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      Introduction


      

      The Missing Middle and the Gap


      

      It started with loud music. Sometime in the year 1999, staff at outlets of the clothing retailer Gap in New York and San Francisco

         became aware that one of their rivals on the shopping mall, Abercrombie & Fitch, was playing ear-splitting electronic dance

         music inside its stores. The strategy was deliberate. While Gap was ushering everyone into its stores – its fashions were

         ageless, its interiors sparsely decorated and its legions of cheery greeters would say hello to just about anyone – Abercrombie

         & Fitch had become openly hostile to anyone over thirty. Not only that, but it was doing its utmost to drive them away, which

         was why it was instructing its staff to play music loud enough that they wouldn’t be able to hear themselves think. Abercrombie

         was also warding off unwanted customers by putting dark shades on its windows. If any oldies still hadn’t got the message,

         it had some of its more modish teenage employees hover by the door.

     


      

      Unfortunately for Gap’s executives, it seemed to be working. Trend-obsessed youngsters were flooding out of department stores like Gap and into hipper retailers – Abercrombie & Fitch and J.Crew for preppy teenagers, American Apparel and H&M

         for hipsters in their twenties – which had carved themselves out a niche by zeroing in on the younger shopper. They received

         a warm welcome. For several years, New York’s febrile trend-spotters had been telling anyone who would listen that the spending

         habits of Americans born between 1977 and 1994 – what they called Generation Y, or the Echo Boomers – were going to go through

         the roof. They had statistics to prove it. America’s teenage population had been rising every year since 1992, and was forecast

         to continue to grow until 2010; even better, thanks to their indulgent parents their spending was growing at a phenomenal

         rate.

     


      

      After carefully examining the figures, Gap’s executives decided to go follow that and go trendy. To lure the capricious younger

         crowd back into its stores, it began to stock tiny little tops and bright pink trousers, hoodies and clingy sweaters, miniskirts

         and babydoll dresses. It hired the über-cool R&B singer Macy Gray to front its advertising campaign, began to produce a line

         of leather trousers and even flirted with playing music in some of its stores. The results were disastrous. Perhaps seeing

         through Gap’s shameless about-turn, teenagers and young adults continued to ignore it in favour of places like Abercrombie

         & Fitch that were more single-minded about winning their custom. Worse still, Gap’s once loyal over-35 customers were royally

         offended by the new approach and began their own exodus to stores that were cheaper, or quieter, or which simply stocked clothes

         they wanted to wear.

     


      

      Gap’s managers were nonplussed because, for as long as any of them could remember, population trends had been going their

         way. The first Gap store was opened in 1969 amid the ferment of California’s counter-culture, and the name was inspired by the generation gap that had opened up between rebellious

         young hippies and their frumpy parents. With its unfussy, easy-to-wear jeans and casuals that could be worn by just about

         anyone, Gap made it its mission to bridge that generation gap. For a long time it succeeded, and the company’s phenomenal

         growth in the following decades rode the wave of a casual look that everyone seemed to like. The store had something for everyone:

         young people went there to buy T-shirts, grandmothers went there to buy cardigans, everyone went there to buy khakis. In 1982

         Gap set up its own label (before that it had sold mainly Levi’s jeans) and in 1983 it bought the safari-themed clothes firm

         Banana Republic; in the years after it expanded into Europe and Asia, rolled out its children lines GapKids and babyGap, and

         launched Old Navy, a cheaper chain of stores. By the late nineties Gap had became the biggest clothing retailer in the world,

         with three thousand stores across its three main brands Gap, Banana Republic and Old Navy. It was worn by everyone from Vogue models to Sharon Stone, who, in 1996, delighted the company’s executives by turning up on the red carpet at the Oscars wearing

         a charcoal-grey turtleneck that she told journalists was from Gap. It was around this time, too, that Gap became the byword

         for a shift towards office casual wear. It was as if it had become the official supplier of the new workplace uniform – one

         of chinos and plain T-shirts, that made everyone look the same as everyone else.

     


      

      Then, all of a sudden, no one seemed to want to wear a uniform. Whereas just a few years before Gap had appealed to both teenagers

         and their parents, now it seemed that neither of them would be seen dead in any store frequented by the other. In the summer

         of 2002, Gap’s executives realised that courting fickle young adults had driven away many of their previously loyal older customers and achieved nothing. ‘We understand we’ve

         alienated teenagers,’ its vice-president of marketing Kyle Andrew told Women’s Wear Daily, ‘but we want to go after people who knew us and loved us.’ It was the closest the company came to an apology to its older

         customers, and it was accompanied by an advertising blitzkrieg aimed at wooing them back. Under the slogan ‘For Every Generation:

         Gap’, the company unveiled a dizzyingly cross-generational range of musicians and celebrities smiling and jigging around to

         upbeat music. Veteran country singer-songwriter Willie Nelson was drafted in to play alongside the youthful Ryan Adams; Gena

         Rowlands was paired up with Salma Hayek; Sissy Spacek with Natalie Imbruglia. None of it worked. Gap’s store sales continued

         to plummet – by the end of 2002 they’d been falling away for twenty-nine months in a row, one of the worst performances in

         its history. ‘It’s hard to nail down the Gap’s target customer,’ sniffed one retail analyst. ‘It’s everybody, and if you’re

         all things to everybody, you’re nobody.’ Gap had abandoned the broad middle market because it had become obsessed with losing

         its youth. But by the time it owned up to its mistake and tried to put the middle back together again, it discovered that

         it no longer existed.
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      This book is about what happened next. It’s about a world in which no size fits all, and in which anyone who tries to be all

         things to everyone ends up as nothing to anyone. The missing middle has its origins in social changes going back many decades,

         but it has recently gathered pace to become the single most important social phenomenon of our times. The middle has withered at such different rates in different walks of life

         that many of us have failed to appreciate it. Its disappearance, however, has coloured much of what we do, from the way we

         identify ourselves to the things that we buy, from the television programmes we watch to the newspapers we read, from the

         messages we hear from our politicians to the way that we go about finding a partner. Out of it has emerged a strange new universe

         in which everyone wants to be different, and everything has its niche.

