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Introduction



How do ideas work? Why do some have more impact than others? What’s the secret behind a killer idea?


These questions are my life’s work. For the past 25 years, I have tried to bring ideas into the world, to nurture them, and to make them multiply. Ideas are living creatures that are born, live, and die. Every day billions emerge. The vast majority of these ideas are fleeting and quickly abandoned. But there comes a moment when all of a sudden, a solid idea is born; it spreads its wings and takes flight. Sometimes the idea spreads only to one person, or to a group of people. At times it becomes a majority opinion. Occasionally, it becomes an ideology.


But before all this can happen, the idea needs to acclimate itself to its natural habitat and duke it out with other ideas. Just as humans have learned to dominate their environment to survive, ideas must confront other ideas in a kind of natural selection. The cubist painter Georges Braque put it this way: “One must have two ideas: one to kill the other.”1 The war of ideas is permanent.


Evolving in an environment that is all too often hostile to newcomers, ideas are at the same time the product of a particular context and the fruit of the imagination. How often have you heard someone express an idea that could have just as easily come from you? Even the subtlest of ideas float around in a particular time and place. This is the beauty of L’Air du Temps, or the spirit of the times, in French.


Call it an occupational hazard, but I find nothing more fascinating than observing ideas in their natural habitat. Like the early naturalists, I have spent years collecting them and noting their ability to take hold in conversations or in the imagination.


Indeed, the religious, political, cultural, economic, and social beliefs that we have been indoctrinated with are not the products of chance. We are all able to understand how these ideas work, and in return we are able to influence others through our ideas. What is most important is that we understand how these ideas hatch, grow, and dominate. Just as people shape ideas, so do ideas shape people.


The idea behind this book is to share my knowledge of ideas, gained through years of working for brands. I believe that when it comes to learning about transmitting and deploying ideas, the advertising world is a representative microcosm. Communicating ideas for commercial gain allows us to experiment with and understand how to spread ideas. The major difference is the fuel: the money that allows advertisers to spread ideas.


Working every day on ideas allows me to understand better and better how they work, from their birth to their possible extinction. Although each idea aspires to be unique, the essence of each one resembles the others. Great philosophical and religious ideas and small, everyday ideas share many common traits. These are linked to the workings of our brains and to the environment in which they live: the “noosphere,” the so-called “sphere of human thought” described by Jesuit philosopher Teilhard de Chardin.2 According to him, our ideas are born in a cultural melting pot containing ephemeral and substantive ideas, theories, clichés, and convictions.


If most ideas are born free and equal in rights, their growth and flowering are linked to their capacity to cross into the media. There is always an element of chance involved in this, but today it is also possible to master the critical areas of diffusion, making it easier for a single concept to dominate.


The world has never needed ideas as desperately as it does now. The financial crisis has sped up the end of one era and is signaling the birth of a new world. If the definition of insanity is “doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results,”3 then today we must think differently, to create something different. More than ever, faced with global warming and an exploding population, our planet needs new ideas.


This book is for all those who have ideas and wish to see them triumph, as well as those who don’t want to be unwitting receptacles for the ideas of others. How can we avoid falling victim to bad ideas? How can we allow great ones to flourish?


 


1. Georges Braque, Pensées sur l’art.


2. Teilhard de Chardin, Le phénomène humain.


3. Rita Mae Brown, Sudden Death.




Part One


The Communicative Society and New Ways to Create Ideas


 


Chapter 1


From Communicating in Society to the Communicative Society




“An idea is salvation by imagination”
Frank Lloyd Wright





From a giant screen, before a seemingly lobotomized public, Big Brother intones in his robotic voice: “We have created, for the first time in all history, a garden of pure ideology where each worker may bloom, secure from the pests purveying contradictory truths. Our unification of thought is a more powerful weapon than any fleet or army on earth.” The monologue is cut short by a young woman who throws a hammer right through the screen. As the newly liberated crowd cheers and Big Brother disappears, an announcer’s voice proclaims: “On January 24th, Apple Computer will introduce Macintosh. And you’ll see why 1984 won’t be like ‘1984.’”1


When a 29-year-old with the look of a precocious teenager, named Steve Jobs, presented this film to an incredulous audience, he did not imagine a society where each receiver could become an emitter. He did not realize to what extent the rise of personal computing would transform the world into a society of communication.


