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It's the dirty little question no one wants to know the answer to: Would I be happier if I threw away my phone?


Heaven forbid the answer is “Yes!” That's a scenario I can't bear thinking about. I've invested in every version of that darn phone, all the way back to V1. I salivated over each upgrade announcement, then rushed out to buy the new model, even knowing it would probably be buggy and overpriced. I strayed to the “dark side” for a brief spell in 2009, after reading a comparative review in the New York Times, and made the switch to a famous Korean brand. So unwise! My life was hell for two months. I felt like I'd had a limb amputated. What a blessed relief to rummage for my old device in the bedside drawer, power it up, and watch it install the latest OS.


My phone is like a prosthetic extension of my hand. My entire world's in there. (Or in the iCloud? I'm confused….)


I love technology. I have a fetish for the latest, geekiest device. Yet there's always this little voice nibbling away at my subconscious: You'd be better off without it. Delete your Facebook and Twitter. Unplug, before it's too late. Go for a walk in the park. Breathe the air. Talk to actual people! Make goo-goo faces at babies!


If you feel you're going slowly insane, Julie M. Albright's book is the comforting voice of reason. Left to Their Own Devices: How Digital Natives Are Reshaping the American Dream looks at the roots of our society's addiction to the small screen and asks those questions we're loath to ask, in a warm and human way. So, whether you're struggling with your own Android dependency, conflicted about your teenager's first iPhone, or just wishing you had more time to read detective novels and learn salsa dancing and do the crossword with Gran, this book is packed with wisdom and understanding—and you'll probably feel a lot better by the end of it.


Professor Thomas Dolby


Johns Hopkins University


Baltimore, MD
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This book has been many years in the making. It was written across multiple cities, five countries and three continents. I first tested out the notion of “coming untethered” on an audience that organizer Bruce Armstrong Taylor described as a “hard-bitten tech crowd” in New York City in the winter of 2017. I wanted to see if the ideas resonated. A lively discussion followed my keynote; afterward, folks queued in a line for twenty-five minutes to speak to me. I noticed two tall men standing in that line, chatting among themselves. Looking back now, thinking about those two executives actually waiting over twenty minutes in a line to talk to me brings tears to my eyes. That day changed my life. My heartfelt thanks to you, Mr. Peter Gross and Mr. Christian Belady, for your continued support and encouragement. You have inspired me ever since I gave that talk on that snowy winter's day. Thanks, too, to George Rockett, Scott Foley, Giovanni Zappulo, Kurtis Friesen, Tom Winter, Maxine Chang, and the rest of the Data Center Dynamics conference team for your continued support.


Creating this work was certainly not an individual endeavor: I owe a great debt of gratitude to my wonderful agent, Mark Gottlieb of Trident Media Group in New York City, who believed in this project from the start. I'd like to thank also my editor at Prometheus Books, Steven L. Mitchell, for staying the course and for challenging me throughout. I know the work is stronger because of your efforts. Special thanks to you, Alexander Pournelle, for your feedback on early drafts. You lifted this project to a new level. Thanks, too, to the rest of the Prometheus team, including Lisa Michalski, Jill Maxick, Hanna Etu, Nicole Sommer-Lecht, Jade Zora Scibilia, and Cate Roberts-Abel for all your contributions.


This is a work of narrative nonfiction, inspired by artists, designers, composers, and writers then and now, from F. Scott Fitzgerald and R. W. Emerson to current writers Tod Goldberg, Jeff Eyres, Natashia Deon, and Lee Michael Cohn. Special thanks to David Ross and my spiritual guide, Mick Scott, for keeping me sane along the way.




My warmest thanks to Dean Nelson, Simon Allen and Jeff Omelchuck, Oliver Jones, Eddie Schutter, and Maricel Cerruti of Infrastructure Masons, for taking me into the fold and for all your support and good cheer.


I'd like to thank my colleagues at USC—especially Margaret McLaughlin, who believed in me from the start. You are a beautiful and graceful role model, and I wouldn't be here without you. Special thanks to my colleagues Don Paul, Edward Maby, James Moore, and Neil Siegel from the Viterbi School of Engineering. Thanks, too, to Stan Rosen, Dan Lynch, Brett Sheehan, Ed McCann, Oliver Mayer, Peter Exline, Clay Dube, Mina Chow, Erica Watson-Currie, and Victor Currie for your enduring friendship and support. Thank you, too, to Eddie North-Hager and Jim Key for your deft publicity support throughout the years.


I want to thank friends and other contributors to this project: First, Steven Meloan. You are the heart and soul of this project. You so graciously loaned me your parents, so we could retrace their steps toward the American Dream, your brother, Michael, providing us comic relief along the way. Your digital native son showed us where we are now. I'm glad we've been on this journey together. Thank you to Ryan Singer, Ed Maguire, Andy Grignon, Bill Tai, Alexis Dickerson, Alan W. Silberberg, Mr. and Mrs. Michael Daniel Williamson, Mr. and Mrs. Larry Singer, Ethan Anderson, Donavan Freberg, Brian Hayashi, Warren Whitlock, Lance Mayfield, Paul Boutin, Sarah Farley, Todd Terrazas, Woody Lewis, Barry Caplan, Ann Greenberg, Constanza Blondet, Ariel Jalali, Julio Fernandez, and Buzz Bruggeman for your contributions and inspiration. A heartfelt thanks to the artists and writers who took me in and inspired me while I worked on this project: Franklin Vagnone and Johnny Yeagley in New York City, and Jean-Luc Lienard and Noemie Le Menn in Paris. Thank you to Steven Moss and Gaynell Albright for your ongoing support and prayers. Robyn Mattison: You showed up in our lives at just the right time with your big heart, sharp wit, and guidance. Thank you, Dad, for all of the things you taught me about art, fashion, architecture, design, and New York. And for that Dave Brubeck album you left behind. Much of your spirit is woven into this project. I wish you were here to see it.


Lastly, and most important—thank you, my beloved brother, Brad. I am excited we can go on this journey together. Thank you for your unflagging support and enthusiasm. I appreciate you more than you'll ever know. We will never be untethered.
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Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgiastic future that year by year recedes before us. It eluded us then, but that's no matter—tomorrow we will run faster, stretch our arms further…. And one fine morning—So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.


—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 1925


NEW YORK CITY, MID-MORNING. THE UPTOWN 5 FROM BROOKLYN


A petite woman in her mid-fifties boards the train at Church Street, her face partially obscured by her large, white, Jackie O–style sunglasses. Her dark hair is styled into a polished bob; her skinny jeans, folded up neatly to Capri length, show off her pert figure. She stops midway into the car, facing the pole directly in front of the door, while her friend, frumpier, slightly overweight, and a bit winded from the walk, takes a seat on the side. The doors close and the train lurches forward; the dark-haired woman is suddenly thrown backward, her mouth opening into a sudden, silent O of shock. As she falls back, her arms flail outward toward the pole, and I see the flash of a Tiffany charm bracelet on her left wrist just as her toes lose contact with the floor. Houston, we have liftoff. She wraps her fingers around the pole just in time, pulling herself upright to regain her balance. She then shouts excitedly to her friend, “We have to hang on!” a little too late for that public service announcement.


The cardinal rule of subway riding is that you either have to hang on or stand sideways, feet far enough apart to brace yourself against any sudden movements. Posters above the riders helpfully point this out. I smile as a I read one that says, “The poles are for your safety, not your latest routine,” with an illustration of a sideways stick figure in full pole-dance spin. Facing forward, if you're not hanging on, you're guaranteed to be thrown by the sheer velocity of the train. It's a simple law of physics. The woman decides to relocate to a seat next to her friend—enough excitement for one day. We barrel on. The subway bangs about on the tracks like a can suddenly sent skidding down the street by the eager toe of a grinning kid in a summer game of Kick the Can. The woman's friend must've read a guidebook telling her that New Yorkers dress in head-to-toe black; though garbed thusly, she somehow still manages to look like a tourist, the pedestrian cut of her clothes more Kohl's than Bergdorf Goodman. She shouts over the din, “Where are we now?” The woman with the bobbed hair turns to search the walls that circle the platform behind her. She spots a word reflected back in sparkling, square, tiny black tiles, and with a satisfied smile spreading across her face she turns back and proclaims assuredly, “Canal!” The man seated between them is mustachioed, with a thick head of carefully coiffed black hair (no doubt a source of pride) and a beer gut. He's also dressed in head-to-toe black (likely at his wife's suggestion), with matching black leather sensible shoes with cushioned soles, no doubt in anticipation of the extra walking they'll be doing in the city. The man has the stocky build of a tradesman—a mechanic or a pipe fitter or a man who pours concrete for a living. His thick, weathered hands grip a large, unfolded paper map; hunched over it, oblivious to the women's conversation, he struggles to get his bearings on the fly—the Meriwether Lewis of this urban expedition. Like the eighteenth-century gentleman's skill of starting a fire using flint and steel from a tinderbox, map reading is quickly becoming a lost art, now largely confined to Eagle Scouts and older folks. Four out of five young people can't even read a paper map anymore; instead, they rely on Siri and Waze and Google Maps to get them to their destinations.1 Some can't even tell the time on an analog clock. For Millennials, digital is always the preferred interface over analog.


The train hurtles onward, the din getting louder as we reach full speed, the tunnel amplifying the roar. Things are quiet again as we approach Spring Street Station. A sudden whir of air is expelled, and we begin to slow. The brakes scream, the train lurches to a halt; doors fly open with a loud bang, and the conductor's flattened voice, unintelligible, announces the station. The subway is a battleground of noises, all competing for one's attention. The train quickly staggers off again, reaching full speed in a matter of seconds; squeals, a solid whir, and some strange, high-pitched tone emanates from somewhere. The brakes scream again. We come to another halt, the doors open—quieter this time, for some reason. People shuffle in and out. Though at least twenty or more people come and go, it's surprisingly quiet—most are wearing soft-soled walking shoes. The doors slam closed again, and off we go. The man never looks up from his map.


Riding the subway is the quintessential New York City experience. It is the great equalizer, as everyone rides the subway—people of every age, race, and class stand or sit in close proximity, sometimes uncomfortably so during the busier times of day. In these moments, there is no such thing as personal space. As a sociologist, I find the subway endlessly fascinating, as it provides an ever-changing snapshot of the city's now nearly eight and a half million people, or what we sociologists call a “sample” of New York's diverse population. It's a bit like one of those digital picture frames where, each time you look, a different image appears. The subway here mirrors urban scenes played out daily in other American cities: commuters head to work or head home or head out for the evening in Washington, DC, on the Metro; in Boston on the “T”; and in the San Francisco Bay Area on the BART. Millennials (those aged approximately twenty-two to thirty-seven in 2018, that is, born between roughly 1981 and 1996) tend to be increasingly urban and less interested in driving or owning a car, and hence are more inclined to ride public transportation. The sights and sounds and smells of the subway (e.g., urine, sweat, freshly washed hair, cologne) are certainly not romantic, but for many, they—combined with the constant din of taxi horns honking and the white-noise whir of traffic—serve as the soundtrack of the city. This is the subway known to New Yorkers since the beginning of the transit system here, when the first subway car rattled its way down the tracks at 2:34 p.m. on October 27, 1904, with Mayor George B. McClellan symbolically standing at the wheel as engineer. The New York Times marked the occasion with the giddy headline “McClellan Motorman of First Subway Train” in its October 28 morning edition. A crowd of between six and seven thousand people had to be held back by two or three hundred police officers, as they pushed to be among the first to ride as soon as the ribbon was cut. When the line of policemen parted, the crowd eagerly ran toward the subway tunnel, paying a nickel apiece to be a part of the excitement, thereby avoiding the horse-and-buggy frenzy clogging the streets aboveground. The entire city took part in the festivities: factories blew their whistles; tugboats, steamships, and cargo boats tooted their horns; and church bells pealed in greeting and celebration. The opening of the subway line marked a new era in New York City, and the invention of the modern “commuter.”


