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People are talking about:  Right-wing broadcaster Rush Limbaugh will star in a Nike cross-training commercial. Hillary Clinton unveils a new $1 coin depicting Sacagawea, a Native American woman who traveled with explorers Lewis and Clark from 1804 through 1806.  Berkely Bar and Grill, a new restaurant in NYC’s Sony building, plays audio tapes of Monica Lewinsky’s book in the restrooms.  

USA Today will become the first major US newspaper to sell advertising on its front page.  The New York Times becomes the first national newspaper to refuse tobacco ads.   Pontiac’s TV spots for Grand Am are the first to use computer-generated graphics to depict the actual vehicle.  San Francisco’s burrito joint Casa Sanchez gives a free meal to anyone wearing a tattoo of the restaurant’s logo.  To date, 39 people have decorated their ribcages, arms, buttocks and stomachs with the logo—a sombrero-wearing mariachi boy astride a blazing corncob.  

New Products:  Vivus, a drug company in Mountain View, CA., patents an ointment that when applied to the clitoris, induces multiple orgasms in women.  In January, the US Postal Service will issue its first stamp dedicated to hip-hop music.  Oscar Mayer rolls out “Lunchables” kids’ breakfasts, designed to be consumed cold.  One variety includes 8 mini pancakes with “Bac’n Bites”, syrup for dipping and icing for decorating. Microoptical, Inc. introduces Eyeglass Displays, featherweight glasses that allow viewing of Web pages, pager numbers, television, or any other visual information.  Using “see-through” monitor technology, users can easily switch their focus between the display image and their normal view of the world.  Under a $110 million contract awarded this month, Boeing is developing a 26-foot long, reusable, unmanned robotic jet aircraft—armed with laser-guided bombs. 

Current Status Symbols:  Being an entrepreneur, owning a hand-held organizer, expensive cars and boats, nannies, early retirement, “palatial” kitchens and bathrooms, and “a long first marriage”.  Wall St. Journal.
Pocket Monsters:  Nintendo has sold more than 2.5 million Pokémon video games ($28) since its introduction last September, making it the hottest fad among pre-teen kids.  The manufacturer of the card version of the game has begun to ration shipments due to overwhelming demand.  A number of elementary schools have banned the games as distractions from class work.

Coming soon:  New games, new monsters, and a Pokémon movie.

Westerns Return: TNT network scored cable’s highest rating ever (8 showings/31 million viewers) with Purgatory, a sci-fi western.  Upcoming movie westerns include this summer’s The Wild, Wild West, and next year’s All the Pretty Horses, Shanghai Noon, and Texas Rangers.   LA Times.

Our Viral Culture:  Memes (pronounced “meems”) are units of self-replicating cultural material (like ideas, dance moves,  jokes, catchphrases, gestures,  songs, and fashions) that function in the mind the same way a virus functions in the body—as they parasite people into propagating them.  Borrowed from evolutionary biology, this concept views our brains as running various kinds of cultural software, which are then spread by the media.   

A meme can be considered the unit of cultural evolution:  Some ideas survive better than others; ideas can mutate (through misunderstandings); and two ideas can recombine to produce a new idea involving elements of each parent idea.  To marketers, mystics, and politicians, using “memetic engineering”, (planting a unit of cultural meaning into the audience’s brain) is the equivalent of rewriting society’s cultural programming.  Harper’s.
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