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“Life is a state of mind.”

Closing line from the 1979 movie Being There
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Like most authors, with the help of my editor I went back and forth on the name of the book, and finally we settled on something quite literal but nonetheless evocative in choosing Second That Emotion. In everything I've done and experienced in my life there has been a common thread—namely a deep-rooted curiosity in the emotional basis for why people choose to make fundamental changes in their actions and affiliations, and how they establish the beliefs that determine their choices.

I've been involved in marketing and advertising for some of the biggest and most influential brands in the world, I've run for political office, I've written and taught college-level courses, I've studied graphic design and law, I'm an avid history and movie buff, I've performed improvisational comedy, and I've sold paintings door to door in Italy (it would have helped if I'd spoken Italian). In each of these experiences and pursuits I've been fascinated by the strange psychology of how people become persuaded and the role that group dynamics play in the adoption of an idea, a personality, or a product. This book represents the sum of my learning from these experiences so far, and by shining a spotlight on the phenomenon of movements, my intent is to reveal how these movements are created and perpetuated, the roles that different groups and individuals play in them, and the illogical beliefs that often underpin them.

Second That Emotion is a book for businesspeople that isn't primarily about business, as the stories and cases are drawn equally from history, politics, sports, and popular culture, as well as from the business and branding world. With the exception of brand marketing and advertising, from which I've made a living for almost a quarter of a century, I don't consider myself an expert on many things, and indeed in many ways I'm the ultimate generalist. But they say you should write about your passions, and so I've brought the sum of my broad interests and experiences to bear in this book. I once had a spirited discussion with a client who argued that when people go to work they leave behind those things that aren't purely work related. Well, I don't subscribe to that, and it's been my experience that most of us are full of diverse ideas and passions, which we can't simply switch off when we arrive at the workplace. And whether or not you agree with me on that point will likely determine whether you enjoy reading Second That Emotion.

In some respects, Second That Emotion is for the “ADHD generation,” as it's not in every book that you can read about a single theme through stories and examples as diverse as Julius Caesar, Winston Churchill, Barack Obama, Steve Jobs, Angelina Jolie, Jeffrey Dahmer—as well as the iPhone®—and often in a single chapter! It certainly doesn't follow a tried-and-true formula, and it took a leap (I hope not an illogical one) for Prometheus Books to let me take you on this often-winding but I hope ultimately rewarding journey.

Emotion drives our decisions, drives trends as well as movements, and influences every facet of our personal and professional lives. Some shifts we recognize, while others are still in the process of forming and are as yet unseen. Emotion is the engine that drives our history, our politics, and is present in the world of celebrities and sports, as well as in the commercial realm. As a businessman or businesswoman, if you want to see your company or brand break through, I hope my insights into how emotion-driven illogical leaps underpin movements and how to perpetuate your own cultural shift will make this book both essential and entertaining reading.

And if you simply find this topic as fascinating as I do, I've tried to provide a window into our own decision-making processes and how we support personalities and join movements based on emotion. So I invite you to read Second That Emotion, and I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I've enjoyed researching and writing it. If you do enjoy it, or even if you don't, please let me know by posting a comment at http://jeremydholden.com.

—Jeremy D. Holden
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“Half the promises people say were never kept, were never made.”

—Edgar Watson Howe,
E. W. Howe's Monthly, 1911–1937

Social contracts represent the essential ingredient in creating movements, whether those movements are historical, political, populist, or commercial.

There was a moment in the 2008 election campaign when a rather shambolic woman approached the platform at one of Senator John McCain's rallies to express her concerns about Senator Barack Obama as a future president. After some inaudible words of support for the candidate, she stumbled toward the real emotional basis of her opposition to Senator Obama: “I have read about him and he's an Arab!”

In that moment, the truth behind the cause she felt she was part of—and the basis of her illogical beliefs—was revealed. The fact that it shocked Senator McCain was evident. In an unguarded moment, he spontaneously countered her words: “No ma'am, no ma'am. He's a decent family man and a citizen that I just happen to have disagreements with.”

The disappointment among the assembled crowd was audible and palpable. Senator McCain's gracious and reasonable statement literally sucked the life out of the room. In that moment, the senator had broken the terms of a social contract that a group of his supporters had entered into with him, but which he wasn't fully aware of. In a heightened emotional state, these supporters had taken a set of facts and morphed them into a reality that was meaningful to them. The terms of their social contract with the Republican nominee stated: I will support you if you recognize that Senator Obama is a Muslim who seeks to destroy America from the inside out.

At the core of the contract was an illogical leap: Senator Obama's ethnicity is unclear from his appearance and he spent time in a Muslim country in his early years. Arabs attacked us on September 11, 2001. Therefore Senator Obama is an Arab who seeks to destroy America.

Senator Obama's ethnicity isn't obvious from his appearance. He had spent part of his early life in the primarily Muslim country of Indonesia, although this was mostly unknown when he started his campaign. Arabs did attack the United States on September 11. The (illogical) conclusion was that he was an Arab, and because he was an Arab he was an enemy of America bent on destroying the United States and her citizens, from the inside out.

