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People are talking about: Julia Child, 87, launches a new TV cooking show.   Monica Lewinsky inaugurates an e-commerce Web site to sell knitting bags (www.therealmonicainc.com).  California will issue license plates with a picture of Ronald Reagan in a cowboy hat.  The banjo appears in new songs by Sophie B. Hawkins, Beck, Indigo Girls, and Dixie Chicks.  

NYC hipsters flock to the trendiest new neighborhood—Manhattan’s meatpacking district (west of Ninth Avenue, south of 14th Street)—where the eclectic nightclubs are tucked away on streets still slick with animal grease.   Some Banana Republic stores in NYC and LA now recharge cell-phones for shoppers. Princeton will abolish the A+ grade to reduce grade inflation.  LA night owls are pouring a shot glass of vodka into their Red Bull energy drink to keep themselves buzzed but wide-awake.  A bus-stop ad for a personal-injury lawyer in Brooklyn tells potential clients to call 1-877-I-CAN-SUE.  

The UPC bar-code turns 25.  Breakaway Foods introduces IncrEdibles, a frozen, cylindrical push-up version of foods like macaroni and cheese, scrambled eggs, and chili, requiring only 2-minute microwaving, no utensils, and no cleanup.  Valusoft publishes a violent Christian action game called War in Heaven ($19.99) where the player must choose the “Divine Path of Obedience” or the “Fallen Path of Power and Follow Lucifer”—marketed as “Doom with a spiritual twist”.  Priceline.com now accepts bids on the price of groceries.

Ad Creativity:  Rhinos are featured in ads for St. Paul Insurance, Hostess snack cakes, and Philip Morris’ Merit Ultra Light cigarettes.  Black-bordered letterboxed commercials appear for Network Solutions, Agilent Technologies, US Navy, Clairol, Merrill Lynch, Oldsmobile, Sega, Pizza Hut, and Fidelity Investments. IBM uses blue borders.  Ad Age.
The “Z’s” Have It:  Once the province of rap groups, using the letter “z” in place of “s” is becoming increasingly popular for product and corporate names.  Some examples include Beenz, an online currency; Fritos Racerz, snack chips shaped like cars; Adaptz.com, a Web site for disabled consumers; and the Boyz Channel and the Girlz Channel cable networks.  NY Times.

Violent Women:  From 1981 to 1997, violent crime by girls increased 107%, compared with a 27% increase by boys.  During this same time, the number of women in state and federal prisons has increased 487%, about twice the rate of men put behind bars.  Experts blame glamorized and sexualized media violence—and a society more willing to incarcerate women.  ABA Journal.
Isn’t It Ironic?:  This American Life, a cult public radio program that now attracts a million listeners each weekend, tells stories of people who “choose not to live every moment to the fullest or smell the roses, and instead choose to withdraw from life, to make themselves numb”.  One recent show explored the “nature of not doing”, featuring a writer reading from a book he wrote about not writing a book.  Adweek.
Are You Rich?  A new survey shows that 54% of Americans would feel wealthy if they had an income of $200,000/year, including 44% who would be satisfied with only $100,000/year.  However, 24% required at least $1 million/year before they would consider themselves rich.  Money.

The Best of Viewpoint
1992-1999
To celebrate the end of Y1K, here’s a selection of my favorite  “Viewpoint” articles from past issues.  
Our Age of Post-Reality:  The USA is becoming a “Republic of Entertainment” devoted to enhancing the fantasy lives of its citizens, who alter their own lives to live within these manufactured realities.  American life is “the biggest, most entertaining, most realistic movie of all, one that plays 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, and features a cast of billions.”  Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton have turned politics into a branch of show business, evangelists “recast revival meetings as a television variety show”, news is  packaged with movie-style slogans and logos (“Crisis in the Gulf”),  and many sporting events have “evolved from competitions to exhibitions.” —Neal Gabler, Life the Movie, 1998

The Future of Community: “Although many of the professionals who make up the new elite of symbolic analysts work in the world’s great cities, they have little or no attachment to place.  Where they work is of far less importance than the global network they work in.  In this sense, they represent a new cosmopolitan force, a high-tech nomadic tribe who have more in common with each other, than the citizens of whatever country they happen to business in.  Their expertise and services are sold all over the world.  This emergent new group of high-tech international workers, who will account for more than 60 percent of the income earned in the U.S. by 2020, are likely to retreat from civic responsibilities in the future, preferring not to have to share their earnings and income with the country as a whole.”  —Jeremy Rifkin, The End of Work,1995

Sell Me A Story:  “The highest paid person in the first half of the next century will be the “storyteller”—as the value of products and ideologies will increasingly depend on their stories.

Today, people still buy products for their function.  But that is changing.  In 25 years, what people buy will be mostly stories, legends, emotion, and lifestyle.

This imperative is already occurring:  For example, most of the money people pay for blue jeans is for the story of independence, youth, and power.  When they buy eggs laid by free-range hens, much of the money they pay is for the hen’s lifestyle.  People pay this premium because of the story— about the value of animal life, nature, and tradition.

Just as information manipulation is a valued skill in so many occupations today, storytelling will become a key skill in a wide range of professions, from advertiser to teacher to politician to religious leader.” 

—Rolf Jensen, in The Futurist
Surviving Information Glut:  “In the late 1960s and 1970s, Americans began to realize that they had to take action to limit the physical smog and other pollution all around them.  People also became aware of the severe consequences of consuming too many calories and too much fat, and the need to limit their intake.  Now a similar challenge befalls citizens of the information age.  For our individual well-being as well as the health of our democratic society, we must act now to responsibly limit our exposure to information.  The goal should be to maintain and even increase access to reliable and useful communication without compromising social serenity.”  —David Shenk in Technology Review
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