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To artisans, as they craft their past, present, and future






INTRODUCTION

The return of the artisan is no small accomplishment. It is taking many thousands of people, starting up dairy farms, workshops, jewelry benches, bakeries, CSAs, chocolate factories, and Etsy accounts. It takes a quiet revolution in Berkeley, Boulder, and Brooklyn. It takes hundreds of thousands of people saying no to conventional career options and asking themselves if they might instead become a maker, an artisan.

And they are becoming increasingly visible. All those jams, cheeses, and handmade toys are beginning to nudge the conventional stuff off the shelves. An alternate world is opening up, and with it, a new idea is surfacing in our culture. Maybe manual labor is not the scorned, lesser work the twentieth century said it was. Maybe the dignity of running your own career, of shaping your own life, is worth the risk after all.

It’s a shocking shift in thought. Over the past half century at least, we’ve become habituated to the idea of office work. For years it was the aspiration of almost everyone with a college degree. We became so very good at committee meetings, corporate-speak, annual reviews, feel-good picnics, and team-building exercises, it’s a wonder we got any work done at all.

So a new model of work feels appropriately radical. The artisan doesn’t wear a suit to work. She doesn’t have an office or a parking space. She doesn’t lie awake at night worrying about promotions. Her annual review is going to a local café with a friend and asking, “So how am I doing, do you figure? Be honest.”

My answer: You are doing pretty darn magnificently.

We live in a time of large-scale, relentless change. We’ve all talked a lot about the technological driver of this change, the digital revolution that rewired the social world and gave us a new capitalism in the form of Amazon, Uber, and Warby Parker. Let’s call this the digital disruption.

But there is a second, less-talked-about change. This is the artisanal disruption, the shift in what we want from our food, drink, family, community, economy. Thanks to the efforts of Alice Waters and other innovators, our world is moving steadily from the industrial to the handmade and human-scale.

The artisanal economy promises to change American capitalism. It is already giving us a new kind of consumer, a new kind of producer. But it’s been a difficult birth.

The artisan discredits many things that took root in America after World War II: processed food, mass manufacturing, national brands, chemical and mechanical intervention, cross-country shipping, and especially the factory farm. (Many, in fact, believe that the words “factory” and “farm” should never appear in the same sentence.) After the hardships of World War II, we were thrilled to industrialize food. (Recall the popularity of Tang and TV dinners.) Now we are happiest when deindustrializing it.

The artisan does this one small enterprise at a time. They are taking up new kinds of work. They make cheese or soup or jam. They run a coffeehouse. They work as butchers or bakers. They run their own taxi service, thanks to Uber or Lyft. They operate a very small hotel, thanks to Airbnb. Remove the industrial layer of the American economy, and we find millions of small enterprises making their way in the world and in the process making a world for the rest of us.

The Institute for the Future says:


The coming decade will see continuing economic transformation and the emergence of a new artisan economy. Many of the new artisans will be small and personal businesses—merchant-craftspeople producing one of a kind or limited runs of specialty goods for an increasingly large pool of customers seeking unique, customized, or niche products. These businesses will attract and retain craftspeople, artists, and engineers looking for the opportunity to build and create new products and markets.1



To be sure, capitalism will never lose its industrial foundations. We cannot hope to supply the world from cottage industries. Apple can take millions of orders for iPhones in a few days and deliver these phones in a month or two. This is an industrial system larger and more efficient than anything ever dreamed of by Adam Smith. But the industrial half of capitalism is losing its prestige and influence. Once great and grand, the industrial piece now threatens to become the “back office,” the “infrastructure,” the mere “offshore supplier” of capitalism. The public face of economics is increasingly a human, artisanal face.

The artisan experiment changes the way we think about daily life. And then it begins to change the way we think of our family, workplace, and community. It says that our locality should be more than the place we live. It says that capitalism exists to create not just economic value, but social value. The artisan says there are no “externalities,” those brutal side effects of capitalism that we used to ignore. Everything that happens to us belongs to us. It’s a single, seamless world.

There are two layers to the artisan experiment. In the first, we have all the exciting changes that innovators like Alice Waters brought to our local economies and our daily lives. In the second, we have the structural effects that follow from these changes, a transformation of the larger social and economic world.

As I say, we have a pretty good handle on the digital disruption, thanks to the work of folks like Clay Shirky, John Seely Brown, and Ethan Zuckerman. For the artisan, there is virtually nothing that gives us the big picture.2 This book fills the gap. Without it, we are blind men and women in the presence of an extremely large—and growing—elephant.