In February 2011, the Pew Research Center found that 31 percent of Republicans polled believed that Barack Obama was a Muslim1 while 39 percent responded that they didn't know. Only 27 percent believed Obama when he said—and demonstrated on numerous occasions—that he was a Christian. The fact that the campaign had highlighted his attendance at the incendiary Reverend Wright's church in Chicago was known consciously, but it only added fuel to the fire. Almost a third of Republicans demanded that their candidate recognize the threat to national security that Senator Obama posed—more than enough to deflate the Far Right, limit their turnout, and shape the election.

Only in that moment did Senator McCain truly comprehend the basis of support that he had from that group. His surprise and concern was evident in his reaction, and from then on his campaign, to his credit—or at least the elements of his campaign that he fully controlled—never sought to perpetuate that type of myth and misinformation.

Senator McCain had seen hateful propaganda peddled against him in the 2004 Republican primary, where leaflets and e-mails had been routed suggesting that his daughter, whom he had adopted from Bangladesh, was actually the product of an illicit affair.2 He had also seen his friend and fellow Vietnam veteran, Senator Max Cleland, branded as soft on national security and therefore lacking in patriotism.3 Mr. Cleland is a triple amputee as a result of injuries sustained during his tour of duty in Vietnam and clearly was, and is, a patriot.

The natural reaction for many of us is to shake our heads and condemn both the ignorance of our fellow citizens and the immoral and exploitative nature of the propaganda peddlers. But what if these kinds of mass illogical leaps are not exclusively the result of manipulative propaganda, and what if they aren't just limited to those who are malleable or uninformed? What if each of us—every day—build belief systems based on illogic that impact our affiliations, as well as our brand and lifestyle choices?

As the example of the woman at Senator McCain's rally illustrates, social contracts are formed when a large swathe of society is in a heightened emotional state, and its passion for an idea, politician, celebrity, or brand gives rise to a set of illogical beliefs as the basis for a movement. Social contracts are pivotal to the creation of culture shifts, and my purpose in this book is to explain the strange psychology behind how they are formed, how they spawn passionate Zealots and committed Disciples—how they are universally celebrated and perpetuated through social media—as well as how they can be broken.

Conventional wisdom has it that spin doctors and Madison Avenue are responsible for manipulating our thoughts, causing us to endorse ideas or buy products that we'd otherwise reject outright. But while advertising and propaganda can provide a spark, and social media provides the kindling, it's we who create the terms for a social contract, more often than not based on thinking that we know logically to be flawed. We choose to enter into the contract, we perpetuate it, and we determine when its terms have been broken.


Recognizing and nurturing an emerging social contract is essential for any businessman or businesswoman if he or she wants to see his or her company or brand break through and create a culture shift. And for the rest of us, social contracts can provide a window into our own decision-making process and how emotion-based illogical leaps drive the personalities we support and the movements we choose to become part of—whether they be political, populist, or commercial. Let's look at some more examples from the world of politics.

When President Clinton left office, his approval rating was 66 percent, as high a poll number as any president had received upon departing the White House in living memory. And yet the last two years of his presidency had been overshadowed by the scandal surrounding his relationship with White House intern Monica Lewinsky, his subsequent denial, and the resulting impeachment proceedings.

By all rights, his supporters should have felt deeply resentful of the national disgrace and distraction that his actions had caused, and wished to punish him accordingly. After repeated denials that he had had a sexual relationship with Lewinsky, under pressure from the special prosecutor, Clinton was forced to publicly acknowledge having had an “inappropriate relationship” with her—and through the intensely embarrassing reporting about stains on Lewinsky's dress, it became clear that he'd engaged in a sexual act with her in a small corridor just off of the Oval Office itself.4 His own administration members and political partners clearly felt angry about the lost opportunity of his last year in office and the embarrassment that his actions had caused. It created a cooling in his relationship with Prime Minister Tony Blair, who had put his own credibility on the line in vouching for Clinton. It also created a rift between the president and Vice President Al Gore, as Gore felt the scandal would undermine his chances in the forthcoming election. As a result, Gore damaged his own chances by hardly involving the still-popular president Clinton in the 2000 election campaign against then governor George W. Bush.

Yet the response of Clinton's supporters, who overwhelmingly maintained their support for the president, was anything but logical. President Clinton has stated that people were able to see beyond the scandal and focus on the bigger picture of his presidency, specifically the relative period of peace and prosperity under his leadership. Yet people have always struggled to take a broader view and see beyond near-term events when judging their political leaders, so by all rights there should have been an outpouring of righteous indignation reflected in Clinton's approval rating.

Perhaps the true nature of the social contract that American voters had originally entered into with Bill Clinton helps to explain their puzzling reaction. The social contract stated: You are a smart, hardworking, charismatic leader who will represent our country well at home and abroad, and so I will overlook your obvious character flaws, most notably your rampant infidelity, which was quite apparent even before you were first elected as president. After all, even Hillary Clinton (former senator and then secretary of state) once acknowledged that her husband was “a hard dog to keep on the porch.”5

Against this criterion, President Clinton had not broken his social contract and thus continued to receive widespread approval. Perhaps the illogical leap in this case was to assume that someone with his evident character flaws—which had been apparent before his election during his time as governor of Arkansas—wouldn't inevitably compromise himself in such a way as to undermine his ability to function as president. But the nature of social contracts do not allow for that type of reasoned or predictive thinking.