     


      

      One way of thinking about this is to turn to ecology. Social scientists tend to see us humans as the top of the food chain,

         the big beasts around whom everything revolves. Ecologists, on the other hand, prefer to see us as just another species on

         a larger canvas – an all-encompassing web of ecosystems, thickly populated with different creatures none of which can be said

         to have overall control. One of the fathers of modern ecology was Charles Darwin. In On the Origin of Species, Darwin was one of the first to think about plant and animal life as populations. It was by examining variations in the characteristics

         of those populations over time that Darwin was able to arrive at his principle of natural selection, and the idea of the survival

         of the fittest.

     


      

      To track those populations, ecologists need to know their niche. The niche of a species refers to its nesting places and how

         it fits into its surrounding ecosystem, which largely depends on what it eats and what eats it. Think of it as a combination

         of where it lives and what it does. In the last decade, we have all been thrown into what looks very like an ecosystem. It

         used to be that our consumption was tightly controlled by a few big corporate beasts. We were their captive audience; they

         knew who we were, our appetites seemed predictable enough and so they all fed us much the same thing. Now, however, they’ve emerged

         blinking into a new environment populated by many different species, each of which seems to want different things. Think about

         what happened to Gap. For several decades it bounded along like an eight-hundred-pound gorilla until, around the year 2000,

         it came up against a massive and unexpected crevasse. Gap stumbled around blindly in this new ecosystem, charging this way

         and that because it lacked a clear niche.

     


      

      What has happened to the big beasts matters because they held the reins of mainstream culture. Mainstream is often used to

         mean stuff that is merely popular or which happens to prevail, but I want to argue that mainstream culture only emerged in

         the middle decades of the twentieth century, and under the supervision of a few big beasts. In its heyday, it was a shifting

         and dynamic force, powerful enough to sweep up almost anything into it. Most of all, it opened up a middle ground on which

         we could all walk. In the last few decades, however, it has broken down. The big beasts have never quite recovered. They’re

         not quite big enough to control a whole ecosystem. On the other hand, they are not sufficiently lean or focused to know their

         place within it. Just like Gap, they have been left stuck in the middle, known by everyone but loved by no one. They have

         done their best to adapt to their new environment. Some of them have fought a desperate rearguard action, spreading themselves

         perilously thin in an effort to remain all things to all people. Others have hired hunter-gatherers, who have used an impressive

         army of weapons and traps to identify and target individual sections of the audience. The more audacious have even been looking

         underground, going after subcultures that have traditionally defined themselves against mainstream culture. So far, results have been mixed.

         What has become clear, though, is that slicing up one’s customers into sections in order to go after each of them one at a

         time is an inexact science that does not often work as well as its practitioners claim. It also makes the middle ground look even less inviting.
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      I should also declare an interest. In 2000, just at the time Gap was beginning to struggle with the missing middle, I was

         a hired hand working for the big beasts. Not only that, I was one of those New York trend-spotters vigorously sending companies

         this way and that in search of a quick buck.

     


      

      Like many others, I’d been drafted in to help big companies get to know their audiences better. My job title was futurologist,

         but that was a little grand. For the most part, all I was doing was carving up the audience in different ways in order to

         predict how it might behave in the near future. That the big beasts needed help from people like me is revealing. They just

         didn’t know who their audience was any more. Like natural scientists, their response was to put it under the microscope and

         focus ever more intensely on its characteristics, identifying species and sub-species within it to work out what each of them

         might do next. In the absence of anything better, the characteristics they identified us by were our income, age, education,

         gender and race. And, just as naturalists venture out into the field in search of interesting specimens, they paid clipboard-carrying

         pollsters and market researchers to go out among populations, talking to small samples in order to find out what made everyone tick. By the year 2000 those attempts at fieldwork had become outlandish, which is whey they’d hired trend-spotters,

         cool-hunters and future-gazers like me. We were given lots of interesting data and intelligence to work with, and many of

         the predictions we arrived at were valuable attempts to track social change. In those heady days at the turn of the millennium,

         though, it’s fair to say that we were making a lot of it up.

     


      

      Looking back, I think we were aiming at the wrong targets. Maybe we were looking in the wrong places too. What we didn’t know

         then was that online communication would bring entirely new threats to the big beasts. Snapping at their heels in this new

         environment are strange new beings who nibble away at their girth, or who can race past them on the way to their prey. The

         audience, too, has begun to change shape. The internet has made us more hawkish in seeking out exactly what we’re after, and

         there’s plenty to choose from.

     


      

      The bigger the ecosystem, it turns out, the more likely it is that new species will proliferate and a diverse bounty of flora

         and fauna will thrive. And just as our environment is growing more diverse, so is our diet. Our new landscape is brimming

         with exotic minutiae of all different shapes and sizes, and we’re bunching together in the places we find it. These new nesting

         places cater for our passion to be different much better than the big beasts ever did; many of them take great pride in defining

         themselves as apart from the mainstream, in a club of their own. One way or another, we’re all huddling together now.

     


      

      None of this can be held responsible for the crack-up of the mainstream. Mainstream culture was built upon solid foundations

         in society, economy and political life. In its heyday it spanned not only the stuff that we buy but the books that we read and the films and television that we watch. It helped bind us together for a while, but as its foundations have fallen

         away it has become bloated and slow, easy prey for the newer and more agile creatures who are moving on to its turf. Survival

         in this new terrain, however, is not of the fittest but of those with the best fit with their environment. More than anything,

         it depends on finding something you feel strongly about and cultivating it. Find a clear niche and you make it fantastically

         easy for people to find you. Fail to do so and you risk ending up on the list of endangered species.
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      Out of the Whale

The rise and fall of mainstream culture

      
      On how the big beasts tried to scoop us all up and sank to the bottom

      
      The year 2009 was one of mass extinctions, and no more so than on the British high street. One after another, long-time staples
         of British retailing filed for bankruptcy, their once thriving stores boarded up. By the middle of the year, reckoned one
         survey, 15 per cent of retail floorspace was empty, with some town centres recording a vacancy rate of two out of every five
         shops. Many looked like ghost towns. The biggest gap was left by the sudden departure of Woolworths. For as long as anyone
         could remember, Woolworths had been one of the most familiar names on the British high street. Amid plunging sales and debts
         of £385 million, however, it turned out the lights on the last of its eight hundred stores on 5 January, ending a century
         of trading.
     