But this book matters not only for intellectual reasons but also for practical ones. The small business is the great engine of our economy. It has created half of the jobs in the private sector and 65 percent of the net new jobs over the last seventeen years.3 And at the heart of small business is the artisanal revolution. Increasingly, it is the font of value and the future of business.

But if the artisanal economy matters to small businesses, it matters even more to big businesses. The big beer brands, the big cola brands, and the fast-food companies, to name just three, are seeing their markets decline sometimes precipitously. And even when these companies try to adapt, they often get it wrong. The fast-food chain Wendy’s introduced “natural fries,” only to discover the nation was horrified by the “chemical stew” it took to prepare them.4 The artisan says you can’t just talk the talk. Cosmetic changes will not suffice. If a big business wants a place in our emerging economy, it is obliged to honor new principles. This means really understanding the movement.

And finally, the most urgent reason to understand the artisan option: we are watching the great tide of industry roll back, leaving millions of Americans without secure jobs or good incomes.5 And when this happens, bad things follow. We have seen some small towns descend into social pathology, becoming centers of drug addiction and production, with citizens unemployed for years at a time.6 The installation of artisanal economies and communities can help solve this problem by rebuilding both people and communities. And there is no value more valuable than this.

Some students of alternative movements scorn capitalism as the enemy, as the cause of every ill, as the very reason the artisanal movement is called for. They hope for the eclipse of capitalism, by a gift economy free of competition and inequity. I am not one of these people. What interests me about the artisan economy is precisely that it promises a reformation of capitalism, not the end of it.

I am sympathetic to those who long for a full-throated artisan revolution. That is the anthropologist’s method: to grasp the artisanal disruption from the inside, from the head and heart of someone who lives there. But I wouldn’t be doing my job were I not sensitive to the tensions and contradictions of the artisanal disruption. This book aims for a balanced view, sympathetic but not uncritical.

This book sees the artisan from two points of view. One of these we might call the Piper Cub perspective, the view from twelve thousand feet. We want to see the artisanal system as a whole, from farm to table, from economy to society, from the personal to the public. The other point of view sees things “up close and personal,” as they play out in the lives of individuals. This is the artisan “on the ground.”

I’m writing for two audiences: both the outsider and the insider. The insiders are those millions of people who have participated in some part of the artisanal disruption, from the artisan to the foodie to the crafter to the maker. This is a book for everyone who shops at a farmer’s market or Whole Foods.

The outsiders are all those people who have heard about the movement and are curious to know more. There are two subgroups here: those for whom the artisanal disruption could serve as an employment opportunity in the postindustrial era, and boomers now poised for (and appalled by) retirement as their next “life stage.” The artisanal disruption will give them both the big picture of this new economy, and the practical tips on how to become part of it.

The artisan experiment is not just about food and beer and spirits and cheese. It goes beyond the farmer’s market and the coffeehouse. It’s a social and cultural change that is transforming the whole American experiment. It’s time we took a closer look at how this is happening and what we will look like when it’s done.






1 THE BEGINNING


INDUSTRIAL AMERICA

Imagine this: We are piloting our brand-new 1955 Plymouth up the driveway of the Delamarre Hotel and Resort Complex in McArthur, New Jersey. Bellhops spring into action. Our bags are whisked away. With spouse and kids, we are here for a week, creatures of absolute, if temporary, privilege at one of America’s best middle-rank resorts.

We can afford a week here because life is good. We were recently promoted to regional supervisor at our electronics firm, Hi-Fi-Stereo-Engineering. We have recently moved from an apartment in Canarsie, Brooklyn, to our brand-new suburban home in Hempstead, Long Island. The house, a ranch-style bungalow, is still waiting for the lawn and trees to fill in, but inside it’s stuffed with new kitchen appliances, drapes, rugs, and furnishings, many made out of new plastics and miracle fabrics. In a place of pride is our fresh-off-the-assembly-line TV from RCA.

The memories of the war years are fresh, but we are working hard to forget the horror and privation. It helps that America is growing spectacularly. The mighty industrial engine built to supply the war effort is now turning out consumer goods of new quality and rising quantity. Science and technology are making good on the promise of progress. Disposable income rises steadily. Personal mobility is a structural fact of life. Intellectuals like John Kenneth Galbraith and Newton Minow are inclined to scorn our good fortune, but really, who cares? Modernist confidence, personal advancement, and the apparent triumph of the American economic model make this a happy time.

The Delamarre encourages our belief that 1950s America is the best of all possible worlds. It is outfitted with not one but three swimming pools, not one but two restaurants, both a full-size golf course and a miniature one, a “real” nightclub, and a racetrack for go-karts. If we like, we can pick up a courtesy phone and order a meal anywhere. An army of waiters stands at our beck and call. We can drink anytime we want. We can smoke anywhere we want. This is a place dedicated to our happiness.

