS new 

democratIc Ideal. She claimed m her 1 99 1  memoirs to employ a ver

sion of "democracy at work" so advanced that sbe reports haVIng had a 

difficult ume conVIncing workers to question her authonty suffiCIently. 

Although she made It clear that employees were to "challenge the 

rules, to questlOo the status quo/' she pomts out that thIS is not 

enough, that entrepreneurs would have to "encourage lese majeste 

from your staff, by hollenng and hooting, by what you wear, by tbe lan

guage you use, by taking the symbols of authority and challengmg them 

all the tIme." EVIdently thIS is such a tall order that at one pomt Rod

dick even complains of difficulties finding employees nonconformIst 

enough to be able to deal with "the Idea of a company bemg qUlYh)' or 

zany or contemptuous of mediocnty."41 

Naturally Tom Peters says it best. Not only IS his model manager 

"liberated as hell," but thIS figure shuns absolutely the autocratic ways 

of the hIerarchy. " Barking orders is out," Peters writes in Liberation 

]I/!mzagemellt. "CuriOSIty, imtiative, and the exercise of imagmation are 

m." Peters' books of the nmenes were filled ,,�th zany entrepreneurs 
• 

and layer-flattening CEOs. He extols the toleration, nay, the enco"r-

ngement of mistakes and wars \vith hIS every sentence against central

lzanon, order, heSItatIOn, rules, propnety, balance, and consensus. 

''There IS always the danger that bIg, successful compames become ar

rogant," he quotes the CEO of clothmg manufacturer Hugo Boss as 
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sa)'lng. 'They start to thmk they know tlie nght answers, whIch is never 
--_. true-beoause-there·are ·no nght-answers.-If-you deal'Wlth contemporary -- --. .  -

art, ,t'll teach you very fast that there are many answers and some of 

them are wrong and nght at the same time."�� 

Some more au courant management authors even extended theIr 

horror of authonty and of closure into the formal literary framing of 

the,r thoughts. Senge and ills collaborators mvited readers to wnte m 

the margms of The Dance of CI'flI'ge. Ane de Geus announced that he 

had discovered the four defining characterist,cs of long-lived corpora

tions, but Immediately pomted out that these four statements were 

"not answers ," they were "the start of a fundamental inquzry." The 1998 

celebration of "change" entitled BLUR was sa,d to be "much more than 

a book" , it was a "WIndow Into a conversation," an "organic exchange of 

opmlOns" In vvhich the authors were by no means authontative. "We 

are not offenng the uitzmate word on our topics," they wrote, just "a 

starting pomt." A few pages Jater they Instructed readers to "be enti

ca-'," to "jom thlS conversation" and to "help us better understand what 

we've wntten." Some ought see In all thIS a VIrtuouS acknowledgment 

of the "death of the author" school of literary criticISm of the 1980s; 
• 

others m'ght note that, by a cunous twlst of "New Economy" fate, the 

"authors" of BLUR in fact weren't ,ts authors: A notice In my copy of 

the book ,dentifies their employer, the Ernst & Young consultancy, as 

the holder of the copynght." 

The Uses of Bolshevism 

It \vill probably surpnse no one to learn that when the busmess revo

lutionanes needed a s)'!nbol of ultimate evil w,th wh,ch to compare the 

practices they detested, they reached-Just as had generations of back

lashers, red·balters, and Amenca-Firsters before them-for the SOVIet 

Union. Antlcommunism has, after all, been the drn�ng force of Amer· 

ican conservatism for many, many decades; the demise of the ultimate 

evil Communist state could hardly be ""'Pected to prevent ihe great 
thinkers of business c,vilization from using ,ts memory to redden their 

----
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enemies_ On the contrary, the SOVIet Umon's collapse and breakup 

only enhanced Its usefulness as a busmess metaphor. Those who could 

be connected wlth It in any way were not unpatnohc or treasonous 

(and what did those terms mean after "the twilight of sovereIgnty," any

way?), but failures waltmg to happen, organIzatIons gettmg ready to 

seize up due to bureaucratIc mertla, Just as had thelf Moscow-based 

comrades In market�defiance. 

What will astonIsh those unfamiliar "oth the field are the people 

and organIzatIons that the young turks of management theory chose to 

compare to the commIes of old: the great American blue-chIp corpora

tions. The fact that Dow, IBM, McDonnell-Douglas, General Motors, 

and [helt brethren had all been stout cold warriors would be of no avail 

·in the red-hot free market cauldron of the business revolutIon. To the 

"latter-day red-baIters of management theory, those organizations' Size, 

their bureaucracy, their h,erarchy, and their mdividuality-suppressing 

dress codes pomted to one obVIous conc1uslOn. The same market-pop

ulist logIc that killed CommunIsm would soon kill them as well. So Just 

as the heIrS of Joe McCarthy had long mamtained that the main battle 

agamst Commumsm was the fight agamst liberals, pmkos, and softIes 

nght here among us, so it was that by the end of the nInetIes the "les

son" taught by the faU of the SOVIet Umon was almost entirely a do

mestIc one: that the big, arrogant corporaoon was doomed. 

ThIS line of reasoning was already something of a shibboleth by 
1 992. It was m that year that conservative journalist Peter Huber de

clared to readers of Forbes that it was "market forces and the informa

tion age" that had beaten the So,"ets and would soon force the 

clissolutlOn of "Amenca's largest econom]c organIzations." "If you've 

grown accustomed to a sheltered life InsIde a really large corporatIOn," 

he ad,osed, take care: ''The next Kremlin to fall may be your own." In 

his maSSIve 1 992 volume, Liberation Management, Tom Peters did his 

part to send this frurly workaday analogy into metaphor hyperspace: 

What uruted Communism and the traditional corporate model, it oc

curred to hIm, was arrogance. After all, he wrote, werenlt traditional 

American corporaoons, just like the recently collapsed "totalitanan 
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states," sImply "a hubnstic [SIC) exercise m 'controlling everythmg that 

���---" '-----'eJ(]"" srs ?'"'-Peters - went -on-to-dralv-an-explicit parallei between the-USSR -- .
and IBM (then a favonte "old economy" punchlOg bag), and asserted 

that "most [American] companies, like the old Smoet economy, are still 

gmded by comprehensible master plans that shnvel the human sprr]t 

[and] delay useful signals . . . .  "" 

Latter-day red-baitrng was not a uniquely Amencan literary strategy. 

Charles Handy, the Btitish guru, took a look back at the Cold War lo 
h,s 1994 book, The Empty Raincoat, and agreed that the enemy had 

been Wlthm all along. While "we were preoccupied with our common 

enemy In communism/' he wrote, we "convemently Ignored the fact 

that many of our largest organizations were run in a similar totaHtanan 

way."'; By 1 998, Wlth the business revolution in full sWlng and the fall 

of Communism haVIng been enshrmed as the one and only h,story les

son required by the new order, management authors began to make 

spectacular cirums for the red-smashmg power of theIr pet theones. To 

the Jacobin authors of BLUR, for example, It was perfectly ObVIOUS that 

the fall of Commurusm discredited not only "the entire concept of a 

centrally planned economy," but also Western compames that rejected 

the authors' olVn shrill version of the antihierarchIcal, notltraclition for

mula. After all, they observed, "Managenally, much of the West runs 

ItS corporations like the Soviets ran their economy," complete with that 

trademark Red "command-and-control approach" and gUldance pro

vided by a "centralized declSlon-making body like the PoHtburo." In 

fact-and even though they were writing almost ten years after the 

event-they could now divulge that it was the very phenomenon of re

ally fast, really excellent change ",ruch they had Identified as "BLUR" 

that was the real v.1nmng factor In the Cold War, the thing that finally 

made Ivan throw lo the towel. And for those Amencans who clung to 

CommIe ways at the plOnacie of their arrogant corporate hIerarcrues, 

they offered thIS word of warning: "If you're not adaptable, BLUR will 

get you, too. OrgamzatIOns that fail to replace bureaucracy and regula

tIOn WIth mternal markets and other adaptlve features compames 
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that resist BLUR, in other words-will fall like the wall and the SOVIet 

economy, Discredited, laughed at, In rubble,"'" 

But populism remained a language of the left, even when It was spo

ken by captains of industry and former speechwriters for Ronald Rea

gan, So even as the management thmkers of the nineties mdulged in 

theu casuai red-baitmg, they also Imagined themselves filling the hls

toncal role of the traditIonal VIctims of red-baIting: the American left. 

Like the labor movement, they sought to bnng democracy to the work

place; like the better-known lifestyle movements of more recent VIn

tage, the gurus struggled to allow every cItIzen to "be" hlm- or herself. 

Business was bnnging together the races. Busmess was abolishmg war. 

Business was building a multIcultural socIety. BUSiness thinkers and 

,mdustry leaders shared a deep concern for the environment and en

Joyed mtUltIve fnendshlps WIth whales, dolphms, orphans, and the 

peoples of the ThIrd World. 11,at theIr solutIOn for pretty nearly every 

one of these problems was some vanatlon on the libertarian prime di· 

rectIve get out of the way and let the market work ItS magIc-never 

seemed to Impede trus glamorous self-Image, Peter Senge, for example, 

announced that, as government has clearly failed to solve the country's 

SOClai problems, It would be up to busmess-that IS, to the new, "de

centralized, nonruerarchlcal" businesses bemg dreamed up by people 

with "radical corporate phiiosophies"-to "improve the injustIce that 

exIStS 111 the world."" Talk about legItimacy! Maybe It was the non

corporate world that needed to show why 1t existed. 

The figure who best captured the pseudo-Iefnst imagmatlOn of the 

busmess revolutIOn was Aruta Roddick, the leader of the early-nmetles 

"socially responsible business" movement, and a conslstent reciplent of 

guru praise throughout the decade." Roddick herself added conSIder

ably to the torrent of prose hailing her good works, publishing a volume 

of memOIrS In 1 99 1 ,  pennmg leftIsh columns for the London Indepen

dent newspaper, and producmg a series of pamphlets m whIch she 

exalted the figure of the "actl\�st" and contemplated the glory of "em

powerment." Roddick Involved herself enthUSIastically 111 the Amencan 



214 O N E  l\I A R K E T U N D E R  G O D  

culture wars, pounding the religIous right for its real and Imagined 

------tralfsgre·,siom;""'but -hergreatest-contributIons-were-to-the-ideology-of-· ..... .. 

• 

, 
; -

, 

market populism that would eventually supplant those battles. For her 

there was a natural and obvious link between business and "activism/' 

this latter a calling that Roddick seemed to regard as second only to 

samthood. Both purSUItS led to "empowerment," both reqUlred heapmg 

doses of nonconformIty and both Involved WIse mvestmg and careful 

shopping. Her own company, whIch she sometimes spoke of as a po-

Iibcal movement aU ItS own, even sold a brand of cologne for men 

called "ACtiVlst."�9 

Roddick's own VIews of corporate practIce, however, are well m the 

maInstream of "bus mess revolutIOnary" thought. Like nearly every 

other hIgh-profile corporate personality m the nmeties, Roddick was a 

vociferous opponent of traditional corporate pracbce, relating m her 

1 991 memOIrs how she outmaneuvered such typical villains as the 

"pmstriped dinosaurs" of the London financIal world and the wrong

headed professors of the Harvard Business School. She denounced 

corporate "arrogance" and "the tendency of many big companies to 

treat theIr workforce like children." More importantly, Roddick em

braced the trademark lefbst critique of the cosmetics industry, usmg it 

to blast her competitors. "It IS Immoral to trade on fear. It IS immoral 

constantly to make women feel dissatisfied WIth their bodies. It is Im-

moral to deceIVe a customer by making mJIade c1rums for a product, It 

IS Immoral to use a photograph of a glowing sixteen-year-old to sell a 

cream aimed at preventmg wnnkles in a forty-year-old." The Body 

Shop, by contrast, would be somethmg conSIderably more than a store. 

It would be "a force for SOCIal change," "a commumcator and an 

educator," for she, Amta Roddick, "soul trader," was m "into the con

sClOusness-raIsing business." Hence the store's well-known Identifica

tion of itself with all manner of noble causes and its peculiarly 

hectonng advertismg style, In whICh enormous sans-serif emphatics 

exhort readers to do all manner of good. But Roddick IS much more 
than a businesswoman ... .orh leftist politics. According to her own testi
mony the Body Shop actually is leftISt pail tics all on its own; a mer-

.. 
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chant of "the politics of human rIghts" as well as of soaps and sham-

�--·-poos. "We dedicated our bus mess to the pursuit 'of-positive social and 

enVIronmental change," she wrote in 1 997, "and got on wlth becommg 

an actiVJst organlsation purswng lr." Her advance through the malls of 

America was not just commercial success but the onward march of re

form.>O 

What makes the whole thmg plausible lS Roddick's Jackhammer au

thentlclty. While other cosmetics outfits mampulate women Wlth de

ceptive advertlsmg, the Body Shop deals m "the real." Her stores 

"radiate passion," her children speak "from the heart," her autobiogra

phy IS packed Wlth photos of her mteractmg mgenuously Wlth all man

ner of massIvely authentlc ThIrd World peoples, duly dressed in theIr 

tribal costumes. She even mforms readers that she flies first-class only 

so she can strike her blows for the People more effectively upon amval. 

(Those who critiCIze Roddick, by the way, are routmely dismissed as 

"cyrucs.") No troublesome complexitJes or excursions into gray areas 

are allowed to detract from her unquestJOnable goodness: She's agamst 

cruel, mean thmgs happenmg to ammals and to distant peoples. She 

thmks we shouldn't waste so much paper and plastic and glass. She's 

opposed to nuclear war. On ISsues of worlq)lace democracy Roddick 

reiterates the standard "busmess revo]utlonary" iine, although \VJth a 

curious tWlSt. While she has stated qUIte clearly that unions have no 

place m a nonexploitatlve workplace such as her own, Body Shop 

spokesmen have also responded to umon demands for recognition by 

playmg the "radicalism" card-not accusmg umons of bemg danger

ously pmk but inSISting that the Body Shop was Simply too radical for 

unlonsPI 

To be sure, Roddick and the "sOClally responsible business" move

ment suffered damagmg blows m 1 994 when a series of artleles 

pOInted out that the company had behaved in most Clrcumstances Just 

like any other enterprIse would, that ItS politlcs were mainly a "green

washed" brand Image meant to appeal to senSItive consumers, that m 

fact It sourced a smaller amount of its materIals through its much

vaunted 'Trade Not Aid" program than customers nllght have be-
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before MCI would declare that business was 10 the process of can

quenng all of the vanous oppressions of the UnIverse, the movement 

produced Fast Compm,)\ ItS own glossy magazine, a publicatIOn dedi

cated to the cunous proposItion that subverSives make the best bUSI

nessmen. 

GUlded by the belief that "the new busmess paradigm IS economIc 

democracy" and embracing the language of "revolutton" with a 

fetishism reminIscent of the late 1960s, Fast Company would dedicate 

its pages not to the establishment compames followed by Forbes and 

Fortune but mstead to the exploits of "busmess acm"sts" and "corpo

rate radicals." The magazine's premIere editonal was a manifesto for 

the "business revolutIOn," hailing the forces whose "convergence over

turns 50 years of received Wisdom on the fundamentals of work and 

compeuoon," and . announcmg that the corporate upheavals of the 

1 990s were "as far-reach1Og as the Industnal Revoluoon."" 

While you might worry about your future 10 an economy that 

seemed built only to ennch CEOs, Fast Compa11y was able to summon 

story after story of zany wod,place liberation. Early Issues offered tan

talizing glimpses of a "dis-organizatIOn" (a maker of heanng aIds, mun

danely enough) which mhablts an "anti-office" where "all vesttges of 

hierarchy have disappeared", related the saga of how a perfectly suc

cessful trouser manufacturer deCided to Implement "the most dramaoc 

change program in Amencan business," rooting out "resistance" and re

orgaruzmg Itself utterly because . . .  well, because It seemed like the 

thmg to do." 

Virtually every article In those early days seemed to contam some 

denuncIaoon of order or recIpe for subverong holdovers from the "old 

economy." There was the story about a Texas computer services com

pany that "consciously accelerates tlme/' with devices such as an in-
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structIonal VIdeo set to music by REM, reverse dress codes, and "cul

� .. �-- ture cops" who punish employees "when they talk the 1anguage of the 

old world of busmess." There was the confession of a former busmess 

---- ----_ . reactionary, mcluding anecdotes of how lus luerarchical ways inhibIted 

revolutionary behaVIor among the whne-collar rank and file. There 

were uplifting scenes in wluch retrograde executIves were taken 

"through a personal reinvention process to show them new ways of 

ieading."H 

And there were stones of workplace innovation so far-fetched that 

one wondered how they could be set down on paper. A 1 996 article en

titled 'The People of Hewlett Packard v. The Past" described how that 

company used a replica of a courtroom confrontation to stimulate a 

busmess meetmg and the frIendly and creative means by wluch It 

"killed off' an entlre diVIsion: by stagmg "a full-scale New Orleans-style 

Jazz-band funeral, deSIgned to help the division's people deal with the 

emotional loss and the prospect of mOVIng to other jobs." The company 

believed it was helpmg its employees to "celebrate transitIons," to 
.. break those rules that used to bind us to one career and one job. "All 

possibilities come from endings," Fast Compan)' quoted one executIve 

as saying. "One career IS fimshlng and another IS beginning.";' 

, ' 

; ; 

. i . . , 

'.: ; 

, 

I 

In addition the editors went to great lengths to unearth at least one 

seemmgly progressive operation per Issue: an African company that re

cycled its waste; the Whole Foods supermarket chain, wluch was 

thought to represent the "future of democratic capnalism" with its hlp 

"team members," whIch IS what It called its employees. Not only were 

such companies loved by the people who worked for them, but they 

were also powerhouses of profit. The free market worked just as well 

in the realm of polincal economy, the magazme contended, as it did III 

the reahn of making and trading thmgs. Left to Its own deVIces the 

market would not only make us rich, n would give us a Just society to 

boot. ;; 

Thus when Fast Compan)' profiled cool executives or denved work

place wisdom from people like Hunter S. Thompson or Bruce Spnng

steen, it was not Just rippmg off rebel culture but explaming the 
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place themselves: as the Wall Street Journal described the magazine's 

baSIC Idea, "BUSIness was overtaking politIcs as a force for SOCIal 

change,'! The revolution whose anthems Fast Com.pany was so rever

ently composing was nothIng less than the replacmg of CIvil SOCiety by 

busmess culture. "Corporations have become the dommant institution 

of our tIme," one of the magazine's writers insisted. <!occupying the po-

SitIon of the church of the Middle Ages and the nation-state of the past 

two centunes," CorporatIons were becoming SOCiety, and the hlp bUSi

nessman knew it. �g 

Fast Company's totalitarian streak could sometimes grow quite pro

nounced_ The cover of its first Issue announced the new dispensation 

With two rather terrifying aphonsms-"Work is Personal" and "Com

putIng IS Social"-that summed up its VIsIOn of society as something 

that existed Withm and between the office complexes of the world and 

the upscale suburbs where the world's change-agents spent their down 

time, These declaratIons were offered up not as developments to be re

SIsted hut as prinCiples of revolutionary liberation (one can easily In

vent others along the same lines: ''boss is Jove," "office is home," "temps 

are nch') \iVhen human and politIcal values were mentioned m the 

magazme, it was usually not for some inherent quality of thelf own, but 

because they brought us into alignment with the spirit of the market 

and the corporation, One article on the solemn subject of leadership, 

for example, pam ted out that "self-discovery" IS an essentIal business 

practIce, and that "if you want the kind of performance that leads to 

truly exceptional results," you must embrace a sort of corporate tao: 

"You have to be willing to embark on a Journey that leads to an align

ment between an individual's personal values and aspIratIOns and the 

company's values and aspirations. ";9 

Far from fnghtening readers or sparlcing popular movements to limit 

the msane ambitIons of the corporation, Fast CompM'J1 like the bUSI

ness revoluDon, did Just the opposite, It prospered fantastically_ By 
decade's end it boasted a Circulation of some five hundred thousand; 
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according to New York Times Maga.",e wnter Tom Vanderbilt it also 

boasted twenty-five thousand readers who were so dedicated to its pro

nouncements that they Jomed local discussIOn groups referred to as 

"cells."" And It had become a fat magazine mdeed, bulked Up to more 

than three hundred pages a month by the advertIsmg of New Economy 

startups eager to add theIr amens to the editorsl VISIOns of progress 

through benevolent corporate dictatorship. 

While It was true that Unions had been rolled back so compre

hensively that economIC democracy basically ceased to eXIst, Fast 
Compan), along Wlth an enUre mdusrry of SOCIal thinkers, energeUcally 

assured Arnencans that they had nothmg to fear. The market, if we 

would only let it into our hearts and our workplaces, would look after 

us; would see that we were paId what we deserved; would give us kind

hearted bosses who listened, who recycled, who cared; would bnng a 

democratic revoluuon to indusrry that we could only begm to Imagine. 
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Legitimacy 

HolV Bl.siness Got Its S01l1 Bach 

Corporauons like to refer to themselves as "families." 

Shouldn't It be the ocher way around? 

-Adtlertlsemela for Memll LJ'lIdt, 1999 

What Does Management Literature Manage? 

Ha'�ng established the corporation as the Ideal vehIcle for economIC 

democracy, as an InstItution worthy of the respect and obedience of its 

employees, the management theory of the mnetJes moved to its second 

great project of legitJmation: Informing readers of the corporatIOn's 

nghtful place In socIety. Ha,ong addressed us as employees, It now pro

ceeded to speak tD us as citJzens. Here, tDD, mlsapprehenslOns born of 

the demDcratIc impulses of the past needed to be cleared up. Did, fDr 

example, the state really have the nght to tax or regulate or control or 

(heaven forbId) break up the corporatlOn, as people seemed once to 

have believed? And here, too, the solutlOn arnved at by the manage

ment theonsts was to announce that the corporauon, as a creature 

called into eXIstence by the market, was of a speCIal and even a super-

220 
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human nature. In fact) the corporation was democratic in a way that 

� ---- - - transcended our limited understanding of the term. The correct atu

tude when in Its presence was chiidIike awe. 

To make such paints the gurus would have to wander pretty far 

afield from the practical matters of worlq,lace theonzing. And thIS ex

panding of the discIplines pumew became more and more noticeable 

as the decade went on. While earlier generations of gurus had mainly 

pondered effiCIency or "excellence," the thmkers of the "busmess rev

olutIOn" gradually became freebootmg soclal theonsts, producmg an 

elaborate body of conjecture 10 which all premISes, all discIplines, all 

arguments, and even all prose styles were permitted but In whIch only 

one conclusion could be arnved at: The new corporate way is the nght 

way. Management literature, 10 other words, became a glorified form of 

public relatlOns. 

Not that management theory was ever entirely free from the imper

atIves of corporate publiCity. Under scrutlny, even Its greatest sCIentific 

moments turn out to be trunted '¥Jth PRo Take tbe legendary 
Hawthorne expenments, tbe SCIentific bedrock on whicb stands the 

human relations school and market populism generally. In a detailed 

1 9 9 1  exammatJOn of the soclal and corporate context in which Elton 

Mayo came to hIS famous concluslOns, h15torian Richard GillespIe 

shows that even before tbe expenments were conducted, AT&T had 

been an outspoken champIOn of "employee representation" schemes, 

its executives generat10g endless talk about the "human" corporatlOn 

and "democracy 10 bus1Oess." Hawthorne folklore always presents tbe 

e..'\-penments' central finding-that workers respond well \vhen they are 

treated properly-as a surpnse or accIdental discovery; in fact, It fit 

quite well mto AT&Ts eXIsting theory of worh-place relanons.'  

Nor did AT& Ts "democratlc" corporate ideal arise from purely hu

mamtanan motives. As Gillespie pomts out, the corporate rage for "em

ployee representation" in the twenties arose directly from the senes of 

bloody and highly ,"sible confrontatlons \\Oth Unions in the preceding 

decade-and from tbe public outrage that always followed. The early 

leaders of tbe "human relatlOns" management school were ""-pliCltiy 
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concerned with mInimizing worker discontent and preemptmg union 
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---�--orgamzmg-efforts:-A'F&-1'-had 'Its-own-unique-corporate-problems-to -- - , .�+
worry about as well, It was, of course, a monopoly, and m that age of 

enthusiastic trust-busting AT&T went to great lengths to persuade the 

public to think of It as a lovable, democratIc orgamzatlOn, In additIon 

to Its humanitarian relations wi th its workers. It emphasized its vast 

number of stockholders, presentIng them-as busmess Ideologues 

contInue to do today-as eVidence of the company's public-mmded-
, ness. � 

fvlayo's own presentauon of the Hawthorne "findings," moreover, 

showed him to be a deeply committed ideologue, He specifically pro

posed enlightened management as an alternatIve to (if not a way of 

stavmg off) government intervenbon In the economy. Furthermore, ac� 

cording to Gillespie, this advocate of worker-friendly management me

thodically discounted workers' own thoughts about the Hawthorne 

events as the irratIonal babbling of children and understood thelt oc

casional assertions of independence as eVIdence of a pathologicai 'bol

shevism," Mayo was altogether typical of the human relations tradition 

of busmess theory, By the late thuties, after unions had achieved a de

gree of power in the workl'lace, these consultants still understood it as 

their duty to limit that power,' 

Whether Taylonst or humanist, theones of management were sold 

as a way of defusmg class conflict while keeping control of the shop 

floor firmly m the hands of the owners, As a tool of "nonviolent SOCial 

contro]," management theory is, as Barbara Ehrenrelch has argued, a 

close relative of public relatlOns, another profession born at the same 

time to achieve roughly similar goals.' In historian Roland Marchand's 

masSIve 1998 study of the public relations mdustry, the commonalities 

between the two fields are made spectacularly clear, As Marchand 

pomts out, nearly every one of the massIVe campaigns of "instItutional" 

advertISIng mounted by the great corporatIOns before World War II was 

launched m order to counter some potentially costly critique or other, 

AT&T, In those days one of the most hated corporate powers of all, 

took center stage: It responded to ItS poor public Image not only by em-
. ." · ' "  · "." 
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phaSlZIng the humane management practices symbolized by the 

Hawthorne experiments but also With· an intensive and long-running 

public relatIOns campaign. For decades, AT&T countered public sus

p'CIOn by describIng Itself as an unusually public-mInded enterpnse, a 

uniter of peoples, an "industrial democracy," a provider of a "unIversal 

servlce," an "annihilator of space," a "Ivlain Street" fixture-themes re

cycled endlessly In the breathless busIness wntIng of the Internet

addled nmetles. The campa1gn was conSIdered a resounding success 

for public relations In general: When the antitrust showdown finally 

came In the 1930s and AT&T emerged unscathed, admIrers credited 

ItS thIrty-year public relations effort with sparIng the company from the 

regulatory deluge.' 

But whether It was AT&T, General Motors, RepUblic Steel, or 

Goodyear mounting the PR blitz, and whether the particular obstacle 

bemg antICIpated was government- or union-related, Marchand insists 

that each campaign was part of a smgle overarching endeavor: "the cor

porate quest for SOCIal and moral legitimacy." The most commonplace 

cntIcism of the great busmess orgaruzations cornmg to dommate Amer

Ican life at the turn of the century, he remmds us, was that while they 

had been legally defined as mdh'lduals, they lacked "soul." They were 

arrogant behemoths vlithout conscience or accountability, upsetting 

the lives of millions and disturbmg the rhythms of Amencan life SIm

ply to enrich a small cotene of robber barons . Corporations were no

body's fnend." 

The effort to make corporatIOns everybody's fnend, to create what 

Marchand calls "corporate soul," became an Important objective of 

corporate speech. The effort brought employment to an army of admen 

and public relations e"perts. It YIelded thousands of advertIsements, 

house magaZInes, and worlds' faIr exhibIts testifymg to the essentIal hu

manness of the corporation. The corporatIOn portrayed Itself as a pub

lic servant and a fnend of family life. It bathed Itself m small-town 

sentImentalism, clothed Itself In the garb of the plam people. It gave 

up the arrogant self-interest of the Vanderbilts and Fisks for a rIngmg 

speCIes of cultural populism. It became one of us. 
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Although Marchand discusses the project of corporate soul-creatIOn 

------lnamly-m-terms-oHonnally sponsored -speech, - one-·can-clearly-see -It-be------ 

ginrung to seep mto the nascent field of management theory. And m the 

.... . 
, 

age of the "New Economy" consensus, of the sexy mergmg and blumng of 

so many once mcompatible fieids, management theol)' and PR have be-

come virtually mdistmguIShable_ While public relations seeks to personal-

Ize or humamze parncular industnes or corporatIOns, management theory 

does so for the (new style) corporation generally, mformmg us of the free-

dom that 15 to be ours when the dictates of the market are finally followed 

to the letter. Both eXIst to rationalize corporate behavior. The publisher of 

Fast Company describes rus magazme as "a religIOn") the cognoscenti now 

use clle term "evangelist" to describe what used simply to be called a 

"guru." The role of the \\ose is not merely to help corporatIon folk in therr 

quest for effiCIency, but to preach, to proselytize, to convert.' 

i'vlanagement theor;/s new role as PR becomes even more apparent 

when one looks to the corporat1Ons that have the most to fear from a 

reviVal of labor or an actiVIst federal government. Just as the most 

hated monopolists of the turn of the century became the most enthu

SIastic patrons of Institutlonal advertIsmg and human-relatIons man

agement theones, so the most enthusiastIC corporate leaders of the 

"busmess revolunon" are people like Bill Gates, who has wntten two 

books of management theory and whose company runs commercIals 

proclalmmg that Its monopolistIc reach IS (like AT&Ts m the 1 920s) 

Just a way of permItting you to "go" anywhere you deSIre. In fighting the 

antItrust SUIt of the late 1 990s, Microsoft's lawyers and spm doctors 

were joined by a host of management theonsts, all of them rallymg to 

the company's defense m op-eds and full-page ads across the land. 

When it finally became apparent that Microsoft would be Judged a mo

nopoly In November 1 999, ItS offiCIal react10n (according to the H011 
Street JOlinInl) was to roll out even more management theolY, to ratchet 

up ItS populist rhetonc, to launch a new campaign celebrating the "per

sonal empowerment" that the company IS said to permit, and to tag its 

persecutors as noXIOUS "advocates of centralized contro1."s 
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\lVherever one turns, the same cunous logic seems to hold true: The 

corporatlOns most praIsed by the gurus for ·theu sensItive and tolerant 

and listerung management styles seem to be the comparues "oth the 

most skeletons In theu closet. Jack Welch, the CEO who has trans

formed General ElectrIc from a manufacturer mto a seIVlce conglomer

ate, probably represents the clearest-cut case of a manager who has 

done the bidding of Wall Street at the expense of what used to be called 

hIS "stakeholders." Through an enelless program of layoffs, downsIZIng, 

outsourcIng, and move-ern-south demdustnalizatlOn, Welch managed 

to deliver miraculous rewards to his shareholders and poverty and un

employment to many of the towns and people who used to work for 

him. According to the glowing accounts of Welch's deeds in manage

ment literature, however, hIs really unportant accomplishment IS the se

nes of employee rap sesSIOns he Inaugurated. Known as the 'Work-Out" 

program, It brings together workers and managers to discuss theIr dif

ferences (with the help of a management consultant, of course) In what 

the company called "town meetIngs," adding yet another layer of mean

inglessness to what was already the most abused populist cliche of the 

decade. The company has also generated such mystenous entitIes as 

"RAMMP teams" and a "Six Sigma" program. The fact that a few years 

before "Neutron Jack" had been enthusiastically termInating the sarne 

people he was now "empowenng" doesn't seem to have confused any

one: The combInatIon of soanng share pnce, democratic rhetonc, and 

promInent employment for an array of consultants has made Welch one 

of the most admIred CEOs of the decade, hailed by Tom Peters as a 

"Charter Member of the Lunatic Fnnge.'" 

Similarly, Shell Oil, well-known to readers of management literature 

as the bIrthplace of the "learnIng organIzation," is equally well known 

outsIde the guru community as a reliable fnend of dictators the world 

round, garnermg extra credit In the mId-nmeties for Its entanglements 

In a particularly nasty epIsode in Nigena. AT&T, a compulSIVe con

sumer of new management theory, smglehandeelly provoked the 

biggest wave of antlcorporate feeling m the decade when it Imd off 
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forty thousand employees one day 10 1 996." The list could be ex-

----t"e""noedlnoefimtely ·- --

When Roland Marchand recounted the long cultural struggle of the 

corporatIon to create a "soul" for Itself, he was describmg a fundamen

tally defenslVe operatIOn. 'The soulless corporation" had been one of 

the sharper arrows in the qUlVer of the Populist, trustbuster, muck

raker, New Dealer, and labor leader, and 10 establishing their 

metaphoncal personhood, corporanons were sImply fighnng the larger 

battle agamst regulation and uruomzallOn by slightly more abstract, 

more poetIC means. 

No one has senously charged a corporanon With "soullessness" for 

many years ." Like all cliches, the phrase died of its own success. And 

yet the corporate response that Marchand studies-the efforts to prove 

that compames were Just as human as the rest of us, that they were 

"good neIghbors," small-town fixtures, "folks"-Iived on as if by some 

logIC of lis own. Now, though, the corporatIOn was on the offensive, 

nOlsily establishmg its "soul," its personhood, and hence ItS legItimacy 

even as It downSIzed the ranks of ItS blue-collar employees, smashed 

the company towns to whIch It had once sworn eternal loyalty, out

sourced every possible job, and rem traduced Americans to the 

grotesque social formatIOns of the nmeteenth century. 

While "creating the corporate soul" had been, in the penod Mar

chand studies, the province of advertismg and PR, in the ninetJes it be

came the duty of management theorists. And they took to it With a 

directness and a philosophIcal convicnon that would have boggled the 

minds of the hardened PR men of the thrrlles. The efforts to prove that 

a corporanon could be, In some profound sense, as human as the rest 

of us began in earnest Wlth the very first shots of the business revolu

tIOn. As early as 1 990,- Peter Senge was mSlSnng that the hallmark of 

the good corporallon, what he calls the "learning orgaruzation," was 

that it had a "splfitual foundatIOn." [t was a place where mdiVlduals un

derwent some sort of enlightenment regarding their role In the um

verse, the market. As such, the relatJOnship between this "learning 

orgamzatIon" and its workers must be consIdered "sacred" rathe� th�n 

; I . : . 
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"instrumental ." Under no conditions should they be blasphemed WIth 

. anythmg as 10gocentrIc.as a contract. Thus Senge suggests that the cor

porate practJce of slgnmg contracts WIth workers be abandoned In fa

vor of "covenants," whIch are nonbInding but whIch "reflect umty and 

grace and pOIse." As if to silence the guffaws of any workIng-class read

ers who have somehow made It far enough Into 71le Fifth DisCIpline to 

encounter thIS passage, on the very next page Senge shifts to the sub

Ject of "cynIcIsm" and how to prevent people from scoffing at these 

hlgh-mmded Ideas when once they are put IOta effect in the work

place.12 

But It was not until the 1 994 appearance of the bestseller Bn;lt to 

Last, a stud)' of compames that had prospered for long stretches of 

time, that the corporation's essennal humanness became one of the 

reIgnIng cliches of the decade. As the book's submle, "Successful 

HabIts of Visionary Companies," transferred onto the corporate entIty 

the attributes ("habits") that pre\Oous motlVational literature had re

served for "lughly effectIVe people," the book's central argument trans

ferred to the corporatIOn the metaphYSIcal property once thought to be 

umquely human. What distingUished "Vlsionary companies" was a 

"core ideology," a set of "values" that never changed, regardless of who 

directed the company or what went on In the broader economy. While 

some compames were mterested only In profit, the "V1slOnary" corpora

tIOns came up with miSSIOn statements, dec1arations of principle, "ide

alized \Oew[s] of its self-identIty," theones about "the wlI)' of busIness." 

And what mattered, the authors InSIsted, was not the specific content 

of those statements of purpose, but how truly the companies believed. 

The \OslOnary company had a sort of splntual authentICIty: "[The com

pany founders] articulated what was Inside them-what was In the" 

gut, what was bone deep. It was as natural to them as breathing. It's 

not what they believed as how deeply they believed It. . .  AgaIn, the 

key word IS anthentlcity No artifiCial flavors. No added sweeteners. 

Just 1 00 percent genume authentlClty."" 

Although BlIilt to Last had compared '\oslOnary compames" to cults, 

it did not use the word "soul." That came later, most notably in a slim 

· 
1 
• 

i 
: 
I 
! 
• 



228 O N E  l\I A R K E T U N D E R  G O D  

1996 volume enmled Redef",mg Corporate SOHI. Here the logiC of cor-

----···---poratel'ersonhood was 'explamed In ·the· familianerms-of-middle-class 

man's personal search for authenticity: Just as the questing organiza

tIOn man had to get In touch with hIS true self by stnpping away the 

layers of conformity he had accumulated over the years, so corpora

tions had to develop a "llere-alld-l101V coutnct with tlteir awn l1utl1entJc

'l)�thelT corporate sOHI. " Agam the key IS a truthfulness of spmt, a sort 

of deep dedication to some great purpose, not Just a superfiCial com

mItment to the guru du Jour-'Just talking globalism or quality or 

teamwork or reengineenng doesn't cut the mustard."14 Just as day

traders must learn humility In order to profit from the markees fluctu

atIOns, so execut.lVes must really believe m the eternal goodness of the 

market: CEOs must outsource soulfully; when they move the plant to 

MeXlco the deed has to come from the heart. 

But leave it to the senomental Charles Handy to come up with the 

most far-fetched statement of corporate personhood. In TI,. Hung!)' 

Sptnl, hIS 1997 effort, he declared that corporations need "to know 

what theIr telos or consummg purpose is, for they, too, are hungry SpIr

its at heart, seeking for the meamng m all theIr strmng." Fortunately, 

Handy had already resolved theIr quest in hiS 1994 blast at the prob
lem of conformity, TIle Empl)' Rai"coat. The purpose of the corpora

tIOn, he had declared then, was not just to make a profit, but to live: 

"We mIght call it the eXlstentIal company." God may be dead but the 

corporatIOn lived on, free to find Its own purpose and act as it saw fit 

here on earth. TIle "exIstentIal company," as he proudly defined It, was 

somethmg that "exISts In its own right," that "has a life and a future of 

ItS own." Within a few years, of course, the notion had been elUCidated 

at book length. Arie de Geus argued In 1 997 not only that "the com

pany IS a Hvmg bemg" (like humans, compames learn, they have Iden

tltles, they have reJatIonslups, they grow, and they die) but that It was 

a lughe,. order of living bemg than a human: It could potentially live for 

hundreds of years, if not forever. '; A Japanese robot manufacturer, 

quoted m a popular management text, put the matter well when he 

said, "I see the company as an InfimteIy growing child. I will die, but it 
.. , . , 
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continues to live, and my responsibility IS to see to that. And I want to 

contInue to build better and better robots ." Not only was the corpora

tIOn a happier sort of human than us mortals-u\;ng forever as a child, 

an angelic beIng of learnIng and Innocence-but It was acnvely and 

nghtfully working to replace us Infenor beIngs with machines." 

The argument was even more potent when merged WIth that other 

subject of busmess mysnclsm, the brand. Like Its soul, a company's 

brand was thought to have somethmg to do WIth its mnermost Identity. 

Brands were eternal as well, generally believed to be the one aspect of 

a company that would allow It to weather the tumultuous waves of 

"change" that everyone thought were coming. Great significance was 

attributed to brands by the bUSIness revolutlOnanes: Brands were the 

mtangible magic that separated the good corporanons from the bad; 

brands were trust; brands were a promise; brands were a subtle nego

tIation between consumer and corporation; brands were a conversa

tion; brands were the am�l of democracy, the place where the 

relationshIp between corporatIon and customer was hammered out; 

brands were democracy ItSelf. The brand, readers of management lit

erature were told, was the correct way to thmk about natIOn-states; It 

was the correct way to think about politics; it was the correct way to 

tlunk about history. 
The other shoe did not take long to drop. Between the head-S\\,m

mIng concept of the "corporate soul" and the awesome power believed 

to Inhere In the brand, It was not long before someone proposed that 

corporations, what WIth therr brands and all, were in some crucial way 

more JUt11JaH than 115. It  was we who should be modeling ourselves after 

the artifacts of busmess life. Naturally the honor fell to Tom Peters, 

whose essay "The Brand Called You" appeared in the August/Septem

ber 1 997 issue of Fast COHll'nJ"l)( For Peters it \vas an unusual excursion 

into the personal-motivation and -grooming SIde of the management-lit 

trade; for the rest of us It was a terrifying glimpse of the comIng total

corporate state, a sort of Dress for Success reWrItten by Chrurman Mao. 

''Today brands are everythIng," Peters wrote, and he wasn't kidding. 

The brand was the Idea to which everyone was graVItating, every busi-
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ness surrendering. So pervasIVe are -brands, Peters observed, that we 

--'-'-ii'ihaoitil"newbriii1o -world, " -a' place ',vherenbtandnippeare:d --every

where, """plamed everythmg, TUrning to the logo-ndden clothes we 

wear, Peters chants, "You're branded, branded, branded, branded," 

-

It would not do to try to re51St tlllS "new brand world" Peters told us 

that it was "inescapable." The correct response was to internalize the 

10gJc of branding, "It's thIs sImple," he wrote: TOll are a brand, You are 

In charge of your brand," You had what amounted to total freedom 

when It came to promoting your brand/your self. If you turned out to 

be good at branding you could even "establish your own mIcro equiva

lent of the Nike swoosh," by whIch you could "put yourself In a great 

bargamIng posItion for next season's free-agency market," But you had 

no chOIce about the larger context Since we now mhablted a funky de

mocratic free-far-all In whIch long-term employment was laughed at as 

"indentured selVltude" and the reactIOnary "Generals" (General Mo

tors, General Mills, General Electric, General DynamicS) were to be 

forgotten, all of we "free agents" were on the Job hunt forever, not Just 

two or three tImes in our lives, The pnce of all this freedom? Eternal 

vigilance about the way you present Brand You, And remember-we're 

watchmg! "Everything you do"-Peters mentioned the way you talked 
on the phone, the way you did e-mail, whether or not your ''brand You 

bUSIness card" had "a cool-looking logo"-"is part of the larger message 

you're sending about your brand," What's more, we were adVlsed to 

check In every so often ,,"th the preSIding deity of this "new brand 

world," the Market, m order "to have a reliable read on your brand's 

value." Perhaps senSIng that the "new brand world" he IS evolang was 

neIther free nor attractIVe, Peters closed the essay by hintmg at a dif

ferent sort of mcentIVe: "Start today, Or else."" 

Symbolism I: The Corporate Naive 

One of the most remarkable management texts to appear m J 998 was 

Orbitmg tile Giant Hmrball, whIch publicists described as "originally 

self-published and already a busmess cult-claSSIC," The idea of DIY 
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business lit IS admittedly a strange one, but the most strilang feature 

of OrbitiHg was its cunous detetmmatlon to render the various themes 

of the busmess revolution m the manner of children's books. The 

book's author, Gordon MacKenzIe, a "corporate holy man" at Hallmark 

Cards, touched bnefly on Just about every one of the main themes of 

the decade: the Importance of CreatIVIty, the perils of conformity, the 

nature of true learmng, the problem of soul, the need for authentICIty, 

the company as a li\�ng thmg, and the horror of the conventIOnal au

thontarIan corporatIOn (the "halrball" of the title, m case you were 

wondering). But the theme that really dommates the book is the punty 

and innocence of children. Childhood IS the thmg that the old-style hI

erarchical corporation tames and destroys> the thing we in the busmess 

revolution must struggle to retain. Orbitmg opens with MacKenzie VIS

Iting an elementary school and pondenng how the students' "creative 

gemus" was systematically suppressed as they grew older; it ends WIth 

a fantasy about the "masterpiece" that God commissions each of us to 

paint as Infants> but whlch project IS hijacked by "SOCIety" and turned 

into a conformIst paint-by-numbers. The vast majority of the illustra

tions, which are placed randomly on almost every page, are done in a 

faux-naive style-g'lorified stick figures, bIg dots over the 'j's, a feIgned 

ignorance of perspective-that carefully mImics the scrawl of elemen

tary-school doodling. The appropnate attItude of a nineties-style cor

poration man, it suggests, IS one of childlike wonder. '" 

And just about wherever thinkers were pondering the corporate 

conditIon In the nineties> they were commg to the same conclusIOn> 

settling on the same palette of Imagery to describe the proper way of 

Imagmmg the new-style corporatIOn. In the works of Charles Handy, 

children come up agam and agam as a model for the true and unaf

fected style ofthmking that all good corporations should embrace. The 

same is true for Peter Senge, who entitled a chapter of 71,e Fift1, Dis

Cipline, "Rediscover the Child Leamer WIthIn Us." Busmess evangeiist 

Guy Kawasalti instructs hIS readers on the critical task of standing up 

to e'perts by reprinting an entire children's book from the 1 940s In the 

pages of hIS 1 999 management text, Rules for Revah,tia"",,es. Even the 
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• hardened strategISts, Hamel and Prahalad, suggest that a good way to 

�----... -guess ·at -future-developments ·m -mdustry-is-to-assume-"a -childlike ·m- - - - 
nocence."!9 

• 

ThIs supenor wIsdom of children could sometimes take on qUIte a 

menacmg form: Not only were the very young thought to be spectacu

lady smart, but they were supposed to have little patience for the old

economy ways of their elders. Like the Internet, \Vlth whIch they were 

saId to enJoy an unusually close and understanding relationshIp, chil

dren were sometimes understood as a funous and vengeful force, 

sweepIng out the patnarchs and hIerarchs of old WIth extreme preJu

dice. BusIness theorist Don Tapscott, speaking at the panel discussIon 

mentioned above, attributed to the people he called "the kids" a preter

natural power of commercIal Judgment, ready to nail a company m

stantly if ItS ads made claIms that ItS products didn't back up. These 

"kids" had zero tolerance for old ways of corporate organizanon; they 

were "authorities on the bIg revolution that's changmg busIness, com

merce and learmng, entertainment, government and the firm. . "20 

Leave It to Tom Peters to take thIs argument a m-i-i-l-I-o-n steps fur

ther. Kids RULE! Companies 1II1Ist have them! And F-K those med

dling feds who say otherWIse! "Forget federal and state child-labor 

laws," he froths m 71,e Circle of Innovatiol1' ':If your mformation sys

tems/information technology operation doesn't have a 'semor executlVe' 

under the age of 1 5  . . .  or at least under 25 .' . .  you're In trouble."" 

Let us gIVe Peters the benefit of the doubt here and assume that he IS 

not really planrung In some dark and underhanded manner to actually se

cure the repeal of child-labor laws. Even so, the busIness revolution's fas

CInation w1th the innocence of children remams astolUshmg. In 

instltutional advertlsmg the fanciful connection between the "New 

Economy" and the nobility of children ballooned mto a full-blown aes

thetIC , a corporate naive style. 'Nhenever some pomt about the funda

mental benevolence of the new corporate order needed to be nailed 

down, companies were sending a boy to do The Man's Job: MGI using 

a tmy tot to tell the world that they were abolishing space, that "there 

will be no more there". Merrill Lynch filming a ten-year-old gIrl wan-
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dering through Berlin and South Afnca in order to symbolize the birth 

--_. --_.. and Innocence of the "New Economy" , Lockheed-Martm IntroduCIng 
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a new generation of fighter planes by showing a child regarding one 

WIth wonder; KPMGlPeat MafWlck USIng a conversation over a five

year-old's lemonade stand to illustrate the magIC of outsourcmg In the 

age of the Internet; Agilent usmg slo-mo footage of children sWInging 

on an old [Ire near a white pIcket fence to boast of how it Inspects com

puter chIps; or International Paper and Umon Camp, who chose to an

nounce theIr 1 999 merger WIth graVltas-grabbIng black-and-white 

footage of two kids playing together-and to e"plain the timeless SIg

nificance of the event \vith an announcer of no more than eight: "Can 

the combrned ideas of two innovatIve companies also change the way 

we look at things? Can it umte mto somethIng greater? Can it make all 

our lives better? It  can and It will."" 

It was IBM, though, that won first pnze for the most egregious use 

of the corporate naIve. In a purely busIness-to-business campaign that 

ran in the summer of 1 999, the company dubbed ItS vanous Unix 

servers "the magIC box." In each ad tim "magic box," black and emg

matlC Uke the monolith In 2001 (or the object on the cover of Led 

Zeppelin's PreseHce album), IS shown as an object of worshtpful con

templation by a child. Here a tot stares up at a black box before a 

baroque building; there one leans agaInst a black box sprouting incon

gruously from Central Park; in a third pIcture a group of uniformed 

Japanese children join hands In a ring as they celebrate the black box 

that has landed In theIr schoolyard. Although the fine pnnt lets you 

know all you need to know about the computer's techmcal features and 

runs through a respectable array of business-revolution Jargon ("band

\\odth," "knowledge management," "delivenng shareholder value," 

"gromng a business"), it's the clumsy, childlike bIg print that makes 

grandiose claIms for the product's nobility: ''The magic box bnngs peo

ple together", 'The magic box IS always there for you." In one corner of 

an eight-page "magic box" ad that ran In the H011 Street joltf1!al, stick

figure dra"ongs help us understand how "bUSIness people use the 

magIC box to send e-mails to other bUSIness people and theIr mothers" 
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and also how "entrepreneurs use the magIc box to compete agamst :--_::- i 
-- i 

----ltheir-former-bosses.�Mommy,-can-l-please.outsource-the-Job_now?!.'.. _ _ _ ___ _ _ � .. _+:-
In an age when preserving the mnocence of children served as the 

justificallon for everythll1g from disastrous ATF assaults to the im

peachment of the president, there were of course any number of ef-

forts by various political factions and social movements to capture the 

brand Image of the child for theu own cause. The "busmess revolu

llon," though, had especially good reasons to Identify Itself so ham

handedly with mnocence. On the most obVIOUS level, children 

symbolized the way they Wished Amencans to r�gard them and the 

"New Economy" in genera1. To understand IndustrIal enterprise as a 

child-or, even better, to thmk about mdustrial enterprise from a 

child's perspective-was mstantly to deny its calculatmg Side, Its bru-

tal, monopoly-seeking, lock 'em out, send-in-the-goon-squad nature. 

To portray a manufacturer of attack]ets as the beloved companion of a 

small boy may turn the stomachs of some Viewers, but the ad's makers 

no doubt believed it humamzed the company m question In the 

bluntest, most direct manner possible. Children also made an ideal 

symbol for the new order because they lack long memones: For chil

dren everythmg is future; there are no encumberIng recollections of a 

different way of doing thmgs, a more democratic scheme that someone 

once proposed. What's more, children believe; they believe With en-

dearmg faithfulness even m the most outlandish fabulisms-an attn-

bute that served the masters of the "New Economy" extraordinarily 

well as the stock bubble of the late nmeties transported them to the 

heavenly reaches of billionaIre-hood. As they could plamly see from up 

there, the new corporatIon was on the side of the angels. 

Symbolism II: People of the Market 

In 1 904, and to great public fanfare, the Hemz food company moved 

the "little house" in which it was founded via nverboat to its corporate 

headquarters m Pittsburgh, where It could be depicted m advertising 

and gaped at by plant viSItors. According to histonan Roland Mar-
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chand, this was a spectacular instance of an early-t\Ventieth-century 

publicIty strategy In wluch old houses and ongInal factones were used 

as emblems of a company's personableness and trustworthmess, In 

1 999, Hewlett-Packard, one of the marquee names of the New Econ

omy, launched an advertisIng campaIgn featurmg the humble old-fash

IOned garage In WhICh the company had started. In Its exemplary 

down-homeness the garage symbolized the "sImple rules" that am

mated business generally. (One of "the rules of tillS garage," naturally, 

is "no bureaucracy.") In some spots thIS magic edifice, thIS "garage that 

Invented an mdustry, that remvented work" IS shown poppmg up all 

around the world, a globe-trottmg holy relic , revealing ItS weathered 

slats to the people of Prague, of Pans, of Beijing, before returning to 

Wall Street, where ItS SImple wooden frame can rebuke the haughty 

gramte towers where power used to reSIde. 

From humble garages to great montages, the corporate speech of 

the mneties made enthusIastIc use of the VISUal language of populism. 

A particular favorite was the panorama of differentness, the old Nor

man Rock-well technique in whIch the many different faces of working 

Amenca were shown umted In prayer, m patrIotism, or m plenty. In the 

vehIcles of market populism, though, the working class was replaced 

by bearers of a more COnVInCing authentIcIty: The peoples of the world, 

thelT glOrIOUS differentness umted in allegIance to whatever product or 

semce was bemg promoted at the time. "New Economy" darling Cisco 

Systems, one of the most commItted patrons of thIS populist style (and, 

for a tIme, the company ,,"th the greatest market capItalizatIon In the 

world) , promoted its semces In the late mneties \VIth a series of com

mercials In which a successIOn of small children from all over the 

world soberly read a testImonIal to the Internet. While the kids-and 

the distmctly exotIc adults who appear In other Cisco spots-are sup

posed to represent a cross-section of the wodd's peoples, their unsmil

mg faIth In the goofy promIses and even slightly threatening programs 

of the "New Economy" puts one distinctly In mind of 1984, ,,"til ItS no

ble child informers. 

