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Introduction


Three years ago, while making my way through the snarl of early morning traffic, I snapped on the radio to hear that a popular writer, David Sedaris, was coming to Chicago. I should call for tickets, I thought. But I got busy and didn't remember until a day later. And by then the event was sold out.

“What? But he's a writer!” I argued with the box-office assistant on the other end of the phone. I pressed further, “How many seats are in that auditorium?” Five thousand, she told me. Over lunch later that week, I recounted the story to a friend who is a concert promoter. What kind of person sells out a 5,000-seat auditorium overnight in a major city? My friend smiled knowingly. “A rock star,” he said.

That crescendo moment was one in a series of occurrences that struck me as odd because it challenged what I thought I understood about mainstream interests. The mass market in America has been defined by reality television and fast food. The common perception is that Americans, overfed and undereducated, respond only to the simplest ideas. The typical American is also seen as seeking out leisure activities that are passive, unchallenging, and devoid of any intellectual content. After a few years of working with professionals in the entertainment, media, and marketing industries, I had subtly surrendered to their frequent bromides that the average Joe in America is, well, below average.

This book challenges that assumption.

Because, if it were true, why do 65 percent of Americans cite reading as their preferred leisure activity? Why do companies like Google™ and Microsoft® seek to borrow from the intellectual sanctums of museums and libraries for entertainment content? Why do art museums, aquariums, zoos, and science centers draw more foot traffic than all the professional sports teams in the United States combined, including auto racing? Why do teenagers turn up in record numbers to poetry slams and post original short stories on their blogs? Why have applications to art schools shown aggressive growth over the last decade? Why does author David Sedaris fill venues large enough to host bands like Green Day?

Here is my assessment: Mass market tastes and aspirations are shifting gears in the knowledge society. If 65 percent of American households read for pleasure and attend an average of three cultural events per year, and they state a belief that exposure to the arts is good for their kids, then this is no cultural wasteland. I studied the audiences who appreciate independent film, literary art, music from classical to hip-hop, visual art and live theater. My research revealed a single, common denominator across all thirteen cities we looked at, from Anchorage to Pittsburgh, Cleveland to Chicago: people who value these experiences also value learning. To put it another way, more and more people enjoy a lively life of the mind and seek ways to express it.

This book makes one truth clear: a new social order is emerging based on a more enlightened sensibility. A growing stratum of the public is preparing to begin a second renaissance. The evidence of its emergence abounds. But, without clear grounding in an updated view of the society in which we live, raise our kids, and work, our economy will fail to benefit from this new wave of opportunity.

The David Sedaris event inspired me to set out on a journey to discover the source of this undercurrent that turns an artist into a popular culture phenom. To help me, I recruited two researchers and several advisors and embarked on a two-year process to better understand what I was witnessing. Before long, I was engaging colleagues, friends, even my children, in theorizing and testing assumptions. My theories developed organically, looping from data to assumptions to debate and revision, all with the help of everyday people.

In the spring of 2004, I reached a crossroads. During a four hour delay in the Philadelphia airport I went to the bar, ordered a drink, and reached into my briefcase for my research notepad. It wasn't there. In a frenzy, I groped through the bag, front pocket, side pocket, inside pocket. Nothing. Weeks of observations lost.

At that moment I pledged to dedicate myself to the research. I opened my planner to carve entire weeks out of my calendar, but when I turned the page to August, there were three weeks with a red line marked “trip to Rome.” Nearly a year before, I had committed to fulfill a long-held promise to myself to visit the eternal city. But at that moment in the Philadelphia airport, it was an exasperating prospect for a diversion I could ill afford. However, the trip to Rome proved to be pivotal to the writing of this book.

In the heat and dust of the Roman summer, I began to see beyond the ruins — beyond the ornate relics of the once imperial Catholic Church, beyond the masterworks by great artists never since matched in creative output on such a scale, to see clearly one question: What made this all possible? In trying to answer that question, something clicked. That level of mastery occurs for a reason; it is not a fluke. What I would later discover went beyond the usual notions of a renaissance as the confluence of talent, ideas, sponsorship, and an appreciative public. This book is not about the Renaissance, per se, it is about the question: What forces bring about a renaissance? This book seeks to answer that question.