      
      In the months following Woolworths’ demise, an extended public wake was played out in the local and national media. On internet
         bulletin boards, thousands of people took the trouble to write personal farewells. It wasn’t hard to fathom why everyone was so fond of the place. Woolworths was once the everyman
         of high-street stores, the first place many British and Irish people had ever bought anything from. The Belfast city centre
         branch was where I had picked up my first record, in the early eighties. When I moved to London to study, it was to the local
         Woolworths that I went in search of my first set of cutlery. Woolworths was for everyone; if there was anything you wanted
         and couldn’t find anywhere else, you could always be sure to find it at Woolies. There were jumpers, alarm clocks, skipping
         ropes and saucepans; shoe polish, curtains, mops and safety pins; paint-brushes, pillowcases, ironing boards and candles;
         thermos flasks, hair-straightening irons, hula hoops, bread bins and buckets and spades. It was all there, piled high in narrow
         aisles, and somehow it all seemed to make perfect sense. By the summer of 2009, some stores had been taken over by artists.
         One Sunday in early July I visited the Woolworths on Leytonstone High Road in East London, where fifty-five local artists
         had come together to pay their respects with personal reminders of working and shopping in the store. Visitors had followed
         suit, leaving Post-it notes on the store noticeboard. Here are some of them:
     

      
      
         I really miss you, Woolies, have all those vital but unnecessary ingredients that I want in one place. It’s like the death
               of a relation.

         There’s nowhere to buy zips and buttons, now that Woolies has closed down.

         I stole a red purse from Woolies, when I was five.

         Woolies RIP.


Ah, Woolies: where kids could be threatened with working, if they didn’t study hard.

         I’m really going to miss the pick ’n’ mix. RIP Woolies.

     

      
      The title of the show was Pick ’n’ Mix, and it seemed utterly appropriate. Pick ’n’ mix was the name for the selection of
         chocolates and boiled sweets that became Woolworths’ most famous product line. When I was growing up the sweets were laid
         out in a circular rack of tubs, and patrons were invited to scoop into a paper bag what they wanted – cola cubes, pear drops,
         midget gems, white chocolate mice, strawberry bonbons, chocolate raisins, jelly beans and wrapped sweets. We youngsters would
         stand around, helping ourselves to the occasional free sample. Woolies was like that: an eclectic free-for-all open to absolutely
         everyone.
     

      
      In the outbreak of public nostalgia, however, there were a few nagging anomalies. The store was finally killed off by fallout
         from the global economic downturn, but everyone knew that its problems went back much further. Despite all their fondness
         for the store, no one I met at that art show in East London had actually shopped there for years.
     

      
      Then there was the question of its nationality. To hear people memorialise it, anyone would be forgiven for thinking that
         Woolies was a part of the national heritage, as British as roast beef. In fact, it was as American as apple pie. On 22 February
         1879, a moustachioed, cigar-loving American farmer’s son called Frank Winfield Woolworth opened the doors of the first F.
         W. Woolworth outlet in Utica, in his home state of New York.
     

      
      The idea of selling all kinds of general merchandise dated back to the covered markets of medieval Europe, but it had long
         fallen out of favour. By the middle of the nineteenth century, retail districts in town and city centres were home to a variety of small traders, each of whom – the draper, the
         grocer, the hatter, the shoemaker – had become specialists in selling their own wares. Frank Woolworth, however, decided that
         the general store was due for a comeback, and in a new kind of way. Whereas most tradesmen had allowed their customers to
         haggle, Woolworth decided to charge the same low fixed price for everything – five cents – and treat all his customers in
         exactly the same way. Shopkeepers had tended to keep their merchandise out of reach of their customers behind a counter, but
         Frank Woolworth had the idea of laying out his wares in long aisles on the shop floor, so that anyone could see and touch
         it prior to purchase. The result looked very much like a pick ’n’ mix of stuff, a selection whose only common denominator
         was that it had all been selected by Woolworth himself. His first, New York store was a failure – it was too far away from
         a town centre – but his second attempt, in Lancaster, Pennsylvania a month later, proved an immediate success, possibly because
         by then Woolworth had thought to vary his range to two fixed prices, five and ten cents. Thus was born ‘five and dime’ retailing,
         and the modern variety store.
     

      
      Much of the success of Woolworth’s five and dime stores was due to his ability to buy in huge quantities directly from manufacturers,
         thereby reducing costs and cutting out the middle-men. The plan was to get people into the store and then, by constantly expanding
         the variety of goods on offer, to build a captive audience. To help propel passers-by into his stores, Woolworth hired orchestras
         and singing groups to perform outside, and pipe-organists to patrol the aisles. Soon they would have little choice in the
         matter. Since there was only room for one big general store in many streets and small towns, Woolworth realised that if he moved fast he could secure a monopoly. He seems to have taken much the same approach to his personal life.
         Woolworth the rambunctious bon vivant was known for his imposing stomach, and kept an impressive array of rich foods available
         all day and night – everything from lobsters to bananas – in his apartment just in case he should feel the urge for a snack.
         During a visit to Paris, he is said to have rented a whole floor of a Parisian hotel and a selection of the city’s prostitutes.
     

      
      Frank Woolworth’s pick ’n’ mix approach to general retailing and his idea of the variety store was not popular with everyone.
         The local shopkeepers he drove out of business were incensed at his arrogance. His retail strategy, however, proved an enormous
         success and his idea of the variety store would go on to change the way people shopped. Woolworth’s prices were cheap, but
         his approach was far from tawdry. His aim, according to one journalist, was to offer ‘highbrow retail at lowbrow prices’.
         He branded his stationery with the upwardly mobile Fifth Avenue label, and called his perfume Evening in Paris. By 1900 he
         was in possession of fifty-four stores in major cities of the United States, and soon after that he began to look abroad.
         ‘I believe,’ Woolworth wrote in his diary during one of his regular visits to Britain, ‘that a good penny and sixpence store,
         run by a live Yankee, would be a sensation here.’
     