American management theory first became 11 believer In non-
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Western ways during the eIghties, when Japanese IndustrIal achleve-

then, for Charles Handy to assert In 1989 that Japan was also well 

ahead of us In the sensItlvity race, VleWlng management as "a contin

ual process of self-enlightenment" in which semor executives enjoyed 

"sitting WIth theIr subordinates, listemng to them, not talking at them," 

The next year Peter Senge found traces of the new managenal style 

among a whole array of faraway peoples, Suspending assumptions, for 

example, is somethIng thaJ Senge clrumed could still be found among 

"primItIVe" peoples (he sIngles out the North American Indians), but 

that had been "lost to mo'dern socIety,"" For Anita Roddick the wisdom 

and authentIcity of Indigenous peoples had a much more direct busI

ness use-it was to be the commodity In whIch her Body Shops would 

deaL Roddick went to great pains to let consumers know how she trav

eled the earth, researching the hrur- and skin-care practices of ThIrd 

World peoples-and also to contrast the loathsome products of her 

competItors with the earth-frIendly ways of her pals, the people, Winch 

people didn't seem to make a great deal of difference to Roddick: All 

Indigenous people seemed to be alike, m her telling, in being "natural 

people," the "caretakers of the earth," folks of "innate wisdom" whose 

very company is "nounshing for the souL" What Roddick offered them 

was a sort of soul-transactlOn: She took an interest in their mmuscule 

enterprises, they m turn "help to protect us from the perils of gigantIsm 

and the mhumamty of bIg busmess," They would help the Body 

Shop-and, by extension, its customers-"keep our souL"" 

The ethmc essentialism of Roddick and Senge blended easily into 

the corporate multIculturalism that one saw so much of m the mid and 

late nIneties, Ethnic diversity, tbe guru commumty agreed, automati

cally gave a company mtellect1101 diversity, endowed it with an Inherent 

creatIveness that would allow It to approach its problems In fresh and 

unusual ways, In 1990, Senge had asserted that Shell Oil's multIcul

turalism (or, more precisely, its Dutch and Bntish biculturalism) had 

been the critIcal factor m enabling It to weather the OPEC shock of 
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the early seventIes; by 1 997, Tom Peters was describlIlg hImself re

�=--- · coiling -In horror from the "Old White -Males" who still ran so many 
• 

• 

- .--

-----

businesses-and who could never qUlte figure out why they had such 

problems WIth mnovation. ", 

So far, so harmless. But thIs stuff could easily turn crackpot. And 

In some precincts of the "business revolutlon/' one encountered 

some pretty bIZarre Ideas . Tribes, a 1 992 book by "bUSIness trends an

alyst" (and Democratic thmk-tanker) Joel Kotkin, gives the standard 

cntlque of elitIst hIerarchy a racial edge by accusmg "Anglo-Amen

cans and European capitalism in general" of suffenng "from the 

growth of corrupt and lethargIC elites, a loss of competitive will, ris

Ing cnmInality, decay in baSIC values such as thrift, and the Impor

tance of hard work." The West was getting soft. Fortunately, Kotkm 

finds that certam ASIan peoples are baSIcally CalVInIsts by a different 

name, bringIng WIth them wherever they wander "a common ethos of 

diSCIpline, work ethIC and frugality." The successful ASIan ImmI

grants to the US and Bntam upon whom Kotkin focuses are thus 

even better attuned to the market than the tired Protestants they 

live among, outhustling and outcompeting them. Market values, of 

course, are umversal, but whiie the common people of Asia still pay 
them proper reverence, the Americans and British, decadent from 

decades of top-down coddling by government or corporatIOn, have 

turned theIr backs on the Way. " 

There was also a simple Ideological reason for executives and man

agement tlunkers to believe In a uruque ASIan attunement to the mar

ket. If It was true, then it automatically settled by sheer force of 

numbers any reSIdual debate about the market's Identification wlth the 

people. "ASIa" was a constituency so vast that it outnumbered any pos

sible coaliuon of menaCing trade umOnIsts, Naderites, and environ-
• 

mentalists. This is why management theorists were sometimes so 

desperate to declare themselves bowled over by the newfound pros

penty of Southeast Asia. Tom Peters' 1 997 "New Economy" nightmare, 

TIle Circle of InnovatIOn, began WIth a horror-homage to Kuala 

, 
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Lumpur, where the Jackhammers kept hlm awake all mght and where 
----some-of-the-tallest�buildings 

thanks to Asm, the coming of the busmess revolution was rrreslstible. 
Some ethmClties, though, were less equal than others m the eyes of 

the business revolutionarIes. The French, as already noted, were con
slstently used m "New Economy" wnting to symbolically bring together 
the welfare state wlth the snobbery long attributed to them by Amen
can prejudice. Naturally they appeared m the TV commercials of the 
Amencan runeties as figures of unbelievable affectation, mvelghmg pre
tentiously against snowboarding m a commerclal for Amencan Express 
or turmng up thelf noses at some wonderful deal bemg offered by one 
of the long-distance comparues. Even certam Asian nations could some
times fall VlctJm to such negative stereotypmg. Conslder the fate of the 
Japanese, who went m the guru mmd from bemg a people of mnate 
management ability to a people so backward and conforrrust and blg 
government-y that they nsked nussing out on the "New Economy"· alto
gether. Japan was in a slump, and business commentators were qUick to 
ldentify the problem as a cultural one: Lack of initiative, creatJvity, nsk
taking." An IBM commerclal strikes the perfect essentializmg note: A 
group ·of Japanese orgamzatlOn men, dressed identJcally m dark suits 
and wlute shlfts, are seated around a monstrous table m a Dr. 

Strallgelove-like war room. They are, lromcally, exactly the sort of con
fonnatrons that management commentators earlier in the decade had 
lmagmed IBM executJves to be. With thlS spot, though, IBM defrly 
passes the hot potato of wowlessness on to a distant people: One of the 
Japanese Jumor executives, lt seems, can't get the valves cheap 
enough-and he lS so ashamed! The elder-statesman CEO, no Peters
esque celebrator of nustakes, shows hls displeasure m a tYP1Cally patn
archal way. "But they're our only supplier," whines the fuckup, who (the 
viewers all know) has been screwed not by hls own inability but by the 
ngld workings of ti,e mflexible, top-down Japanese economy. "What 
about Mitchco?" pipes another young exec-he's found some funky, 
down-home American valve-maker by using , - , the Internet, 

'Nhat was most attractive about the business revolution's new, global-
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lzed YlSlon of the common man was that tlus popl/li had no vox at all ex
cept for that of its corporate sponsor. Removed by thousands of miles 
from the target audiences of the "busmess revolution," tlus People was 
entIrely vOIceless except when they were summoned up by MCI or 
Cisco Systems or Archer Damels Midland, on wruch occasion they could 
always be counted upon to support management's latest scheme. The su
penonty of the new form would become increasmgly obYlOUS as the old 
populist subject, the Amencan working class, theIr wages battered by 
equal measures of Reagamsm and Clintomsm, finally erupted, turnmg to 
the sort of confrontational attitudes and actIOns that would culmmate on 
the streets of Seattle m November 1999. In the clash of populisms that 
meVltably resulted, friends of the corporate way sought agam and agam 
to tiUmp the workerist populism of labor with the even rugher octane 
populism of the market, chargIng protesters with seeking to depnve the 
vastly more numerous people of the Third World of the ability to make a 
decent liVlng. Wnting m the New Yor" Times, Thomas Fnedman offered 
a particularly memorable verSIOn of thIS formula, declaring that under no 
CIrcumstances did umons (whIch were, after all, "afrrud of the future") 
"represent the world and the poor." The masses as well as the Vlrtue of 
"the downtrodden" were all an the other SIde, an arrangement that 
Friedman described in tlus claSSIC market populist formula, relayed from 
an official of the EgyptIan government: 'The tiUth is, most of the worid's 
populanon was 1-11S1de the conference room m Seattle, not outslde."�9 
They had the guns and the ,,,,mbers, too, baby! TIllS was a rallymg cry that 
rang VIrtually unchallenged through the mrunstream media in the weeks 
after the Seattle showdown. There were few better demonstrations of 
the universality of the market populist consensus m all of the nmetles: 
Charles Krauthrunmer and Michael Kinsley, wntIng in Time, SaId the 
srune tlung a� Friedman. So did the editorial page of the Vlflll Street 

jOllmal. The ECOl"mlJst added Its voice to the choir. And wntmg m 
Newsweek, foreign policy ""pert Fareed Zakaria made the same pOInt as 
well. VVhile demonstrators claimed to speak on behalf of "the downtrod
den of the world," he sneered, "the downtrodden beg to differ." As peo
ple from "developing nations" could tell you, 'Western workers . . .  are 

------- ... -.- ------- _. - - -- -- --- --. 
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nch and pnvileged by any standard." That the market was bringmg them 
� ____ �,down.a.peg.or_two.in.order_to eievate.the.humble�incllgenous-people:Cof .. .. --

, 
• 

the ThIrd World was just an indication of the market's fundamental ·faIr-
ness, Its kindly deme to help the downtrodden. And the downtrodden 
knew what a friend they had in markets.'" 

The Church of Change 

For other Journalistlc commentators on the Seattle events, opposmg 
free trade was more than an act of racist contempt for the Tlmd World; 
It was a pathetic effort to halt the Ine,1table. That the gentlemen of the 
fourth estate were able to perceive the march of lustory so plainly, we�e 
able to distmgUlsh so confidently between what was mevitable and 
what was hopeless, must also be chalked up to energetic efforts of 
management theory. For the gurus "inevItability" was a speCial concept, 
a weapon m the development of which much had been mvested. This 
was the heavy artillery, to be rolled out m workl'lace or public Situa
tions when talk of the "corporate soul" or the wisdom of chHdren or the 
lummous liberatIOn of the New Economy failed to get results. There 
was, of course, an obvious contradiction here-how can we really be 
"free agents" or "empowered" or "liberated" if we are in the tight gnp of 
meVitability?-but what matters In PR IS not consistency but getting 
the Job done. And "change," the bus mess theonsts' favored term for the 
mechanical processes of history they saw unfolding, most certainly got 
the job done. 

"Change" is denved, of course, from "progress," that staple of the re
assunng busmess literature of years past. But "change" IS far sterner 
stuff: "Change" has no time for soft notions like uplift or the common 
good. "Change" IS not.a benevolent doctnne. On the contrary: Man· 
agement theonsts ,vield "change" like a weapon. "Change" cleans out 
resistance. "Change" blasts through the defenses. "Change" levels the 
City blocks. "Change" means "do it or die." 

Theonsts often charactenze "change" as a "dance," but a more ac
curate term, gIVen the way they describe it, would be "doomsday de-
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vice." Theu readers may well be prosperous functlonaries of a SOCIal 
--- system that has conquered the world-m fact they almost certainly 

are, as many of the works m question acknowledge in therr first 

pages-but without fail nearly every management tex'! asks hIm to 

Imagme himself on the receIving end of the unpredictable, man-made 

calamity that IS, we are assured, just around the corner. 

Change was also thought to have a hIstorical dimenSIOn_ Manage

ment theorists generally agreed that, up until a few years before, Amer

icans mhabited a world where change didn't change much_ Thmgs 

were stable; tlungs moved slowly; we enjoyed "certamty:' Charles 

Handy wrote In 1 989 that change used to be predictable but that now 

It IS "discontmuous" He asks us to wrap our braInS around the head

SWImmIng notion that "change is not what it used to be_" Gary Hamel 

and C K Prahalad, two of the greatest celebrators of change, wnte In 

their highly regarded 1 994 book, Competillg for tile FutILre, that people 

used to understand the future as sImply a "linear extrapolatIon of the 

past."31 

Ah, but now things were really changing_ Tom Peters opened hiS 

1997 book, The Circle of InnovatlOlI, by Invoking what he believed to 

be "planetary economiC, SOCial, and political upheaval on a scale-and 

at a pace-unprecedented In human history:' We are accustomed 

nowadays to heanng such remarks and thInking, "Right, the Internet. 

It changes everything, doesn't It?" But the church of change was well

established among management theonsts years before they began to 

notice the Internet. In 1 989, Handy was already companng the 

"change" of our tIme to the experiences of the Incas when the con

quistadors showed up_ Tlte 011e to One FlItlIre, a 1993 book by con

sultants Don Peppers and Martha Rogers that hails the nse of 

IndiVIdualized marketIng through fax machmes and direct maD, begInS 

by declanng that "we are passmg through a technologIcal discontinUIty 

of epic proportIons," a "paradigm shift" that will unleash "cataclysmIc 

changes:' In 1 994, Competillg for the PILtllre held that we are on the 

verge of "a revolution as profound as that which gave buth to modern 

mdustry." In more recent years, of course, the rhetonc has only esca-
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lated. The Dance of Change, a 1999 compendium of bIg thmkmgs on 

---.-the-subJeGt,has-by-its-fifteenth-page-referred·-to--"change-agentsf--" 

"change agendas," "change mitIatlves," "change programs," "top�down 

change" (whIch IS bogus change mdeed), "inner" and "outer change," 

"deep change processes," "significant change," and has settled on one 

term as more meamngful than all others : "profound change." To illus-

trate the failure of nval theonsts' "change programs," the book's authors 

offer what may be the most pomtless graph 10 the entire hIStory of 

busmess thought: Without benefit of notatIOn, figures, or sources we 

are shown how an arrow marked "Time" bucks and subSIdes on ItS way 

to the future while another marked "Potential (unrealized)" ascends 

tragically to the heavens." 

Adherents to the "charlatan" school of guru-interpretatIon mlght see 

thiS constant mvocanon of "change" as a fad , as somethmg no more 

profound than Dodge's use of the slogan, 'We're changIOg everythmg." 

Or they mIght see it as a Slmple tnck to sell more books: "Change" 

means that what you thought-and what yesterday's theonst told you 

to think-is all wrong and worthless; "change" means you need a new 

guru. They would be at least partIally right. "Change" gIves an entire 

cottage industJy of "futunsts" and "market mtelligence analysts" some

thIOg to do. A good example IS the 1999 book Net "'''ortiz, pubiished by 

the prestIgIOus Harvard Busmess School Press, 10 which some three 

hundred pages are filled with Imaginary solutions to Imagmary prob

lems that we are assured will anse sometime 10 the near future. Add to 

that a senes of speculatIve constructIons about the way businesses will 

compete 10 the future, the problems they will run IOta, and the sure

thIOg development that will force every business everywhere to com

pletely rethmk what they do, and the message IS clear: "Semor 

managers" are gomg to have to change even more than they thought.B 

By the end of the decade "change" had nearly become an article of 

worshIp. The tItle metaphor of the 1998 book BLUR-vanously de

scribed as "a meltdown of all traditIOnal boundaries," "the acceleration 

of business m every respect," and "momentous shifts" driven by "ele

ments of change" that are "based on the fundamental dimensions of 
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the unlverse itself"-ls treated viith the reverence ordinarily reserved 

for God. "BLUR" is spelled m capItal letters throughout the book; It IS 

smd to be \�sible only to the true believers; it IS thought to be consO

tuted by a "Trinity" of factors; and we are repeatedly warned that 

"BLUR" has the whole world most securely 10 its hands: "Don't thmk 

you'U ever slow down BLUR, let alone bnng it to a halt," wnte the 

prophet-authors, Stan Davis and Chnstopher Meyer. "Its constant ac

celeration IS here to stay, and those who miss that pomt will mIss every

thmg." "BLUR" is also somethmg of a Jealous god, they warn: "Ignore 

these forces and BLUR will make you mIserable and your busmess 

hopeless." Or, more bluntly, "Don't try to beat the BLUR. Jain it."" 

The management theOrIsts of the nInetles may have fantasized 

:about executives as revolutionanes, as artIsts, as anthropologists, as m· 

nocent little children murmunng happy little nursery rhymes about 

corporate mergers. One fantasy that It did not mdulge, though, was of 

executIves as 11lstonans. QUIte the contrary. Management theory ex

presses a Vlrtually unanimous hostility not only to "the past" itself, but 

to Just about any of the operatIOns of memory. I have heard thIS par

ocular shibboleth VOIced most bluntly and directly by a retIred football 

coach before an audience of adoring corporate types: "History IS for 

cowards and losers" was his trademark tag line. Hamel and Prahalad, 

whose badmouthmg of "the past" IS only slightly more sophisticated, 

argue that "a company must work as hard to forget as It does to learn," 

that "a company must be willing to Jettison, at least m part, its past," 

and actually entItle a sectIOn of theIr book "Unlearmng the Past," an 

operation in which, they wmmngly relate, little children must serve as 

our models. Remembering, meanwhile, IS saId by Charles Handy to be 

an operation of the despIsed professoriate ("Endlessly they rehearse 

the past"-as opposed to "little children," whose true and unaffected 

leanung 15 so mspmng) and the unemployed, who haven't embraced 

uncertamty and change and all the rest of it and mstead want only to 

live m the good old days " 

"Change" is good for management theonsts because it so thoroughly 

muddles the crucial issues of meVltability and agency. "Change" allows 
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W:' I ' management thmkers to have it both ways : The big changes are .made 
,,0';.;.'--- -by.market·forces·beyond·our control,·but·still·we"JnU"St"hlake· ·our·own··_· ····r'l' i f; :' changes to be in compliance WIth the big ones. We have no sal' m the 

I " ' 
.':: :; ', :H' matter and yet we are responsible for our own failings-whIch could 
' . .. , .  X'L double as a thumbnail descnptIDn of life m "New Economy" America. 

"''", : 

:(! But most importantly of all, "change" does the tnck when "democ· 
, . .

.. �. 'i" racy" doesn't. "Change" IS what downSIZed you, not JumpIng Jack 
:' :. , 

':.: Welch. "Change" is rocking the world-and so, by extensIDn, are man· 
. :", ." 

:(:!. agement thought and the corporatIDns that embrace It. This 15 the rea· 
" .. 

, . , ' . i':','!:' somng that gives rise both to the most common confusion m 
" i i:' �r( change-thought-whether "change" IS a prime mover in its own right :,' i j', 

;:' : ' or whether It is somethmg that corporations have caused-and also to rf �t the colossal arrogance and autodeification that so permeates bUSIness 

'W culture. "I Am Superman," shouts IBM. Make way for Btlsilless 2.0, as 
, I;, , ''' ' , i�:' the title of one hopeful new management magazine described our age. 
·T u{ All of history is merely prelude to us, now, the makers and movers of 
,,\ .. : -

),': thlS most glOrIOUS changealicious moment ever. 
.. . ' : 
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. ,. j' · \: ; . 

r: 
.. · 1-� : 
" 
, :,.: 

·r 
.' 

· · . • • 

· 
, 
, 

Moving with the Cheese 

As 1 am wntIng this section, the great new metaphor and umversal so· 
lution that is catching on among au courant managers, bemg cited and 
discussed everywhere, 15 "cannibalism." Or to be preclse, auto-canni
balism. As the cover of the August 1 999 Issue of Fort",," advises us, 
"Cannibalize Yourself." One can guess why this metaphor has the ap· 
peal it does-It lings of pnmitive, close·to·the·earth authenticity; it 
breaks rules and taboos; It sounds scary and feroclOus-but the partie· 
ular corporate practice it designates seems nelther commendable nor 
sane. What it seems to mean 15 this: As the corporatlOn can 110 longer 
be permItted to shield us from the "violent winds of the marketplace," 
compames must set their different departments, diviSions, and 
branches to struggling w]th one another just as fiercely and as rabIdly 
as if they were real·world competitors. We must "cannibalize our· 
selves" because this is what the market demands we do. 
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Auto-cannibalism is hardly the looniest idea out there. Tom Peters 
(naturally) has come up with an even more frightening aphorism. "DE

STRUCTION IS COOL!" he announces in the opening pages of The 

Circle of In1lovation. He suggests that corporations create the posiaon 

of "Chlef Destrucaon Officer" and tells readers to learn this line: "DE

STRUCTION IS JOB NO, I ." A little later he informs hlS long-suffer

Ing students of his new "B-I-G IDEA": 

"It's eaSIer to kill an orgaruzatlOn than to change It. big ldea: 
DEATH!"" 

Peters has spent twenty years taverslng the giant arc from excellence 
. to celebratmg "crazmess." Anita Roddick, a favorite of hJS, once pro
clalmed that "there 15 a fine line between the delinquent mind of an 

entrepreneur and that of a crazy person," Maybe, at long last, we 

should start to take Peters and Roddick at thelt word. Maybe what the 

"busmess revolution" has enthroned 15 not democracy but madness. 

Examme TIle Circle of Innovation closely, its eighty-four-p0lnt type

faces, its continual use of the hectoring all-caps style, its compulsive 

parentheticals, its bombastic exhortations ("Say [SHOUT) YES to 
BRAND!"), its incomprehensible magrams-and JtS inSlStence that Its 
lessons apply not just to one business or two, but to all businesses, to 

the entlte world. As a description of the tormented inner life of the 
white-collar class, it has a certam merit. But as a prescnptIDn for the 
common good It borders on the obscene. 

'VVhy would anyone choose to live in such a world? \;lJhy would we 
abandon the controls over corporate doings we have constructed over 

decades, surrender the limited power we have to compel companies to 
behave In accordance with the standards of humanity, give up the se

curity of collective bargaIning-such as it was-when thJS panorama of 

madness and destructIOn and waste is what business offers us in re

turn? We do it because we believe Tom Peters is nght when he says, 

'1,,,, have 1I0 choice." There can be no democracy on these questions. 

But of course there can, and we do. Regardless of what they say in 
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the MCI commercIals, the way of the soulful, downSIZed corporation 

of "liberation management" WIth the real instruments of mdustrial 
democracy. Unfortunately, the "busmess revolution" IS determmed to 
prevent us from doing so. For those who dare to orgaruze m the work
place the gurus have nothing but the loftiest sort of contempt. Re
gardless of how they go about attributing some fine spintuality to the 
new-style corporatlOn or how the), applaud the sensitive, "listerung" 
CEOs at theIr helm, the management theonsts of the nmeties regard 
unions and collectIve bargammg as fundamentally illegItimate, worthy 
of neIther consIderation nor respect. The authors of 71,. aile. to O"e 
Future may ce1ebrate "collaboratlve" commUnication, but they draw 
the line at UnIon offiCIals, who Just don't seem to realize that "progress 
IS  mevitable." Even the sensItive Peter Senge only mentIOns labor 
umons as opponents of quality CIrcles, people who "fear that the new 
openness will break down traditional adversanal relations between 
workers and management. til. 

TaIl, to many of those blue-collar workers and you will discover that 
they are quite nght to fear the "new openness." Great displays of soul
fulness by top management, they find, often go hand m hand with a 
speCIes of shop-floor Taylorism so advanced and concentrated as to be 
almost mhuman. Management talks of the liberatIng power of "crazI
ness": workers get a life so regImented and rationalized that I have even 
heard rumors, from blue-collar workers whose sensitive managers put 
them on twelve-hour rotatIng shifts, of deliberate corporate plans to 
wear them out, shave a year or two off their lives, and thus save mil
lions m penSIOn out1ays. In theIr expenence, talk of empowerment, 
partlClpatlOn, and reengmeering IS followed automatically by an mten
sification of management demands. A more accurate rendition of the 
relatIonship between the fine democratIc phrases of the "busmess rev
olutIon" and the fates of actual workers can be found m a 1 996 New 

Yorh Times article on the age of mformation at one Ohio company: Af
ter detailing events of the last ten years in wluch countless unIonIzed, 
Rust Belt workers lost theIr jobs to nonuruon workers m the South who 
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are paJd a little more than half as much, the newspaper pnnted Wlth

= . . =. -- ·_· ijUt  ·colTllTlenfthe-CEO's astonishing expiariati6iCThose people had to 

go because the company was becoming more open and was "empow

ering" its workers! " 'UnionIsm is gomg down because corporatIons 

have changed therr Vlews,' he said. 'We empower our people now. They 

work In teams with shared responsibiJitles. Ies not management versus 

the workers In the plants now. We're all one for our shareholders.' "38 

Umomsts and hardhats may have been useful m the early backlash 

days, when It seemed like the 10nghalfS mIght threaten the very baSIS 

of Amencan capItalism. But the tables were turned now: In the "bUSI

ness revolution" it was the lifestylers and the altrockers and the soul

searchers who knew the ways of God and the Market, and it was the 

poor, deluded hardhats who desperately needed to be suppressed, to 

be convInced of their historIcal irreievance. 

Not that you will ever read about any of thIS m the madness-cele

bratmg literature of management theory. To get an accurate under

standing of what's happenIng on the shop floors of Amenca you must 

turn to a different sort of bUSIness literature, a kind of WrItIng that IS 

heartfelt even without the Sufi \Vlsdom, the meditations on the yIn and 

yang, or talk of the corporate soul. I have In mmd a three-hundred-page 

1 994 volume by labor wrIters Mike Parker and Jane Slaughter called 

Workillg Smart, a diSCUSSIOn of the effects that empowerment, reengl

neermg, and corporate democracy programs have on the lives of work

ers, both blue- and white-collar. Unlike Redefmmg Corporate SOIlI, 

wlth ItS creamy, high-grade stock and delicately metaphoncal dust 

Jacket illustratIOn, Worhillg Smart IS pnnted on standard-ISsue Xerox 

paper and features only ItS tItle on the cover. Unlike the works of Tom 

Peters, WIth their page-burmng typefaces and creatlYe use of blank 

space, Vj10rking Smart IS laId out \Vlth an eye to savmg money, its text 

crammed desperately onto the pages and ItS diagrams SImply photo

copied from other sources. It features no mUSIngs about the wisdom of 

chiidren; It has Inspired no commercIals for IBM, MCI, Merrill Lynch, 

or Microsoft. You can't even buy it on Amazon.com. This IS the cultural 

exile to whIch the literature of labor has been sentenced. 
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It  IS a sobenng, infunatmg read. In practice, as it pomts out, post-

___ __ _ -1Taylorism-generally_means.mtensified-Taylonsm r-'vorkplac8-democracy .------
means gettmg workers to make efficIency suggestlOns-efficiency sug-
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.. 
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gestions that mvanably lead to layoffs or speedup. Here, m thIs age of 

corporate liberatIOn, IS what daily life IS like, according to the company 

manual, for UPS delivery workers: 

. .. .  the pen IS kept In the left slurt pocket (for fight handers) and 

never 'Ieft WIth the clipboard or placed In another pocket . . . ..  

Turn IgmtIOn switch off and remove the key WIth one hand; en

gage the emergency brake W1th the other. 
Release the seat belt 'Vlth one hand and obtain the clipboard as 

you nse hom the seat. 
Walk with a bnsk pace (a bflsk pace commands attentJon). 

Every ne,," theory, new buzzword, new movement, new consultant 

seems here merely to offer another means to the same goal: fewer 

workers. more output. Or. depending on your perspectIve, more work, 

smaller payroll. What IS an mtellectual playground for an enlIre class 

of consultants and gurus IS, for the vast majonty of workmg Americans, 

a livmg hell of surveillance and degradatIOn In which every emotion IS 

faked and every response anticIpated " 

Perhaps It IS best, then, that the book by whIch the management 

theory of the nmeties be remembered IS the asmme and chromc best

seller, Who iVloved IVI)' Cheese? While the book's repetitlVe, mfantile 

story, ItS Dick-and-Jane-sized typeface, and ItS home-computer-gener

ated graphIcs mltlally cause the reader to suspect that he has mistak

enly pIcked up a book written by a child and vamty-published by dotmg 

parents, It qUlcldy becomes apparent that the oversized typeface and 

pointless, page-hogging illustralIons are merely a de,oce to push the 

thmg to a barely respectable ninety-four pages. And yet wlthm these 

slim covers-and even slimmer mtellectual parameters-the author, 

senal management wnter Spencer Johnson, IS able to pull off a work of 

breathtaking obscenity, to both call for childlike mnocence before the 
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gods of the market and openly advance a scheme for gulling, silencmg, 

�f----- .'- and firmg workers -who are cntIcal of.management-and also to incor

porate mto the book's very plot a thmly disgUIsed pItch for a whole 

array of Who Moved My Cheese? spm-offs and sequels. The mysten

ous-sounding title metaphor turns out to refer to four allegoncal work

ers (not wanting readers to mISS any of ills genills nuance, Johnson 

eventually Just mforms us that the characters are symbols for different 

worker personality types), two of them "littiepeople" and two of them 

mIce, who spend theIr days racmg through a maze m search of cheese. 

As the cheese matenalizes m the same place every day, they become 

complacent. Then the cheese disappears. 111ey never do find out "who" 

moved It or why, as thIs is SImply a part of the unknowable beyond (thIS 

. is "change"); the Important questIOn IS, how do the characters react to 

theIr cheese'bemg moved? Naturally, the blue-collar workers, I.e., the 
mIce, are accustomed to looking for new work; they "did not overana

lyze thmgs," they react well to "the meVltable," and they promptly take 

off m search of "new cheese." The two "littIepeople," however, Uranted 

and raved at the injustice of It all," belieVIng that they were "entitled" 

to theIr cheese. This IS supposed to be transparentiy foolish; In fact, 

even to wonder about the logic of the cheese's movements or to ask the 

utle question Who I\Joved My Cheese? is to commit wor\..l'lace error of 

such magmtude that management can nghtly "let" workers who are 

gIven to such thoughts "go." So while one of the "littlepeople" remains 

stubbornly at the place where he last sighted the cheese, the other sets 

off through the maze agam, runnmg the rat race, but finding along the 

way that job msecurity IS good for his soul and composing a number of 

pithy observatIOns about adapung to "change" that he writes on the 

walls of the maze-much like the pIthy management sa)'lngs that 
adorned so many office walls m the 1 990s." 

-c-o t -:_-_i -- -- . --- , -- , -- , ----- , -
,
-_ 1 :;-:-, ' ��·l-'-· ! - - -- , . . , c--_ c'---. : - -

- - - , 

Alone among management texts, Who Moved My Cheese? goes one 

step further, proceeding to boast of its own powers as a tool of labor 

pacification. After the mice/maze allegory IS concluded, Johnson 

s,,,tches over to a conversation among full-sized whrte-collar charac

ters who marvel at the usefulness of his parable and eagerly apply it to 
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their own lives. They realize, in the unInflected enthusiasm that we re� 

... . , . 

___ __ member from tbe_elementary -schooLfilmstrips .oLthe-1-9-50s,-that-they - - ._-- � 
must drop theIr "arrogance" and learn to do as the unthinkmg blue-

collar mIce, who "kept life sImple" and didn't question "change." One 

of the humans, though, IS a manager of some kmd, and he has a dif-

ferent use· for the story: It seems that he and lus colleagues were 

"changmg" theIr orgaruzatlon, and some workers were "resistmg." So he 

applied "the Cheese Story" to hIS workforce and found that Its allegor-

Ical powers worked wonders! Those who had been fired learned to rel-

Ish their new sItuatlOn ("there was New Cheese out there just waltmg 

to be found!") and those who were pernutted to stay stopped "com-

plalrung" and bowed to management's new scheme. The book ends, 

appropnately, with an order form gIving details on makmg bulk pur-

chases." Thus did SOCIal class, the supposed enemy of market pop-

ulism, make ItS tnumphant retutn. \'Vhile most of us must "adapt to 

change," others get to make change; while most of us are ""'Pected to 

smilingly mternalize management theory, to learn our place in the 

world from vapId fairy tales, others buy the msultmg stuff In bulk 10 or-

der to cram it down the throats of thousands who have the mIsfortune 

to toil 10 the blgperson's msurance agency or box factory. 

Will the time ever come, Amencans mIght well ask, when we get to 

move management's cheese? \'Vhen the people, "little" though they 

mIght be� acquaint socIet)/s erstvvhile cheesemasters with thIS "in-

e\otable" fact: That there is no SOCIal theory on earth short of the dhone 

nght of kings that can Justify a five-hundred-fold gap between man-

agement and labor; that can explain away the concentratIOn of a 

decade of gam 10 the bank accounts of a tmy minority. "Change," like 

the Amencan corporatIOn Itself, IS the product of argument and SOCial 

conflict. We have as much a role 10 It as the "change agents" on hIgh, 

whether they ask our opmion or "listen" or not. But it IS to forestall and 

Sidetrack that version of "change" that management theory eXIsts: The 

corporation, It teaches us, IS capable of resohong all SOCial conflict 

fairly and justly wJtlun its walls. 

And yet what the "New Economy" desperately requires 10 order to 

-----,-"'  ! - ::-- j ---_._- , ------' , -- - . ____ or , ::::,�----, 
___ < .. 1 . - :6'-1-
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restore a sense of justlce and frurness IS not some final tnumph of the 
corporation over the body and soul of·humanity,·but some sort of power 
that con[Tonts busmess, that refuses to "move with the cheese." Be
cause It'S not gOIng to matter much to the peopJe on the receiving end 
of the "busmess revolutIOn" whether the guy who downSIZes them IS 
wearmg a blue serge SUlt or a nose nng, 
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Advertlsmg IS a means of contributmg meanmg and values 

that are necessary and useful to people in structurmg theu 

lives, [heir social relatIOnships and their ntuais. 

-from a Bntisl! pamphlet tlJlrodllCillg account. plmmmg 

So much depends upon , , , 

What IS thIS thmg called brand? Wherever one wandered in the gleam

ing mansions of the 'INew Economy" one heard about Its awesome 

powers, It was the brand that lifted the stock valuations of the people's 

bull market, qUIetly filling the pockets of the faithful. It was the brand 

that stood like a rock while all other aspects of mdustry were tossed to 

the winds of "change," Compames could reengmeer themselves; entire 

industnes could delayer dO\vn to the essential core; whole workforces 

could be cut loose, chopped down mto "units of one," but the brand re

mamed solid and un)'lelding despIte It alL The brand was hailed as the 

model for personal life; as the model for urban rebuilding; as the model 

for natronal identity, According to some the brand was even the smg'le 

greatest factor m geopolitics, Now thanhe market had seen fit to move 
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manufacturmg to those lands whose populatlons could be made to 

work for next to nothmg, what · distmgUlshed the Umted States from 

what used to be called the "developing world" were Its brands. We had 

brands. Other people didn't. 

They made for quite an ImpressIve edifice, these theones of the 

brand, a great monument of "New Economy" thought that had only 

one flaw. Amencans hated brands. Or, to be more preCIse, they hated 

the advertIsing through which brands were built. While the rest of the 

busmess world talked of brands as a sort of economIc Old FaIthful, 
commg through on schedule regardless of CIrcumstances, the leaders 
of the advertising Industry spoke of cnsis, of failure, of collapse. The 

public no longer believed. Amenca was, as the pnnclpals of the Kir

shenbaum and Bond agency put it, "in the mIdst of an epIdemIC of cyn

ICIsm," The people had learned to distrust advertiSing, to change 

channels, to scoff and guffaw, to look beyond the surface. The brand

bUilding mdustry couldn't even mamtam a solid front itself. Marketing 

theonsts like Peppers and Rogers of The O"e to Olle Future turned sav
agely on Madison Avenue, charging theIr colleagues with ImaginIng 

"customers and marketers as adversarIes," WIth USIng "the 1anguage of 

war" to plan theIr haughty assaults on the public mmd. Meanwhile the 
public, the old reliable mass market, was coming apart at the seams, 

splintenng mto thousands of tmy, reclUSIVe groups, On top of that, by 

century's end the average Amencan was eAl'osed to an estimated one 

million commercial appeals per year. Only the most extraordinary sort 

of ad could cut through thIS "clutter" to deliver ItS brand payload, and 

ItS success would merely escalate the brand-building anns race. Ad

verttsmg had wandered into an overproduction cnsis all its own, churn

ing out so much cleverness and sioganeermg that it \vas in danger of 

choking the world WIth branding, preclpltatmg the "cataclysmIC shake

out" predicted by Internet marketer Seth Godin m J 999.' 

But Just as the democratized, soulful corporauon had ansen to re

solve the problems of the hIerarchIcal, eliust corporation, so a nev.' 

breed of markeung thmkers proposed a new conceptIon of the brand. 

To thmk of the brand as a statIc thmg, as a rock of Gibraltar or one of 
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the great books, was to mISs its dynanuc nature. The brand, according 

----to.the.new.Gognoscenti,-was.a.relatlo11S11.ip,..a.thing.of.nuance.and ·come ... ....... . 

plexity, of lrony and evasion. It was not some top-down affajr, some 

message to be banged mto consumers' heads. The brand was a conver

sation, an ongomg dialogue between compames and the people. The 

brand was a democratIc thing, an edifice that the people had helped 

build themselves simply by partIcIpating m the market. The brand, In 

short, was us. 

Naturally the constructIon of thIS new, more democratic brand um

verse required an entIre new army of advertISIng people, men and 

women of learning and subtlety who could adjust the brand's every nu

ance to accommodate our Vlev,'s, our SIde of the diSCUSSIOn. In July 

1 998, I traveled to Boston to spend a few days In the company of these 

people upon whom so much depended. They call themselves "account 

planners," and while their field was then a relatIvely new additIOn to 

the organizatIonal flowcharts of Madison Avenue, account planmng 

had already captured the ImagInatIOn of "New Economy" enthusIasts 

everywhere. Its orderly sounding name notwithstanding, Planmng was 

insurrectIOnary stuff. Not only was it identified with the most creative 

and innovatlVe of advertising agencies-the sorts of places where fu

ture-envisioning change agents were always making heroIC revolution 

on the old rules""':but Plannmg promised to restore legitimacy to the 

brand. Its every advance hastened the achievement of full consumer 

democracy, that free-market utopla where each empowered customer 

would make his or her voice heard In the great public agoras of shop. 

pIng mall or Internet, partIcIpatIng in a system of choice vastly more 

complex, more lively, and more mteractive than the sterile two-party 

plebIscites of our mdustnal past. 

People's War on Bummer Brands 

One of the first thmgs I learned after arrivIng at the Westin Hotel in 

Copley Place, Just across the street. from the Boston Public Library, 

was that one does not come to a gathenng of account planners dressed 
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m a gray flannel suit. I had hoped to make myself mconsplcuouS by 
wearmg the stereotyplcal adman's costume of the Amencan 1950s; I 
accomplished exactly the Opposlte. Not only were a majority of the 
Planners female and a good number of them Bnnsh, but I appeared to 
be the lone square m an auditorium full of hrgh-budget hlpsters. The 
women were m nght whlte synthenc T-shms stretched over black 
brassleres, m those cunous oblong spectacles that were the style then, 
m halr that was bleached, bobbed, and barretted after the Riot Grrl 
fasluon. The men, for therr part, wore four- and five-button lelsure 
SUItS, corporate goatees and had pIerced noses. One group of Planners 
penodically donned bnght red fezzes while another set wandered 
around the proceedings m camouflage. Durmg breaks between speak
.ers, the house stereo played an inoffensIve techno soundtrack. The 
slght of so much Vlsible extremeness did what lt was no doubt mtended 
to do: It threw me mto mstant and compound self-doubt. 

Another thmg I learned nght away was that 1 998's Account Plan
rung Conference was nowhere near as "radical" as 1997;s. There were 
fully 750 people at the gathenng, a number that seemed to startle 

. everyone. The prevIOUS year's conference drew around 500 planners; a 
year before that lt was an mnmate affalr of only 300. In 1 998, Planmng 
still had about lt the alr of a youth subculture that was on the cusp of 
gomg mamstream: It began m Britain in the corporate-revolutionary 
days of the 1 960s and until qUlte recently was followed by only a hand
ful of Amencan lmtiates. But m the late runeties, as talk of corporate 
revolutIOn once again blazed through the nation's office blocks, even 
the less tuned-in agencies were setting up plannmg departments, a fact 
that seemed vaguely to annoy several younger Planners I spoke to. One 
of these actually warned me agamst "fake planners," agency oppor
tunists who claimed membership in a movement that was obviously In 
ltS ascendancy, but who m reality knew no more about the mystery and 
mlSSlOn of Plannmg than they did about AltaJc verb conJugatlon. No 
one actually came nght out and complamed that Planning's newfound 
populanty m the Amencan hmterland meant that lt has lost its edge or 
sold out to The Man, but the feeling was definitely there. 
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What perrrutted Planrung to Infiltrate the world of Arnencan busi-

� ___ -,nJ,e"s"-s-,,with...soJitt1e....nDtice • ...l311sp-ect._w2S....lts....name. Tbuerm "account_. __ _ 

.. . 

• 

· 
, 

y 

, 

� .. , 
• 

" . 

, -, 
) : -; , 
, • 

, 
• 

I • 1 
, ; 

, ; 
, 

• 
, -• • • , .. 
• 

" 

� -
, • 

; , 

" 

. .  

planning" seems to have been desIgned to disguise the professIOn as Just 

another unremarkable component of the old Taylonst order, just the 

usuai paper-shuffling corporate mandarins who pass their days parsing 

pIe charts or secunng some raw matenal or other. But nothing could be 

funher from the truth. While we had an ",,-tenslve corps of management 

theonsts and op/ed wnters to tell us how perfectly the market reflected 

our desIres, the Planners were the foot soldiers responsible for actually 

dOIng the job, for seemg to it that busmess Imew our needs and desIres. 

ThIs was where the market populist rubber hit the road. 

Back In the Taylorist days, maybe, it was possible to say that a brand 

meant, sImply and unproblematJcally, what its makers said it meant. 

But in thIs age of public skeptJclsm and heightened sensitivIty to every 

subtle shading of the advertlsmg form, it is hardly enough sImply to 

dream up a pleasant-sounding jingle and a sleek-looking logo back at 

corporate headquarters. A brand's mearung IS as complex and as con

tested and as socially constructed as, say, gender, and It was the job of 

account planners to monitor and study the brand's relationslup WIth us 

in its every detail. As corporate figures of every kind were learrung to 

understand markets as the ultimate democratic form, as an almost per

fectly. transparent medium connectIng the people with theIr corpora

tIOns, Planners functioned, or believed they functioned, as interpreters 

of and advocates for the popular will. Planmng thus turned out to be 

virtually the opposite of what its name Implies: Planners were the van

guard of economIc democracy, at least as It'S understood today, the 

lively and Irrepressible voice of the people against the cold pronounce-

ments of corporate rationality. I heard agam and agaIn over the course 

of the weekend how advertiSIng people must change their ways to ac

knowledge the democracy of markets, how they must learn humility 

and abandon their arrogant, top-down ideas of the brand, how they 

must "talk to consumers," initiate an "agenda�free diSCUSSIOn," and "let 

consumers direct your plan." And to assIst them as they went m search 

of the common man, Planners llsed any number of audience research 
...... : .. ;: 
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techniques, Over the course of the weekend I heard about getting at 

the.�essence.of the.brand" with the.help .ortools ·like "beeper studies'" 

"fixed camera analysis," "shadowing," "VlSUal stones/' bramstormmg 

sessions WIth celebrIties, and, of course, focus groups, which some 

Planners seemed to invest WIth an almost holy Slgnificance. 

Even more than it resembled a youth subculture, Plannmg seemed 

like postmodern cultural radicalism come home to Madison Avenue 

complete Wlth all Its usual militancy agamst master narratives and hi

erarclucal authorIty, Its cheermg for the margInalized, Its breathless 

reverence for the cultural WIsdom of everyday people, and Its chum to 

hear the revolutionary voice of the subaltern behmd virtually any bit of 

mass-cultural detritus. Only one thmg was wrong: These enthusiasuc, 

self-proclaimed ,'cars of the vox populi were also, almost to a man, 

paid agents of the Fortune 500. 

It was appropnate that the Planners were addressed on the first day of 

their conference by Geraldine Layboume, mtroduced as someone 

"known for creating mcredibly profitable media brands by always puttIng 

the consumer first," but more familiar as the former head of Nick

elodeon. A woman who confessed to haVIng "epipharues" during focus 

group sessIOns and who referred to target demographIcs as "constituents" 

for whom she auned to "make life better," Laybourne seemed to embody 

market populism's combmation of concentrated corporate power "oth an 

effuSive, prulosoplucal love for the little people. She described for us the 

bleak world of TV programming before the dawn of Layboume, back m 
the top-down days when one of her former employers 'believed you 

should shout down a pIpe" to reach your audience. The Planners mur

mured scornfully at tlus tale of corporate arrogance: They knew that the 

key was listemng, respect, dialogue, mteractIvity�and they also knew 

what was commg next. The audience would have to talk back. Lay

bourne described the focus group where the breakthrough happened: 

[Wle asked kids a very mnocuous question: ''What do you like about 
being kids?" And In four different rooms, WIth these kids who were 
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ten years old, we got a barrage of stuff back. 'We're amud of teenage 

teenage pregnancy, we're terrified of growmg up, our parents have us 

programmed, we're being hurned, we don't have a childhood." 

Laybourne, no doubt, sensed a breakthrough every bIt as momentous 

and peopie-empowenng as the Hawthorne experiments, when the elit

Ism of sCIentific management )'lelded to the lovable lOgIc of human re

lations. 

So I stopped the research and I saId, "Just go in and ask them what 
Nickelodeon can do for them." And in all four groups: "Just gIve us 

back our childhood." . . .  And that became our batde cry. That be
came our p1atfonn. 

Now, WIth childhood back in the hands of its nghtful owners, with..ac

cess to Rllgrats and the eternal return of Bewitched assured m perpe

tUIty, the demographic battle Hnes had been drawn and fortified. The 

people's brand squared off agamst the top-down brands. "We were 

clearly on the side of kids," Laybourne continued, "clearly their advo

cate, and we were never going to turn our backs on them." 

But the work of empowerment-through-Iistenmg went on. There 

were other demographIcs to liberate, and Layboume toid the Planners 

how she and her new organization, Oxygen Media, were preparing to 

launch a new entertainment brand for women, a group that sounded 

Just as lovable m Laybourne's telling, as misunderstood, as monollthic, 

and as desperate for accurate media representation as kids. ""hile the 

exact nature of the programmmg and even of the medium to which 

Laybourne's new brand was to be affixed was still a mystery at that 

time, she did show a clear affection for the Internet, wluch she de

scribed as a livmg embodiment of her notion of democracy. through 

marketmg. Sbe also took great pams to assert tbat thIS VIsIOn of the In

ternet as democracy mcamate--<lespite having ·a1ready become a 

cliche from mcessant repetitIOn In all media-was utterly beyond the 
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constncted comprehension of the Plpe-shouting authontanans "who 

�� __ ar�ru,n!ling the bIg entectainrne-llLComp,arues," GroWIng audibly Indig
nant, Layboume sWItched Into protest mode, railing agaInst the arro

gance of those who "think that they can put a structure on thIS thIng," 

But the Internet IS an organism, and they are trying to put mecha� 

nisms on top of an orgamsm. It won't work. It's too powerful. Once 

people taste freedom-this IS the UnIted States of Amenca, we've 

got that In our blood, This IS a revolutlOn that will be led by kids, pri
marily, and J hope women as welL 

But while the kids got ready to tum the world on its ear, others were 
surely gomg to find the new regIme distastefuL No revolution IS com

plete without reactionaries, real or lmagmed, and so Layboume let us 
know where she and her new brand drew the line, stopped listening, 
and started excluding-namely at Southern Baptlsm, whlch had re

cently made the sub]ectlOn of women an officlal element of its credo, 
"I don't thInk that our brand is going to appeal to those Southern Bap
tlst men," she remarked tartly, The ad execs erupted in laughter and 

applause ' 
Readers familiar with the loglc of mass marketing mlght find Lay

bourne's hostility to Southern BaptIsts a little odd, Baptists are the 

largest Protestant denomInatlOn m the country; shouldn't thelT sheer 
numbers (as well as their streak of consumer militance) cause a sales

mInded executive to pause before wntIng them off altogether? But 
In dissing the churchgomg squares, Laybourne was In fact follOWIng 
a well-established brand-building strategy, one thoroughly explained a 
few years before by French advertlsIng executive Jean-Marie Dru In 

a book called Disrupt,on, Assertlng that mankind had entered a new 

era In which th'e value of brands mattered far more than any material 
factors, Dru argued that successful brands would have to Invent some 
hIgh-profile scheme for ldentifying themselves with liberation; they 

would have to ldentify and attack some social "convention" (one of 
those "ready-made ldeas that maIntaIn the status quo"); and would 

i 
, · 
, ; 
• · 
, 
, 
j' 

I !i I 
; , 

l' , 
, 
, 
1: 
f 
I ' f ( 

- , I" i 
i 

; , : n: 
. , , J!' 
I; ; 
, ' n' n 

i I , i , 
, 



260 O N E  M A R K E T  U N D E R  G O O  

have to align themselves with some Jarger '\1slOn" of human &eedom. 
���-··--From-a-longer-perspeGtive-what-Dru -w3s-proposing-w3s-the -coloniza-----------------

tion by busIness of the notion of SOCIai justIce itself. For a brand's VI-
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SlOn to succeed, Dru wrote, it must be "audacIous," it must be "made 
of dreams," a quality he illustrated WIth quotes from vanous figures of 
the hIstoncal left. So Just as the left's termmal retreat 10 the nmetIes 
paved the way for the pseudo-progressIve fantasies of the "busmess 
revolutIon," so It also left m Its ,vake a whole array of glamorous and 
unconventional cultural niches npe for corporate occupation. The 
brands tbat would prevail, Dru seemed to believe, would be tbose that 
identified themselves WIth some former aspect of radical politIcs.' In 
the ninetles we would have brands for SOCIal justice rather than move-
ments. 

Dru did not mvent ti1lS strategy: He merely described what was go-
109 on in advertising as tbe decade unfolded. Benetton was working to 
equate Its brand 'VIth the fight agamst raCIsm, MacLntosh WIth -that 
against technocracy; sunilaIi)" PepSI owned )'outh rebellion, wbfle Nike 
staked a clarm to "revolution" generally. Even as unthreatenmg a brand 
as the humble Duncan Yo-Yo could be moved to smash "convention," 
runnmg a commerCIal m 1 999 m whicb young people in various pos
tures of rebellion flipped off the camera while a VOice-over sneered, 
"Give us the finger; we'll give ),ou the power." The ChrIStian Right was, 
of .course, outraged.4 

But in the revoiution agamst convention, hierarchy, and arrogance 
tbat embroils tbe republic of business, Dru and Laybourne were but 
moderate and slow-mov1Og Girondins compared to the Jacobms of the 
BntIsh St. Luke's agenc)" whIch dispatched Planner Phil Teer to tbe 
conference to insplfe hIS American comrades with tales of upheaval 
and progress at "the agency of the future.'" While white-collar workers 
10 America, a land unfamiliar with degrees and shades of leftist poli-
tICS, tend to Imagme the "business revolution" as an analogue of the 
demands for better representation found 10 the Declaration of Inde
pendence, corporate thmkers elsewhere have a much broader palette 
of social upheaval to choose from. And St. Luke's was saId to be noth-
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ing less than a syndicalist advertisIng agency, its ownershIp shared unI

formly by each . employee and Its chairman paId only as much as its 

lowliest copywriter. Significantly� Teet came to advertislng only after 

working as a critIC of the tobacco industry, and thIs actual 1eftlst e.,\.Fe
rience bestowed upon him a credibility that not even Laybourne's fo

cus group epiphanIes could match. His irreverent, self-effacing \vay of 
talking ,\fon the Instant enthusiasm of the audience . He shovved slides 

contairung the \,yord " fuckin' �H He spoke In a thIck Scottish accent, 
whIch , he acknowledged, made him difficult for Amencans to under
stand but \VhlCh also demonstrated the progress of the revolution : Ult 
used to be) a year agol '\1e always sent ni ce, middle-class Oxford .. 

educated, public school boys to talk at conferences for St. Luke's . "  

Surely thIs was the real thing at last .  

Teer did not disapp oInt. He spent an h our fervently extolling" the 
artistIc idealism that burned at his agency and tersely proclrumlng the 

slogans of the business revolution .  uIf we stop exploring, we�l1 die, Jf he 
told the Planners . "Work is lelsure)tJ read one of IDS slides . "Transform 
people/' insis ted another, flashlng on the screen while Teer recounted 

the liberatlon of the admen, the story of the security guard �Nho now 

{'dances to jazz funk as he does hlS rounds," the former suit-\vearing ex

ecutive ,,,ho had become ua shaven-headed D].tt Not only had St�  
Luke's freed Its employees to participate In the subculture of theIr 

cholce, it had also Invented such boons to productivity as Hhot desk .. 

lng,11 a system In \vluch people worked vvherever they ,vanted in the 
company�s unstructured, loft-like office � ftAbolish pnvate space, and 
you abolish ego,.u Teer proclalmed* urCollective] o\vnership abolishes 

demarcation and hierarchy. IJ Even agency performance reviews had 

been revolutionIzed { the chairman \va s revievved by a receptionIst) 

along the lines of the cnticlsm/self-cnticlsm seSSlons once fashionable 
� 

on the MaoIst left. But this \vas advertiSing, and the people of St. 
Luke;s \vere less 1nterested ln smashIng the state than in Ukilling cynl
cism/' that pernicIous ann-brand feeling� 

Finally, Teer paraded before the Planners the results of all thIs de
fying of boundaries, upending of hlerarchy, abolishing of order, and 
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democratIzation of ownersrup: A set of TV pitches for the biSCUIts of 

----'FOlcllnd-rhe-furmture-of-Ikea:-i'l ot-surprisingly,-the-ads-produced -by ..... _," 
syndicalist admen turned out to Imagme the brands m questIon as the 

contested terram of social conflict. For furmture maker Ikea, St. Luke's 

dreamed up a cultural revolution m which the women of England rose 

up against cruntz, a symbol of the old order as loathsome as cold desks 

or middle-class public-school boys. "Chuck out that chmtz, come on, 

do it today," ran the jingle, sung to acoustic guitar accompamment. The 

Planners bOisterously endorsed the call for People's War on chmtz wlth 

waves of enthusIaStiC cheenng. 

I do not want to imply that the Account Plannmg Conference was 

a hotbed of social discontent, a meeting of some new, energetIc, well

funded, and spectacularly well-connected Socialist International. As It 

happened, m the same year I went to the Planmng gathermg I also at

tended several conferences of the actual political left, and the differ

ences are worth remarking. The word "revolution," for one thing, came 

up at these affairs about as often as did talk about "hot desking." Usu

ally they were held m unIversity classrooms or decrepit hotels. There 

was less blithe enthUSiasm and more hissmg, boomg, mterruptIon, and 

accusation. Attendees were generally older, squarer, poorer, and less 

white than the Planners. Sometimes they feU asleep dunng plenary 

sessions. InteractJon WIth officers or institutlOns of state or natIOnal 

government was extremely rare. 

