

CHAPTER 1

UNPACKING CULTURE

REWIND THE CLOCK WITH ME TO 1999. CHARLES STONE III was a music video director with aspirations of making full-length feature films. His work had been most prominent in hip-hop circles, where he had directed videos in the early ’90s for artists like A Tribe Called Quest and Public Enemy. These were still the early days of hip-hop, when budgets for music videos were not as massive as they would come to be by the end of the decade, and the production budgets for Stone’s videos were modest. But Stone had greater ambitions. He wanted to make movies, not music videos, yet he could not get his foot in the door at the major motion picture studios. So in 1999, he decided to take matters into his own hands. With a $1,000 budget, he enlisted his closest buddies from his hometown of Philadelphia to costar in his directorial film debut, a three-minute short simply titled True.

To say that True was light on dialogue would be an understatement. The short film followed a series of exchanges between Stone and his friends—Kevin Lofton, Fred Thomas Jr., Paul Williams, and Terry Williams—that could be summed up in one word: “wassup,” a colloquialism for “what’s up.” It was a common greeting among young urban dwellers, particularly those from the Black community. “Wassup” had found an even larger audience in the ’90s thanks to the meteoric success of Martin Lawrence’s television show Martin. As star of the show, Lawrence, one of the biggest stand-up comedians at the time in real life, played a Detroit radio personality for a fictional radio station with the call letters WZUP, pronounced “wassup.” His signature on-air salute was a high-pitched repetition of “wassup,” which would become one of the many memorable catchphrases of the show. But that would be eclipsed by what happened next.

According to the lore, a creative director from the advertising agency DDB Chicago saw Stone’s short and thought it was perfect for one of his clients, Budweiser. It didn’t feel like advertising to the ad exec. It felt like something altogether different. The short features a twenty-something man on the couch, watching sports. The phone rings. His friend on the line asks, “Yo, what’s up?” The young man responds, “Nothing, man. Just chillin’,” to which his friend responds, “True,” as if to say, “I hear ya.” Just then, another friend of the young man enters the apartment and gregariously asks, “Wassup?” in an exaggerated, elongated fashion. The two respond in kind with their own exaggerated exclamation, “Wassup!” Before long, two additional friends join the exchange of “Wassup.” The film ends in a fashion similar to how it started. The original friend asks the twenty-something man, “What’s up with you?” The twenty-something responds, “Nothing, man. Just chillin’,” to which the friend responds, “True.”

The creative director’s instincts were spot-on. At the time, Budweiser positioned itself as a champion of camaraderie, the social lubricant among close friends—your buddies—as signified in its historic tagline, “This Bud’s for You.” From its heights in the 1950s and on throughout the decades, Budweiser had been synonymous with American culture, sponsoring popular shows and sporting events. However, its relevance had begun to wane in the 1990s because it was no longer representative of the cultural zeitgeist. However, True captured the essence of contemporary friendship. You don’t need many words when you’re talking with your closest friends. Friends speak in code, and everyone who understands the code just “gets it.” Stone and his “buds” demonstrated that perfectly in the film, so much so that DDB simply recreated True—with the original cast and all—for the Budweiser campaign. Budweiser’s “Wassup” ad hit the airwaves later that year, and the rest, as they say, was history. Within a matter of months, “Wassup” had been imitated by talk-show hosts and radio personalities, parodied by movies, memed and proliferated by online content creators in the early days of the Internet, and adopted into the cultural lexicon of the masses. America got a new catchphrase, and Budweiser was legitimated as a culturally relevant brand once again, which led to millions in beer sales and major motion picture gigs for Stone—along with a ton of advertising awards.

Budweiser’s “Wassup” commercial was more than an advertisement; it became a part of culture because it understood culture. Like sitcoms and movies that depict the norms of social living in which people can see themselves and relate, the “Wassup” commercial accurately depicted the nuances of what people—particularly young Black people—just did in their everyday lives. And, upon seeing the commercial, we saw ourselves in it. Folks were already using “wassup” as salutatory language years before Budweiser leveraged the phrase for its campaign. The context for “wassup” had already been negotiated as an everyday phrase among peers, not formally between employees and bosses or something I’d say to any other authoritative figure, like my parents or professors. “Wassup” was one of our social facts. By integrating the phrase into its campaign as it did, Budweiser turned something that was typically used to talk to us (advertising) into something that helped us talk to each other and express who we are—both individually and collectively. And we subsequently used the campaign as a way to project our identity and connect with people like us. In this way, the thirty-second film transformed what would normally be considered advertising into what scholars would call a cultural product, the tangible or intangible creations that reflect the shared perspectives of a group of people. Culture has this transformative effect on almost everything it touches. Understanding the underlying physics of culture and its impact on human behavior, therefore, will allow leaders, managers, marketers, and entrepreneurs to leverage its influence, much as Budweiser did here.