      
      The first British outlet was opened in Liverpool in 1909, with fixed prices of threepence and sixpence. It was between the
         thirties and the fifties, however, that the store really began to thrive, and it was then that many of its most strikingly
         art deco stores were built. By the early thirties Woolworth was opening a new UK store every seventeen days and, such was
         his purchasing power, that the numbers involved were often mind-boggling. By 1930, Woolworth’s American stores were selling four thousand miles of pencils every year; twenty years later, they were shifting 250 million pounds’ worth of chewing
         gum. The store continued to expand aggressively through the sixties and seventies, often buying competitor stores, and by
         1979 F. W. Woolworth had become the biggest department store in the world. Soon after that, however, its fortunes began to
         turn sour. In the eighties, its once loyal customers began to drift away to shopping malls or superstores – such as Wal-Mart
         and CostCo in the United States, or Tesco and Asda in the UK – which had sprung up out on the outskirts of towns and cities.
         Woolworths’ selection began to look tired and limited. When those superstores moved beyond their core business of selling
         food to stock just about everything else, its fate was sealed. On a visit to Wal-Mart, shoppers could buy all the food they
         needed and then amble around in an enormous space where they could be sure to find anything else that they wanted too. Or
         they could it pick up on the net, from vast virtual supermarkets that seem to stock just about everything. Those that still
         did shop on the high street preferred a new species of sharply discounted stores with names like Poundland or Dollar General,
         which borrowed Woolworth’s idea of selling everything at the same fixed price. Woolworths was no longer able to generate what
         retail analysts call footfall – enough feet walking through the door to justify its purchasing power and its reputation as
         a general retailer. In many ways, its collapse in the UK was long overdue. In 1982 its American parent had sold off Woolworths’
         British stores to a retail consortium, and in 1994 it had parted with its Canadian operation too. The last Woolworths store
         in the United States shut its doors in 1997. In the same year the company was replaced in the Dow Jones stock market index
         by Wal-Mart.
     

      
      
      In the post-mortem that followed Woolworths’ demise in the UK, the immediate cause of death was not difficult to establish.
         Woolies was a high-street general store in a world that no longer had much need for high-street general stores. While Woolworths
         had stood still, supermarkets, shopping malls and online retailers had grown big enough to gather every kind of brand and
         product on to their turf, becoming self-contained universes. Woolworths wasn’t big enough to compete, nor was it focused enough
         to offer a tightly defined range of products at cheaper than cheap prices. It was stuck in the middle and it got run over.
     

      
      Woolworths’ products were not necessarily shoddy, but the reason why they had been lumped together in one place and how they
         had been priced were no longer clear. Its executives tried hard to get their stores to sell more of what they were good at
         – entertainment, toys, homewares, children’s clothes and pick ’n’ mix – but they also took steps to standardise the stock
         at each of their store. Claire Robertson, a plain-speaking woman in her mid-thirties who started out doing Saturday shifts
         at Woolies and worked her worked her way up to become manager of its Dorchester branch, remembers being frustrated by the
         strategy of her bosses. ‘What they tried to be was identical in every single store,’ she says, ‘to be a little bit of everything.’
         The result, she felt, was to leave her little room to focus on what her store was good at selling, which was children’s toys,
         clothes and books. In the face of rising rents, Woolies stores also devoted more space to popular entertainment products,
         to what Robertson describes as ‘middle-of-the-road DVDs and CDs, which people could find anywhere else’. This was a shame,
         because if Woolworths’ pick ’n’ mix approach to general retailing wasn’t working, a few of its specialist areas were still
         doing surprisingly well. Until it collapsed, Woolworths’ former chief executive Trevor Bish-Jones reminded me, Woolies was still
         the third biggest retailer of children’s clothes in the UK. The pick ’n’ mix counter was holding up well too, but since Woolies
         closed that side of the business had been snapped up by sweet shops and cinema foyers, where prices tended to be higher. ‘And
         I know for a fact,’ he said, his voice narrowing to a conspiratorial whisper, ‘that the quality of the product is rubbish.’
     

      
      Woolworths wouldn’t be the first big beast to come up against its own mortality in the course of 2009. In Britain it would
         soon be followed by the entertainment retailer Zavvi, which began closing its stores at the end of January. In America General
         Motors, one of the biggest beasts of all, would take refuge in bankruptcy in June of that year, and in July it was joined
         by that giant of general-interest magazines, Reader’s Digest. Woolworths, however, was the first to go that year. It had staked out its terrain on the British high street for a hundred
         years, and specialised in serving a pre-digested pick ’n’ mix of things that it thought were good for us. It was as if it
         and other big beasts like it had held us captive in their bellies, the better to feed us more stuff. For a long time we were
         glad of what they gave us, but eventually we began to make for the exit. In their desperation to scoop us all up, many big
         beasts stretched themselves so thin that they ended up satisfying no one. They surrendered any authority they had over the
         products that they sold and ended up looking generic.
     

      
      But just how did we end up so captive to them in the first place, and how did we manage to escape? It is important that we
         know the answer, because the rise and fall of stores like Woolworths is also a story about the rise and fall of the general
         public.
     

      
      
      2

      
      In the early eighties, on the days when I wasn’t hovering around the pick ’n’ mix counter at Woolworths I was in front of
         the TV. The first film I have any memory of watching was Gone with the Wind, the story of a headstrong Georgia girl and her journey to womanhood amid the horrors of the American Civil War. Gone with the Wind was a family film, and I remember us all being there; my father ostensibly asleep but with one eye open, my sister and I
         hunkered dutifully around the television, my mother gleefully stealing all the best lines – ‘Frankly, my dear, I don’t give
         a damn’ and ‘Great balls of fire’ – by hollering them out in advance. On its release in 1939, the film was Hollywood at its
         most ambitious and its most extravagant: the most expensive film ever made and, at nearly four hours long, one of the longest.
         It didn’t matter, because it would also turn out to be the most popular film ever made. In its first cinematic release, at
         a time when America’s population was only 130 million, Gone with the Wind broke all box office records, selling 202 million tickets. In a vintage year for cinema, it competed with The Wizard of Oz, Of Mice and Men and Stagecoach at the Academy Awards and swept the board to win a then-record eight Oscars, including Best Picture.
     