There is one small worm in the apple. Well, it’s a big worm, really. The Delamarre is a toxic place. It’s so dangerous it might as well be sitting on an abandoned uranium mine. The ugly secret: the Delamarre is dedicated to the willing consumption of dangerous substances.

In the next six days, we will consume impressive quantities of sugar, fat, salt, sun, chlorine, nicotine, and alcohol. These are rough estimates.

Two adults over six days will consume:


	240 cigarettes

	6 bottles of wine

	24 cocktails

	12 after-dinner drinks

	12 breakfasts

	12 lunches

	12 dinners

	12 desserts

	24 hours of sun exposure

	6 hours of chlorine exposure

	24 cans of soda

	24 candy bars



By my inexpert calculation, this represents great whacks of sugar, fat, salt, alcohol, nicotine, and chlorine.

The family may have arrived at the Delamarre in a brand-new Plymouth, but some of them must have felt like leaving on a stretcher. This was a killing diet, not in the short term, but in the long.

A friend of mine recently found a box of film in her basement. One reel showed her parents at a cocktail party they had evidently staged in the backyard. Susan said that, at first, she thought she was looking at a gag reel. The men were all wearing flattop brush cuts and Hawaiian shirts. The women were wearing bright, sleeveless, A-line dresses. Martinis appeared to be flowing freely. What really struck her was that everyone seemed to be unbelievably good-humored. It was, she said, as if they were toasting something.

It’s hard to know what Susan’s parents were celebrating, but it might well have been their good fortune. After all, they had recently departed a cramped and noisy city life for bucolic suburbs. They were not alone. In the twenty years between 1950 and 1970, the population of the American suburbs nearly doubled, to 74 million. In the twenty years between 1940 and 1960, homeownership rose by nearly 65 percent.1

Some of this good humor may have come from the sheer joy of acquisition. The suburban home was new and it was filled with things people had never owned before: dishwashers, barbecues, stereos. And that was just for starters. Commercial art published by Fred McNabb in 1956 gave people an idea of what they had to look forward to: moving stairways, picture phones, even personal helicopters with a landing pad on the roof.2

A belief in progress was a core Western preoccupation for many centuries.3 But in the 1950s this beautiful abstraction suddenly became a reality, driven by the accelerating confluence of commerce, science, technology, production, postwar optimism, and a newly vigorous marketing machine that produced glowing images like McNabb’s own. People were primed for relentless improvement. The future drew closer with each new shiny appliance.

One of the things Susan’s parents might have been celebrating was the electronic garage door opener, pictured here on the cover of Science and Mechanics in 1950.4

A garage door opener now seems a very commonplace technology. But for the reader of Science and Mechanics in 1950, it was a promissory note. An opener implied a garage, which implied a house, which implied a suburb, which demanded a car, perhaps one as futuristic as the one pictured on the following page. It was all so clear. To move out of the city brought you much closer to the future.

Thanks to the opener, the house bowed before your approach, opening like a drawbridge. Perhaps most thrillingly, the opener contained a push button, one of the celebrity objects of the moment.5 Push buttons were progress made literal, bending the world to your will with the smallest physical effort. Just… push… a button and the world sprang into action, eager to do your bidding.

It is easy to think of all this simply as runaway materialism, and indeed, the intellectuals of the time exerted themselves to do just that. But the shiny objects were animated by large ideas.

By the mid-1950s, American cars were exhibiting the “forward look,” thanks to the design work of Ned F. Nickles and Harley Earl, who pinched it from fighter jets they saw in World War II.6, 7 The eggheads saw this car as an exercise in conspicuous consumption and status seeking. But with the benefit of a half century of hindsight, we can now see that the forward look was designed to connect personal mobility to national progress, the advancement of technology, the promise of science, the drama of the Cold War, and the dynamism of the moment. Yes, these cars were inarguably status symbols; the new suburb was the perfect place to play out this ancient social motive. But their owners were also creating a new understanding of self, family, and society.8 It matters here because it helped obscure the artisan impulse. This was our pre-artisanal “before.” This is the world we eventually had to transcend to make way for the return of the artisan.
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The garage door opener as celebrity tech in the 1950s. Published July 21, 1950, copyright registration B249565, Science and Mechanics Publishing Company.