One hundred and fifteen years later, the subway chugs resolutely on; meanwhile, the industrial era that produced it has given way to the digital era. The Millennial commuters aboard are now largely immune to the cacophony of the subway, sequestered away within their own highly curated digital bubbles, staring at cool glass screens. Connected to smartphones; wearing earbuds or large, over-the-ear headphones like the popular Beats by Dre in candy-hued tones of raspberry, green, or electric blue; they tune out the world, focusing instead on the bass line of Kendrick Lamar's or Drake's or Taylor Swift's or someone else's latest hit song. Heads bowed, they sit or stand hunched over their screens, heedless of the world around them, multitasking; two thumbs always at the ready, they shift constantly between reading, texting, scrolling, and going through their playlist—choosing, deleting, commenting, liking, checking messages, sharing, replying. This silent freneticism is occasionally punctuated by a smile or laughter, but most of the time the dominant expression is a blank-faced stare. They rarely look up or look around—their interaction is not human to human, but human to screen. Life is lived mediated. These behaviors go on endlessly throughout the day and night, unimpeded by work, meals, conversations, school, or any other potential distraction—even driving. At mealtime, cell phones sit at the ready, face up on breakfast, lunch, and dinner tables across the country; quick glances at them punctuate every meal. Here on the subway, frequent “dings” ring out, indicating the arrival of yet another text message. When one ring sounds, I see multiple people check their phones, unsure if it's theirs—hoping that it is. They are like Pavlov's dogs salivating at the sound of the bell in anticipation of food. Each time the cell phone's alert is played, it triggers the brain to release a little shot of dopamine, the “feel good” drug that lifts the mood and relieves pain; this “reward” mechanism ensures repeated behavior. And repeat they do: the highest-frequency cell phone users touched, tapped, or swiped their phones an unbelievable 5,427 times a day.2 For many Millennials and those younger, these behaviors are self-reinforcing and addictive, becoming for many, to use Karl Marx's words, the new “opium of the people.” The average child aged eight to eighteen now spends an average of 7 hours and 38 minutes per day, or more than 53 hours a week, “media multitasking” across various digital screens. So as never to miss a text, tweet, Facebook update, Snap, Instagram post, or—streaming video on Facebook or Periscope—now more than 70 percent of Millennials sleep with their cell phones beside them (as compared to only a third of Baby Boomers).3


We reach 14th Street at Union Square Station. The tall, hip-looking African American young man next to me is wearing Beats headphones in a shocking violet color. I can hear the bass and the faint, muffled chorus of Kendrick Lamar's “Swimming Pools (Drank).”4 The young man bobs his head in time as he shuffles between his playlist and the frequent text messages that keep coming in. He quickly texts back before checking his Instagram feed and then returns to iTunes. This circular behavior is repeated over and over during the few minutes as I stand next to him. Looking around, I do a quick visual survey of the car: Half the people in the car who appear to be under thirty are staring at screens. No one over fifty is looking at a screen—instead, they're either sitting quietly, contemplating their day, perhaps, or else they're looking around, looking at each other, talking, or if alone, some are reading a print newspaper or magazine like the New Yorker. Seated across the car from me is a gentleman in khakis, a blue oxford shirt, and tie, whose hair is thinning and grey. In his hands I see the familiar New York Times Fashion & Style section with a large photo of a rail-thin model, head turned to the left, haughtily looking down at the audience from the catwalk in a form-fitting, high-necked, modern-looking, lace-embellished dress, her chestnut hair pulled tightly away from her face in a high ponytail. It's Fashion Week in New York City.


There's a tactile pleasure in reading the Sunday Times, and typically a ritual to it. My father, like many of his generation, read the Sunday New York Times religiously every week. We'd walk down to what the locals called Don's Market on Balboa Island to pick up the hulking, three-inch-thick, several-pound bundle, haul it back home, and then we would go about sorting it into its various sections: the Front Page, the Business section, Sports, Technology, and so on. Weeding out the editorial from the advertising inserts, he'd pull out and set aside the slick, full-color glossy Style magazine, to save it for last—the cupcake of his literary feast. Picking up a section, the pages seemed huge to me. I remember the feel of the newsprint between my fingertips, the smell of the pages, and the blackness of the still-wet ink staining my fingertips. I remember trying to be careful not to get any ink on my clothes (or on Grandma's couch!). Turning the pages created a soft whooshing sound and a puff of breeze that would blow up a few wisps of the baby hair circling my face. I voraciously ate up the society pages. I knew all of the New York society women by face: Nan Kempner, Anne Bass, Pat Buckley, Mercedes Kellogg (later Bass, after she married wealthy oilman Sid Bass, Anne's ex)—always dressed in fabulous designer gowns and jewels, attending various charities and benefits. A few pages in, the corners would begin to collapse, sagging toward my face—a quick snap brought them back into line, the pages standing up straight again, one against the other, like a garrison of paper soldiers coming to attention.




These kinds of pleasurable sensual experiences are beyond most Millennials’ weekly repertoire, since they get their news on cool glass screens via Facebook or Twitter or through reruns of The Daily Show on Hulu—if they catch the news at all. One young woman who was interviewed for a story on NPR said, “Newspapers are for old people.” Paper newspapers and magazines have been struggling to survive for some time now in the wake of digital media: In 2009, the Times's circulation dropped below one million, to 980,000, for the first time since the 1980s. In 2013, the paper stopped offering lifetime tenure to its reporters, a leading indicator of the uncertainty of traditional news media's future. Some papers are even turning to robots to write routine stories as a cost-cutting measure—covering everything from corporate earnings reports to baseball scores.5 Years ago, no one foresaw that reporters’ bylines would read, “Lois Lane, Ex-Machina.” Digital media's impact on bookstores has also been seismic: From 1991 to 2011, over 1,100 bookstores closed their doors forever. Meanwhile, newsstand sales of print magazines have tumbled by half since 2007.6 These changes are occurring at an increasingly fast clip, leaving “digital immigrants” or Luddites from the Silent Generation (those born before World War II) and even some Baby Boomers scrambling to keep up. Many don't even try. Yet perhaps the thrill of the “new shiny toy” of Kindles and other ebook readers is beginning to dim, as recent reports show that independent bookstores are beginning to make a comeback again.7


Our train screeches to a halt at my stop, 42nd Street. I get off and climb the stairs to the outside world. The bright light of the sun reflects off the grey-white winter clouds and buildings, blinding me for a second. I blink until my eyes adjust, unlock my phone to check the compass, then turn to head off toward the New York Public Library. Walking down the street, I pass a group of young people, all walking with heads bowed, staring at screens. It reminds me of that famous illustration of the Evolution of Man, shown evolving from knuckle-dragging ape to upright Homo sapiens. It seems now we've somehow devolved a few steps backward with the head bowed, hunched-over, “phone checking” position. Almost every young person is wearing earbuds or Beats headphones, so if you were to say hello to one or ask a question, you'd likely be met with an unacknowledged silence.


This digital immersion of sight and sound impedes their situational awareness—that is, the awareness of what's around them that has enabled our species to survive all these years by being alert to any danger in the immediate surroundings. A nice-looking kid about nineteen in a blue wool sweater, Zac Efron haircut, and earbuds has stopped directly in the middle of the sidewalk at the intersection of 42nd and 5th, completely oblivious to what's going on around him. Teams of people make their way around him like salmon avoiding a human rock in an urban stream. I walk by and stare right at him, hard, as I pass—he never looks up. This lack of situational awareness can be dangerous. In fact, some cities are now putting crosswalk lights in the pavement to catch the eye of downward-looking younger pedestrians, in the hope of avoiding accidents for those whose eyes are glued to their phones.8 Untethering from the sights and sounds of the physical world around them allows Millennials and younger persons to focus on their own digital bubble, a curated world of their own creation, hooking in and out of outside reality when and how they please. I see this all of the time at the university where I work. One of my recent year-end evaluations from the students said I had “made eye contact during class, and it made me very uncomfortable.” Unmediated interaction now seems alien to many in this crowd.


This assumed “naturalness” of digitally mediated interactions reminds me of the story of the fish in water: Two young fish are swimming along and eventually encounter an older fish swimming toward them. The older fish nods and says, “Morning, boys. How's the water?” The two young fish swim on for a bit; eventually, one looks over at the other questioningly and says, “What the hell is water?” For Millennials and those younger, digital connectivity is their water. A study by Cisco Systems found that half of the Millennials they surveyed say they cannot live without the internet, and a third say it is as important to them as food, air, or water. Half say it's close to that important.9 Connectivity has become so vital that losing it seems like a life-threatening emergency. In the summer of 2014, Facebook went down, and so many people called the 911 emergency line in Los Angeles that an officer from the LA County Sheriff's Information Bureau took to Twitter to, say, “Facebook is not a law enforcement issue, please don't call us about it, we don't know when Facebook will be back up!”10 A seventeen-year-old girl even hung herself after her parents banned her from Facebook so she would spend more time on her studies. “Is Facebook so bad?” her suicide note read, “I cannot stay in a home with such restrictions as I can't live without Facebook.”11


This kind of digital immersion is generationally uneven: many older Americans don't own smartphones, use apps, or have profiles on social media. Walt, the owner of the boat next to mine in Marina del Rey, is one of these: at seventy-six years old, he's a curmudgeonly former Korean War fighter pilot, computer coder, and, later, assistant district attorney. One day Walt held his iPhone high in the air, waving it at me from his boat, saying, “You see these apps? I don't know what nine-tenths of ’em do, and I don't wanna know. I just wanna get rid of ’em all. I'm not an app trier.” Walt doesn't text and doesn't have a profile on Facebook or elsewhere on social media. I offered to show him how the apps work, but he just wasn't interested.