But after the Planners had talked enough chaos and upheaval for 

one day, they descended on gleammg polished escalators past the Palm 

steak restaurant, the fountam pen boutique, and the Westin's mdoor 

waterfall, and were ferned by buses disguised as trolleys across town to 

the Massachusetts Statehouse, where they were welcomed by a pla

toon of faux soldiers dressed m Revolutionary War uniforms and ush

ered up to one of four or five open bars dispensmg microbrews and 

Maker's Ivlark. 

"Anyone can make an Identical product," one adman told me as we 

relaxed in a gallery of patnotlc artifacts from Boston's heroiC penod. 

"MI19' do we choose one over another?" I listened to assorted rumors 
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about Red SpIder. the mystenous ScottIsh plannmg consultancy whose 

representatives conducted an extremely exclusIVe alloday trairung ses

sion at the conference. I was told by one Planner that your company's 

check had to clear the bank before Red SpIder would even leave the 

UK; by another that Red SpIder never distributed anythmg written 

down; by a thIrd that their mstructlOn took a mysucal master-to-acolyte 

approach; by a fourth that therr mstructIon took a sImple fictIon

wntmg-semmar approach; and by a fifth that in fact Red SpIder would 

distribute thmgs that were WrItten down. It'S Just that the guy who was 

supposed to bnng the wntten materIals got sick. 

Most Planners were fanner graduate students from the social sci

ences. a woman from a Clucago-area agency told me. It's "Margaret 

Mead meets the Marlboro Man." A man from one of the more creatIve 

New York agencies mformed me that Planners were outsiders 10 a Pey

ton Place Industry. both ethmcally and mstitutlonally. 

"Tha!"s the mystique of the SWISS Army Knife." came an earnest 

vOIce from a nearby table. "Now. when you put that on a sweat-

shirt. ' . . " 

Ritual, Romance, and the Brand 

The most telling fact about account planmng was that Its practItIoners 

did not speak of It as a Job or a workaday divISIon of agency labor. The 

Planners I met referred to what they did-and almost umversally. it 

seemed-as "the discIpline." The academIC pretensIOns that the word 

carries are intentional: Even casual talk at the conference was suffused 

WIth a language that. while not academIC Jargon per se. was meant to 

Imply familianty WIth academia. ",th other "diSCIplines." with realms 

of learmng and,expertlse that lay far beyond the usual narrow pumews 

of Madison Avenue. While other branches of the "busmess revolution" 

reviled the pretensions of mamstream academIa, in Plannmg the exact 

opposite attitude seemed to prevail. Wanting desperately to assure the 

world that they knew what they were dOIng-that thIs branding stuff 

was both too complex for the urumtiated and yet easily mastered by ex-
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perts-Planners grasped for the legitimacy of convenuonal academia 

� _____ ithe-way_thelr _brethren _In_other _corporate...departments_hankered _for 

MBAs and consumed volume after volume of management theory. 
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A number of senior Planners, I was told, held advanced degrees m 

vanous, very sophisticated fields. I heard rumors of mystenous adver

usmg specialists called "trendologlsts." One Planner told me how "my 

insight on the meaning of [a brand] came from evolutIOnary psychol

ogy." Another compared the gomgs-on at his agency to tbe intellectual 

freedom and self-quesuoning that takes place at university. A third an

swered a quesbon about Planners' constant talk about "chaos" by in-

formmg me, simply, that "it's big m many academic disciplines." 

Geraldine Laybourne told us that "thiS whole plannmg process" she 

undertook prior to launchmg Oxygen made her "feel like I've been in 

graduate schoo!." And agam and agam I came across the word "ethnog

raphy," used sometimes to describe what was normally called "market 

research" and on other occasions as a handy, compact definition of the 

diSCipline Itself. 

The only bona fide PhD I came across at the conference, however, 

was Rick Robmson, a social psychologist whose speech Introduced the 

Planners to E-Lab, the Chicago-based consultancy he headed. Robin

son littered his talk promiscuously WIth JUICY bits of academese. He 

repeatedly reminded the assembled admen of his postgraduate cre

dentials, jmplied that he spoke both German and ancient Greek, read 

a quote from Clifford Geertz (in which Geertz hImself quotes Max We

ber), and asked us not to confuse a book he wTOte With a Similarly ti

tled one by Aldous Huxley. He described a bramstonnIng seSSion in 

WhlCh "way too many people WIth advanced degrees were SItting In a 

small room for too long," told us about "theories of narrative behavJOr" 

and prefaced one story by remarking, "jf this is Perception 1 0  J ,  I apol-

ogIZe." 

But there was no need to apologize. In some bemghted Zenith or 

Gopher Prame, perhaps, solid Citizens still railed against the devils of 

"deconstruction" and cursed the "tenured radicals" who had distracted 

our youth from their ancient and rIghtful concerns WIth forward 
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< I·  , passes. In the world of the brand, however, the esotenca of cultural 
Ii �."' . . f---.- studies and anthropology were the·name of the game. The Sr. Luke's 
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agency, for example, doesn't merely make ads; It has also mvented an 

entIre theory of contemporary culture It calls "Sensorama" and for 

wlllch the agency's websIte supplied a full-blown mtellectual pedigree, 

cllIng Nietzsche, Merleau-Ponty, and vanous aspects of postmod

ernism.1> 

There is a dislInct difference between the J3rgon-slingmg of acade

mIa and that of adverlIsmg, though-and not solely in that one is a sm

cere effort to grapple with reality while the other IS SImply a convement 

way to appear authontalIve before cllents. There IS also a profound gulf 

in tone and mtentlOn between the two. As the St. Luke's wehslte put 

it, "Sensorarna" (theIr house theory) lVas different from postmodermsm 

(the academIc versIOn) 10 that the admen rejected "cymclsm, Irony and 

apathy." Building and burmshmg the brands that made our country 

great was an altogether different venture from trymg to understand the 

social wodd. "Vhat Planners did was far more an exercise In Impenal

ism than in learrung. 

TIllS dislInctlon became clearer and clearer as E-Lab's Rick Robin

son continued with Ius talk. It was helpful to thmk of the brand as a 

myth, Robinson counseled, as a pnmal, transnatIOnal tale of hero and 

archetype. Unfortunately, though, most hrands had no Homer to co·l· 

lect them IOta one volume: they were related to consumers haphaz

ardly '("disparate" and "distributed" were the terms he actually used, 

meanmg that a company's thirty-second commercIals didn't always 

dovetail with, say. consumers' actual experience of the company;s 

products), permItting all sorts of mlsmterpretatIon and errant readings. 

And so Planners, whose Job It was to transform these bIls and p,eces 

mto what Robmson called "a mytluc whole, a narrative whole," must 
• 

sometImes call m the heavy mtellect to put thmgs nght. 

Enter E-Lab, whIch,. as ItS promotional literature put It, "specIalizes 

m proVIding a deep understanding of everyday e''Penence through a va

riety of mnovatlve, ethnographIc methods." Robmson described some 

of them for us: queslIomng people about products while they're actu-
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ally usmg them, mounting cameras m storeS or homes so the ethnog-
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____ raphers .can_obsen>e-exactly_howwe..go .abouLhuymg_coffee-DLwatch:..--'--=l
Ing 1V As RobInson showed us slides from the latter operation, 

distorted and gramy like sUlveillance·camera VIews of bank robbeties 

or convenIence store holdups, hIS language of benIgn academIc mter-

est seemed to morph mto a language of impena] controL A brand's 

myth IS everyday ""1'enence for consumers, he noted, and "if you can 

understand expenence, you can OlVl1 it.'" 

ThIS rather startling remark was the closest anyone at the confer

ence came to the sort of sales-through-donunation language that was 

once such a standard part of advertIsmg mdustry discourse. It has now 

been fully forty years smce Vance Packard used a bookfill of such ma

mpulanve talk to send the industry mto a public-relanons tailspm from 

whIch It has never really recovered. In those days advertIsmg execu

tIves were 10 the habit of compating themselves to scienusts: They 

were "engmeers of consent," (as one famous utle had it) masters of ap

plied psychology who were as certam of wruch sales pItches worked 

and which didn't as the lab-coated Authonlles who peopled their 

works. In the SlXlles, and partIally In response to the tIdal wave of 

doubt whIpped up by Packard's accusations, admen changed theIr 

mmds: Now they were artists, temperamental gemuses whose intoler

ance for order and luerarchy was shared by the msurgent consumers 

they Imagined clamonng to purchase all those cars, CIgarettes, and aIr 

conditlOners. These days, though, WIth the media world grown as frag

mented as the Amencan demographIc map, the sales fantasy du jour IS 

anthropology. 

It is Important to distmgulsh thIS professlOnal fictlOn of the Planners 

from more standard corporate anthropology, all those pracllcal efforts 

to mcrease productIVIty by stud" ng shop floor behaVIor or aVOId "in

sensillVlty" when building a new factory 10 some distant locale and 

convincing the locals to work in It for some nominal conSIderatIOn. 

Those vatieties of corporate anthropology reqUIre real anthropologists, 

formally tramed scholars who, the literature on the subject warns, tend 

to bnng all sorts of troublesome "values" to the Job with them. What I -- -----
- ----

I -- - - . - __ -0-
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saw at the Account Planmng Conference, however, was pretty much 

Just the OpposIte: Plannmg preserved the-troublesome attItude while 

largely Jettisomng the expertlse. The adpeople I met were as much an

thropologIsts as theIr forebears were sCIentists when they donned 

whIte lab coats or sat for the cameras before a bookcase full of Ency

clopedia Bntanmcas. What Planmng took from anthropology was attI

tude alone: The anthropologIst's status as a "techmcIan of the sacred" 

(in the phrase of Northwestern Umversity's Micaela di Leonardo), a re

tailer of the authenticity that consumers so crave these days.H 

The anthropologIcal fantasy seemed tailor-made for market pop

ulism, and partIcuiarly for NIadison Avenue's curious verSIOn of It. 

\Nhatever advertIsing did, whatever research it required, whatever mar

kets It had to penetrate, It could now do so m the democratIc language 

of sensItmty and empowerment. There were plenty of weIghty ideo

logIcal benefits as well: To understand the relatIOns of production and 

consumption as "rituals" Is-like understanding them as "cheese" that 

IS "moved" by some deity's unseen hand-to remove them from the 

great sweep of hIstOry and enlightenment altogether, to put them be

yond CrItICIsm. To understand demographIc groups as tribes and ad

men as sympathetic observers IS both to ennoble the relatIOnshIp 

between the two and to encourage the plutocratIc populism of whIch 

Geraldine Layboume \vas so fine a speCimen: marketers as advocates 

for the "constltuency" at hand. The people m the office blocks are pro

fessIOnals; the rest of us are mere subjects. They will study us and feed 

us and take care of us as best they can; they will manage our portfolios 

and shower us with cheap electromcs. but for us actually to criticize

or worse, mterfere m-their work is unthmkable. 

The diSCIpline of account planmng is perIodically swept WIth buzz

words and weIghty-sounding Ideas. In 1 997 It was "chaos," but the no

tion carned enough power and academic cachet to make It unavOldable 

m 1 998 as well. In fact, "chaos" now seemed to boast two distmct 

schools of elaboration. Like the management theOrists argumg about 

"change," adepts of a happy chaos foresaw opportUnIty everywhere 
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while others theorIZed a pessImistIc chaos m wruch extmction lurked 

�----around-every-eorner-;-Either-way,-account-pJanmng -was-tout.ed-as-a·c;ru-··-----· -

Clal naVIgatIng tool, a compass Wlthout wruch clients would either (de

pending on your mterpretabon) fail to profit from chaos or fail to aVOId 

chaos's pitfalls. 

Ted Nelson of the Mullen agency cleaved to the happy chaos camp. 

With a series of slides deplcbng fractals, the growth of musical genres, 

and a tangled landscape of strip mall sIgns, he Impressed upon a small 

audience m a hotel conference room that "life lS gettmg complicated." 

Clearly brands that were "based on conslstency" were, like the master 

narratives invented by all those dead white males, in for some pretty 

rough debunkings; meanwhile, brands that dared to acknowledge and 

accept chaos could prosper. Nelson's gmdelines for achleVlng thls prof
itability sounded a lot like the humility before the rhythms of the mar

ket that were pushed by management thmkers and mvestment gurus: 

"Embrace other tradibons," he said, "recogmze that there are other dis

clplines." And "surrender control," smash egotism, don't trunk about 

"where do I want to go, but where will consumers give me permissIOn 

to go." As Nelson got carried away mth rus subject, "chaos" began to 

sound less like an unavoidable state of affairs and more like an ultra

democranc utopla that Planners had to work desperately to bnng 

about. Until the day that planmng was practiced as he .counseled, Nel

son cautIoned, "the e)ostmg paradigm will not be subverted." 

Others understood "chaos" differently, as somethmg closer to "eva

sIOn" or, SImply, the "cymclsm" that was denounced by so many of the 

conference's dominant paradigm subverters. For all thelf zealous con

suming, Americans were also notoriously SUSP1ClOUS of advertIsmg. 

Even though we had built an economIc boom out of consumer debt, 

we had also killed Joe Camel and made best-sellers of books that pur

ported to find secret messages encoded m the ice cubes In liquor ads. 

Con&onnng that reSIstance, that "cymclsm," that towenng doubt

confrontmg It, measunng it, and finding a way around It-was, ulti

mately, what Planners were charged mth dOing. The Brand needed to 
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! be brought home to the People, understood as a fnend and a real-world 

-",-,' _____ ally rather _than a shouting ""']Jlmter or a high-handed marupulator. 
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No brand had enjoyed more success at thIS operatIon over the years 

than Nike, WIth Its ublquitous swoosh and its creepy soft-totalitanan 

Nike Town shops m the big CItIes. At the same nme, no brand had suf

fered as much for Its accomplishments. In the wake of revelations about 

Its labor practIces and its unpleasant encounters WIth Michael Moore 

and DooHeshuT): Nike had gone from SIgnifyIng athletIc excellence to 

symboii7ing everything that was wrong \\I1th the "New Economy"- mu}tl

millionarre athletes, starvatIOn wages In IndoneSIa, ubiqUltous logos, 

creepy soft-totalitarIan shops m the big CItIes. So it was mevitable, per

haps, that as the Account Planrung Conference drew to a close, we were 

a.1l brought together mto one room to hear two dramatic accounts of 

Nike's recent travails and of the herOIc work of the Planners to whom the 

company turned to rescue its fortunes. 

One day, Nike decided to sell special shoes for skateboarders. But 

there was a problem. Not the obVIOUS problem of whether or not skate

boarders actually reqUIred speCial shoes, but the problem of skate

boarders bemg "cynical" and thmkmg Nike wasn't cool. As Kelly 

Evans-Pfeifer of the Goodby, Silverstein agency told the story, the prob

lem when Nike "deCided to get mto the skateboarding market last year" 

was that "skateboarders did not want them there." Skateboarding, It 

turned out, was "an alternatIve culture" populated with difficult people 

who "don't really like this attention they're getting from these mam

stream companies. They're very wary and cyniCal about these compa-

mes attaching themselves to the sport or tryIng to get mto It.'' The 

cultural task that faced the Planners was not to deCide whether this 

hostility was deserved or warranted, but to liqUidate It: "The objectIve 

for the advertIsmg was not to reach a certam sales goal, but rather it had 

a more baSIC, grassroots task, whIch was that it needed to begm to start 

a relatIonship between Nike and skateboarders, and make skateboard

ers thmk that it wasn't such a bad thmg that Nike was gomg to get m-

volved." 
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arenas, but the Planners at Goodby saw through that 10 a second: the 

tlung to aIm for was authentlClty, not celebnty-worshlp, And the way to 

achIeve tlus was to study "real" skaters, who do theIr tncks on the out-

door walkways, planters, and bamsters of corporate Amenca, Having 

done theIr research, what the Planners found was that skaters believed 

they were the \�ctIms of a cuiture war all theIr own, that they were per

secuted unjustly by mtolerant cops and suburban CIty councils, The key 

to bringing skaters mto the brand's fold, then, was to transform Nike 

from an enemy Into a sympathIzer, to take up the skaters' SIde of the hat-

tle, "to acknowledge and harness all those feelings of persecutIOn," The 

ads that resulted asked, amusIngly, what it  would look like if other ath

letes were harassed and fined the way skaters so routinely are. They ran 

In skatmg magazInes and dunng 'The X-Games," and, according to 

Evans-Pfeifer, they effected a sea change In the way this particular 

subculture regarded Nike, In focus groups dbne to test the commer-

CIals, she told us, skaters "came m completely hostile to Nike: 'Nike's 

the Man, they don't know anything: " But, post-viewIng, it was found 

that their perceptions had changed: 'They saId, 'God, man, that's totally 

coming from a skatds VIew, That's awesome that that's gomg to be out 

there.' '' ThIS was a camprugn WIth "grassroots objectives," she renunded 

us, and It garnered "grassroots results," As eVIdence of thIS popular cul-

tural shift, she recalled a scene at the X-Games, when the power of the 

Nike commerCIals, shown on nearby Jumhotrons, was enough to bnng 

the action to a standstill. The Nike 800 number, ordinarily a condUlt for 

comp]amts, she srud, began to receIve a shower of congratulations: One 

skater asked for a copy of the commercials to show during Ius court 

date, Then Evans-Pfeifer displayed the cover of the May 1 998 issue of 

Big Brot11B/; a skateboarding magazIne, and proudly related to us the 

campaign's crovvning VIctOry: In an ISSlle denouncmg "corporate infiltra-

tion" of the subculture, the publication smgled Nike out for praise, 

Another team of Planners from the same agency, Pamela Scott and Di-
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ana Kapp, described how they took on an even hefner bit of cultural lift

mg for Nike. They began theIr presentation by-remmding us that "Nike 

has been steWIng m a bit of negativity for the last couple of years," a "neg

atiVIty" whIch, by 1997, trunted even the coveted mmds of teenagers. ''1/>le 

realized that there was a distance, and certainly a disconnect that [young 

people] were expenencmg wIth the brand," the Planners told us. Agrun 

that dread cyruClSm was teanng people and theIr brands apartl And agam 

the ad execs turned to a reliable cultural tool to battle it. Forgettmg for the 

moment about "making shoes fly off the shelves or a soanng mcrease m 

sales," the planners rolled up theIr sleeves and prepared to "address tlus 

negatiVIty by re-mjectmg authentiCIty and credibility back mto the brand_" 

To make therr advertisements effective, Scott and Kapp needed to find a 

"port as distant as possible from Nike's traditional advertismg approach, 

discredited now WIth its excesses of money and celebnty_ So, becommg 

convinced along Vl1th Just about every newspaper, magazme, and lemon

lime soda pop m the land that women's basketball was the ne plus ultra 

of sporting authenticity, a new world as yet unsullied by the market's 

touch, they set about studymg lugh school girls' basketball and packagIng 

It mto an elaborate pitch for the Nike brand_ The two ad women narrated 

for us how they embarked on an etlmographic fact-finding tour through 

the South, "inner-city PhilIy," and other regions where authentiCity could 

be mmed cheaply and plentifully_ Somewhere, though, their sCIentific de

tachment became tounst-like gIddiness and they related ,vith the enthu

siasm of a post-vacation slide show how they encountered all manner of 

cunous "rituals" among the gIrl-athletes they found and how they carne 

across "the most unselfconsclOus laughter you've ever heard"; they played 

a recording of an exOtIc-sounding lugh-school cheer and showed us black

and-white photos of serious-looking teenagers staring past the carnera like 

dust bowl farmers in a Dorothea Lange pIcture. And then they told us 
-

how they went about puttIng that authenticity to work for Nike. 

As hIgh school league rules forbade the agency to use an actual high 

school team In the ads, the agency mvented a replica team to reenact 

the love of sport that the Planners had WItnessed on their tour. A group 
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of hIgh-school-age girls was duly recrUlted and dispatched to basket-

.,-____ halLcamp .. ..w.her.eJhey_were�asSlgned-to-.:�huiid-tbe)f"'O.l!Lruis.teWo.od. ___ . __ 

that we could reflect. "oth great authentIcity." The squad was dubbed 

• • 

the Charlestown Cougars. and we watched the Intentionally low-bud

get-looking commerCials that documented the Cougars' arduous. un-

sung way to fictitIous state champlOnhood. The commercials stretched 

to push all of our authenticity buttons: The omeless black-and-whIte 

Imagery. the heroic slow-motIOn at crucial POlOtS, the unpolished 

VOlce�overs, the women's VOIces hummmg church sPlTItuals In the 

background. Consumers found all this authenticity convincing, we 

were told. We heard of website hits and plaintive messages from real-

life hIgh school glds. But the campaign shol!ldn't be Judged merely In 

terms of Nike sales, the adwomen told us, for the ads were much more 

than that. They were about "raising conscIOusness" as well. They 

worked not merely commerCially, but "to build role models for young 

gids." The campaign "validated who they are In their sport." The audi-

ence of Planners erupted once more. 

I confess: The way the word is used in marketing literature. I am an ex

tremely "cyrucal" person. I doubt advertising. I scoff at brands. I do not 

believe that Maclntoshes make you "think different" or that Virgima 

Slims help you "find your vOIce." And yet I was stopped cold by what I 
can only call the cymclsm of Nikes approach. As nearly everyone 

knows by now, Nike IS an outfit \\Oth a certain reputation for New 

Economy-style explOItatIon. They learned long ago that It was more 

profitable to move productIOn of their shoes to the umon-free and 

largely Invisible Third Wodd, where they could enJoy maximum "fl",'(J

bility" and, thanks to some of the most barbaric regimes on earth, pay 

theu workers wages so small that It IS difficult for Americans to under

stand how they stay alive. HaVing done that, though, Nike then pro

ceeded to do pseudo-anthropological studies of the very Amencans 

whose world has been shattered by the departure of operations like 

them to the lands of the "open shop"-and to produce gritty cammer-
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ClalS celebraung the authenticity of our poverty, our alienation, our 
earnest search ·for redemptIOn through sport. 

None of wluch concerned the Planners at anything more than a per

sonal leveL Labor unions don't hrre account planners. They don't run 

commercIals dunng the Super Bowl or even the X-Games. Neither do the 

unorgamzed workers of the ThIrd World, One of the baSIC prenuses of the 

"New Economy" is that a good amount of industry IS now more mobile 

than workers: Manufacturers can close a factory here and open another 

one there at the drop of a hat; they can use the Internet to illstantly "out

source" Vlrtually any kind of record-keeping work to the poorest countnes 

on earth, Just as Important, though, IS therr command over the culture ill 
whIch we are sentenced to live while we stay put In Crucago or Kansas 

·City. We can't evade the authentlCJty-fantasles of Nike any more than we 
can move to Guatemala to follow our old Jobs: They blare not only from 

the commerCials durmg halftnne but from the unifonns the athletes wear, 

from 1Vs in arrports, from the SIdes of cereal boxes. 

I do not mean to imply by any of th,S that Nike's campaIgns are um

formly successful-the one targeting skateboarders, in fact, turned out 

to be a failure'-or that the brand-builders of account planning are the 

experts and the geniuses they claIm to be. Clearly "charlatan" would be 
as appropriate a descripbon here as It IS in discussing management the

ory. But one can't help but marvel at the effort It would requlle to 
achieve a comparable level of visibility for the actual concerns, not just 

the authentiCIty, of working-class life. 
When I was In graduate school In the early 1990s, It was a peda

gogIcal given that the great shifting of scholarly attention that was then 
m Its final stages-the turn from studying the masters of culture to ex
ammmg the way culture was receIVed and e.experlenced, from the high

brow canon to everyday life-was a liberating development, Liberating 
• 

not merely m the sense of scholarly opportunity, in that It was now per-

mIssible to study thmgs (like advertIsing) that had formerly been con

sidered unworthy: Th,s stuff was politIcally iiberating as well, a 

blueprint for the eventual undomg of all manner of cultural and social 
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hierarcJues. CertaInly the new pedagogles had all the right enemIes: 

the end of the world m the failure of new textbooks to pay suffiCient 

homage to national heroes, newspaper columrusts angered to derange� 

ment by the parade of sm at thIS year's M LA  conference, Pat 

Buchanan, the Southern Baptists. As the culture wars got loudly un

derway, what was less frequently remarked were the sundry ways m 

wlllch the newly populist rhetonc of certam diSCIplines shadowed the 

rhetOriC of the culture mdustnes, theIr techmques and assumptIOns 

commg to sound more and more like market research. 

After one has sat through a spectacle like the Account Planning 

Conference, though, the confluence of the two becomes difficult to ig

nore. The admen I spoke to were about as deeply mterested in the care 

and maintenance of "master narratives" as they were In collectmg the 

five-foot shelf of Harvard ClaSSICS. In advertismg, the branch of bUSI

ness that has warred the longest and most ferocIOusly agamst obsolete 

values, the ritual smashmg of old orders-and ritual mocking of old ad

vertIsing styles-has become almost routine. Today's market-populist 

twist merely takes the long-standing trajectory one step further: Where 

ads were once openly manIpulative, relymg on the raw assertions of 

stem-sounding authority figures, many of them work today by hauling 

authority off to the gallows and mvokmg mstead .1'01< m all your you

ness: your deSIre to be you, your longmg for authentic non-advertlsed 

expenence, your SuspICIOns of authonty, and, most of all, your heIght

ened sophIstication towards the bIg authontanan sell. 

If I can be excused for appropnatmg one of the planners' favorite 

buzzwords, I would Iili.e to propose a "convergence theory" of my own: 

That what emerged m the nineties beneath all the Sturm and Orang of 

the culture wars was a distinct consensus between business and its pu

tatlve opponents, a consensus m wJuch massIve abuse of the language 

of popular consent masked a repugnant politics of ennchment for 

some and degradatIon for millions of others. I t  was a consensus In 

wJuch even the most radical-sounding pedagogles seemed to feed ever 

more directly Into the culture mdustry, m whIch It no longer surpnsed 
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anyone when, as at my own alma mater, ad agenc1es like Ogilvy & 

lvlatheLtrawled for anthropology PhDs (they� are� mterested, they spec
ify, only m ones w1th "no ideological or moral obJechons to consump

tion/matenalism"). Gingnch and Clinton were shaking hands; the 

Labour Party was abandonmg its age-old disagreements "oth the To

nes. \Vherever one looked, it seemed, the oppositIOn was ceasmg to 

oppose . 
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C"lt,wal Studies from Left to Right 

George was touched by the Falf. He stood one mght with 

Charles Nolan. watching the crowds of the Midway, and 

dreamed aloud: the peap'le had done aU this! It was "of the 

people, by the people. for the people!" The lawyer argued: 

"No, most of [he money was subscribed by nch men. The peo· 

pie had nothing to do WIth desIgmng the buildings." The econ

omist pulled his beard and sighed. Anyhow, the people were 

enJoYing It . . . . Perhaps the Kingdom of God was a little nearer. 

-Henry George's vait to tJle 1894 COlll1llhiall 
E"'l1osltiou, accordillg to Tholl/as Beer (1926) 

Closing Down the American Mind 

In matters mtellectual the populist Impulse burned across the nineties 

like a prame fire. HaVIng spent the seventies and eighties railing agaInst 

busmg, "secu]ar humarusts," the Panama Canal giveaway, "penmssive
ness/' tax-and-spend liheraJs, the Ifspecial interests," those insidious flag

burners, and a shadowy "new class" that controlled the nation's media, 

the leaders of the backlash now turned, for their final, most spectacular, 

most Inflammatory act, on the egghead. To be sure, the backlash had ear

ned a nasly strain of anti-intellectualism smce Its bIrth In the aftermath 

of the campus revolts of the sIXties, but open war on academia as an m

stituaon only commenced wIth the spectacuJar success of Allan Bloom's 

• 
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crank}' 1987 best-seller, 17,e CloSIng of ti,e American Mind, and the me-
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lmown as "political correctness." While the hUmanIl]es had once been a . 

placId world in which qUIet men in tweed gently pondered the great 

books, it had somehow become a hotbed of subverSIOn where outrageous 

foreIgn theones were taken senously, where the "great hooks" were the 

ohject of politIcally motIvated disrespect, and where tyrannical, hyper

sensItive minonties erected preposterous speech codes to lord it over the 

children of mIddle America. The equatIon was almost too good to be be

lieved: The most eutist and affected profession of them all-and what 

red-blooded American doesn't hate know-it-all teachers? could now be 

linked not only to the left but to an unbelievably offensIve left, a left that 

·was almost totalitanan in its smugness. upolitical correctness" was back

lash gold. Get a load of their hilarious Jargon, theIr far-fetched interpre

tations, theIr preening radicalism! In the "tenured radicals" of the 

humanities, the right saw a nineties version of the "limousme liberal" 

stereotype of the seventies, and columnists, politIClans, thmk-tankers, 

and even the presIdent stumbled over one another m the rush to com

pare "politIcal correctness" to the attitudes of NazIS or Commurusts, to 

dredge up frighterung tales of good, humble faculty bumiliated by bram

wasbed students or assaulted by Marx-mad colleagues. 

Looking back on the antJ-academja furor of the early mneties, though, 

one IS struck by how WJdely the PC critIque mIssed the mark, by how 

poorly it described what was actually gomg on in the humanitIes, and 

above all by its doleful tone of natIonal decline. This IS not to say that 

campus speech codes werenlt outrageous-they sometimes were. And it 

is not to deny that many professors m English departments consIdered 

tbemselves "radicals", on the contrary, by tbe mjd-runetJes even tbe most 
• 

mamstream s7holars in certam departments g10ned to speak of theIr own 

"radicalism." But then, so did arch-capitalist Wired magazme. So did 

Tom Peters. So did Warner Lambert, tbe maker of BubbliclOus bubble 

gum, wInch mtroduced a flavor called "Radical Red." And who gave a 

damn about defending the "great books" or halting our natJonal decline 

or warding off deconstructIon's challenge to Western Civilization when 
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the Dow was soaring towards 12,000, when the Amencan way was tn-

fantaslZlng about the totai jetl:Jsonmg of the human past, about the lITel

evance of nal:Jonai borders, about the dawrung of a "New Economy" m 

wruch the sCIence and WIsdom of ail the disciplines and all the centunes 

was as useless as medieval astrology? 

Of course, getl:Jng It nght was never the object of the "PC wars." 

Winmng elections was. And, WIth those elections won, the nght lost m

terest m deplonng the professors and moved on to new fantaSIes, new 

populisms, borrowing freely now from the "radicai" theones of the hu

mamtles as easily as they had NaZI-baited the "politically correct" a few 

seasons before. 

The greatest trouble to confront the humamtIes in the ninetIes was 

not the blustering of the bacldash nght but the econormc CriSIS facmg 

the recent graduates of ItS PhD programs. So heedlessly did certaIn de

partments hand out doctorates In the eIghtIes and mnel:Jes that before 

long a massIVe oversupply of qualified job-seekers was on the academic 

market. 'I1:us generatIOn of an enormous reserve pool of labor COInCIded 

WIth the adoption of modern management technIques by unIversIty ad

minIstrations, whIch were learmng to bust faculty umons and achIeve 

greater I<flexibility" by farmmg out more and more education work to 

underpaid graduate students and "adjunct" professors, the academy's 

versIOn of the zero-benefits temp. As the resulting state of affaIrS pal

pably eased the worldoad of traditionai tenured faculty, they had . little 

mterest in cutting back the number of PhDs granted or m forcmg more 

humane labor poliCIes on theIr employers.' 

The results were catastrophic. Anyone who spent any l:Jme m acadenua 

In the last ten years has heard the horror stones, taies far more destructive 

III thelT consequences for rugher learnIng in Amenca than even the most 

grotesque culture-war anecdote about loose accusatlOns of f/lookism" or 

disprespect for "dead whIte maies" Of new PhDs teaclung enrue courses 

for fifteen hundred dollars per semester, putting together four or five such 

Jobs at different colleges III order to make a livmg wage, preparmg maten

als and commuting frantically between lectures to deliver quality !mowl-
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edge to students who couldn't gIVe a damn. In 1995 an advertised tenure
track Job in a lnstory department was rumored to have attracted SIX hun
dred applications; 10 2000, I heard of an advertJsed tenure-track Job 10 an· . 
EngUsh depatlment that had actually drawn a thousand desperate young 
PhDs. Writing 10 1997, Cary Nelson, one of the few tenured scholars to 
address dus subject Wlth an appropnate level of outrage, offered up an in
furiating montage of the vanous humiliations Inflicted on Job-seeking 
PhDs he knew dunng the ometies, and wrote that '\"th many college 
teachers looking more and more like lnIgrant factory labor-lacking health 
benefits, Job secunty, retirement funds, and any Influence over eIther thel! 
employment conditions or the goals of the inslJtutions they work for-the 
Ideology 6f professlOnalism seems 10creasingly ludicrous." 

Nowhere on the Arnencan scene was the New Economy myth of the 
all-powerful "knowledge worker" more clearly and more demonstrably 
wrong. The young PhDs of the 1 9905 found themselves transformed by 
the workings of the free market not from hapless orgamzation men into 

fully souled bUSInesspeople, but from profeSSIonals into casual laborers, 
theIr bargaming power detemuned not by their knowledge or ability or 
any of the rest of it but strictly by the age-old laws of supply and demand. 
No qUlrky pets at work. No ecstaac reeling round the keg while theonz-
109 the new order. No lofry ultimatums to employers about exactly how 
much m wages and opaons they would need to ensure therr presence . 
Not even any health care. What was destroymg academia wasn't decon
structIOn; it was the market. 

And 10 domg so the market was not only proving itself to be disas
trous as a prinCiple of  social organization, but also an unmIllgated m
grate as welL For market populism owed a great deal to the scholarly 
mnovations of the nmeties, and partlcularly to those departments 
where the m�rket was working Its worst depredanons. 

The Importance of Being Studly 

The prominent sociologist Herbert Gans had been writing about pop
ular culture and Its audiences for som."-. twenty years when he pub-
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lished hIS 1 974 book Popular CultllTe mld High Cultltre, a 1 59-page 

____ --'su mmary..o£blsJ:hmking_on..the_subject . .Ihe_volumejs.now_twenty.Jiye ____ ___ _ 

years old, and it builds on arguments Gans had been making smce the 

fiftIes, but if not for a number of bad calls and an obsolete Jargon it 

could Just as easily have been wntten yesterday, so reliably does It pre-

dict certaIn dommant scholarly concerns of the nineties. For Gans, as 

for so many academIc wnters about culture, the long-standing Amen-

can debate over hIgh culture and mass culture was really a broader 

clash between elitIsm and populism, between the snobbISh tastes of 

the educated and the functIonal democracy of popular culture. Gans 

began the book by rejecting the Idea "that popular culture IS SImply Im-

posed on the audience from above," that a malign culture industry IS 

able to tell us what to think. In fact, he argues, audiences have the 

power to demand and receIve, through the medium of the market, the 

culture of theIr choosing from the entertamment industry, and-in 

what would become m the late eighties and mnetIes the trademark ges-

ture of academIC cultural studies-Gans hammers the cntlcs of the 

entertainment mdustry as nabobs of "elitIst" taste "unhappy WIth [re-

cent] tendencIes toward cultural democracy." Those who cntlcize the 

structure of the media machme are themselves the real elitIsts, obnox-
IOusly assurmng they know what IS best for the world_ The real lSsue of 
cultural debate is whether or not the cntlc believes m the mtelligence 

of the audience, and for holding audiences 10 mexcusably low esteem 

Gans SIngles out mld-centmy cntic Dwight Macdonald and Herbert 
Marcuse, late of the famous Frankfurt School of Mamst social theory.' 

Up to this point Gans seems to have anticIpated WIth uncanny ac

curacy the Issues, the preconceptions, and even the particular villams 
of academic literary and cultural cnticism of the mnetIes. But his 

streak of preSCIence ends abruptly when he predicts that the elitist 

mass culture critIque he identifies with Macdonald and Marcuse 

would stage a triumphant return In the very near future. Gans comes 
to thIS odd prediction by connectmg the mass culture cntique, as a 

theory that celebrates the transcendent worth of a canonical education 
and good taste, WIth the mterests of intellectuals generally: When their 
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"status" is under attack or in decline, they revert naturally to the old 

elittsm, dreammg up all sorts of hIghbrow bushwa about art and cul

ture m order to remforce the hIerarchIes that support theIr exalted so

Cial position. But when respect for mtellectuals is on the rise, they can 

lighten up, make peace wIth mIddle Amenca, and read USA Today 

along WIth the rest of us. 

ThIs IS almost exactly the opposIte of what happened in the runetIes, 

when the humanitIes came under the fiercest attack In generations. 

True, certain aspects of academIc professIOnalism seemed to grow 

more and more pronounced ",th each assault from the nght: Thmk of 

the clotted, ciphered academIc prose-a reliable source of amusement 

for Journalists throughout the decade-that seemed to knot Itself more 

• egregIously still wIth each blusterIng culture-war tirade. What Gans 

got wrong was that the object of all thIS credentlal-flashmg, sentence

mangling """pertise was not the sanctity of 11Igh culture, but the oppo

sIte. The mass culture cntIque that Gans so abhorred did not reappear 

m the mneties; on the contrary, scholars joined Journalists, polittclans, 

and media moguls In pounding It relentlessly, In dispatchIng It off to 

that specIal oblivion reserved for Intellectual anathema. In hIS mfluen

tIal 1988 book, Highbrow/Lowbrow, histonan Lawrence LeVIne de

clared that the problem of aesthetic elittsm-as represented by the 

consolidatIOn of the high cultural canon In the mneteenth century

was In fact the central drama of American cultural hIstory. By parading 

before readers a series of vignettes in which repulsive, upper-class Yan

kee snobs each of them coupled carefully with theIr racist and oth

e"Vlse offenSIve remarks-looked to /ugh culture for a refuge from 

democracy, Levine sought to prove that hierarchies of taste were anal

ogous to SOCIal hIerarchy generally and to racIsm specifically. Naturally 

what the hIgh culture patrons of the past set out to do was make audi

ences I'less mteractIve," to transform them from "a public" into "a group 

of mute receptors." Historian Andrew Ross carned both the argument 

and the rhetorical strategy Into the twentieth century In his 1989 vol

ume No Respect, finding In VIrtually any Iteratton of hIghbrow taste a 

tacit e>..pression of contempt for democracy. � 

• 
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The SIgnature scholarly gesture of the nineties was not some 

warmed-over aestheticism, but nQRulist celebration of the Rower and 

"agency" of audiences and fans, of thelf ability to evade the grasp of the 

makers of mass culture, and of theIr talent for transforming just about 

any b,t of cultural detrItus mto an Implement of rebellion. Although 

cultural populism appeared everywhere m acadeInla, its best known 

and loudest proponents were the vanous celebritIes of the rapidly 

growmg discipline known as cultural studies-the "cult studs," to use 

the phrase of one stars truck reVIewer. Like Gans, the cult studs tended 

to be unremittingly hostile to the elitISm and luerarchy that older ways 

of understanding popular culture seemed to Imply; they tended to see 

audience "agency" lurking m every consumer decision. They found 

seeds of rebellion and reSIstance emplanted m almost any of the cul

ture-products once scoffed at as "lowbrow," and accordingly turned 

theIr attentJOn from the narrow canon of "hIghbrow" texts to the vast 

praIries of popular culture. BritISh academlc Jim McGulgan has de

scribed this central article of the cult stud's fruth as a formulruc "pop

ulist reflex," a moral calculus m whIch the thoughts, proposals, or texts 

In questIon are held up to thIS overarchmg standard of Judgment: What 

does tlUs imply about the power of the people? Accounts of popular 

culture In which audiences were tricked, manipulated, or otherwise 

made to act agaInst their best mterests are automatically " 'elitist,' " as 

the distinguished cult stud Lawrence Grossberg once put It (in a line 

echoed in almost every cultural studies essay or book I have ever read), 

because they assume that audiences are "necessarily silent, paSSIve, 

politIcal and cultural dopes.'" 

Generally speaking, cult studs did not frequently apply the term 

"elitIst" to Hollywood executives or TV producers. ThIS was a charac

tenstic they attributed not to the culture mdustries but to critics of the 

culture industries, most notably the same gang of easy-to-hate Frank

furt School MalXlsts that so pISsed off Herbert Gans. Cult studs 

tended to see m the work of Marcuse and fellow Frankfurter Theodor 

Adorno (who once, to lus undYIng Infamy, expressed a dislike for Jazz) 
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the very embodiment of the snobbery from which acaderrua was only 

now recovenng, In reaction to ·the uptight squareness of the Frank

furters, the cult stud communIty wastes no opportunIty to marvel at 

the mynad sItes of "resIstance" found In 1V talk shows, sCI-fi fandom, 

rock Vldeos, fashlOn magaZInes, shoppIng malls, comIc books, and the 

like, describmg the most innocent-lookIng forms of entertamment as 

hotly contested battlegrounds of socIal conflict, TheIr books teem \loth 

stones of aesthetic hIerarchIes rudely overturned; with subversIve 

shoppers dauntlessly using up the mall's aIr conditIOning; wIth heroIc 

fans building their workers' paradise nght there in the Star Trek corpus; 

'10th rebellious readers of women's fashIOn magazInes symbolically 

smashing the state, As critic and cult stud Michael Berube summa

rIZed the diSCIplines focus m 1992, "It is always attemptIng ... to dis

cover and Interpret the ways disparate diSCIplinary subjects talk back: 
how consumers deform and transform the products they use to con

struct their lives; how 'natIves' rewnte and trouble the ethnographIes of 

(and to) whIch they are subject, . .  "0 

For the cult studs the natIOnal outrage over "political correctness" 

came as somethmg of a godsend. HaVlng argued that stud)'lng popu

lar texts (moVles, 1V programs, comIcs) Instead of the great books 

was a profoundly revolutionary operation-smce it corroded all those 

snobbIsh aesthetic hierarchies that LeVlne had inSIsted were prop

pIng up a raCIst, plutocratic state-they no\\' had defimte confirma

tIOn that theIr dOIngs were In fact deeply offenSIve to the power 

structure. The fact that the culture warriors of the nght tended to pin 

the biame for PC on the demons of "deconstruction" rather than the 

cult studs themselves was a bIt of a problem, but otherwIse every

thIng fit. StudYIng fashion magaZInes or commUnIties of fans was the 

real revolutlOnary stuff, the first step In what would become an me-
, 

sistible assault on the powers that be. The fury of the nght was a 

stamp of authentICIty, and cult studs enthUSIastically SIgned up for 

the culture wars, Identifying themselves as the real targets of the PC 

outrage and declarmg theIr firm intention to go on subverting. to con-
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credentJaling adVIce: "For someone interested in socIology and cultural 

studies. . It would not be helpful to study soci.ology at the University 

of IllinOIs at Urbana-ChampaIgn or at the UmversIty of Wisconsin, but 

It might well be helpful to study It at the Umverslty of California at 

Santa Barbara.'" T1us resolute InstitutlOnal-mmdedness set up a contra

diction In cultural studies populist terms so blatant that It made POSSI
ble excruclatmg moments like the one recounted m 1995 by Richard 
Haggart, one of the Bnbsh founders of the field, In whIch a "distin
gwshed scholar from England" who was glvmg a paper at a cultural 
studies conference In Amenca found hImself "interrupted by a group of 
women graduate students who mounted the platform and demanded 
access to the ffilcrophone." 

They objected, they saId, to an)' more "so-called experts" bemg al
lowed to speak from the rostrum when they had not been inVIted to 
do so. They demanded equal rIghts on the ground that thelt opInIOns 
were, as a matter of prmciple and fact. as good as anyone else's; to 
have only "established speCIalists" g,,"ng papers was "unacceptable 
academIC eiittsm.''9 

The core features of the cult-stud approach can be brought mto 

hIgh relief by contrasting the diSCIpline's founding AmerIcan text, the 
massIVe ClIltaral St1ldies anthology of 1992, and the slightly less gI
gantic Mass Cultltre anthology of 1957, a standard aSSIgned text of an 
earlier era which also took on the then-novel subject of popular cul
ture. While the older book was orgamzed by the different Industnes It 
covered, and while it lumped together essays origmally published in 

popular magazines along WIth contributions to the American J01l11701 of 

SOCIOlogy, the 1992 book was an Impressively precIse record of just 

about everything uttered at an academIC conference that took place 

one heroIC week In 1990. The central theme of the later book was not 
so much "culture" as its "study"; not the liveliness of "the popular arts" 

but the shImmerIng gemus of culture's mterlocutors. The book's SIZe 
and weIght made the message of Its contents hard to mIss: Th,s IS  the 
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cornerstone of a grand new professional edifice, complete WIth a lan-

_____ gu.g�d'!UMeW, and theoIY_tha,,,re _l!rnqueiY_Its ow. The.s_ e_cli!y.UblL 

earlier, more popular book IS faulted (when it's remembered at all) for 

bemg an elinst showplace, a museum of the mass culture cnuque (it 

even mcluded an essay by DWIght Macdonald), but the later, mfiOltely 

more populist voiume seems to have been constructed without any 

concern at all for the reading public. It was only reVIsed, ItS editors 

note, so that the particIpants 10 the conference could clarify their 

statements, fortify thelf posmons. 

But while the cult studs enshoned their brand of populism as the 

pedagogy of chOIce 10 the early nmetles, hounding the mass culture cri

tique from the field and establishmg thelf notions of agency and reSlS

tance as interpretative common sense, neIther Gans nor anyone else 

from the sociological school WIth whIch he IS Identified was mvited to 

the victory party. Gans's 1974 book may have been a direct antecedent 

of the bumper crop of cult-stud monographs and antholOgIes ISsued by 

Routledge throughout the decade, but you wili search those books 10 
vain for references to Gans and his colleagues. ThIS IS especIally cun

ous gIven the cult studs' compulsive reciting of influences and jntellec� 

tual genealogy. Gans was not menuoned 10 either the vast bibliography 

or the lOdex of C,ilt1lral Studies; he did not appear at all in Paunck 

Brantlinger's 1990 hIStory of cultural studies, 10 Grossberg's 1992 ac

count of the history of cultural studies, 10 Stanley Aronowitz's 1993 ac

count of the history of cultural studies, in Simon DUring's 1993 

anthology on the hIStory of cultural studies, in John Fiske's 1993 book 

on cultural studies and Iustory 10 Angela McRobbie's 1994 account of 

the history of cultural studies, 10 Jeffrey Williams' 1995 anthology on 

the culture wars and cultural studies, or In Cary Nelson and Dilip 

Gaonkar's 1996 anthology on acaderma and the history of cultural 

studies. 10 

NYU historian Andrew Ross, almost alone among leading cult studs, 

was willing to admit that the conflict between elitISt dupe-theones and 

audience-agency notIOns that so characterized the scholarshIp of the 

1990s had 10 fact been gomg on 10 the UOlted States smce the fifues. 
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He further concedes that the populist promontory held by hIm and hIS 

colleagues -was one they Inhented -from sociologists of that era like 

Gans and DaVId Riesman." But even those cult studs who acknowl- -

edged the non-novelty of the populist reflex offered militant defenses 

of theIr diSCIpline's umqueness. Not on the grounds of its methods or 

theones, whIch drew on a range of preeJOstmg mfluences, but on the 

grounds of pOlitics. After all, they were the ones that the nght was per

secuting, weren't they? Cult-stud potentate Simon Durmg fired the 

. first shot m Routledges 1993 offenSIve by distingUIshIng cultural stud

ies from all other forms of academic criticISm on the basis that it was 

"an engaged diSCIpline," a proudly commltted leftIst pedagogy. And one 

mllst admIt that this commitment was a sincere one. But the cult 

'studs' radical chest-thumpIng also tended to draw attention to theIr 

distance from politics as It was eA]Jenenced outSIde the academy. 

The nInetIes were, of course, a time of populism generally In Amer

Ican culture. Even as the remnants of the backlash right rallied for 

family values and tradioonal culture, the corporate nght was develop

ing a market populism that Identified the will of the people with the 

deeds of the market, that agreed WIth the cult studs on the revolutIon

ary power of popular culture and the wonders of subjects who talked 
bad" that gloried in symbolic assaults on propnety, on brokers, on 

bankers, on old-style suit-wearers of all descnptions. The populism of 

the microchip, not the populism of Pat Buchanan, was the truly hege

monic Ideology of the "New Economy." And It bore at least a superfi

CIal resemblance to the pedagOgIcal populism of cultural studies. Cult 

studs reveled in recountmg thelf persecuoon by backlash right-wingers 

dnven to apoplectic fury by thelf sassy questIOnIng of aesthetIC luerar

chies; but as the backlash dned up, as its leading figures abandoned 

the field, and as It was supplanted by market populism, It made more 

sense to ask whether or not the politics of the cult stud were m fact as 

revolutionary as they seemed. 

We mIght begm by aslting about the cunous absence of Herbert 

Gans from the swmging, reSIstance-filled world of the cult stud. One 

suspects the answer to thIS puzzle lay first of all In hIS politIcs: AJ-
. . --. 
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though Gans was a refreshIng voice of common decency on the ques-

------;Otion of welfare "teform:�<ihe-sensenhanallymg,o-ilie-defense-of-the---

welfare state was far too pedestnan an mterventlon for the new breed 
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of radical Certamly Gans was not forgotten because hIs books were 

out of pnnt: On the contrary, many of them (most notably 71,e Levit-

towllers, hIS famous 1 967 defense of suburbIa) were still well known to 

nInetIes encomiasts of mIddle Amenca like Alan Wolfe and Joel Gar-

reau. Perhaps it was thIS appeal to the vOIces of moderation, and Gans's 

consensus credentials generally, that explamed his absence from the 

cult-stud stable. Gans came from an mtellectual generation that (to 

SImplify ruthlessly) tended, m the face of a terrifymg Cold War enemy, 

to downplay SOCIal conflict m order to emphasize a vlSIon of a healthy 

and well-functlonmg natIOnal whole. In books like Damel Bell's End of 

Ideology and Richard Hofstadter's Age of Reform, the consensus schol

ars (no studs they) portrayed dissent as disease; m public places like 

Partisan ReVIew they more or less abandoned theIr adolescent leftism 

and enlisted m the AmerIcan Century. 

The cult studs could Imagme nothmg more reprehensible. The very 

Idea of consensus was intellectual poison In the mneties, attacked fero

ciously by management theOrIsts like Tom Peters and denounced as 

quaSI-faSCISt in epater-by-numbers fare like the mO\oe Pleasantville. In 

the works of the cult studs the consensus era comes off as a time of 

scholarly practIce so degraded it is scarcely worth remembenng. PatrIck 

Brantlinger, for example, recounted how the diSCIpline of AmerIcan 

Studies (a slightly older rIval of cultural studies) was founded m the 

years after World \>Var II as a deliberate venture in natIOnal mythmaking 

and nps It as Han academic cultural chauvmism" whose "ultimate goal," 

despicably. was "sociaJ harmon}�" Lawrence Levine runs over the same 

story agam m hIS 1996 book on the culture wars, tarring AmerIcan Stud

ies, m hIS characterIStIc connect-the-dot style, as nothmg less than pre

meditated mtellectual collaboration WIth the Cold War state. Nelson 

and Gaonkar remember it as a "McCarthy-era pact [WIth "state power"] 

guaranteemg silence and irrelevance from the humaruties and collabo-

-
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ration from the social SCIences. , 0 ." By contrast, any proper cult stud IS 

_·out to develop, ·as Henry Giroux once-put·it;-"a ·radical politics ofdif

ference," to revel m cultural and Idenoty fragmentation, to pose boldly 

on the ramparts of the culture wars, to provoke and savor the den uncl

aoons of half-witted fundamentalists." 

Given such a gloriously transgressive, decentenng present, it seems 

SImply inconceIVable that the cult studs should have anytlung to do 

with Gans and IllS consensus crowd. No, they must have an mtellec

tual lineage more m keepmg WIth their status as the ne plus ultra m 

counterhegemony, and so when the occaSIOn arises (as it does so very, 

very frequently) to track thelT pedigree, the cult studs nearly always 

find themselves to descend not from the plodding drayhorses of Amer

'ican socIOlogy but from the purest-blooded of barncade-chargmg Eu

ropean stallions.13 

Still, the ghost of consensus will not rest. We may hear of how the 

cult studs stand on the front lines of poliocal confrontation; we may 

gape at the wounds inflicted by the reactionanes upon their noble cor

pus; but we cannot help noticing that the noise from the front sounds 

a lot like somebody shaking a bIg chunk of sheet metal Just behmd the 

curtain. 

Vllhat Business Culture? 

\Vhile there IS no denymg that a number of very vocal right-wingers are 

annoyed by the cult studs' assaults on hIerarchy (and maybe even by 

thelT war on "disciplinanty")-and that in tlus sense the champIOns of 

the popular do mdeed "fight the power" as they like to believe-It IS 

also worth pointmg out that they share with thelf foes the same Imag

med bete nOIT. In February 1 999, Moral Majontanan Paul Weynch 

fixed the blame for the demIse of "Judeo-Chnstian CIvilization" on the 

same gang of sneaking German reds so demonized by the cult studs 

(Weynch singled out Herbert Marcuse m particular). But leaving aSIde 

the lunacy of the backlash nght and companng the populist reflex to 
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thinlGng of the corporate right, one finds the cult studs' partIcular 

----species-dhl'l!h�re-ssion-transgresse,-a:'lodess·thanall1:helr-talk-of-"rad'-'

Ical politIcs of difference" would Imply. 