To further emphasize this point, contrast the public's reaction to President Clinton's infidelity with that of another politician and former presidential candidate, Senator John Edwards of North Carolina. Senator Edwards cheated on his wife with an employee (Rielle Hunter), and President Clinton also had cheated on his wife with an employee. Both attempted to lie about it and were eventually discovered and forced to admit it.6 Conventional wisdom has it that Senator Edwards was treated more harshly in the court of public opinion because he cheated on his late wife, Elizabeth—at a time when she was battling breast cancer—and certainly his behavior didn't exactly endear him to the average woman voter, in particular.

The real answer can be found in the nature of the social contract that had been established with Senator Edwards in his first presidential campaign in 2004, based in large measure on his own personal biography. The social contract stated: You are a clean-cut, morally upstanding family man with small-town values, who used your legal talents to fight for the little guy and got rich in the process. I'll support you because of your moral character and because I think you can bring the country prosperity.

In Senator Edwards's case the illogical leap was evident from the outset. Ask any person whether they think the average class-action attorney follows a strict moral code, and they'll probably laugh in your face. I know a number of lawyers who are both wholly ethical and morally upstanding, but that is not the general public perception, as lawyers fall just below politicians and just above advertising executives in the table of least trusted professionals. Nevertheless, the contract Senator Edwards's supporters entered into with him demanded that he adhere to the moral terms that his supporters had laid down. His actions broke those terms in spectacular fashion, and he paid the price with his political career.

With reference to the figure whose shadow loomed across the American political landscape for almost fifty years, I had the pleasure of watching the Clint Eastwood–directed movie J. Edgar (2011) about the life and times of the founder of the FBI. And if anyone is still laboring under the misperception that Leonardo DiCaprio is getting by on his good looks alone, they should watch his moving portrayal of a deeply private, complex, and contradictory man. I went to see the film primarily to learn more about the origins of the G-men, but the lasting takeaway was of a sensitively observed and portrayed love story between Hoover and his longtime colleague and companion, Clyde Tolson.

My perceptions of Hoover walking in were probably similar to many in terms of the social contract he'd established during his life with the average American, and which has now been passed down to this generation. Hoover's social contract stated:


You were secretive and scary, and many believed you were the most powerful man in the country because of the sensitive information you kept on the presidents you served. I heard some weird stuff about you being a cross-dresser and they said you kept all the credit for the bureau's success for yourself. But you rooted out militant extremists, tackled organized crime, battled the communists, and kept us safe for almost five decades, so I'm glad they named a building after you.

Whether it's a public figure, a media celebrity, or a consumer brand, it really doesn't matter what was intended when one first came to prominence. The only thing that matters is the illogical and jumbled concoction that becomes fixed in the mind of the consumer. My perception of J. Edgar Hoover didn't change fundamentally after seeing the film, but rather it expanded. I came away with a richer picture of this secretive and at times misguided American patriot who was able to function because of the emotional stability offered by Clyde Tolson, the love of his life. Public images are illogical and contradictory, and marketers and image makers, who still advocate a linear approach, would do well to broaden their perspective.

When we establish a social contract with a political figure, we bundle our hopes and beliefs onto them, and we expect them to live up to the standards we've set. The nature of politics is such that a candidate tends to be relatively ambiguous in stating his or her positions in order to appeal to the widest electorate—and that opens the door for us to project views and values onto them that ultimately they'll be unable to live up to. Of course, most politicians just want to get elected and generally are happy to receive our votes on pretty much any terms. But as with the examples I've cited, when politicians fail to understand the nature of the social contract that voters have established with them, the results are often terminal, and the movement they've created is fatally undermined.


SOCIAL CONTRACTS IN HISTORY

When Margaret Thatcher became the first female leader of a major political party in the United Kingdom—after unseating former Conservative Party prime minister Ted Heath—and then won a national election to become Britain's first woman prime minister in 1979,7 she didn't so much break the glass ceiling as demolish the entire building.

Thatcher was the daughter of a middle-class grocer from the largely forgotten town of Grantham, in the middle-eastern region of England. Bright and ambitious, she went to Oxford University and became a barrister (lawyer) before entering politics and being elected to the UK Parliament in 1959, where she represented the North London district of Finchley. She rose up through the party ranks to become education secretary before ultimately challenging and defeating the then leader and former prime minister Ted Heath, and becoming leader of the Conservative Party in 1974.8 The notion of a woman prime minister at that time was unusual enough, but for a middle-class woman from Grantham to ascend to the leadership of the oldest and most elitist political party in Britain—whose former leaders had included William Pitts, Benjamin Disraeli, Sir Winston Churchill, and Sir Anthony Eden—was an extraordinary achievement in itself.

People tend to embrace dramatic change only in times of crisis, and Britain's economy and the resulting unrest at the time certainly warranted that label. The so-called winter of discontent,9 in the United Kingdom in 1978–1979, with the resulting labor strikes, sky-high taxation, and record unemployment under the Labour government of Prime Minister Jim Callaghan, opened the door for dramatic change and reform, paving the way for Thatcher's Conservative Party to win the 1979 election and make her Britain's first woman prime minister.