INDUSTRIAL FOOD

For the comedian Jerry Seinfeld, growing up on Long Island, there was something miraculous about Pop-Tarts.9 He tells us that when he first grasped the reality of Pop-Tarts, the back of his head blew right off. What enthralled him must also have impressed the industrial engineer. Imagine the Pop-Tarts factory. You could load various raw materials at one end and out the other get a toaster-ready, shelf-stable foodstuff perfectly sized not only for the production line but also the package, the shelf, the shopping cart, and the grateful embrace of an eight-year-old. Pop-Tarts were the ultimate triumph of artifice. They were largely divorced from nature, virtually untouched by human contact, and mostly devoid of nutritional goodness. And they had the undying fealty of every American eight-year-old. For several decades after World War II, it looked as if no one, least of all the artisan, could challenge this hegemony.

Pop-Tarts made perfect sense to little Jerry Seinfeld. They came in two pieces because, well, a toaster had two slots. But of course, Jerry could not see the industrial agenda at work then. Pop-Tarts also took their shape and dimensions from the assembly line. You couldn’t tell where it had been farmed, who had farmed it, or what, indeed, was in it. Somehow Pop-Tarts existed sui generis.

The natural environment of Pop-Tarts was not nature. It was the factory and the grocery stores. The latter was a veritable cathedral of light and color, with thousands of products laid out for viewing. All the brands were here: dinner in a box from Kraft, cereal from Kellogg’s, soda pop from Coca-Cola, Chef Boyardee from American Home Foods, Cheetos from the Frito Company, all lovingly wrapped by design firms like Deskey and Walter Dorwin Teague, and promoted by advertising firms like McCann Erickson with inventive branding and relentless marketing.

To be sure, there was a small but persistent voice in the food community that scorned these products as mere delivery vehicles for salt, sugar, and fat. But the rest of America, recalling the deprivation of the ’30s and the rationing of the war years, looked at them and said, “Oh, thank goodness.”

Consumers wanted bright, shiny, immaculate, and clean. They wanted a world buoyed by optimism. They wanted a stream of innovation. They wanted to be pitched and wooed by Mad Men. Susan thought her parents might be celebrating something, and of course they were. Their world shone with beauty, novelty, advancement, indulgence, and solicitude. And at its height around 1963, this empire looked inviolable.

But quietly, the voice of skepticism grew. Leopold Kohr published his The Breakdown of Nations in 1957. Adelle Davis published Let’s Get Well in 1965. Frances Moore Lappé published Diet for a Small Planet in 1971. Kohr’s student E. F. Schumacher published Small Is Beautiful in 1973. Susan’s parents may have heard these radical sentiments, but their response is not hard to imagine: “Small? Natural? For crying out loud, who wants to live small? Have you seen my RCA? Have you?”

There was an alternative to the supermarket. It was called the health food store. This was grubby, little, disorganized. Brands were badly designed, packaging was amateurish, quality control looked iffy, and a lot of things came in barrels. You just had to trust that someone was paying attention, and what if they weren’t? Finally, it smelled. Consumers were bearded, sandaled, tie-died, and, yes, they smelled too.

It was a clear-cut David and Goliath story. In 1963, mass manufacturing, mass marketing, and mass media were so powerful they could literally tell Americans what they were going to have for dinner. This system made millions for executives and shareholders. Health food stores looked like an appallingly amateur exercise. Surely, this world was too little, too disorganized, too clueless, to take on and defeat the enemy.

Until it did. Toward the end of the twentieth century, it was increasingly clear who the winner was going to be. Grubby was going to triumph. The little world of natural, actual, unadulterated, unpreserved, untrucked food, this would win. Inexplicably, and against all odds, the food that threatened you with diabetes and early death was going to lose. People would fall out of love with the suburbs. They would begin to wonder whether the machine-made, the artificial, and the gifts of science and technology were really gifts at all. Everything that sang and shone in the 1950s now looked clueless, out of step, as dubious as the Delamarre Hotel and Resort Complex in McArthur, New Jersey.

The mystery: How did Americans pry themselves away from those beautiful supermarkets, that convenient food, those glowing packages, all that beloved sugar, fat, and salt? The answer: hippies persuaded them to adopt a different diet and a new way of seeing the world.






2 THE AWAKENING


HIPPIES AND THE COUNTERCULTURE

In 1966, I was fifteen, living in Vancouver, B.C., and listening to a drumbeat coming up the coast from San Francisco. My girlfriend had a sister in her early twenties, and Nancy (not her real name) turned out to be one of Vancouver’s early hippies. Nancy let me stick around and listen as her friends tested, and eventually mastered, the new ideas coming out of California.