The cultural scholar Raymond Williams provided a useful and contemporary perspective on culture that helped me understand the concept better than I had before. Williams is considered one of the founding fathers of cultural studies, and his work on culture widened the aperture of how theorists framed what is thought of as culture and how it relates to society. Williams mapped the genealogy of the word “culture” and its associated meaning, which for me fully revealed the impact of culture and how it can be used to catalyze collective behavior and inspire people to move.

The word originates from the Latin term “colere,” which means to cultivate, to tend to something in a nurturing way. Fittingly, the early usage of the word “culture” occurred within the word “agriculture,” which refers to cultivating soil to grow uniform crops. Farming and growing crops were the economic activities of the agricultural society that persisted for thousands of years. The eighteenth century ushered in the Industrial Revolution, which not only changed the economic landscape of society from harvesting to machinery but also changed the context and usage of the word “culture.” Still keeping its Latin roots, the meaning of the word expanded to include the intellectual, moral, and expressive development of children in an industrial society. Just as farmers, centuries earlier, had tended to the growth of their crops, ensuring uniformity in their optimum flourishing, culture became the means by which parents tended to the growth of their children to ensure predictability in their upbringing within this new society. Like Durkheim, Williams suggested that culture implies social forces—both subtle and overt—that govern the beliefs and behaviors of everyday life.

Williams defined culture as a realized signifying system, a system through which we interpret the world and make sense of it. This system, as Williams argued, is a whole way of life for people—a program for everyday living. It is through this system that we translate our daily experiences to inform how we respond to them because of what they mean. Culture is a realized meaning-making system. More accurately, it is a system of systems—a set of interdependent principles and mechanisms that all inform each other—which, collectively, influences practically everything that we do because of who we are and how we see the world.

Therefore, our cultural affiliation is anchored by how we self-identify—the categorical labels we use to tell people who we are and to associate with other people based on who they are. These labels range from geographical in nature (like where you’re from) to institutions (the college you attended), activities (sports), consumption behavior (anime enthusiasts), and a host of seemingly endless designations that make up our identity. Identity is the cornerstone of culture. Once we take on an identity marker, either by choice (subscription) or endowment (ascription), we implicitly inherit the cultural characteristics of the community through the interworking of the meaning-making system. Let’s explore this further by unpacking the systems.

SYSTEM ONE: HOW WE SEE THE WORLD

Understanding who we are is a fundamental human drive. This designation, our identity, acts as a compass that guides how we see the world. Over seven decades of research on identity-related concepts has shown the critical role that identity plays in shaping the shared attitudes, values, and ideas of a group of people, which, in turn, informs how they make meaning and go about their daily lives. Whether based on socially constructed references (like the familial role of “mother”), an individual reference (like a person we want to emulate, be it a pop star or mentor), a group affiliation (like our religion), or a combination of them all, our identities help provide a lens through which to see the world based on the shared beliefs of the people who subscribe to the same identity. For instance, if you’re a Christian, you see the world one way. If you’re Hindu, you see the world another way. If you’re an atheist, you see the world in an entirely different way, which subsequently influences how you live your life from day to day.

It’s no coincidence that I use religion as an example to illustrate the relationship among identity, worldview, and behavior. Religion is an institution that exists in every known human society. It shapes collective beliefs and powers societal coordination. Members who subscribe to a religious identity also take on a collective consciousness that unifies them within a society. These forces make religion a very useful proxy for understanding the dynamics of culture. In fact, the academic field of sociology itself started with the study of religion for this very reason. Durkheim explored contagious behavior due in part to the social cohesion of religion. Max Weber, another founding father of sociology, explored religion’s role and influence on institutions like the economy and politics, while Karl Marx critiqued the oppression that religion exerts on social classes. The investigation of religion as a means to understand culture has been an ongoing project ever since. Modern scholars have even expanded the remit of religion to encompass cults, fandom, and consumption. From an academic view, religion and culture are inextricably linked.

Whether you’re “religious” or not, you understand the gravitational pull that religion can have on people, which makes religion a helpful tool to explain the power of culture. Throughout this book, you will see religious references used here and there to explain a concept or illustrate a point.

On its surface, the concept of a shared belief is fairly straightforward. It is the collective acceptance of a truth, the communal view of reality. Is there a God? Are there other life forms throughout the galaxies? Was the moon landing a hoax? Should there be a separation of church and state? Are all men created equal? Is there no place for politics in sports? These held beliefs help us frame the endless amount of information that is transmitted from our senses to our brains so that we can make meaning of the world and know how to operate in it. Anaïs Nin is famously quoted as saying, “We don’t see things as they are, we see them as we are.” That is, the truth is not as objective as we would like to believe. The truth is culturally mediated and socially negotiated and constructed based on our communal view of reality—our beliefs.