For the next year, I delved into history books, consulted scholars, educators, marketers, business people, artists, psychologists, physicians, scientists, urban planners, and even futurists. I went back and forth across time periods and geography to discover the social, political, and economic patterns that lead to a renaissance.

In my professional life as a consultant, I work with people in a world where the arts, business, education, and entertainment converge. Previously, these sectors had little interaction. But the Internet has changed that, and the dividers between disciplines have become increasingly permeable. Having pioneered a career as a marketing specialist in a fast-growing discipline of edutainment, I am invited to speak a lot. As a matter of necessity, I made my talks part of the organic process of this book. Once I coined the term RenGen,short for renaissance generation,I began talking about it in speeches across the country. Some writers would consider this risky, since you expose your precious intellectual property to potential theft. However, it provided me with a powerful weapon. It enabled me to recruit culture scouts — people who had also picked up the scent on the trail and were willing to share their observations.

And recruit I did. Theater ushers, schoolteachers, clerks at my local store, librarians, high schoolers, and an online game developer, were all potential scouts. I expanded my notions of “culture” to embrace a broad swath of perspectives. I began calling it the Tocqueville method, borrowed from the nineteenth-century French nobleman who, in his mid-twenties, traveled the breadth of Jacksonian America to investigate the social and political effects of democracy to predict what might come after the revolution in his homeland.

Later, a variety of methods were added to gather the information that led to this book. Major foundations were sources for research. The Wallace Foundation unlocked their vault of public opinion research and allowed me to feast on their findings. The New York Philharmonic furnished a stack of audience surveys that stood six inches high on my desk. In the business community, one contact led to another, and I found myself talking with research directors and analysts who generously shared their data and perspectives on the shifts they were seeing in consumer values.

With my office a slalom course of piles, I knew I needed some structure. I signed up for a communications course at the University of Chicago's Graham School for executives needing to convey scientific data in everyday presentations. The course was taught by Donna Tatum, an instructor in communications and a psychometrician. Her academic specialty involves measuring intelligence, personality, and belief systems as they relate to human performance. The scientific measurement of unobservable phenomena is difficult, but Professor Tatum had specific wisdom about how to assess and interpret subtle social phenomena. She proved to be exceptionally personable, and her insights were invaluable. Intrigued by my theory, she became an active collaborator.

Working with Donna Tatum's team, we embarked on original research consisting of an online survey taken from a global pool of 1,400 senior marketing executives. We tested to see how aware they were of the phenomenon we were tracking. Better yet, we tested to see if they were acting on it. Simultaneously, we gathered insights from 30 recognized experts in marketing, entertainment, performing arts, art schools, museums, and libraries.

Out of this process, I emerged convinced that the past fifty years of American life is not an endless downward spiral — it is a prelude. In fact, it looks a lot like what happens right before a renaissance.


ONE
Preconditions for a Rebirth


This book is about the rise of the next renaissance generation — the RenGen — an emerging strata of enlightened individuals who are hungry for ideas and ways to express them. It also refers to a cultural movement that is being created by the confluence of art, science, education, popular entertainment, and business. The Renaissance of the fifteenth century was a flowering of civilization — a “rebirth” of art, scientific invention, culture, and humanity itself. However, the moment right before birth is often a dangerous and complicated one. Our world today has reached a critical turning point. The passage into a better and brighter time will demand individuals and organizations that possess a force of creativity powerful enough to challenge the status quo, disrupt the marketplace, and transform society.


renaissance a movement or period of robust creative and intellectual activity that is associated with a rebirth of civilization.


generation a group of individuals born and living contemporaneously in a span of consecutive years, whose length approximates the span of a phase of life that is approximately twenty-two to thirty years.


RenGen explores the conditions that are giving rise to a generation on the verge of a second renaissance. Years into the knowledge economy, the context in which we live our daily lives is no longer a twilight zone of change. Who we are and what we care about is taking shape with an emerging set of imperatives, products, behaviors, and ambitions. After decades of hearing the mantra that life is all about change — a daily flood of circumstances impossible to navigate — it seems risky to be definitive about the larger patterns that are emerging. However, after spending two years researching our situation, I am convinced that we need to prepare ourselves for the possibility that we are poised to become a renaissance generation, a RenGen.