To an undeniable degree, the official narratIves of the Amencan 

busmess commumty of the nmeties-as we have found them ex

pressed by account planners, by management theonsts, and by bull 

market Ideologues embraced many of the same concerns as the cult 

studs. They shared the cult studs' oft-expressed deme to take on hIer

archIes, theIr tendency to find "elitIsm" lurking behInd any cntIque of 

mass culture, and theIr pIOUS esteem for audience agency. There, too, 

from the fevensh corporate democracy of Fast Compan)' to the homely 

farth of the Beardstown Ladies, a populist reflex dominated the land

scape. There, too, all agreed that Amencans inhabited an age of radi
cal democratic transformation, of multiculturalism and nghteous 

su balternsi that we could no longer tolerate top-down orgamzational 

hierarchies; that no error outranked the moral crime of elitIsm, the be

lief of regulators, critics, and European bureaucrats that they knew 

better than the market or the audience. There, too, the language and 

imagery of production was bemg effaced by that of consumptIon; class 

by classlsm; democracy by mteractlVlty, with the nght of audiences to 

"talk back" to the CEO (through stock-holding) or the brand manager 

(through the focus group) trumpmg all other imagmable nghts and 

clarms. It was a world where listemng executIves Jomed forces 'Vlth 

"change agents" to see to It that we were all "empowered," where the 

old-fashIOned leftIst suspiCIOn of mass culture was used endlessly as 

evidence of a distasteful leftist "elitIsm" generally. 

Unfortunately, It'S difficult to discover what the cult studs them

selves thmk about the parallel world of market populism. For all Its 

generalized hostility to bilSlness and· frequent discussions of "late cap
ital," cultural studies failed almost completely to produce close analy

ses of the daily life of busmess. ConVInced that the really Important 

moment of productIOn was not In the factory or the 1V studio but In 

liVing rooms and on dance floors as audiences made theIr own mean
ings from the text of the world around them, the cult studs generally. 
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left matters of mdustry up to the busmess press. They seemed to not 
�-.. . . .  notIce the anUelitist and antihlerarchlcal talk that so poured forth from 

boardrooms in the mneties. Cult stud Jim McGmgan attributes hIs col

leagues' recurnng aVOJdance of the economIC to "a terror of economIC 

reductlOfllsm," a pervaSIve mtellectual reflex that, out of theIr aversion 
to the overly deterrmmsuc schema of an earlier Marxism, led cult studs 
to steer clear of the problem altogether. One wants to avoid reduction
Ism, naturally, but why, wonders hlsrorian Enc Guthey, have "so many 
hIghly tramed, mtelligent and cnucal cultural scholars.. chosen to 

overlook so completely the burgeoning corporamation of Amencan 
culture?" At a Ume when corporations boast of bemg related to God 
and when Microsoft relnlnds millions of people every day of the mean

ing of dommatlOn, he asks, "Isn't this a bIt like oceanographers refus
mg to acknowledge the e."stence of water?" CommunicatlOns scholar 
Robert McChesney argues that the cult studs' weIrd silence on thIS 
subject IS not so much demal as sImple acceptance of market Ideology. 

Perhaps the stupidity-and there is no better word for It-of some 
cultural studies is best shown by Its stance toward the market. I have 
heard leading figures In cultural studies argue that the market IS not 
the top·down authontanan mechamsm that political economists 
claIm, where bosses force the masses to swallow whatever they are 

• 

fed. To the contrary, they exult, the market IS where the masses can 
-

contest with the bosses over economic matters; it is a fight without 
a predetermined outcome, One cultural studies scholar goes so far 
as to characterize the market as "an expansJ\'e popular system."I� 

Cult studs may style themselves radicals, McChesney argues, but 
many of them_have no problem Wlth the market, Wlth what it gIVes con
sumers, Wlth what It does to people's lives. And one can't help but won
der how different a decade the mnetles would have been had the udal 
wave of prose concermng fan communitIes, shoppers. and techno
enthusiasts been directed instead over the newly tnumphant world of 
busmess; if the cult studs had chosen simply to Ignore the moromc 

. . 
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provocatIons of the ChrIstian Right and focus theIr energIes Instead on 
__ ---- -a-foe-that-was-really-worthy-of-thelr-brilliance. ------

i , 
i' 

There are, of course, many species of cultural study that neIther 

swallow the populist Ideology of the free market nor suffer from ram

pant reductiomsm. Erik Barnouw) for example, while domg close read
mgs here and there, still managed to spend a very distmgUlshed career 

evaluatIng the broadcastIng Industry as a busIness enterpnse granted 
specific franchIses by the government; Roland Marchand dissected ad

vertISIng and public relatIOns "oth mSlghts that arose directly from 
those IndustrIes' changIng function m the world of busmess. In the 

works of the cult studs, however, both are treated to the same helpmg 

of oblhoon as Herbert Gans. The editors of the ongmal Mass CuitHre 

anthology published in 1957 arranged Its artIcles according to mdustry 

and freely illlXed analyses of culture as a busmess wlth studies of au-
dience behaVIor. Routledge orgaruzed Its massIVe Cultural Studies an
thology of 1992 alphabetIcally by contributor's names; the book 
tIresomely pounds home the "talking back" interpretation almost "oth
out regard to the subject bemg evaluated. 

And a Dreadlocked Libertarian Shall Lead Them 

But the diSCIpline of cultural studies IS a constantly changmg one. The 
OptImIstic, agency-affirmmg vanety that has been the subject of thIS 
chapter so far was not, of course, what the diSCIpline's founders had m 
mmd back m Birmmgham, England, m the late 1950s. Richard Hag
gart's famous 1957 study of working class life, 71le Uses of L,temC)1 was 
affectionate towards ItS subject and refreshmgly free of hIghbrow attI

tude and lVIaoost cant; at the same tIme It was distmctly pessImistic 
about the effects of the new forms of mass culture on the workmg au
diences at whIch they were aImed. By 1995, when Haggart published 
71le Way We Ltve Now, he looked \\Oth exasperatIOn at the endless 
claims to find subverslOn and resistance in every text) in every audi

ence. What mattered most, he argued, was real-world political con
frontatIon, not the ability of some subculture or group of fans to 
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people, are able to evade these structures and conduct a guerrilla war

fare of resIstance In whIch they WIn tactical VIctones whIch subvert the 

strategIes of the powerful," Haggart erupted thusly: 

Studies of thIS kInd habItually Ignore or underplay the fact that these 

groups are almost entrrely enclosed from and are refusing even to at

tempt to cope with the public life of their socIebes, That rejectIOn 

cannot reasonably be given some idealistic tdeological foundation. It 

IS a reJectIon, certaInly) and ill that rejection may be making some 

tmplicit criticisms of the "hegemony," and those cntictsms need to 

be understood. But such groups are domg nothmg about it except to 

retreat. 

Fans may ImagIne democratIc utopias using the materials of TV dra

mas or rock VIdeos, but thIS does not alter theIr posItion in the world, 

"Not to give thIS fact ItS due Importance," Hoggart concluded, "is to 

blunt the nght Instruments for change,"'; 

An even more damrung cnbque of the diSCIpline came In 1996 

when the scholarly journal Social Text, edited by Andrew Ross, unwit

bngly published a prank essay m which vanous cult-stud buzz-notions 

(the badness of "elitIsm," the progressive nature of Interdisclplinarity, 

the artificIality of all boundanes, the need to cross borders, the call for 

an "emancIpatory mathemabcs," etc_) had been liberally spnnkled over 

a preposterous premise=that physical reality was "a SOCIal and lin

gUIsbc construct." In the media frenzy that followed, the cult studs 

only made matters worse by droppIng their usual Insistence on "play

fulness" and t\Ie "pleasures of the text" land whatever else 'It was, the 

prank essay was very funny) and makmg stern demands that the out

side world stop laughing at once and treat thIS mfracbon of diSCIplinary 

rules WIth the graVIty it deserved," 

As if to prove that they really did believe ill reality, that they actually 

were mterested In politics of the maiket as well as those of symbolic 
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"poachIng." in the years after the Soewl Text fiasco a number of proml- '; 
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----nent-cult-studs-involved-themselves-In-markedly-down-to-earth-political---·--�.-:":-. 

campaigns. Andrew Ross, for example, spoke earnestly on the plight of 

sweatshop workers, wrote trailblazIng ar!:Icles on explOItation In the dot

com Industry, and assisted graduate students at NYU in theIr campaIgn 

for UnIon recognition. Cary Nelson and Michael Berube both wrote 

with admIrable forthrightness on the taboo subject of the cnSlS in aca

derruc labor_ Stanley AronoWItz went back to dOIng work on iabor 

UnIons. Some even suggested a rapprochement with the Ideas of the 

long-hated Frankfurt SchooL" 

And while many of the celebnty cult studs of the early mnetles were 

turnIng to more earthly forms of poli!:Ical engagement, the diSCIpline it-

self became more practical as well-although In exactly the opposIte 

way. On some campuses cultural studies was becommg a more or less 

direct path Into employment In the lucratIve and fashIOnable bUSI

nesses of TV, film. and advertlSlng production. At Brown UniversIty, 

where the programs in SemIOtICS and Modern Literature and SocIety 

were merged mto the department of Modern Culture and Media. the 

trend came mto sharp focus. While the department's "mISSIOn state

ment" still proudly flies the interdiscIplinary banner of cultural studies. 

questions distinctIOns between hIgh and low, and makes the manda

tory declaration that it IS "not mterested in producing. . disdamful 

aesthetes," ItS approach to popular culture now Includes teachmg 

video production as well as postcolOnIal theory." The pedagogy looked 

the same, but its object had changed_ After all. one could hardly be a 

"disdamful aesthete" or a hIghbrow snob if one wanted to work as a 

senpt supervisor to James Cameron or produce eplsodes of Xena the 

'1Mmior Pmlcess. What wOldd help students interested In such a career 

were deep understandings of fan communities and audience uresis

tance"-preclsely the Issues raIsed by cultural studies. The POll1t now 

wasn't so much to celebrate "reSistance" as to work around it, prepar

mg students to make commerCIals (like the Nike skateboarder spots) 

that fiatter a subculture's paranOIa or that use the more standard tech

mques of prude-dissing or let-you-be-you-mg to get. as the admen put 
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It, Under the Radar. Maybe the corporate unIversity and the academic 

left had somethmg m common after alL 
At the same time, the populist reflex was increasmgly bemg used 

not by leftIsts but by a new round of neoconservative scholars who 
found In It a useful prop for the most rabid sort of free-market ortho

doxy, Perhaps thiS development took the original cult studs by surprise ,  
But in fact It was a surprISmgly short walk from the active-audience 

theonzmg of the angInal to the sterner stuff of market populism, While 
the cult studs may have Insisted proudly on the Inherent radicalism of 
thelr ideas concermng agency, reSIstance, and the horror of elitIsm, as 
these notIOns spread their polantles were reversed; they came across 
not as daringly counterhegemoruc but as the most egregIOUS sort of 
apologia for eXIsting economic arrangements, Consider, for example, 
the extremely negative connotations of the word "regulate" as lt was 
used in the cultural studies corpus: Almost without vanatlOn It referred 
to the deplorable actIons of an elite even more noXIous than the Frank
furt School, a cabal of religIOUS conservatwes desperately seelang to 
suppress difference, And then consider the strikmgly SImilar negatIVe 
connotatIOns of the word as It IS used by the Wall Street JOHmal, where 
It also refers to the deplorable actIOns of an obnoxious elite, In thiS case 
meddling liberals who assume arrogantly that they know better than 
the market. Both arise from a fonn of populism that celebrates cntlcal 
audiences but that has zero tolerance for critics themselves, 

CertaIn academiCS were capable of bnngmg the populism of cul
tural studies and the populism of the market together ,,�th breathtak
mg ease, Economist Tyler Cowen, for example, translated the populist 
reflex mto an extended celebration of the benevolence of markets, 
wandenng here and there over the entIre history of art In his 1998 book 
In Prmse of Commercial Culture, seeldng always to prove that the mar
ket deserves the credit for all worthwhile cultural production, The mar
ket guarantees quality, The market guarantees diversIty, And have you 
ever consIdered who pays the bills for all those artists? That's nght: the 
market, As It turns out, the market mamtams the strong record it does 
(over the centunes, according to Cowen's accounting, �<:ltting real 
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close to 1.000) because it is indistInguishable from the people. And "an 
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ate their entertamment." Those who recognize popular intelligence are 

"cultural optimists," in whose camp Cowen puts hlmself, Gans, and a 

handful of leading cult studs, all of whom Wlsely believe in letting the 

people and the market make therr decisions without mtenerence." On 

the other slde, meanwhile, stands a motley group of cntics united only 

by their shared "elitIsm," the conVlctlOn that they know best. From the 

Frankfurt School (who come m for severe chastisement) to the Chns

tian Right, they are all "cultural pessumsts," doubtful about the peo-

ple's capaclty to decide for themselves, skeptical about popular tastes, 

contemptuous of progress ltself. As even the NaZlS can be made to fit 

under such a preposterous defimtion of "pesslmism," Cowen brings 

them In, too. 

Advertismg scholar James TWltchell crosses the bndge from cultural 

studies to market populism Wlth conslderably more diplomacy and 

style. In hlS 1999 celebration of consumerism, Lead Us Into Tempta-

tion, the debate is agam about popular intelligence. Do intellectuals 

think the public lS stupld or smart? Powerless and impotent or burst-

ing Wlth agency? Clearly, according to TWitchell, most culture critics 

fall mto the former camp, seemg "the consumer as a dumb ox." Ap-

pearmg m their usuai role as the worst snobs ever are the Frankfurt 

School, who dared to criticize the makers of mass culture on the 

grounds that they sometimes tncked consumers, and that they, the ar-

rogant professors, somehow knew better. Twitchell rejects such an ar

gument-and aiso rejects Ralph Nader, Vance Packard, John Kenneth 

Galbraith, and presumably anyone else who has ever Criticized corpo

rate America-not because he wants to see corporate profits grow 

Without the mtenerence of the regulations that those men's work m

splfed (good heavens, no!), but because he loves .democracy, he loves 

We the People. The fact lS, he remmds us, audiences are actIve, not 

paSSIVe. 'Watchmg televiSIOn," he writes, "is almost frantic WIth cre-

atlVe actiVity." Consumers are never "duped," a pomt TWltchell makes 

three times m five pages; consumers are, m actuality, "the ones Wlth 
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the power, conunually negotiating new sites for meanmg." TWJtchell 

--- - does'not vtnte, "consumers "vill be the ones-wlth-the-power once cer

tain regulations are In piace", he asserts that they have the power Han" . --. 

as they have had 1t always, through the medium of the free market. So 

great 15 our WIsdom and our agency that we don't Just create some sub

cultural response to mass culture; we create the mass culture 1tself! By 

watching, by bUying, we authonze alL 

1 never want to Imp"ly that, in creatlng order In our lives, consump

tIOn IS domg somethmg to us that we are not covertly responsible for. 
We are not VIctIms of consumption. Just as we make our media, our 

media make us. Agam, commerCIalism IS not making us behave 

against our ''better Judgment." Commercialism IS our better Judg

ment. 

Stnctll' speaking, we may not have voted for the "New Economy," Wlth 

all its grotesque mequality and Its smashmg of the local, but we have 

authonzed its every act anyway, Just by consummg. Turnmg to the glob

alizatJon and cyber-economy of the late nmeUes, TWitchell wntes 10 hJS 

conclusion that "we have not Just asked to go this way, we have de

manded." Consumerism is democracy, the veritable "tnumph of the 

popular will." To cnUcize Jts workmgs 1S to express contempt for the 

Judgment of the people themselves." 

Outside the academy the translation of cultural studies mto market 

populism was even more pronounced. Granted, newspaper stories on 

the cult studs rarely manage to do much more than giggle at the spec

tacle of people 'mth PhD's wnUng about BarbJe and The Simpsolls, but 

the cult studs' trademark language of audience agency and subvemve 

subtexts seered down to earth nonetheless, Journalists who absorbed 
-

the populist reflex could be heard calling on readers to rally around the 

commUnltanan teaclungs of the Teletubb1es or wondenng whether any

one even had the nght to dislike the Spice Girls. More common was a 

simple injecuon of cult-stud theory into the usual industry PRo their war 

agamst merarchy now turned up as a convenient weapon for stigmatiz-
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mg mdustry cntlcs as elibsts; therr fight agamst highbrow snobbIshness 

never parbcipated in thIs operabon, still they did have an occasIOnal 

role to play. 

A revealing glimpse of thIs transformatIOn in action could be found 

in the November J 995 Issue of Sp", magazine, a special issue "guest 

edited" by Jaron Laruer, a figure renowned m computer circles from 

Palo Alto to Prague for haVIng eomed the term "VIrtual reality." Over the 

years Laruer has become a sort of physical embodiment of the cyber

revolubon's liberabng promIse, mIXing copIOusly dreadlocked, m-your

face attitude WIth long-WInded exegeses on the industry as a vast boon 

for human freedom. But whether it's the cover of Civilization magazine 

or a puffy profi.le in Fortune, Laruer's dreads seem always to be the fo

cus of gaping admiration (granted, they are unusually full and healthy

looking for a wlute person of his age), establishmg a rock-solid outsider 

credibility WIthout messy argument." Among other thmgs, he had the 

honor of bemg one of the first to outline the pOSItIOn on the Microsoft 

antitrust tnal that was soon adopted all across the free-market nght, 

deelanng from the authoritabve heIghts of the New York Times op-ed 

page In J 997 that it was fruitless to even comider applytng those sec

ond-wave antitrust laws to such superadvanced organizations." Ordi

narily, of course, Lamer's dreads are sufficient to certify that such ideas 

are not those of some hated luerarch, but occasionally better creden

baling is m order. In Sp"', therefore, he was pmed with none other 

than prominent cult stud bell hooks, who evidently appeared solely to 

supply Lamer WIth a legitimacy that even hIS sturdy dreads couldn't 

muster. Hooks dutifully gaped at Laruer m terms only slightly less 

awestruck than those chosen by Fortune: "It strikes me how radically 

different you are, Jaron, from the prototypIcal image most people have 

of the nerdy white man belund the computers." 

What hooks thought was "radical" was m fact stncdy supemCtal. 

\l\Ihile the eyber-industry went from nerdy to dreadlocked, ItS libertar

ian polibCS changed not at all. On the contrary, the mam function of its 

radical differentness was to give ItS defenses of Microsofr or its decla-
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rations from Davos a convincing populist patina. And yet cult studs like 
hooks-showed surpnsmgly ·little-ability to distmgUlsh between-antieHt
Ism as publicIty strategy and the genume article. Emblematic of thIs 
confuslOn 15 the oddly uruversal reverence for cult stud Donna Haraway, 
who IS apotheoSlzed with enthus18sm both m cult-stud cltcles and by 
Wired magaZIne, which quoted and name-checked her throughout the 
decade on a faIrly regular baSIS. In her contributlOn to the landmark ur
anthology of 1 992, Haraway declared herself a partisan of "socIalism" 
but qUickly distanced herself from "the deadly pomt of voew of produc
eonism," optmg instead for a CllriOUS techno-enVIronmentalism that 
emphaSIzed not Just human agency but that of ammal "actants" as well. 
Haraway may have been a discernmg reader of eIghties-style corporate 
culture, cleverly analyzing m that same artIcle a number of dry com
puter and medical adverosements, but when it came to the 'Areb-based 
corporate fantaSIes of the nineties her cntical edge seemed to disappear. 
''To 'press enter' is not a fatal error," she wrote, 'but an mescapable pos
sibility for changmg maps of the world, for building new collectives out 
of " human and unhuman actors." Sure, the techno-culture of the 
eighties was a drag, but when It'S an "inappropnateld other" at the key
board (a guy wllh dreads or, in Haraway's chosen example, a woman 
with a b,g cat perched on her head) everything was different." 

The soclety-Wlde confuslOn of market populism with broader hu
man liberatlOn comes mto hIgh relief when we make a hard right from 
the cyber-business press to the realm of high libertanan ideology. Ren

son magaZIne was formally dedicated to "free minds and free maikets," 
but Its most remarkable editonal ach,evement lay in a cudous Journal
IStIC stunt performed over and over again m the nineties by a capable 
cast of wnters: Our patnotic Amencan belief in the mtelligence of the 
common peopl�) also known as consumers, was made to collide VIO
lently \voth the nose of whoever was beSlegmg this month's corporatlon
m-distress. Agency, that cult-stud staple, was recast by RensoH into ,the 
silver bullet of corporate defense. As It was used here, agency meant 
the people expressed themselves perfectly well through the market, 
through consumer choice; i� meant tha���ither �he government nor In-
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dustry groups had any bus mess protecting anybody from anythmg; best 

�----of-alI;-it-transformed-those-who-criticlZed-mdusuy-;nto-the-worst--sort----

of (you guessed It) snobs and elitIsts, tacitly belieVIng that the public 

were a coUection of agency-depnved fook 

Like the works of Herbert Gans, Reason seemed never to come up in 

the monographs and anthologles of the cult studs, And yet one wishes 

that, if only to temper theIr endless culture war gasconade, the cult 

studs had somehow been reqUIred to take a peek beneath the publica-

tion's easter-egg colored covers, There they would have found a mili-
tantly pro-corporate right that, like consumer society Itself, had no 

problem WIth difference, lifestyle, and pleasure; that cared not a whIt 

for the preservation of c1isclplinary boundaries; that urged the destruc-

tIon of cultural hierarchy in language as fenod as anythIng to appear In 

the pages of Social Text, There were even fairly exact parallels to the 

cult-stud argument. A 1998 Reason feature story by anthropologist 

Grant McCracken, for example, celebrated the "plerutude" of endless 

lifestyle c1iversity as "the sIgnature gesture of our culture," Afrer chew-

Ing out the usual right-WIng culture warnors (Bennett, Buchanan, 

Robertson) and droPPIng the obligatory bomb on the Frankfurt School 

(Herbert Marcuse is also smgled out for article-length punishment m 

the November 1 998 Issue), McCracken hailed the rise of "difference, 

vanety, and novelty" and counseled hIs comrades to forget about sup-

preSSIng the Other and to adjust themselves instead to the "ineVItable," 

Declaring a democratIc interest In even the oddest cultural noveltIes> 

McCracken informed his conservatIve coUeagues, In a passage aston-

ishmgly remiruscent of Andrew Ross at hIS Saturday rught worst, that 

line dancmg proVides an Interesting and dynanuc SIte for the trans
formation of gender, class, outlook, and. yes, politIcs. It IS on the 
dance floor that culturaJ categories and social rules are bemg re
exammed and. sometimes, remvented. 

Of course, the only thing that could make sense out of this world of 

endless differentiation was "the great lingua franca" of "the market-
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place." It was capitalism that was breaking "the stranglehold of ruerar
chies and elites".>-1t was the "consumer culture" that "is a cause and a 
consequence of plenitude."" .. 

Other Reasoners cited the cult studs expiicitly when making their 
trademark argument. Editor Nick Gillesple grounded h15 1 996 defense 
of the mO\;e mdustry in the populist reflex as an established pnnciple 
of leglumate soclal SCIence, clUng promment cult stud Constance Pen
ley (best known for her work on pornograpruc fanzmes m whIch the 
Star TreTt characters get it on) as the authonty for th15 most hallowed 
of cultunsms: "All Vlewers or consumers have 'agenc{ they process 

what they see or hear-they do not merely lap 11 up." GillespIe made 
the eluSIve-audience point agam and agam, bnngmg in cult stud Henry 
Jenkins for extra legillmacy, before mO\ong on to the mevitable flip 
SIde: The eliusm of the entertamment industry's cntics. These were 
figures who believed that "Vlewers lack wtually any cnllcal faculties or 
knowledge mdependent of what program producers feed them," that 
"the Idiot box . . _ turns viewers mto Idiots," that we were "robotIC 
stooges," "tramed dogs," "dumb receivers," "unWItting dupes." Not that 
they saJd any of thlS about us m public, mmd you. These were simply 
Hllplied, the obVlous consequence of theIr "top-down concepllon of 
culture," theIr focus on "authorial intentlOos"-and the equally ob,oous 
and far more loathsome corollary, that "they know best," that "the 
,"ewer sunply can't be trusted," that "regulation by the government" 
was in order . 

Ah, but the market, the glonous, plemtude-permitting market, could 
-

make no such elitist presumptlons. Not only did the market permIt all 
the excellent examples of "reSlsung readers" that Gillespie found so very 
dope (of course he cites Mystery' Selenee Theater 3000), but m the land 
of pop culture,."as with all market-based exchanges, knowledge, value, 
and power . . .  are dispersed." The robots mock a lousy mO\oe, ergo the 
government must leave Microsoft alone. Q.E.D." 

The Reason argument was remarkably flexible for all lis simplic
Ity. After loolong through back lSsues J found lt deployed on behalf 
of the advertISing mdustry (we aren't fooled 100 percent of the Ilme, 
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you know), the tobacco industry (people choose to smoke clga-

-.:-: ____ ...lr.ettes,...you-know), the-gun-Industry-{·not-allckids Illardel th'eu'lOI"f<s<f.s-:--
mates, you know), Barnes & Noble (people choose to go there, you 

• 

• 

know), Microsoft (chOice Incarnate. you know), and Jesse Ventura, 

whose election as governor of Minnesota gave our Mr. Gillespie an 

opportunIty to explam his populism In histoncal detail, complete 

Wlth passages about the affectIOn felt by the good people of Min-

nesota toward corporatIOns, and then this towering whopper, which 

came up as an explanation of, well, Just about everything: "at the end 

of the TwentIeth Century, 'money power'-mdeed, power m gen-

eral-ls far more concentrated in government hands than in corpo-
"'6 rate ones. -

The same lOgIC was also commonplace even further to the nght. 

While the luminOUS names of Haraway, hooks, Jenkins, Penley, and 

Ross (along with the JOYS of the dance floor) may have been entirely 

unfamiliar to the fulmmating Rush Limbaugh, their mSlstence' on au

dience agency in the face of the culture conglomerates as well as their 

faith m democracy through pop culture and in the essential elitism of " 

those who criticIze It were as ftlendly and familiar to hIm as the wm

nmg smile of Ollie North. Rush's verSIOn of the populist reflex came 

across wah particular VIgor in hIS 1993 collection of wjtl1clsms, See, I 

Told YOll So, m wmch he referred to his own lise as an object lesson m 

the fundamental justIce of markets, as in this rousing mvocatlOn of de

centered power and audience agency: "Nobody put me m that fdonu

nant] position-no network, no government program, no producer. You 

in the audience who have voluntarily tuned the dial to my vOIce-you 

alone-have caused my success." On the other SIde of the com from 

the "magic of the marketplace," of course, were the high-handed. top

down, know-it-all regulators who wanted "to use thIS countiy as then 

grand laboratory expeliment." But meddling liberals were Just the tip of 

the hegemony Iceberg: Even worse was the "sheer arrogance" of the 

elitists who believe that "people who listen to my show are just too stu

pid to tackle America's complicated problems." It wasn't long before 

i 
! 

, J 
I 

.. � , ',� 

• 



I 

i 

N E W C O N S E N S U S  FO R O L D 303 

Rush wheeled out the Frankfurt School, thIS tIme m the person of 
L_.__ -- Theodor-Adomo, for its ntual thumpmg." -� . . .  

" 

Making History Just as They Please 

For all the talk of cultural disintegration from one side, and of mtoler

anee and persecution from the other. it IS sometimes astOnIshing hov,r 
much basic agreement lay beneath the stormy surface of the culture 

wars. However Ameneans fought over appropnatlOns for the NEA, ed
ucated people everywhere seemed to agree on the perfidy of cultural 
elinsm. And whether they simply Ignored the world of busmess or ac

nvely extolled the corporate order, both SIdes agreed that our newfound 

fruth in active, intelligent audiences made criticism of the market 

philosophically untenable, Taste was annexed to polincs m the 1990s 

m a manner that tm'lalized both, leaving us with an understanding of 

"democracy" that referred mcreasmgly to matters of accurate demo

graphic representation, to a certam republican humility before the WIS
dom of the people, That left and nght had entered mto a new 
consensus was further suggested by the mOVIe Pleasantville, where a 

scarcely believable smugness about the liberated present arose 

phoenlX-lilee from the ashes of the old, gray flannel smugness, It may 
have been a consensus of masturbanng moms rather than muffin

baking moms; of dreadlocked millionaires rather than hom-nmmed 

millionaires; of Kirk and Spack fisting rather than explonng new galax

ies; of culture war rather than cold war, but it was as confident about 
the glories of life in these United States as any mtellectual order has 

ever been. 

If cultural studies had a unique mtellectual virtue, It was a willing

ness to acknowledge its own failings, and in thIS chapter I have made 

liberal use of the work of several of the diSCIpline's most promment 
crincs," But in many other ways cultural studies looked, read, be

haved, and legitimated Just like its never-acknowledged consensus 
forebear, For all the cult studs' populist pretenSIOns, the dominant tone 
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of much of therr wntmg was one of bombastlc self-congratulatJOn and 

-------·vamglonous-blanng-sometJmes ·self-pil:)ong,sometJmes-pompous-be---- .... 

yond belief. Even more mdicatIVe of the hardenmg of a ne,,\' consensus 

was the cult studs' strange fantasy of enclrelement by MalXlsts at once 

crude and snobbJSh, a transplanted Cold War chimera that one found 

repeated m Just about every one of the disclpline's texts, that filled the 

e-mail Slgnature lines of the academlcally stylish." 11,e pomt here lsn't 

merely that the nght and the cult studs used the same target for bayo-

net practJce, but Slmply that thm target 15 a straw man, that both 

groups 19nore the facts of cultural life out of a ml5placed at1Xlety over 

a cartoomsh doctrme they lmagme as both Teutomc and red, a horn

fying cross between the nation's historical enemIes. "Each generation 

IS driven to theonze by the particular histOrIcal tendencIes and events 

that confront It,'' Lawrence Grossberg and Cary Nelson wrote way 

back m 1 988." And yet while the cult studs fought the ob,oous fight 

wlth the ChnstJan Right, they seemed almost completely to mlSS the 

hIstory of theIr mVl1 era. Busmess publicatlOns were crowmg m those 

days that the productJOn and "'"port of mformatJOn was becommg the 

central element of the American economy; they saw the millenmum In 

the conquest of the world by Monsanto and Microsoft. But up on the 

helghts from whlch cntical fire could have been brought to bear on 

their lmpenal parade, the self-proelaJmed radicals were busy tymg 

themselves In knots to aVOId any tamt of vulgar Ivlarxism. 

That 15, I thmk, an optJml5tJc take. \Vhat seems far more likely 15 

that, as the politJcally commltted drop by the wayslde, cultural studies 

will evolve to a pomt where matters economlc are SImply defined away, 

where any transgressIOn IS as meamngful as any other, and where the 

new crop of cult studs can take the logical next step from academy to 

consultancy work for the growmg number of hlp ad agencIes and 

ethnographIc-based market research firms, celebrating the subversive 

potentJal of SprJte or the Catera wlthout reservatJon or troubling 

doubt. 

ConSlder m tlus regard the cult studs' marked complacency about 

thel[ own role 10 the larger cultural economy. To be sure, the subject of 
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the duties and responsibilities of intellectuals was one \\Oth whIch they 
- were- deeply, obsesslVely concerned: Andrew "Ross, -for example, bril

liantly dissected the power of mtellectuals to "de51gnate what 15 legiti
mate" m hIS J 989 book No Respect. But m Ross's telling the cult studs 
themselves appeared only as a solution to t!us shameful histoncal con
ditlOn. He did not conSlder what mIght happen when the corporate 
world outSlde the academy deCIded it no longer had any interest m the 

old-style markers of legItimacy and wanted only to hear about subver
sIOn and radical difference and the herOIsm of the change agent. After 
leading readers through a century of snobs and anstocratlc Trots1:yISts, 
Ross concluded !us story of Intellectuals and popular culture by locat
mg !urnself and !us colleagues (the nonelitist "new Intellectuals") on the 

, high plateau of h15toncal accomplishment where such behaVIOr by aca-
, 

denucs was simply no longer possible." ThIS was a hopeful prediction 
but a wrong one, blind sided m Just a few years by the fatal double Irony 
of an academIC radicalism becoming functionally mdistingmshable 
from free market theory at exactly the h15torical moment when capItal
ist managers decided it was time to start refernng to themse'lves as "rad
Icals," to understand consumption itself as democracy. 

These days, in advertising agencIes and market-research firms world
Wide, the gap between critical mtellectuals and simple salesmanshIp 
seems only to shnnk. With or WIthout the as51stance of the cult studs, 
Arnencan audiences are groWIng more skeptical by the minute; fasmon 

cycles that once requued years now take months; heroes of the age are 
despised by the people m spIte of the best efforts of Fortl/Jle and Time. 
The mtellectual task at hand 15 not Just legItimation, It IS infiltration, 
and suddenly questlOns like the opposiuonal or subverSIve potential of 
TIle Simpsons aren't quite as academIC as they once seemed. Given the 
mdustry's new reqUIrements, the active-audience faith of the cult stud 
becomes less an article of radical belief and more a practical foundauon 

for the repnontlzed audience research being done by the new breed of 
marketing experts, who can be found commenting IUCHlly on the post
modern condition In hIghbrow busmess publications like the joumal of 

Consumer Research, la)'lng out plans to "reenchant" the brand WJth a 
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"Uberatory postmodernism," and warnmg advertisers to create VIlth the .. 

. . 

----'a-ctJve;-emlln"C!patJon,hungry--consumer-m-mmd:-0ne-day-they're-"tten---· . _- -.. � .. _ 

twely followrng the Star Trek Iistserv or studymg the counterhegemonic 

funeral wailing of the Warao people; the next they're mventmg brands 

for a nanon of alienated 7-Eleven shoppers and hegemony-smaslung 

mallwalkers. Now that's mterdisciplinarity, 
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Nation 
jom-nalism in the Age of Marhets 

I remember our pastor saYIng one tlme, "A cyme IS a man 

who sneers, and a.man who sneers IS settmg himself up to 

tell God that he doesn't approve of God's handiwork!" 

-Sinclmr LewIs, 'The Man "V1'0 Knew Coolidge, ,. 1928 

Back to Normalcy II: The Theory 

For all the adulation Amencan economIc thmkers heaped on "content 
prmoders," that most heroic battalion of the "knowledge worker" army, 

the mneties were m fact a tIme of humiliation and cataclyslTIlc decline 
for Journalists. Amencans have always reserved the nght to complaIn 
about their hometown newspaper, of course, to find it deficIent or dis
torted or inaccurate m whatever way they chose. But between the nse of 

new media, 'yith its voice-of-the-people directness, and the mcreasing 

appearance on 1V of journalism's b,ggest names, pontificating like the 
blowhards we always suspected they were, somethmg changed. Our tra
ditional skeptiCIsm toward the news seemed to mushroom. Journalists 
faced a nasty iegitlmacy cnsis, a sense of lost authOlity that m tum in
spIred. a towerIng mass of journalistic confessions and self-exammations. 

30; 
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The news legitimacy CnslS could be described .In any number of sta-

------tistIcal-or-metaphorical-ways�depending·on-theTeporter's-requirements: --

Circulation was declining; Generation X was scoffing; other media were 

encroachmg on the turf of network and newspaper; and Journalists 

themselves were blundering wherever one looked, getting it wrong, 
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falling for hoaxes, inventing hoaxes themselves. Then there was that ter-

rifYing statistical fact of nature, that mounting tidal wave of public dis-

gust With the press reflected by poll after poU, by the popularity contests 

that Journalists seemed always to lose-whether they were matched up 

agaInst politiCIans, salesmen, phone solicitors, 1V preachers, dogcatch-

ers, pnson guards, Mafia chIeftains, computer moguls, second-story 

men, whoever. Journalists were at the bottom of the heap. They were 

sensationaHsts, distorters, and liars, Americans believed, as uruversally 

corrupt and untrustworthy as the elected officials with whom they were 

supposed to be perpetually at war. Their socIal position no longer se

cure, theIr power to shape public discourse no longer Irresistible, and 

theIr traditIOnal prerogatives now the fight of any drudge who spoke 

html or knew how to run a photocopIer, journalists were in danger of be· 

Ing demoted altogether, of embarking on that long slide from profession 

back to mere Job. If the Internet was threaterung to put the daily paper 

out of busmess, most of us couidn't WaIt. 

To make matters worse, news-debunking became VIrtually a profes

sIOn unto Itself m the nineties, a booming shadow Industry of watchdog 

magazmes, radio hosts, online commentators, and freebooting CrItics, 

all of them bellowmg WIth outrage and determmed to undistort the me

dia's distortions for the mlsmformed masses. The well-known mendac

Ity of the press mfotmed films like Wag the Dog. It gave every city ItS 

own media columnist, churning out news stories about nev.'s stones 

that were themselves about news stories. Even late-runetIes advertise

ments for Fox News, the most degraded of news programs, announced 

that network news has gone too far, but that thIS network, by God, still 

believed m the consent of the governed: "We Report. You DeCide." 

Some charged that what made the news so loathsome was a liberal 

conspiracy. That journalists were kind to Castro because they secretly 
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adrrured ius regime. That the media showed photos of Ronald Reagan 

a less than reverential light because they·were·out to undermine the 

great man's histoncal reputation. That reporters, editors, and publish

ers swallowed the Clinton line because they recogmzed ium as a fel

low member of the secretlYe "New Class" (a mysterious fraternity 

whose 81ms and deeds were the subject of excited speculation In even 

the most respectable conservative journals), engaged like them In the 

grand program of bringIng the country to heel under its nghtful elites. 

\il/hat actually underlay many of the bIg changes In American JOur

nalism-and hence precipItated much of the public anger-was the de

tenoration of the few checks that had once constraIned the bUSIness 

aspect of the news media. The "New Class" didn't transfonn most clbes 

'into one-newspaper towns; market forces did. 1V news didn't get 

dumber and dumber and dumber because liberals wanted it that way, 

but because advertisers did. Broadcast news relied ever more heavily on 

factOlds and split-second sound-bites because tlus left more time for 

commerCIals. Newspapers shrank what is InfeliCitously called the 

"newshole" (the space not taken up by advertismg) because they made 

more money that way. They closed distant bureaus and recycled press 

release or WIfe seMce feed because it was cheaper. They learned to pre

fer cuddly human interest stones because strong opmions turned ad

vertisers away. The bIg newspaper industry mnovabon that had 

everyone talking m the nineties was not the effort to reelect Clinton but 

the destruction of the "wall" between editorial and advertismg, whIch 

paved the way for puff stories, puff sections, or puff supplements to 

help blg advertisers. And, yes, there was a class aspect to all thIS, al

though not in the conspiratonal sense that nght-wmg media watchers 

seemed always to suspect. \Vhile once Journalists had regarded them

selves as funl'bonally eqUivalent to blue-collar workers, now they fan

cied themselves professionals, far closer to management than to the 

guys who printed theIr words. Backlash media cntics liked to pomt to 

thlS as the reason newspapers didn't pay God more mind, but It was also 

the reason labor reporting Virtually disappeared in the eIghties and 

mneties as well as the reason for the eene editorial consensus on the 
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great econormc Issues of the day globalization, NAFTA, the "in-

VIewer for the New York Times, put It recently, now journalists "have 

more m common WIth Henry KraVIs and Henry Kissmger than [they] do 

WIth papermakers and deliverymen, or those ABC techmclans who 

were so alone, on strike, on Columbus Avenue." Add to thIS the con

stant pressure exerted by advertIsers mterested only m reachmg affluent 

readers, and you have a faIrly concIse pIcture of the forces dnVIng the 

news media m the nmetles. ''The dumbing down, the dermse of news is 

all about the hunger for advertIsmg revenues and how that plays out in 

the newsroom," former CBS Evenmg News producer Richard Cohen 

wrote in 1997, ''The real cnSls m television news today is about corpo

rate control and the emergIng corporate culture.'" \l\Ihat was killing jour· 

nalism was also killing academIa, killing orgaruzed labor: The market. 

There IS nothmg novel about thIS critIque. Pomtmg out the tenslOn 

between maiket forces and journalistic mtegrity was m fact the mam 

theSIS of most media cnticism for decades. ''The function of the press 

in SOCIety is to mform, but ItS role is to make money," wrote A. J. 

LIebling, the greatest media critic of them all, many years ago. ''The mo

nopoly publisher's reactIon, on bemg told that he ought to spend money 

on reportmg distant events, IS therefore that of the propnetor of a large, 

fat cow, who IS told that he ought to enter her m a horse race.'" In mak

ing this argument LIebling was not m the grip of some weIrd leftIst 

economism, as certam critics of the mnebes seemed to believe. He was 

wen in the mainstream of American press cntIClsm, echomg the verdict 

of bodies as respectable as the famous Hutchms CommIssion of 1 946, 

which warned agamst Increasing concentratIon of newspaper owner

ShIp. ThIS was not i'vlaJXIsm; it was hardheaded journalistic empmcism. 

It was, m a word, ob\oous, To suggest m those days that the natIon's 

newspaper publishers were exceSSIvely liberal would have been like an

nouncing one's familianty with gnomes and elves. Newspaper publish

ers were wealthy men often involved in nasty fights with union-mmded 

employees; they made no secret of where theIr mterests lay. They op

posed Roosevelt by vast margms m the electlOns of 1 936 and 1940; they 
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opposed Truman by SImilarly large maJonties In 1948. They proVIded a 
generous market for the semces of ultranght colummsts like \�'estbrook 

Pegler and George Sokolsky. Certain publishers like William Randolph · 

Hearst, Frank Gannett, and Col. Robert McConmck (of the Cillcago 
Tribune) tended not just to be conservatlve but downnght loony.' Dif

ferent though they were from the newspaper barons of our own day, the 

effect such figures' naked advocacy for the laissez-fmre way had on pub

lic attItudes toward the press are strikingly familiar. "Anybody who talks 
often Wlth people about newspapers nowadays must be Impressed by 

the gro\\ong distrust of the informatIon they contain," Liebling re
marked m 1947. "There IS less a dispOSitlon to accept what they say 
than to try to estimate the probable truth on the baSIS of what they say, 
like aIming a rifle that you know has a devJation to the right." The solu
tion, Liebling believed, was for groups other than wacky, headstrong 
millionmres to start or gain control of newspapers. "I cannot believe that 
labor leaders are so stupid they will let the other Side monopolize the 

press mdefirutely," he chIded: 

In the nmetIes, though, as the high councils of Amencan Journalism 

met to weigh therr response to the ever-mountlng public doubt, such 
solutions-along with Liebling's market-based critique-were slmpl\' 

out of the question. The problem wasn't the gallopmg Influence of a 
newly unrestrained market; the problem was attitude. Newspapers 

didn't need to somehow counterbalance or questIon market forces; 

they needed to stop CTltlCIZlng. The public mind had been pOlsoned by 
Journalistic "cynlclsm," by Journalistic "adversanalism," and unless 

these corrosive values were rooted out, they would destroy nothing less 
than the Republic Itself. The runetIes were a time of desperation m 
that Washmgton-based encampment of hypernormalcy that IS the pun
ditocracy, al}d the commentator class wheeled In formatIon to face its 

tormentors, Issuing forth vast reams of Journalistic vJ1sdom, diagnoses 
of the malaise, and schemes by whIch Amencan mnocence might be 

recovered. In Feeding FrenZJ\ a 1991 compilation of lamentations by 

political SCIentist Larry Sabato, Beltway journalists could be heard re

gretting therr "attack-dog" practIces an_d their "adversanal" behaVIor. So 
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many Beltway confessIOns of refusal to believe did Joseph Cappella 

_______ and -Kathleen-HallcJamieson -summon up rn-therr-I-997-book Splral-oF -- - -

C)'Hicf511l that the authors' conclusIOn-Journalists have caHsed the 

, 
, 
, 

--. 

• 
, 
• 

dread "cymcism" that stalks the land-seemed positively superfluous. 

It was a staggenngly arrogant notion, tillS Idea of a public mmd POI-

soned by an overdose of JournalistIc zealotry, and yet so glamorous did 

It sound that It was repeated VIrtually wherever the Industry's legItI-

macy cnSlS was bemg discllssed.'f. From \i\loodward and Bernstem to 

the less-than-clvil Sam Donaldson to the packs of scandal-hunters on 

the trail of Di and Monica, Journalists were the creatures responsible 

for destroYIng the happy consensus of yore, for making cIvility Impos-

sible, for wrecking our humble dreams of bipartIsanshIp. The press, 

journalists admitted, was the reason we couldn't all just get a]ong.; 

To be sure, much that was worthwhile came of the decade's rage for 

journalistic mea culpas. In Breakillg the News ( 1 996), veteran editor 

James Fallows achrumstered a series of much-deserved hIdings to the 

vanous lights of the WashIngton press corps. He wrote intelligently 

about the changing class mterests of journalists and therr consequently 

skewed perspectives, and capably analyzed the bad reportIng that dogged 
Clinton's failed health care plan. In \.vJwt Are Journalists For? ( 1 999), Jay 

Rosen, former media cnUc for Tiki"", magazme, traced the ev01uuon of 

Amencan poliocal journalism, the growing power of Its celebrities, and 

ItS shameful performance In the 1 988 presldennal camprugn, when Its 

leading figures deCIded not merely to report on the candidates' transpar-

ent efforts to mislead voters, but also to comment constantly on how well 

they were domg at mIsleading voters. The story of the gradual emptying 

of content from politIcs-and of journalists' compliCIty m the opera

non-is a horrifying one, and Rosen tells It well. 

"'Unfortunately, It'S also a wrong notion. A 1995 Times Mirror poll found that fully 

77 percent of the public rated the honesty and ethics of public of6clals as iow, while 
only 40 percent of journalists believed the same. If journalists were to faithfully repre
sent the views of the public thcy served, thc), would have 10 become more cyrllcal, not 

less. 
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But haVIng landed these blows, each of these press critIcs pro

ceeded to make the same cunous error, bJammg JournaJistlc "adversar

laJism" for the great public disenchantment of the age. The problem 

with the press, they argued, was that it's too darn dhosIVe. The media 

are too interested In finding fault, In tearing down rather than building 

up. And while thIS was clearly true on a superficIal level-John 
McLaughlin and Fred Barnes did mdeed make a great show of yelling 

at each other on TV-one could just as easily have pointed out that 

Amencan "adversanalism" was only skin-deep, that the national press 

corps was generally not mterested in ralSIng fundamental challenges to 

the routine order of thmgs. Bob Woodward, to whom journalism cnt

ICS frequently refer as the most adversanal journalist of them all 

(mamly for hIS role m Watergate), IS merely a close observer of power. 

V/hile he has occasIOnally put politiCIans on the spot, he is hardly a 

doubter of the Amencan order In the manner of, say, I. F. Stone. One 

can't help but feel that a more fruitful analysis of the Intellectual fail

lOgs of Amenca In the nineties mIght have begun not \�th the media's 

"adversanalism" but with the across-the-board consensus that its 

sound and fury served to obscure. Such a study wouid zero In not 50 
much on the staged acnmony of the Sunday talk shows as on Amen

can Journalists' unbelievable IdeologIcal sHwgJ1ess. their cocksureness 

about the movements and ends of histOlY, theIr reverence for free mar

kets and global trade, theIr assumptions concernIng the goodness of 

the advertised life and the absence of alternatIves to the corporate or

der. It mIght have asked why It was that while other countnes hotly de

bated whether to JOIn the "WashIngton consensus," whether to 

privatize and deregulate, whether to pennit genetically modified foods, 

our commentators seemed always to bury discussion under the 1an

guage of "ineVItability," under the assumptIOn that bUSIness knows 

best. It mIght have compared the extremely narrow range of opll1lOn 

represented on our op-ed pages to the mde-open debates that rou

tInely sweep across the newspapers of counlnes like France, BntaIn, 

and even Canada. It mIght have mqUlred how It came to be that our 
journalists developed such a cunous sense of thelr own independence 
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when they were rn fact, to all appearances, closer to the thmking of the 

___ elites of-rndustry and-government thanthelr counterparts-m-almost-any- -- -�� 

other land. 

Conslder, for example, the famous 1995 handshake between Bill 

Clinton and Newt Gingnch. Thls was Exhiblt A  for the authors of SPI

ral of CymclSm, the event that the cymcai press Just didn't get. For 

these cntlcs the behavior of the press at the tIme \vas a moment of rev

elatIon: It was nm'.' tlme for reporters to change their mood and cover 

"civility" and "consensus"-and they didn't know how! They kept look

mg for a fight----":but there wasn't one! Naturally, the authors told thls 

story as a way of shoWlng how the J01.lTnalistlc culture of Iladversanal-

15m" had gotten out of hand. But one could easily see lt ln exactly the 

Opposlte light. That the formal commg together of the two parties ut

terly flummoxed the press corps demonstrated not the destruct1Veness 

of "adversanalism" but the term;s utter meanmglessness. Just because 

Democrats and Republicans got together hardly meant that Journalis

tIC questIOmng should cease; that cheering should commence imme

diately. Quite the contrary: Consensus sometimes desenres to be just 

as rudely debunked as conflict. And lord knows we could have used 

some weB-aImed questIOmng, some "adversanalism/' at that particular 

moment. After all, that handshake was m some ways the most lmpor

tant symbolic moment of the decade, the slgnal that the hlstoncal op

ponent to the business party was no longer interested in opposing. And 

we have had nothmg but handshakes ever smce, a constant party m the 

office towers and the mce suburbs while the people who voted for 

Clinton out of a deme for better welfare seMce and natlOnal health 

care were dropped off the media earth. 

But finding grounds for debate that extended beyond what was con

sldered legltlmate by the two partles was most definitely not the object 

of mamstream mneties Journalism theory. vVhat was sought was a ces

satIOn of argument, a handshake and a consensus that Journalists could 

call thelf own. Almost WIthout fail the Journalism critlques of the era 

follow the same welTd trajectory, veering from scathmg indictments of 

pundit ldiocy to rury musmgs about clvi] soclety and its Vlftues. In place 
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of cynicism, it was said, journalists must try hard and dedicate them
selves to semce. They must build a "public journalism" that, m lay 
Rosen's maddemngly vague tenns, "clears a space where the public can 
do itS work," which can "engage people as clt!zens," wiuch could "help 
re",ve Cl\OC life and Improve public dialogue.'" 

It certamly sounded quite noble, th15 "public journalism." But what, 
specifically, did it mean to apply democratic pnnclples to the mfonna
tion mdustry? Were we not so blinded by the language of the market 
triumphant, the answers would be ob" ous: legiSlatIOn to promote iocal 

control of newspapers, perhaps, or maSSive public subsidies to reduce 
the power of advertiSers, or the breakup of the bigger media monopo
lies, or, at the very ieast, decent wages and workmg conditlons for Jour
nalists and pressmen. But public journalism, like so many other 
self-proclaimed reform movements of the decade, Slmply could not ad
dress ltself to questlOns of mstJtutlOnal power. What its proponents 
meant by "democracy" was a kind of clllt.lImi democracy, a media pop
ulism according to whlch the mdustry's most vexmg problem 15 the 
Ilelitism" of particular ·writers, their refusal to <lusten" and their ten
dency to favor expert oplfuon over that of the people. What we needed 
was not a stronger wall between editorial and advertismg, public jour
nalism mamtamed, but 1IIore polls. More focus groups. More "town 
meetmgs." What journalists had to do was learn to listen, to take mto 
account the actual concerns of the public rather than the cynical urges 
of the self-centered wnter. These were, of course, about as likely to of
fend Journalism's conglomerate parents as \-"ould demands for, say, a 
more comprehensive astrology column. 

But they were also perfectly m step with the market populism sweep

mg across other aspects of Amencan life. So, haVIng criticized the van
ous Beltway boobs, the theorists of public journalism tended to mdulge 
their mIddlebrow tendenCIes WIthout reservatIOn, returnmg agam and 
agam to the peculiarly naive formulatlOn of democratic theory that al
ways charactenzes market populism_ Rosen, who was partlcularly gIVen 
to grandiose fifties-era phrases like "the Amencan ,,-'periment" and "our 
lengthy adven�ure m nationhood," argued that what journalists had to 
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do was be "humble" before the public will, much like the all-AmerIcan 

---------investors-,magmed --bTVvall-Street -and --the-newostyle nranagers-cele� - - - - -

brated m the 'busmess revolutlon_" "Are we behavmg as exemplaty cit-

• 

IZens?" he asked a gathenng of Journalists. Are we "listening well, 

working wIth others, claimmg our rights as members of a community 

who also have a responsibility to the whole?'" Fallows seemed actually 

to believe that national discord was something Invented by Journalists; 

that SOClal conflict was alien to Amencan shores; and that, if only "elite 

journalists" would "listen" to the people rather than pOlson the democ-

ratic process with therr "adversarialism," the few problems we faced 

would be qUIckly solved. He spoke heartily of one newspaper's "Public 

Life Team" (''We will lead the commumty to discover llSelf and act on 

what lt has learned") and Rosen hailed the "People Project" launched by 

another (a combination average-folks documentary and "empowerment" 

initiative), both monikers so grandly meanmgless that they could well 

be btles for superhero cartoon programs ' 

However slmplistic, thls reducbon of journalistic error to questions 

of personal arrogance, to an unfamiliarIty with the ways of the people, 

struck the decade's populist sensibilitles exactly rIght. The movement 

was especlally popular ,,"th the nation's charitable foundations. The 

Philadelphla-based Pew Foundation took the lead in supporting the 

new Journalism, settmg up a "Center for CiVIC Journalism," and sup

portmg and publiclZlng media projects Mth proudly populist names 

like ''We the People/Wisconsm," the folksy "Front Porch Forum," and 

the "Leaders hlp Challenge" mounted by (of course!) Peona, Illinois. 

Journalists mterested m the new way could read m Pew pubucations 

about do-lt-yourself vox popuu projects like 'YOUtv," a bunch of cam

eras In public places that are e:\l'lamed as a way of "democratlZlng tele

YlSlOn," of gmng "ordinary people access" to what IS ordinarily an 

"elitlst tool." In a Pew ",deo enutled "Civic Journalism: A Work in 

Progress," the editor of a Colorado newspaper explamed how the "same 

old" Journalism wasn't working anymore and how he and hlS staff set 

about making it new. Barners fell as the fourth estate learned about the 

wisdom and vutue of the common man: The newspaper "opened up 
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(its) deCISIOn-making process, not Just to the room, but to the commu

�,����-.-.' nity": reporters discovered that convemence stores ,�'ere "just as Jegltl· 

mate spaces m whlch to seek out the ne\vs and to cover it as a City 
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Council meeting"; editors 'went m for "community conversattons, facil

itated focus groups, public listemng. , . .  '" 

And before long, the language of public Journalism had entered the 

maInstream. "Elitism" JOIned "cynICIsm" as the free-floatIng explaIn-ali 

... vhenever some eA-planation was reqUIred for Journalistlc malpractIce. 