A series of historic events and memorable statements, and a nickname that stuck, helped to define the nature of the social contract that the British people established with Margaret Thatcher—as the basis for the culture shift that came to be known as Thatcherism. She was Maggie, the “Iron Lady” who stared down the powerful miner's union, stood up to the mighty Soviets alongside President Reagan, liberated the Falkland Islands from Argentina, survived a brutal assassination attempt by the Irish Republican Army (IRA) in a Brighton hotel, and “handbagged” the mostly male members of Parliament and her cabinet into submission. One of her famous handbags recently sold for almost $40,000 in June 2011 at a London charity auction. She once famously commented that, “If you want something said, ask a man, but of you want something done, ask a woman.”10 Whatever your political persuasion, you cannot but acknowledge that Margaret Thatcher was a formidable political operator.

She was an ordinary yet extraordinary woman, who rose to the apex of national and world politics by being true to her conservative principles and following her version of the economics of common sense—which she spoke to in a way that the average family sitting around the kitchen table could understand. She was utterly intractable and her famous comment at the 1980 Conservative Party conference helped define her for a decade in power: “You turn if you want to. The lady's not for turning!”11

Thatcher's social contract stated: Maggie is one of us made good. She took on the elitists and the militants at home and beat them. She stared down the communists and the IRA. She rescued the Falkland Islands and put the economy back on track. She isn't everyone's cup of tea, but she's our Iron Lady, so don't mess with her.

By 1983 the UK economy had begun to turn around, with stronger growth, lower inflation, and reduced mortgage rates. But Thatcherism wasn't working for everyone in the United Kingdom: manufacturing output dropped by 30 percent from five years earlier and unemployment reached record levels. Indeed, Thatcherism represented a British version of trickle-down economics, and for the poor and those on the lowest rung of the societal ladder, it was less of a trickle and more of a slow drip.

The illogical leap for the lower and lower-middle classes in the United Kingdom was that someone with a staunchly conservative viewpoint who was committed to the privatization of industry and the resultant reduction in manufacturing, who had been educated in one of England's most elite universities, and who had demonstrated that she didn't view tackling growing unemployment as a priority, should be a friend of the workingman and workingwoman. But the nature of social contracts has always been illogical, and Thatcher's entrenched image as someone who “took on the establishment” convinced ordinary people that she was indeed a kindred spirit, despite much evidence to the contrary.

Within Thatcher's own party and her own cabinet there had always been muted voices of resentment against some of her policies and particularly her brusque style of leadership. She was highly skeptical of European integration in all its forms—and particularly economic integration, which she believed had the potential to undermine British sovereignty—and she had become somewhat of a caricature for many with her power suits, her carefully cultivated low speaking voice, and her use of the “royal” we in referring to herself. There were even whispers that Queen Elizabeth II had taken exception to her perceived image as a sort of alternate monarch. However, because of the power of Thatcher's social contract with the British people, Margaret Thatcher never lost a national election, although at times her polling numbers during the midterm periods dipped below that of her party.

In 1990, Thatcher's long-serving cabinet minister, Sir Geoffrey Howe, resigned over a disagreement about entry into the European monetary system, and in his resignation speech Howe made a damning statement about Thatcher's style of leadership—using a cricket analogy to suggest she had “broken her players’ bats before sending them out to play.” Michael Heseltine, a self-made millionaire and former cabinet minister who had held the position of secretary of state for both the Environment and Defense, had subsequently resigned from Thatcher's government over frequent disagreements with her.12 Heseltine was a charismatic figure who was seen by many within the conservative movement as a more “suitable” leader in waiting, and after Howe's resignation, Heseltine took the opportunity to challenge Thatcher—boosted by polling numbers that suggested he would be a more popular leader going into the 1992 election.

The nature of a social contract is such that it's the people that both establish the contract and set the terms, not the other way around. Thatcher's supporters may have been tiring of her style of leadership and sought a new direction and a fresh face, but she was still their Iron Lady and it was they who would vote to decide when it was time for her to go—just as they had done with Churchill after World War II—and not a small clique of Conservative Party members of Parliament.

Heseltine was popular and a talented leader, but for him to be seen to have unseated Thatcher, rather than the people who put her there, left them feeling disenfranchised and angry, and they let the Conservative members of Parliament know it in no uncertain terms. The result was that Thatcher was forced to step down after failing to defeat Heseltine in the leadership contest. Ultimately, however, Heseltine was defeated in the next ballot by the compromise candidate John Major—who with Thatcher's endorsement went on to succeed her and ultimately win the 1992 election.13

Perhaps the ultimate loser of the coup against Margaret Thatcher was the Conservative Party itself. The party's failure to understand the true nature of the social contract that the British people had established with Margaret Thatcher resulted in the Conservative Party losing not one but two strong leaders. And while John Major was able to scrape a narrow victory at the national election in 1992, at the following election in 1997, Tony Blair's Labour Party tossed the Conservatives out of power in a landslide victory.14 Successive Labour governments then governed until 2010, when a repackaged Conservative Party under David Cameron, in coalition with Nick Clegg and the Liberal Democrats, regained power.15

Ordinary voters are the creators and owners of the social contract, deciding not just the terms but also when it is time to end the contract—and in failing to understand that, the Conservatives paid a heavy price in the political wilderness for thirteen long years.