Comparing the flowering of the European Renaissance with the one emerging today reveals one essential difference: the speed of time. It took Western civilization from 1300 to 1500 to reach the point of “high Renaissance,” the pinnacle of the age. Our renaissance is gearing up faster and will likely be shorter, lasting perhaps fewer than thirty years, a length of time experts agree to be “a generation.”

In 1970, Alvin Toffler established a genre of futurist nonfiction with his seminal book, Future Shock. What followed was a welter of doomsday discourse. Today, many of us need no further convincing that the only given in life is an endless storm of change. As we search for effective strategies to make our way in a fractured, warp-speed world, this book makes one truth clear: we are sloughing off the old skin that defined us as unenlightened people and becoming a society preparing for a second renaissance. The evidence of it surrounds us, but most telling is the presence of the five preconditions that prepare a civilization for a renaissance.

Before sitting down to write this book, I had to group findings to see the patterns. I wanted to plot the process that leads up to a transformation as profound as a renaissance. But the differences between two civilizations separated by eight centuries are so great, that I focused on the catalytic conditions that share certain similarities, instead. These five conditions are described in the following sections: Death Comes First; The Rise of Beautiful Mind; The Collaborative Context; Catalytic People; and A Facilitating Medium.

Death Comes First

The origins of the first great renaissance were steeped in conflict and waste. At the dawn of the fourteenth century, Rome, having suffered one of many devastating fires, was in ruins. A long line of emperors had replaced the Republic, ruling with utter disregard for the collective will of the people. The economy was in shambles. In 1330, the plague swept across Europe. The chaos of war, economic degradation, large-scale death by a mysterious infection, and political corruption were forces that triggered a process of transformation catalyzed by an equally powerful force:the human imperative to invent ways to survive.

The Rise of Beautiful Mind

Original ideas come from someplace. Scientists who have researched the phenomena have found that the creative process involves the firing of neurons in search of something — usually a solution. Ideas begin with a hunt through our memory to reference something we already understand. We search our minds for a Potential Inspiration for New Ground (PING).

Consider the following example drawn from recent brain research. If I put in front of you an object that you have never seen before, you will search the storehouse of knowledge contained in your memory. “Where else have I seen something like this?” you ask yourself. If you can't find an answer you will keep PINGing. You may even begin to invent a meaning for the unexpected, or fuse an unknown object with things you are already familiar with for new inspiration. You are creating meaning to either relieve the uncomfortable dissonance, or you may simply be inspired by the unexpected, and this will trigger other iterations you can apply to a current problem. This is how we generate new ideas. The richer the storehouse of images and memory we have to PING against, the more combinations of answers and solutions we can conjure.

The beautiful mind is the gestalt of the RenGen. In the ideal state of a renaissance, culture operates at a heightened level of mental capacity. Hence, knowledge and information are powerful currency. As a society is presented with unprecedented problems it can no longer ignore, people begin searching for solutions. Those who have built large storehouses of information and show a facility for PINGing will be highly valuable.

The Collaborative Context

A renaissance is panoramic — it is an interlude of heightened context — not just a well-decorated setting where things happen.

Instead, the context is itself an organizing system from which social customs and meaning radiate. The rule of a renaissance is that context is important — in particular because it allows collaboration to occur. Collaboration is the way work gets done for the RenGen. Our conventional idea about creativity is that it is the domain of the artist. And when we think of artists we typically think of rugged individualists like Jackson Pollock, working away alone for hours in his studio. In truth, the Renaissance master Michelangelo assembled a large team of specialists to paint the Sistine Chapel. The very scale of the work undertaken — not to mention the amount of experimentation necessary — demanded the collective talents of many.

Our belief that creativity is the domain of artists also turns out to be a myth. There are many types of people who populate the creative context, such as master patrons, planners, expressives, auteurs, to name a few, and the more diverse the skill base, the more innovative the results.