The budding anthropologist had a ringside seat! I got to hear people argue why society was wrong in almost every particular. Fascinating! (I had had no idea.) This was culture turning on culture. Hippies against the middle class. Revolutionary zeal versus bourgeois stolidity. Wild acts of imagination versus, well, bourgeois stolidity. Best of all, these ideas were really going to antagonize my dad. Excellent.

Eventually, I got to see a second, tragic face of the revolution. Some of these early hippies descended from drug use into drug abuse, and then into heroin, and then into prostitution, and then, in some cases, into suicide. If the early days of the cultural revolution had swept me up, this dreadful end impressed me more. Perhaps human nature wasn’t malleable; perhaps the social order wasn’t improvable; perhaps utopia wasn’t just around the corner, after all. This was a philosophical bucket of cold water for a kid just out into the world. What follows is tinged by this cynicism.

Hippies were shock troops in tie-dye, come to dismantle the consumer culture of the 1950s. They took aim at everything prized by Susan’s parents. Those shirts and dresses? Ridiculous. The suburbs: tedious and conformist. The split-level homes: laughable. The cars: vulgar, showy, wasteful. The resorts: punishingly unspiritual, the perfect opposite of an ashram. The clothing… all those miracle fabrics, artificial colors, and life-of-their-own buoyancy. And what could be worse than “dry cleaning”? Coating yourself in polyester that was itself coated in tetrachloroethylene? What could be weirder?

For me, the best anthropological guide to the hippie revolution is a magnificent book by Donald Katz called Home Fires. This is a nuanced, unblinking treatment of the fate of the Gordon family. These days the counterculture is sometimes remembered as youthful high spirits and kooky good fun. But Katz shows the destructive fury the revolution unleashed on the Gordons. What began as a relatively happy, hopeful family living the good life on Long Island ends in disarray, damaged by a series of now-familiar misadventures. One of the Gordon children met with heroin addiction, tried prostitution, and contemplated suicide.

In some ways, the revolution portrayed here looks like a Western version of the Great Leap Forward being staged by Mao Zedong five thousand miles away. Children turning on parents. Youth cadre seeking to erase the traditional past from archives, temples, and homes. But of course, the Gordons were not the least bit Maoist. These Gordon children were not mesmerized by a totalitarian. They volunteered for the movement that destroyed their family.

Hippies were especially vociferous about food. It helped them make the case against American culture: The adulterants, the preservatives. The alienation of a natural substance from its natural state. The intervention of industry and marketing. The food of the 1950s was an obvious crime against nature. It was an indictment of capitalism (and whatever it was Susan’s parents were doing in the backyard).

Had I been paying attention, I could report the hippie approach to food from my own experience. But I wasn’t. What were the chances that I, as a middle church Canadian Protestant with Scottish, English, and American origins, would be anything but insensible when it came to the culinary? Happily, Jonathan Kauffman was paying attention and I have made his wonderful book Hippie Food my guide.

Kauffman looks at what food was like before hippies. He examines The Good Housekeeping Cookbook from 1963 and finds the majority of its recipes relying on food that came in boxes and cans. (Turkey Cashew Casserole called for canned meat and condensed cream-of-mushroom soup.) The “installed base” of ’50s cuisine was formidable. To make reform harder still, hippie alternatives like tofu and tempeh were regarded with “suspicion and disgust.” Organic farming was considered a “delusional act.” Granola and yogurt were “foreign substances.” This American food was well armored against hippie innovation.1

Eventually, hippie food prevailed. But Kauffman shows why this was not inevitable. Indeed, this food was, in some ways, so odd and unappetizing, it should probably have failed. Kauffman, bless him, does the anthropological thing: he asks people. The hippie food trend, it turns out, acted as both a provocation and a consequence of many other trends, including the Civil Rights Movement, the Vietnam War, and new ideas about ecology, women’s liberation, black power, and personal exploration. It was especially instrumental in helping people make the transition from ’60s politics to ’70s culture. At one moment, it was driving the revolution; at another, it was a caboose in tow.

But of course, food was merely one piece of the counterculture. Crafts were also key. In the late ’60s, a tidal wave of weaving, sewing, baking, canning, knitting, potting, planting, and carving was underway. Making things by hand at home, whether for your own or a neighbor’s use, was virtuous work in a hippie community. Growing things counted too. Gardens flourished. Wall hangings, cork curtains, macramé baskets, tea cozies, found-in-an-alley art, plants, Indian textiles, Peruvian rugs, candles, and lots of cats—these were the signatures of the hippie household. All were auditioning for a place in the artisanal culture to come; only a few of them would make it. (Cats, sure. Cats go with everything.)