Shared beliefs and ideologies are the least tangible system of culture but arguably the most important because this system precedes all others. It’s because we hold certain beliefs—deeply and emotionally—that we commit to certain behaviors, not the other way around. Although our beliefs and ideologies are not easily seen, they are reflected in everything we do. The anthropologist and culture scholar Grant McCracken wrote about how our everyday experiences are culturally constituted, shaped, and mediated by our beliefs and assumptions of right and wrong, just and unfair, acceptable and undesirable. It’s our system of shared beliefs and ideologies that dictates what seems “normal” and what seems “out of place,” and therefore, it’s this system that determines what gets adopted and what does not. So appealing to someone’s beliefs and ideologies could have a material influence on their behavior. And the more indoctrinated a person is with those shared beliefs, the more influential that appeal can be.

You probably read that last line and got some serious “cult” vibes, didn’t you? I wouldn’t be surprised. Culture and cults share a lot in common beyond a four-letter root word. Cults are organized groups of people who have devoted themselves to an idea or person. Derived from the French word “culte,” which means worship, “cult” provides a metaphor that captures the seemingly religious devotion of a group of people to a shared set of social facts that govern the group and the worldview in which they are indoctrinated.

I am fascinated by religious cults like the Peoples Temple, Heaven’s Gate, and NXIVM. I read the stories and watch the documentaries about people who found themselves completely consumed by an organization and its ideas. Like most people, I hear these cautionary tales and ask myself, “How could people be so gullible?” I’m just amazed at how seemingly easy it is for people to be swept up in something so obviously “crazy.” But one must wonder, just how crazy is it, really? No one entered these cults thinking they were joining a cult. Yet, over time, they looked up and found themselves firmly planted inside one. This phenomenon can be partially explained by what the French philosopher Louis Althusser refers to as interpellation, the process by which powerful ideas are repeated and begin to weave themselves into our lives to the point that they begin to feel like our own.

According to Althusser, starting at birth, we are raised with the ideas and values that are a part of the family’s belief system and shared among family members. From a very young age through our adolescence, we are conditioned to see the world through this framing and to behave in accordance with it. Naturally, this is a part of a wider societal belief system with which the family self-identifies—be it nationality, religion, or trade. For instance, if your family is a member of a conservative church, then it is likely that you were raised with conservative ideas that you accepted as your own beliefs. This is what it means to be fully indoctrinated into a belief. We are interpellated. While it is convenient to dismiss the people who have fallen victim to the wiles of a cult as “crazy,” we, too, have been indoctrinated into our own cults. We just happen to call them by a different name: culture.

During the summer of 2008, after my first year in the MBA program at the University of Michigan, I had the opportunity to intern at Apple in Cupertino, California. I worked in the partner marketing group of iTunes, Apple’s online music platform, managing our partnership with Nike Sport Music and a major college marketing initiative that I championed. By the end of that summer, my internship had turned into employment, and instantaneously, I felt like I was officially a part of the Apple community. I was, in my mind at least, an “Apple guy.” I had worked this designation into my identity, and I wore that moniker with pride. I would find myself espousing ideas that were commonplace within the walls of the company as if they were my own (i.e., “We say ‘no’ to the thousand things we like so we can say ‘yes’ to the one thing we love” or “That experience isn’t user-friendly”) and unconsciously doing my best Steve Jobs impersonation every time I took the floor to give a presentation. I had become successfully interpellated into the culture of Apple. Of course, it wasn’t just me; it happened to all of us—employees and fanboys alike. Our identities were defined by Apple, and our worldview was shaped by it as well. It’s probably no wonder that companies like Apple, Google, Nike, and Tesla have what many consider to be a “cultlike” following. Their system of shared beliefs and ideologies are salient among those who self-identify with them and are represented in how these people conduct themselves, which leads us to the second system: a shared way of life.

SYSTEM TWO: A SHARED WAY OF LIFE

The second system of culture is a shared way of life. This refers to the way a group of people behave and live in accordance with their shared beliefs and ideologies. Take, for instance, shared faith and patriotism. They both have a fixed set of values and ideas attached to them that influence the way people who subscribe to them live. Christians believe that Jesus Christ is the son of God and, therefore, live their lives according to his teachings. However, the way his teachings are internalized and exercised varies depending on the type of Christian you are.

After the death of Jesus Christ, his disciples—his most fervent followers at that time—carried on his teachings (the beliefs and ideologies of
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