Walt is not alone in his views: a vast majority of people his age, the Silent Generation, don't own smartphones. The disconnected Walts of the world, compared with the hyperconnected Millennials, are examples of the social fractures at hand between the digital haves and have-nots in society, fractures that are opening up along generational lines. This is not simply a matter of having or not having a device; instead, this digital divide encapsulates an entire constellation of cultural capital and technological savvy that goes hand in hand with living immersed in a digital culture, resulting in major differences in their ways of relating to and experiencing the world. This fracture is more than simply differing use of electronics; it, instead, signals the emergence of separate cultures, with very different behaviors, social rules, and value propositions. The effect of this will be tectonic, dwarfing that of the Industrial Revolution or the invention of the printing press. The resultant untethering from well-established cultural values and behaviors extends well beyond the digital realm. As a reaction to difficult economic circumstances and bolstered by these new social technologies, Millennials are disconnecting from what has been termed by many the American Dream, and they are doing so in droves. They are rewriting the rules of the social contract. This untethering has massive implications for the economic, social, and political future of our country, but these changes don't stop at the borders of the United States. What we're talking about here is unhooking from traditional social structures and ways of doings things at a global scale, facilitated by digital technologies, or what technologists call “disaggregation.”12 It signals the emergence of an untethered world. Let's take a look at a few examples.


(1) Silicon Valley: The Hacker Hotel


Adulthood, as defined by the General Social Survey—a large-scale survey conducted every two years by the National Opinion Research Center—is the achievement of five major milestones: leaving home, finishing school, becoming financially independent, getting married, and having a child.13 Americans in the past have considered these milestones tantamount to attaining the American Dream, and a majority achieved them by age thirty-two. In the post–World War II period, most Americans reached adulthood in their teens or early twenties. Today, Millennials are taking much longer to reach adulthood; one can wonder at this rate if they will at all. Now, many Millennials are unhooking from this dream altogether. Social media has opened up new worlds to be seen and aspired to. For some it is a cotton-candy world where everything seems possible. In this context, the American Dream may not be the major milestones sought by prior generations—that is, the achieving of specific life stages or the acquiring of certain items like a house or a spouse—but rather, they may be seen as the atmosphere in which everyone has the basic freedom to attain their aspirations, whatever those may be. Rather than a strictly defined set of milestones, it is a pastiche of creativity, entrepreneurship, experience, and chutzpah, alongside a disaggregation of the traditional ways of doing things. Take Cory, for example; he is currently living this new America Dream. Though almost thirty-five, he could easily pass for seventeen. At our last meeting at a restaurant in Portland, Oregon, the waitress refused to serve him alcohol after he'd forgotten his ID in his hotel room. Sandy-haired, nerdy, and bespectacled, Cory cuts a slightly rumpled figure in an oversized suit that hangs a bit awkwardly from his rail-thin frame, giving him the appearance of a boy in his father's clothing. Fast-thinking, fast-talking, and incessantly checking his phone, Cory lives with forty other young men in their twenties (and a handful of women) in a “hacker hotel” in San Francisco called 20Mission—a glorified frat house for techies. Others like it have sprung up in Brooklyn and even in Medellín, Colombia. There's even a catamaran now, traversing the world, called Coboat, whose owners describe the typical workday as, “waking up to the rocking of the ship, then grabbing a delicious breakfast in the sun before launching into the day's work. Meetings and brainstorming are interrupted only by diving and sunbathing, and you watch the sunset over drinks with your fellow coworkers.”14 Life is just one big vacation.


At 20Mission in the Bay Area, life is just one big frat party—if the frat was for engineers. Their promotional video shows a party attended by a large number of guys in hoodies and jeans, and a small handful of girls. 20Mission brands itself as a creative space for entrepreneurial activities, touting daily contact with “engineers, graphic designers, photographers, videographers, brand consultants, and well-connected Silicon Valley entrepreneurs.”15 This access to cultural capital combined with high-speed internet means potential residents will have “every resource at [their] fingertips.” 20Mission, Coboat, and other similar shared live/work spaces like them claim to promote community, idea exchange, and a healthy dose of work-life balance. Striking that balance can be hard, though, in this atmosphere. Cory told me they had to cut the parties down at 20Mission to once a month and move them off-site because the constant late-night partying and all of the people showing up was becoming “too much.” In addition to unhooking from the house with the white picket fence, Cory has also unhooked from the idea of becoming an “educated person.” He says about school, “The concept of doing [school] work solely to be evaluated and discarded instead of being useful for something I could never motivate myself to do…[and] I found work much more fulfilling.”16 With billionaire college-dropout role models such as Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, and Mark Zuckerberg, college—with its high tuition and residual back-breaking student-loan burden—now seems a barrier to success, rather than a stepping-stone toward it. Young folks like Cory do not have the benefit of the G.I. Bill to pay their way through college, as did many returning World War II veterans, and the price of tuition has skyrocketed. The student-debt load is a burden that many will never get out from under. The public educational system, developed as a way to prepare workers for factory labor, has remained largely unchanged since its inception in the industrial era. Now, it appears woefully unprepared to educate an emerging digital workforce. Many young people are eschewing education for an entrepreneurial dream or to pursue a neo-bohemian life as a barista or Uber driver or even as seasonal farm workers on organic farms around the world. Compared to Boomers, a higher percentage of Millennials report having taken some college course work (65 percent of twenty-five- to thirty-four-year-olds have some college experience, compared to 59 percent of Boomers aged forty-five to sixty-four), and a new high of 88 percent of young people in 2015 completed their high school degree. Yet, while degree seeking has risen, it seems that with grade inflation and a focus on standardized testing, educational standards have fallen, leaving younger workers unprepared.17 With the digital transformation of the workforce, many jobs that previously didn't require higher education now do. One study estimates that by 2020, 65 percent of all jobs in the American economy will require education beyond high school.18 Take manufacturing as an example: German manufacturing company Siemens advertised 800 positions at its new plant in Charlotte, North Carolina, in 2016. Ten thousand applicants showed up for 800 positions, yet, as the New York Times reported, fewer than 15 percent of the applicants were able to pass a reading, writing, and math screening test geared toward a ninth-grade education. In 1965, the United States was number one in education for college-level degrees among industrialized nations. Now, it's fallen to tenth. The United States ranks thirty-second in literacy and dead last in math out of thirty-five countries surveyed by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development for their Adult Skills Survey.19 Despite this evidence to the contrary, many still believe that America is “best in the world” in these areas.


Marriage is another aspect of the American Dream losing its luster among Millennials. Cory, like many of his cohort, has no plans to marry—ever. With the ready availability of a myriad of new dating apps like Tinder and Feeld (previously known as 3nder, which is used to set up threesomes—and moresomes), monogamy may seem passé, when ordering up a new and exciting romantic or sexual partner is as easy as ordering a pizza. As Jamie Varon put it in her blog:


When we choose—if we commit—we are still one eye wandering at the options. We want the beautiful cut of filet mignon, but we're too busy eyeing the mediocre buffet, because choice. Because choice. Our choices are killing us. We think choice means something. We think opportunity is good. We think the more chances we have, the better. But, it makes everything watered-down. Never mind actually feeling satisfied, we don't even understand what satisfaction looks like, sounds like, feels like. We're one foot out the door, because outside that door is more, more, more. We don't see who's right in front of our eyes asking to be loved, because no one is asking to be loved. We long for something that we still want to believe exists. Yet, we are looking for the next thrill, the next jolt of excitement, the next instant gratification.20


Cory's Facebook status proclaims that he's “in an open relationship.” His girlfriend's status says the same. When I ask about it, he says that he's dating her and they're both dating another girl. The end game here isn't to “find the one” and marry—it's polyamory. A quick search of Meetup groups revealed hundreds for those seeking a polyamorous lifestyle in major cities like Los Angeles and New York. But perhaps surprisingly, they also exist in smaller bedroom communities like Boulder, Colorado; Albuquerque, New Mexico; and Orange County, California. Several of these groups boast a membership of over 2,500. Cory explained:


I want love…. I want growth. I just also want to be free to explore exciting new relationships and where they take me. The popular idea of serial monogamy involves dumping a wife when you get the hots for a younger colleague. I prefer a more flexible framework. I think it makes for [a] better ability to commit.21


Cory sees his girlfriend every day since they live in the same building; she frequently posts pictures of them together, having drinks, going to a new ramen restaurant or sampling a charcuterie plate in some new hip Bay Area trattoria. They look like any other smiling, happy couple. Seeing the photos, I asked Cory why he doesn't commit, since they seem to get along fine. His answer was:


I can love someone…have children, and fund trusts for grandchildren. These are useful commitments. Committing to only having one fun, romantic, or sexual relationship at any given time is not useful. There is an increasingly large group of people in San Francisco and NYC that are starting to see polyamory as the thing that happens after you settle down, instead of until.22


At this rate, the untethered life isn't so much a Hemingway-esque moveable feast as it is a life of endless appetizers. It seems that for many, the slow-moving, long-lasting commitments linked to the American Dream are becoming outdated. A 2014 survey found that half of Americans who once believed in the American Dream (defined as the belief that if you work hard, you'll get ahead) think it no longer exists. That thirty-year mortgage and “till death do us part” seem like forever when spin cycles rotate at the speed of on-demand digital technologies. Computer experts call the time it takes for something like a video to load on your phone the “latency time.” Online viewers of videos now will leave if the video takes more than two seconds to load. Clearly, those who grew up as digital natives now desire a no-latency life. Yet commitments to things like a marriage or a mortgage or a college degree take time, focus, and attention—things that are in short supply these days. Given these changes, it seems that the American Dream now may not mean achieving specific life-stage milestones or acquiring certain items like a house or a car, as was the case for those living in the 1950s, but rather, it may be that the dream is more diffuse; perhaps it becomes the atmosphere itself in which everyone perceives that they have the basic freedom to attain their aspirations, to be anyone, or be anywhere—leading a life that plays well on Instagram.