As will become evident, I am a hopeless movie buff with a particular interest in political biographies. In writing about political and historical figures that I may not have largely agreed with, I have attempted to present their achievements and influence objectively. It was from this perspective that I had looked forward to seeing the 2011 film The Iron Lady about the life of Margaret Thatcher, having grown up in the United Kingdom through the turbulent years of her leadership.

While I, like many, had mixed feeling about Thatcher's influence on Britain, no one could argue that she wasn't a formidable figure on the world stage for more than a decade. I was looking forward to seeing the lion's share of the film deal with her role in the formative events surrounding her premiership: the miner's strike, the Falklands War, the revival of London as one of the world's key financial centers, the fall of the Berlin Wall, the escalation of IRA violence, and the eventual defeat of communism and the winding down of the Cold War.16 These were matters of enormous consequence, the impact of which still reverberates today.

Yet director Phyllida Lloyd chose to center her film around a depiction of Thatcher as a vulnerable and elderly old woman reflecting on mostly private snippets of her extraordinary life while engaged in a dialogue with her deceased husband, Denis! Lloyd seemed to miss the irony within her own screenplay when Thatcher, gracefully portrayed by the peerless Meryl Streep, berated her physician for asking how she was feeling, instead of what she was thinking. Whether or not you agreed with Thatcher's ideas, it was her ideas, which became known as Thatcherism, that defined both her and her legacy. She wanted to make a difference and live a purposeful life, and she certainly did that, becoming one of the most beloved (and hated) political figures of the twentieth century. And making a film of Thatcher's life that, in most cases, barely referenced the pivotal events themselves, or her political partnerships with towering figures such as Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev, seemed both petty and a wasted opportunity. Streep, however, did win an Academy Award for Best Actress for her portrayal of Thatcher.

Thatcher had little time for those she termed “vacillators” who either didn't know their own minds or who wouldn't defend their views and enter the fray. The only certainty around this disappointing film was that Thatcher herself would have found it vacuous and trivial, and would have quickly moved on to more important matters. At the same time, however, you can bet she'd have enjoyed coaching Meryl Streep on her accent.

In a strikingly similar, although far more bloody, scenario than the Thatcher coup many centuries earlier, Brutus, Cassius, and the other senators who stabbed Julius Caesar to death in 44 BCE on the fateful Ides of March (March 15 in the Roman calendar) paid the ultimate price for breaking a social contract that also wasn't theirs to sever.

While I cannot hope to do justice to the extraordinary and complex man who shaped our world as much as any other, suffice it to say that Julius Caesar was a unique and complex individual. After his successes in conquering Gaul, and following his defeat of Pompey the Great in the civil war at Pharsalus in 48 BCE, Caesar returned to Rome and was appointed dictator by the Senate.17

In returning to Rome from his various successful campaigns, Caesar saw how central government had become powerless, the provinces had turned into independent principalities under strong governors, and the army had become the main weapon in accomplishing political aims. So he established a new constitution to achieve three goals: he wanted to quash resistance in the provinces, create a strong central government, and knit the empire back into a cohesive whole.

In order to achieve his vision, Caesar enacted a series of reforms—much to the chagrin of the Senate—which included the restructuring of debt laws that effectively eliminated a quarter of all debts, redistributed land to his military veterans and other supporters, and even changed the calendar to match the Egyptian calendar, inserting three extra months (which is almost identical to the calendar we use today). He became the Prefect of Morals, the Father of the Fatherland, and the Imperator whose likeness appeared on Roman coins.

For members of the Senate, which had governed the Roman Republic for almost five hundred years, this was a dictatorship that undermined everything they had stood for. But for many of the people of Rome, who saw a reduction in crime and corruption, the opportunity for land and advancement, and the strengthening of the empire, Caesar was a liberating figure.

Their social contract with Caesar stated: Caesar has conquered Gaul, brought wealth and unity to the empire, tackled the crime and corruption that the Senate had failed to, staged games, and made it easier for us to buy food and land. The Senate may have been elected by the people, but it isn't working for the people—so what if we have a dictator? I'm better off under Caesar, who seems to have my best interests at heart. Of course, the illogical leap that the Roman mob was taking was to assume that any action Caesar took wasn't entirely self-serving, but still their day-to-day existence was made easier under his dictatorship.

So as Brutus and Cassius emerged from the Senate after the murder of Caesar and loudly proclaimed “We are free,” it's little surprise that they were met with absolute silence as Romans stayed in their homes, in no mood to celebrate the death of the man who had improved their lot, and afraid of the wrath that would follow from Caesar's loyal military generals, Marc Antony and Octavian—Caesar's nephew and named successor.18 Brutus's and Cassius's homes were attacked, and they were forced to flee Rome. Antony and Octavian (later to become Augustus, Rome's first emperor) brought back the practice of proscription, which sanctioned the murder of Caesar's assassins as well as their political opponents. The seizing of their wealth also enabled the generals to fund forty-five legions employed in the civil war against Brutus and Cassius, who were ultimately defeated and killed at the battle of Philippi.

So a parallel can be drawn with the assassination of Caesar and the hounding of Brutus and Cassius. Like Heseltine and Howe centuries later, Brutus and Cassius believed they were doing the right thing for the country and for the people. But the people had established the terms of the social contracts with their leaders, and if anyone was going to oust those leaders from power—or in Caesar's case, to assassinate him—that fell to the people and not to their leader's political opponents.

