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			Introduction

			THE GRAND MYSTERY OF CULTURE AND THE STATUS TABOO

			Oh, how they laughed at Stu Sutcliffe’s new haircut. Poor Stu had put aside his painting career in Liverpool to live in the most wretched corner of Hamburg, Germany, and play bass guitar in his mates’ rock ’n’ roll cover band with a silly pun-based name: the Beatles. And now those very Beatles—four Gene Vincent clones in pompadours held aloft with copious dollops of Brylcreem—were berating Stu for switching to a chic “Caesar cut” where the bangs fell straight down on his forehead.

			The lads knew who to blame for Stu’s sudden makeover: Astrid, his “existentialist” German girlfriend. She cut his hair to resemble the local art school boys, who were in turn imitating the latest French mode. Stu spent the next few days enduring constant japes for his coiffure, but then came an unexpected turn of events. The youngest Beatle, George, asked Astrid to cut his hair the same way. John and Paul capitulated several months later. While on vacation in Paris, they realized Stu’s look would be necessary for picking up “Bohemian beauties on the Left Bank.” But chasing tail was only an alibi: after time on the Continent, John and Paul had lost confidence in their British take on American swagger and now believed Stu’s look would set them apart from the other English rock ’n’ roll bands. Despite their initial mockery, the Beatles returned to Liverpool without Stu but wearing his distinctive “moptop.”

			With “near-baldness” being the hairstyling norm for men in England at the time, the Beatles’ bangs loomed large in their legend. The New York Times’ first-ever article about the group reported from the United Kingdom, “One shake of the bushy fringe of their identical, moplike haircuts is enough to start a riot in any theater where they are appearing.” While young women loved the Beatles’ hair, British adults found it “unsightly, unsafe, unruly, and unclean.” Factories suspended young apprentices who dared to show up in a moptop.

			As the Beatles planned their first visit to the United States in 1964, what had been mild British apprehension about shaggy hair escalated into full moral panic in America. University of Detroit students formed a Stamp Out the Beatles Society to protest the band’s “un-American” haircuts. At the Beatles’ first U.S. press conference, the media steered much of the conversation toward grooming. “Do you feel like Samson,” asked one reporter, “[that] if you lost your hair, you’d lose what you have?” Another asked, “Are you going to get a haircut at all while you’re here?” to which George Harrison offered the now famous rejoinder, “I had one yesterday.” In the ensuing Beatlemania, companies pumped out fifteen thousand Beatles wigs a day, which TV hosts Ed Sullivan and Alfred Hitchcock plopped on their heads as a cheap gag.

			At first young American men also scoffed at the “effeminate” moptop. But upon noticing the hairstyle’s aphrodisiac effect on young American women, they decided it was time to grow out their crew cuts. As baby boomers brought moptops into their homes, the British invasion leaped from TV screens to suburbia. Parents hated it: a 1965 Gallup poll found that two-thirds of Americans opposed the Beatles cut. The eventual middle-class acceptance of longer hair on men came, argued LSD guru Timothy Leary, only with the prime-time television debut of The Monkees—an American clone of the Fab Four with “no controversy, no protest. No thinking strange, unique thoughts. No offending Mom and Dad and the advertisers.” By 1968, parents calmed down, perhaps because such anguish over bushy fringes had become moot. A moptop looked eminently respectable compared with the Beatles’ full-length hippie locks.

			I was eight years old when I first encountered a photo of the Beatles’ moptops, two full decades removed from the height of their infamy. At the time I lived in Oxford, Mississippi, an exceptionally tradition-minded town where parents still expected children to respond “Yes, sir” and “Yes, ma’am.” When I saw the cassette cover for the compilation The Beatles / 1962–1966, I simply thought, They look just like my brother and me. Most young men in Oxford at the time wore their bangs down, not so different from Stu Sutcliffe in 1961. The Beatles cut, which once divided nations and generations, had become profoundly ordinary even in the conservative South. As a kid I found it strange that such a conventional hairstyle could cause so much opprobrium. Today the outrage seems even more preposterous. The moptop has not just become normal but classic. In 2019, GQ noted it “looks just as good now as it did then.”

			Most of us know the story of the moptop and its backlash, but this familiarity may blind us to the odd human behaviors revealed therein. As with the moptop and thousands of the other micro social movements we call trends, humans hop en masse from one set of arbitrary practices to another, for elusive reasons. At first these minor stylistic differences engender terrible social friction—only to later win acceptance including the initial opponents. Later pundits herald the trends’ originators as “icons” and “legends,” and from there, formerly radical behaviors secure a place in our shared cultural heritage. Stu Sutcliffe decided to wear bangs one day and ended up creating a potent symbol of the era we call the early sixties.

			These peculiarities of human behavior can be summarized in a broader enigma I like to call the Grand Mystery of Culture: Why do humans collectively prefer certain practices, and then, years later, move on to alternatives for no practical reason? As the undertaker Mr. Omer quips in David Copperfield, “Fashions are like human beings. They come in, nobody knows when, why, or how; and they go out, nobody knows when, why, or how.”

			By contrast technological change is very logical, as innovations provide greater efficiency and conveniences at lower costs. Our ancestors adopted the spinning wheel not as a “fad,” but because it shortened the time required to twist fibers into yarn. From this perspective cultural change appears bizarre. What were Stu and his imitators hoping to accomplish with a moptop? What changed their taste? Neither evolutionary biology nor economics can explain this behavior—the moptop has no intrinsic value over other styles, nor offers more tactile pleasure. Was the moptop a form of self-expression? If so, how did everyone know what feeling this particular haircut expressed? And why would everyone seek to express the same emotions through the same haircut at the same time?