(2) St. Barts, the Untethered Workforce, and “Microlives”


I have walked through many lives,
some of them my own…


—Stanley Kunitz, “The Layers,”
from The Collected Poems of Stanley Kunitz, 2002




Caitlin is another young person living this New American Dream. I sat down at the table on the patio at Marina del Rey's Killer Cafe across from her. She's a new acquaintance of mine, a writer from San Francisco who had been introduced to me on Facebook by a mutual friend. She struck me as warm and friendly, with a slightly impish grin; her intelligent eyes sparkling behind red cat-eyed glasses, were framed by a full mane of long, wavy, two-toned steel-grey hair. She looked every bit the San Francisco hippy in her flowing cotton Indian dress and Birkenstocks; the unmistakable aroma of patchouli wafted toward me, reminiscent in my imagination of the Summer of Love.23 Caitlin is a digital nomad and homeless; she supports herself through writing and remote digital bookkeeping. We exchanged pleasantries about the weather, then dove into a discussion about her current living situation. She was very open to talking about it. She said she's on her way back to the Bay Area for a brief visit for a writer's event, then off to Norway and Iceland. After that is yet to be determined. At the time of our interview, Caitlin divided her time between housesitting, CouchSurfing, and Airbnb. Caitlin said she gave up all her “stuff” about three years ago, emptying her storage unit by selling what she could and giving the rest away to friends. She's at the moment a permanent digital nomad. Though at first it was a bit traumatic, she ultimately found giving away all of her stuff to be “freeing.” Being on the road like a modern-day Jack Kerouac gives her the peace to write, she says. I ask her if there are any downsides. She thinks a moment, then admits that it can get lonely at times; that being gone means she can't put in the time it takes to maintaining her relationships, so some friends have begun to drift away. She admits, though, that she actually likes to leave a place when people get too close, too comfortable. When people want to “drop by” it interrupts her work, she says, so she's glad to be on to the next city or town. She lives like an urban anthropologist, exploring her latest city, getting to know the natives and their customs, and all of the cool places to go, then she leaves before she gets too embedded, or before she “goes native,” as anthropologist call it. She suddenly asks, “Do you know the poet Adrienne Rich?” Of course I do. On her shoulder, I see the words, “If I get lonely…” tattooed there in blue ink. “I have part of her poem ‘Song’ tattooed on my body,” she told me. “The rest is across my back. Look it up after you leave here,” she said. I did. It seems to encapsulate Caitlin's nomadic lifestyle:


You want to ask, am I lonely?
Well, of course, lonely
as a woman driving across country
day after day, leaving behind
mile after mile
little towns she might have stopped
and lived and died in, lonely.24


Noelle Hancock is another example: Untethered from marriage and homeownership and unhooked from the thirty-five-year career typical for many Baby Boomers, she's been able to pull up the tent stakes and explore many bohemian “microlives,” as I call them, a riff on what user experience, or UX designers (i.e., those who design the digital interfaces that you see when you use apps, etc.) and some sociologists call “microinteractions,” or subtle moments centered around accomplishing a single task. Microlives can be thought of as time-limited living in a particular setting, before moving on to the next “life” in some other place, documenting on Instagram or Facebook shopping at a flea market in Paris, posing for a selfie in front of Angor Wat, or floating in the warm waters off of Mykonos in the Greek Isles. After seeing an image of a white, unspoiled sandy beach with swaying palm trees on her computer screen, Noelle quit her $95,000-a-year writing job in New York City, bought an airplane ticket, and left. As she put it, “Why couldn't I? With no professional obligations or boyfriend, I was completely untethered for the first time in my life.”25 She now scoops ice cream for a living on the gorgeous Caribbean island of St. Barts, spending her time off swimming, snorkeling, and watching sunsets with friends. She's now pondering a move to Europe.


“Sharing economy” sites like CouchSurfing and Airbnb, TaskRabbit, and HelpX facilitate these microlives by allowing people to digitally coordinate gig work, room, and board. Freed from the burdens and responsibilities of their own homes and families, the Untethered Generation can up and go on a whim. It's no wonder YOLO (You Only Live Once) and FOMO (Fear of Missing Out) have become the rallying cries for this generation. While sharing assets, many Millennials also feel that they're building a community or making a new friend in the process—key values for this generation.


For Millennials, growing up in the Great Recession (2007–2009) has lead them to value experiences over the acquisition of things, a virtue born of necessity, but which has far-reaching implications for the economy, particularly for shopping malls and luxury brands that have been built upon the Boomer tendency toward conspicuous consumption. Older businesses that missed the changing zeitgeist of this newly emerging economy are facing serious losses or are even failing. Long-standing brick-and-mortar stores like RadioShack, Macy's, and Polo Ralph Lauren are shuttering their doors, leaving malls struggling to survive. A 192-year-old building housing the iconic department store Lord & Taylor on 5th Avenue in New York City was recently sold to WeWork for transitory coworking spaces for untethered workers. Gump's, the 157-year-old San Francisco Bay Area landmark, has recently declared bankruptcy.26 Meanwhile “virtual” companies like Amazon and eBay that deliver desired products right to the consumer's door through the touch of an app—some within an hour or less—are thriving. Other tech companies facilitate “sharing,” borrowing, or renting, even for clothes. Why buy, when you can “Rent the Runway” for 20 percent of the cost, and have something new to wear for every occasion? Other brands have tapped into this “I want it now” sensibility driven by the fast spin of digital technologies—like those that deliver to the door to satisfy the desire of “hype beasts” for the latest athletic gear (one area where sales have continued to be strong). Athletic wear brands like Neek Lurk's Anti Social Social Club, Supreme, Off-White, and Fear of God are popular and fast-moving; Kanye West's Yeezy Calabasas shoe collection of 2017 sold out in five minutes.27 As Ismael, a Latino songwriter and producer from Los Angeles put it,


Social media has taken it to another level because trends, influence, and cultures are no longer restricted by location thanks to the advent of the internet. Anyone around the world can see what's “in,” what's “hip,” what's “cool,” and mimic it. Moreover, my generation and even younger are really into online shopping. So even if, say, a kid wants this dope SUPREME hoody but doesn't have a tangible store near them, they can easily buy online. And social media has also given the power of “influencer” to anybody. So social media drives this culture of hype beast because more kids will buy this s—hoping to get more followers, views, clicks, likes. It's the whole “insta model” model but for fashion influencers.28


Allyah, an African American environmentalist in her mid-thirties, believes that Millennials are still very status-oriented, but that they are spending in other markets. She says, “I think Millennials spend a lot on food and experience, but they don't like the ‘chain store’ experience for the most part. They like to be pandered to in an artisanal or faux artisanal way. Also, spending a lot on fashion makes [a] little less sense, because you can get inexpensive facsimiles, and discard them when the winds shift. They like status-y tech, though. Or anything that signifies that they are an early adopter of something.”29




McDonald's has been one of the most visible victims of these “changing winds” in recent years. The largest fast-food chain in the world for over sixty years now—with 36,000 restaurants in 100 countries, having served over 99 billion people—has been faltering.30 It's trying to reinvent itself from a one-size-fits-all industrial food producer to the faux artisanal “customizable world” desired by younger consumers for a limited number of items. Meanwhile, “fast casual” competitors like Chipotle and Starbucks, sensitive to the new, on demand, customizable marketplace, are booming. For Chipotle, digital ordering and delivery has led to higher than average checks, landing them higher profits. Chipotle's digital users are up 65 percent from a year ago.31 Scores of such examples of these kinds of transformations of the social, political, and business environments exist.


Playing a game they can't win after the economic downturn beginning in December 2007 (the Great Recession being the worst since the Great Depression of the 1930s), and its recovery since (or lack thereof for many middle-income or low-income Americans), Millennials are rewriting the rules. Millennials are the largest generation to come along since the Baby Boomers and are the largest group in both the workforce and consumer market since 2015. Due to their sheer numbers alone, their values, behaviors, and attitudes matter. Millennials are young, tech-savvy, and—increasingly—non-white. This combination of changing socio-demographic factors, their population size, and their tendency to want everything filtered through a digital interface means that they will leave an indelible mark on society.


Enabled by mobility and digital connectivity, the sum total of these changes represents the emergence of a new social contract with vast implications for the social, economic, and political environments whose impacts will be as significant and far-reaching as that of the printing press of the Industrial Revolution. I refer to these changes as a whole as the “Untethered Society.” I define coming untethered as


a condition in which ties to people, places, jobs, traditional processes, and organizing structures in society—like churches and political parties—are being weakened, broken, and displaced by digital hyperconnectivity.


Although untethering is increasing in scope across socioeconomic and generational lines, it is manifesting most notably among Millennials and those younger. An estimated 5,527,000 young people between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four are now living life untethered in the United States, totally disconnected from work or school.32 This represents about 13 percent, or about one in seven American youth today, more than the population of thirteen states. In certain cities, like Philadelphia, the number of eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds totally disconnected from work or school (i.e., not attending either) is as high as 25 percent. Most of the states with the highest youth disconnection rates are located in the South and Southwest, including Arizona, New Mexico, Louisiana, Alabama, and South Carolina.


Like Captain Edward Smith of the Titanic powering along, full steam ahead, in the “unsinkable ship,” many Boomers (and those older) see only the tip of this iceberg but do not fully grasp the magnitude of the impact of what's ahead. Failing to plan ahead, and an overreliance on the “unsinkability of the ship”—we know how that story ends. The Untethered Society isn't simply about devices in hands or the number of text messages sent per month or the 1.44 billion monthly active users on Facebook or a few kids dropping out of high school. The Untethered Society represents a new set of technologies and behaviors coming together to create a new social DNA, and with it a new set of social problems and challenges to businesses and other institutions. The Untethered Society is the socio-genetic underpinning of a new constellation of behaviors, values, norms, and ideals for the Millennial generation and those following it—a double helix of technology and behavior that is reshaping the evolution of society going forward.
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Figure 1. Double helix of technology and behavior. (Image created by the National Human Genome Research Institute, an agency of the National Institute of Health.)




Like the dinosaurs before them, large and seemingly entrenched social, financial, and political systems are unraveling and being reconfigured as a result of this coupling, with some going extinct altogether. This double helix of behavior and technology is the genetic code for the social trends of the future—trends that have far-reaching global implications to reconstitute consumer behavior, political outcomes, home, and hearth—and, indeed, the structure and workings of our very nation-state. Millennials aren't simply shunning a long-standing, traditional concept of the American Dream—they're hacking it. Groups like ISIS have already figured out how to tap into the Untethered Generation—with brutal viral videos of both beheadings and increasingly violent acts and recruitment videos that look like highly produced video games that speak to a young, untethered (male) audience who grew up gaming. Such moves leave traditional political structures at a loss for a response. This is a war being fought—and lost—in social media. It is survival of the digital fittest. Recent polls show a loss in confidence in institutions in the United States, ranging from political parties to the banks, from churches to marriage, and homeownership and family, most notably among Millennials.33 What's happening here? How and why are more and more Americans, particularly younger Americans, untethering from the American Dream?


I visited Shanghai to talk about the untethering of Millennials in America. After my talk, many in the audience came up to me, saying they were experiencing the same phenomenon there in China with their Millennials, despite the fact that Facebook, Twitter, and other social media sites popular in the United States are banned in that country. I realized at that moment that becoming untethered isn't just a US phenomenon but, instead, we're entering a new era of an increasingly untethered world. Cybernetic theory has taught us that change is destabilizing until a new equilibrium is reached. An Untethered Society, then, is ultimately an unstable one. Entrenched institutions that don't understand the changes underway and that don't evolve to address them may potentially go the way of the dinosaurs.


TRIAD OF TECHNOLOGICAL IMMERSION


The Untethered Society represents an uncoupling and reconstitution of the social contract, in sometimes unexpected and surprising ways. Our reliance upon and embeddedness within technological systems is growing. I have developed a theoretical framework for understanding the phases of these changes, which I am calling the “Triad of Technological Immersion.” It is an organizational scaffolding for the stages of technological and behavioral development. These stages are not sequential but, rather, operate simultaneously as each technological phase makes its appearance at various points of time and spreads, from its introduction and adoption by early adopters through to becoming a fully mature technology with widespread adoption by the general population. The stages behave like a symphony, where the strings come in, then the woodwinds rise up, then the brass joins in, while all eventually operate together in (hopefully) a harmonious way. Yet while these technological systems may operate as intended, there are also unintended and disruptive consequences of each that will have widespread impact on society and on human lives. These are the three stages: (1) the Untethered Society, (2) the Internet of Me, and (3) the Internet of Them.