      
      Gone with the Wind was made to be watched on the big screen, and it is difficult for us to imagine the excitement that must have accompanied
         its first cinematic run. Back then there were no DVDs or internet downloads. Films were like a visiting circus: miss them
         when they were in town and chances were they would not come around again for years. Even now, in the dark, holding us quietly
         hypnotised by its huge beam of light, cinema is still the most impressive example of how a mass medium can hold an audience captive in their seats. It is difficult to underestimate the power that Hollywood’s big beasts had over us
         as we sat in the cinema in the years before television arrived in our living rooms. Gone with the Wind was a triumph for the legendary producer David O. Selznick, a meddlesome perfectionist with a stubborn, implacable vision
         who did more than anyone else to see the film through. It was Selznick who staked his career and most of his fortune on it,
         holding his nerve as the costs began to spiral out of control.
     

      
      The release of Gone with the Wind also marked the coming of age of the studio system, in which the big five Hollywood studios – MGM, the studio that invested
         in Selznick’s film, Paramount, Warner, Twentieth Century Fox and RKO – controlled the whole movie-making business from beginning
         to end. Not only did they churn out films, but many of them also distributed those films and came to own the cinemas that
         played them too. It was a mammoth undertaking. Creating Gone with the Wind, for example, was an industrial production every bit as complicated as a factory assembly line. One report, from the set,
         from the Macon Telegraph on 19 March 1939, was breathless in its admiration for a world in which ‘cameras are no longer cranked by hand. Electricity
         does the work. There is enough electric current used on the stages at Selznick International Pictures in one day to provide
         lights for a small city.’ Gone with the Wind was made with a cast of thousands of extras, and shot with a film technology – the garishly beautiful Technicolor – which
         was then only four years young. Its epic portrayal of a burning, war-torn Atlanta, for example, was mostly mounted and shot
         even before Vivien Leigh had been hired, and all twelve of the available Technicolor cameras in Hollywood were marshalled
         for the shoot.
     

      
      
      The film’s phenomenal success was about more than machinery. Techniques for mass production were not at all new in 1939: in
         fact, they had been around since the early nineteenth century, when ordinary workers were uprooted from the countryside to
         work long hours in city factories. Those workers needed to be fed and clothed, and so production lines sprang up to do that
         too. The feat of producing identical goods aimed at large numbers of people meant that factory owners had to identify sizeable
         common denominators in the market. By the 1860s, for example, a third of all employees of the American garment industry were
         knocking out hoop skirts, which means large numbers of American women must have found themselves wearing the same thing.
     

      
      It wasn’t long before those uprooted country workers began to crave a little entertainment. Cinema, a new kind of industrially
         produced culture designed for consumption by large numbers of people, was just the ticket. Its first commercial outing came
         at a Paris café in 1895, when the Lumière brothers charged an admission fee for a forty-five-second film of workers leaving
         the Lumière factory in Lyon. Here was the audience for the new mass medium reflected back to themselves, but it took another
         four decades for that audience to have the money and free time to really enjoy it; films such as Gone with the Wind arrived at just the right moment.
     

      
      In the art deco cathedrals to the moving image that had recently sprung up in town centres, Gone with the Wind was open to so many interpretations that it proved capable of casting a spell on just about anyone. Women relished Scarlett
         O’Hara’s transformation from spoilt southern debutante to liberated, spirited Yankee-like entrepreneur. Even though there
         were no proper battle scenes, men warmed to its sulphurous whiff of bloodshed and bravado. And even though it was screened before the teenage audience had become a breed in itself,
         teenage girls were transfixed by its heady mixture of patriarchy, romance and Scarlett’s stubborn feminism. The whole thing
         was conceived on such an epic canvas and had such an all-encompassing narrative that it transcended historical romance and
         became something that everyone could love. Even if its sentimental recreation of the Deep South during the Civil War was told
         from the perspective of the losing side, in the middle decades of the century it morphed into a distinctively American story
         of national catastrophe and rebirth, a foundation myth that told the story of America’s vision of the world. As much as with
         Woolworths’ expansion during the middle decade of the century, Gone with the Wind’s carefully chosen pick ’n’ mix of ingredients became an immediate addition to the national heritage, even if the origins
         of that common inheritance weren’t always clear.
     

      
      Gone with the Wind was a great film because it appealed to everyone, but it was hardly unique. The film critic David Thomson is so enamoured
         with it that he scripted a documentary about it. When I phoned him at his home in San Francisco, he became immediately wistful
         for the whole era. ‘Between the thirties and the fifties,’ he told me, ‘there were a slew of films which were made for all
         ages and which everyone could enjoy, even though people took away different things from them. Those films don’t really get
         made nowadays.’ Films like Gone with the Wind, The Wizard of Oz and The Philadelphia Story made sure they were neither too violent nor too disturbing. They were quite happy to cut out any reference to sex to placate
         the American censors, and while they usually warranted a U certificate on their arrival in the UK, that didn’t mean they were
         simple-minded fare aimed at children. It meant they were for everyone.
     

      
      Given the power that they had over us, it would scarcely be an exaggeration to say that these films swept us all up and turned
         us into an audience of the general public, but they couldn’t do it on their own. Before it was the biggest film of all time,
         Gone with the Wind was a hugely successful book by Margaret Mitchell, which had been published in 1936. Helped by the success of the film, Mitchell’s
         book would go on to shift an incredible thirty million copies, twenty million of them in a cheap new format called the paperback.
         Just like the technology for making moving pictures, the equipment for producing these books had been around for nearly half
         a century, but it was only in the thirties that it was able to find a broad audience. The mass-market paperback was produced
         to sell in huge numbers and at low prices to ordinary people, but to justify the huge print runs necessary to keep prices
         low publishers needed to find new – often unconventional – retail outlets in which the general public might find them. In
         Britain Allen Lane, a director of the Bodley Head publishing house, designed a new size for his proposed paperbacks and assigned
         different colours for each genre, including the now-iconic orange for fiction, green for crime and dark blue for biographies.
         He also gave the company’s imprint its own name: Penguin. The first ten in his selection appeared in July 1935, and included
         novels by Mary Webb, Compton Mackenzie and Dorothy L. Sayers as well as Ernest Hemingway’s contemporary classic A Farewell to Arms. The success of this new venture hinged not only on selecting books that a mass audience might be persuaded to pick up, but
         on finding an audience. To break even, Lane needed to sell 17,500 copies of each title, and in the months leading up to publication he had been struggling to secure pre-orders for even half of that. In June 1935, however, Allen Lane finally
         persuaded Woolworths, then growing at an enormous pace, to take a sizeable order. Priced at a very affordable sixpence apiece,
         the Penguin paperbacks found a home among the sweets, clothes and other goods and the result was to save the Penguin and ignite
         a revolution in bookselling, bringing books into homes that had never had them before. As well as Woolworths, Allen Lane’s
         books were soon being distributed at airports and train stations in an effort to create a new kind of book-buying public.
     