History is littered with examples of would-be leaders claiming to act in the name of the people but really acting toward their own agendas. These examples remind us that the power of a social contract is such that if you forcibly sever something that the people don't believe is broken, it's you who will ultimately pay the price.

SOCIAL CONTRACTS WITH CELEBRITIES

The phenomena of social contracts aren't just limited to the world of politics. Social contracts are equally present in the powerful connections that we form with our favorite celebrities and athletes.

In 2009, when his contract with the Cleveland Cavaliers expired, LeBron James, like many NBA free agents, decided to explore other options of where to play basketball.19 James's approximate understanding of his commitment to the Cavaliers and to the city of Cleveland stated: I will play hard, be a model ambassador for the NBA and the city of Cleveland, and try to win a championship.

However, LeBron James's social contract with the people of Cleveland was somewhat different. It stated: You are a symbol that Cleveland is a city at the forefront, rather than a city in decline, and in that sense you represent far more than success on the basketball court—you represent hope for Cleveland's renewal in the future. Setting aside the indelicate handling of James's decision to move to the Miami Heat, there was something unnatural and visceral about the outpouring of anger directed at someone who, until then, had been a model player in the NBA and a model ambassador for Cleveland. If he had understood the true nature of the social contract he had entered into with the people of the city—and the depth of emotion his decision would generate—he would surely have handled his departure differently.

When James chose to leave Cleveland, he took hope for the future of that city with him in a way that transcended basketball and left fans feeling abandoned and betrayed. The illogical leap stated: LeBron must understand what he represented to the city, therefore his failure to inform the Cavaliers before he announced his decision to join Miami in a one-hour television special must have been staged to intentionally embarrass the club, the city, and the people of Cleveland.

In a logical world, James's actions would have been seen as clumsy but not malicious. But the nature of social contracts is anything but logical. As consumers, customers, and fans, we decide the terms of our social contracts, no matter how illogical those terms may be. Yet in the context of a social contract, just because people have a heightened level of emotional engagement doesn't mean that they cannot still be forgiving. Contrast LeBron James's social contract with that of the actor Robert Downey Jr.

Robert Downey Jr. made his screen debut at age five in his father's film Pound, and he first achieved a greater level of recognition in the Brat Pack film Less Than Zero (1987)—in which, as a prelude to his future struggles, he played a teenage drug addict. In the early 1990s, Downey's film-acting career began to blossom with roles in Air America and later Natural Born Killers. But Robert Downey Jr. came into the full public and critical spotlight for his portrayal of Charlie Chaplin in Chaplin, chosen for the lead role by the esteemed British director Sir Richard Attenborough, of Gandhi fame. Downey received an Academy Award nomination for Best Actor for his performance in Chaplin.20

Downey's father first gave marijuana to Robert Jr. at the age of six.21 Thus drugs became a central plank of the younger Downey's life from a very early age and became the means through which he felt able to communicate with, and relate to, his father.

In the late 1990s, Robert Downey Jr.'s critical drug problem began to take over his life, and he suffered frequent arrests and was subsequently admitted into various drug rehabilitation clinics. In 2000, after being released from the California Substance Abuse Treatment Facility and State Prison, he landed a part in the popular TV series Ally McBeal as the title character's new love interest. Again he received popular and critical acclaim, but he had to be written out when his drug problem inevitably resurfaced.22

For many actors or sporting celebrities, to fall so hard and so often would have meant the end of their careers, but the nature of the social contract that people established with Robert Downey Jr. helps to explain why they have been so patient and so forgiving in his case.

His social contract states: You were a child protégé and are an acting genius who brings immense pleasure to moviegoers. That level of creative talent often goes hand in hand with emotional instability, particularly as you were brought up surrounded by drugs and in the public spotlight. We know you are a drug addict, but as long as you continue to battle it and entertain us, we'll forgive your relapses.

So people have continued to accept Downey, indeed his popularity has soared, and he now has the title role in two successful movie franchises, Iron Man and Sherlock Holmes, the latter for which he won the Golden Globe Award for Best Actor in 2009.

One of the things that separate us from every other animal is our capacity to project our feelings and values onto others, and in many ways it's a positive attribute because it's been the basis of our morality as human beings. This instinct was developed at a time before mass communications and the digital age, and it allowed us to both empathize and establish community-based moral practices and codes. But as we view celebrities through social media and other digital portals, and come to feel like we know them, this instinct to project our feelings and values kicks in, and as a result we unknowingly take illogical leaps.

In a logical world, Robert Downey Jr.'s ongoing drug battle and frequent arrests would have earned the scorn of the public, which is quick to label celebrities as spoiled, weak, and selfish, and unworthy of the talents they've been given. Instead, his popularity is now such that when his friend Mel Gibson's public image nose-dived after a spate of negative publicity, it was Downey who asked the public to give Gibson another chance. But the nature of social contracts are such that while one individual can be lauded for the way he has battled his demons, another can be condemned for the far lesser public infraction of being insensitive and appearing arrogant. Indeed, when LeBron James's Miami Heat team lost to the Dallas Mavericks in the 2011 NBA Championship, the universal reaction seems to have been one of delight and a sense of validation in LeBron's failure.