The first stage is the Untethered Society, which we are in now, where there is a ubiquity of digitally enabled mobile devices. During this stage, there is an increasing desire for a digital interface; behaviors revolve around connectivity and there is a simultaneous unhooking from traditional social structures, processes, and institutions (like marriage, buying a house, having children, buying a car, having a long-term career—all aspects of what many have considered the American Dream prior to this point in time). This is our current stage of technological immersion. All this connectivity has fueled a plethora of social behaviors, from online dating to the formation of social movements (e.g., the Arab Spring, #OccupyWallStreet, #MeToo, etc.), and it has allowed many old friends to reconnect to one another via social networks. All of this connectivity has a dark side, however: as more behaviors are conducted and documented online in social media and other places, more and more data is gathered, allowing the development of computerized behavioral models that can be used in increasingly sophisticated ways to persuade or even manipulate audiences based upon their likes, fears, and psychological profiles, as seen in the recent Cambridge Analytica scandal with Facebook.34


Next to emerge is the Internet of Me (some call this “the Internet of Self”). This is happening now with the Internet of Things (IoT) and “smart” systems in which there is an increasing intersection between physical systems and an array of objects—from light bulbs connected to your smartphones to Alexa and Google Home to connected automobiles and smart homes—all connected via digital and information technologies. Examples include the smart grid, an array of sensors and smart-home technologies like the Nest thermostat that can be controlled from your smartphone. In the Internet of Me, environments are customizable to your preferences—the temperature and lighting are adjusted to the way you like it when you come home; perhaps your favorite music is playing when you walk through the door. This is the stage that is now beginning to emerge on a larger scale and will continue to do so with smart, connected cities in the future, where more and more things become “digitized” and connected to the internet. The Bolt light bulb from Misfit is one example: taking cues from a clip-on device on your body, it simulates a slowly brightening sunrise based on your sleep/wake patterns.35


The last stage on the horizon is what I call the Internet of Them. In the prior stages, humans were in the loop, in terms of controlling the technologies (e.g., pushing a button on your app to hail a cab or have dinner or groceries arrive, or setting your preferences for the lights to come on or the proper temperature for the air-conditioning or furnace at a certain time of day). In this stage, intelligence becomes embedded in devices and acts autonomously, spinning away from human control. It is human out of the loop. An increasing number of “things” have their own embedded artificial intelligence. They can “learn” and get smarter without human intervention, and they make decisions on their own. They will increasingly “talk to” and coordinate with other intelligent objects and agents, like autonomous cars communicating with one another to coordinate driving on the road. Examples include chatbots that will simulate their owners or others through “synthetic personalities,” intelligent robotics, and automated workers. Eventually, as some researchers believe, these intelligent agents will achieve what has been called the singularity, a stage at which they exceed human intelligence and capabilities for certain tasks. For example, IBM's computer Watson recently was able to diagnose a rare form of cancer that had stumped a panel of human doctors.36 In the Internet of Them phase, intelligent agents are linked and inter-operative, working alongside and cooperatively with other intelligent agents, interdependent with other smart systems. The social and human impact of this ranges from the positive, like artificial-intelligence-enabled robots that can help tend to our increasingly greying population, to the more troubling, including mass layoffs and “the end of jobs” for many workers in those parts of the economy in which automation can replace human labor. These impacts may well span beyond the factory walls and into white-collar sectors including law, medicine, accounting, and other fields. A key factor differentiating this from earlier technological innovations, which many people fail to account for, is the exponential increase in the pace of change. The chart below shows the adoption rates of various technologies, and the time it took for them to reach majority adoption in American households. For example, compared to the time it took steam power, on average, to saturate a country (about one hundred years) or electrification (about sixty years), it could take only about sixteen years for the internet to fully saturate a country.


[image: images]


Chart 1. Consumption Spreads Faster Today. (The Visual Capitalist.)


Technological disruption is faster now, making it more difficult for people to keep up with and adapt to these new technologies. With the spread of robotics, automation, and artificial intelligence, some are simply bound to be left behind, the detritus of the digital divide.


The aim of this book is to start a conversation about the impacts that digital devices and the constant connectivity to them is having on society. This book will begin to explore in more depth the various social and psychological impacts of our increasingly technology-embedded lives, and the fractures taking place because of it, focusing on the first of these stages, the Untethered Society. I'll attempt to address a number of questions about the impact of ubiquitous, connected digital technologies on our social world and lives, to begin the conversation, including:


What challenges do we face as we enter an increasingly untethered world?


What does it mean when a generation grows up where reality is filtered through a digital interface? In relationships, what impact will an endless sea of attractive and available others online have on relationships, marriage, and the family?


How are businesses being impacted by a digital-first consumer and workforce? How do they need to change to adapt?




What will it mean for human brains when more and more “physical” work is simulated, and more cognitive work is transferred to digital devices? What impact do digital devices have on learning, memory, and the ability to think and focus?


For every movement, there is a countermovement. What counterforces are emerging in response to untethering? In what ways are people beginning to resist the Untethered Society and reconnect to physicality, nature, the body, and so on?


And, last, what changes are afoot as we enter an increasingly untethered world?


But, first, how did we get here? How did we become tethered in the first place, and when did everything change?
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Americans forever imagine the lands further off are still better than those upon which they are already settled…. If they attained Paradise, they would move on if they heard of a better place farther west.


—Lord Dunmore, Royal Governor of Virginia, 1744


MAY 8, 1945. 10 DOWNING ANNEX, LONDON


Prime Minister Winston Churchill reached over and picked up the navy-blue leather-bound notebook he'd set down on the bedside table; he opened to the page he was working on when his secretary, John Miller Martin, interrupted him with the telegrams. He opened the one from Clementine, his wife first. Lady Churchill was in Moscow, having been dispatched there to deliver a burden of gratitude to the Soviets in the form of both aid and goodwill in her role as chairman of the Red Cross Aid to Russia Fund. Hearing of Germany's surrender, she cabled her husband immediately, saying, “All my thoughts are with you on this supreme day, my Darling. It could not have happened without you.”1 The second telegram was from US President Harry S. Truman. It read, “With warm affection, we hail our comrades-in-arms across the Atlantic.” May 8 was the president's sixty-first birthday. In a few hours he would write to his mother with news of the German surrender: “Isn't that some birthday present?”2


After reading the telegrams, Churchill took his breakfast in bed: a poached egg, toast with butter and jam, cold chicken, milk, and grapefruit, followed by a whiskey soda and a cigar. He took a sip of his morning whiskey, lit the cigar with a big match, took a puff, then settled back to work. He often composed his speeches in bed, and today would be no different. He felt comfortable there and knew no one would bother him, save Mr. Martin, his private secretary. He found it easier to concentrate there than in the War Office with all its interruptions.


Churchill turned his attention back to the notebook and read the sentence again quietly to himself, “This is your victory!” The words, written in his usual rather-flat cursive style in black ink with his favorite fountain pen, were still damp on the page. He turned the first line of the speech over in his head. Churchill knew he had to strike just the right note: celebratory, yet somber—there was still far too much work to be done to repair the damage incurred during the Blitz of Hitler's Luftwaffe. Starting in September 1940, London was bombed for fifty-six days. More than a million homes were destroyed. Industrial centers, ports, and other strategic locations were targeted, as were civilians. Churchill had just rung off the telephone with Lord Woolton, the Minister of Food, whom he'd called to make sure there was enough beer in London for a proper celebration before he made the big announcement. The minister assured him there was. Churchill knew full well that his people would waste no time hoisting a pint to celebrate after six hard-fought, war-torn years. Both the rationing and the nightly blackouts had taken their toll on most Londoners’ morale. Churchill knew his people had grown war-weary and were ripe for celebration.


After scrawling out the final lines, Churchill got up and rang for his valet, Frank Sawyers, to come help him get ready for his public appearance. He then set off down the hall and descended the set of stairs that led to the basement War Room for the penultimate time. Technicians were already there shuffling about, checking the microphone for the official announcement, which had been set for 3:00 p.m. Churchill was late and a bit irritable; he shouted at the sound engineer, “Pull down that blind!” then blew his nose rather loudly, leaving the crowd of typists and private secretaries tittering in the hallway, their ears pressed to the Cabinet Room door to hear the announcement. At 3:40 p.m., Churchill finally leaned forward and began, “My dear friends,” he said, “This is your hour…” The cheers outside could be heard all the way into the basement.3


Later that night, Churchill reached over the papers stacked neatly on the big wooden desk in the ministry and picked up another of his fat, hand-rolled Cuban cigars. They had become a kind of trademark for him; he was never without one. He had developed an affinity for them in Cuba in 1895. Bored, he had taken a trip there, seeking “vital action” as a military observer. Upon arriving in Havana, he indulged in sweet oranges and cigars for days. Churchill clipped off the cap with his cutter, opened his mouth and bit down on the pungent cigar, lit the end, then sent a dark blue-grey ring of the thick, rich smoke lazily skyward. At 5:40 p.m., Churchill and some of the men from his cabinet walked out onto the balcony. Below, twenty thousand Londoners shouted, chanted, danced, and sang the national anthem. The scene could only be described as an outpouring of pure joy. On the balcony, the jubilation was palpable. Other ministry men and their staffs jostled for position on adjacent balconies to get a look at the growing crowd. People had heard the radio announcement, and news had traveled fast via word of mouth and through special editions of the papers that were flying out of the hands of the boys excitedly hawking them on every street corner. The crowd quickly swelled to over fifty thousand strong. Churchill lifted his hat, then set it down and lifted his fingers in a “V for Victory” sign. The crowd roared and broke into a spontaneous round of “For He's a Jolly Good Fellow.” Eventually, darkness fell, and klieg lights were trained upon the balcony. Churchill took the cigar out of his mouth, and, smiling, tentatively began to address the cheering crowd below. “God bless you all!” he began. The crowd cheered and waved. Some held up Union Jacks; others hitched women or children up atop their broad shoulders to allow them a better view. Servicemen waved blown-up condoms tied to sticks they'd bought from street vendors (balloons were still in short supply due to the rubber shortage). Big Ben rang and church bells pealed along in celebration. Roused by the crowd's enthusiasm, Churchill bellowed, “THIS IS YOUR VICTORY!” The crowd shouted back, “NO, IT'S YOURS!” and began to cheer again. Churchill looked at his men, then began again in a measured tone, “God bless you all. This is YOUR victory. It is the victory of the cause of freedom in every land. In all our long history we have never seen a greater day than this. Everyone, man, or woman, has done their best. Everyone has tried. Neither the long years, nor the dangers, nor the fierce attacks of the enemy, have in any way weakened the independent resolve of the British nation.” He closed the speech with another, “God bless you all.”4


On the other side of the Pacific, President Truman awoke at 6 a.m. from a restless sleep. Though victory was in hand in Europe, America was still caught in a deadly struggle with the Japanese. This was no time for Americans to let their guard down. Just twenty-eight days into his fourth term, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had died suddenly of a cerebral hemorrhage, just as the war he'd led for nearly two terms was drawing to a close. Vice President Truman was unexpectedly sworn in as president just two hours after the announcement that Roosevelt had died. It was bittersweet, then, that Truman—and not Roosevelt—would be the one to deliver the message to the American people on this momentous occasion that Germany had surrendered. At 8:15 a.m., Truman sat down at his desk in the Oval Office. Today's announcement would be restrained; there would be no Churchill-esque victory signs, no celebrations. His wife, his daughter, and a few aides were in chairs clustered around his desk. Truman admonished the reporters that there would be no speculation or news releases of any kind before 9 a.m.—plenty of time for most people to begin their work day and carry on with their normal routines. He wanted the celebrations contained. We were, after all, still at war, and Japan had proven a formidable enemy. The Oval Office was jammed with reporters. Truman began reading the announcements, “This is a solemn but glorious hour. I wish that Franklin D. Roosevelt had lived to see this day…. General Eisenhower informs me that the forces of Germany have surrendered to the United Nations. The flags of freedom fly all over Europe. For this victory, we join in offering our thanks to the Providence which has guided and sustained us through the dark days of adversity and into light…. It's celebrating my birthday today, too.”5 “Happy Birthday, Mr. President!” the reporters chimed in, chuckling. He smiled and went on to read a second press release regarding Japan, saying, “Much remains to be done. The victory won in the West must now be won in the East.” He paused a moment, then looked at the reporters, with a serious expression, and said, “I want that emphasized time after time, that we are only half through.” He continued, “If I could give you a single watchword for the coming months, that word is work, work, and more work. We must work to finish the war. Our victory is only half over.” Truman's tone reverberated in reports across the nation. Many cities ordered the immediate shuttering of liquor stores and taverns, to avoid drunken celebrations. There was much more work to be done. Work, work, and more work.