      
      Long before Allen Lane’s paperback, Penguin had an American competitor in the paperback market. A pioneering former copywriter
         called Harry Scherman (he would later become a distinguished economist) was convinced that a new market for general books
         was out there just waiting to be tapped, and that it could best be reached by bypassing traditional bookstores. Allen Lane
         relied on general retailers to sell his paperbacks, but Scherman had dreamed up a new kind of mail-order distribution. Inaugurated
         in 1926, the Book-of-the-Month Club promised to bring good books to the masses. To that end, Scherman announced the establishment
         of a committee of judges or experts, to be made up entirely of paid literary professionals, who would select ‘the best new
         books published each month’. In return for signing up to buy a certain number of books, subscribers would be posted a monthly
         recommendation arrived at by the judges, which they would be free to send back, together with a catalogue of other books from
         which they could make their selection. Scherman was initially upbraided by publishers who were worried that he was going to
         take away their business. Among the public, however, the club was a huge and immediate hit. From an initial list of less than
         five thousand members in 1926, its subscribers had leapt to sixty thousand by the end of the following year and nearly one hundred thousand by the
         end of the decade. By 1936 it was so powerful a tastemaker that the publication of Gone with the Wind was deliberately held back to coincide with its selection as Book of the Month, a garland that helped enormously in bringing
         the book to such a massive audience.
     

      
      Not everyone was happy with the new arrangements. Allen Lane was the subject of a whispering campaign among his fellow publishers,
         who felt that his efforts were going to ruin the whole industry. When he was accused of making everyone read the same thing,
         Harry Scherman replied, ‘Presumably that’s what books are published for.’ What both managed to do was to stress how a hand-picked
         selection of books could be pleasurable and good for the soul. In doing so they conjured up a new kind of book-buyer, a general
         reader who loves books and could be persuaded to buy them at regular intervals. Just like the big beasts of retail and of
         Hollywood’s studio system, they held us captive and fed us mass-produced slices of stuff which they thought we might like.
         But what exactly were their ingredients?
     

      
      Margaret Mitchell’s book was neither manufactured pulp nor high art, and many critics seemed not quite sure what to make of
         it. It was good enough to win a Pulitzer Prize, but even the most generous reviewers felt that its sentimental melodrama didn’t
         quite compare with the literary greats. The film was chivvied along by David O. Selznick, and put together by the best writing
         and directing team that Hollywood could muster; F. Scott Fitzgerald lent a hand as one of its fifteen screenwriters. It had
         been put together piece by piece by a huge number of craftsmen, and what one critic called ‘the supreme custom-built movie’
         seemed a little too manufactured to be a work of art. It wasn’t long before culture watchers had thought of a quaint new word for it: middlebrow. Middlebrow was a bridge between literary
         taste and the demands of a mass market. It brought ingredients from high culture and the avant-garde together with the techniques
         of mass production to serve up a kind of stew that could be appreciated by everyone.
     

      
      Middlebrow aimed to satisfy the appetite of ordinary people for good stories well told, and was the perfect description of
         Gone with the Wind’s fusion of art, mass production and commerce. The term itself had been around since the twenties, and had recently been
         popularised by an essay in the 1933 Review of Literature by the American poet and novelist Margaret Widdemer. While it was not always easily recognisable in a single work, some critics
         identified the spread of a kind of corny sentimentality that did its feeling for us and which, lamented the radical art critic
         Clement Greenberg in his celebrated essay in the Partisan Review in 1939, ‘predigests art for the spectator and spares him effort’. If middlebrow was difficult to identify in any particular
         film or book, however, it was much easier to see in the general selection. The kind of ‘mid-list’ books chosen for the general
         public by Allen Lane and Harry Scherman were a quintessentially middlebrow amalgam of carefully selected ingredients, pre-digested
         for the palates of ordinary people by a panel of experts and aimed to raise the general taste. The idea was to cultivate a
         new kind of general reader; the sort of people who, according to one historian of the Book-of-the-Month Club, ‘wanted to be
         hailed both as intelligent and as broadminded individuals, that is, as lovers of all kinds of books, as aficionados of the
         universe of print’. In the mainstream media, middlebrow was announced by the rise of magazines like Reader’s Digest. It could also be seen in the way that newspapers extended their breadth and their reach beyond business and politics to cover matters of general interest.
         In the brave new world of broadcast television, middlebrow’s best ambassador was Lord Reith, the first director general of
         the British Broadcasting Corporation, who announced a pick ’n’ mix mission to ‘inform, educate and entertain’ an audience
         of millions. The middlebrow centrepiece of American television was Omnibus, a weekly ninety-minute summary of developments in science, arts and the humanities that played on the three major American
         TV networks to seventeen million viewers between 1952 and 1961. In the programme’s brochure, which was used to tout for sponsorship
         and sell their audience to advertisers, the producers were very clear about what they hoped to achieve. Omnibus would, they said, ‘be aimed straight at the average American audience, neither highbrow nor low-brow … but the audience that
         made the great circulations of such magazines as Reader’s Digest, Life, the Ladies’ Home Journal, the audience which is the solid backbone of any business as it is of America itself.’ It was to be a pick ’n’ mix, in other
         words, an edifying assortment of quality viewing general enough to have something for everyone.
     