Catalytic People

I traveled across the United States and parts of Europe in search of insights for this book. As with any journey, after awhile, the trees in the forest all look the same. People stand out, though. So, too, for the RenGen. There are specific personality types who animate the renaissance context, and I will take you back and forth across time periods so you can meet the personalities that drive a period of rebirth. Some of these people boldly lead the way, while others are like catalytic enzymes that cultivate the flourish to come.

A Facilitating Medium

A renaissance must have a facilitating medium that carries the flow of ideas and information. It is meaningless to attain knowledge if you then lack the means to apply and disseminate it. It is meaningless to receive inspiration without a means to express it. The facilitating medium serves both needs. The Roman Empire left behind an important gift to Western civilization: a vast network of roads that stretched across borders from Northern England to Mesopotamia, thereby connecting people to a larger world. Today, we have the Internet, which has had a gale-force impact on our culture.

Social Indicators Point to Rebirth

While the preconditions prepare the soil for a renaissance, social trends are proof that seeds are taking root. Next, we will address the evidence of that. Keep in mind that the following trends have been germinating over time and they are springing from grassroots activity — an indication that they'll have more staying power than fads that are typically driven from the top down.

The will to be reborn

This desire to “make me new again” drives everything from Botox to evangelism. For many, the imagined life encountered in all creative expression is a platform for what psychologist Abraham Maslow called “peak experiences” in which people discover new aspects of their potential only dreamed of before. The people we studied described being open to more possibilities and feeling rejuvenated or reborn when they created or experienced art, for example. Still others described the thrill of creating practical inventions to address social or mechanical challenges. The Italian renaissance was marked by the same fervor for new ideas and explorations that led to scientific discoveries, not to mention masterworks of art that now symbolize Western civilization.

Polarization and fusion

Renaissance people lived in an insecure world of religious factionalism, war, surprise attacks, and assassinations. You only need to skim the headlines to see that we too are experiencing the above. Given the multiplicity of threats that swarm around us, the typical person must strive to make sense of their world in order to function. There is also the overwhelming number of choices to make every day that add complexity. Hence, people create shortcuts by fusing disparate ideas into a single thing they can hold in their imaginations. Whether it be the fusion of science and art or mysticism and organized religion, renaissance people are adept at fusion. What cannot be fused may be polarized onto the margins.

The exaltation of roots

Scholars agree that one of the defining aspects of a renaissance is the fascination with the iconography and traditions of the past. A renaissance is not to be confused with a revolution; a renaissance builds on the bedrock of what came before. So, too, in our common culture is a palpable need to embrace aspects of our beliefs and customs that give us substance. Take, for example, the outpouring of emotion that followed the death of Pope John Paul II, who was laid to rest in St. Peter's Basilica, one of the most notable structures of the High Renaissance. Ardent and lapsed Catholics alike followed the story, which was front-page news in most cities, as did people of many faiths around the world, in part because the papacy is a direct link to traditional roots.

Emphasis on visual and aural representationof ideas and information

Symbols, costumes, statues, icons, logos, and pictures become the predominant form of expression. They are a language. As the exchange of ideas happens more fluidly in a renaissance, and the geographies expand to reach a broader swath of people in distant lands, it is essential for communication to move from the specific to the universal to be understood. Written and spoken languages are specific, while visuals are universal. As the Renaissance swept across Europe, ideas could be represented in art, architecture, and everyday designs for clothing and household goods.

A respect for learning

A renaissance brings about a heightened appreciation for education. This is more about the aggressive exchange of ideas than the specious type of “seat learning” many of us grew up with. Knowledge becomes more accessible to the common man, and authoritarian experts are replaced by all forms of apprenticeship and collaborative exchanges among everyday people. The Renaissance saw the rise of home tutors. These were scholars and writers hired by the rising merchant class and nobles alike to teach the children in their households the lessons of the ancient Greeks, as well as basic literacy skills. Today, there is an increased emphasis on learning; whether it is facilitated by the Internet or delivered conventionally, learning is a priority. So much so that we call ourselves the “knowledge” society and managers in organizations are shifting their approach to deal with the new “knowledge worker.”