The war raged on. Yet in a strange way, it brought people together, if only for the simple reason that all had sacrificed: Whether rich or poor, Northern or Southern, Democrat or Republican, the war became the great equalizer. All had been impacted, from sending young men to war via the national draft to rationing, recycling, and other war efforts at home. The Office of War Information issued a series of graphic posters to encourage this “all hands on deck” approach, with slogans like “Use It Up—Wear It Out—Make It Do—or Do Without!”6


Food was one area hard-pressed during the war, due to the strain of feeding over sixteen million troops. President Roosevelt was quoted in 1943 saying that, “Meats and fats are as much munitions in this war as are tanks and aeroplanes.”7 Groceries remained in short supply, including cheese, butter, margarine, silk, nylon, canned milk, jams, jellies, shortenings, and oils. In 1941, Roosevelt appointed Leon Henderson to the unenviable position of “price czar” in the newly formed Office of Price Administration to help stabilize prices and ration foods to avoid hoarding and shortages. Housewives were given ration booklets that contained stamps for many items—from rubber products to sugar and coffee—which they took with them to the local grocer. The grocer would then remove a number of stamps from the booklet when items were purchased. Once the monthly allotment of stamps was gone, no more of the particular item was to be had until the next month's stamps were issued. Henderson's seemingly arbitrary and mysterious rationing and price-control methods frustrated both producers and consumers alike. Prices and point values could fluctuate widely from week to week, meaning housewives had to juggle both ration points and cash budgets on the fly. Other times, ingredients like sugar or red meats were simply not available. The government began to issue cookbooks like, Recipes to Match Your Sugar Ration or Eating for Victory to help housewives keep pace. One issued by Pillsbury Flour called How to Bake Fightin’ Food promised recipes to “keep your family fit,” using “meat extenders, sugar savers, fruit extenders, vegetable extenders, and many [recipes] for non-rationed food.”8 The government rolled out public-relations campaigns to help manage the shortages, calling for “Meatless Tuesdays” and “Wheatless Wednesdays.”


Meat was particularly scarce during the war. Many housewives turned to hot dogs to satisfy their family's appetites. When those grew scarce, manufacturers began to adulterate them to stretch the meat, filling them with soybeans, potatoes, or cracker meal. The Committee on Food Habits was formed to figure out how to change America's eating habits. Noted anthropologist Margaret Mead and psychologist Kurt Lewin were tapped to join the council, which was sponsored by the Department of War, to consider ways to enact widespread behavioral change around food. The difficulty in that effort lay in the fact that food isn't merely sustenance but is also laden with many varied personal, cultural, and sometimes religious meanings. Taking this into consideration, rather than trying to enact radical change in Americans’ diets (which was bound to fail), the committee suggested instead “small changes” like encouraging the substitution of organ meats uncommon in most American's diets, meats like liver, brains, intestines, and sweetbreads “for variety.” To this end, the government issued cookbooks, and community cooking classes sprung up to teach housewives how to prepare these “variety meats.” Advertisements began to appear for meats like rabbit that said, “No Meat Stamps Required.” Ads in popular magazines like Life suggested that eating these unusual meats was “patriotic.” Americans begrudgingly went along with these changes, yet many began to question the food-ration system, which seemed to have a sort of “feast or famine” quality about it. Certain foods—like potatoes or eggs—would disappear completely, then reappear in a glut, giving consumers the sense that there was no rhyme or reason to the system, which weakened people's resolve.9


Americans were also encouraged to plant “victory gardens”—food-producing gardens in their own homes. Government PR campaigns told them that “Food Is a Weapon;” Posters featuring slogans like “Plant Your Victory Garden—Food Is Fighting” and “Make Your Rations Go Further” encouraged food conservation and the growing of one's own food. Newsreels screened before films in theaters taught Americans forgotten skills like sowing seeds and using pesticides to kill predatory bugs. Featuring the headline, “Of Course I Can,” one poster showing a young woman, arms overloaded with home-canned jams, was aimed at encouraging young women to practice the mostly lost art of canning. Americans got the message and pulled together to “do their part.” By war's end, nearly fifty-five million victory gardens had been planted.


Other consumer items were also in short supply. Before stepping down as price czar in 1942, Henderson ordered a moratorium on the sales of all civilian cars and trucks. Detroit auto production facilities were converted to military production to aid the war effort, building aircraft engine parts, scout vehicles, and cannon barrels instead of cars. Production was curtailed on metal office furniture, radios, phonographs, vacuum cleaners, washing machines, and sewing machines. Metal was a key ingredient for artillery, tanks, and other war machinery, but also for the millions of canteens needed for soldiers on the front lines.


Rationing even went so far as to specify the amount of wool one could use to make a man's suit: In 1942, the War Production Board called for “streamlined suits by Uncle Sam,” effectively forbidding the production of the long, wide-lapelled zoot suits popular with African American and Latino youth. The result was the infamous Zoot Suit Riots that broke out in June 1943. For a week, thousands of servicemen stationed in California—including Marines, Navy men, and soldiers—stalked and beat up local Latinos—some as young as twelve or thirteen years old—because they felt that the extra fabric required to make the zoot suits was wasteful and unpatriotic. One hundred fifty Latinos were injured in the melees, and another five hundred were arrested for charges ranging from “vagrancy” to “rioting.” Similar riots broke out in other cities across the nation.10




THE TURNING POINT


One forty-five on the morning of August 6, 1945, marked the turning point: Colonel Paul W. Tibbets Jr. fired up the engines on the four-propeller Boeing B-29 Superfortress bomber. At 2:00 am, he and his crew rolled down the runway in the Enola Gay, named after Tibbets's mother, accompanied by both navigation and photography planes. At 8:15:15 a.m. local time, the airplane lurched as it released its 9,700-pound cargo—the devastating “Little Boy” nuclear bomb, which contained the equivalent of 16,000 tons of dynamite. Sixty thousand Japanese were killed instantly. Even though it was by then over ten miles away, the plane that dropped the bomb was pummeled by a 2.5 G shock wave from the blast.11 Sergeant Joseph Stiborik, the radar operator on the mission, remembers the crew sitting in stunned silence. The co-pilot, Captain Robert Lewis, was the only one who spoke, uttering the words, “My God. What have we done?”12 Between 90,000 and 146,000 Japanese would die as a result of the bombing. Yet despite the massive fatalities and injuries, the response from Japan was only silence. Two days later, Major Charles Sweeney fired up the engines on another Superfortress bomber, the Bockscar, on the island of Tinian, some 1,500 miles south of Japan. Sweeney and his crew took off at 3:47 a.m., armed with a second nuclear warhead, nicknamed “Fat Man.” Their destination: Nagasaki.


NEW YORK, CAFE ZANZIBAR


Life on the mainland rumbled on. Unbeknownst to many, the explosion of the American Dream was on the near horizon. With a dearth of consumer goods available to buy, many attended local dance halls to pass the time. Others stayed home, listening to live broadcasts of big band remotes from the big cities. On this particular night, the show broadcast from Cafe Zanzibar in New York City. The announcer's familiar smooth voice rang out steady and true as he announced this week's episode of the big band show. Listeners across America—many who tuned in faithfully every week—heard him say something like, “This program is coming to you from Cafe Zanzibar on Broadway in New York City, where we bring you the Prince of Hi De Ho, Mr. Cab Calloway, who will entertain you with some hot shot razz-ma-tazz.”13 Cafe Zanzibar was one of the hottest nightclubs in the city, and one of the few that welcomed a mixed audience of black and white patrons. The war had begun to change the status quo between blacks and whites in America: African American servicemen had enjoyed a rare degree of respect and near-equality while serving in the armed forces, spearheaded by the Tuskegee Airmen, the first group of black pilots ever trained by the Air Force. These airmen had an impeccable record: Over the course of two hundred missions, they'd never lost a bomber to enemy fire. Their symbol was the Double V, which stood not only for victory abroad, but for victory at home as well, against the social ills of racism, discrimination, and Jim Crow prevalent at the time.14 These social changes reverberated back to the States, changing many people's views on race relations.15 At the same time, the so-called New Negro sensibilities begun during the Harlem Renaissance began to gain popularity through popular radio shows. Also, network radio had spread since the Depression, affording these musicians both new venues and new audiences for their live shows.


First opening its doors on Broadway between 50th and 51st in Manhattan in 1943, Club Zanzibar billed itself as the “Home of the Stars,” featuring “sepia” chorus girls called the Zanzibeauts who were “the most beautiful around.”16 Unlike some of the other popular clubs at the time, the Zanzibar accepted “mixed” black and white audiences, which lead to its success with both orchestras and the public. The club owners advertised aggressively, offering air-conditioning that “has Mother Nature beat all hollow” and a $2 dinner, giving patrons the opportunity to sit inside on a hot summer's night, watch the band, and dance before and after dinner—all of which made it a popular date spot. The Zanzibar was a big success, prompting its owners to negotiate a move to a bigger space down the street at 49th and Broadway and to rename it “Cafe Zanzibar.” The new venue offered three shows a night, packing in as many as 350 guests at a time. Cafe Zanzibar hosted some of the biggest names in big band, swing, and jazz of their time, including Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Count Basie, and Louis Armstrong.17 That night, the heavy gold velvet curtains parted, and out stepped Cab Calloway—one of the most popular bandleaders of the day. The audience cheered in delight. With his wide smile and high-energy showmanship, Cab was a crowd favorite. Sporting a wide-lapelled zoot suit; a well-groomed mustache; and long, straight, glossy black hair that he loved to swing, he grinned as the orchestra swung into the peppy “Foo a Little Bally-Hoo.” Striding down the stairs, his legs snaked out this way and that, giving the distinct impression he might just be made out of rubber. Reaching the ground floor, Cab broke into an exuberant tap dance as he sang, grinning and mugging for the audience. The crowd went wild, and more couples crammed themselves onto the already-packed dance floor, joining a frenzy of kicking legs, flying arms, and twirling skirts. White and black couples danced the Lindy Hop and Jitterbug side by side, bumping up against each other in a whirlwind of sweat and passion. The women's twirling skirts flew up like morning glories, revealing flashes of large white underpants underneath. The energy was palpable, and lots of happy laughter and bright smiles filled the room.