Hippies were hostile to technology. They regarded engineers as soulless bastards who wanted to subdue nature, equip for war, flatten city neighborhoods, create assembly lines, and otherwise enable the military-industrial complex. For hippies, technology was almost always the enemy. Rumor said a commune in the interior of British Columbia came up with a tech-free solution for stopping the truck after its brakes wore out. They ran it gently into a tree.

Of course, many hippies had overtly political aims: ending war and securing civil rights among them. But eventually, their aesthetic became more purely cultural. Todd Gitlin tells us that at a meeting in Berkeley in 1966 people stopped singing a union anthem, “Solidarity Forever,” and started singing the Beatles’ “Yellow Submarine.” For Gitlin, this is evidence of a rapprochement of the political and the cultural, but it can also be seen as a premonition of the coming transition. Eventually, hippies would take their leave of the political, persuaded that they could do with culture what they could not do with politics.2 As Stuart Brand overheard Ken Kesey say, it was important to observe the difference.3

The end of the hippie revolution was ugly. The price in suffering was high. If there is a single culprit, it was surely hard drugs. As Joe Samberg notes from his experience on San Francisco’s Telegraph Avenue, the drugs designed to open the gates of consciousness eventually gave way to heroin. “All that stuff about consciousness was just sort of dropped.”4

For other folks, the end was merely sad. Erika Anderson remembers her experience on The Farm in Tennessee as a “failed dream.” For others, even the dream disappeared. These were kids who had read William Blake, listened to the Doors, and adored the Merry Pranksters, only to end up cleaning motel rooms in really dangerous parts of town.5

And sometimes, the end was simply weird. Take, for instance, the fate of Father Yod, who in 1969 founded The Source, one of the first vegetarian restaurants in Los Angeles.6 One day in 1975, without training, experience, or explanation, Father Yod went hang gliding off a thirteen-hundred-foot cliff in Hawaii. He died nine hours later.

Still, the rudiments of the hippie contribution to the artisanal revolution are all pretty clear. The concern for transparency was fundamental. “Ingredients had to arrive in the kitchen looking like they were pulled out of the fields, not a package.”7 Removing intermediaries from the food world remains a core artisanal objective, as does getting rid of the branding and the marketing. Less is more. First, do no harm.

But there was one thing the artisan would not inherit from the hippie: the passion for aggressively altering consciousness. Caffeine is their god. Perhaps a little biohacking. An exquisite Gruyère? Soft drugs, maybe. Hard drugs, not at all.

On the whole, artisans also did not embrace the hippie hatred of capitalism. On the whole, they are okay with property, okay with capitalism, okay with technology. Artisans want to transform capitalism, to scale it down, make it less transactional and more social, less about economic wealth and more about communities flourishing. It is hard to imagine an artisan imitating Abbie Hoffman throwing dollar bills from the visitors’ gallery of the New York Stock Exchange.8

Like hippies, artisans are not fans of hierarchical distinction. They don’t cotton to elites. Neither artisans nor hippies aspire to empire building or social climbing. On the other hand, artisans are not quite as egalitarian as hippies were. They are especially prepared to acknowledge, and ever so subtly defer to, those who have taken their artisanal practice to uncommon heights. Master bakers and master brewers hold exalted status, and they carry themselves accordingly. They may treat us as equals in conversation, but everyone knows this is a gesture of kindness.

Artisans are more practical about politics than hippies were. They have no particular interest in communal undertakings. To be sure, there are some intentional communities that embrace a socialist logic. But most artisans prefer that old Yankee saying: every tub on its own bottom.9 Individuals must stand on their own feet. Generosity is welcome. It’s an effective way to build community. But it’s optional, not obligatory.

In a sense, Kauffman’s question remains unanswered. How did hippie ideas and ideals find their way from personal chaos, dissolute communities, and disagreeable foodstuffs into the mainstream? It’s hard to say exactly. But they did. As a diffusion event, the long-term triumph of the hippie movement is astounding. It managed to go from thousands to millions of enthusiasts in not much more than a decade.10 Even after the political movement fell away, its contribution to American culture lives on. When parents refuse soft drinks for their kids, when parents refuse fast foods for themselves, when schools refuse processed food for their students, that’s the legacy of the hippie.

The end of the hippie movement was achieved in large part by punks and preps. Punks scorned the naïveté, the political cluelessness, the tender-hearted refusal to come to grips with the world. Preps scorned the sloppy sentiment, the refusal of social distinction, the woolly fashion sense, the hope that utopia could be achieved with music and drugs. Both disliked what they took to be the hippie’s hollow piety.11 But if the movement was dead, some of its ideas were locked into American culture, waiting there for the return of the Artisan.