SOCIAL CONTRACTS WITH OUR FAVORITE BRANDS

The relationship that we have with our favorite brands carries a degree of emotional fervor similar to the way we feel about an actual person, whether they be a friend, a politician, or a celebrity. We choose brands to help define our own personal image, and as such the connection can be charged and deeply personal to us. As a result, brand relationships have the potential to rise to the level of a social contract as the basis for creating a culture shift, with all the emotion and illogic that it entails.

In 2004 the Dove® brand Campaign for Real Beauty®23 was launched worldwide by Unilever in tandem with its advertising agency Ogilvy & Mather. The campaign included traditional and digital advertising, an extensive social-media initiative, as well as workshops, the publication of a book, and even the production of a play.24

The campaign featured normal women of different shapes and sizes, and it showcased photography from Rankin, the firm featuring John Rankin Waddell, who had made a career out of subverting fashion photography. Rankin's gift was to bring out the essential humanity in his subjects, and he preferred to work with ordinary-looking woman rather than with fashion models. For as long as there has been a women's rights movement, the advertising industry has been justifiably condemned for blatantly stereotyping women, creating a false and unattainable portrayal of feminine beauty. Female stereotyping and the advertising industry have been blamed for creating low self-esteem among women, causing depression and even teen suicides. In a bold and ambitious move, the Dove Campaign for Real Beauty sought to reverse not just the industry's perspective on female beauty but also society's viewpoint of it.

The campaign quickly sparked interest from passionate Zealots (profiled in the next chapter) who became engaged through various social-media platforms including Twitter®, Facebook®, and YouTube™—and used digital advertising and PR as a means of driving support and interest. Viral videos were created to demonstrate how the media as a whole had contributed to society's distortion of beauty—some of which were seeded by Unilever, and others generated organically by the Zealots themselves. As the campaign's appeal broadened, hundreds of thousands engaged, with the Dove's YouTube hub alone receiving over eleven million hits.

In every respect, Dove's campaign met the criteria of a culture shift, as a large swathe of society was worked up into an emotional fervor, driven by an underlying desire to change societal norms. Dove's passionate consumers created the “Dove Beauties” and established a social contract with the brand that stated: For as long as I can remember, advertisers have been portraying an unrealistic image of female beauty, creating insecurity and feelings of inferiority among women. Finally, Dove has given us an honest picture of female beauty, and I will buy their products and support their brand in gratitude and recognition.

The illogical leap in this case was to assume that Unilever—Dove's parent company and the Anglo-Dutch behemoth that rivals Procter & Gamble worldwide for dominance in the personal beauty category—would primarily have the greater good of society in mind, rather than purely commercial motives. Like any successful global organization, Unilever is first and foremost beholden to its shareholders, and while taking this stand was ethically desirable, it was primarily about differentiation and making a smart business decision.25

Indeed, dig a little deeper into Unilever's stable of personal beauty products and brands and you'll find Axe® (or Lynx® as it's known in the United Kingdom), which is targeted at a young male audience and has long featured advertising that blatantly stereotypes women and female sexuality. Unilever is also the parent of Fair & Lovely®, which is a skin-lightening product marketed around the world to dark-skinned women. Against charges of corporate hypocrisy, in Unilever's defense, Unilever is simply marketing each of its brands to their respective audiences in the way that makes them most likely to resonate—and Unilever has made no particular effort to mask the fact that it is the parent of each of these brands.

As I discuss in the next chapter, Zealots like to dig deep and be the knowledge owners and opinion leaders of whatever subject or topic they are engaged in. To that end, it's highly likely that the Zealots were fully aware of Dove's connection to Unilever—and therefore to Axe. The Zealots’ level of passion would have ensured that they revealed all of the Dove brand's corporate connections, and shared that information via social media. But because Dove was doing something that these Zealots supported with such passion, and because in part these consumers were defining themselves through that support, the Zealots appear to have collectively turned a blind eye to the apparent contradictions of Dove's corporate parent, Unilever.

Such is the nature of a social contract—since it's individuals and not companies who create the terms, it's individuals who determine when a brand has broken the social contract—and in this instance, perhaps illogically, they chose to continue their support and perpetuate the Dove Beauties movement. As I'll discuss later in the chapter on broken social contracts, the Dove example of consumers turning a blind eye when it comes to social contracts tends to be the exception rather than the rule.

In Dove's case, the creation of a social contract was underpinned by a pent-up emotional desire for change, in the way women were portrayed in society. In the climate created by the great recession of 2009–2010, the effects of which are ever present today, the underlying societal need was for the government and companies alike to find innovative ways to help ordinary people.


Sometimes it's the most unlikely of candidates that emerges as a champion. With the amount of TARP money pumped into the American automotive industry in order to shore up ailing companies like Chrysler and GM (notably Ford chose to weather the storm without taking public funds), you'd think it would be an American company that would have found an innovative way to restore consumer confidence and kick-start the stalled car market. Instead, it was a hard-to-pronounce Korean company that had the insight to realize that the true barrier to car buying wasn't price, it was the fear of losing your job.