      
      There was one more reason why Gone with the Wind chimed with the American psyche in the thirties, and why sellers of everything from films to books to household goods were
         able to find such a broad audience for their wares. In the middle of that decade western societies began to emerge from a
         biting economic depression, and what helped them to do so was an historic bargain forged between political elites and the
         masses. In the United States it was symbolised by the New Deal, the package of economic assistance sponsored by President
         Franklin D. Roosevelt, while in Britain it was the onset of a war economy and tentative moves in the directions of a welfare state. When those programmes for social insurance
         were fully implemented following the Second World War, the consequences were to raise wages, shrink the working week and send
         huge numbers of young people into the higher education system. With more money and more free time at their disposal, people
         could be persuaded to shop and spend money, and the big beasts of retail and popular culture were soon reaping the benefits.
         By the early fifties Harry Scherman’s Book-of-the-Month Club had over half a million subscribers, and Allen Lane’s paperback
         imprint had taken such a chunk out of the market that Penguin had become synonymous with the word paperback. Bookshelves in
         living rooms everywhere heaved with a selection of wholesome-looking volumes, even if many of them remained unread.
     

      
      People also had more time for politics. Thanks to the Representation of the People Act 1928, for example, ordinary British
         men and women were now extended the right to vote. Voting, however, was only mass production extended into the realm of politics,
         and if all those millions of votes were going to add up to a popular franchise they needed to be arranged in such a way that
         they made sense. In the nineteenth century, political parties had been organised in local caucuses, most of which were fairly
         independent of each other. By the middle of the twentieth century, however, a new kind of political party had sprung up in
         most democracies, one that scooped up local associations, trade unions and church groups into formidable national machines.
         Writing in 1951, Maurice Duverger was able to claim that ‘the structure of parties has been completely transformed’ in the
         previous half-century, and to confidently predict that the mass-membership political party was becoming the party of the future. By the early fifties, individual membership of the two major British political parties had reached an unprecedented
         peak. In the few years following the Second World War, membership of the British Conservative party alone had leapt from just
         under one million to over two and three-quarters.
     

      
      Political parties were on the way to becoming big beasts, gobbling up millions of ordinary people and integrating them into
         the body politic. Just as films like Gone with the Wind helped galvanise us into a national culture, so political parties bound us into national democracies and gave everyone a
         stake in the running of government. In the same way in which the big beasts of retail and cinema had a monopoly on the products
         that they sold, ambitious politicians soon discovered that mainstream political parties had a monopoly over access to political
         jobs; that they were the only vehicle for selection to political office. And, just as the middlebrow had formed a bridge between
         literary and mass-market taste, the growth of mainstream political parties threw up a consensus on the kinds of things that
         politicians should argue about, and a coherent range of policies – again, a kind of pick ’n’ mix – from which the voters could
         choose. By forging this link between those in charge and the popular mood, they succeeded in carving out a congenial middle
         ground. They had become the only show in town, and we were their grateful audience.
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      Nonetheless, that audience wasn’t just going to roll up on its own. It needed to be assembled, teased, chivvied, seduced and
         finally mobilised. Returning to Gone with the Wind, an early example of what could be done to this end was the work of the film’s producer, David O. Selznick, No sooner had Selznick bought the rights to the book than he announced a nationwide talent
         search to find the perfect Scarlett, and held a press conference to trumpet the news that three top talent executives would
         be assigned to different regions of the country. The public were to be fully involved, their views were solicited via polls,
         newspaper stories and fan magazines; the whole process would take two years, would cost ninety-two thousand dollars and would
         create so much interest that fourteen thousand candidates presented themselves for the role of Scarlett. Fans wrote in with
         their suggestions, astrologers offered their advice and a procession of wannabe Scarletts took it upon themselves to show
         up at Selznick’s Beverley Hills home for an impromptu screen test. Nothing came of it, but that wasn’t the point. Selznick
         was simply putting together an audience for a film that hadn’t even been made. His extended drumroll for Gone with the Wind was an audacious effort, but it lacked sophistication. The big beasts had successfully captured the attention of the general
         public but if they were going to feed it and keep it happy they needed to know a little more about it and what it wanted to
         eat. To help them out, they engaged the services of a flashy new kind of social scientist whose job it was to poke the general
         public and monitor its behaviour, to ask it what it was thinking and to figure out how it felt.
     

      
      In 1937 Mass-Observation, a wholly new social research organisation, was established with the aim of studying the everyday
         habits and behaviour of the British public. One of its founders, Tom Harrisson, was a keen bird-watcher and naturalist, and
         his training might well have inspired some of the techniques honed by Mass-Observation. From Harrisson’s base in Bolton, records
         John Carey in his book The Intellectuals and the Masses, five hundred volunteer observers were sent out to mingle among the natives and quietly report back on local customs such as ‘football
         pools, dirty jokes, armpit hygiene and the proportion of males wearing bowler hats in pubs. Observers were instructed to use
         an impersonal notation when identifying human specimens.’ By the fifties, their reports were being mulled over by everyone
         from market researchers to the British government.
     

      
      It was in this decade, too, that an American statistician called George Gallup fine-tuned his whizzy new survey-sampling techniques.
         Gallup had started out measuring public opinion on behalf of advertisers; in 1958 he consolidated his different polling agencies
         in a single organisation and began to take the temperature of the American public at regular intervals. There was no shortage
         of people qualified to interpret the data of the Gallup polls. ‘Fortunately for the ad men,’ revealed Vance Packard in The Hidden Persuaders¸ his best-selling 1957 exposé of the methods of the American advertising industry, ‘the supply of social scientists to draw
         from had multiplied in profusion within the decade. There were for example now at least seven thousand accredited psychologists.
         At first the ad men had a hard time getting straight in their own mind the various types of social scientists. They were counselled
         that sociologists and anthropologists were concerned with people in groups, whereas psychologists and psychiatrists were mainly
         concerned with what goes on in the mind of the individual.’ By 1960 there were so many clipboard-carrying pollsters, psephologists,
         pop sociologists and public relations gurus prowling for information about the American public that the critic Dwight MacDonald
         railed against the rise of what he termed ‘questionnaire sociologists’, who saw citizens as little more than statistics in
         skins. The problem with the professional people-watchers, he argued, was that they ‘degrade the public by treating it as an object, to be handled with the lack of ceremony of medical
         students dissecting a corpse, and at the same time flatter it and pander to its taste and ideas by taking them as the criterion
         of reality’.
     