From the embarrassmg Stephen Glass episode (in whIch 11le New Re

public and other magazmes published fabncated storIes) to the shame

ful Le\\onsj,:y circus, the errors of the journalistic "establishment" were 

attributed to its arrogance, Its distance from the common folic The 

news media were hopelessly out of touch, gUlded by their own Ideas 

rather than those of the CItIZenry, always "mdening the gap," as one 

hand-wringmg 1998 U.S. News column put It, between their snobbIsh 

selves and "the rest of uS,"ID As WIth so many other strams of market 

populism, public Journalism seemed to understand crItical Judgment 

itself as an arrogant, undemocratic act. "ElitISm," that cardinal demo

cratIc sm, was a quality that James Fallows repeatedly assOCIated WIth 

hyperjudgmental figures like Novak and McLaughlin; the error of the 

"media Establishment" consISted of "talk[ingJ nt people rather than 

WIth or even to them," "Democracy," meanwhile, was a sort of eternal 

suspensIOn of Judgment, a process of endless "listemng," "ambIVa

lence," and vmuous deference to "the popular will." According to lay 

Rosen, Journalists had no busmess gIving an arrogant thumbs-up or 

thumbs-down on everythmg our leaders did; they should instead be 

wondenng constantly about who they were and whether or not they 

were correctly representmg their constItuency, the pUblic, and asking 

the questlOns.that the public would want them to ask. Rosen called hIS 

model of democratic Journalism "proaCtIve neutrality," a process of so

liciting conversation with the public-"bnngmg people to the table"-

but never "telling them what to deCIde."" According to thIS reform 

movement, democratic culture had no place for crusading or persua

SIOn; by defirution such efforts to impress one;s own VleWS on the com-
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munity were acts of unpardonable elitism. No, Journalists had to be 

----neutral-above-all,flexible -and··content-free,the" .. newspapers-under- · · ·  .. 

stood as communIty fixtures like a town hall or a fire department. 
Like the cult studs Ignonng the world of busmess, one can't help 

but feel that the leaders of the public journalism movement were mak
mg a faIrly maSSIve error of Judgment. After all, they looked out at the 

Amenca of the nInetIes, a piace m whIch more and more aspects of 
public life were being brought under corporate control, m wl11ch the 
concentratJOn of wealth was at a record level, In whIch no group or fig

ure, public or pnvate, dared challenge the authonty of the market, and 
m WhICh so many aspects of the general welfare were brealung down, 

and they declared that the real problem facing democracy was an ex

cess of Judgment. They earnestly argued that the tlung to do in such 

CIrcumstances; the answer to such acute and wen-defined disorders, 
was to shut up, stop cntlclzmg, and contemplate mstead the majesty 

of The People. 
Of course, if your objectIve was not so much democracy as restor

mg the legItimacy of a certam mdustry, such stuff seemed pOSItIVely 
Ideal. Here agaIn, as m the world of management theory, a particularly 

blanng bIt of watered-down thITties populism was offered up as a 
means of regammg public respect for Journalism without calling into 
question any of the larger corporate developments of the era. The soft 

populism of public Journalism was thus an easy compromise between 

the demands of the ever more corporate media and the alienated, hos

tile public: By gIVIng even the largest info-conglomerates a human face 

It promised to dispel cynICIsm and yet keep those mergers commg at 
the same time. 

Even worse than that, though, by putting its seal of approval on the 

trademark mnovatIons of chain Journalism-polls, demographIc sur

veys, focus groups, "town meetings"-public Journalism essentIally 

embraced the market as an mherently democratIc arrangement. The 

key to solving journalism;s problems, Its leaders maintained, was to un

derstand editmg as customer service. 
Unlike other forms of market populism, though, public Journalism 
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did not fetIshize "revolution," "rebellion," or the "subverting" of "domI
nant paradigms." As these terms had a meamng that is all too real In 
the hIStory of newspaper wrItIng, public Journalism steered well clear 
of them, optmg instead for a detennmedly middlebrow fonnula that 
promISed to keep journalistic creatIVity on a short leash and to guard 

agamst any outbreak of the old muckraking Impulse. ThIS IS no time for 
conflict, it Insisted, for Journalism that called fundamental economic 

prInCiples mto question: This 1S a tIme for the cessation of question
ing. Public Journalism had no place for the more aggressive public
mindedness of figures like Upton Sinclrur or Lincoln Steffens or even 
for the idea that SOCial mterests mlght be m fundamental conflict. 
What lt reqwred was a sort of unilateral cultural disarmament. So m a 

·busmess that was always schlZophremc, a place both of angry outSIders 

and the arrogance of the state, of protests and of platItudes, of rebel
lion and reassurance, public Journalism came down solidly on the SIde 
of the latter: it was busmess poet Eddie Guest.over H. L. Mencken, 

Roger Rosenblatt over Murray Kempton. 
I do not doubt the good mtentIons of the leading public Journalists. 

They were SIncerely concerned about democracy. And surely one must 
acknowledge that any number of efforts described as "public Journal
ISm" have enjoyed SIgnal successes: the Kansas Cil)' Star's 1995 series 
on urban sprawl, for example, was an outstanding example of cntical, 

commumty-mmded reporting. But consider how neatly public journal

ismls dreams of a new consensus dovetail with the other great jouma]

lstlC movement of the mneties-the corporatizatlOn of the news. 

Although both movements came to theIr concluslOns through different 
logical routes, both mSlsted on almost an ldentIcal bill of reforms. 
Newspapers would have to "listen" more to theIr audiences, preferably 
through the standard marketIng deVices of polls and focus groups. 

Newspapers would have to redefine their coverage by demograpluc and 
excise the odd voices of those 'mth funny (usually anticorporate) ldeas 
they had come up Wlth on therr own. It IS no coinCidence that the most 
prominent practItIoner of public Journalism m the rune ties was Mark 
Willes, the CEO of Times Mirror and pUblisher of the Los Angeles 



320 0 N E i\1 A R K  E T U N D E R G 0 D 

Times. In additIon to hostmg town meeungs and coming up v.r:ith van-

____ . ous_schemes_for_encouragmg._average_people .to .-read-the-ne"vspaper,.-----

Willes shut down the excellent New York Newsday for less-than

conVIncmg bottom�line reasons and tned to boost the Times's prof

Itability by blowmg down the wall between advertlSlng and editonal, 

thus paVIng the way for all manner of lucratIve synergies. Profit and 

populism went hand m hand. And although Willes project was badly 

discredited m October 1 999, when It was revealed that the Times had 

split the profits generated by a specIal Sunday supplement WIth the 

corporat.lOn that was the subject of the supplement, others cautioned 

agamst Judgmg the paper too harshly." All the Times was domg was us-

mg the proven democratIc machmery of marketmg to let the people of 

Los Angeles see themselves m all theIr glOriOUS peopleness. And please 

understand: ElitIsts aren't those who run the world; they're those who 

CrItICIze the CEOs. 

Tycoon on a Bus: The Practice 

If the rage for public Journalism can be understood as a contest to 

shout 'The People, Yes!" louder than the next guy, then the newspapers 

produced by the Gannett CorporatIon must be understood as the least 

cymcal and the most clvic-mmded of them all. Certamly the company 

has made remarkable chums along these lines. In 1 996, Robert Giles, 

then editor and publisher of Gannett's Deirolt News (today he edits the 

more thoughtful Media Studies Jountal), offered thIS defimtlOn of what 

public Journalism meant to hlm: "It 15 a way to keep the reader's VOlce 

In our mmds. "'-le are constantiy meeting WIth our readers, conductmg 

focus groups to djscover not only what broad areas they are mterested 

m but what specifically is on theIr minds, what they want us to engage. 

What IS It they want theIr newspaper to do?" 

\>\Ihat theIr newspaper was domg at the tIme, specifically, was teach

ing Its umon employees a thmg or two about the new market order on 

the streets of DetrOIt and Sterling HeIghts, MichIgan. One could hardly 
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argue that the bitter, long-running DetrOit newspaper strike was the will 
of the Detroit public, After all, circulation fell offbl' a third at the 

strike's heIght, But for Giles It was Just another object lesson 111 the pnn

clples of public journalism, To counterbalance the fact that the mayor 

of DetrOlt, the archbishop of Detroit, assorted congressmen, and a Wide 

range of other CIYlC figures supported the strikers, Giles mused how 

newspaper management was acting in the spirit of Martin Luther King, 

since It was the party that was really confronting the "established order," 

Rolling out hiS most powerful of weapons, he even argued that to sup

port the strike was an act of cynIcism. U 

Unless you happen to be a worker on the recelVlng end of its flexI

bility strategies, or a reporter at a newspaper that competes with one 

'of its products, It IS unlikely that you've ever thought too much about 

Gannett; the nation's largest newspaper cham and publisher of USA 

Toda), So well-camouflaged a part of the Amencan landscape are Its 

vanous newspapers that Gannett sometimes seems vlItuaIly mVlsibJe. 

And yet Gannett IS precIsely where those concerned about the future 

of Journalism should be looking, Not only has the fervent "love of pub

lic" imagmed by the theonsts of public Journalism here been refined to 

perfeCtion, but m Gannett's hands Jt has also become an Ideology of 

corporate power, An empIre of uplift, an autocracy of mteractivity, 

Gannett has fashIOned over the years a perfect syntheSIS of market 

populism and corporate predatIOn, 

When figures from across the Journalistic profeSSIOn denounced 

"cymcIsm" In the mnetles, Gannett newspapers were most definitely 

not what they had in mind, Generally speaking, Gannett products are 

filled mth \llJre-service feed, 'vith Items about celebrities and photos of 

ammals, "oth helpful page-one stones about how to store coffee (spot

ted in the LOUIsville C01lner-jollrllal) or about how to aVOld getting hurt 

while nding escalators (Des Momes RegIster), 

In fact, promment GannettOlds, as the chain's executlves are hu

morously known, antiCIpated the nineties rage against cyrucism-and 

the tendency to conflate cntlclsm ,vith "elitism"-by many years, AI 
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Neuharth, the chansmatlc founder of USA Today and the company's 
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---publie-face-through-the-elghtles-( today -he -writes -a -weekly-column-for--- ' -----�_ � __ �_ 

the paper and presides over the Freedom Forum, the orgamzatlOn for-

merly known as the Gannett FoundatlOn), may have been the first 

prominent newspaperman In the natIOn to Identify and blast "cym

clSm" and "elitISm" as the Industry's greatest problems, He was fond of 

lambasting the noXlOUS elites "east of the Hudson and east of the Po

tomac," those purveyors of "intellectual snobbery," "pompousness," and 

"arrogance" who "t1unk thelf miSSIOn is to Indict and convict, rather 

than Inform and educate," But USA Todal\ which he founded m 1982, 

was to be the home of somethmg new, a "Journalism of Hope," m 
Neuharth's famous phrase, an embodiment of the new populism's re

fusal to Judge: "It doesn't dictate, We don't force unwanted objects 

down unwilling throats," Gannett newspapers don't startle, shock, or 

use long words and difficult concepts, They offer consumers a pleas-

ant product that IS remarkably consIStent fTom place to place and that 

emphaSIzes reader interaction and "good news."'� 

Cntlcal stories about Gannett are faIrly rare in the national media; 

when they do happen to appear, they seem always to revert to the most 

sunplistic of denunciations, The company's literary products are dis

mIssed as lowest-cornman-denominator stuff; Its executives are hooted 

for their boonsh tastes and faintly creepy corporate conformity, But to 

read Gannett In such a refleXlvely contemptuous way is to dismISS Its 

very real and very SIgnificant theoretical contributions to Amencan cul

ture, Whatever else one might say about It, USA Today is arguably the 

natJon's most carefully edited and !ughly polished newspaper; the way 

it looks and reads IS the result-of years of refinement and planning, Cer

tain of its executJves may be louts, but from the mventJon of coverage

by-demographic to color -m the masthead to the pseudO-interactive 

style, USA Today charted the course that almost every paper In the 

country would follow In the mneties, And, of course, Gannett had a 

hand in developmg the theoretical side of the bUSIness as well: the Free

dom Forum has built a museum of the newspaper, it sponsors panel dis

CUSSlOns featunng many of the great thInkers of pUblic Journalism, and 
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It publishes the Media Studie, JOllnlal. While Gannettoids were not 

prominent -partICIpants m the nmetles-ClfCU5 of media contntlOn, -they-.--. 

jomed quite naturally In the chorus of accusation. Each successIve dis

aster to befall the Waslungton press corps chased from the field by 

Brill's Content or James Fallows, humiliated by Stephen Glass, routed 

conVIncingly 10 yet another of those poll·drIven popularity contests

was a little VIctOry for Gannett, whose once-dended stand agaInst "cyn· 

iClsm" and "elitIsm" now seems to be vmdicated by every new whIppmg 

admmistered to the more respectable news Institutions. USA TodaJ� m 

fact, even sometimes took the lead 10 denouncing the newly vulnerable 

"media elite," deriding the reporters one op-ed wnter calls 'braimacs," 

lambasting the folks Neuharth calls the "would-be Woodwards and 

BemsteIns (who) came off college campuses," and who have now so 

shamed therr profession through theIr Ignoble deSIre "to get nch and fa

mous,"'; 

Such sanClImoniousness IS perhaps the Ideal introduction to the se

ries of paInless contradictIOns that make up Gannett's trademark sen

sibility. In fact, according to Just about everyone who has ever written 

about the company, Gannett's cunous JournalistIC style seems to have 

been consciously invented to permit an extraordinary level of prof

itability. Realizing early on that ownIng the franchIse In a one-newspa

per town could be remarkably lucratIve, the company has, smce its 

beginmngs, sought, bought, or created monopolies across the country. 

Since the "journalism of hope" reqUIres little more than press-release 

rewritmg and VIrtually mandates favorable coverage of local businesses, 

It Can be done both cheaply and \Vlth an eye to cultIvatmg advertIsers. 

CrItical observers have noted how Gannett routInely slashes both news 

content and news gathermg staff at papers It acqUIres; how It can· 

slantiy shuffles Its editors about the country, preventIng them from de· 
• 

veloping an affimty WIth a particular commumty; how It uses its 

immense power as a conglomerate to smash whatever competitors It 

encounters and its power as a monopoly publisher In many tovms to 

soak advertisers. Superstitious profit-legends dot the literature sur

rounding the company: the armored cars m whIch each small-town pa· .- _. 
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per's take IS believed to be hauled off to Gannett headquarters m Ar-
��-�-�lington,Virgmia;--the.�dobermans"-.(feroclous -publishing-execu tives)- -----� 

who can be dispatched across the country to put troublesome com-

petItors out of bus mess. Neuharth hlmself refers In hIS memOIrs to the 
company as "a nonstop money machme" and apprO\"ngly quotes \/Vall 
Street figures who call Gannett "vmually an unregulated monopoly" 
and who note that ItS "management lives, breathes, and sleeps profits 
and would trade profits over Pulitzer Pmes any day." ObselVers of the 
company marvel at Its over-sumptuous offices and the money-burmng 
antics of ItS upper management. And while family-owned newspapers 
are luc!.)' to make a 1 0  percent profit m a good year, Gannett routinely 
squeezes close to -30 percent out of its properties.'" 

The prImary casualties of Gannett;s corporate culture war are the 

cIties in which the company does busmess. Richard l'vlcCord made 
thIS pomt thoroughly in his 1 996 book 71Je Chain Gang, recalling town 
after town where Gannett's mten'entlOn resulted In ruthless down
dumbmg and the silenCing of mdependent editonal vOIces. "Instead of 
proVlding central leadershIp," McCord says, "they Just try to gauge the 
commumty and deliver something that will pass, and can be put out on 
the cheap." Gannetfs ownershIp of the Des Moines RegIster and the 
Louisville CO-Hner-Joun-wl. I:\·vo once excellent state-onented newspa
pers that the company bought m 1985, yielded Immense profits but 
disaster for local readers as each paper has recast Its focus from rural 
regIOns to affluent suburban areas. One longtIme Register columnist 
now compares the newspaper to a dead relatIVe; when another news
paper owned by the family that sold the RegISter to Gannett was re
cently put up for sale, rumors that Gannett had put in the winnmg bId 
caused "concerns that approached pamc" In Its newsroom. In 
Nashville, where Gannett owns the Tennessean, the company bought 
the nval paper, the Bmmel; for $65 million In 1 998 SImply to close it 
down. Oddly, m each city the changes have been described as "il1-
eVltable," as though the trIumph of "the Journalism of hope" and Gan
nett's peculiar marketing logic reqUlred no more e),.'planauon than 
thaLI:; 
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Another consIStent VlcUm of Gannett strategy is organIzed labor, 

whose wage scales can Impede the astronomlcal .profits that the com- . ._-

pany demands. "Gannett is among the most anu-union compames that 

we deal WIth," Lmda Foley, pres Idem of the Newspaper Guild, told me 

m 1 998. "They Just do not believe that therr employees should have 

collective bargammg nghts." One can detect traces of thIs atUtude m 

The Making of iVIcPap"; an early panegyric of USA Today's begmnmgs 

by Its former editor-m-chlef Peter Pnchard, who consIstently describes 

urn on workers as troublemakmg thugs bent on keeping ''The Nation's 

Newspaper" from reachmg Its adormg public. One can see It more 

clearly m the company's policy of excluding employees "covered by a 

collective bargaming agreement" (as its 1 997 annual report, entitled 

".Llstemng . . Leading," puts It) from particIpation m 401 (k) plans. 

And it came mto particularly sharp focus m DetroIt, where Gannett ac-

qUIred the Detroit NelliS, promptly ended years of compeutlon by ar-

rangmg for a Jomt operating agreement with the nval newspaper, and 

then squared off against its union employees, "oth disastrous results 

for everyone concerned especially readers.la 

But the pomt Isn!t just that Gannett practices a singularly v:iclOus 

form of profit-seeking; thIS has been thoroughly documented else

where over the years, most recently and most comprehensIvely by Mc

Cord. What IS remarkable IS that It does so under such a proud 

populist hanner. The company has seamlessly welded populism and 

plunder, covered lis rapacity wlth an Up With People extenor. It IS a 

urnquely Amencan hybnd of opposites, combmmg a self-effacing, all

mcluSlve, antlelitlst editonal style with a shamelessly self-aggrandizing 

corporate culture and the no-nonsense kickmg of worker ass. And In 

domg so Gannett Vlrtually personifies market populism. It IS the char

actensUc orgamzatlon of the Amencan 1 990s, a machme that doles out 

mIsery to some but fantastIc rewards to stockholders and CEOs; that 

seeks only to reflect us in our tnumphant averageness; that whoops it 

up for the common people WIth the most reverent sort of populist 

rhetonc but actually bnngs cultural degradatIOn home to the towns in 

wluch It operates. If the puhlic journalists, the management theorists, 
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the ullion-busters, and the hull marketers get theIr way, Gannett is 
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Although Gannett made grandiose pronouncements about Its dedi

cation to publk Journalism in the nmetles, that movement's leaders 

generally remruned silent about the company, Uay Rosen, to hIS credit, 

e"plicltly distanced hImself from Gannett In hIS 1999 book, What AI'e 

jOJlmalists For?)" Shameful epIsodes like the DetrOlt newspaper strike 

were probably the reason why. But perhaps there was a larger reason as 

welL Gannett, m Its typIcally ham-handed way, made the convergence 

between JournalistIc populism and market forces far, far too obVlous. 

The conglomerate's practIces might have posed the thmkers \\�th a 

tnckier questIon: vVhy are foundatIOn millions reqUIred to theome and 

leglumate an operatwn that the most ruthlessly profit-minded man

agers have found qUIte useful all on their own? 

USA Todn)\ Gannett's most Vlsible product, IS eA1'liCltly aImed at an 

audience of tranSient busmessmen, the reading material of chOlce as 

one jets from sales meetmg to sales meetmg. But In a ffiLX-Up that 

speaks volumes about American culture of the eIghues and mneues, it 

successfully cast itself as nothmg less than the People's Newspaper, 

the folksy small-town read for a folksy, small-town natIon. From ItS col

orful page-one polls to its frequent use of the editona! "we," populist 

pretensIOns were an essentIal element of the puhlicatIOn's style, TI,e 

Malti11g of McPape.; Pnchard's account of the publicatIOn's founding, 

begms with the story of how Neuharth decided on the paper's first day 

of publication to forgo a complicated story about an assassmatwn m 

Lebanon and emphaSIZe mstead the death of Grace Kelly, the anginal 
"people's princess," thereby demonstratIng, in Pnchard's words, that 

"USA Today would be edited . . .  not for the natlOn's editors, but for the 

natIon's readers." Charles Kuralt, the voll<sgmt shaman of the offiCIal 

media, prO\�ded further populist credentIals In the book's foreword by 

describIng a Norman Roc!"-well landscape of honest Western towns 

dotted mth ommpresent USA Today vending machmes, each one bear

mg a "four-section, four-color gift from AI Neuharth." So you don't mISS 

the pomt, Kuralt runs through a list of pIcturesque locales where he 
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has purchased the paper ("the Holiday Inn m Klamath Falls," "the 

7-11 store m Great Bridge, VirgmIa," "the�last�bus stop before the road 

runs out at Homestead Valley, CalifornIa") and even brings m former 

Kansas governor Alf Landon for a cameo.�o 

But Neuharth hImself takes the pnze for populist postunng. Virtu

ally every account of hIS life and deeds dwells on his midwestern back

ground, hiS impoverished boyhood m South Dakota, his early efforts at 

a sports paper m that state, and the way his humble ongms reflected 

those of hiS employer (in its early days Gannett had been an exclusively 

small-town cham). In hiS hlzarre 1989 memOIr, ConfesSIons of an 

S.O.B., Neuharth again and agam attacks the natIOn's leading papers 

for their cynicism and negativIty, describing their coverage of events In 

·forelgn countnes, their strongly held oplmons, and even their clamor

ing after PUlltzer Pnzes as badges of class. The New Yor" Times, for ex

ample, IS said to have suffered from "intellectual snobbery," and the 

Was),ingtoll Post to exude an "aura of arrogance." Neuharth himself, 

meanwhile, "declared war on the good old boys in our busmess," "said 

'no' to the status quo," and won the plaudits of none other than Carter 

confidant Bert Lance, who was trotted out to enthuse, "Th,s here Gan

nett IS an all-Amencan company, an all-American company." ThiS nar

ratIve of NeuharthJs career as class war agamst the quality newspapers 

seems to be repeated whenever he comes up for discussion. USA To

day's account of Ius retirement, for example, dutifully describes him as 

a «nemesis of the newspaper elite. "21 

ThIS zamest of the press lords' populist tendencies took on a de

mented stridency In 1987, when he set out on an elaborate natIOnal 

tour called BusCapade. Ostensibly Inspired by hiS convictIOn that the 

"national media" had "too much of an East Coast perspective," 

Neuharth began hiS tour at the most middling place m the land (a town 

in Missoun that was then the demographic center of the country), de

clarIng that "people hereabouts are proud of bemg more mlddlemost 

than most of us." In the months of BusCapading that followed, 

Neuharth narrated for USA Today readers hiS Kuraltlan wandermgs 

amongst the peo),le-chm-chmnmg WIth lots of just-folks, holding 

• 

I 
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plenty of "town meetmgs," and conducting polls wherever he went

,.,-----ancl-led-readeFs-toward -that-iridesoent-goal-of-publio-journalists-evezy-----
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where: "Understanding. Of each other. All across the USA." What tlus 

meant m practice was that Neuharth wrote an instaIlment of his col

umn, "Plam Talk," from every state, celebrating each one successively 

in ever more passionate terms. Most of his BusCapade dispatches 

were organized around some state motto or song or other aimanac-level 

fact whose profundity Neuharth would conSIder in his usual truncated 

style. Maryland, for example, struck hun as being the place where the 

national anthem had been composed: "Folks in Maryland thmk that 

very appropnate. They cons1der the1r state a mimature of the nation. 

'Amen can in miniature,' says a slogan." Virgima, he wrote, 15 both "for 

lovers" and "the Mother of Pres1dents." In New Jersey, he observed 
that "Nickname 'The Garden State' applies." Kansans were srud to "like 

it at home on the range. Seldom is heard a discouragmg word." Throw 

in an occaslOnal stray cliche like "Olympic dreams," a softball interview 

WIth a governor or t\,VOj and some stories about local entrepreneurs and 

mdustnes on the rebound, and you've just about got It.'' 

Neuharth's BusCapade exploits bnng to mind the emptiest vanety 

of American politlcal demagoguery one thinks of Richard Nixon's 

foolish promise to visit all fifty states during the 1 960 camprugn and of 

Bill Clinton's own 1 992 series of BusCapades. Not only did Neuharth 

serve as Clinton's "informal bus consultant" on these, according to 

Bus",ess Week, but he was perhaps the only national newspaper colum

TIlst to regard Clinton's stunts as expressions of genume populist feel

ing, a pomt which, he mS1sted in USA Toda); the "media effete don't 

understand." One might also understand BusCapade as a long-delayed 

answer to ''These Uruted States," the famous senes of arUeJes run by 

The NattoJ! m the twenties in whlch an all-star cast of mtellectuals and 

eggheads flayed each state m turn for being the home of dolts, bigots, 

boobs, and philistines. (Also as a delayed nposte to Ken Kesey's famous 

bit of bourgeOlsie-annoying on wheels: The musIc Neuharth chose to 

blare from h1s bus's loudspeakers was not loopy, 1rrJtatmg rock but up

lifting state songs, one for each state.) BusCapade, in other words, was 
. . . . . , . 
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not merely a costly b,t of Idioc)' on wheels, It was also an IdeologIcal 

assertion of. undeniable SIgnificance, While those-'::effetes" who ques

tion the workings of capItalism mIght sneer cyme ally at the common " 

folk, AJ Neuharth, an eightIes tycoon of the most gansh variety, was SIt

tIng down at his honest manual typewriter and banging out littie an

thems of uplift for each and evety one of us. Unlike the crank), 

documentary projects of the thirties, always proVIng that the corporate 

order was failing the common man, Neuharth took a turn in the coun

try to do exactiy the OpposIte: celebrate success. "While the experts are 

wrIngIng theIr hands about what's wrong," he wrote at the tour's be

gInning, "the people across the USA are usmg their hands, heads, and 

hearts to make It nght." The center-the market can hold." 

The hIgh point of BusCapade, In both Neuharth's and Pnchard's ac

counting, was the moment m whIch Neuharth himself, polling and 

town-halling hlS way across the country m a valiant battle agamst me

dia cynIcism, receIVed the IJdings of entrepreneunal victory. A telegram 

arrived announcmg USA Today's first-ever month of profitability, by co

mCldence, Just as the Bus was Capading through AJ's home state of 

South Dakota, The achievement thus became somethmg of a market 

populist mIracle: Local boy borne home on clouds of money. One can 

Imagine the scene, depIcted In heroic ovefSlze 10 the NatIOnal Gallery: 

"AnnunciatIOn of Profits 10 the Heartland." That IS, one could have 

Imagmed it, had Neuharth not announced m hIS C011fessio11s that the 

whole thmg was a setup, that he had arranged to have the telegram 

sent to hImself. Strangely, the founder of USA Today didn't seem to 

thmk this revelation cast any shade on the event. But pIty poor Peter 

Pnchard, whose account of a few years before solemnly gave the mag

Ical version of the event, even reproducmg the (staged) telegram of 

glory." 
• 

Phony as it was, the IncIdent helps us get at the meamng of the mar-

ket populism typified by Neuharth, Gannett, and the larger theones of 

public journalism, It was a populism In which "the people" weren't so 

much the hero as they were a symbol, an Ideological figurehead for the 

larger democracy of the market. Neuharth's constant attacks on the 
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"media elite," for example, seemed always to come back to questions 

entrepreneurs-a notion he shared wIth George Gilder and bull-mar

ket populists like the authors of 11le Millionaire Next Door. The news

paper "elite never reaUy consIdered me an inSIder," Neuharth remarked 

at one pomt, Just before relating how the publisher of the hated Wash

"'g!on Post, arrogant to the core, once lost a bIdding war agamst hIm by 

"thmking her insIder club membership would protect her interests." 

Withm pages AI was bestmg her m yet another takeover contest, tillS 
time because she has foolishly sent "Ivy League reporters to Iowa to re

port on the farm economy," and thus rrusJudges the true heartland 

worth of the Des Moines Reg,,!er. Similarly, AI explams that he beat dut 

the New York Times m another deal simply because that paper's pub

lisher was "eliust to the end. "" 

So closely is the market connected to the common people for 

Neuharth that It hardly seems contraroctory when he turns directly, as he 

so frequently does m Ius ConfeSStOl1S, from celebrating the plamspoken 

ways of the heartland to an almost pathologtcal boastrng about the perks 

of power. With a certam pride he recounts Ius loudest acts of conspicu

ous consumption, rattling off the once-impressive brand names-the 

Porsche sunglasses, the Gulfstream IV jet (WIth shower), the uniforms 

worn by the crew of srud jet, the Cristal champagne, the "beachside 

chapel" in his yard where he gave thanks, the luxury hotel swtes m which. 

he rod busmess. Nor does Neuharth's derocation to the people and tl,e 

"Journalism of Hope" with whIch they prefer to be addressed prevent him 

from writing Ius memoir as a diary of corporate megalomania. Stories are 

constantly interrupted so Neubarth can gtve an account of how somebody 

prrused !urn or how he burned someone. He begins almost every chapter 

with a quotation about !urnself. And tluough it all, the only overt expla

nation Neuharth offers for his domgs IS the down-home logtc of 'baVlng 

fun," or, better yet, 'baVJrtg a helluva lot of fun." 

Neuharth's wnting sometImes seems almost comIcally self-debunk

mg. But h,s Ideas deserve to be taken seriously nevertheless. As with 
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the public Journalism people, Neuharth believed that the decline of 
-- the American -newspaper was ' a  parable--of.fundamental democratic 

VIrtues. ElitIsm was what was killing newspapers; gettIng In touch WIth 
the common people through polls, focus groups, and town-hall meet
ings was what would save them. But what IS "elitism," exactly? For 
Neuharth, who seems to hear the vox populi even when nding In hIs 
corporate Jet, the' term had little to do with ItS traditIOnal connotatIons 
of economIC power. ElitIsm was a sm commItted by authors, not by 

owners. Elitism was notlung less than cntIcal thought, a failure to 
properly suspend Judgment. Tellingly, the pitfalls of elitIsm IS a lesson 
that Neuharth chooses to put In the mouth of none other than Lee 
Kuan Yew, the Singapore strongman who made public gum-cheWIng a 
{elony: "The more you Judge others by your own standards," thIS bea
con of the General Will tells hIm, "the more you show total disregard 
for theIr clrcumstances."26 

In Gannett-land thIS suspensIOn of Judgment IS called "listemng" to 
readers, refuSIng to "dictate" to them. It IS accomplished through a 

number of deVIces that allow Journalists to understand the commumty 
for whIch they wnte (it IS eVIdently assumed that Gannett reporters 

will not be reportIng on places they know IntImately). Polls not only ap
pear every day In each section of USA Toda); but they seem to hold a 
hallowed place In company lore. PrIchard recalls how Neuharth dis
covered polling back in the SIXtIes; how he used It to launch a new 
newspaper in Flonda; and, most SIgnificantly, how a batch of market 
research appeared at Just the nght moment In 1 9 8 1  and put 
Neuharth's arguments for launching a new natlOnal newspaper over 
the top. By the late mnetIes the Idea of polling as democracy was so fa
miliar to readers of USA Toda)' that one of the paper's regular fea
tures-"Ad T�ack ," a series of studies revealing how -"key target groups" 
feel about vanous TV commercJals-actually seemed to define con
sumer actiVism as particIpating 111 a focus group, as thinking about how 
you mIght best be sold runmng shoes or frUIt drInks. 

"News 2000" was the name of Gannett's comprehensIVe program In 
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the runeties for "tailonng the content" of a newspaper anywhere in the 

����-,country·\vith-the·help·of-polling·and ·focusllroupsC"lt-was-a-theoretical ·-.. ··�

program as well, Informed by a vlSIon of the news CrISIS that directly 

• 

. .. 

links the company's market populism with anti-Intellectualism. A pn-

mary factor in the long decline of American Journalism, one News 

2000 document asserted, was that "some newspapers grev.1 Increas-

ingly out of touch WIth theIr commumtles." They became "arrogant." 

Tragically, they "operated 'inSIde-out' WIth staffers deciding what news 

and Information was needed by their commuruty, often WIthout a good 

sense of the concerns of the many groups comprising the commumty." 

The solution: Use focus groups, surveys, and "trend watchers" to help 

the newspaper conform more closely to the \vishes of the public. Only 

then, with "two-way communication between reSidents and readers," 

could the GannettOld m questlon "empower reSIdents to improve theIr 

lives" and "help to establish newspapers as a 'member of the family' in 

their communities."" The ] 997 Gannett annual report further defines 

the qualities of the non-cynical, non·arrogant newspaper: "positive sto

nes," "stones that tell how new developments in the commumty have 

a positive effect on clUzens and profiles that tell how local busmess 

owners have overcome obstacles.'" Reading through Gannett's \�SlOn 

of the community- and owner-affirmIng newspaper, one can't help but 

thmk of the sort of wntmg that It would prohibit. From William Lloyd 

Garnson to 1.  F. Stone, what few transcendent moments Amencan 

Journalism can boast have each ansen from vicious, even Vlolent con

flict between an "inSIde-out" wrIter and a funously intolerant "commu

ruty," usually a "commumty" made up of preCIsely those "local bUSIness 

owners" \�,,1ho Gannett deSignated as the beneficiaries of its' brand of 

empowerment. One also tlunks of public journalist Mark Willes, 

whose brand of CIVIC se,,"ce encompasses both unprecedented dedi-

'iThe CjllclIlllall Enqlllrer's falrl)' ferocIOUs 1998 attack on ChiqUita (a compan)' 

whose chatrman, Significantly, once attempted a hostiie takeover of Gannett} would 

seem an excepuon to this rule, were it not for the Singular abjectness of the apology to 

Chiquita that the paper ran shortly thereafter. 

. ......... ' .... . 
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cation to profit and what amounts to a war on cntIcal thought itself. 
=. =.= .. = . . ====. - . .. . .  Soon after making hls declSJon to tear down the.wall between editonal 

and busIness at the Los Angeles Times, Willes announced that In order 

to make female readers "feel like the paper's theirs" it needed to come 

up \\I'lth stones that were "more emotional, more personal, less analyt� 
IcaL" Wherever newspaper moguls talked populism and profits SImul

taneously, It seemed, the practical results took the same form: A sort of 

corporate relatlVlsm In whIch tenacIOusly held Ideas were the greatest 

Journalistic error of all." 
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What must be kept constantly In mInd while pondenng Gannett's 
Ideal of the hopeful, happy newspaper, though, IS that all thIS democ
ratic talk goes hand In hand mth a partIcularly adamantine specIes of 

,corporate practice. Needless to say, Gannett's way of dOing business IS 

absolutely and utterly nonnegotJable, as subject to the public will as 
the comIng and gomg of cold fronts. (Nor does the company's pen

chant for "listening" mclude tolerance for cntJcism: the Nashville 

Scene reported In 1998 that Gannett editors m that CIty tned to pte

vent CrItiC McCord from speaking at a meetmg of Nashville's SocIety 

of ProfeSSIOnal Journalists)." Thete IS an Important distmctlOn, 

though, between Gannett's market populism and the more orgamc 

Journalistic populism of decades past: If we learn anythmg from the lit
erature surrounding USA Today it is that superhuman efforts, both in

tellectual and phYSIcal, were requued to put tills most moffenslve of 
newspapers over. We read about the deeds of Neuharth's handpicked 
team of "gem uses" charged with mventJng tIllS masterpIece of medioc
rity, about the tweaking of the prototypes and the response from the fo
cus groups, about Neuharth's dictatonal leadership style, about hIS 

close editmg of the newspaper's stories, about the people who couldn't 

take the ngorous pace and gave up. What was described was not 
-

merely the launching of a natIOnal newspaper, but the herOIC forging of 
a new corporate ideology by a man who is sImultaneously hard as 
screws and soft as flan, absolutely determined, WIth a Calvmlst mner 
fire, to be other-directed. 

, 
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"Freedom of the press," goes the old leftist sa)'lng, "belongs to those 

who own one." It IS a cynical adage, to be sure, the scoffing negatIon 

of USA Today's cheery polls and AI Neuharth's tendency to refer to 

even the "bIggest media compames" with the posseSSIVe pronoun "our." 

And, as Wlth all the other bits of cyniCism so deplored by recent cnt

ICS of Journalism, It can have no place m the aggressively public

mmded age into whIch "our biggest media companIes" are leading us." 

Stamping out tlus and any other suggestlOn that Journalism, properly 

practIced, mIght be guIded by mterests other than "ours" was the noble 

charge taken up by the Newseum, a museum of journalism that opened 

m 1997 across the street from the glass towers of the GannettlUSA To

day complex m Arlington, VirgInIa. TIns latest Neuharth project was built 

by the Freedom Forum, of which the great man IS "Founder" and fanner 

chauman; some offiCial documents also list Neuharth as the Newseum's 

"Founder" so there is no rrustake, while the e.'<ecutive director of the com· 

ple.x was until recently none other than Neuharth hagiographer Peter 

Pnchard. Promismg to transfonn Neuharth's deeds mto history, Ius 

strange Ideas mto Wlsdom for the ages, the Newseum IS the sort of pro

Ject that will probably someday be mandatory for retlnng megalomanIacs. 

In keepmg with Neuharth's peculiarly populist notions of his own 

greatness, the New5eum has banIshed the elitist deVIces of the tradi

tional museum, all the formal traces of the patnarchal, the pompous, 

the pontificatIng. Its cu"ong, open-ceilinged halls are filled 'Vlth work

mg VIdeo eqUIpment, mterpreters for the deaf, and computer statIOns 

on which people can try theIr hands at reportIng. 

An Introductory Newseum filmstnp declares: 'We're all reporters, 

because each of us tells stories." Mastheads from our hometowns help 

situate us on the "News Globe", headlines from our dates of birth tell 

us who we are. The press IS your pal, we learn. The press IS you. In 

fact, the press is your memory, your consciousness, your conscience. 

Screens scattered throughout the history exhibits remind us of those 
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journalistic moments-almost all of them disasters of one sort or an-
�--- - . other-that-are.-increasingly all-we -have-In ·common as a -natlOn.-Here 

Walter Cronlate announces the death of JFK; there Frank Reynolds 

hnefly loses hIS cool while announcmg the shooting of Reagan; and 

over In a corner falls a little hailstonn of emotional news moments 

from more recent years: an endlessly repeating pitter-pat of 'We mter

rupt tillS program" and announcements that "Pnncess Diana [pause] 

has died", an exciting hijacking and Baby Jessica caught In a well; 

glimpses of parents realizing that their daughter has exploded with the 

space shuttle, of the screen gomg blank as Scuds fall on Tel Aviv. 

Strangely, almost every one of these epIsodes ranks, for less ecstauc 

cntics, among Arnerican journalism's all-tIme lows. But at the New

seum there is no sense of shame or even acknowledgment of such 

criticism. QUlte the opposite: Here these pOIgnant moments of re

porter-audience closeness are presented as the crowning glories of a 

centunes-long struggle agamst ryranny. It's a tendency one notIces 

agam and agam here. While the Newseum's facade IS all open-ended 

and egalitarian, the handful of serious points It makes are drummed 

down In a style so WhiggIshly presumptuous that one might as well he 

leammg about the advance of empire or the conversion of savages. The 

"News History Gallery," the museum's senous (and at times Impres

sive) collectIOn of hIstOrical artifacts, IS as bombastic a tale of Progress 

and its millionaire heroes as anythmg Invented by the commissars · m  

theIr heyday. Beginning from the earliest colonial publicatIOns and tak

ing us through the nse of yellow journalism and the twentieth-century 

tablOIds, the gallery deposits us neatly before the USA Today exhibit 

("The Newspaper IS Reinvented"), the story of the media conglomer

ates, and the endless loop of Jessica, Challenger, and [pause] Diana, a 

fabulous 1l0W In which the emotIOnal needs of The People are seen to 

efficiently. Just ahead lies "interactIYlty," the cultural-democratic New 

Jerusalem where authorial VOIce IS finally dissolved in the ecstatic com

mUnion of journalist and audience. Pulitzer, Hearst, Neuharth, You. 

Assummg you are among that vast majority of Arnencans who regard 

journalists WIth contempt, and can therefore see nght through such 
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stuff, the Newseum has an even more compelling narranve to offer: The 

.ever�_ 

advancmg hbertarian tIde whose flmv cannot be Impeded and whose 

every move IS a step forward for We the People. "Informanon IS where 

liberty starts," intones the narrator of the introductory filmstrIp, and the 

theme continues as one follows the glorious march of hlstoncal 

progress. Tyrants try to suppress press; but press suppresses tyrants. 

The inventIOn of the mov1ng-picture camera, for example, bnngs forth 

this astonIshmgly counterfactual remark: "The cltJZens now know they 

have a powerful ally m the hunt for the truth." But 10 the hands of the 

Newseum's curators, ob,oously concerned to make the pomt about the 

goodness of journalists as hard to miss as pOSSible, the story rapIdly de

scends from the enlightemng-there IS actually an exhibIt on Vv. E. B. 

Du BOIs' magazme The CnsIS-tO a ma,dtish obsession WIth the perse

cution of Journalists, as though that alone were enough to establish theIr 

essentIal decency. A rather melevant quota non in which Thomas Jef

ferson mentions both "freedom of the press" and "martyrdom" appears 

on pamphlets and an outsIde wall. Scenes of Dan Rather m Chma are 

accompamed by the solemn observation that "reporters have been cen

sored, jailed, somenmes ltilled for domg theIr job." One exhibit lingers 

libidinally over the physIcal dangers faced by reporters during the Gulf 

War (presumably as they were shuttled around 10 one of those closely 

chaperoned army pools). 

Those who still doubt the democratic commitment of the press can 

visit Freedom Park, a collection of weatherproof souvenirs of The 

Struggle mounted next to a sIdewalk outsIde: One relic each from the 

fights for women's suffrage, CIvil rIghts, and the battles agamst NaZIS 

and apartheid, and no fewer than three from the war against Commu

nIsm. None of them have much to do with j ournalism, of course, but 

T-shIrts depIcting the InspIrIng objects can be purchased In the New

seum store, along with copIes of AI Neuharth's memOIr, still clean and 

full-prIced although published years before and readily available 10 
thrift stores nationvllde. 

Whenever a Fortune 500 company (or Its prodigal philanthropIc 
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stepchild) takes up pubUc moaning about persecutlOn, one IS pertnltted 

-��_� .. . --- a little skeptiCISm. And the Newseum's histonography is SUSPIClOUS stuff 
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mdeed, oblivlOUS to vast regions of the American expenence even as It 
goes out of its way to hail the achievements of Just about every approved 

socIal or poUtical struggle. As told by the News History Gallery, the 

march of Uberty includes femlI1lsm and the Civil nghts movement, the 

fights agamst Hitler and Communism, dozens of IndiVIdual battles 

agamst racism and SexIsm, and VICtOry after VICtOry for champlOns of free 

speech, It makes no mention-none of the fight for the eight-hour day 

and for the nght of workers to uniomze, of the otl,er various reforms won 

by labor In the course of the century, or of whIch SIde "our" friendly "me

dia compames" were on m those struggles, And the closer one looks the 

more apparent thIS erasure becomes: William Allen White is lauded for 

opposmg the Klan and for supporting free speech, hut his ProgresSIvism 

somehow never comes up. TIle lvIasses makes it into the museum be

cause it was "banned from the mail for opposmg u.s. particIpation In 

\¥orld War I," but the logic of Its opposition IS not discussed. The News

paper Guild, which represents reporters and editors at any number of 

American newspapers, IS mentioned only m a short bIO of Its founder, the 

popuiar colummst Heywood Broun. And "working class" is used almost 

exclUSIVely as a demographic notatIOn, as In Its "reUsh" for tabloids and 

affinity for certam Hearst columnists. 

The Newseum's conSIstent evaSlOn of class IS part of a more SImster 

reticence about the seamIer SIde of the trade. The chromc Journalistic 

problem of keepmg editonal separate from bUSiness, easily the hlggest 

journalistic Issue in the ninebes, IS mentioned nowhere. The EthiCS 

Center, where one may grapple "oth "the difficult chOIces faced by 

Journalists every day" (typical dilemma: how to cover a wheelchaIr

bound pr�sident), fails to discuss how one rmght deal with the mIs

deeds of a local business that advertises m your paper, Even the exhibIt 
on conglomerates, while acknowledgIng that the gIant media compa

mes have been cnticlZed, invokes the med The Press vs, Tyranny ca

nard in thIS remarkable hit of casuistry: "ExecutIVes say the size of theIr , . 

corporabons helps them stand up to governments that would control 
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ating media corporations: That liberty mIght have an economIc dimen-

sion, that the corporatIons themselves might sometimes be repressive 

and the state liberating IS SImply left out, as though contrary to the 

phYSIcal laws of the UnIverse. 

But then the goal here is hardl), to mount a complex analySIs of so

ciety. Like other Washington edifices, the Newseum IS an exerCIse in 

patnotic Instruction, an easily absorbed lesson in Why We're So Darn 

Good_ The pomt ISn't to condemn the state on a specific list of charges, 
but to dnve home the underlymg prmciple of recent press theory: We, 
too, are the state. You may despIse us, and we may even be slippmg mto 

obsolescence, but the checkmg and balanCing of the news media are 

as cntIcal to the preservmg of nice moderate moderation as are all 

those other purveyors of museums-from the U.S. Postal Semce to 

the Supreme Court-on the other SIde of the Potomac. 

Other troubled Industnes have also confronted therr persecutors by 

symbolically companng themselves to the state, but one exhibIt at the 

Newseum manages to top them all in Its desperate bid for gravitas. On a 

gray concrete bndge between the Newseum and the USA Today building 

stands the Journalists lVIemorial, a steel-and-glass monument to newspa

permen, cameramen, and 1V announcers killed 10 the line of duty. Like 
the Vietnam Memorial on the Nanonal Mall, its centerpIece IS a bog

glingly comprehenSIve tally of mscribed names, the sheer number of dead 

Journalists Impressing VIsitors WIth the magmtude of the Fourth Estate's 

sacrifices. OtherwIse, though, It IS the Vietnam lVIemonal's oppoSIte: Col

orful and fully above-ground· rather than pitch-black and sunken, It Im

mediately calls to mmd the cunously durable IOverse relanonsrup, 10 
pUblic OpinIOn, between the military and the press smce the publicalJon 
of the Pentagon Papers or smce the moment cymcal newspaperman 

Da,od Janssen dared to question John Wayne's war in The Green Berets. 

Today, of course, the tables are turned: As AI Neuharth pointed out in 
a 1998 column, Journalists are hated now while soldiers-always Imag-

med these days as a cross between Schwarzeneggenan powerboys and 

· . . . I . · . .
. . , 

.. - -, •.... 

, 
, 
, 

- - - ; · . 
· .

. 
, 

.. i 
• 
• 
, I I 

· I -- --1 
-

_
-- i 

- - - __ 1 
• 

, · , -- - , - -,-- ! - -- J - -- - . · .
. .

. I · . . ; 
• 

I · 1  
· ' 1  · . · . 

• 

. '. . I 
- - ; 

· 1 ' 1' 
-

-
- - . 

." I - - - -. . . '  
I · . 

• • 

I 

1 · I 

_or. 
--.-.-,.- -



'c . . .. . T R I A N G U L A T I O N  N A T I O N  339 

victJmlzed subalterns, kicking ass "oth a tear in their eye-are revered. 

�-- -Maybe Al came· up ."oth the Idea for the_Joumalists Memonal (it cer

taIDly bears all the earmarks of a Neuharth proJect) 10 a poll-msPlred 

epiphany, after ponng one long, gnm rnght over the figures that revealed 

how right-thmlang Amencans now hold not the long-suffenng Nam vet 

but the reviled newsman responsible for lOSing that fine war-and 

maybe the Idea of building the Cenotaph of the Fallen Scribe just 

flashed through his mmd, like all hiS other bits of monumental aggran

dizement must have done: the plan for the cross-country bus nde, the 

discovery that he needed to hlte hIs own pollster, the stratagem by whIch 

he got astronaut Alan Shepard to take a copy of a Gannett newspaper to 

the moon, or the insplted decisIOn to enclose "oth each copy of hIS Con

fessions a campaIgn-style button beanng his smiling Visage and announc

Ing both that you love alld hate that darn SOB. 

The Journalists Memorial also calls to mmd the Tribune Tower In 

Chicago, where chunks of stone from other world-class piles (the 

Great PyraltUd, the Taj Mahal, the Great Wall of China) stud its fake

Gothic facade and lend world-classness to a publicatIOn that, in 

Colonel McCormIck's heyday, broke all existing records for abusive 

boorishness. The masters of USA Todll): of course, are press ·lords of a 

different kind; they preSIde over a whIrling Interactive democracy 10 

which The People have long Since dispensed with the monoliths of 

high culture, and their symbolic needs are understandably different 

than those of the World's Greatest Newspaper. The GannettOlds don't 

need reminders of Glonous Pastness to sanctify thelt mISSIOn, but a 

colossal list of names, of martyrs from different faiths, countries, and 

centunes, all of them rounded up and plunked down a few steps in 

front of the USA Today building, as though this were It, as though 30  

percent profits, full-color weather maps, a union-free workl'lace, and 
• 

nationWIde access to the staccato banalities of Al Neuharth were the 

great causes for whIch each of them died. 

While exammmg the Journalists Memonal, I try to Imagine what 

goes on here during the day, how the prosperous GannettOlds who 10-

habit these buildings must come out on thIS bridge to eat their 

. �- - - - - - - -
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lunches, how they must SIt here next to this monument to the fallen 

. ...  ..' 
.. ;. --

_____ and_chew.theldocaccIO .and envy -each-other's company-rings-and-cell-.. - . .  -� 

phones and subtly rolled collars . _ and then It occurs to me: It 15 day 

• 

And yet there IS nobody here_ The shy IS gray_ The street IS gray. The 

building housmg the Newseum IS gray. No pedestnans walk the 

streets; no faces peer out from behind the mIrrored glass wmdows of 

the surrounding office blocks. So fabncated IS the landscape that one 

can't even be sure when, exactly, one stands on terra firma: The people 

who do occasIOnally appear walk back and forth on enclosed pedes

tnan bndges where theIr tasseled loafers never encounter the ele

ments; cars creep sporadically m and out of concealed underground 

parking garages; nearby a concrete church IS built over a concrete fill

mg statIOn; and Just a few blocks down from the Newseum lurks what 

must be the worid's only underground Safeway, hewn from the solid 

concrete, its only entrance emptYIng into yet another parking garage. 

It 15 a cunous place for the natton's only monument to journalism's 

fallen. Why not New York or ChIcago, where the frenZIed babel of daily 

journalism gave rise to what little literature we have managed to pro

duce; or at least DetrOlt, where one of the last great newspaper wars 

raged until none other than Gannett entered the scene and turned the 

war on the workers instead? How did It come to pass that thIS city

whose Journalisuc contribuuons have ranged from apologIas for the ex
erCIse of illlpenal power to the mventlon of imagmary causes Wlth 

whIch to tweak the nuddle Amencans of the hmteriand-Is permitted 

to lay clrum to the names of Elijah LovejOY and Ernie Pyle? Maybe, 

though, the Journalists Memonal IS less a monument than a funeral 

pyre, a symbolic flame of pmk- and orange-colored glass wherem all 

those dead journalists, those pralne crusaders and abolitiorust Jeremi

ahs, burn now for USA Today. Maybe Arlington IS where Journalism has 

come to die, m a place as distant as could be found from the urban 

maelstrom and the rural anger that once nounshed It, \Vltlun easy reach 

of the caves of state, sunk deep m the pockets of corporate power, here 

where bus loads of glassy-eyed, well-dressed hIgh schoolers from the af

fluent suburbs of northern Virgrma can play anchorman on Its grave. 
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Dot-Com 
Station 

Whatever can be done, will be done. 

.' - " 

If not by Incumbents, It will be done by emerging players. 

If not In a regulated industry, It will be done In a new mdus· 

try born WIthout regulation. 

Technological change and its effects are mevltable. 

StoPPIng them IS not an option. -Andy GrOlle of Intel' 

One IS tempted to add, Ureslstance IS futile." 

-KevIU Kell)I J 998' 

The Wages of Reaction 

If It was a bad decade for JournalistIc "adversarialism," the ninenes were 

disastrous for more specifically cntIcal traditions. Journalists learned to 

"listen" while intellectuals of all kinds were ad\Osed to let go the stubborn 

egotism of ideas and feel the market pulsate through them. Amencans 

were warned that badmouthmg the market-':loose lips smk stocks!

could very well bring on crash, disaster, war. They were mfonned that the 

accumulated economIc knowledge of the centuries, along with all our 

Ideas about what democracy looked like, were as nothmg to the "New 

Economy." And, as if to give concrete form to the markees hostility to 

Ideas, the cnslS In academIC labor shredded the aspirations of an entire 

generation of young scholars. 