Still, less than 15 years later, the Internet arrived on the scene. With it, the rise of a society of communication in every sense of the Latin term communicatio: communing or pooling resources. Communicating is creating common ground. Now, each person is connected to everyone else, thanks to a network of machines, cables, and waves. Knowledge and ideas now circulate instantaneously. Here and now.


THE ONLINE SOCIETY


The Internet is a formidable tool. Anyone can now gather ten, a hundred, or a thousand people around an idea and in so doing, rapidly create a force of opposition. The social network Facebook, for example, allows its users to post their “profiles” and join “groups” of their choice. Arts and games, geography, Internet, technology, music, sports and hobbies, students, corporations, or “Just for fun”—everyone can find what he or she likes. Facebook is an incredible way to observe the attractiveness of certain ideas. In 2008, the group called “15,000,000 strong for Lower Gas Prices” was able to gain some 2 million members after that summer2 (no huge surprise considering the hubbub over gas prices).


Another interesting example is the English Facebook user who decided to conduct an experiment to measure the popularity of two opposing ideas. On the same day he started two rival groups concerning the law forbidding smoking in pubs. In less than six months, the group “Can we Find 1 Million People that DO Want Smoking Back in Pubs” garnered 328,394 members3—approximately the same number of members of France’s Gaullist party.4 However, despite the impressive numbers, the rival group “Can we Find 1 Million People that DON’T Want Smoking Back in Pubs” had them beat with 500,508 members.5 Not a bad way to test the effectiveness of an idea! In France, the daily newspaper Le Figaro has adopted a similar method: every day they poll their readers online and publish the results the next morning in their paper edition.


The web is rapidly changing politics as we know it. The most obvious example would have to be the 2008 presidential elections, where Barack Obama brought together some 1.2 million supporters, grouped into some 35,000 local chapters, who orchestrated some 200,000 events. This army of campaign workers was able to reach out to some 68 million Americans—more than half the voting population—by telephone or in person. Obama collected donations from over 3 million people thanks to the very sophisticated means of donating on my.barackobama.com. In just a few clicks, Americans could make a donation or even specify a donation target. They could also email friends, inviting them to donate, and thus watch their own “fundraising thermometer” climb. Obama was able to raise over 500 million dollars thanks to the Internet, with an average of $80 per donor.6


Who would have thought this possible a mere few years earlier? With the Web, results that previously would have taken political militants years to accomplish are realized rapidly and at a low cost. The reign of television is slowly ceding to newer and more participatory media. This change is enormous; we have entered a new dimension of communication.


After the printing revolution, the industrial revolution, the revolution in transportation and the advent of television, the digital revolution continues to transform our daily lives while accentuating globalization by speeding up the exchange and sharing of information. Air travel allowed us to move physically and television gave us a chance to move culturally. People and their activities are globalizing. Increasingly, multinational companies produce increasingly identical objects and distribute their ideas and their culture worldwide.


PLANETARY AGORA


Naturally, the communicative society has always existed. In the 4th century BCE, Athenians participated in civic life via the agora, or public square, and through the ekklesia, an assembly where all could take the floor. Ideas and their expression were of utmost importance: each citizen (a man over 18) could express his own ideas and thoughts, and with a simple vote of raised hands, the idea could become a law.


The centrality of both the agora and the ekklesia in Athenian cultural life was reflected in the ancient Greeks’ reverence for great orators, the popularity of the theatre with its political satires, and the considerable influence of the great sophists. However, this model of a communicative culture only worked within the sphere of Greek culture. There was little place in the ancient Greek world for foreigners, better known as barbarians, or in Greek, barbaros—a word stemming from the foreigner’s incomprehensible blah-blah, or “bar-bar”. For the Greeks, a foreigner was a person with whom it was impossible to communicate.


Today, this barrier is abolished. As Corneille’s Sertorius said, “Rome is no longer in Rome, it is wherever I am.”7 People exist in a multitude of different worlds all at once—we now live in a “meta-society” whose inhabitants reside in their cities, their streets and all over the world all at once. Globalization is not just an economic phenomenon, but also a cultural and communication phenomenon.


THE COMMUNICATION MYTH


At the turn of the 20th century, Marxist intellectuals such as Theodor Adorno and Herbert Marcuse analyzed the society of communication from a critical standpoint. In 1950, the cybernetic movement began to objectify it, starting with Norbert Wiener proclaiming: “reality can be interpreted in terms of communication and information.”8 In the 1970s, the idea of a society of communication was popularized by media scholars such as Marshall McLuhan9 and Guy Debord.10 These figures brought to light the notion that “the ideology of consumption becomes the consumption of ideology.”11 For French sociologist Erik Neveu, the society of communication is a “myth” whose “annunciation ... encompasses five promises: abundance, democratization, individual autonomy, globalization, time-space contraction.”12 Every day, the myth becomes more real.