Rise of the second cities

Renaissance periods take root in urban settings where the context is richest. Energy and resources are focused on an intensive interchange of ideas. Innovation can occur as a matter of daily life. Often — because death must come before rebirth — there is a dying off of the older cities or an exodus of talent, and new loci for creativity rise up.

Elevation of human potential

Some form of humanism is present within the context of a rebirth. Enlightenment and understanding are the business of everyone, not just the elites. It is up to the individual person to attain enlightenment, but each is fundamentally capable. The Renaissance was transformed spiritually and intellectually by humanism, which in a nutshell was a spirit of inquiry that held confidence in the ability of human beings to determine for themselves truth from falsehood. Today, in the United States, we have a well-developed sense of self-reliance. We believe in our ability to take action to improve our communities, schools, physical well-being, and emotional states. Step into any bookstore today and you will see an entire canon of self-help texts lining the walls.

A New Order

The confluence of these factors, made more complex by the number of choices we face each day from toothpaste to mortgages, calls out for a new order. How else will we keep it all straight? Unlike the linear, progressive ways of planning and executing new projects that came before, the RenGen is finding a new approach for managing complexity: the collage. Collage is the defining art form of the twenty-first century. The more people we interviewed, the more culture we observed, the more it became clear that collage is a metaphor for the RenGen. It captures the essence of the RenGen aesthetic. Collage is unpretentious, collaborative, interdisciplinary, recyclable, and flexible enough to be cocreated. And it is even a way of seeing how existing elements can fit with new ones to form unique things. Later in the book we will explore “collage theory” as a process for arriving at new solutions.

As you read this book, please keep one thing in mind: our worldwide situation holds tremendous potential. In a world poisoned by a century of progress at any price, it is easy to look around and believe we are in a freefall — socially, culturally, economically, and environmentally. But civilizations have cycles. This phase of the cycle has been trailing downward for some time. We are becoming aware that the environment and our survival in it are interconnected in perilous ways. We are becoming aware that the ideology and misplaced foreign policy of one country can fuel factionalism and terrorism in another. We are becoming aware that world financial markets are linked and interdependent in ways they never have been before. This is a point of crisis. A crisis that exists because people fear what will happen next. The values people once held dear, whether those are religious or civic values, gave them hope. Values of efficiency and profitability have yet to offer reasonable replacements. We are now witnessing the massing of culture, one based on new ideals seeking vigorous expression.

It is time to ask ourselves: What we should expect?

This book points the way to what lies beyond fear: a shift toward enlightenment that is dramatically changing the society in which we live and work. I am aiming here to help people who are now a part of the knowledge economy to recognize and understand the sea change that is occurring in their cities, their communities, and the markets they serve. In understanding the RenGen — as a segment of the population and as a cultural phenomenon — individuals and organizations can commit their talents, products, and services more profitably and purposefully to a society on the brink of a rebirth.


TWO
Seeds of Change — How a Renaissance Begins


When most people think of the Renaissance, they think of it as a time of accelerated creativity when several masters produced great works of art — works of art that are now the visual symbols that define Western civilization. In truth, that period when art and ideas blossomed across Europe occurred in the early fifteenth century, which is considered the High Renaissance. To understand how a phenomenon as potent as a renaissance occurs, it's helpful to understand what leads up to it. This means we need to go back a century earlier. Because scholars agree that Italy led the Renaissance, it's worth taking the journey back to fourteenth-century Rome, which at that time was a city hovering between life and death.

In 1300, the Florentine writer Fillipo Villani traveled to Rome on a quest to “behold the great and ancient things.” Here is what he found: the Coliseum stood in partial ruin, its inner ring overgrown with weeds. Sheep grazed on the Palatine Hill, where the residences of the great emperors once stood. Everything that met Villani's gaze told him Rome was dying. It is not overstating the matter to see the impact of Rome's fall as the end of the world, or at least the end of the world as people knew it. Rome was once the center of everything — a worldview shared by many in Europe, none more than the Romans themselves.