Since the Depression, big band remotes broadcast from places like Cafe Zanzibar had become a popular form of entertainment. Radio stations liked them because they were popular and relatively cheap to produce. The shows garnered wide audiences nationwide, with many tuning in faithfully each week to hear the latest music from the big cities. This night was not to be the typical weekly broadcast, however: At 1:30 a.m. (ET), the music suddenly fell silent, and the announcer broke in with an urgent-sounding, breathless announcement, repeating it several times, as if even he couldn't believe what he was saying: “From the Mutual Newsroom in New York: Tokyo Radio says acceptance of Potsdam Proclamation coming soon. I repeat: Tokyo Radio's acceptance of Potsdam Proclamation coming soon.”18 The excited voice of a man shouting the news to someone, perhaps on the phone, can be heard in the background. Chaos then erupted: Someone shouted, “No, No!” perhaps uncertain the news was really happening. The announcer then said, “One moment please,” followed by a long pause. Finally, the announcer continued his announcement with an imploring tone: “Please, I repeat this bulletin—Tokyo Radio says acceptance of Potsdam Proclamation coming soon. The bulletin from San Francisco—Tokyo Radio said today that an Imperial message accepting the Potsdam Proclamation would be forthcoming soon…. For the news, listen to your Mutual station.”19 The orchestra horns blared up in a wild swing. The news was out: Japan would surrender; World War II was over. That night, the celebration at the Zanzibar lasted well into the night.


KEEPING UP


The idea of the American Dream was iterated and developed over time. Though it had been implied in the various stories about “the Land of Eden” sent back to those who remained in Europe by the original settlers who sought a better life in the New World, the actual concept of the American Dream wasn't articulated until several hundred years later, in 1931. It was then that historian James Truslow Adams named and described it in an essay:


The American Dream that has lured tens of millions of all nations to our shores in the past century has not been a dream of merely material plenty, though that has doubtlessly counted heavily. It has been much more than that. It has been a dream of being able to grow to fullest development as man and woman, unhampered by the barriers which had slowly been erected in the older civilizations, unrepressed by social orders which had developed for the benefit of classes rather than for the simple human being of any and every class.20


One aspect of this early America Dream that has abided to this day is the notion of “keeping up.” First coined by Arthur R. “Pop” Momand in 1913 in a New York Globe cartoon strip called Keeping Up with the Joneses, the phrase at once articulated and mocked American's aspirational hopes. It is still used overtly or is alluded to even to this day, from advertisements featuring “the good life,” to music videos starring blinged-out rappers, to the Insta accounts of the Rich Kids of Instagram, to the reality show Keeping Up with the Kardashians.21 “Keeping up” has become a trope for couples keeping an eye on their neighbors’ and friends’ places in the race for conspicuous consumption. A popular bumper sticker from the 1980s, which evolved into license-plate frames, capturing this sensibility reads, “He who dies with the most toys, wins.”22


But what exactly are people keeping up with? What are the markers that they (or we) have “made it”? Ask most older Americans to define the American Dream, and they'll tell you some version of: being married, having a career, and owning a home with a white picket fence, 2.5 kids, a dog, and a car. Achieving these goals signaled to others that you'd “made it” as an adult. This idea of the American Dream stands in as a kind of shorthand for what sociologists call “social mobility”—that is, the ability to move up in the world from even meager social class beginnings. There are of course variations on the Dream: How big your house is, the type and make of your car, whether your job entails a corner office and a title, how beautiful or handsome or successful your spouse is, how well-groomed and spoiled your children are, what private school they attend, where your family vacations, and so on. Having the children in a private versus public elementary school, for example, is a sign of status flaunted by some parents’ license-plate frames affixed to their luxury import cars or name-dropped at parties to signal status. These days the tuition at some of the more prestigious private elementary schools can rival that of a good college. Parents fret over getting their kids into the “right” kindergarten, which is thought to ensure “future success for junior and unrivaled cachet right now for Mom and Dad.”23 The idea is that each generation can do a little bit better than their parents.


THE GOLDEN AGE OF THE AMERICAN DREAM


The end of the Second World War and the return of the troops marked the moment in this country when we were most “tethered” to this Dream. Sociologists refer to this period as “the golden age of the family,” since the return of the troops after the end of the war and the end of years of sacrifice on the home front breathed new life into marriage and family in the 1950s. The GDP in the United States had dropped by 20 percent during the Great Depression that preceded our entry into World War II, which brought with it an economic growth of 2.5 percent per year for the United States from 1950 to 1973. African Americans lagged behind these gains, as it took the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964 for them to attain full representation in skilled jobs. National figures then show a sharp upward shift in relative black incomes between 1965 and 1975.24 Taking a longer view, the post-industrial years represented the sharpest economic growth in history.25 The post–World War II years were the boom years. After the hardship of the war both at home and abroad, and the years of separation, couples were exuberant the hostilities had ended, and they were eager to start their families.


Veterans, upon their return from the European and Pacific theaters had much to celebrate. They came home to exuberant crowds and ticker-tape parades, an economy that would soon be booming, and love in the air. Prior to the war, America's financial situation was dire. The Depression and the Dust Bowl of the 1930s had left 16 million people floundering; many ended up homeless and jobless as the nation's industrial production fell 44 percent from 1929 levels. Scores of farmers faced foreclosure on their farms, and banks failed. Local governments strained at the seams, trying to provide relief.26 America's “exceptionalism” rose at the end of the war, when the United States ended up in what may have been seen in the long view as a historically unique position. The Marshall Plan channeled $13 billion into a massive European recovery, guaranteeing a market for US-produced goods that propelled the economy. At the same time, much of Europe's and Japan's industrial base had been destroyed, leaving the United States with little to no outside manufacturing competition. China had also been hit hard, after eight war-torn years of the Sino-Japanese War. This perfect storm put the United States in a position of economic dominance, in control of capital worldwide, ushering in what some have called the golden age of capitalism. This clear US economic advantage lasted until the early 1970s. It was a time when, for many, “America was great.” It was the apex of what many considered the American Dream.


Servicemen and their families benefited greatly during the postwar boom years: The Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944, commonly referred to as the “G.I. Bill,” gave them a “leg up” to the American Dream as never before or since. The bill offered them everything from low-cost mortgages to loans to start businesses, to tuition to enroll in college.27 Millions took advantage of this opportunity, enrolling in colleges and training programs, and buying newly built tract homes in the suburbs. Women who had turned out to work in military munitions and related manufacturing and other positions during the war effort were encouraged to “return to their normal roles” as housewives and mothers in these newly built suburban tract homes. Betty Friedan, author of The Feminine Mystique, described the zeitgeist of the moment, saying:


Millions of women lived their lives in the image of those pretty pictures of the American suburban housewife, kissing their husbands goodbye in front of the picture window, depositing their station wagons full of children at school, and smiling as they ran the new electric waxer over the spotless kitchen floor…. Their only dream was to be perfect wives and mothers; their highest ambition to have 5 children and a beautiful house, their only fight to get and keep their husbands. They had no thought for the unfeminine problems of the world outside the home; they wanted the men to make the major decisions. They gloried in their role as women and wrote proudly on the census blank: “Occupation: housewife.”28


Anna “Jeri” Leukering was one such woman. Her father owned the feed and grain store of Round Knob, Illinois, as well as the general store, and the local post office in a town of fewer than one thousand people. Yet despite her father being a relative mogul in this small town, Jeri dreamed of getting out, of leaving the small-town life behind to pursue new, exciting adventures in the big city. Despite Jeri's parents’ warnings that they'd end up in the “white slave trade,” Jeri and her girlfriend Rhea hatched a plan and caught a Greyhound bus out of nearby Metropolis to start a new life in New York City. Three days later, they arrived. They dreamed of staying at the Barbizon, the famous Manhattan women's hotel that had housed many a star of stage and screen, as well as noted writers.29 Young women of the day dreamed of becoming “Barbizon Girls,” selected on criteria including looks, dress, and demeanor. The “girls” then entered a sorority-like atmosphere, supervised by the watchful eyes of hotel “House Moms.” Both men and cooking in the rooms were strictly forbidden. Unfortunately, the Barbizon was out of their price range. They instead checked into the lower-priced Allerton Hotel for Women on East 57th Street, but they weren't there long. They soon found an apartment in bohemian Greenwich Village for $40 a month (the equivalent of about $500 a month in today's dollars). Rhea found a job as a receptionist on Wall Street, and Jeri ran the cosmetics counter at Saks Fifth Ave in Midtown. One afternoon, a handsome young man in uniform strolled in. Spotting the attractive chestnut-haired woman behind the counter, Taylor Meloan quickly strode up and feigned bewilderment at all of the choices. He told Jeri he needed help picking out a perfume for his girlfriend. She recommended a small bottle of Guerlain “Shalimar.” He smiled, paid the bill, and left with his purchase. In reality, there was no girlfriend; the entire thing had been a ruse quickly concocted to speak with the comely girl behind the counter. A few days later, Taylor returned, saying he and the girlfriend had broken up, and he gave Jeri the perfume. He then asked her to dinner, and she accepted. After a few months of dating, Taylor proposed, and they were married a few months later in a small civil ceremony.30


The Meloans were the typical Mr. and Mrs. America of the time, the “every family” of the postwar era. Like millions of other servicemen, Taylor Meloan was ready to claim his stake in the American Dream. After the war, Taylor and Jeri moved back to St. Louis, where he used the G.I. Bill to pay for college. It provided a monthly stipend for tuition, books, fees, and living expenses. He earned a bachelor's degree in business, followed by an MBA, then finally a doctorate from Indiana University. Along the way, they had had two boys, Steven and Michael.


In 1960, the newly minted Dr. Meloan piled his wife, the two young boys, and all their belongings into their new white station wagon in Bloomington, Indiana, and headed for Los Angeles. Dr. Meloan had accepted a plum job as chair of the Business Department at the University of Southern California, an opportunity that would be unheard of right out of graduate school today. The Meloan boys were excited about this new adventure: Shows like Leave It to Beaver and The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet had given them the impression that life in LA would be clean, orderly, and pleasant, with sunny skies, manicured lawns, and little conflict. The three-day trip from Indiana to Los Angeles afforded much time for the boys’ anticipation to grow. They were headed for the Cloud Motel as a temporary home in Downtown LA. The Cloud was decorated in the popular midcentury modern style, from its bright-orange bedspreads, to the matching orange Eames-style chairs lined up at the bar, to the giant orange triangle-shaped sign outside, which was topped by a white, cloud-like oval that framed the word Cloud.