Hyundai, pronounced Hunday in the United States and Hi-und-i in the United Kingdom (I've no idea how it's actually pronounced in Korea), had struggled since it entered the American market in 1986 to convince American consumers of the quality of its products. Partly that was self-induced, with early models like the Excel® in the United States and the Stellar in the United Kingdom that, while undoubtedly cheap, hardly lived up to their prestigious-sounding names in terms of performance and features. They also struggled in part because of consumer's lack of knowledge about the nature of the company, let alone the overall quality of Korean manufacturing. David Letterman in his Top 10 pranks to play in space (in referring to the space shuttle) memorably included at No. 8, “Pasting a Hyundai logo on the main control panel”! For the average American consumer, being wary of products from overseas markets that they knew little about, was not a new phenomenon—after all it was only twenty years ago that US consumers viewed Japanese cars with disdain, believing them to be inferior to American-made brands. And as Indian and Chinese car manufacturers begin to enter the US market over the next decade, no doubt history will continue to repeat itself as American consumers initially question their overall quality.

Nevertheless, from their earliest days in the US market, Hyundai had shown an insightful ability to understand and act upon the perceptions of American car buyers. In 1998, in a bold move designed to prove the quality of its cars, it initiated a ten-year and 100,000-mile comprehensive warranty, at a time when the best competitive warranty was five years and 50,000 miles. In 2008, to the skepticism of many within the automotive industry, Hyundai announced it would be launching the Genesis® sedan26—a true luxury vehicle with all the requisite performance and technology bells and whistles—but at a lower price than competitive Japanese luxury vehicles like Lexus®, Acura®, and Infiniti®, and far below the traditional German luxury brands like Mercedes-Benz®, BMW®, and Audi®.27

So given this entrepreneurial spirit, perhaps it shouldn't have been a surprise that as consumer confidence reached an all-time low in December 2008, and the car market slowed down to walking pace—while competitors showered the category with employee pricing and “red tag” sales—Hyundai dug deeper into people's psyches in order to find a solution. The number-one fear in any recession is that you will lose your job and therefore be unable to make your payments and meet your commitments. Whether it's having your house foreclosed or your car repossessed, it's that visceral fear of being vulnerable and shamed that underpins a consumer spending freeze—and Hyundai conceived of a way to begin to create a thaw.

The Hyundai Assurance program was launched a day after Hyundai's own year-on-year sales were down by almost 50 percent and created new momentum for the brand and for the US automotive industry. Hyundai Assurance guaranteed that if you bought or leased a car and then lost your job and couldn't make the payments, you could bring the car back without having to meet any special conditions. You simply had to prove that you'd recently lost your job or your source of income, and you were completely at liberty to hand back the car with no questions asked. The program immediately garnered massive mainstream media attention as people applauded Hyundai for trying to kick-start the car market. The program also generated enormous word-of-mouth discussion via social media, as people sought reassurance from their friends and peers that there wasn't some loophole they should be wary of—as for many, Hyundai Assurance sounded almost too good to be true!28


The program went straight to the heart of consumers’ anxiety and created the basis for a social contract with Hyundai that stated: When other car companies were taking our tax dollars and trying to get us into more debt with crazy deals, Hyundai took a stand for ordinary people by allowing us to get new cars without worrying about losing our jobs. Whether they are from Korea or wherever, they seem more on the side of ordinary Americans than the US car companies.

Hyundai Assurance certainly enabled the company to weather the worst of the recession far better than most of its competitors, seeing a healthy sales increase in 2009 compared to 2008. But the true benefit of the program lived in the creation of a social contract with a section of the American people, who have now come to view Hyundai as a borderless company that was both innovative and on the people's side when consumers most needed a company to be. Of course, positive brand image and goodwill can carry you only so far, and Hyundai's line of new car models (including the 2011 Elantra®, Sonata®, as well as the Genesis) have all won international awards for both their design and overall quality—and there is no doubt that its cars now have heightened appeal on the road, when they drive up to a stoplight. Nevertheless, the fact that Hyundai's US recorded sales in 2010 were 538,228 (up from 435,064 in 2009), and their highest recorded year by far to date,29 likely relates in large measure to the social contract they'd been able to establish through Hyundai Assurance.

Perception is reality, and while it may seem illogical to think Hyundai Assurance was nothing more than a brilliant promotion, American consumers took it as something more—and the long-term benefit to the company of having established a social contract will be realized over the coming years, assuming Hyundai can continue to innovate. But what made the success of the program particularly gratifying is the fact that it actually cost Hyundai almost nothing in real financial terms, as only a handful of customers nationwide ever handed their cars back!


SOCIAL CONTRACT TERMS ARE NON-NEGOTIABLE

As I've hoped to illustrate and will continue to expand upon in the rest of the book, there are certain criteria and conditions that are usually required in order for a social contract to form, which are as follows:


	Social contracts are often underpinned by an emotional desire for change or to challenge societal norms.

	Illogical leaps are often the central currency of social contracts.

	Social contracts spawn passionate Zealots (the first group in establishing the contract; profiled in detail in chapter 2).

	Social contracts today are universally celebrated and perpetuated through social media.

	Social contracts represent the essential ingredient in the creation of movements, whether they are historical, political, populist, or commercial in nature.



As the Edgar Watson Howe quote states, “Half the promises people say were never kept, were never made.”30 So it really doesn't matter what was intended when your brand, celebrity persona, or political candidacy was launched—the only thing that matters is how it was received and processed, and the nature of the social contract that was established in order to create a movement.

As consumers, customers, and fans, we decide the terms of our social contracts, no matter how illogical those terms may be.
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