3 THE PIONEERS


ALICE WATERS, STEWART BRAND, AND MARK FRAUENFELDER

Hippies hated technology for roughly the same reason Luddites did in the early nineteenth century: they believed it to be disempowering. To refuse technology was to show that you were free, while the rest of us were trapped in a vast exoskeleton of mechanical systems, technology, engineering, and artifice. It was a grand (and sincere) gesture, to be sure, but it left them at odds with the world.

And eventually, it left them tragically out of step with it. What began as a statement ended up a self-imposed curse: eventually you had no choice but to drive your truck into a tree. Before long, commune kids were returning from city visits all agog at how the cities hummed and bristled with machinery. (Elevators? Really?) Hippies renounced the world, only to discover that the world was quite happy to move on without them.

STEWART BRAND

Who would save them from their self-imposed exile? Stewart Brand would. Brand was the one who taught hippies to love technology—or at least to get out of the way.

First, he had the credentials. He was a hippie, at least for a time. Tom Wolfe found a shirtless Brand driving a Merry Prankster vehicle, wearing a shining piece of jewelry on his forehead and an Indian bead tie.1 He wasn’t a Prankster for long, Fred Turner tells us in his 2006 book, From Counterculture to Cyberculture.2 Brand was like a comet. He entered worlds and then passed through them.

Before he was a hippie, Brand was a soldier (a parachutist, no less), and he believes that gave him a gift for organization that allowed him to help construct the counterculture taking shape in San Francisco in the late ’60s. Brand organized the Trips Festival, a three-day event regarded by some as the movement’s starter pistol.3

Brand was also a Stanford-trained biologist, which helped him understand big pictures and natural systems. He knew something about how events that begin in one part of the world could end up animating events elsewhere. (He was that animator.) As Turner deftly shows, Brand fashioned a connection between the counterculture and cyberculture.4 (The rise of a cyberculture was inevitable. The form it took was not.)

Brand understood that NASA could take a photo of the entire Earth from space. And he could see what the photo might mean to a species that had spent most of its 6 million years on the planet captive of a vicious tribalism that made cooperation difficult, when not impossible. Brand felt certain that one glimpse of the Earth from outer space would change all this. “[N]o one would ever perceive things the same way.”5

In January of 1966, Brand began selling buttons that read: “Why haven’t we seen a photograph of the whole Earth yet?” He sold them at Sather Gate in Berkeley, wearing a top hat, white jumpsuit, and sandwich board. He was thrown off campus and spent the rest of the year selling the buttons everywhere he could.


[image: image]
Stewart Brand issues a challenge.



Brand was using the cheapest, tiniest form factor (a button?) to penetrate an air space filled with TV shows, ad campaigns, cereal boxes, billboards, coffee table magazines, and all that mass marketing on mass media. The nerve of the guy! Persuading a government bureaucracy to do something really hard and a little odd with a button that was badly edited, crudely made, and sold by hand in batches of one for a quarter. Yeah, right.

NASA finally took the photo in January of 1967. Brand used it as the cover for his next project, the Whole Earth Catalog. The Catalog was published several times between 1968 and 1972 and occasionally thereafter until 1998. It was a collection of practical things: diagrams, agricultural devices, tools, machines, seeds. In the words of New Yorker scribe Anna Wiener, it expressed “pioneer rhetoric, the celebration of individualism, the disdain for government and social institutions, the elision of power structures, the hubris of youth.”6 It was meant to encourage the reader in a liberal self-definition, a libertarian self-sufficiency, and a DIY presumption that the world wasn’t really all that hard. (I mean, if you could use a button to get NASA to take a picture from outer space…)

This work was designed in part to soothe the hippie beast. As Walter Isaacson noted in his book The Innovators:


The underlying premise was that a love of the earth and a love of technology could coexist, that hippies should make common cause with engineers, and that the future should be a festival where a.c. outlets would be provided.7



But if the Whole Earth Catalog looked back to hippies who were now in danger of losing touch with the wagon train of contemporary culture, it also looked forward to the personal computer revolutionaries who were well out ahead of it. (The Catalog wowed Steve Jobs and the founders of Airbnb, Stripe, and Facebook, to name a few.8) Brand was nothing if not fluid and multidimensional. He was various, not in that child-of-the-universe “look I’m a tree, now I’m a sunset” fashion of the moment, but as a creature of real multiplicity.