In On the Road, writer Jack Kerouac described his stay in a similar hotel in LA, though in much bleaker terms than the boys’ imaginations:


I could hear everything, together with the hum of my hotel neon. I never felt sadder in my life. L.A. is the loneliest and most brutal of American cities; New York gets godawful cold in the winter but there's a feeling of wacky comradeship somewhere in some streets. L.A. is a jungle.31


Ultimately the Meloans’ arrival would turn out to be more like Kerouac's jungle than the sanitized homogeneity of Leave It to Beaver. Steven recounts the family's arrival in LA:


At the Northwest corner of Pershing Square in Downtown L.A., there once stood a diner—“Googies.” That was where we arrived, fresh from the mid-west. Our Ellis Island. It had been a long, hard drive for everyone, in our boat-like 1960s-era Mercury. My parents could only cover a few hundred miles a day—because my brother and I were always hungry, or bored, or needed to pee. After a half-day of driving, my father would finally give-in, check us into a roadside “Motor Hotel,” where we would swim, eat burgers, bounce like monkeys between beds in the musty room, and then finally fall into exhausted sleep. The final stretch had seemed an eternity of highway—parched plains, tin-badge sheriffs wanting payments for (we suspected) manufactured infractions…and the haunted moonlit expanse of the Mojave Desert. My parents had purchased an aftermarket air-conditioner for our new car—a rare luxury for the time. But because of it, the car was endlessly overheating. Knowing nothing about such things, my college-professor father opened the hood, cars roaring past us in the starry night. He pulled out his handkerchief, loosening the radiator cap, unleashing a boiling geyser of water that blew nearly ten feet into the air. My mother applied Vicks VapoRub (there in case my brother or I fell ill) to his badly blistered forearm, and we continued on into the desert expanse. So, after all that, it was a relief to have finally arrived—to be in Los Angeles. We pulled in at midnight off the Harbor Freeway, our legs stiff, our butts numb. Rolling down the windows brought a distant roar of traffic, which I imagined to be the ocean. The summer breeze carried with it the smell of oranges and dust, and other new and indefinable things. And Downtown L.A. wasn't much back then, almost a ghost town by night. My brother whispered over to me, “It's not very nice here, is it? Not like Indiana.” My mother peered out into the solitary darkness, involuntarily gathering her coat around her. I watched her tired face lit in pale fluorescence, reflected in the car's window glass.32


The Cloud was home for the Meloans for several months, until they closed escrow on one of the newly built tract homes in the LA suburb of Hawthorne. The Meloans liked that it was safe, near a school, and that there was a big backyard for the boys to play in. The neighborhood showed signs of other families living there: bikes littered the lawns of several nearby homes, and a house across the street and one three doors down had installed basketball hoops over the garage. It seemed like a wholesome place to raise kids and start a new life.


Dr. and Mrs. Meloan settled in quickly. The boys made friends with the neighbor kids, and the Meloans hosted frequent cocktail parties for Dr. Meloan's USC colleagues. Dr. Meloan was the most educated man on the block—most of the other neighborhood men were blue-collar working-class folks or skilled craftsman. The short Italian fellow next door, Mr. Rossi, worked as a tailor in the men's department at the Macy's in the South Bay Galleria. At the time, even someone on a tailor's salary could afford to buy a house in LA, while supporting a stay-at-home wife and two children. Now, the average price of a home in that area is $689,000,33 necessitating a yearly income of $133,164 to afford it, which is far more than the average tailor's salary of $31,000 a year.34 Most Americans during this time could gain a foothold in the American Dream, and fully 60 percent of adults owned their own home.


Millions of veterans like Dr. Meloan received federal loan guarantees to buy homes, get college educations, start families, and get their stake in the American Dream. From 1944 to 1952, the Veterans Administration backed nearly 2.4 million home loans for war veterans.35 By the end of the 1950s, one-third of Americans lived in the suburbs. Eleven of the twelve largest cities in America experienced notable declines in population, as suburban tract housing became the rage.36 Cars had been scarce during the war years, due to the rationing of rubber, steel, and other components, and the use of auto makers’ factories for war production. As Detroit got back into the car business again, car makers encouraged Americans to get rid of their older vehicles and buy new “family wagons.” Advertising and year-over-year radical design changes in automotive features and car bodies encouraged Americans to scrap their older models and buy new. By 1960, Americans owned more cars than all the rest of the world put together. Station wagons became popular to transport large families from the suburbs into the cities.


Marriage rates during this time reached an all-time high, with annual rates of 143 out of 1,000 single women marrying each year (up from 99 out of 1,000 in the 1920s). People also married younger: the average age of a person at their first marriage dropped to 22.5 years for males and 20.1 for females, down from 24.3 for males and 21.5 for females in 1940.37 Couples were also eager to start families, resulting in the “baby boom.” Most women became pregnant with their first child within seven months of their wedding, and family size increased sharply as a result. The average woman had 3.09 children in 1950; the rate peaked in 1957 at 3.77; then dropped slightly to 3.65 children per family in 1960. Between 1940 and 1960, the number of families with three children doubled, and the number of families having a fourth child quadrupled. The four million children born per year during the 1950s postwar expansion in America became the largest generation in history. By the end of 1964, almost 77 million Baby Boomers had been born.38


Perhaps because of the atrocities of war, maybe as a result of their newfound family life, or perhaps encouraged by Cold War anti-communist sensibilities, conformity to a relatively narrow set of American values was encouraged.39 Church membership skyrocketed, and thousands of new congregations were formed. Millions of dollars went into building new cathedrals: Americans spent a whopping $409 million between 1940 and 1950 for new church construction. About 43 percent of the public attended church before the war; by 1950, more than 55 percent were members of religious groups, a figure that would increase to 69 percent by the end of the 1950s. Between 1945 and 1949, Catholics baptized one million infants a year. “Sinful” relationships, like homosexuality, single motherhood, or cohabitation, resulted in social ostracism, condemnation, or—in the case of the McCarthy Trials on “Anti-Americanism” and the FBI surveillance of gay bars and suspected gay citizens—legal repercussions.




THE WOLVES OF WALL STREET AND THE FALL OF THE AMERICAN DREAM


An integral part of the American Dream since its inception has been a perceived sense of social mobility: the idea that if you work hard, you can “move up the ladder” and get rich or at least achieve your personal goals. Many of the biggest scions of industry did just that, hailing from modest backgrounds: Standard Oil's John D. Rockefeller's father owned farmland; shipping and railroad scion Cornelius Vanderbilt was the son of a ferry captain; Andrew Carnegie, founder of US Steel, was the son of a weaver.40 These and other early American industrialists were the personification of the rags-to-riches story, building their fortunes during a time of great expansion of infrastructure and industry in America. This idea of social-class mobility reached a zenith in the 1980s and early ’90s, the end of which signaled the denouement of the modern Tethered Society, and the end of the industrial era as we knew it in America. Social mobility had stalled for most since the 1980s.41



OEBPS/Images/tit.jpg
LEFT TO
THEIR OWN
DEVICES

How Digital Natives Are

Reshaping the American Dream
JULIE M. ALBRIGHT

Foreword by THOMAS DOLBY






OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml








		Cover 



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		CONTENTS 



		FOREWORD



		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



		INTRODUCTION



		New York City, Mid-Morning. The Uptown 5 from Brooklyn



		(1) Silicon Valley: The Hacker Hotel



		(2) St. Barts, the Untethered Workforce, and “Microlives”









		Triad of Technological Immersion









		CHAPTER 1. BECOMING TETHERED: THE AMERICAN DREAM



		May 8, 1945. 10 Downing Annex, London



		The Turning Point



		New York, Cafe Zanzibar



		Keeping Up



		The Golden Age of the American Dream



		The Wolves of Wall Street and the Fall of the American Dream



		The Pull Factor of the American Dream









		CHAPTER 2. SYNCHRONIZATION AND HARMONIZATION



		Synchronization and Harmonization



		The Six Emerging Values of the Untethered



		(1) Plug Life: The Desire for a Mediated World



		(2) Experiences versus Acquisitions



		(3) Transactors versus Owners



		(4) Don't Care How, I Want It Now (or How Veruca Salt of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory Was Just ahead of Her Time)



		(5) Green Is Good



		(6) Customizable World









		The End of Trust and the Emergence of the Dark Army









		CHAPTER 3. THE UNTETHERED ADULT



		Greenwich Village, New York City



		Untethered Relationships: “Because Choice”



		The Internet as Other



		Reshaping the American Dream



		The Singularity Meets Her









		CHAPTER 4. GROWING UP DIGITAL



		Living in the Now



		Digital Dating: Teenage Wasteland



		You Are Valid



		Externality and Chasing Likes



		Unintentionally Exposed



		Imaginary Friends









		CHAPTER 5. YOUR BRAIN ON DIGITAL



		January 14, 1967. Golden Gate Park, San Francisco



		Fort Greene, Brooklyn, New York



		Recoding Our Operating Systems



		The Sound of Silence



		The No Latency Life



		Blurring Map and Territory Online



		The Virtual Mirror



		The Empathy Gap



		Tools ’R’ Us?









		CHAPTER 6. UNTETHERED FROM NATURE



		“The McRib Is Back!”



		America's Best Idea



		The Fountain of Life



		InstaNature, or the Mediated Sublime



		Fake Nature



		Reconnecting with Nature



		Rebalancing Nature and Culture









		CHAPTER 7. THE UNTETHERED WORKER



		The Platform Economy, Patchwork Careers, and the End of Retirement



		The Untethered Workplace



		The Rise of the Fake Workforce



		The Untethered Economy









		CHAPTER 8. UNTETHERED FROM THE BODY



		New York City, Upper East Side. The Rectory



		Civilizing the Body



		Body Language in a Disembodied World



		Digital Impacts on Analog Bodies



		High Tech/High Touch









		CHAPTER 9. THE UNTETHERED WORLD



		Our Increasingly Untethered World



		The Digital Panopticon



		Powering the Untethered World



		The Upsides of an Untethered World



		(1) Global Learning, Philanthropy, and Employment



		(2) Citizen Journalism



		(3) Global Citizenship















		Notes













		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368













		Cover



		Begin Reading



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		Foreword



		Acknowledgments



		Introduction



		Notes













OEBPS/Images/29.jpg
Technology

Behavior





OEBPS/Images/toc.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ack.jpg





OEBPS/Images/for.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
LEFT TO
THEIR OWN
DEVICES

How Digital Natives are
Reshaping the American Dream

JULIE M. ALBRIGHT

jord by THOMAS DOLBY
Muxman,lt:hmrl and author of The Speed of Sound





OEBPS/Images/int.jpg





OEBPS/Images/33.jpg
809

SMARTPHONE






OEBPS/Images/ch01.jpg
1APTER 1
BECOMING TETHERED:
THE AMERICAN DREAM