      
      MacDonald was right to assume that the big beasts had ambitious plans for what to do with all this data at their disposal.
         Some, for example, began to use it to segment their customers by income, geography, gender and education – the better to sell
         them more stuff. One of the first companies to figure out how to do this was General Motors. By 1930, along with the other
         two car-makers in Detroit’s big three, Ford and Chrysler, GM had a captive audience of millions of Americans for its vehicles.
         But whereas Henry Ford had sold his Model T as the cheapest, most basic transportation vehicle that mass production would
         allow (‘Any customer can have a car painted any colour that he wants,’ Ford famously bragged, ‘so long as it is black’), in
         the late twenties Alfred Sloan, president of General Motors, decided that his company would offer something altogether more
         classy: a variety of different quality cars, from which they could pick and choose according to their income bracket. Each
         car would start life on the same production line, but the various models would then be shipped off to different locations
         to be worked on and finished off.
     

      
      The imperious Sloan had been born into a prosperous New York family and liked the idea of giving the common man something
         worth aspiring to. His plan was to present car-buyers with a ‘ladder of success’ that they could ascend as they found the
         wherewithal to do so. Forty years later, in his autobiography My Years with General Motors, Sloan explained how it was supposed to work:
     

      
      
      
         The Cadillac and the Buick were first and second from the top of the price pyramid. The Chevrolet was always the base of the
            pyramid. The Oakland organization, which produced the Pontiac car, later became the Pontiac division, and the manufacture
            of Oakland cars was discontinued. The Pontiac became a distinctive car in its own right while maintaining its original economies.
            That put Olds between Pontiac and Buick, making the basic line: Chevrolet, Pontiac, Olds, Buick, and Cadillac, more or less
            as it is today.
        

     

      
      Sure enough, Sloan’s brilliant strategy of dividing GM’s audience into income bands became the company’s magic ingredient,
         its secret sauce. It helped General Motors race past Ford to become the world’s biggest car maker in the thirties, and it
         would go on to fuel much of the company’s growth and international expansion for the next three decades. In 1954 GM was selling
         more than half of all the cars sold in America, and plenty more via its British arm Vauxhall and its German subsidiary Opel.
         Sleek new models like the Chevy Camaro were as eagerly anticipated as iPhones. So deep were the company’s pockets that for
         an entire decade it paid for an exclusive sponsorship deal with Bonanza, the Western TV series and then one of America’s most popular family shows, just so it could introduce each episode with
         a celebrity behind the wheel of one of its cars singing along to ditties like ‘See the USA in your Chevrolet’. By the beginning
         of the sixties General Motors had become as much a symbol of America’s industrial might as Hollywood was testament to its
         mastery of popular culture.
     

      
      It was in this decade, however, that the control of the big beasts showed the first signs of loosening. As the welfare state
         grew and more of its initiatives could be seen to serve the interests of everyone, the common interests that tied people into
         trade unions began to look narrow and self-interested, kicking against the whole system. Then there were the social convulsions
         of the late sixties, in which a fresh generation of protesters did their utmost to break free of the big beasts and their
         definition of what the public wanted. The result was to make allegiances and loyalties less predictable to pollsters of any
         kind, and to shake the confidence of the big beasts. A new species of voter, known as a floating voter or swing voter, bubbled
         to the surface of the political system, and didn’t want to be tied down to any particular party. The German-American Otto
         Kirchheimer was one of the first scholars to notice that anything was amiss. He observed in the mid-sixties that the two main
         political parties in West Germany, the centre-right Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and the centre-left Social Democratic
         Party (SPD), had recently dropped their ideological baggage and made for the centre ground. Rather than speaking to their
         traditional constituencies, the German parties had, according to Kirchheimer, morphed into catch-all parties that deliberately
         opened themselves as wide as they could in order to scoop up the burgeoning shoals of floating voters whose allegiances were
         up for grabs.
     

      
      At least in the short term, the strategy seemed to work. By the early seventies, West Germany’s two big parties shared 90
         per cent of the vote and political parties everywhere, Kirchheimer predicted, would soon be tempted to follow suit. But which
         direction should they swim in to order to scoop up the most votes? In 1957 an inventive young political scientist called Anthony
         Downs came up with an ingenious answer. In the short but hugely influential An Economic Theory of Democracy, Downs pointed out that if everyone in the voting population could be lined up on a single left-right axis according to their political outlook, it would be very easy to identify the
         voter in the middle – what he termed the ‘median voter’. Downs was not referring to the arithmetic mean, which could be had
         by adding up all the votes and dividing by the number of voters. He was talking about the average voter, but only in the sense
         that every single voter could be lined up according to their views and the one in the middle identified with some precision.
         Political parties hungry for power, Downs concluded, would be well advised to pin everything on chasing this median voter.
     

      
      The rise of catch-all parties and their drift towards the median voter was followed keenly by political parties everywhere.
         For many political scientists, Downs’s logic helps explain why most modern American presidential candidates, once they have
         courted their party loyalists in the primaries, usually head with unseemly haste in the direction of the centre ground. The
         thrust of Downs’s argument, however, went far beyond its usefulness to politicians. His logic could be traced back to Harold
         Hotelling’s 1929 article in the Economic Journal. In any audience or population distribution, Hotelling posited, the best way to broaden one’s appeal and achieve maximum
         reach would be to ply one’s wares right at the middle, and anyone who didn’t was likely to be defeated by those who did. Imagine
         an ice-cream seller who has to decide where to set up shop on a beach-front where holidaymakers are evenly distributed along
         the beach. To have the best chance of touting his wares to the greatest number of customers, Hotelling’s law dictates that
         he should set up his ice-cream stand exactly in the middle of the beach-front. But that wasn’t all. When a second ice-cream
         seller pitches up to offer the first a little competition he should, following the same logic, set up shop back to back with the first ice-cream seller rather than at the end of the beach, where he would only attract
         custom from one side. The argument seems counterintuitive, but as big beasts of all kinds found their once loyal customers
         floating away it wasn’t only political parties who found it compelling. By drilling down into the data, after all, it would
         be very easy to ask their hired statistical hands to line up audiences according to their income, politics or anything else
         and use that information to identify the middle ground. Then, a bit like those two ice-cream sellers, all they would need
         to do was to pitch up there as fast as they could.
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