Visit Rome today and you can still find a spot at the base of the Capitoline Hill in the Roman Forum where senators once stood and delivered great oratory. If you look closely you can make out the Latin phrase chiseled into the stone floor: umbilicus mundi, which translates into “belly button of the world.” But by the time Villani made his way there in 1300, “Rome was not a center of commerce or industry, it was not even the ecclesiastical center of Europe; it was the home of symbolic vestiges; haunted by the recollection of greatness far beyond that of any modern city,” writes George Holmes, author of Florence, Rome and the Origins of the Renaissance. Romans saw reminders of their fall everywhere, and it is probably fair to say that the psychological toll was devastating.

If the symbolic death of Rome were not traumatic enough, the arrival of the Black Death in 1340 surely was. The rat-flea virus that swept the bubonic plague across Asia and Europe was an equal-opportunity killer. In its already declining state, Rome was emptied. Marchione di Coppo Stefani, describes the grisly effects of the plague:

Neither physicians nor medicines were effective. Whether because these illnesses were previously unknown or because physicians had not previously studied them, there seemed to be no cure. There was such a fear that no one seemed to know what to do. When it took hold in a house it often happened that no one remained who had not died. And it was not just that men and women died, even sentient animals died. Dogs, cats, chickens, oxen, donkeys, sheep showed the same symptoms and died of the same disease. And almost none, or very few, who showed these symptoms, were cured.... It was such a frightful thing that when it got into a house, as was said, no one remained. Frightened people abandoned the house and fled to another.

It is important to understand that no matter how grim a death a society experiences, the cultural ashes that come from such a fall fertilize its soil for new growth.

I grew up in the Midwest, where a person is never too far away from farm life. In the summers of my childhood, my family escaped industrial Detroit for the cool, open air of northern Michigan. One holiday, we took a detour. Our lumbering Oldsmobile clicked past rows of blue-green cornfields occasionally interrupted by gnarled clumps of soybean plants. I'd rest my arms on the open window and tilt my face out into the breeze where I could take in the loamy smell of soil and corn plants. By and by, we passed a farmer driving a tractor across the soybean field. It looked to me as if the machine was chopping up the plants — destroying them. I asked my father about it, who explained that this was “plowing under,” which is how farmers prepare the soil for a good harvest. That is the law of a RenGen. Death comes first.

Death of Character

The Renaissance writer Leonardo Bruni laments a different kind of loss — the death of what he called “the Roman character.” Bruni was a Florentine who observed that the combination of imperial crime and the elevation of violence encouraged by emperors like the notoriously self-indulgent Nero had debased the very character of the Roman people. That loss of character, Bruni argued, was a side effect of the citizen's loss of liberty under Nero's regime. In other words, it was not political corruption itself that tumbled the Empire, it was the withering away of the character of the Roman people who eventually came to accept such corruption and violence as something out of their control; under the Republic, by contrast, they had enjoyed some measure of self-determination.

What was the Roman character, you might wonder? If you are like most people, you picture the Romans of Nero's time as overfed and oversexed. But the period of the Republic was a different matter. Under the rule of the Senate, a hearty economy flourished, buttressed by a sophisticated banking system, and the people were governed by a representative civic authority. Some of Rome's most impressive structures were built in this phase, all facilitated by Rome's unmatched military might. On this point, scholars agree that impressive progress was made when the Roman Senate governed. “To understand the difference in results between self-determination encouraged by the Republic versus the absolute power of the emperors, we should weigh how Rome grew but little under the kings, but acquired the Empire over the world within a short period of time under the senate,” comments historian Cino Rinuccini. The Republic allowed for the free flow of ideas because it allowed greater personal liberty. This sense of freedom is described often in the writings of Bruni and his contemporaries as a cherished right that future Italian cities, most especially Florence, would seek to emulate. Much later, Machiavelli would warn leaders in his enduring book, The Prince, that “men do not accept less liberty,” once they have tasted it — implying that it cannot be ripped from them, only gradually worn away. The traits of ambition and ingenuity were aspects of the “Roman character” that built Rome and nourished it into an Empire. To put it another way, when despotic rule replaced the Republic, people slowly quit striving for a certain way of life.
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