341 
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But while It was bucket-kickIng tllne for some Ideas, it was a selleris 
--market-for-Dthers.-If-you were the.lud:y-propnetor.of-a.qUld,y ·new-mtel-· --_.

lectual techruque for reachmg the decade's favonte IdeologJcal conclu
Slon-that the market was the hIghest and the greatest and the most 
envIable form of human orgamzanon-then It was a great time to be in 
the mtellectual busmess. The bookstores and the magazmes blossomed 
WIth zany new meta-theones, each one purportmg to explain how all of 
human hIstOry merely led up to the ,"ctory of the free-market "New Econ
omy" over the government-laden old. George Gilder profited by describ-
mg class conflict as the battle between new money and old while Tyler 

Cowen diVIded us all up mto cultural pessllIDsts and cultural optmusts. 
But m thIS glamorous new marketplace of bad Ideas, few could 

match the achIevement of Virgm13 Postrel, editor of tbe libertarIan 
magazme Reason and a contributor to Forbes ASAP. Hers \vas the 
provocative thesis that the great, transhlstoncal conflict of Busmess 
!vIan Wlth hIS traditional enemIes critics and government regulators 

(she made almost no mentIOn of labor umons, a frurly common over
SIght by 1 998)-was m fact a tltamc battle between "dynamIsts" and 
"staslsts," between those who believe m the people and will let them 

do whatever they want (prmoded they do It through the market and 

'VIth duly SIgned contracts); and those who thmk they know better and 
who thus favor a world ordered by technocrats. At least, that's how 

Postrel tells It. But so lopSIdedly does she heap praIse on her "dy
namIsts" and shower abuse on her "staslsts" that one feels they mIght 
more appropnately be labeled "samts" and "the worst ass holes ever." 
The motley assortment of blowhard politICIans, enVIronmentalists, and 
griping naysayers who make-up the "stasist" camp are not only elinsts 
In the usual market-populist sense (they believe In e"pertise, they're 
skeptical of the market, and hence they're hostile to the tastes and 
preferences of the people), but they seem to have profoundly evil de
SIgns on the world. Postrel charges them WIth desplSlng beach volley
ball and WIth secretly WIshIng to "forever yoke the world's peasants 
behInd a water buffalo." The staSlSt rogues gallery, It turns out, con-
tams a truly astomshmg assortment of hate-figures: Ur-regulator LoUIS 
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Brandeis, there for his SInS agalnst the railroads, IS JOIned bIzarrely with 
the southerners who passed Jim Crow laws. They are teamed up with 
the Unabomber, Jean-Marie Le Pen, the French In general, Robert 

Moses, and the graspmg, ill-clad hairdressIng regulators of New York 
State who so persecuted Vidal Sassoon back 10 the sIXtIes. Pol Pot, 

making a cameo appearance as the greatest "sta51St" of them all, IS said 

to differ from other members of that monstrous fraternIty-like the 

meddling legislators who passed affirmative actIOn and who are men
tIOned a few sentences later only In degree: It IS a scheme for un
derstanding hIstory so daft it's worthy of John Perry Barlow !umsel£. 

But Postrel's object Isn't to understand the subtletIes of history. Nor 
IS It really to equate busIness WIth democracy, although that IS, of 

. course, an Important theme. Her goal IS to lay claIm to the one Idea 
that AmerIcans hold In even hIgher esteem than democracy itself: the 
future. "The central question of our time," she \vrites, "is what to do 
about the future." Should we take the route of the fiendish "staSlSts," 
WIth theIr government regulation, thelf lousy clothes, and their killing 
fields? Or should we follow the "dynamIsts," those true believers 10 hu
man promIse? (who turn out when Pastrel names them mamly to be 

captams of Industry, management theOrists, and Republican politi
cians.) The deCIsion IS easy to make; 10 fact, it's been made for us. We 
can't follow the "staslSts" to the future, because by definitIOn tha!s 110t 

where they are going. Since "the future" and jlfree markets" are essen
tially the same thmg, to WIsh to restrain the latter IS to set oneself fully 
agalnst the former. "StaSlSts" are thus, In additIOn to all therr other 
crimes, "enemies of the future."� 

Readers who are put off by such casual slinging of StalinOid accu
satIOn should know that Postrel's 1 998 book, 11le Future and Its Ene

mIes (far th�t was Its title as wen as its SIgnature idea), was highly 
acclrumed by thinkers like Tom Peters and James Glassman, who 
would soon distmgUlsh himself with Dow 36,000. It even earned 
Postrel a gig as an occasional columrust for the bUSIness section of the 

New Yorl< Times. Few In those exalted crrcles found It unseemly to hear 
a colleague arraign critics of busmess as "enemIes of the future." By 

- -- ---
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1998 thIs was a style of accusation and of analysis that fnends of the 

����--i."New--Economy'Jound_perfectly .. comfortable,_iLnot-reassurIng._That __ 

markets had a specIal connection to "the future" just as they did to "the 

People" was, if not a universal gJVen of the late nineties, a proud con

VIction of the true believers. 

· 
· 

• 

• 

Zeitgeist and Weltgeist 

Usually this connectIOn between the market and the future was ex

plamed by busmess thlOkers lo the language of technologIcal and de

mographIc determmlSm: The triumph of markets over everythmg else 

was not only democrauc, It was "inevitable" because computers were 

growmg faster and cheaper, because band\Vldth was domg its mIracu

lous tncks, because the kids Just wouldn't stand for It, because global

Ization was so overwhelmingly, unthmkably, authOrItatively global. That 

determmism of any kind flatly contradicted the everyone-wiIl-be-free 

promlSe of the Internet and of market populism generally seems to 

. have bothered no one. In fact, the two Ideas were ·often connected 

rhetOrIcally, in a kind of good coplbad cop routme: The market will gIve 

you a voice, empower you 'to do whatever you v,rant to do-and if you 

have any doubts about that, then the market will crush you and every

thmg you've ever known. 

In the "grand argument" in whIch bus mess literature Imagines ltself 

engaged, "inevItability" served as a sort of logIcal atom bomb to be 

dropped on foes like unions, liberals, and emoronmentalists when con

ventIOnal talk of "democracy" failed. It was a technique for putting over 

a baCkward SOCIal system through simple cocksureness about the fu

ture, a rhetorical maneuver we haven't seen so much of on these shores 

smce the heyday of thlttIes-style Marxism and the appearance on best

seller lists of John Strachey's The Commg Struggle for Power.; 
The tactIC grew mcreasingly common toward the end of the decade. 

\Vhen economist Lester Thurow ran Into narratIve problems In hIS 

1999 work of "New Economy" evangelism, Bllildillg WEALTH, he 

SImply escalated nght away up to "inevitability." Regardless of what you 

. .  

_________ 0_ 
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may thmk about genetIc engmeenng, for example, It will "inevitably" 

triumph over Its doubtersi whatever_reservations you rrught have about 

billionaire proliferatlOn, "trying to defend" old standards of mcome 

equality "is Impossible", whatever those Europeans mIght thmk they're 

up to, they "will have to adjust to the realities of a global economy," as 

"Wlshmg for a different game IS a waste of time.'" 

Thus Thomas Fnedman Imagmed the secretary of the treasury whlp

pmg It out to bnng the prime mlmster of MalaySIa back mto line ("Ah, 

excuse me, Mahatlm, but what planet are you Ih'lng on? " Globaliza

tion Isn't a chOlce. It's a reality.") and fantaSIZes how political systems 

the world over will be transformed by means of a "golden straItJacket" 

into replicas of our own.' 

Thus the first sentence m Ke\On Kelly's 1998 book, New Rulesfor the 

New Economy: "No one can escape the transformmg fire of machmes," 

The pomt of the book IS that we must act at once to remake the world 

10 the Image of the Internet, but it's probably better to read It as a 

pnmer on the dark sCIence of passmg off really bad Ideas--':bad Ideas 

that nevertheless happen to be making all your fnends really nch

through mystification, sUperStltlOn, and pamc. "The net IS our future," 

Kelly wntes, "the net IS mo\Ong rrreversibly to mclude everytlllng of the 

world," and, finally, tillS Imperative: "Side with the net." TI,at lS, unless 

you fancy being run over by the freIght tram of hIstory.' 

To discover the ongms of thIS strategy, though, we must turn agam 

to George Gilder, fully transformed by the late nineties from gripmg 

backlasher mto "radical technotheonst," Although Gilder bears much 

responsibility for launchmg the market-populist project, he also seems 

never really to have believed in its power to put laissez-farre across all 

by itself. Something much more mnmidanng would be required to 

suppress the iiberal lmpulse, and all the way back in 1 989 he set about 

finding it. So even as he was discovenng that the mIcrochIp endorsed 

by its very architecture the class politics of the entrepreneur, he was 

also finding that the microchIp revealed to mankind a number of new 

Inws of tile "niverse. In the mid-eIghties Gilder had wntten that entre

preneurs "know the rules of the world and the laws of God"; by 1 989 
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scended from the heIghts of Sand Hill Road: "Moore's Law," "Met- ': i ;--:: i calfe's Law," Gilder's own "Law of the Microcosm," and the , !  
awe-inducing "Law of the Telecosm," all of them as unrepealable as 
the old laws of graVIty and of dimmlshIng return,' 

New laws of nature tllat specifically affirmed tile politics of Gilder's 

beloved entrepreneur! Now here was an Idea to conjure with. Gilder 
could now sImply inform us that we had eIther to bow to the free
market way or die, Not because he was still hostile toward those who 
doubted the market good graclOus, no!"""":but because there was sim-
ply no power on earth that could prevent the mIcrochip from realiZIng 
ItS colossal market-populist ambitions_ What Gilder called the "mIcro
cosm" was thus a foolproof deVIce (literary if not factual) by which the 
Imperatives of the free market could be made to tnumph over all the 
peoples and all the Ideas of the world, Inevltabl)1 ",exorabl)1 re1ll0rse

lessi)1 ,.,.."versally.. "The laws of the microcosm are so powerful and fun
damental that they restructure nearly everythmg else around them," he 
wrote, And agam: "However slowly theory catches up to practice, the, 
microcosm ,,,rill increasingly dommate mternatlOnal reality, subdumg 
all economIc and politIcal orgamzatlOns to ItS logIC,"" 

But "subduing all econOlTIlC and political orgam�ations" wasn't 
enough for Gilder, Finally throwmg caution to the Willd he went all the 
way: "The lOgIC of the mIcrocosm" was becoming the very "logic of his

tal}I " gettmg set to deliver all of mankind to that lummous reverse com-
munism in the sl.-y where the state really does wither away and the 
dreams of the herOIC soda pop bottlers and real estate operators who 
mhabited Gilder's earlier books would come true at last.. Inevitably 

would the meddling feds lose controL Inevitably would labor umons 
decline mto irrelevance_ And inevitably would all the vaunted forms 
and receipts and regulations of the bureaucrat crumble like so much 
soggy paper, " Those who humbly Imbibed the WIsdom of the market 
profited immensely; those who arrogantly defied it declined in a slow 
death spiral that was encoded m the very weft of nature, 
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"These are not mere prophecies," the ever-humble Gilder wrote. 

'They are the Impenous facts of life." Equipped with the microchip the 

capitalist is "no longer entangled m terntOlY, no longer manacled to 

land, capItal, or nationality."" The chosen of histoty but also free of hIS
tory, free of corporeality, he IS free of the laws of man and nature. He 

IS pure Idea, pure spmt, a god in hIS own right. 

From New Times to New Economy 

In Bntam, where the "New Economy" was embraced m the late nmetles 

as the mrracle-worker that would snap the country out of Its long decline, 

"ineVitability" was put to much more ngorous uses. At the London think 

tank Demos, the thought of Gilder, Tom Peters, and KeVIn Kelly was 

spun into the finest gold of "New Labour" mdustnal policy. For all its 
commitment to the Silicon Valley way, though, Demos was the kind of 

orgamzation that would probably send old Gilder mto a red-seeing tage. 

Maran Jacques, who helped to found the think tank m 1993, was an ed

itor of both the Commumst Party magazme MarxlS111 Toda)' and the 1989 
Nell' Times collectlon of essays that foreshadowed the penodical's terml

natlon. Geoff Mulgan, a wnter who came With !urn from Marxism Toii«}\ 

served as director of Demos until 1998, when he began working for the 

pnme minIster. Charles Leadbeater, who contributed to both New Times 

and Mar.xlsm Toda.l\ is its relgrung deep clunker, producmg practlcal

looklng policy booklets whose atles seem to return agam and again to a 

mystic link between entrepreneurship and naaonal Identity (CivIc En

trepreneurship, TIle Rise of the Social Entrepreneur, TI1e IndepeJldents: 

Bntain's New C1Ilturai Entrepreneurs, and Bntaill: The Califo"ulZ of E'II

rope?). Both Mulgan and Leadbeater wrote much-celebrated works on 

the standard "New Economy" themes; Mulgan's book COI",exlt)' was 

published In the US by the Harvard Business School Press 10 1998, 
while Leadbeater's book LivlIlg all Thin Air carne out In Bntam 10 1999. 

The two men were very much the mtellectuals of the "New Labour" mo

ment: Demos held semmars at Downmg Street, Mulgan became a mem

ber of Blarr's "polic)' unit," and Leadbeater, who was once rumored to be 
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the prune mlmster's very favonte polincal thInker, boasted blurbs from 
�----Blait-as-wellas-Peter-i'v1aIydelson;-tlye-New-[:;abourspmmelster,on-the ---

dust Jacket of Ius book. 

., . .  > 

, : 

" , 

When I was a student the New Ti11les group was a theorencal force 
to be reckoned wIth; their 1 989 anthology was the product of a schol
arly sophlsticanon far beyond the ken of a mIdwestern kid like myself. 
And the vanous Demos publicatIOns lrutially mspired the same feeling 
of awestruck madequacy. AgaIn the authors spoke with an authonty 
that seemed to anse from mt1mate familianty WIth the maSSIVe, over
whelnung forces that are remaking our world and detenrurung our 
fates. The favonte label m the nmeties, "New Economy," was slightly 
more specific than the older "New Times," and the grand hlstoncal 
themes wluch the Demos wTiters summon up entrepreneurship, 
technology, and the market-were qUIte different from the bIg pIcture 
of 1 989. Instead of Marx's dialecnc they now had Moore's Law. 

The head-sWlffimmg effect was the same as ever, though, WIth- the 
Demos gang nimbly condemrung "the conventions, laws, codes, and 
orgaruzatIOns we have inherited from mdustnal society" and tossmg 
about the usual end-of-everything-you've-ever-known concepts like 
"the knowledge economy" and "weIghtless work." Thereader reeled be
fore the array of outrageous facts that were rattled off to show the ob-
solescence of the matenal world: The stock market valuation of 
Microsoft, the number of computers in a car, Nike's maSSive subcon
tracting network (they don't 11lake the shoes themselves!). The "old econ-
omy" was not only "old," It was as dead and gone and forgotten and 
Irrelevant as the five-year plans of the thIrties. We can never go back." 

But if you read far enough into the works of Demos, you would dis
cover that what the authors had actually done was SImply round up var
IOUS cliches from popular management literature and, adoptJ.ng a tone 
of extreme lustorical righteousness, recast them as polincal ad\"ce. It 
was all there: The flattened, antihlerarchlcal corporatIOn as the way of 
the future, attacks on Taylonsm, breathless praIse for the "learmng or
ganization," the magIc of "networks," even talk about "free agents." 
"Branding" emerged as the weIghtiest concept of all, the Demos solu-
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tron to nearly everythmg that ailed Bntain. Branding was what would 
._.-:: 

-. 

� __ ��_,_-:-�;_= .. ---- " suntive '·as - matenal mdustry dissolved mto - .inslgnificance m the 
j "weIghtless" years to come, they argued; branding was what Justified -'. :-:- j -

_;:�:j__ companies' blZarre stock market vaiuatlOns; branding was now some-
----,-j 
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thillg of a sCIence; and what's more, building brands just happened to 

be what the Bntrsh people were good at! In 1997, Demos actually sug-

gested that the UK "rebrand" Itself, purposely set about altenng the 

world's perceptlOn of the country the same way that, say, Oldsmobile 

has tned to shake off Its assoclatlOn WIth wealthy oldsters. "  

Unfortunately, mlXlng lugh state senousness ,,'th the manity of man

agement literature sometl1lles )'Ielded some pretty stupId stuff. In LW!1Ig 

011 Thj"Ai,; Leadbeater illustrated certaIn aspects of the nse of the "New 

Economy"-speedy entrepreneurs vs. slow mO\ong bIg comparues; cool 

brands vs. square brands-by companng them to Princess Diana's strug

gle with the royal family and then taking an entire chapter to work out 

every absurd angle of thIS preposterous analogy. In a 1999 policy pam-

phlet ntled 1118 Independents, Leadbeater and a coauthor wrote a docu

ment that could easily pass as a parody of mlsgwded tlunk-tankery: 

Noung how important young creatIVe rebels were to the Bnnsh econ

omy-the Bnnsh musIc lOdustry alone, another pamphlet noted, was the 

country's "strongest export sector"-tl1ey soberly, senously, judiCIOusly laid 

out a program by whIch cItIes could plaI1 and develop thnvmg urban bo-

herruas, "rebranding" themselves ill aI1 attracnve marmer and replaclOg 

dying heavy lOdustry WIth colorues of profitable nonconformIsts. As if tlus 

spectacle of authorized diSSIdence and scientifically validated government 

schemes to promote "innovation in pop mUSIC" weren:t enough. the pam

phlet ended by soberly reportmg a truly world-class bit of market Idiocy: 

Like American towns bIdding for a penpatetIc NFL franchIse, one d)'lllg 

Midlands city was finding Its efforts to attract bohenuans to Its run-down 
• 

former lOdustrial dislllct undernuned by the even more aggressIVe boho-

po·licies of another d)'lng Midlands cIty only forty miles away!" 

In America, when leftIsts change sides and come . around to the 

virtues of the bUSIness clvilization, it is a pnvileged moment, a politi

cal set piece of great symbolic SIgnificance. Not only do we reward left-

-
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ist apostates such as Whittaker Chambers and David HoroWItz with 
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theIr movement from left to right an especialty satJsfymg confirmation . , 
'.' .-

of the goodness of the corporate order. HaVlng fought the market on , I 
" -c',.-.,. _.\--

behalf of the common people, on behalf of the workers, on behalf of 'I' 
equality, they now constitute llVlDg proof that the market IS the true • . 
and correct protector of those noble causes, TheIr enthusiasm for cap-

italism "is thus a specIal enthusiasm, an enthUSIasm that somehow 

ranks above that of the pools Ide loungers at the country club or the 

traders m the Merc's pork-belly pit. 

Demos offered a curious twist on this c1assic narrative. What they 

brought to the market wasn't so much the blessing of the workers, or even 

the sacred cause of equality, but the aura of "radicalism" itself, The value 

of tins was obvious m a commercIal climate like that of the ninetJes, when 

"radical," "subverSIve," and "extreme" were terms of approbation In every-

day commercial use, Just as Diana was a different sort of royal than ·the 

queen, It was a different thing entirely when "radicals" approved of the 

market system than when Tories did. Demos's affinnabons were worth 

sometlnng because Demos was cool. The Demos people wanted to build 

bohemIa, not tear It down out of some mIsguIded dedication to "tradi-

tIOn," They liked rock bands, they referred casually to rave scenes, they 

knew m which neIghborhoods and even m which bars the cool people of 

Glasgow, Sheffield, and Manchester could be found, It was never very 

conVlDcmg when Tories talked about the creathoty reqUlfed for entrepre-

neurslup; it was consIderably more so when former leEnst Leadbeater 

called for a "constitutIon which encourages experimentatIon, diversity, 

and russent,"" And it was infirutely more credible when a genuine revo

lutIonary saluted the "revolutIonary business model" of the hot advertis

mg agency du JOur than when Adverttslllg Age did the same, 

But It was In the eternal battle to uphold the truths of the market or-
der that Demos really shone, While the worid's telecom firms, sofrware 

makers, and online brokerages fought an Ideological bidding war, each 

one strIVing to top the others' assocIatIon of the market with freedom, 

with democracy, Demos proVlded the theoretical ammunitIon, The 
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democracy of markets was a fantasy that Mulgan, m parbcular, proved 
�- . ... ..

. .  skillful ·m affirming. Wntmg m Ius book Co"nexity, he discredited the 
vanous trarutlOnal bete nons of the busmess class-taxation and gov- " 
emment econorruc planning-by linking them (and qUite wrongly, es
pecJally m the Amencan case) to "the era of absolute monarchy." He 
blamed not overweenmg, overpolluting, lying corporations for the vast 
tide of popular disaffeclJon one found both m the UK and the US, but 
instead what he called "governmental hubns"-the bureaucrat's fatal 
impulse to fix everything. And h e  informed readers that "the upper 
classes in England resisted the telephone," thereby setting up commu
nicatIons technology as an automatIc subverter of the power of "elites."l7 

Ah, but the Internet-empowered world of "connexlty" Here was a 
' place, Mulgan believed, where those hated "absolute hIerarchies of 

culture" disappeared along with the "automalJc respect" once paId to 
politIcal leaders and aristocrats. Here was a land where the leftist 
dreams of yore were being swiftly accomplished, where new means of 
commUnIcatIOn "liberate people from the bonds of settled agnculture 
and industry." In fact, so democratic were the market forces that gave 
us thIs wondrous "connexity" that Mulgan found It useful to reverse 
the tradilJonaJ companson: Electoral democracy was only democralJc 
msofar as It operated according to the market prmclples of choice and 
compeutlon." (According to those standards, IronIcally, New Labour's 
much celebrated rapprochement with the market, as well as Clinton's 
"triangulations," could be understood as offenses agamst democracy it
self, smce they essenually depnved voters of any real political choice.) 

Demos's greatest cotltributions were its thoughts on me\Otability. 
Columnist Nick Cohen, who had some experience with the Demos 
crowd when they were briefly in charge of ediung The Independent 

newspaper, r.ecounts that "Leadbeater and the rest had lost theIr faIth 
m socIalism, but in theIr conversaUon you could still hear the sharp ac
cents of Marxist teleology . . . .  " 

History was moVing down the tracks; questlorung the mevitable was 
. pomtless. After bemJl.given a long lecture "2�s vern, an old hand st�g�_._._ · .

..
.. 
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Moscow and say, 'I've seen the future and It Worksl' " he bellowed. 
"Now they go to Singapore and cry: 'I've seen the future-and Gosh!' "1<) 

Even in their dry policy booklets a tone of hIStonca! smugness seemed 

to be the Demos house literary conceIt: AnthologIes bore titles like To

morrow's Polittes and Life After PolitiCS; blurbs asserted that "to read 

Mulgan IS to read the future". authors tended to slip nonchalantly mto 

the future tense, to reason that, as "the future" will be reqwnng X, we'd 

better be domg Y in order to prepare. For Leadbeater, especially, all ar

guments about globalizanon and markets boiled down to quesuons of 

being In synch with our hlstoncal epoch. He began Li.ving on Thm. Air 
by warning that "we are on the verge of the global twenty-first century 

knmvledge economy, yet we rely on national Institutions mherited from 

the mneteenth·century mdustnal economy", he made its narrative go 

by giVing us hints of "what the knowledge-creating company of the fu

ture will look like." Strangely, Leadbeater also believed that the herOIC 

entrepreneurs who populated hIS works shared hIS ability to predict the 

future. Thus he attributed the success of the great Bill Gates to hIS 

powers of "pre-cogmtion," his ability "to discern the emergIng shape of 

competitIOn . . before everyone else."" It was as though the sage of 

Seattle had been by hIS SIde aU along, from the days of New Times 

even, marching WIth the People as they advanced to meet theIr Future. 

Lool;ing back after ten years at the New 'nmes anthology ,,"th which 

all tlus began, what Impresses one most IS the then-i\Ilruxist authors' pow

erful need to define the hlstoncal "epoch" that the Western world was 

then entenng. In the book's Introduction a name for the bIg change IS sug

gested (the world was mOVIng from "Fordism" to "post-Fordism") and left

ISis were warned of the dangers of being "overtaken by hIStory." A 

"Manifesto for New TImes" further noted that new Ideas were necessary 

because "SOCialism has always clauned to speak for the future." Before It 

was anytlung else, according to this vie,v, socIalism was the custodian of 

histoncal penodicity, the movement responsible for understanding where 

we were gOIng and what would have to be done when we arrived." 

• 
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Reading through the Demos books one can't help but marvel at the 

gnp that hlStoncal determinism still held on the'authors, even after'its 

political polantles had been reversed. For Leadbeater and Mulgan, at 

least, It seemed to have drowned out every other conslderatlon, every 

other value. They dumped the once-beloved working class, for exam

ple, like so much mdustnal slag, optlng instead to cheer for the "cul

tural entrepreneurs." Does Marosm, like ]esuitlsm, leave its lmpnnt 

on the soul even after apostasy? 

Maybe, but a more likely e"'Planatlon of the Demos shift is the same 

"New Economy" magnetlsm that sparked a brain drain in the world's 

consultancles and a gold rush in Silicon Valley, that sent everyone with 

even modest bullshit-slingmg skills west to take theIr shot-any kind 

of shot-at that magJc options/JPO combmatlon. Forget the prole

tanat, forget the dialectlc: Thmk NASDAQ. The only power worth 

consIdering m the world of the late ninetles was the SJze of the rewards 

bemg handed out to the "New Economy" wmners-the McManslOns, 

the overDlght 200 percent gams, the seven-figure bon'uses. And the 

people from Demos were sImply domg what they could-gIVe 'em 

democracy! gIve 'ern mevitability!-to ensure that the IPO Santa Claus 

made a stop in therr country as well. For these were pnzes for whIch 

we would gladly surrender anythmg, smk seventy years of sOCIal ad

vance, lock up two million of our fellow cltlzens, send our heavy m

dustry up m flames, m')1hmg-j1tSt to heep that ticker spihillg upward. 

The Pump and Dump Future 

'lIThat does a capItalist Ideologue do when she finds herself, by some 

twISt of fate, dnvmg the tram of hIstory? For some It IS Just another way 

to ,vin that "grand argument" discussed m chapter 1 .  Virgmia Postrel, 

who apparently can sometimes pIck out "enemIes of the future" by 

theIr personality type alone," doesn't do so m order to hustle us (for I 

am named as one of those "enemIes") off to reeducatlon camps, where 

we might be made more amenable to "pleDltude," to beach volleyball, 

to popular mUSIC, and to the wacky "fun" enjoyed so abundantly m the 

, 
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office complexes of Silicon Valley. The pomt 1S, rather, to use "the fu

----,ture"-aS<illotherweapon-to-pummel-critics-costly,.troublemakmg crit·-··-------
I
-

ics-m the here and now.23 For all Postrel's erudition, her \vntmg .1' sometimes reads less like a seriOUS theory of politics than an extended . 
new-bus mess presentation to the nation's mdustnalists: These are the 

tools I can deploy on your behalf. With just a few references to "elit

ism," "the future," and the grand tale of "progress," we can put those 

dirty regulators and nasty critics back 10 thel[ place. 

But leave that battle to the true believers. Most readers of business 

literature Just want to get rich. For them knowledge of the future lS 

valuable only Insofar as the seer can use it to make miracuJous mvest

ments-the same golden promIse that drives the plot of Hollywood 

mO\�es dealing Wlth time travel. And tlus lS where capitalist meVltabil

ity has done its finest semce, keepmg the brokers busy and the mutual 

fund money flowmg. Thus Rich Karlgaard, wntmg ill the summer of 

1 999 as the pUblisher of Forbes, used "Moore's Law" and its allied pnn

clples to reassure investors suffering from cold feet: 

Hold the phone. The pace can go on. The phYSICS of the InformatIOn 

Age is a sure bet. Chips are headed toward mfimte speed at zero 

cost. So is band\¥ldth. The radical new software and e-commerce 

business models that will follow In their wake can only be guessed 

at. But their amvaI is a sure bet. Zany zooms in the underlymg power 

are locked in.:!� 

Locked m_ If, as John Kenneth Galbraith charged, runaway bull mar

kets are propelled onward and upward by "incantation" of a particularly 

reverent sort, th1s was the incantatIOn to top them all. That was no 

bubble on Wall Street: It was the future- melf, generously whIspenng 

ItS secrets mto the ears of the faIthful and makmg us all wealthy be

yond our wildest dreams. 

Leave It to the great Gilder, the man who populanzed the concept 

of "locked-in" progress m the first place, to come up with the most en

terpnsmg way to capItalize on th1S gift of prophecy. In 1996 he began 

• 
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Issumg a pricy tip-sheet for investors anxious to cash In on the mad 
-- . stock apprecIatIons that theones like !us had made possible. Here at 

last was the busmess end of Gilder's claIrvoyance, what all hIs "laws" 

and "paradigms" and "ineVItabilities" came down to m the end: Sub

scribers to !us $295-a-year Gilder Technology RepOIt could "grow nch 

on the commg technology revolution." As a mail solicitation for the 

newsletter promised, they would learn why "the Law of the Telecosm" 

would cause certam stocks to climb so rapIdly that even Ivlicrosoft 

would be left m the dust. They would learn about "the Glider para

digm," find out "why the bandWIdth revolution IS ine\�table!" And for 

those who weren't sure about this Gilder fellow, the solicItation in

cluded the spellbound endorsement of hIS publisher, Tim Forbes: "I 

am conVInced that the future as George sees It will happen."" 

Strangely, the future as George saw it did happen, agam and agam. 

Not because of Gilder's psychIc powers, but because the overheated 

stock market had transformed 111m from the man who talked to the ml

croclup mto the object of one of the long prospenty's most peculiar 

mamas. "Listen to the technology," Gilder liked to say. "LIsten to 

Gilder," chanted the rest of the world, loggmg on to hIS webSIte on the 

day a new Issue was scheduled to appear and desperately buymg shares 

m whatever company the great man had touted. By the year 2000, fi

nanCIal Journalists were discussmg the "Gilder effect)" the maSSIVe and 

Immediate movement In a company's share, pnce that the ideologue 

was capable of setting in motlOn wlth even the most mdirect pro

nouncements. Novel1, a maker of network software, saw its market cap

Italization leap by $2 billion one day m December 1999 after Gilder 

wrote favorably of it m his newsletter. When Gilder steered his follow

ers towards Xcelera.com m February 2000, ItS price climbed 47 percent 

m one day; when he touted NorthEast Optic Network a month later, 

its pnce nearly doubled. And Qualcomm, wluch he had boosted for 

years, became one of the great bubble stocks of the late ninetIes, ap

precIating some 2, 6 1 8  percent over the course of 1999 as mvestors 

rushed to be a part of the future. And when Gilder pooh-poohed a tech

nology, Its makers discovered themselves on the wrong SIde of hIstory 
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in no uncertrun terms, shunned by mvestors and their share pnce 

�-----plummetmg. " Ha\Ong ··conJured �the�New�-Economy':" up -out�of-the -

backlash mud, ha,ong transfonmed the ieXlcon of sOCIal class mto 

the language of free markets, Gilder Iumself was now transformed 

mto the archetypal character of the new era: The stock picker mfalli

ble, the bubble-blower as philosophe. 

And perhaps the "New Economy" Itself-thlS new order m whIch 

Ideas trumped thmgs-was nothmg but the "Gilder effect" wnt large, a 

coiossal confuSIOn of Ideology WIth productJon, of populism w1th profit, 

of unprecedented good tJmes for the nch "oth real SOCIal advance. 

This Age of Incantation 

The distant aenal ,"ew IS one of the favonte conceIts of the market

populist consensus. When human cwHizatIOn IS observed from far, far 

up, it occurs to several of the deepest thmkers of the nineties, a cun

ous fundamental truth about us becomes eVldent: Ufe IS In fact a com

puter. EverythIng we do can be understood as part of a giant 

calculatIng machme. The cars proceeding down the Iughways, the 

weave of our fabncs, even the fish m the ocean-all of us domg little 

sums, suspending Judgment, surrendermg control, partiCIpating In the 

hive mmd. It's a Norman Roc!"well Image for the age of the Internet 

billionaIre: The little people gomg happily about theIr busmess as tiny 

monads m the great swarm of humaruty. From hIgh up in the clouds, 

preferably from a seat m 'busmess class," it can be seen that the "New 

Economy," the way of the mIcrochip, is wnt mto the very DNA of ex

istence. 

I propose, though, that we unagme haw aII these things will appear 

from a hlstoncal distance rather than a high altItude. As the free money 

dnes up and the euphona cools off, as the pages yellow and the com

mercials get pulled and the websItes are disconnected and the hlgh

flYIng shares settle down for a thIrty-year flat-line stretch at one

seventIeth of theIr 1 999 pnces, we will look back at thlS long summer 

of corporate love and wonder how It was that we ever came to believe 
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i . .  , this stuff. We will shake our groggy heads and muddle on wIth our 
, 

�.= .... +; --_ .. . lives. 
, 
, Unfortunately, though, we won't be able to shake off the material as-

• i pects of the "New Economy" qmte as easily. The new era came WIth a 
! real-world price tag, and the thmgs we permitted to happen just so that i I we could live m Its brilUant light for a few years are thmgs we may 

I! 
never be able to undo or escape. In other lands where the advance of 

free trade is cheered on by our columrusts as the greatest sort of em-
I 

powerment, the battle to make the world safe for outsourcmg. has 

I turned as bloody as any of our own nmeteenth-century labor wars. In 

ColombIa, recipIent of a billion-dollar Clinton admIrustration military 

I I 
aId package, Union orgaruzers have been assassmated every year In 

such numbers (around three thousand overall since J 987) that In 1997 
they accounted for fully 50 percent of the trade union activists mur-

dered worldWIde." Our political thinkers Imagined our money frolick

mg open-mmdedl)' through the economIes of the world, chasmg the 

best return without regard for color or creed. But what ensured those 

returns was not the "ine\�tability" of the mIcrochip but the guns and 

the muscle and the hard unanswenng face of economic power. Wher

ever one turned, old-fashlOned coerClOn was the silent partner of "New 

Economy" ebullience. 

Here at home the pnce was the destruction of the socIal contract of 

mid-century, the mIddle-class republic Itself. Our portfolios may have 

appreCIated graclOusly, but they did so only to the extent that we coun

tenanced the reduction of millions to lives of casual employment WIth

out healthcare or the most elementary sort of work-place nghts. We 

caught the tail end of the Qualcomm wave and pretended not to no

tice as sweatshops reappeared on our shores. We wondered like tots at 

the majesty of_Cisco, at the generosity of Gates, and we stood by as the 

pnce of a good education for our bds ascended out of our reach. 

The less tangible cost of consensus was the atrophy of the Idea of 

conflict. EconomIc frurness, many of us came to believe, was some

thing that Just happened, that materialized at the mall like a new line 

of Pokemon products. Democrac), was a thmg served up to us like a 
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Happy Meal; It required no effort on our part. To be sure, it had a mys-

I .
< 

. : .- -.. . . . . . . 

---- tenous,countenntuitIVe -quality -to-It:--lf we -unilaterally--gave-up -our-- -----�-�---�I 
power to compel humane treatment from the boss, like magic there 

would come some karmic payoff, some shower of money from heaven, 

some ten-bagger m Yahoo! If we acqUlesced to the holy process of 

deregulatlOn, to the tossing of millions of single mothers out Into the 

labor force, we would one day stumble upon some vast pIcmc spread 

out Just for our gratificatlOn by the Archer Daniels Midland Company 

or lOS Umphase. Someday we, too, would be Invited to help ourselves 

to the complimentary after-dinner mmts. To board at our leIsure. 

But for others of us-the ones "oth no access to the Senator's ear or 

the hip ad agenCIes or the prime commercIal time on CNBC-the 

ninetIes only sharpened the sense that something had gone drastrcally 

wrong. To the casualization of work, to the destruction of the SOCIal 

"safety net," to the massive prIson roundup, the powers of commerce 

added the staggenng claim of having done It all on our behalf. Out of 

the roaring chaos of everyday speech, they told us, they could hear the 

affirmations rolling up; from the chIrped warnings of the car alarms to 

the screeching of the modems they could hear Amenca SingIng. But 

the great euphona of the late nineties was never as much about the re-
, 

turn of good times as it was the gIddy tnumph of one Arnenca over an

other, of theIr "New Economy" over our New Deal. Though they 

banged the drum wrth a fervor almost maniacal, the language of the 

euphona still rang so patently false, sounded so transparently self-

servmg that It threatened to collapse In on itself almost as qUlckly as it 

bubbled up from the talk shows and the celebrated think tanks. And m 

the streets and the Union halls and the truck stops and the three-flats 

and the office blocks there remained all along a vocabulary of fact and 

knowrng and memory, of WIt and of everyday doubt, a vernacular that 

could not be extinguished no matter how it was cursed for "cyniCIsm," 

a dialect that the focus group could never qUite reflect, the resilient 

language of democracy. 

, 

- -- - - .----
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"I . I am followmg the descnptlOn of the passage and effects of the Telecommumca� 

lions .'\ct gIVen by commuillcations scholar Robert J'vlcChesney In his excellent sum

mary of the broadcasung Industry 10 the 19905, Rich Medin, Poor DemocraC)J (Urbana: 

UnlVcrslty of IllinOis Press, 1 999), pp. 64-65, 75, 1 5 1 .  See also McChesne�,'s arncle, 

uMedia Mergers," NCUlsdlt); March 22, 2000, p. A53. 

2. A 2000 Internet search for posungs of Barlow's "A Declaration of the Indepen

dence of Cyberspace" found some 608 websltes reproducmg Its rlngmg cadences. One 

place where It can be found is Barlow's own website: 

htlp:llwww.eff.orglpublPublicauonslJohn_Perr:v_Barlowlbarlow_0298. declaration 

3. Krauthammer, "Return ahhe Luddites," Tillle, December 13, 1999, p. 37. Fried

man, "} DavDs, 3 Seattles," NeJ.lf 10rh Times, February J ,  2000, A25. 

4. Paul Krugman, "\\lorkers vs. \·Vorkers," New York Times, ivlay 2 1 ,  2000, p. I 7. 

Krugman'S attempt to blame apartheid on the labor movement was particularly mon

strous, and reveals the extremes to which the nation's press was willing to go In Its 
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baule agamst labor. In fact, clements of the American iabor movement fought as hard 

'. to '-Isolatc··apanheld-as·-anyonc -clse,-and -largely for ·thc-same-reasons-the}' -fought - ----- -- -

agamst free trade with China: Free workers can hardly be expected to compete 

with workers who live under dictatorships or conditions of vlnual slavery. For a par-

ticularly colorful example of the conflict between the American labor movement 

and apartheid, see Thomas Geoghegan, Wlzicl, Side Are YOll Oil? (New York: Farrar 

Straus Giroux, 1991) ,  pp. 27-29. The maIO purpose of the China free-trade bill was, 

of course, to reduce labor costs for AmerIcan employers b)' permmmg them to out-

source work to people kept 10 bondage by one of the world's most notonous dictator-

ships. It mmed to take advantage of a regime every bit as murderous as SOUlh Africa's 

had been 10 the seventles. But on tilat maneuver Krugman had no calumny to heap 

or scurrilous compansons to make: bemg an operation of the morket, outsourcmg was 

as nalUral as earth and sh.')'. 

Jagdish Bhagwali, "Nike Wrongfoots the Student CritiCS," FilUlllcwl Times, iliIay 2, 

2000. As for that monotonous chantmg, It IS worth pOinting out that a student Journal

Ist from Columbia Umverslty, where Bhagw3u teaches, made almost exactly the same 

pomts as Bhagwati had two weeks later on the op-ed page of the New lark Times (jaime 

Sneider, "Cood Propaganda, Bad EconomIcs," New lark Times, !'vlay 16, 2000, p. A3 1 ). 

;. Thomas Friedman, "Senseless In Sealtle," Nell' lark Times, December J ,  1 999. The 

Canadian editor was Paul Jackson of the Calgary SIIII. He made this pomt 10 an article 

[hat appeared in the paper on May 2, 2000, and returned to the subject agam on May 6. 

As he inSisted in his second story on the tOPIC, "many of those Involved in the protests 

ma�' be well-meanmg mdh'lduaJs who don't realize that shadow)' figures are mampulatlng 

them and uSing them, as Leon Trotsk'Y said, as 'useful idiots' and naIVe dupes." 

Two weeks later, Friedman echoed this bizarre verdict from the respectable heights 

of the New l'Orh Times, labeling the umon campaign agamst free trade with China a ')i

had." "Winners Don't Take All," New Yor/.: Times, rVIa)' 19,  2000, p. A29. 

6. It appeared in In TIlese Times under the title, "It's Class, Stupid: How the Cul

ture Wars Sank Populism," October IS, 1998, p. 24. 
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1 .  Byolr as Quoted 10 Stuart Ewen, PR! A Socml Hislor), of SPill (New York: BaSIC, 

1 996), p. 29;. 

2. 'Talking the Future With John S. Reed," New lorh Times, December 20, 1999, 

p. C 18. 

3. George Gilder, TIle SpIrit of Elllerpnse (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1 984), 

p. 19. Gilder has also famously compared mICrochips to cathedrals. Owen Edwards In 

Forbes ASAP. October 7, 1 996. 
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-'to 'The Market's Will Be Done" is the mie of chapler 35 of Tom Peters' LiberatlOJI 
Mallagemellt (New York: Fawcett Books, 1994). "The Nine Laws of God" are explamed in 

chapter 24 of Kelly's 1994 book Ollt of Control: Tile Net!! Biolog)' of Macilines, SocIal S.l's¥ 
tems alld tile ECOIIOIlIIC H0rld (Reading, i\!IA: Perseus. 1 994). The comment of Fast C011l¥ 

pally's publisher appeared in the Bostol1 BlIsilless JOllmal, November 8, 1999. The 

"Internet Goddess" was i\'Iorgan Stanley analyst Mary i\,leeker. The "laymg on of hands" 

line IS found in the October 1 999 issue of Red Hemllg. p. 1 1 7. Oddly enough, this IS also 

where the GoTo ad occurs. The website whcre Investors and startups meet In "heaven" is 
garage.com, the product of GU)' Kawasaki. Sce [he H-hll Street jOllnmi. ;Vlay l4, 1998. 

5. The teleVISIon vcrslOn of this commcrcl:li, fC:ltunng gUltanst BB King, ran In the 

first months of 1999. The print vemon can be found in Fortune for july 3,  1999. 
6. US News & World Report editonal by j\'lort Zuckerman, February 10, 1997, as 

quoted in Uchitcllc, "Puffed Up by Prospemy, US Struts Its Stuff," New lorh Times, 

April 27, 1 997, section 4. page 1 .  
7. Charles Handy, 711e Empty Rmllcoat (London: Arrow Books, 1995 1 1 994J), p. )"')9. 
8. 'The Inner Circle," Red Hemllg. October 1 999. The "pundit" who IS profiled is, 

of course, George Gilder; the "journalist" is john Markoff of the Nell' lorh Times; the 

"academiC" is Tim Berncrs-Lee of i\·IIT. 

9. Uchitelle, "Puffed Up by Prospenty." 

I O. Of course [he Europeans were never gUite persuaded to Jam In the celebratmg. 

As the Fill{]llcwl Times reported, one European omclal said, 'They keep telling us how 

successful their system IS. Then the�' remind us not to stray too far from our hotcl at 

mght." Humlcla1 Times, june 23, 1997. 
I I .  According to economists Lawrencc J'vlishel, jared Bernstein, and john Schmitt. 

authors of TIle State oJWorhillg Amenca /998-99 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Umverslty Press, 

1999), this IS true of 60 percent of the Amcncan workforce. p. 5. 
12. The 475 figure appears In Busllless \leek's annual survey of CEO compensatIOn, 

April 17,  2000. Figures for Japan and Bntam are from the AFL-CIO's "£.\:ecuuve Pay 

Watch" Web site, http://www.aflclO.orglpaywatch/ceopay.htm 

B. Welch made nearly forty million dollars m 1997. These figures are gIVen In a GE 

shareholder resolution from 1998 repnnted in A Decade oj E:,·cess: Tile 1990s, Sbah An

nual Executive Compcnsatlon Survey. Umted for a Falr EconomylJnst!tute for Policy 

Studies, p.  2 1 .  
14.  The figures up to 1995 appear In State oj Wor/:ing Amenca, p. 258. They are 

based on the Federal Reserve's SUITey of Consumer Finances. Figures [0 1997 are glvcn 

In Shifting Fortu"es: TIle Perils of tile Groll'JIIg Amencttll Hi?alth Gap, published in 1999 
by the group Umted for a FaIr Economy (Boscon), p. 76. They arc CSllm;lles denved 

from "Recent Trends In Wealth Ownership," a paper given In I 998 b�' f\'YU economlS[ 

Edward Wolff. 
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I S .  Doug Henwood, " Boom for Whom?" Left BlJsme5s Observer (LBO) 93 (February 

! . . . .  c ·  c c c· .. , . . . . . . . . . .. .  I 

I 
-- ___ 2000)._p.-4. _ .. _ _ .. .. _._- - --- -_. --- - ----i 

16. At times this was stated 'JUlie bluntly. A \r\rall Streetjollnwl editorial for June 13, 

2000, asserted that the stock market would only contmue to do well if "[he producllv� 

ltv gains associated with the New Economy are caprured by capital, and not labor" 

tp. A26). A good e.xample of how the beneficiaries of productl\'lty growth were chang� 

109 was the announcement, In February 2000, that productivity had flsen at an annual 

rale of 5 percent dunng the second half of 1999, Without any corresponding Increases 

In wages, which caused the stock market to spike upward agam. As loUiS Uchitelle put 

It in his account of the story, "Workers, In effect, are prodUCing much more Without hav� 

109 to be paid more . . . . " New l�rh Times, February 9, 2000, p. I .  
It IS also Important to mentIon that, before 1 999, productivity Increases In the 

mnetles were m fact generally smaller than they had been In the past. This was a con� 

sistent pomt of embarrassment for "New Economy" enthusl3sts, who believed thnt mas� 

Slve produCtIVIE}' Increases were out there, that all we had to do to find them was aller 

the way we caJculaled the statlstJc. On Ihis see finanCial Journalist Doug Henwood's 
comments In Left Bl/SllIess Obsen'er: hup://www.panLx.com/-dhenwood/Payoff.html 

17. On temps, see Edward Luttwak, Iilrho CapllaiislIl: Winners & Losers III the 

Global Economy (London: Onon Busmess, 1999), p. 60. Lultwak reports that, in 1995. 

some 1 7  percent of American temp workers were actually working for theIr former em· 

players-most WIthout health or pensIOn benefits, of course. 

18.  On pnsons and worker diSCipline, see Chnsnan Parenti's e.xcellem and lerri(v-

109 book, Lockdoltlll AmerIca (New York: Verso, 1999), espeCially chapter I I . 

19.  LoUIS Uchilelle. "How Slow Can Your Paycheck Grow?" New 1brh nmes, Feb� 

ruary 20, 2000, p. 3. 

20. On histone class mObility In the U.S., 'see the paper by economists Peler Gott� 

schalk and Sheldon Danzmger, "Family Income rVIobility-How J'vluch Is There and 

Has It Changed?" ( 1 997), available online at http://FMW\t\f'\>V.bc.edu/ec�p/wp398.pdf. 

See also the authoruatlVe reVIew of the literature on the subject by Doug Henwood, "Up 

& Down the Ladder," Left Bu.smess Obsen'er 1184 ( 1 998). On comparatIVe mobilily m 

the U.S. and Europe, see Stale of \Vorking AlIlencn, p. 369. 

j\'lost of the optlmlstlc accounts of increasmg dass mobility In the "'New Economy" 

refer back to the authontatl\'e�sounding work of \V. Michae"l Cox and Richard Nm, re

specllVel�' an economist at the Dallas Fed and a Journalist. Their findings-that Amer� 

lca IS m fact the "land of opportumty"-appeared first In the 1995 annual repon of the 

Dallas Federal Reserve Bani,. Thev were repeated in My/Its of Riel! and Poor (New York: 

BaSIC Books), a 1999 volume In whose first semence Co:'>: and AIm saluted their own 

"courage" in "writing a good�news book" (p. lX). 
Henwood, though, finds something quite different from cournge at work In the twO men·s 
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research. Cox and AIm's study, he charges, was "designed to make a pomt, and it stacked all 

the numbers jts wav." For example, Cox and Alm study mcome mObility by usmg mdividu

als, not households, and they mclude 10 their research people as young as 16, who thus, as 

Hentvood writes, "contributed vastly to mobility Just by growmg up." Furthennore, they 

demonstrate soc tal mobility bv showmg growth m real incomes over time, not by comparIng 

those real incomes to SOCial averages. \,Vith their calcuJatlOns adjusted for these factors, Hen

wood wflles, some 43 percent of the populatlOn who were In the lowest Income qumtHe m 

1975 were still there m 1991,  not the muaculous 5.i percent Cited by Cox and Alm. 

2 1 .  LeWIS: 'The Rich: How They're Different . . .  Than They Used to Be," New lork 

Times Magazme, November ]9, 1995, p. 69. Management TheOrISts: The work-burden of 

the nch is a theme especial1�' emphaSIZed by Charles Hand\': Wired, January 1 998, n.p. 

22. There IS a wealth of literature on this subject. Mansa Bowe of H0rd magazme 

records the followmg remarks of "a 34-year-old investment banker" at the height of the "Sil

Icon Alle�r" IPO craze: "You take someone like Henry KraVIS. Here's a guy who spent 40 

years' In New lnrk, the grueling, big New York power banker thing, how pissed off must he 

be when these young guys and gals are domg LP.O.'s and walking away with hundreds of 

millions of dollars eclipSIng his own wealth-and they're like In their 20's!" Bowe, "Envy 

Hits New York's Web vVorkers m the Greedy IPO Rush of '99," New lorh Obsen'er, April 

19, 1999. Also check out "Nothing Left to Buy?," a story about the class envy of those who 

made thclr millions 10 the eighties and must now look on while the mnelles billionaires buv 

the lUXUry Implements they cannot afford. New lorh Times, lVlarch 3, 2000, p. C 1 

23. Lester C. Thurow, Building WEALTH (New York: HarperColiins, 1 999), pp. 

) 4-1 5 .  As astonished to encounter this passage as you are, I searched Thurow's te.'{t for 

evidence that he was kidding, or that he was Citing these atllludes In order to shock 

readers. I am sorry to report that he was not. Although these are clearly altitudes that 

Thurow believes are common to our time rather than eternal truths, he makes no effort 

to distance himself from them. So frequently does he lapse Into his own vernacular af

firmation of these wealth-worshipIng pOInters (see below) that the distInction melts 

away. It should also be pOInted out, 10 Thurow;s favor, that he does suggest that other 

interpretatIOns of the "New Economy" mIght be pOSSible. Unfortunately, he repeatedly 

turns his back on these and continues to elUCidate the orthodox perspective. 

24. Thurow, p. xiii. Thurow repeats the Hne, "It IS the best of tlmcs for Amencans" 

on page 1 7, agam after Citing eVIdence from the personal life of Bill Gates. 

25. One of the Wall StreetJollmal's polls on this subject appeared on May 1 , 2000, 

p. B 1 .  Time, November 1 5, 1999, p. 29. 

26. The British observer was Jonathan Freedland, BnJlg Home tile Revo/lIttoll (Lon

don: Fourth Estate, 1998), pp. I l l , i 12.  The paperback edition of Freedland's book 

was reported by the Times of London to have been read enthusJast!call�' by the well· 

known Amencanophile Ton�' Blair (October 24, 1 999). 
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28. Thurow, Bllildillg WEALTH, pp. xiii, 33, 36. 

29. Geoff }\;Iulgan, COllnexilJ'." How to Live lit a COl/nected World (Boston: Harvard 

Busmess School Press, 1998) p. 3 1 .  i'Io'lulgan cites one John Kao as the source of this 

Jaw. The only- Q[hcr references (0 "Kao's Law" that I have been able 10 discover, though, 

appear m a senes of speeches given m 1998 and 1999 by Lew Platt, chairman of 

Hewlett-Packard. 

30. On Enron"s record of contributions to the Bush, Clinton, and Blair admlmstra� 

tlOns, the company's appOintments of politicians to lucrative board se<lIS, and other 

amazing forms of bullYing, see Nick Cohen, "A \-Vord About Their Sponsors," in Cmel 

Bntll!mm (London: Verso, 1 999), pp. 1 94-99. On Enron's 1V commerCials, see 

httpJ/w\vw.askwhy.comlmalOf.asp. In one of them Enron comes very close to making 

the eOllIe argument of this book In Just thirty seconds. The spot depicts an electncuy

Industry spokesman uSing the A-bomb word, "\<Vhy?" <lgamst some stodgy old politicians 

who are refusmg to deregulate utilities on the deluded and elitist grounds that they 

know what's best for everyone. 

3 1 .  Luttwak, Turbo Capitalism, p. 25. Lamer: Wired, January 1998, p. 60. Lamer 

also declares that this unammlly "annoys" him, because markets sometimes crash. 

Friedman, New l�rh Times, August 1 5, 1 998. 

32. Richard Hofstadter, Tile Progressll'e Historums: Timler. Beard, Pamllglol1 (New 

Yock, Knopf. 1968), p. 463. 

33. Damel Ycrgm and Joseph Stamslaw, The Commal/ding Heights: The Battle Be

hveell GOl'emmellt (/lui tlie Marketplace Tlmt Is Rell1t1killg tlle Modem World (New York: 

Simon & Schuster, 1 998), pp. 1 1 6, 389. 

34. George Gilder, Wealtll (J)ui Pot'erty ·(Ncw York: BaSIC, 1981) ,  pp. 97, 99, 105.  

This idea seems to be an extension of the belief In pOSItive thinking as an Instrument 

of personal achievement. "Upward mObility," Gilder contmued, "is at least partly de

pendent on upward admiratIOn: on an accurate perception of the nature of the contest 

and a respect for the preVlous winners of it." 

3;. Rich Karlgaard, NGet ready to defend the free market," Forbes ASAP, June 2, 

1 997, p. 13.  Ellipses, el celeras, and aSinine remarks about class war In ongmal. 

36. On the culture wars as <l skewed form of populism, see ChrIS Lehmann, "It's 

Class, Stupid," In These Times, October 18,  1998, p. 24. On the working class and 

the backlash, see Barbara Ehrenreich, Fear oj Faflillg: TIle [lIl1er Ufe of tile Middle 

Class (New York: HarperColiins, 1989), particularly pp. 1 60-7 1 .  On the culture wars 

as a planned provocation by the nght, see f'dichael Lind, Up From Comerva/Ism (New 

York: Free Press, 1 996), p. 3 and also chapter 6, 'The Culture \V<lr and the rvtyth of 
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the New Class." The Lee Atwater quote comes from Lind, page i 38. Speaking of Pal 

Buchanan, Lind writes: "He, more than anyone else, should have understood that 

conservative populism was not to be taken seriously, that It was merely a method of 

persuading white working-class voters to vote their prejudices rather than their ceQ· 

nomic Interests."" 

