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INTRODUCTION: CULTURE JAMMING
The book you're holding carries a message that your first instinct will be
to distrust. That message is, We can change the world. It's risky these days
to make such a promise because it sounds like one of those meaningless
"awaken the inner giant"-type bromides: "If you can dream it, you can do
it," "The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step," and so on.
But it's true. We're serious. We call ourselves culture jammers.
We're a loose global network of media activists who see ourselves as the
advance shock troops of the most significant social movement of the
next twenty years. Our aim is to topple existing power structures and
forge major adjustments to the way we will live in the twenty-first cen
tury. We believe culture jamming will become to our era what civil
rights was to the '60s, what feminism was to the '70s, what environmen
tal activism was to the '80s. It will alter the way we live and think. It will
change the way information flows, the way institutions wield power, the
way TV stations are run, the way the food, fashion, automobile, sports,
music and culture industries set their agendas. Above all, it will change
the way we interact with the mass media and the way in which meaning
is produced in our society.
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We are a very diverse tribe. Our people range from born-again
Lefties to Green entrepreneurs to fundamentalist Christians who
don't like what television is doing to their kids; from punk anarchists
to communications professors to advertising executives searching for
a new role in life. Many of us are longtime activists who in the midst
of our best efforts suddenly felt spiritually winded. For us feminism
had run out of steam, the environmental movement no longer excited,
the fire no longer burned in the belly of the Left, and youth rebellion
was looking more and more like an empty gesture inspired by Nike.
We were losing.
Then we had an idea. Maybe if we banged together the heads of
all these activists and reconfigured the fragmented forces of identity
politics into a new, empowered movement, we could start winning
again.
We weren't looking for it necessarily, but each one of us in our
own way has had a political awakening; a series of very personal
"moments of truth" about ourselves and how the world works. For
some, these insights have come on like powerful, secular epiphanies.
Sometimes they have been triggered by things we overheard or read or
stumbled upon. Sometimes they have involved things we thought we
knew but now, suddenly, felt. These truths have left us shaken; it's no
exaggeration to say they have changed our lives. I'd like to share with
you some of the insights that have occurred to me over the last decade
or so.
America is no longer a country. It's a multitrillion-dollar brand. Amer
ica™ is essentially no different from McDonald's, Marlboro or General
Motors. It's an image "sold" not only to the citizens of the U.S.A., but to
consumers worldwide. The American brand is associated with catch
words such as "democracy," "opportunity" and "freedom." But like ciga
rettes that are sold as symbols of vitality and youthful rebellion, the
American reality is very different from its brand image. America™ has
been subverted by corporate agendas. Its elected officials bow before
corporate power as a condition of their survival in office. A collective
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sense of powerlessness and disillusionment has set in. A deeply felt
sense of betrayal is brewing.
American culture is no longer created by the people. Our stories, once
passed from one generation to the next by parents, neighbors and
teachers, are now told by distant corporations with "something to sell as
well as to tell." Brands, products, fashions, celebrities, entertainments—
the spectacles that surround the production of culture—are our culture
now. Our role is mostly to listen and watch—and then, based on what
we have heard and seen, to buy.
A free, authentic life is no longer possible in America™ today. We are
being manipulated in the most insidious way. Our emotions, personali
ties and core values are under siege from media and cultural forces too
complex to decode. A continuous product message has woven itself into
the very fabric of our existence. Most North Americans now live
designer lives—sleep, eat, sit in car, work, shop, watch TV, sleep again. I
doubt there's more than a handful of free, spontaneous minutes any
where in that cycle. We ourselves have been branded. The human spirit of
prideful contrariness and fierce independence has been oddly tamed.
We have evolved into a smile-button culture. We wear the trendiest
fashions, drive the best cars industry can produce and project an image
of incredible affluence—cool people living life to the hilt. But behind
that happy mask is a face so ugly it invariably shocks the hell out of my
friends from developing countries who come to visit, expecting the
giddy Americana depicted on TV and finding instead a horror show of
disconnection and anomie.
Our mass media dispense a kind of Huxleyan "soma." The most
powerful narcotic in the world is the promise of belonging. And belong
ing is best achieved by conforming to the prescriptions of America™. In
this way a perverted sense of cool takes hold of the imaginations of our
children. And thus a heavily manipulative corporate ethos drives our
culture. Cool is indispensable—and readily, endlessly dispensed. You
can get it on every corner (for the right price), though it's highly addic
tive and its effects are short-lived. If you're here for cool today, you'll
almost certainly be back for more tomorrow.

