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For Srey: My coolest decision.




INTRODUCTION


In his brilliant piece written years ago, David Skinner wrote, “Cool is still cool.” The word, the emotional style, and that whole flavour of cultural cachet remains ascendant after more than half a century.


It is, according to linguistic anthropologist Robert L. Moore, the most popular slang term of approval in English. Moore says cool is a counterword, which is a term whose meaning has broadened far beyond its original denotation.


Around the 1930s, cool began appearing in American English as an extremely casual expression to mean something like “intensely good”. This usage also distinguished the speaker, italicizing their apartness from mainstream culture.


As its popularity grew, cool’s range of possible meanings exploded. Pity the lexicographer who now has to enumerate all the qualities collecting in the hidden folds of cool: self-possessed, disengaged, quietly disdainful, morally good, intellectually assured, aesthetically rewarding, physically attractive, fashionable, and on and on.


Years later, “cool” is still that: off centre, moored far away from the mainstream, yet midstream, in a sense. In the game but more spectatorial. A perspective. A snoot. Not a snot.


Cool to me is also utterly democratic in its political purpose. I have a theory that three things have come to define cool across the world. Across ages. Across stages. Think about it. From the hellishly hip streets of Helsinki to the staggering slopes of Spiti, three things unify us: our backpacks, our sneakers, and our earpieces. Cool skips across borders like a carefree child. It swaggers down streets. It is oblivious. That is cool. It’s not a well-dealt hand. It’s the middle finger.


All my life I have surrounded myself with cool people. Not just young but people with a bent of mind that is just that—bent. People who have conformed to a nuance. Not prisoners of the collective stance.


I have lunch with cool people. I write to them asking them about what’s cool. And at the spine of cool is that nerve called curiousity.


Speaking of nerves, cool is much like the Vagus nerve of the body. The word “vagus” originates from the Latin word for wandering. The fact is that cool keeps wandering. It slips from one restaurant to another. From one city to another. And therefore it demands ample attention and amendment.
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