In fact, it’s hard to find evidence of Brand ever repudiating anything. And this at a time when repudiating something was precisely the way you joined the counterculture and fashioned your identity. No, Brand kept everything—the Stanford training, the Army learning, the Merry Prankster bus rides, the rooftop visions—and kept going. In the late ’60s and ’70s, this meant he was visiting the emerging centers of computer research. His breadth of vision allowed him to see a possibility others missed: that what the communes were failing “to accomplish, the computers would complete.”9 That heady optimism is now hard to summon, but Brand in the 1960s could see it clearly before others could see at all.

The Whole Earth Catalog, that “way out” for hippies, became a “way in” for the computer geeks of Menlo Park. In the words of David Brooks, Brand “helped give tech a moral ethos, a group identity, a sense of itself as a transformational force for good.”10

Today, Brand is occasionally criticized as a friend of capitalism and, gasp, individualism. (This is an odd charge to bring against someone who might as well be the poster child for individualism.) To quote more fully from the New Yorker piece:


Certain elements of the “Whole Earth Catalog” haven’t aged particularly well: the pioneer rhetoric, the celebration of individualism, the disdain for government and social institutions, the elision of power structures, the hubris of youth.11



Surely, this is ingratitude when directed against someone who gave us not just the Whole Earth Catalog but also the Trips Festivals, the CoEvolution Quarterly, the Hackers Conference, The WELL, Global Business Network, and the Long Now Foundation. Oh, and saved hippies. Ms. Wiener, please. (Talk about the hubris of youth.)

This is what Brand gives the artisan: a demonstration of what can happen once we step out of our endless cycle of self-reproach and forgetting. This is a deep piece of the evolutionary grammar of American culture. It’s almost as if we can’t move forward without scorning our past. (This is indeed precisely what Wiener was doing for the New Yorker.) Too often, this leaves us forgetting what we know, willing a naïveté, and insisting on a clean slate when there remains a lot of wisdom on the existing one. Multiplicity is a Brandian gift and an artisan endowment. Why not use every bit of who you are, and what you know, in your work and art?

MARK FRAUENFELDER

Mark Frauenfelder can be seen as a lineal descendant of Stewart Brand. He’s the editor-in-chief of a magazine (called Make), the co-owner of a blog (called Boing Boing), the founder of an event series (called Maker Faire), and he now works in an organization that resembles the Long Now (called the Institute for the Future). Publication in print, publication online, events, institutions cantilevered out into the future, and a feverish engagement with the world, it’s all so very Brandian.

If Stewart Brand was proof of concept, Mark Frauenfelder is proof of practical possibility. And he is utterly and unapologetically post-hippie. The DIY ethos matters to him because it helps us “become more mindful of our daily activities, more appreciative of what we have, and more engaged with the systems and things that keep us alive and well.”12 Hippies wanted to see beneath surfaces in search of truth. Frauenfelder wanted to see beneath them in a search of a system. It’s a difference that makes a difference. One looks away from the world, the other into it.

The Frauenfelder vision is anti-hippie in a second way. He describes a visit with friends Julian Darley and Celine Rich, founders of the Post Carbon Institute:


They weren’t blindly optimistic about going back to the land. Instead, they approached the problem as amateur scientists, using their garden and workshop as a laboratory to test tools and technologies that might help people live in a world without cheap energy.13



Unlike hippies, the Mark Frauenfelder crew accept that the world has been shaped by the industrial revolution. Indeed, it is precisely this revolution that gives the DIY crew a puzzle to investigate and a method with which to work. The puzzle: the systems that keep us “alive and well.” What are they? How can we use them? Could we do them ourselves? The method: mastering technologies and teaching the old dog new tricks. There is absolutely no “crash the truck” reflex here.

By the advent of DIY revolution, the industrial revolution was four or five centuries old. Machines were fully installed in the domestic world and our personal lives. They were now responsible for producing and preparing more and more of our diet. They were in our kitchens, garages, and living rooms. We were as gods, equipped with a push button.

Strangely, almost inexplicably, this marked a hiatus in our enthusiasm for the industrial regime. It was as if Baby Boomers said of tech, “Too close for comfort!” And when the hippie trickster bus drove past, they said, “Perfect. We can go back to the land. We can escape our technological nirvana. We can turn the clock back and pretend our industrial perfection never happened.”

The gleam of that industrial perfection was already fading. At the very moment it was being celebrated by the people of the barbecue, their children were saying, “Absolutely not. We want to go back to nature. We want to go back to tribalism. Let’s get out of here.”

So Mark Frauenfelder and company had their work cut out for them. They wanted to revive the industrial after its hippie repudiation, even as they found a way to diminish, control, and reform it. They did this by splicing DNA from homo faber with that of homo ludens, in a laboratory accomplishment that would do much to shape the artisan.
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