A WORLD WITHOUT BARRIERS


Like it or not, the propagation of television, computer, and telephone screens has fostered a culture of sharing. We understand more easily what is seen than what is read. The rise of screens has allowed people to greatly expand their knowledge and understanding of the world around them (provided they don’t fall victim to information overload).


Access to information is essential for democracy. Young Chinese, despite their government’s efforts to control the Internet, are able to crack the great wall of censorship. A Canadian company developed a peer-to-peer program called Psiphon to outmaneuver the censors through “networks of trust” with friends in other countries. If power invites opposition, then ideas inspire counter-ideas. A group of Chinese Internet users, for example, invented a “sport” called renrou sousou, or “human search engines,” that tracks Internet users deemed politically incorrect by the group.13 Online and offline, the best and worst go hand in hand.


The society of communication allows us to share everything in real time, on-screen. This society promotes the most universal aspirations, turning Marshal McLuhan’s “global village”14 into a reality.


It should be noted that this global village does not negate nor suppress local cultures. It would be naive to imagine a collective embrace of universal homogeneity; people need local points of reference to simplify their worlds. Even something as multinational as McDonald’s regionalizes its menu in the various countries in which it operates. No matter how globalized we become, people still need to feel grounded where they are in order to survive and to feel significant.


What’s the best way, then, to participate in the society of communication? In my opinion, it is by using communication at one’s own level.


Communication has been essential to the survival of the human species. From the slums to the suburbs, communication has allowed us to share our worries, hopes, and solutions with the world around us. It’s communication that has enabled the formation of global movements against poverty and global warming.


We can of course regret that the society of communication is governed by the economy (and truly, by global markets) and not by politics. Although information is key to a democratic society, the society of communication falls prey to special interest groups and lobbies that do not represent the public interest. Unfortunately, we have yet to have a “neutral” online space carved out by the UN. Considering that it took two world wars to even found the UN, and a global economic depression in 2008 to get serious about financial regulation, such a space will probably be a long time coming.


National political systems have had a hard time catching up. Major political parties have long been focused at the local or national level. Politicians continue to talk to young urbanites about the street they live on and the neighborhoods they work in, forgetting that these young people have a scope that goes far beyond the local. Young people communicate via various forms of chat and on social networks such as Facebook and MySpace, they shop at H&M and Zara, and see the same movies at the same time. If they are engaged in ecological or humanitarian pursuits, it’s almost always at the global level. This is a population ripe for participating in large, international movements. Who knows? If one day Bono decided to launch a political movement, he might find himself as one of the most powerful figures in the world. We already see his power when he steps in on behalf of African development. The star system does have a good side.


MEDIA EQUALITY


The 20th century’s televised culture was one-way: the viewers were silent in front of a screen that talked at them and dictated their schedule through prime-time lineups. With the rise of the Internet, we have seen a paradigm shift. What was once passive consumption has now become active. Trying to organize a worldwide petition by pounding the pavement in various cities worldwide is an arduous and difficult process; putting a petition online for people worldwide to sign is so much easier and more efficient. Everything gets done in a single click. High-speed Internet allows us to promote our ideas on a global level.


Televisual culture has bred extreme passivity, whereas the Internet community has sparked interactivity. On the Internet, a little idea can gain enormous momentum. Like the one, seen by more than 10 million people, that consisted of putting Mentos candies in Coke Light to create spectacular geysers.15 Or the Evolution of Dance video that has been seen 120 million times on the Internet—equal to the number of people who bought tickets for Titanic in the United States. This is all proof that life on the Internet is full of interesting ideas and active participation. The same techniques used to spread trivial ideas can also be used for truly important causes.


If every idea has the potential to be spread faster to greater numbers of people, then it becomes easier for individuals to form opposition movements against the powers that be. In the early 20th century, American progressives passed regulatory legislation thanks to the serialized investigative reports published in newspapers by muckraking reporters. Franklin D. Roosevelt used his radio “Fireside Chats” to make his case for aiding the Allied forces in Europe. Today, with the Internet, everyone can now make history from their neighborhood Star-bucks.
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