3i. Kenneth Auchindoss, "Fanfare for the Common r..'lan," Newsweeh, December 

20, 1999. 

38. Newsweek, April 27, 1998, p. 50. Samuelson was refemng specincally to the 

stock market. 

39. This early stram of market populism still thnves 10 some quarters. Writing In the 

H'rIll Street lOl/mal in i\rlay 2000, Car ami Drl1'er editor Brock Yates Imagmed that one 

could see even In the debate over the SUV a plaYing out of class snobbery, with "peck

sniffs" and �guilt-ridden rich kids" senselessly assailing the people's chosen car. Unror

tunmely, this was an extremely poor cultural terram on which to stage a defense of the 

common man: The rage for SUVs began as a class phenomenon, first with the way-up

scale Range Rover, and soon Involvmg SUVs made by Mercedes, Cadillac, and Lincoln. 

Brock Yates, "Pecksniffs Can't Stop the SUV," \Urll Street JOHmal, May 17,  2000, p. 

A26. 

40. John Keats, TI,e IllSo/ellt C/wnots (Philadelphia: Lippmcott, 1958), pp. 46-48. 

4 1 .  On Brand's career see DaVid Stipp. "The Electnc Kool-Aid i'vlanagement Con

sultant," Fortune, October 16, 1995, p. 160. Brand, "We Owe hAll to the Hippies: for

get anllwar protests, even long hair. The real legacy of the SL"XtleS generation IS the 

computer revolution," Time, l\'!arch 22, 1995. The IBM ad ran as a four-page Insert In 

the \,\.nll Street JOllmnl, February 23, 1999. Tom Freslon, CEO of I'v11V Networks, 10 

an mtervlew with the Wnll Street JOllnmi, March 2 1 ,  2000, p. B4, ellipses and paren· 

theSIS In onglnal. In the same interview Freston recounls how his company has actually 

used hypnOSIS as a mnr'ket-research tooi. 

42. See the page·one story by G. Pascal Zachary In the Wall Slreef JOllnm/, June 2, 

1999, m which Singapore;s deCIsion to cultivate "nonconformists" in order La bring "cre· 

atJ\'uv" to that authorlfnnan nation IS described . 
• 

43. Gilder, ,,\'t!alth alld POl'en); pp. 96-97, 98, ! 0 1 .  TIle book devoted to the apothe

OSIS of the entrepreneur was 'I7Je Spirit of Ellterpnse. 
44. GiJder, ��4?alt11 (llld PoI1Crt:1: pp. 38, 90, 259. 
45. Friedrich Hayek, The Fatal COl/ceil (Chicago: University of Chicngo Press, 

1 988), pp. 90, 9 1 ,  100. 

46. "Vlhafs the l\'laner With Kansas" appears In William AJlen White's j\utobiogra
ph): (New York:: rvtacMillan, 1946) pp. 296-99. The Baer quote IS taken from Freder· 

ick. LeWIS Allen, Tile Lords of CrenllOIl, (New York.: Harper & Brothers, 1935) p. 9 1 .  
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47. Ewen, PR! A Socml HistoryofSpm, pp. 74, 7;. I -----448.-lbid •• p.�%__ .. - - - -.. � ---- . -.--.-� -
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49. Ibid., pp. 355, 382. 

50. Kevin Phillips, TIle Politics of Rich alld Poor (New York: Random House, 1990), 

p. 7. EmphasIs In ongmaL 

; 1 .  William A. Henry 111, 111 DefellSe Qf Elitism (New )nrk: Doubleday. 1994), p. 2. 

Henry's book begms to go wrong with Its second paragraph and wlthin a few pages be· 

comes yet anmher culture wars battle cry, hammenng cultural populism according EO 

the standard "poUlical correctness" scnpt of the d<lY. 

52. Rush Limbaugh, "VOIce of Amenca: Why Liberals Fear Me," in Backward aud 

Upward: TIle New COJJSertlll!Ive 'Writing. David Brooks, ed. (New York Vintage. 1 996), 

p. 308. Rush Limbaugh, See, I Told You So, 1993, pp. >.:v. 165, 169. Rush Limbaugh, Tile 

\VII)' Tllillgs DlIght to Be (New lurk: Pocket Books, 1 992), p. 162. 

53. All this stuff, plus a salute [0 tbe project from Hilbry Clinton, can be found on 

the proJect's websne, htrp:f/www.favontepoem.orgl 

54. rv\ichael Kazm, TIle Poplllist PersuasIOn (New York: BaSIC, 1 995). pp. 273, 27i. 

55. Jeffrey Bell, Populism alut Elitism: Polil.ics III tile Age of EiJ1tality (Washington, 

DC. Regne,)" 1 992), pp. 3, i i ,  12 .  

56. Bell did offer some rather umque histonea! interpretations: He cited the career 

of millionaire Industnalist fvlark Hanna as eVIdence of rhe GOP's move away from "so

cml e"Jilism" and towards tbe ·'urban working-class vote"; asserted that the People's Pany 

"captured the Democratic party" in 1896 rather than the other W3.V around; character

Ized \-Voodro\\' \,\lilson, whose adminIstratIOn assumed control of much large-scale pn· 
vale mdustry dunng \i\forld War I, as a faithful believer In free markets and minimal 

government mterventlon; and attributed the mventlOn of the word "capitalism" to Karl 

Marx. 

57. Brooks, Backward alld Upward. Bartley, pp. 197, 198. "Philosopher·kings'·: Jef

frey R. Snyder, p. 255. Barnes, p. 1 ]  5. 

5S. Fund: Bacl:lIIard alld Upward, p. 321 .  On Perot and Bagb}', see Rick· Perlstem's 

devastating essay, "The X-PhiJcs." Dissent, spnng 1999. See also Bagby's book, Ratlollar 

E:oJbemllce: The 11Ijluellce of Gel/emllOJI X Oil tile New AlI1encall ECOIIOIll), (New York: 

Dutton, 1998) and the website of her "Annual Reports," hnp:I!\\'"\vw.arusa.com. 

59. Mr. Paui was speaking, naturall.\� on the subject of the Microsoft antitrust 

ruling, a favorite tOpiC of market populism. COJlgreSStOlIllJ Record, November 

8, ]999. Among other things, Paul also asserted that only government can cre* 

ate bad monopolies; monopolies created by the market are benefiCial to all. 

www.house.govlpau1lcongrec/congrec99/crI I OS99.htm 

60. Both qumcs are found in Nick Cohen, "New Labour . . .  In Focus. On j'vlessage, 

Out of Control," Gtlarllian, November 28, 1999. 
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6 1 .  Cohen, NGoodbye, r")r. Chips . _ . Hello. Mr. Fries." 1998, Cmel Bntalllua, 

p. IS2. . .  _. ____ . _ __ .. . .  _. _ 
62. Gingrich: on firmg elected officials and "consumer-directed government," see 

"Newt's Brave New V/orld," Forbes ASAP, February 27, 1995. On asking the corpo· 

rations, see Newt Gingnch To Renew Amenca (New York: HarperColIins, 1995), p. 

7 1 .  

63. Gingrich, To Renew AmenCll, pp. 66, lOB, 47, 74. On the "so-called busmess C)'

cle," Gingrich's reasomng goes like this: Economists believe In the bUSiness cycle, so 

they make policies In anticipatIon of It, so they wind up C<luslng n. Q_E.D. 

C H A P T E R  T W O  

'I. Hitchens, No One Left to Lie To (New York: Verso, 1 999), pp. 23-24. 

2. The Mitchell story IS told In Charles R. Gelsst, \,\lttll Street: A HisIO!)' (Oxford, 

'1997), pp. 1 63-65 and 178; [he Barton quote IS reported In Fredenck LeWIS Allen, 

Lords of Creaholl, p. 3 1 2. rVlitchell's remark on soundness IS found in Fredenck LeWIS 

Nlen, Dill)' Yesterday: An Jujonllal History of tlie Nilleteell-hI1elltle5 (New York: Harper 

Perennml, 1964 1 1 93 1 ]), p. 269. 

3. On Mitchell's downfall see GClsst, H'tIll Street: A Histor}i and John Kenneth Gal

braith, Tile Gren! Cmsll, 1929 (2d ed., Boston: Houghton l'vIifflin, 1961) ,  pp. 1 55-59. 

4. 1 do not exaggerate Nocera's intentions here. See chapter 3. Joseph Nocera, A 

Piece of die ActlOll: How the Middle Class jomed tile MOllel' Class (Simon & Schusrer, 

1 994i, pp. 140--4 I .  

5. As one of the most remarkable aspects of the "New Economy" consensus IS the 

migration of what were once clearly; Identifiably right-Wing ideas to the center of the 

natIOnal conversation-and [he tendency of nghHvmg figures [0 inSist th<lt they are, In 

fact, nice, trustworthy centrISts, I offer the following list of overt nghH\'lng slgnifiers. 

WrislOn worked on the Re<lgan adminIstratIOn's Economic Policy AdVISOry Board and is 

an officer of the Amencan Enterpnse Institute and the Manhattan Insutute. The big 

thinkings In his book are sourced to figures like George Gilder, Peler Drucker, Hayek, 

Martin Wolf, Jeane Kirkpatrick, and Rupert Murdoch, plus assorted articles from For
tfllle, [he H-hll Street jounUll, and the FilUlllcUlI Times. 

b. Walter B. \,VrislOn, TIle 7ivWght oj Soverelglll:)': Hcnv tlie IllJorlllatlOJl Rel'olll/,IOIl IS 

TrailS/Drilling Gllr H0rld (New York Scribner's, 1992), pp. 61-62. 

7. Ibid., pp. 9, 45, 1 70. 

S. Ibid., pp. 46, 1 2 1 .  

9. Ibid., pp. 95, 107, IDS. 

10, Kelly, Qlft ofColI/ral. On Hayek, p. 1 2 1 .  EquatIOn of market WIth robots and na

ture, pp. 47-48. Obsoietmg the pnnung of money, p. 227. "Encryption," p. 209. 
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12.  Ibid., pp. 184, 202, 227, 257. The prediction concerning smart clmhes appears 

on page 194. 
13. On the problem of the productlVlty numbers, see Doug Henwood's comments 

In Left Busilless Observer: hup:/AIc ....... w.panl'\.coml-dhenwood/Payoff.html 

14. Peter Schwartz and Peter Leyden, "The Long Boom: A History of the Future, 

1 980-2020," \.-\fired 5.07, July 1997. The "long boom" story, widely regarded as 

Schwanz·s manifesto, was more than ten thousand words long. 

15 .  Ibid. 

16. Yergm and Stanislaw, COllllllalldillg Heights. The quote about markets votmg IS 

from Yergm, "Comg to Market," TIle New Republic, April 26, 1999, p. 52. On Yergm's 

admiration for Margaret Thatcher, see his Hflll Street jOlJnzal op-ed, "The Revolution of 

1 979," May 3, 1 999. 

17.  Yergtn and Stamslaw, Commanding HeIghts, pp. 126, 1 37, 1 38, 328. 

18. "Vriston, l1uiligl1t of Sovereignty, p. 36. 

19.  Both of these comparISons are made In f'riedman's 1999 book, "ne Le:..·lIS and 

tile Olive Tree: Ulldersltllldillg Globalization (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1999), pp. 

39-40. On the profeSSIOnal athletes, see pp. 247-48. 

20. New York Tillles, December 17, 1999, p. A29. 

2 1 .  New York Times, December I ,  1999. On the AFL·CIO as sugar daddy of the op

pOSItion, see New lork Times, February I ,  2000. 

22. "Dupes," Neill Yorh Tillles, December I ,  1 999. �Afr;:lld of the future," Neill lorh 

TImes, February 1 ,  2000. Hostility to turtles, Nell! lork Times, February 1 ,  2000. On the 

011' traffic controllers, New lork Times, August 20, 1 999. In Friedman:s most labor-tol

erant moods, he will acknowledge that bad employers eXist and even express sympathy 

for those who toil in Third World sweatshops, but he goes on to inSISt that the way to 

rectify these abuses IS through consumer enlightenment vIa the Internet, so that "ac

tIViStS" here In Amenca can buy the right products. The problems of labor are thus left 

up to the consumer, like everything else: The key IS "mobilizmg consumers and the In

ternet," not organIZIng the actual workers In the sweatshops. Friedman presents this 

wildly Impractical suggestion as �practlcal help . . .  , not the usual moral grandstand

mg." New lorh Times, july 30, 1999. 

23. Friedman, 71,e LexIlS, p. 66. 

24. Ibid., pp. 8i, 88, 141. 

25. Ibid., pp. 298, 302, my emphasIs. 

26. LeWIS, "Ro.val Scam," New }orJ.:. Times ldagazme, February 9, 1997, p. 22; \,Volf 

explicitly Hnked ;'hatred of markets" to "fear of foreigners." The speeches gIven 10 the 

• 

. 



N O T  E S 369 

debate can be found at http://onveIl.monde·diplomatlque.fr/dosslers/ftfwolf.html. "fill 
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2i. Among promment publicatIOns and wnters who weighed m wuh exactly this 

opmlon one finds: the Wall Street lOl/om! (which gets extra credit for accusmg [he pro· 

testers of First \-Vorld elitism before the protests even happened). November 26, 1999 

and December 2, 1 999; Thomas Friedman, New York Times. December i ,  1999; 

Charles Krauthammer, Time, December 3 1 ,  J 999; etc. etc. etc. 

28. New l'Orh Times, February 10,  1 998. 

29. t-Hlll Street}ollmal, January ) 4, 2000, November 8, 1999. Thejollnm/'s most fe· 

rOClOUS stones on the l\!licrosoft tnal were penned by columnist Holman Jenkins. Good 

e.xamp'les of Jenkins's outraged mISSIves are found in August 18.  J 999, and June 30. 

1 999, the latter being the same day the JOllnlal ran D page-one story on a humble 

photographer who had become a miIJionalCe by clingmg to Microsoft shares for ten 

years. 

30. A \Ml'll Street jOllnlal news story quotes as follows from an advertisement Mon· 

santo ran In the UK in J 998: "While we'd never clmm to have solved world hunger at a 

stroke, biotechnology provides one means to feed the world more effectively." !'''Iay 1 j ,  
1 999. Similarly. Gregg Easterbrook Of TIlC New Republic wrote that "the 'Iuddites" must 

be prevented from opposing GM crops, for It IS "the world's poorest people who would 

have the most to lose." (New York TImes, November 19, 1999, p. A3 I)  

Interestingly, Thomas Friedman included a sectlon In TI,e Lexus aud ti,e Olitle Tree 

describing the CEO of Monsanto as an avatar of corporate "democratrzatJon," since he 

had removed much of the company;s hierarchy by usmg "E-mail, mtranets and the In· 

Ierne!" (0 gIve "everyone on the front lines" the same mformatlon he himself had. See 

pp. 74-76. 

3 1 .  George f\'lelloan, "Technophobia Poses a Real Risk to Europe's Future." \.\{]11 

Street joumal, June 29, 1999. p. A 1 5. See also Michael Fumento, "Vlhy Europe Fears 

Biotech Food," Hflll Street JOllmal, January 14, 2000. 

32. On PR in the UK: H{]11 Streetjoumal, rl.'lay 1 1 ,  1999, p. AID; on Monsanto con-

ference, Fillallcml Times, October 7. 1 999, p. 1 1 . 

33. New lork Times Magazme, May 3 1 . 1998, p. 36. 

34. Ibid, p. 58. 

35. \Mdl Street jOllnlal, June 8, 1999, p. -, ; June 22, 1999, p. J .  
36. Luttwak, 1i.rbo�Capllalislll, p. 6. 

37. Roger Cohen, " For France. Saggmg Self-Image and Espnt," Nell' lork TIlIles, 

February I I , 1997, p. A I .  A6; "France vs. U.S.," Nell' lork Times, October 20, 1997, 

p. AIO. 

38. New Republic, June 23. 1997, http://www.tnr.comlarchivel06/062397/editors-
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062397.htmJ. \I\.flll Street jOllmal Europe, November 23, 1999. Guy Sarman, "His� 

p. J 4.  

Jonathan leWIS, "Khmer Rouge Ideas Spawned in France," leuer to the editor. �\1z11 
Street lounull, tvlay 1 1 . 2000. p. A27. TIle Nelli Republic's June 23. 1997, account of the 

French elections must rank among the most pompous pieces of writing III the entl.fe 

"New Economy" period. Of those French elections the editors \\!fote: "It IS so perfectly 

perverse, so perfectly comme touJours. So perfectly French. As the rest of the world 

shuts the door on the disastrous and dismal and discredited expenment of M3r.<lsm, the 

French, In the grand tradition that produced the reIgns of Robesplcrre, NapOleon and 

Vichy, have regarded the political scene, exammed the histoncal evidence. anaiyzed the 

current situation, discussed the future ramificatiOns-and chosen precIsely the most ob� 

tuse and SUicidal course possible." 

39. Thomas Friedman, "ParJez-Vous USA?" Nelli Yorlt Times, February 26, 1997, p. A1S.  

40. Roger Cohen, Nelli 1vrh Times, "concrete," September 19,  1 997; others, "For 

France, Saggmg Self�Image and Esprit," February 1 I ,  1997, p. AI ,  A6. The line about 

the need to "noumh" the "French ego" is Quoted from writer Marek Hairer. 

4 1 .  Roger Cohen, Stanford-educated busmessman, February I I ,  1 997, p . .. AI ;  

Yquem, "A Chateau DiVided; Famed Yquem Riven b�' Famil}' Feud ," New York Tillles, 

Julv 12,  1997. 

42. Roger Cohen, "France vs. U.S.; Wamng VersIOns of Capitalism," New York 

Times, October 20, 1997, p. AID. 

43. Cohen on Le Pen: New York Times, February 1 1 , 1997. On Haider: Nelv Yorh 

Times, February 6, 2000, sectIOn 4, p. 1 .  
44. Roger Cohen, New lorh Times, October 1 1 ,  1 997. 

45. Kudlow, "What;s More Important Than the Fed?" 1,.{-&lf StreetJoumni, August 27, 

1 999, p. AS. 

46. George Gilder, Microcosm: The QUalltum Revoiutioll lH Ecollomics (Iud Teclmoi

og)' (New York; Simon & Schuster, 1 989), pp. 1 1 3-14, 352. 

47. Ib;d., pp. 346, 369. 

48. George Gilder, Life After TeleVISion: TIle COlllmg TrmrsjorllJ(ltloll of Media alld 

Amencmt Life (New York Norton. 1 994). p. 205. The book was first published in 1992, 

but this quotation comes from Gilder's 1994 "Aftenvord." 

49. See, for e.l;ample, Po Bronson's cover story about Gilder m the March 1996 IS

sue of \,Vired In which remarks about Gilder's Ideas are tempered with ImtatlOn at 

Gilder's more reactionary Views; "One mmute Gilder IS defending the Inlelligence of the 

American public, and I want to cheer him. But then I recall that he Just demed the e.'\:� 

Isrcnce of racism," p. 193. 
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50. 00 Forbes ASAP, 1 am quoting-Scm FrtllICISCO Clirolllcie 'YTlter Tom Abate, who 

described-the.publicatlOo this way 00 June 4, .1998. On the countercuJture; In j\;licro· 

CO$I1Z, Gilder states at one pOint that "the 1960s Berkeley revolt" was "agaInst the main

frame," hence gJVlng It some value (p. 4 1 ). In a 1998 issue of Wired, Gilder goes as far 

as to identi(y "Lennon and McCartney" as among the century's great forces of change. 

January 1998, p. 40. 

5 J .  Jon Katz, Media Rallts (San FrancIsco; Hard Wired, 1997), pp . .8, I I , 38, 43. 
52. Jon Katz, 'The Digllal Citizen," Wired, December, 1997, pp. 7 1 .  7', 82, 274. 

The hot Ideas of management theory that come up In the story are the notion that eth

mc diverSity enhances a company's productlvlty and the IdentificatIOn of "digital citi

zens" as "agents of change," both p. 72 . 

53. Frank Luntz and Bill Danielson, "rvlessage to Politicians; If Digital Citizens 

Don;t Back You, You're Gomg Nowhere," Wired, December, 1997, pp. 76, 78. 

54. All of these except for the Aatulent cartoon characters (which appeared on the 

'cover of the November 1999 issue) come from Wired's remarkable fifth anniversary edi

tIon, published in January 1 998, pp. 42, 52, 62, 66, n.p., n.p., 90, 1 26, n.p. 

55. In Ronald Reagan's famous speech to Moscow St.ate University, rvJay 3 1 ,  1988 

(a speech wntten for him, oddly enough, b.\' one Josh Gilder), he made the followmg 

Gilderesque statement: 

"Like a chrysalis, we're emergmg from the econom,V of the Industna! RevolutlOn

an economy confined to and limited by the Earth's phYSical resourceS-lOre, as one 

economist tItled his book, TIle Economy m Mind, 10 which there are no bounds on hu

man Imagination and the freedom to create IS the most precIous natural resourcc. Think 

of that little compUler Chip. Its value Isn't In the sand fTom which it IS made but In the 

mJcrOSCOplC architecture deSigned mto It by mgcnlOus human minds. Or take the ex· 

ample of the satellite relaYing this broadcast around the world, which repiaces thou

sands of tons of copper mined from the Earth and molded mto wire. In the new 

economy, human Invention Increasmgly makes physJca'J resources obsolete. We're 

breaking through the matenal conditions of exlsrence to a world where man creates hiS 

own destmy. Even as we explore the most advanced reaches of SCience, we're returning 

to the age-old Wisdom of our culture, a Wisdom contamed in the book of GenesIs m the 

Bible: In the beginning was the splflt, and it was from this SpIrit that the materla"1 abun

dance of creatmn Issued forth." 

As repnnted"in 'The Public Papers of the Presidents: Ronald Reagan," and found at 

http://www.ldgop.orgldocs/reaganm.htm. 

56. BenJamm R. Barber, Jjhad vs. McWorld (New York: Times Books, 1995), p. 243. 
57. On this pomt see the fascmatmg book by Timothy Bewes, C},IIICtSlII mui Post

modenut}' (London: Verso, 1997). 
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E  

1 .  Steppmg In as if on cue to make aU this ant)authontanan fantasy that much more 

believable, the chairman of the Secunties and Exchange CommlsslOn--sureJy the king 

of the sUIts-actually denounced the campaign In j\,lay 1 999. The ads were, of course, 

spunkily defended by busmess Journalists, setnng up a mce culture war In a teapot. Bar

bara Lippert, colummst for Adweek, pounded the SEC chairman, who had warned-so 

sQuarely!-that these campaigns might "create unrealistIC e.xpectatIOns," by sneenng, 

"Hello? It's known as advertising, which exaggerates reality In a comedic and entertam-

109 way to make an ImpressIon, to get your ancntIOn." Adweek, May 1 7 ,  1 999. 

2. The thinking behind this campaign was discussed in the October 18, 1999 edi

tion of AdvertiSillg Age. 

3.  New York Daily News, November 9, 1999. The newspaper quoted the magazme's 

"preSident" as making the followmg thirties-style remark: "It's all about mdividuals mak-

109 a difference if they work collectively." 

4. The REIT ad appeared on the op/ed page of the "HIll Street jOflmal, June 16, 

1999. 

5. This parncular ad appeared on the back cover of The ]\lett' Yorher for July 5, 1999. 

6. "From One RevolutIOn To the Ne.,t," E.lf-Trade 1 999 Annual Report, p. 12. Is there 

any reason to bother pomting out that the descnptlons attached to these "revolutions" are 

wrong? The famous fvlontgomen' bus boycott In fact look place In 1 956-57, while the 

most notable VictOry for femmlsm m 1973 concerned abortion nghts, not "glass ceilings." 

7. The correct figures for all "direct or mdirect stock holdings," according to the Fed

eral Reserve Board's Survey of Consumer Finances, were 3 1 .7 percent of all families m 

1 989, 37.2 percent m 1 992, 4 1 . 1  percent m 1995, and 48.8 percent m 1 998. These fig

ures mclude pensIOn plans, 40l(k)s, and mutual funds in addition to shares of common 

stock, and they measure households mstead of Individuals. ObvlOusly for the rosiest 

verSIOn of the favonte market populist metaphor to have real legitimacy-the notIOn 

that through stock ownership We the People endorse the deeds of corporate America, 

votmg on their actIOns and generally approvmg of what goes on economically-the 

stock m questIOn must be votmg stock, I.e., direcdv owned shares of common stock. 

Here, though, the figures were very different. In 1992, 16.9 percent of families owned 

stock directly, which number actually declined to 15.3 percent In 1995 and then re

bounded to 19.2 percent m 1998. l'vieanwhile the populanty of mutual funds soared, 

gomg from IDA percent of families m 1992 to 1 2  percent In 199, and to 16.5 percent 

m 1998. Among the wealthiest families, of course, these trends were much more pro* 

noum,:ed. In the Income bracket $50,000-$99,999, mutual fund ownership mcreased 

from 15.3 percent 10 1992 to 20.9 percent in 1995; In the Income bracket $ 100,000 or 

more, mutual fund ownership mcreased from 30.5 percent to 38 percent. (A partlcu-
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! larl}' revealing set of statlsncs In the survey IS the median value of family holdings In 

�.� _ _ .�,.;;_�.�. -- --.�,- stocks: -While the amount In ! 992 for"each of.the brackets-lesS -lhan-the SIOO,OOO-per- --
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year families falls berween $4,000 and $6,000, the amount for the "SI OO,OOO and more" 

category IS $38,000.) 

8. Friedman, LesTlS, pp. 1 15,  142. 

9. A good E.."ampie of this Ideological operation can be found on the Dp·ed page of 

the �\ohll Street jOllnun for September 3, 1999, In which James Glassman, he of DOIII 

36,000 fame, dismisses the doubts of Fed chairman Alan Greenspan by noung that he 

had e:lOpressed Similar doubts for several years now. Another can be found in the Janu

ary 24, 2000, Fortlllle story "Has the Market Gone IVlad?" in which the bearISh state-

ments of vanous \·Vall Street economists and strategists from several years before are 

patred wlth the same men's resignatIOn statements and confessions of wrongness. Even 

more painful is the page one Hilll Street JOllmai story of February 25, 2000, on ten years 

of erroneous fears of immment downturns. 

1 0. Wall Streel JOllnlnl, edilonal, August J 1 ,  1 999. p. AlB. This was m response 10 

revelallons of unsavory practices at day-trading firms. 

I I .  Hill! Street JOllnlal, March 25, 1 996. 

12.  Thurow, BuildiJlg \,.VEALTH, p. 202. 

13. Allan Sloan, "The Hit Men," Newsweeh, February 26, 1 996, p. 44. James J.  

Cramer, "Let Them Eat Stock," TIle New Republic, April 29, 1 996, p. 24-25. Another 

IOlerestmg pomt: Cramer described the appreclauon of share pnces as "wealth they 

Ithe workersl created" Simply by bemg fired. 

Others advocated domg absolutely nothing to prevent debacles like the AT&T 
episode. Hailing the CEO of AT&T as "courageous." Harvard economist i'V!ichael C. 

Jensen and Peny Fagan announced in the ""&11 Street lOllmal that workers would just 

have to get used to lowliness In the New Economy. It was nght, good, and moral that 

massIVe layoffs result In "increased profits and stocl, pnces": after all, this was the de

mand of the "Third Industnal RevolutIOn," and "wllhout the private palO, most people 

will not change." \.\lttll Street jOllnlaJ, i\'larch 29, 1 996, p. AlD. 
14. DaVId Sanger, "Meet Your Government, Inc." Nelli York Times, November 28, 

1 999. 

1 5. Thurow, BJlildiJJg WEALTH, p. 207. 

16. "How the Longest Boom Transformed MaIO Street," Hizll Street lOllnull, Janu

ary 25, 2000, p:Bl.  

li.  "Of course, the biggest contributor to e.xorbitant CEO pay IS stock optIOns," 

wnte the authors of A Decade of EXeClJtlVe Excess: TIle 19905, a 1999 publicatIOn by 

Umted for a FaJr Economy and the Institute for Policy Studies. 

hup:llwww.ufenet.org/press/decadcoCe.xecullve_e.xcess.html. See <llso "Share and 

Share Unalike," TIle EcolfomlSt, August 7, 1999. 
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18. "Windfall" was the term used by the ASSOCiated Press {and reported in many ur
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lion, November }4, 1 996. The AP estImated priVatIzation would reap the mdustry some . ..•..•.• j 'c ' 
$60 billion In fees, commiSSIOns, and admmlstratlve costS. In an article on the specIous 

statlSLlcs used by the nghHvlOg proponents of Social Secumy priVatizatIOn, Doug Hen

wood pomts out that the ligure could actually run up to $ 1 30 billion per year. Left Busl· 

ness Obsen'er 87, December 3 1 ,  1998. 

19. Adveruscmenr for T. Rowe Price, Forbes, December 27, 1999. The footage oc

curred in TV commercials for the same comp.my. 

20. March 1991  IS the dale used bv the National Bureau of EconomIC Research. It 

IS gIVen 10 "How the Longest Boom Transformed MalO Streel," \101/ Street jOllnJal, Jan

uary 25, 2000, p. BI .  In the 1 994 book A Piece �f the Actloll, Joseph Nocera gIVes Jan-

uary 18 ,  1 99 1 ,  as the stanlng dale for the people's marker. However, In a January 1 1 , 

1997. artIcle In \10s/tillgtOIl MOllthly--a cunously peSSimiStic and questlOnmg artIcle, 

gIVen the views he expressed in A Piece of tile ActIOn-Nocera saw It extending all the 

way back 10 1 982. Others who gIVe 1982 as the startmg dale mclude James Glassman 

and KeVin Hassett (sec the Wall Street JOllmat, (I.'larch 17. 1999, p. A26) and Diana 

Hennques, a bUSiness reporter wnting In the New l'orh Times Book Revle1V, November 

14, 1 999. 

2 1 .  Henry Adams, "The New York Gold Conspiracy," in Clll1pters of Erie (8oslOn: 

James R. Osgood and Company. 187I),  p. 1 0 1 .  

22. "Speculation on a large scale," Galbraith wrote, "reqUires a pervasive sense of 

confidence and opnmlsm and conViction that ordinary people were meant to be nch." 

Galbraith, TIle Creat- Crnslt, pp. 1 7, 2 1 , 1 74. 

23. Quoted in Nocera, A Piece of tile Action, pp. 107-8. This line also appears fre

quentl.v m Merrill LynCh advertiSing. 

24. As William Z. Ripley, one of the financIal mdustry's most tboughtful critics, 

summarized tbe dommant thinking of the twenties, the years Since vVorld War I had 

seen "a great incursIOn Into the field of investment by the common people-corporate 

possesSion beIng shared by those of moderate and small means With the wealthy class. 

The movement has been called 'an economic revolut!on'-'the passing of ownership 

from Wall Street to Mam Street: " Ripley, J)oJalll Slreet alld Hilll Street (New York: Ut

tie Brown and Company, 1927). p. 1 1 6. 

2;. See, for e.....:ample, the A,lolle) ,  magazme cover story for August 1 999, "Your Best 

f\'lovcs Now," p. 69. 

26. In the twenties this notion sprang from the work of Edgar Lawrence Smith, au

thor of ComlllOll Stocks ns LOllg-Tenn hweslllleJlts; 10 the nineties the belief that a reli

able return awaited those who bought and held forever became one of the prevailing 

faiths of the age. Jeremy Siegei, author of the 1994 book Stocksjor tlle LOllg RUII, at 
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times came uncannily close to echomg SmIth's strategies of the 1 920s. The comparISon 

between the two IS made \'lith uncomfortable_accuracy_bv John Cassidy m The New 
Yor!�r, August 18, 1998. In the late nmeties one even occaslOnally came across super

Imposed charts of RCA and AOL, or other representatIVe mdices of the two eras. 

See also Chns Lehmann, "Boom Crash Opera," Baffler 10, 1997. 

27. On Raskob: "Mr. Raskob's 'Poor Man's Investment Trust: " Literary' Digest, June 

1 ,  1929, p. 88. "Everybody Ought to be Rich, An InteIVlew WIth John J. Raskob," Ladies' 

HomejoltrJIal, August 1929. Although the artIcle IS sIgned by Samuel Crowther and ti

tled "An Intemew," the mtervIewer;s vOIce does not appear m It. 

28. Brooks, Once In Golconda: A Tme Drama qf Wall Street, 1920-1938 (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1969), pp. 22, 106-7. 

29. \A/hitney Quoted in Fredenck LeWIS Allen, Lords of CreatIOn, p. 352. 

30. Ibid., 186. 

3 1 .  Gelsst, Hilll Street: A History; p. 2 1 3. 

3'.  Galbraith, The Great Crash, p. 44. Parenthesis In ongmaL 

33. "Adam Smith," TIle MOlley Game (New York: Random House, 1967), pp. 43, 

197, 198. 

34. The edition of £ .. imordinary Poplliar DeluslOHS to which "Smith" refers IS that of 

1932, which carned an mtroductlOn by finanCier Bernard Baruch, who so famous!\' sold 

everything after recelVmg a stock lip from a shoeshine boy: After "Smith's" book appeared in 

1 967, E�iraordillar)' Popular DeluslOlls was repnnted in popular paperback editions m 1972 

and 1980. In 1 996, WIlh a substantial new demand for bus mess-related titles, It was reis

sued once more as part of publisher John Wiley;s senes of Investment ClaSSICS. 

35. Roger Lowenstem, Buffett: TIle Mahillg of An AmenCaJl CapItalist (Random 

House, 1995), p. 392. 

36. Ohio representatIVe Denms Eckart, as reported by Ron Suskind In the Wall 

Street jOllTllal, November 8, ] 99], page A l .  

37. Forbes, December 27, 1 999. Raskob: p. 178; T. Rowe Price and FOR, pp. 6-7. 

The actual title of Raskob's mfamous Ladies' Home JOllmat artIcle was "Everybody 

Ought to be Rich." Forbes gets It right on the Inside of the magazme. 

38. Although It was reIssued in 1996, electromc searches of aU artIcles publiShed in 

the H('11l Street journal and BlIsmess Hi!ek found only two that referred to Extraordinary 

Popular DeizlSlolls In the penod 1998-99 (one of these In a book reVlew by Roger 

Lowenstem), while a search of the period 1993-99 found only eight. On the other 

hand, comparisons of the Internet stock craze to the tuHpmama of the seventeenth cen

tury, onc of the book's most memorable epIsodes, abounded in 1999 and 2000. 

39. Brooks, The Go-Go Years (i'vlacmillan, ]973), p. 5. 

40. "Smith," MOlley Game, pp. 23-25, 198. 

4 1 .  Nocera, A Piece of the Action, p. 241. 
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44. L�;nch, One Up, pp. 24, 32; Beating tile Street, p_ 27. 

45. Lynch, Olle Up, p. 289; Beatmg tile Street, pp. 40-43, 4). Chapter 20 of One 

Up 011 \,\�ll Street IS enutled "50,000 Frenchmen Can Be Wrong." 

46. Lowenstem. Buffett, p. 236. 

47. Lowenstein, BHffetl, ellipsIs and emphasIs to origmal, pp. 1 59, 232, 247-73, 

334. Buffett has family lies to other mutant steams of popuiism as welL 'While he him· 

self is a notable supporter of liberal causes, his father, Nebraska congressman Howard 

Buffett, was one of the pioneers of nght-wlng populism, a fierce red-bulter, and a promi

nent early member of the John Birch Soclcty. 

48. "Uneasy Street," Randall Smith and Robert McGough, Hfll1 Street JOIln/a/, No

vember 18, 1994, p. A I .  

49. These figures can be found on the ICI website, http://www.lcl.org! There IS 

some confusion concerning ICI's numbers of mutual-fund owning households, as their 

methods of measunng seem to change periodically. 

50. Stars on the way up: "Superstar Funds," a feature fOCUSing on eight fabu'lous 

mutual funds and their managers, who are all ponrayed in yellOWish-tinted close-ups, 

SmartMOfll!); June 1995. Stars on the way down: "Odd Man Out: Vlhy did bond-fund 

superstar J'vlark Turner hit the skids at Putnam? The story of what happens when a hot 

hand turns cold." SmartJ\lJOIle"); Jul), 1995. 

5 ) .  The first Cmmer scandal Involved a February 1995 Smart. MOlley column In 
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pomted out, Cramer rouunely touts stocks he holds-the keys to his appeal are his ex

Citing diSCUSSIOns of acrual trading-but for some reason the column 10 quesllon ap

peared Without the usual disclosure statement. 

52. Chernow, 'The Bull NlarkeLS to Come," \lhll Street jOJlnml, August 30, 1993, p. AS. 

53. Richard Thomson, "Spmster's long, lonely road to untold wealth," nle Times, 

December 9, 1995. 

54. Michael DiCarlo was ousted as manager of the SpeCial Equities Fund in july 1998 

after two years of poor performance, Bostoll Glohe, Jul�' 2, 1 998. Busll/ess Hkek: Suzanne 

\Voolley, "Our Love Affair with Stocks," BlISlllesS H-eeh. June 3, 1996. Lowenstem: "Secu

nties Blanket," Hilll Street jOJlmal, September 9, 1996. Nell/ 10Th Times .Magazine: Diane 

K. Shah, "Riding the Bull for n Day," New 10rh TImes Magnzllle, December I ,  1996. It 

should be noted that each of these stones was careful to nOle the nsks that confront indi

vidual investors, and to IOciude stones of market failures as well as successes. 

55. Nocera, A Piece o! ti,eActIOJl, pp. 1 1 , 167, 168, 276. 
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57. Ibid., pp. 27, 288, 402-3, 405. 

58. Ibid., pp. 167, 175, 228. 

59. ',HIll Street Jail mar on Knm.:ville, June 19,  1996, on the nch, November 12, 

1996; Reader's Digest, "You Can l'viake a [vfillion," July 1996. 

60. Thomas J. Stanley, PhD and \·VilIiam D. Danko, PhD, TIle J"lilliollmre Next 

Door: TIle Surpn5illg Secrets of Amenca's Wealthy (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), 

pp, 1 5, 25, 192. 

6 1 .  TIle Beards/olVll Ladies' Comllloll-Sense lUlIestmeu/ Guide (New York: Hypenon, 

1 994), pp. 30, 103. 

62. MOlle)j December 1 996, p. 88. The Klondike portfOlio seemed to adhere to the 

same general rules as the Beardstown one did, except the�' held, appropnately enough, 

I-Iar'ley Davidson Instead of Office Depolo OtherWIse, many of the same Issues: Mc

Donalds, Gillette, PepsiCo. 

63. " Even LeftISts Have Servants Now," declared the headline of a Hthll Street Jour

llnl story from June 1999; "The students of Mao have given war to the children of the 

Dow," announced comedian Ben Stem on the paper's op-ed page In February 1997, Cll-
109 the mtereSl of a number of his usually left-Ieamng colleagues In the dOings of War

ren Buffett. Wall. Street JOllmal, June 23, 1999, February 5, 1997. 

64. Nocera, A Piece of tile ActlOlI, pp. 386, 3 9 1 .  
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l .  For a devastatmg debunking of the pnvatlzers' logiC, sec Doug Henwood, Left 

Blisilless Obseroer 87, December 3 1 ,  J 998, "Anusocla1 insecunty." It also appears on the 

L 80 website, h up :llwww.panLx.com/-dhenwood/Antlsoclnsec.htm ! 

2. Josh tvtason, 'Three Scenes from a Bull IVlarket," Baffler 9 ,  199i, p. 93. The sec

non that follows IS mdebted to Mason's arllcle. 

Thau:s remarks are daled JUI), i 3, 1995. The full text can be found on the Third j\,Iil

len n \U m websl te, hup :llwww.thirdmil.orgimedialopeds/plps.htm! 

3. My first due that there was anything amiss with Third rVlillenmum were Thau's 

oft.repeated demals of an}' kind of conspiracy between his organizatIOn and Wall Srreet. 

demals which he backed up b.v citing Wall Street's apparent faiJure to rally to his 1995 

call and "invest" in the PR instruments he deemed appropnate. On Third i'vliUenmum:s 

cooperation with Oppenheimer, see Rick Perlstem, "The X-Philes," Dissent, spnng 

1999, pp. 1 12, J 1 3. On the massive amounts bemg spent on PR and lobb}'lng for pn

vatlUltton by \�/all Street, see Robert Dreyfuss, 'The Real Threat to SOCial Securlt)'," TIle 

NatlOlL, February 8, 1999. For Thau's demals of the massive amounts being spent on PH 

and lobbymg for privatlZatlon by Wall  Street, see "SOCIal Security Reform: PR Slugfest," 
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5. See In particular Bagby, Rational Exuberallce. 

6. Perlstem, "The X-Philes," pp. 1 1 2, 1 1 3. These polls were also absurdly mIsgUided, 

the exactly wrong sort of Gnding on which to base a debate over what ought to become 

of Social Security. In fact, as far as 1 have been able to determme. no Third Millennium 

poll asked whether Generation X or anybody else thought Social Secunty SilOHld con

tmue to e.\;Jst, whether, say, the nch alight to pay more for the mamtenance of the SOCI

ety that has treated them so well. These chOIces, as Peristem has noted. were always 

lefl discreetly off the questlOnnalre. 

7. More generally, It was on the Socia! Secunty baltlefield that one came across the 

most mflated versions of the decade's vanous market-populist myths. as each one was 

armored up and rushed into service against the big government foe. Here, for e.xample, 

Il lS not unusual to hear It argued that the stock market wil! never go down agam. Or to 

find \:\,lall Street spokesmen desperately turnmg the populist tables on the New Deal 

.lOd asserting that, In fact, state guarontees are a marker of paternalism and class arr<?

gance while pnvJtrzatlon IS an e.\:presslOn of faith In the common people. 

S. Heather Chapiin. "Baby Bulls," SatOIl, April 1 5, 1 998. Chaplin offers what rna." 

be the most optimistic histOrical VlCW cver of the bull market of the nlOetles, assertmg 

that stock market returns have averaged a whoppmg 1 9  percent for a full fifteen years. 

She also gIVes one of the largest verSions of the famous People's Market percentage: She 

cites (he Investment Company Inslltute (a mutual fund industry group) to prove that 

"45 percent of people aged 1 8 to 30 invest In the stock market.� 

9. Jonathan Hoemg, Greed is Gooa: TIle CapIta/ist Pig Guide to IUl'estzug (New York: 

HarperColiins, 1999), pp. 83, 1;6, 227. 

10. Hoemg, Greed Is Good, pp. XIV-XV, 7, 237. 

I I .  Ibid., pp. �vii, XL\:. halics m ongmal. It IS Important to POlO[ out that While 

Hoemg prod3lms himself a follower of James J. Cramer, his true model seems to be 

Ken Kurson, whose ideas and career traJectory he has followed With uncanny preCISIOn. 

Kurson also started out 3S a financm'J commentator by publishing a zlne In which he 

made the same CUriOUS argument for money talk as "laboo,"· endorsed the same Idea of 

Investmg as class conflict, and was widely heralded as a finanCial spokesman for Gen-

eration X. On Kurson see Josh Mason. 'Three Scenes from a Bull Markel," Baffler 9, 

1997. 

12 .  iVloney: Gcn-X family, August 1 9 9 1 ,  p. 54; US standards of livmg. October 1 99 1 ,  

pp. 86, 88. 148; middle class, October 1 992, p. 1 02; Editor In Vvashington, September 

1 99 1 ,  p. 7. 
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i 3. fl'loHey: Puff Daddy: The manager of the Van \.\lagoner Emergmg Growth Fund, 

December 1999. The " King of extreme investing" : Jeff Vinik, Febru31Y 2000. Projected 

stock listings, eyeballs, distorted photos: December 1999. Richest peopJe: March 2000. 

CautIon: April 2000. Tanking stocks (Lucent): March 2000. Japanese family: March 

2000. Jc.mes Grant: June 1 999. Sarcasm: March 2000, p. 27. Cool stock-flogging high 

schoolers: April 2000. 

: .4, James J. Cramer, "Investor Nirvana," \.\0rth, lvlay 1 997. 

1 5. Gregory J. Millman, TI,e Dn)' Traders: n,e UII/old SID')' of die Extreme luves/ors 
and How 111f�J' Changed \·{�ll Slreet FOTe�'er (New York: Times Books, 1 999), p. 25. 

16. DaVld & Tom Gardner, TI,e iHotle)' Fool [Ullcstlliem Guide: How tile Fool Beats 

H.fzll Street's \Vise iVIen and How YOIi Call Too (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1 996), pp. 
8. 10. 

1 i. David & Tom Gardner, The iVIotley Fool's lou Have Alore I1/a1l You TIlillk: The 

Fooiish Guide to Illvestmg "Vllm 1'im Have (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1 998), pp. 8, 

10: The comment about the broker's De Lorean IS found in a i'vlotley Fool .iunk e-mail 

sent on Julv 24. 1999. 

18.  Gardners, 1'011 Have More, p. 3 1 .  TJylF Im1estlJlellt Guide, p. 14. lou Have More, 

p. 7 1 .  The "ignorance and fear" line IS found in [he Fool webslte's "Welcome" board, 

which also Includes sagacIous adVIce about the wonders of compound Inrerest. It 
• 

should also be noted that the Fools; skeptlclsm toward elites Includes standard neo-

conservative denunCiations of higher educatlOn. They charge In one book, for example, 

that "in Amenca's nner, greener universIties . . .  [he nouon of e.\"cellence and !ncen

lIVlzatlon has gIVen way to a soft, sleepy relatiVism." TMF Illvestlllellt Guide, p. 62. 

19. http://w\\·w.fool.comlportfolios/RuleBreakerlSplrit.htm A cardinal Foolish prm· 

clple IS the notlOn that good investors are also good people, that mvestmg IS somehow 

a pnmal test of character. "\�rarren Buffett;s Invcstmenl career, for Instance," they wme 

m TMF Illvestmellt Guide, "is not so much about balance-sheet anaiysls as Buffett's own 

humility, patience, and diligence," p. 1 8. 

20. http://www.fool.com/portfolios/RuleMakerlRuieMakerSlep6.htm This partlcu

Jar list of stocks IS from )'011 Have More, the Fools' 1998 book. A year later, the Fools de

cided they would be beller served by haVing two different portfoliOS, one of which takes 

more risk-and endorses newer, chanCier brands-than the other. 

2 1 .  Gardners, TMF I,westmelll Guide, p. 10. )'011 Have More Than YOIl Thillh, p. 279. 

22. On this curious chapler In the development of the People;s ivlarket see the two 

FortI/lie stones by Joseph Nocera, April 1 5  and May 27, 1996. 

23. James K. Glassman and KeVin A.  Hassett, "Srock Prices Are Still Far Too Low," 

\.V(l il Street JOlin/ai, ivJarch J 7, 1999, p. A26, and �Dow 36,000," At/alltfc MOlltlll); Sep

tember 1 999. p. 37. EmphaSIS IS In both onglnals, of course. 

24. James K. Glassman and KeVin A. Hassen, Dow 36,000: TIle New Strategy for 
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Profitlllg from tIle COJlllllg Rise III tile Stock Mar/ret (New York: Times Busmess, 1999), 

------pp:-H O;-I·1.J.,-1·16:-See nlso Gbssman's telling e.xchange wtth·Clive·Grook of·:r1le Ecoll- 

OlJllst, Slate, April 28 and May 27, 1 998. 

25. Lawrence Kudlow, "The Road to Dow I DODO," H�ll Street JOIlO141, f\'larch 16, 

J 999, p. A26; "Whal's More Important Than the Fed!" Wall Street jounlal, August 27, 

1999. p. AS. 

26. David Futrelle, "Stock Splits: How the Dumb Get Rich," J"Iomry; June 1999, p. 177. 

"Hooray, U,S.A.," p. 39. Faith In the power of splits to lift share pnces was derided as one 

of the cardinal delUSIOns of small investors by "Adam Smith" in TIle MOlley Game, p. 200. 

27. Andy Senver In FortuHe, October 1 1 ,  1999, p. J J 8. 

28. 'The market IS saYIng you rattle your sword all you want," strategist Byron \;Vien 

told the paper, referring to Fed chaIrman Alan Greenspan, "you'll only affect rhe Old 

Economy stocks. The New Economy stocks /lave tramctmded Fed policy" (my empha� 

SIS). \-HtlI Street jOl/owl, February 24, 2000, p. C l .  

29. Time, tvIar 31 ,  1999. 

30. I am refemng here to Julian Robertson, Jr., the hedge fund manager, who aban

doned the field In March 2000. Wall Street journal, March 3 1 ,  2000, p. Cl .  On Buf

fert's woes, see�"Has Buffett been a casualty of the 'new economy?' " by Charles V. 
Zehren, SenJt1e TImes, March 10, 2000. p. Cl. 

3 J .  Hblf Street jou01al, May 6, 1999, p. AI . 
32. H'ttll Street jOllmal, July 19,  1999. 

33. Ja.v \Valker of Priceline was worth some ten billion dollars at Priceline's peak; a few 

months laler his net wonh had fallen to about SIX billion. Hl1ll Street )ollm(li, June 28, 

1999, p. Cl .  But wh�' do 1 scoff? According to Lester Thurow's calculus of SOCial value, 

building a billionaire In this manner IS one of the noblest deeds an�' society can perform. 

34. PriceJine's memorable 1V commercials, In which Shatner perfonned a vanely of 

self-mocki ng skits, were widely believed to have given the company a recogmzable brand 

identity and were probably Just as responsible for ItS success wlth Investors as Its famous 

bUSiness model. No one has e.'\pJamed, however, what camp and iron.Y have to do with aIr

line troveL See also ihe devastatmg article on Priceline in FortI/lie, September 6, 1999. It 

was Forbes magaZIne that referred to Priceline founder Jay Walker as a "New Age Edison." 

35. Pierre Omidyar, quoted in TIllie, December 27, 1999, n.p. Here IS how the maga

ZIne sidesteps both skepllclsm and hollow idealism as Il applies (he golden label "commu

m�"" " 'Community' is an ovenvorked lenn, too of Len applied arrificmJly to any motley of 

peopie who share a skin co'lor, an Income level or a set of political bugabOOS. But from the 

IimiLless ether of cyberspace, eBay has managed to conjure up the real thing." 

36. This SI0I)' IS retold in the New1'ork Times, June 6, 1999, section 3,  p.  9. 

37. "Person of the Year: An Eve on the Future," Time, December 27, J 999, n.p. 

38. See Henwood, LBO 89. 
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39. Summers: "The Amencan Economy: POised for a New Century," speech to the 

New York Economic Club, September 8, 1 999. 

40. john Simons, "For Risk Takers, System Is No Longer Sacred," \-\>&ll Street jOllr

mrl, "'larch i i ,  1999, p. A12. 

4 1 .  On TheGlobe.com·s photogemc cofounders and their bnef careers as media dar

lings, scc Lessle�' Anderson. 'The Selljng of TheGlobe.com," lnciuslry Slnlidorit, july 

5-12, 1999. On the ugly aftermath, see FOr/line's feature stones on "Dot-Com Ethics," 

�'larch 20, 2000, p. 1 16.  

42. Hirfl Street JOlln/ai Europe, Ma�T 12, 1 999, p. lB.  

43. HirshillgtOli Post, April 7, 1995.  A year latcr Cramer continued to bemoan the 

SlIlartMolley COntroversy, recounting In Tlte New Repuhlic how he "would like to help 

make monc.v for others" besides those In his hedge fund, but how journalistiC snobs 

would keep him from shanng the wealth. The Nelli Repuhlic, january 8, 1996. 

Cramer was also prone to conflict-of-Interest controverSies gOing the other direc

lion. In 1998 he famously s\agged stocks he was shorting on CNBC, generatmg yet an

mhcr Instant uproar. 

44. $mnrtJVfolle,J: October J ,  1997, p. 1 1 5  . 

45.  Time, May 3 1 ,  1 999, p. 106. 

46. Y2K: TheStreet.com, january 3, 2000. Symbol: Newsweeh., lI.ofarch 29, 1 999. 

47. Hoenig: T]FR Busllless News Reporter, vol. 12, nos. 1 8  & 1 9  ( 1 999), p. 19. Kur

son: "In Defense of james Cramer," SO/Oil, rVlarch 12, 1 999. 
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1 .  As quoted in the Hilll Street JOllmai, November 8, 1999. 

2. Another amusmg e:...::ampJe of corporate coolness was the ad for The fVlegaPath 

Nelworks Internet service proVider In which a photo of a hippie, nowers duiy m-halr, 

accompanied the never-staie slogan "Power to the People." 

3.  South Bend, Indiana, Columbus, Indiana, Centenrille, Iowa, ond the Hawaiian 

Island of Kauai have rcportedly embraced the �7 Habits" theones of Stephen Covey as 

thclr more or less offiCial CIVIC philosophies. Evideml)' the mum thing this entails IS re· 

duced-pncc trammg for anyone who IS willing at Cove.v seminars. The president of one 

Indiana town's chamber of commerce embraced Covey trammg as a solullon to rampant 

"hopelessness and ·cynlclsm." Ellen Debenport, "Indiana City Finds Self·Help In '7 

Habits,' '' t-,'Iinneapoiis Slor TriiJ//lIe, March j 3, 1996, p. 5E. 

More recently, the bUSiness leaders of Jacksonville, Florida are reported to have 

pushed for a Covey makeover, actually suggcstmg that all 100,000 of the city's residents 

go through Cove}' semlOars. Bruce Bryant-Friedland, "Seven Habits for Success," 

Florida TImes·UlIloII, April 6, 1 998, p. 12. 
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4. SumantC3 Ghoshal and. Chnstopher Bartlett, 71,e /Jldividuaiized Corporatloll 

5. John Micklethwatt and Adrian 'o\fooldridge, TIle Witch DoctoT5: Making Sel1Se of 

the Management GUniS (New York: Times Books, 1 996), p. 12. 

6. Thomas J. Peters and Robert H. 'Vaterman, Jr., In Search of Excellence; LessollsfroUi 

Amencas Best-Rtln COJllpallles (New York: 'Varner Books, 1982), p. 96. 71tnlllJlg all Chaos, 

Peters' second segue"! [0 In Search of E-.:cellellce, begms with the words, 'There are no ex
cellent compames." On the first page of LibemtlQll Mal/age-ment, Peters wntes or 71lrilllllg 

all ClmDS, "I don't think It was a revolutionary book" and admits on the next page that ItS 

suggestions wouldn't have helped you VCry much; )..'\."Q-),..'\.'Xii. He starts off TIle Circle of 111-

lIOllatiOIl by announcmg, "A lot of what I say here contradicts what I said 1 5  years ago" and 

that, "I admit It. I have often been (v-c-r-y) \\-70ng," ),..'\1. In fact, the book's very subtitle, 'lou 

Can't Shnnk Your V'iay to Greatness," contradicts the loud cheering for teams and tiny COT
porate umts that had charactenzed Liberatroll l'vlanogemellt. 

7. Richard Tanner Pascale, Managmg all tile Edge; HoUl tile Smartest Compmzies Use 

Conflict to StayAliead (Simon and Schuster, 1990), 'p. 19. 

8. This partlcu-Iar Dilbert epIsode appeared in newspapers on September 5, 1999. 

On Dilbert's absorptIOn IOta one workplace, see Tom Vanderbilt, HGaudv and Damned," 

TIle Baffler 9, 1997, p. 15.  

9. Charles Handy, The Hlmgry Spm! (London: Hutchinson, 1997), p. 157; Ghosha'i 
and BartleH, Individualized CorporatlOlI, pp. 279, 280. 

1 0. On Taylonsm, see David Montgomery, TIle Fall oj ri,e HOllse of Labor: TIle Worh
place, d,e State, alld Amencall Labor ActiVlSllJ, 1865-1925 (Cambridge: Cambndge 

University Press, 1 987). especially chapter 5, "While Shirts and Supenor Intelligence." 

"IndustrlaJ Autocracy'" Fillai Report of tile COl/1Il1lSS101l 011 II/dustnat ReiatlollS ('Nash
Ington, DC, 1 9 1 5), p. 223. Umons and democracy: Walter Lippmann, Drift and A'Ins
ter)' (Madison: Umverslty of WisconSin Press, 1985 1 1914}), p. 59. 

1 1 . The legal penalties for finng an employee because of her pro�umon vIews are so 

slight thal I have heard of busmess school lecturers who openly encourage their stu

dents to break the law and do so. Of course, the labor movcment;s own lack of Imngl

nanon and outnght complacency In the sevenues, eighties, and earl.v nmetles mUSl also 

bear much of the blame for Its decline. 

12.  Peters and Waterman, In Search of Ex celie lice, p. 45; Gary J-Iamel and C. K. Prn
halnd, COlllpetillgfor tile Future (Boston: Harvard BUSiness School Press, 1 994), p. 153; 

Gingrich: To Relletll America, p. 1 1 3, Peter Senge, TIle Fift.!1 Disctplille: The Art (111(1 

Prnctice of tile LeanulIg OrgalllUitiOl1 (New York: Currency Books, I990), p. 59; Peters 

made the remark about McNamara In an IntervIew with Reason magazme, OctOber 1 ,  
1997. Peters vOices Similar sentiments In Tile Circle of bmOl1atwlI; )'011 Call't Sllnuk 
)'our \r\1ly to Greatuess (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997), p. >"''Xl. The busmess revolu-
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tlon IS not uniformly sympathetic to commumsm, though. As we shDll see, one of their 
favonte rhetorical strategies IS comparing aid management theones to SOVler-style com

mUnism. 
13 .  The only Hnportant dissenters from this consensus, Michael Hammer and 

James Champy of Reengmeenug tile Corporatioll, were often described as "neo-Ta)'

lons[" because of their concern with flowcharts and organizatIOnal hierarchy. But even 

they made a pomt of reJectmg the most basIc premises of Taylonsm, \vrlting that their 
goal was "reversing the Industnal revolution," undOIng each alienating, dehumamzmg 

aspect of "Adam Smith's industrial paradigm-the diVISion of labor, economies of scale, 
landl hierarchical control. . .  ." I-Jammer and Champy, Reellgl1leenllg tile Corporatloll; A 

JVlml�festo for Busmess Revolution (New York: HarperBusmess, 1993), p. 49. 
14.  This Implication IS QUIte clear, for e.xample, 10 'Nalter Lippmann's 1 9 1 4  book 

Drift (llld I'vl(1stery: where the professlOnalizatlOn of management IS understood as a step 
toward COnsCIOUS reorganizing of Amencan economic life. 

1 5. Tom Peters, UberatlOn Management: Necessaryl Disorgtllll!JIllolJ for ti,e N(lJlosec+ 

oud NinetIes (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1 992), chapter 22: "Networks and Markets I: 
"A First Look at 'Marketl7.lOg' the Firm." 

16. See Ronald Coase, the economIst who Invented the claSSical theory of the finn, 

'The Nature of the Firm," Econollllca, New Senes, Vol. IV ( 1 937), pp, 386-405. 

1 7. Blastmg the Winds: Tom Peters, UberntlOlJ MalltlgelllEml, p. 14,  naiics In ongl

nal. Printing departments, line workers, reporters: UbernllOIJ Malltlgemellt, chapter 22 
passim. "Market fitness lests"; Tom Peters, The Circle of 1111101'(1t1011, p. 265, ellipses, 
parenthes1s, and caps In angmal. 

IB_ Doug HenWOOd, "A New Economy?" Speech gIVen to the Friday Forum, Um

verslty YMCA, Champaign-Urbana, Illinois, October 1 ,  1999. 

19. The claSSIC tc-xt IS Adolph BerJe and Gardiner Means, The Modem CorpornlloJ! 

and Pr.l1nte Propert)1 (New York: rvlacmillan, 1932), p. 1 2 1 .  l'vly account of the tncreas+ 
109 use of options relies on Henwood's chapter on "Governance" in his book \>'011 Street: 

How It. Works (HId For \tVllOm (New York: Verso, 1997), pp. 254, 259, 266-267. 
20. The management text that comes closest to differing from this trajectory IS Built 

to Last; Successflll Hahits of Visionnr), CorporatlOHS (New York: HarperCoUins, 1994), 
the 1 994 best-seller by James Collins and Jerry Porms, which contradicts much of the 
rest of management theory m a number of different wal's. The authors' ccntrai pOint IS 
that a company's "�ore ideology" is what matlers, not us dedication to profits. 1l1CY et'en 

scoff at what they call "the profit m.vth," inslstmg that truly "VIsionary" companies arc 

Interested in more long-term goals. But they can't Just walk away from It. HaVIng down

played profit, Collins and Porras then tum around and use those '\'1slonal)''' compames' 
fantastic de·livery of shareholder value as the ultimate proof of their excellence. The 
paradOXical moral seems to be that companies which concentrate on their "ideology" 
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rather than short-term profits will eventually do bener for their shareholders than the 

that concentrate strictly on shareholder value. 

2 1 .  Peters, Circle of InJlovation, pp. 1 60-61,  240. 

22. Jeffre�1 Bell, the Republican political theorist, says It forthnghtly: Taylonsm was 

"the cuimmatlon of elitist management theory" while "a more populist management 

strategy" has begun to emerge In recent years. Oddly, Bell traces populist management 

to Japan rather than to iVIcCregor. Populism and Elitism, pp. 21,  22. 

23. Peters, Circle, p. 240. Ellipses and emphasIs m ongmaL Harne! and Prahalad, 

Competmgfor tile Future, pp. 270-7 1 .  

24. Senge, Fifth Discipline, 69, 282, 340. Senge et ai, Tile Dallce of ClwJlge: Ti,e 

Challenges to SlIstallllllg MomentulJI ill Learnmg OrgamzntlOllS (New York: Currency, 

1 999}, 1 1 , 12. 

25. Senge, Fifth Discipline, 58-59, 159. 

26. Ibid., pp. xiii-XlV, 73, 78, 94 (italics In ongmal). !Vlercator map: Senge et ai, 

Dallce of Clwllge, p. 4. 

27. Charles Hand�� "Beyond Certamty," in Beyolld Certainty (London: Arrow Books, 

1996), pp. 13, 18. 

28. Kenneth R. Hey and Peter D. Moore, TIle Caterpillar Doesn't KnOIll: Hall' Per

sonal Clwllge Is Creatmg OrgmuzntlOllal Ciiallge (New York: Free Press. 1 998), pp. 12, 

J 44. 

29. Handy, Tile Age of Unreason (Boston: HalYard Busmess Scbool Press, 1989), pp. 

9, 10, 57. The antI-intellectual epIthets are found on pp. 56-63. 

30. Arle de Ceus, The Livmg Compauy (Boston: HalYard Busmess Schoo! Press, 

1997), p. 56; Don Tapscott In transcript, "ConversatlOns at the !ntersectJOn of Com-
• 

meree and Technology, Chicago Conference, i\'Iav 6, 1999," pp. 50, 5 1 .  Yes, iVlotorola 

Umverslty e.XISts. See http://mu.mowrola.comiAboutl\iIU.html. See also Chns Leh

mann, "Popular Front Redux?" Baffler 9, 1 997. 

3 i .  Peters, Circle, p. 8, ellipses, parenthesIs, and caps In ongmal. 

32. Peters, Liberation MaHagemeJlt, p. 235; Handy, Age of UllreaSOIl, p. 25. 

33. Handy, Empt)' Ramcoat, p. 23. 

34. Sprint "conversatIOn" transcript, p. IS. In a cunous typo, my copr of the tran

scnpt actually reads "irony equation" rather than "hiring equatIOn." Co figure. 

35. Sprmt "conversatIOn" transcript, p. 53. 

36. Nina Munk, "The New OrgamzatlOn t\bn," FortHlIe, March 1 6 ,  1998. In the 

months to come, Fortlme would commence a general attitudinal makeover, running 

record reVlews and focusing on the vanous accessones of the Gen-X lifestyle. 

37. Hand}� Age of Unreason, pp. 73, 99, 100. 

3S. IlIc., August 1 ,  1998, and November 1 ,  1998. 
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39. Senge, Fift/I Disclplille, pp. i40, J42, 172, 282, 284. Senge et 01, Dance oj 

Change, 45. 

40. Handy, Age oj Uureasoll, pp. 1 62, 166; Etllpty-ir;T;,icoat, p. 1 07. De Ge
·u�, L;;;� . . .. -. 

mg Compllll): p. 18 .  

4 1 .  Anna Roddick, Bod)' and Soul: Profits wid, Principles-TIle Amazing Success 

Story' of Amra Roddick & TIle Body SllOp (New York: Crown, 1991) ,  pp. 135,  l48, 227. 

42. Peters, Liberalloll Mallagemellt, p. XX-o--xiii; Circle of blllovalioll, pp. 102, 1 1 9. 

43. De Geus, Lil'lIIg COmpmlJi p. 9; Stan DaVIS and Chnslopher Meyer, BLUR: TIle 
Speed of ClulJIge JJl tile COlll/ected Economy (Reading, MA: Addison-\Vesley, 1998), pp. 

" , Xl, XIII. 

44. Huber, quoted in Peters, Ubera/loll Management, pp. 470, 479, 569. 

45. Hand}� Empty RllJ1lcoat, p. 1 30. 

46. DaVIS and· Meyer, BLUR, pp. 1 12, 1 1 3, 1 1 5 ,  1 16. The authors assert that BLUR 

IS what killed the USSR on page 1 1 5 .  

47. Sengc, rift/l DiSCipline, pp. 5 ,  1 5 .  

48. Roddick, the patron saint of "socially responsible bUSiness," IS celebrated In 

many of the sIgnificant te.xts of the bUSiness revolutlOn. Tom Peters devotes a section to 

hcr e. ... pIOHS 10 libera/loll Mal1agement and refers to her agam 10 TIle Tom Peters Seml

liar and TIle Circle of Imlovahon. She also comes up 10 Ghoshal and BartJeu·s 1J1aivid

IIfliiud Corporalloll, In Hamel and Prahalad's COlllpehng for tIle Future, and 10 bOlh 

Charles Handy's TIle Empty Raincoat and TIle Hungry SPirit. Strangely, she IS not men

tlOncd in anv of the Fifth DiSCIpline books, the place one would most expect her. 

49. The 1991 autobiography was entitled Bod)' ana Soul. Roddick's columns were 

collected into booklet form In 1997. The pamphlet senes, of which I have only Issue 2 

(which seems to have been wnnen largely by Roddick and was published in 1 997) was 

entltlcd Full Voice. On the religiOUS nght: Roddick asserted in her Illdepelldellt column 

for March 16,  1 997, that In New Hampshire "the religIOUS fight has managed to have 

the word 'imagmation' banned from use In schools." On activism and its properties, see 

Full VOIce, Issue 2. In a list of 'Ten Ways To Be An ActiVIst" that appears In that pam

phlet, Roddick Includes "Invest wisely" and "Go Shoppmg." 

50. Roddick, Bod), and SOIlI, pp. 1 5, 1 10-1 1 , 129, 225. Also, Full Voice, Issue 2, 

1 997, n.p. 

5 1 .  FIIIl Voice, n.p.; Roddick, Bod)' alld SOlll, pp. 1 31-32, 142, 192, 218.  UOions 

and radicalism: According to a story to appear 10 TIle Gllaraiall for September 3, 1994, 
• 

• 
"Body Shop said it had hcard nothing from the union for three years, and suggested em� 

plo)'ces were more mterested 10 jommg organisatIOns like Greenpeace and Amnesty. 

'The UOions are, frankl)" a bit too conscrvallve for some of our staff here. We're IOter

ested in rather more radical orgamsatlOns,' a spokesman said." 
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52. The story thal sparked the debunking of socially responsible bUSinesses was 

"Shattered Image: Is The Body Shop Too Good to be True?" b\' Jon Entlne, which ap· 

peared In BtlSllle5S Ethics In September 1994. See .dso David ivlobcrg, "The Beauty 

tvlyrh," 111 TIlese Times, September 19.  1994. Entme's summary of his charges can be 

found online at http://www.ammalconccrns.orglar-vOlceslbusiness_cthics.html 

53. Fast CompallY: "Economic democracy," DecemberlJanuary 1997. Manifesto: 

November 1995, Issue 1 .  

54. "Dis-Organization": Polly LaBarre, 'This Orgamzatlon IS Dis-Organization," Fast 

Compau); June 1996. Trouser manufacturer: David Sheff, "Levi's Changes Everything," 

Fast Campau): June 1996. 

55.  Raben Bryce, "At BSG, There's Only One Speed-Faster,'· Fast Con�pml)\ April 

1996. tvlort Meyerson, "Everything J Thought I Knew about Leadership Is Wrong," Fast 

COlllpml); April 1 996. 

56. Eric Matson, "The People of Hewlett·Packard v. The Past," FflSt COlllpall)� No· 

vember 1995. 

57. Charles Fishman, "\\'hole Foods Is All Teams," Fast Compml)\ April 1996. 

58. Wall Street JOllnlat, June 7, 1996, p. B l .  Richard Pascale, "The False SecurIty of 

'Empioyability,' " Fast COlllpml)� April 1996. 

59. From an intervIew wah leadership theonst Joe Jaworski by Alan M. Webber, 

"DestinY and the Job of the leader," Fast Compau): June 1 996. 

60. Tom Vanderbilt, 'the CapHalist Ceil," New York Times Magazme, March 5,  

2000, p. 85. 

C H A P T E R  S I X  

I .  Richard GillespIe, .JYIalllifactlJnllg KlIo1l'ledge: A History oj tIle HmlltilOnJe Expen. 

mellts (Cambridge University Press, 199 1) .  

2. Ibid., pp. 24,26. See also Ro'iand l'vlarchand, Creatmg the Corporate SOli/ ( Berke-

le�'; UniversIty of CaJifofOla Press, 1 998). 

3. Gillespie, Ma1tu!ac/lInllg Kllollliellge, pp. 73, 1 8 1 ,  1 89-90. 1 96-97, 268. 

4. EhrenreLch, Fear of Falling, 134. 

5 .  Marchand, Creatmg, chapter 2 paSSim, page 86. 

6. Ibid., p. 3. 

7. The remark comparing Frot COmpnllY to a religion appeared l!l Bos/oll Busmess 

JOl/nJnl, November 8, 1999. 

B. Microsoft's full·page ad in the Nell' )ork Times ran on June 2, 1 999. ,·\.all Street 

JOllnlnl, November IS ,  1999, p. A3. 

9. On \-\Telch's career generally, see Thomas F. O'BoyJe, At An)' Cost: Jack \JVelc1l, 

General Electnc, mId tile PUfSlII1 of Profit (New York: Vintage, 1998). On the company's 
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variOUS empowerment and quality Inltiallves, _see_ JacqUle Vierling-Huang, "Culture 

Change at General Electnc," in Senge, Dmlce of Change, pp. 74-82; Tom Peters, Cir-
--�-- --- , de of bl1l0i,atiim, p. 479. 

" , - - - - - . - '' , -- ' "  - - , ' - "  .. ," ,' --- � . . ---

10. l'vI ickIethwalt and \�!ooldridge call AT&T "a playground for the gurus" and offer 

a bnef S�'DOpS1S of the waves of theory-enthusJasm at the company, p. 10. 
I I .  A Le.X1S-NexlS search of major American newspapers dUring the entirety of the 

1990s -vIelded oniy two Instances of the once common phrase, "soulless corporatIOn." 

In both cases the term was used sarcastically. 

12. Senge, F�ftlt DiscIpline, 7, 12-13, 14'1 '15, 146. 
13. Collins and Porras, Built to Last, p. 76. 
14. Allan Cox WIth Julie Liessc, Redefllll1lg Corporate SOlll: Liuking Purpose & Peo� 

pie (Chicago: Imin ProfeSSIOnal Publishing, 1 996), pp. 29, 37. Italics In anginal. 

1 5 .  Handy, Hungry Spmt, p. 157, Empty Ralllcoat, pp. 143, 145; de Ceus, pp. 10, 
201 .  De Geus does not write, "the company IS LIKE a livlOg being"; his assertIOn IS most 

definite. 

16. Handy, Empty Ramcoat, pp. 7 ] ,  241. 
17. Tom Peters, "The Brand Called )bu," Fast Compan}: August/September 1 997. 

The article IS also found at http://www-Fastcompany.comlbrandyou/start.html 

18. Gordon l\!lacKenzle, Orbiting tile Giallt Hmrball: A Corporate Fool's Guide to 

SlInJwmg With Grace (New York: Viking, 1998). MacKenzIe IS referred to as a "corpo

rate holy man" on the book's back cover. 

] 9. Cuy Kawasaki, Rules for RevollltlOlIanes (New York: HarperBusmess, 1 999), 
pp. J 69-72. The childrens' book IS Crockett Johnson;s The Carrot Seed, about a little 

boy who plants a carrot seed and believes that great things will come of It. Hamel and 

Prahalad, Competmg for the F1Jtllre, p. 82. They even come up With a number of cases 

10 which executIVes compare their fom'3rd-thinking to the thought of children! 

'0 0 3 "  _ . ::'pnnt transcnpt, p. ,. 

2 1 .  Peters, Circle of I1I1Iovation, p. 1 L EllipSIS 10 onglOaL 

22. All of these commercials, wlth the exceptIOn of the Mel and Merrill Lynch 

spots, ran on CNBC dunng the period September-December 1999. 
23. IBM advertIsement In the Hilll Street Journal, June 30, 1999, pp. A I I-AI8. 
24. Hand.\': Age of UmeaSOIl, p. 156. Senge, Fifth Discrplille, pp. 10, 371. Foreword 

to Ane de Ceus, TIle Livmg Compa/I); p. Xl. "PrimItive" is 10 quotes 10 ongmal. 

25. Roddick, Body alld Soul, pp. 176, 179, 181 ,  206. . . 
26. Peters, Circle, pp. 42-43. Peters' own thoughts on divemlY (it's where "creatlv

lty" comes from) are found on pp. 376-78. 
27. Joel Kotkin, Tribes: How Race, Religion and [Jentzt)' Detemmle Success til tlle 

New Global Ecollomy (New York: Random House, 1992), pp. 7, 102. On Asian ml

grants, see m particular chapter 4, "The New CaIVlfllsts." 
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28. A good example of the confonmty-of·the.Japanese myth as It was commonly used to 

set up or conte.xtualize a story can be found in the page-one story about a Japanese blues 

singer that the \A&ll Street lOl/nml ran on tl,llay 4, 2000; 'The audience of two-dozen Japa

nese In their 20s watches qUietly A head bobs. a toe laps; by Japanese standards, that's get

ting pretty raucous. In a nanon that pnzes calm and confonrut}', mUSIC about gctbng drunk 

on Saturda.y mght and being shot by your common-law wife Isn't for everyone." 

29. Thomas Friedman, ··1 Davos, 3 Seatrles," New 1'brk Times, February I ,  2000, 
p. A2,. The logic by which t"he government of Egypt can claim to represent anybody IS 
not supplied. 

30. Fareed Zakana. "After the Storm Passes," Newsweek, December 13, 1999. 
31.  Handy. Age of Unreasoll, p. 5; Hamel and PrahaJad, COlllpellllgfor the Flltllfe, p. S. 
32. Peters, Circle of Inllovattoll, p. xiii; Don Peppers and Martha Rogers, PhD, TI,e 

Qlle 10 Olle Fl/ture (New York: Currency, 1993), pp. 4, 6; Hamel and Prahalad, p. 27; 
Senge, Dallce of Clrallge, passim; graph, p. 7. 

33. John Hagel III and Marc Singer, Nel \oVort/1 (Boston: Harvard Business Schooi 

Press, 1999), p. Xl. 

34. DaVIs and Meyer, BLUR, pp. 6, 7, 2 1 ,  107. The "trImly" of "BLUR," in case .YOU 
were wondermg, IS made up of "Connectl\'lty, Speed, and Intangibles." 

35. Hammer and Champ}', Reellgmeenllg tile Corporation, p. 49; Hamel and Praha· 

lad, CompetmgJor tlte Future, pp. 59, 60, 6 1 ;  Handy. Empty Ramcoat, p. 57; Hand)', Age 

of UllretiSOlt, p. 73. 
36. Peters, Circle of Imlovatioll, pp. ;\"\'1, 69, emphasiS, caps, and lowercase In onglnal. 

37. Hamel and Prahalad, Competmgfor tlte Flliure, pp. 67-69; Peppers and Rogers, 

Olle to Oue, p. 365; Senge, Fijt'l DiSCipline, p. 99. 
38. New York Times, July 7, 1 996. 
39. UPS manual for package car drivers, as quoted in Mike PlUker and Jane Slaugh

ter, Worh.illg Smart: A UlliOIl Guide to ParticilJatJolI Programs fwd Reengmeenllg (Dc· 

trmt: Labor Notes, 1 994), p. 68. 
40. Spencer Johnson, 1'\'10, Who IHol'en Al)' Clleese? (New York: Putnam, 1998), pp. 

32, 35, 38, 86. 
4 1 .  Ibid., pp. 7 1 ,  82, 9 1 ,  92. (vly copy of Wllo Ivlolled My Cheese? also came with a 

bookmark offering mformatlon on "ivloVle • Programs ' Products." 

C H A P T E R  S E V E N  

L Kirshenbaum and Bond: Jonathan Bond and Richard Kirshenbaum, UJlder ti,e 

Radar: Tal/dug to Todays Cynical Consumer (New York: John Wiley, 1998), p. 1 .  Peppers 

and Rogers, Dlle to Olle, p. 54. "CataclysmIC shakeout"; Seth Godin, Penm-ssloil Mar

ketmg (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1 999), p. 39. 
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2. Layboumc's confusion of audience research with empowerment IS evidently qune 

convmcang In certam circles. Oxygen I\'ledia;s research arm, known as 'The Puise," is a 

JOint project between Laybourne's orgamzatlOn and the scr'eechingly progressIVe Markle 

FoundatIOn. As the organlzatlon;s website describes the proJect, "the O;'.-ygenlMarkle 

Pulse seeks to Jearn what women think and bc'licve and to gIVe vOice to these findings 

through the media. We believe that research and the media, used together, can be pow· 

erful tools for change." http://www.pulse_orglwhatweare.Jsp. More examples of cooper· 

allon between the corporate media and the nonprofit sector are mentioned In the 

seCllon on "publiC Journalism" in chapter 9 . 
The willingness of putauvely cl\-1c-mmded foundations to aSSist the corporate me� 

dia and would-be tycoons like Laybourne wlth their polling and demographic profiling 

must rank as one of the most staggenngly misguided aspects of the market populist con

sensus. Among other Ihings, It illustrates the utter bankruptcy of the foundations' aspI

ration to serve as a counterbalance to corporate power: Far &om cntiqumg the 

corporate Impenum, such foundations have In fact mternalized the transparently spe

CIOUS doctnne that audience research IS done primarily In the mterests of the audience, 

not the broadcaster, advertiser, or ad agency. ""hat makes this more frustratmg still are 

that thousands of deservlOg and even excelJent anu-corporate projects go begging while 

the big foundatIOns shower their progressIVe credibility-along WIth thclr money-on 

corporate liberators like Laybourne and compames like Gannett. 

3.  Jean-rvIarie Dru, DisntptJOII (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1 996), pp. 56, 95, 

2 J 4. 

4. On the efforts of the American Family AsSOCiation 10 persuade Duncan to With

draw this commcrclai, see http://www.afa.netlalertlaa99 1 1 12.htm. 
5. In the late nmetles St. Luke's, with all its homegrown postmodern theory, ItS talk 

about ethical advertlsmg, and ItS unordered workspace, e.xerted a strong fascmauon 

over the busmess revolutionary mmd. The story of its heroiC break from parent agenc), 

ChiatlDay (when that agency was taken over by conglomerate Ommcom) was told in 

one of the cady Issues of Fast Company (Stevan AlbuTty, "The Ad Agency to End All Ad 

AgenCies," Fast CompmlJ; Issue 6, December J996); the agency was also described ad

miringly In Hey and !\ltoore, TIle Caterpillar Doesu', KllOU� Charles Handy's Hungry 

Spmt, and in LivUlg 011 nlil! Air (London: Viking, 1 999), British SOCial theOrISt Charles 

Leadbeater's contribution to the literature of the "New Economy." 

6. See http://www.stlukes.co.uklSTANDARD/senses/index.htm 
• 

7. Robinson IS today "Chief Expenence Officer" for a firm called "Sapient." 

8. Micaela di Leonardo, £"\:otics at Home: AnthropologIes, OtlJef5, AmencnlJ ModeTlIIt)' 

(Chicago: UmversllY of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 278. Oi Leonardo's book IS a comprehen· 

Sive look at the way anthropologaca! fantaSies mfonn Amencan popular and retail culture. 

9. Skater resistance proved too powerful even for Nike. According to a story that 



390 0 N E ,.,,, A R K  E T U N 0 E R e 0 D 

appeared in Forbes magaZIne for November 29, 1999, Nike suffered a massive backlash 
In skateboard zmes Its clever and humorous commercials. In that same month, 
Goodb}� Silverstem iost the few accounts .,-CT::-:-:c::;::-----c; 
everything back [0 ltS longtime agency, Vlieden and Kennedy. 

C H A P T E R  E I G H T  

1 .  On faculty Unions, the key case was the ''Yeshiva'' decISion of 1 980, In which rac· 
ulty at many private schools were ruled to be "management" and hence prevented from 
organlZJng by the proVlSIOns of the Taft-Hartley Act. See the Cl1folllc1e of Higiler Edu· 

cation, January 2 1 ,  2000, p. A16. On the adoption of modern management techniques 
by unIversities, see the tongue-m-cheek proposa'i by Michael Berube, Chromcle oj 

Higller Education, January 28, 2000, p. A64. See also ChriS Lehmann, "Popular Front 
Redux?" Baffier 9. 1997_ 

2. Cary Nelson, "Late Capitalism Amves on Campus," in Manifesto of a Teuured 
Radicai (New York: NYU Press, 1 997), p. J54. 

3.  Herbert Gans, Papillar Culture alld High Culture (New York: BaSIC, 1 974), p. 52. 

Gans continued to work this vem at least mta the 1 980s. In his essay "American Pop· 
ular Culture and High Cuhure lfl n Changmg Class Structure,� in Prospects: All :'\milUJI 
of AllIencan Cultllrai Studies, vol. 1 0  ( 1985), he e....:tends his attack on t"heonsts of mass 

cullUre to tnclude ChrIStopher Lasch. 
4. Lawrence LeVIne, HigllbrowlLoUlbrow: TIle Emergellce of Cultural Hierarch), JIl 

Amenca (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1 988), p. 195. 

5. Jim McGUIgan, etl/llmrl Populism (Routledge. 1992), p. 79. McGUigan's book IS 
the source for my argument about cuJtural studies as a form of populism. McGUigan 
also POlfltS out that the "populist renex" was, when his book was publiShed, becoming 
"hegemOnic" in the academy. McGUigan's cntique of cultural studies as a too·optlmlstlc 
fonn of culturai populism is now widely acknowledged by cult studs themselves. Ac· 
knowledgmg the cntique, though, did not seem to change the diSCipline, and cntics 
contmued to assail cultural studies on these grounds throughout the mnetles. 

Lawrence Grossberg, We! Gotta Get Ollt of TIlis Place (Routledge, 1 992), p. 65. I 
could discern no reason from Grossberg:s te.xt for the word "elitist" to be m quotation 
marks. Nevenhe'less', It IS. 

6. Michael Berube, "Pop Goes the Academ�': CUlt Studs Fight the Power," in Pub· 

lie Access (Verso, 1994), p. 13B. 

' . . . 

< 
• 

• 

7. Although {here was an Immense flow of wming on this POlOt, Stanle.v Aronowltz's 
1993 book Roll Over Beethoven IS parucuJarlv remnrkable. In a chapter on the pOlitica'l 
correctness upr03r he wntes: "Cultural studies Signified the refusal of a new generatIOn 
of British and American mtellecruals In the late 19;05 and 1 960s to observe the hier-
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archy between high culture and the culture, In both the aesthetic and anthropologiCal 

sense, of the working class and, most salientl.\� addressed the ideologlcai basIs of such 

distmctlOns. In the subsequent decades as new, emergent discourses developed into so

cml movements, partlcularl.v of feminism and race, but also ecology and se.'XUality, and 

found their way Into universities, cultural studies became one of the names for what be

came a virtual revolution m !iterary and cultural-theoretical canon." p. 25. 
8. Cary Nelson and Dilip Gaonkar, "Cultural Studies and the Politics of DisclpH

narity," in Nelson and Gaonkar, eds, Disctplillarity alld Dissellt ill Cultural Stlldies (New 

York: Routledge, 1996), p. 13.  
9. Richard Hoggart, TIle Way "\Ie Live NO'w (London: Chatto & Windus, 1995), 

p. 59. 
10. Patnck BrantJinger, Cmsaes Footprmts, (New York: Routledge, 1990), Lawrence 

Grossberg, "'� Gatta Get Ollt oj This Place, (New York: Routledge, 1992), Stanley 

Aronowltz, Roll Over Beethoven, (Hanover, NH: Wesleyan UmvefSlty Press, 1993), Si

mon Dunng, ed., The Cultural Studies Reader (New York; Routledge, 1993), John Fiske, 

Power Plays, Pmver Works (New York: Verso, 1993), Angela McRobbie, Postmodenns1H 

alld Popular Culture (New York: Routledge, 1 994), Jeffrey \Nilliams, PC \Vars (New 

York: Routledge, 1995), Nelson and Gaonkar, Disctplillarity alld Dissent. 

1 1 .  Ross, No Respect; Illtellectlla/s and Popular Culture (New York: Routledge, 

1989), p. 53. Jim McGUIgan, m Cultural Poplllism, also mamtams that consensus SOCI

ology has been "unwlttmgly echoed" by cultura'J studies. Andrew Ross has followed 

Gans In other ways as well, mcluding actually mOVlng to Disney's planned suburb of 

CelebratIOn, Florida, much as Gans once moved to Levittown, New Jersey, In order to 

study the unfaIrly maligned suburbanites who Jived there. On cultural studies' compul

SIVe telling and retelling of ItS own "narrative of arnval," see Herman Gray m Nelson 

and Gaonlcar, DisclpliJlanty, 1996, p. 205. 
12. Brantlinger, p. 27. Lawrence LeVlne, TIle Opemllg of tlte Amencan Mind 

(Boston: Beacon, 1996), pp. 88-89. See also John Fiske, Power Plays, Power \-\0rhs 
(New York: Verso, 1993), p. 39. 

13. Thus In a 1992 essay entitled "Pop Goes the Academy: Cult Studs Fight the 

Power," Michael Berube listed among the disclpline's forebears Haggart, Raymond 

Williams, E. P. Thompson, Loms Althusser, Juliet Mitchell, AntOniO Gramscl, Ernesto 

Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Pierre Bourdieu, and Michel de Certeau (Repnnted in 

Berube, Public Accpss, p. 1 4 1 ). 
The willingness of those Europeans, espeCially the Birmmgham School, to ac

knowledge Amencan SOCIOlogy IS a different matter entirely. See Dick Hebdige, Sub

cll!tme: TIle j\'IeaHmg of Style (New York: Routledge, 1988 1 1 979]), pp. 75-79, and Ken 

Gelder and Sarah Thornton, eds., TIle Subcultures Reader (Routledge, 1997). 
14. McGmgan, Cultural Populism, p. 40. Cunously enough, Herbert Gans has also 

, 

< 
• •  
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commented inCISively on this very subject, decrymg those postmodcrmsts who, moti-

vated by a cunous revulSion agamst "long-gone vulgar and Stalirust Mal'Xlsms," inSist on 

downgrading class as ananaiYt1C:-con
-cept�Tet!.erto Tile Nat,OIl, May 1 1 ,  1998. Guthey--'----� 

Enc Guthey, "A Bnef Cultural History of Corporate LegaJ TheolY, and Why Amencan 
Studies Should Care About It" (forthcommg). l\oIcChesney: Robert rvlcChesney, �Is 

There Any Hope for Cultural Studies," MOIdhly Rel"eu� March 1 996, p. 10. The un-

named scholar tvlcChesney quotes IS Angela fvlcRobbie. 

Other academiC critics go even further than J'vlcChesney. In a remarkable reading of 

the landmark 1992 Cllitural Swdies anthology. French literature scholar Stephen Adam 

Schwartz orgues that the politicS of cultural studies, to Judge the diSCipline by Its argu

ments rather than IlS chest-thumping vanguard ism, IS 10 fact "strikingly but not sur

pnsmgly content-poor, redUCing In general to praise for transgression and well-meaning 

bromides about respect for 'difference: " Unwilling to disungUish between \,Vestern 

democracH:!s and more rigidly ordered SOCieties, and concerned qUite exclusively With 

"the possibility of e:"pressmg oneself' as " the nghtful begmnmg and absolute end of all 

SOCI3! and political life," cultural studies, Schwartz charges, )S dosely related to good 

old American libertarianism. Schwartz, "Everyman an Obermensch: The Culture of 

Cultural SlUdies," SubStance 91 (2000), pp. 1 1 6, 1 1 7, 1 1 8, 123. 

15.  Haggart, TIle 1M!')' \o'k Live Nou� p. 186. 

16. AJan D. Sakal, 'Transgressmg the Boundaries: Toward a TransfonnatlVe Henneneu
tiCS of Quantum Gravity," Soc1ni Text 46/47 (SpnnglSummer 1996), pp. 2 1 7-52. A good 

account of the cult studs' humorless response to the prank can be found in Katha Pollin's 

account of the mcident, "Porno-Iotov cocktail," TI,e NatlOll, June 10, 1996, p. 9. 

17. See Andrew Ross, "Techno-Sweatshops," TrhJwll, January-Febnlary 2000, p. 57. 

See also Douglas Kellner, "Critical Theory and Cultural Studies: The t ... lissed Amcub

tlOn," in Jim i'vlcGUlgan, cd., Cultllral MethodologIes. (London: Sage, 1997). 

18.  http://www.modcult.brown.edu/infolintro.html. MCM is also .iust about the only 

department at Brown where one can Imagme this book bemg-rcad. 

19. On the other hand, Cowen IS reluctant to align himself with cultural studies too 

closely, perhaps because he mistakenly identifies It as a movement presided over by known 

j\'ial'Xlst Fredric Jameson. Cowen, In Prmse of COlllmercml Clfl/llre (Harvard, 1998), p. 12. 

20. James B. Twitchell, Lead Us 11110 Temptat/oll: TIle Triumph of AHlenClIll [Halen

alism (Ncw York: Columbia Umverslty Press, 1 999), pp. 14, 20, 2 1 -26, 36,39, 4 1 .  46, 

285, 286. Twitchell's exact words on this last pomt arc: 'To some degree, the tnumph 

of consumensm IS the trIUmph of the popular will" 
2 1 .  Forhme also adds L::amer's skills With exotiC IOstrumems to the mLX, commenc-

109 ItS story about him With an anecdote of how he pla)'ed "nose nute" at " the Kitchen, 

the famous avant-gilrde mghtclub In downtown Manhattan." Ed Brown, "Technofile," 

Fortlll1e, March 2, 1998, p. 1 94. 
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22. Jaran Lamer, " The Care and Feeding of Digital Behemoths," New lorh Tillles, 

October 1 I , 1997, p. A l l .  
23. Donna Haraway, "The Promises of Monsters," Cultural Studies, .p. 327. The 

woman with cat that sends Haraway mto a prose parm.:ysm 1S 10 a pamtmg, a pamcu

Jarl.v heavy-handed bit of New Age allegory completc wuh zodiac symbols, a pyramid, 

and a white tlger; p. 328. Wired: I-Iari Kunzru, "You Are Cyborg," February 1997. Kun-

7.rU does acknowledge that Haraway IS "harshl,v cntical of techno-utopians, Including 

some of those found between the covers of this maga7.me," but that doesn't seem to stop 

the magazme from contlnuall�' reading Haraway's wnting as the ultimate In techno· 

utopianism. 

24. lvlcCracken's story appeared in the August/September 1 998 issue of Reaso)!. 

25. Gillespie's story appeared in the February 1 996 Issue of Reasol/. A more recent 

e.\:ample of the confluence with the cult stud concerns IS semor editor Charles Paul Fre

und's June 1998 ReasoH essay III which the Frankfurters are dissed yet agam ilnd a "cul

wre . . .  mdifferent to elites and divorced from taste hierarchies" is trumpeted one more 

time. Freund concludes by saluting the "8irmmgham School" for haVIng "at least gotten 

In the schoolhouse door. A little more homework, perhnps, and the scholars will arrive 

ill the answer which the audience Itself found long ago." l'vleanmg, of course, the v!rtues 

of " marketplace culture," where people nnd "opportunities for the liberatIOn and sallS

factIOn of their senses and their Intellect." 

26. Yeah, he said it. In the J\·larch 1 999 issue of Reason. 

27. Rush Limbaugh, See, I Told lOll So (Pockel, 1993), pp. ;W, 20, 238, 33;. 
28. McGUigan, Kellner, Dunng, Berube, Guthey, iVlcChesney, Ross. See also Stu

art Hall's talk about "instuutlonalizunon" In Grossberg, Nelson, Treichler, Cllltural 

Sludies. 

29. I am refemng here to a quotation of Raoul Vanelgem that seemed 10 appear 

everywhere 10 1997 and 1998. "People who talk about revolution and class struggle 

without refernng e.\:plicltly to everyday life, without understanding what IS subverSive 

about love and what IS pOSitive In the refusal of constramt, have corpses In their 

mouths." Vanelgem evidently came up with the nnglllg cadences of this proclamatlon 

thirty years before. Its enthus1:lstlc repeaung across the cultural studies left betokens a 
weird belief that there are a great number of peopie III Amenca who Mtalk about revo

lution and class struggle," and that these people need desperately to be defied. 

30. "I ntroduct!9n: The Terntory of Marusm," MaIXtSlll alld tile IJlterprelatiO)l of Cul

ture (Umversily of IllinoIs Press: 1 988), p. 4. 

3 1 .  Ross, No Respect. On 'legitimacy, p. 6 1 .  On the "new mtellectuals" reaching the 

high plateau, pp. 230-3 1 .  
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1 .  John Leonnrd, "Follow the Bo;�'�ing'�B�an," in \·Villinm Semn, ed., The BllSJIless of-'----�'
+

:� 

J01lnt-a/ism (New York: New Press, 2000) p. 203. Richard M. Cohen, 'The Corporate 
Takeover of News," in Barnouw et ai, COllglomerates and tile Media (New 'lbrk: Ncw 
Press, 1 997), p. 33. 

2. A. J. Liebling, TIle Press (New York: Pantheon, 1981),  p. 6. 
3. Frank Gannett was founder of an orgamzatlOn called the Committee for Canst'· 

tutlOnal Government, which attempted to stir up a popuiDr reactIOn against the policlcs 
of t-he Roosevelt administration. Directed by one Dr. Edward Rumely, who had been 
conVlcted of being a German agent dunng World War I, It was denounced in 1 944 by 
Congressman Wright Patman as the "No. J FaSCist orgamzatlOn In the Umted States." 
Among the group:s list of notable accomplishments were the 1943 effort to suppress 
John Roy Carlson's best�seller Under Cotler, a study of American faSCism which detailed 
the group's dOings (copies of a vaguely threatenmg letter from Gannett were sent to 
bookstores nationwide warning them agamst carry-lOg the book), and the disseminatIOn 
of the famous Lincoln Hoax, a list of ten moralistic libertarian arguments ("You cannot 
help the poor by destroymg the nch," etc.) erroneous'ly attributed to Abraham Lincoln 
which still crops up 10 nght-\Vlng Circles to this day. 

George Seldes, 1000 Amencnns (New York: Bam & Caer, 1 947), p. 2 1 3; Kenneth 
Stewart and John Tebbel, iHnkers of Modem]ollnUilism (Prentice-Hail, 1952), p. 335; 
John Roy Carlson, Under Cover (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1943); Morns Komlnsk); TIle 

Hoaxers; Plam linn, FaHey liars, and Damned liars (Boston: Branden Press, 1970). 
4. Liebling, TIle Press, p. 22, 23 . 
.s. L.arry Sabato, Feeding Frenz)': HoII' AHnck Journalism Has Tmu.sjonlJed Amencall 

Politics (New York: Free Press, 199]). Cappella and Jamieson, Spm,l Of CpllClsm: TIle 

Press mid the Public Good (Oxford Umverslty Press, 1997). 
For the Times I'VIirror poll on public cymclsm as well as a savage takedown of 

mnetles Journalism Criticism, see Chns Lehmann's April 1997 essay In Saloll: 

ht tp;//www.salon.comlapriI97/mcdialmedia970414.htm I 
6. Rosen, Get/mg the COlJllectzous Right: Public jounJalisllJ alld tIle Troubles UJ tile 

Press (New York: Twentleth Century Fund, 1 996), p. I .  

7. Fiftics-cra phrases: Rosen, ConnectlOlls, pp. 3,  6. Humble: Rosen, What AreJollr-

,mlists For? (Yale Umverslty Press, 1999), p. 1 1 7, "Listemng well": Roscn, ,",Vlmt? p. 261. 
8. James Fallows, Bre(lking tile News: Holl' the Media UllaenlllJle AllIencall Democ· 

racy (Pantheon, 1996), p. 257. Rosen, Hlilal? p. 47. 
9. YOUtv IS detailed in the Pew Foundatlon's senal publicatlon, CiVIC Catalyst, fall 

1999. The transcript for "A Work In Progress" is dared 199B. 
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.. 10. John Leo, "Hold -the '��frong' Stor),," US Netl's.& World -Report, August 10, 1998, 
p. 12. 

I I .  Fallows, -Breaking tile News, p. 240.-Rosen;-CoJmectlolJ.5, p. 13.  

12. On Willes as "CIVIC Journalist," see Ken Auletta, "Demolition i'vlan," TIle New 

lor/reT; November 17,  1997, and CivIc Catalyst, wmter 1 999. 
j 3. Giles' thoughts on Public Journalism appeared In the DetroIt News, April 14, 

1996. Lit the height of the strike. Giles' fantasies about t\ilartm Luther King appeared in 

the DetroIt News on i\'larch 10,  1996. 'The civil rights movement sought to create 

change and reForm," he wrote. 'The newspaper strike seeks to resist change and re
form," He also described the effort of replacement workers to "create a new, more effi
Cient, and competitive order for the newspapers" as true "clVil disobedience." King's 
son, rvlarnn Luther King 1II, came to DetrOit a few weeks 'later to support the strikers 
and denounced Giles' remarks as "the epitome of white arrogance." DetrOIt Sllllda),jollr

IInl, March 3 I-April 6, 1 996, p. 1 .  Giles' talk of C.vnlclsm IS recounted in Jack Lcssen

berry's column In the DetrOIt Metro Times, May 15 ,  1996. Lessenberry himself, a 

supporter of the strike, was the one Giles accused of cymClsm. 
) 4. AJ Neuharth, ConfessIOns of GIl SOB (New York: Doubleday, 1 989). pp. 157, 255. 

On the "journalism of hope" and its differences from the snob Journalism of udespillr," 
0-8 see p . .. ' . 

15 .  "BramJacs": Samuel Freedman, USA Todtl)\ july b, 1998, p. 13A. Neuharth: 
USA Tod"Ji Julv 10. 1998, p. I SA. 

16. On these pomts see Philip Weiss, "InvaSIOn of the Gannettoids," TIle NetlJ Repub

lic, February 2, 1 987; Richard McCord, TIle ellal!1 Gong: Oue Newspaper \�rstlS tile Gm,
nett EII!pJre (Columbia, MO: Umverslty of Missouri Press, 1996); Neuharth, SOB, p. 1 78. 

17.  InteCVIew with Richard i\kCord, June 23, 1998. Sig Gissler, YWhat Happens 

When Gannet[ Takes Over," Columbia jOllmalism ReVlettJ, NovemherlDecember 1997. 
The Register columnist IS James Flansburg, he 1S quoted in the Awenean jOllnraJislII Re· 
VlettJ, November 1997. The panlc was at the J\!IiHlleapo/is Star· Tribune, which belonged to 

the same family that sold the Des MOllles Register to Gannett; 1t was reported on Novem

ber 14, J 997. $65 million was the figure reported by the Nashville Scene, June 4, 1 998. 

18. IntelVlcw wlfh Linda Foiey, June 29, 1998. Peter Prichard, TIle Makiug of McPa
per: TIll! lnsicle Story of USA Today (Kansas City, MO: Andrews, Mcl\!Jeel & Parker. 1987), 
pp. 200-202. There IS a vast literature on Gannett's actiVities In DetroIt. See Tlte Nalioll, 
November 6, 1 989� and November 25, 1996; Bryan Gruley, Paper Losses (Grove, 1993); 
New lorh Times, September 2, 1998; and every Issue of the Detroit Sunday jOllnmJ. 

19. Responding to a 1995 Gannett ad that stated "We believe m 'public Journa·'
Ism'-and have done It for years," Rosen argues that, smce Gannett IS clearly more m
terested in profits than In publics, It docs not practIce a pure or forthnght versIon of the 
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faith. Still, he wnres, watching them t\VISt the meanmg of the movement to theIr own 

uses was "part of the adventure of public Journalism." Wllat Are JOllnlnlisiS For? pp. 257, 

2 6 1 .  

20. Prichard, pp. Xl, xii, 7. 

2 1 .  Neuharrh. SOB pp. 240, 248, 255. Neuharth. "SaYing No to [he Staws Quo," 

speech gIVen to the National College Media Convention. November 3, 1994. USA To

dll): j\'larch 3 1 ,  1 989. 

22. AI Neuharth, "BusCapade USA," USA Todll)� September 14, 1987, August 14, 

1987, August 21, 1 987, August 7, 1987,July27, 1 987. 

23. Business \-\.eel.:, December 21 ,  1992. Neuharth, "Plam Talk." USA Todtl): 

January 15,  1993. Neuharth, "BusCapade, USA," USA Todll)� May 8, 1 987. 

24. Prichard, p. 357, Neuharth, SOB, p. 301.  

2;. Neuharth, SOB, pp. 186, 187, 199. 

26. Ibid., p. 274. 

27. "Facts About News 2000," Gannett publicllY document, dated 1991.  

28. l\'lark Willes as quoted in the Wall Street JOHnlal, Ma�' I, 1998, p. AI .  

29. NasJlVilIe $celle, March 5, 1998. 

30. Al does this on USA Tod"); july 10, 1998, p. 15A. 

C H A P T E R  T E N  

J .  As quoted in Wired, January J 998. Cunous line breaks In anginal. 

2. KeVIn Kelly, Nelli Rules for tile New Econom),: 10 Radical StrategIes for IT Con

nected World (New York: Viking, 1998), p. 77. 

3. VirginIa Posrrel, TIle Future and Its ElIelll1es: TIle Growmg COIlf/ict over Creativ

it-J: Euterpnse, (HId Progress (New York: The Free Press, 1998), pp. xvii, 50, 1 1 4, 128, 

1 7 1 ,  192. 1 have no idea why Postre! feels she must pomt out that the members of the 

"state cosmeto'logy board" who antagonized the stylish Sassoon wore crappy clothing 

(one mIght even remark here that, from a certam perspectIVe, polyester can be regarded 

as a liberator Just as easily as Sassoon himself), but nonethe'less she quotes a favontc 

source, anthropologist Grant l'vtcCracken, who celebrates Sassoon's VIctOry thus-I.\': 

" Some 30 years after his tangle with that angry little bureaucrat swathed in wash and 

wear, Sassoon;s empire continues to grow." One wonders if Pol Pot might seem more of 

a "dynamist" when his stylish black cotton pajamas are taken IOta account. 

4. Ibid., pp. XJV. Postrel equates the future with markets by pOinting out that the en

emIes of the one arc the enemies of the other, p. :\:\'. She also defines the t\Vo "processes" 

<future and market, that IS) III strikingly Similar terms, d. pp. XlV, 35. 
5. The argument could be made that the cntlIc "New Economy" literature IS a de

scendent of Stalinist rheronc. FranCIS Fukuyama, the forelgn policy thinker whose 1989 



· . ' , " . 
i ! . .

•
... ' .... ; j' .i 

, . 

. . , . 

. .  - -" . . 
• 

. ' , " T , - r 

: l . • ' 

,,' , 

..• .  i , 
.', i , · .• � 

, 
-' , �� 1 
-: ! : o j  
"I -- -'i 
-: ;  
• 

.. , ' 
.. , - : i 

• 

• · · 
" 

• 

N O T  E 5 39; 

article about the �End of History" Ignited this feeling of world-histoncal mfallibili� 

among Amencan Intellectuals, based his argument on the mterpretatlOn of Hegel pro� 

posed by the Russo-French mtellectual Ale:lU.:mdre Kojeve. In 1 999 the DST, the French 

eqUivalent of the FBI, announced that Kojeve had in fact been a KGB agent for some 

thirty years before his death In 1968. Although this reve"latiOn has smce been disputed 

b�' fflends and biographers of Kojeve, his fondness for Stalin was alread.v well known. 

"La DST aValt Identific plusleurs agents du KGB parmi lesquels Ie philosophe Alexan

dre Kojeve," Le Momie, September 16, 1999; DominIque Auffret, "Alexandre Kojeve: 

du trompe-l'oeil au veruge,'· Le fvlonde. September 24, 1999; Edmond Orugues, "Pour 

I'honneur d'A1e.xandre Kojeve," Le IvIonde, October 4, 1999; Damel Johnson, "Europe's 

Greatest TraItor," Daily Telegml,h, October 2, J999, p. 22. 

6. Thurow, BllildiJlg WEALTH, 33, 45, 97. 

7. Friedman, LexllS, p. 93. Imagmmg nauonal leaders talking like hardgu}'s to one 

another IS one of Friedman's trademark conceits. Slrangely, Friedman also makes a big 

fuss over the mountamously arrogant nollon that affluence IS a matter of a chOice, smce 

It has been so fully figured out by us-here In America. Any country, II seems, can ditch 

their history, can ditch the shiny hand nature has dealt them and "choose prosperity" as 

easily as that (p. 167). In this respect the "New Economy" revoiutlOn IS not as mevltable 

as Was the dictatorship of the proletanat, since D country can opt not to don the "golden 

straitjacket" and remain mired In poverty. But if a country wants a decent srondard of 

liVing, It has no choice. 

8. Kelly, New Rulesfor tile New Ecollom.1; pp. 1 , 8, 73, 8 1 .  

9. KCVln Kelly describes Gilder In these words on page 52 of New Rules. He also de

scribes the "Law of the Microcosm," whose proVisions arc described in chapter 2 (along 

with ivloore's Law) as "Gilder·s Law." "Mctcolfe's Law," which Gilder revealed to the 

world in an article 10 Forbes ASAP ("i'vletcalfe's Law and Legacy," September 13, 1993) 

seems to be mterchangeable With what Gilder calls the "Law of the Telecosm," which 

IS defined thus In Gilder's 1992 work, Life After TelevISion: the "total value" of 11 linked 

computers "rises m proportIOn to the square of 'n,' " p. 19. It  should be noted that 

Gilder's fondness for "laws" and ine\'llabilities was not a passmg taste; He stuck with It 

qUIte doggedly In his Forbes ASAP "Telecosm'· Writings In the mnetles. 

10. Gilder, Microcosm, pp. 3 19, 344. 

I I .  Ibid., p. 369. 

12 .  Ibid., p. 36J. 

13.  Kimberly Seltzer and Tom Bentley, Tile CreatitJe Age: Knowledge anti Sldlls for 
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