			Unlike many other aspects of the human experience, there are still few authoritative answers on what alters our cultural preferences. A recent book trying to explain the mechanics of taste concluded by raising a white flag, dismissing changes over time as a “random walk” akin to the stock market’s short-term fluctuations. For the last two decades, the most established theory of cultural change has cast it as “viral contagion,” arguing that we succumb to fads like we contract the measles.

			But cultural changes are never random, nor do they befall us as plagues. Trends happen because individuals choose to take up new behaviors. And when we examine the history of cultural change, there are clear patterns in how humans move from one practice to another. Sixty years before the moptop, social scientist William Graham Sumner seemingly predicted how it would rise and fall: “A new fashion of dress seems at first to be absurd, ungraceful, or indecent. After a time this first impression of it is so dulled that all conform to the fashion.” In almost all instances, new behaviors begin as an exclusive practice of smaller social groups—whether elites or outsiders—and then eventually spread to the wider population. This is true for the diffusion of superficial hairstyles but also applies to things not considered “fashions”: practical technologies like cars and hybrid seed corn, delicacies like chocolate and gin, political and spiritual beliefs, and the succession of artistic movements in modern art. The thing we call culture is always an aggregation of individual human behaviors, and if taste were the mere product of random idiosyncrasies and irrational psychologies, culture would display no patterns, only noise. The fact that preferences in these disparate fields follow a similar rhythm of change suggests there must be universal principles of human behavior at work—the presence of a “cultural gravity” nudging humans into the same collective behaviors at the same time.

			For all the dismissal of cultural changes as superficial, they are central to our lived experience as humans. They define our identities and determine how others treat us. Every day we must make choices whether to follow social standards or “be ourselves.” We come to find certain things “cool” without knowing why. We use markers of cultural change as touchstones for our past; embarrassing haircuts help us date old photos. The Beatles weren’t just a band—they were the band who wore moptops. As we’ll see by the end of this book, fashions explain behavioral change more than we’ve been willing to admit.

			Ever since I discovered moptops as a child, I’ve been looking for answers to the Grand Mystery of Culture. During college, I made my first breakthroughs after examining how the Japanese street fashion brand A Bathing Ape amassed its cultlike fan base through a counterintuitive marketing strategy of hard-to-find stores, undersupplied products, and no advertising. Later, in graduate school, I focused my research on how economic systems affect the content of pop culture, looking specifically at whether monopolies in the music industry stymied artistic innovation. My first book, Ametora, followed the birth and growth of one particular cultural stream: how a single unorthodox business spread American style in postwar Japan, and decades later, Japanese clothing companies have come to influence Americans’ sense of “traditional” apparel choices. And after working at a small independent magazine based in the Lower East Side and then overseeing Asia-wide communications for a multinational company in Tokyo, I have spent decades observing new trends in music, art, and fashion unfold in real time—all following the same classic pattern of rise and fall.

			And yet, in all these long years of obsessively researching this topic, I never found a single book that explains the Grand Mystery of Culture. Over the centuries many wise scholars have uncovered critical insights about taste and cultural change, but they tend to be buried in turgid prose or minor corners of the academic literature. If I wanted this knowledge stitched together into a single coherent explanation, I would have to do it myself.

			So as I began to synthesize all the significant theories and case studies to explain how culture works as a system and why culture changes over time, I realized that there was one key concept that links everything together—and that is status. The problem is: status itself has also long been a mystery.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			What exactly do I mean by “status”? We use the word colloquially to describe an individual’s position in an informal ranking of social importance. Every community has a status hierarchy, with the famous, powerful, and esteemed at the top; the majority of people in the middle; and the unfortunate, disadvantaged, and despised at the bottom. Our position in the hierarchy governs our daily experiences as individuals. If we have high status, things go well, people are nice to us, and we’re relatively happier. If we lack status, we grow bitter and depressed. Sociological research demonstrates that our social position affects long-term well-being, motivates our behavior, and becomes a goal in its own right—and thus can be considered a fundamental human desire.

			We seek status because it provides esteem and favors from others. But it’s never easy to obtain. High status is a position within a hierarchy, so the more who seek to move up, the more difficult it becomes to reach the top. This inherent uncertainty puts many on a never-ending quest for higher position. Researchers recently concluded that the achievement of high status only makes people want more.

			Despite the importance of status, there has been a conspicuous lack of discussion about its influence on human behavior. This stems, in part, from the fact that most people view stratification as a social ill. Philosophers beseech us to define ourselves without reference to others’ judgments, while religious leaders implore us to contemplate a higher spiritual order. Advocates for democracy and socialism blame status hierarchies for societal dysfunction and struggle. The author Tom Wolfe concluded in the 1970s that status was the “fundamental taboo, more so than sexuality and everything of that sort. It’s much easier for people to talk about their sex lives in this day and age than it is to talk about their status.” Open discussion of social hierarchy is unpleasant and impolite. When the British novelist Nancy Mitford mused on the subtle differences between upper-class and middle-class speech in a 1955 essay, “unprintably violent” letters poured into her publisher’s editorial office. This also explains why we dislike social climbers: they remind us there is a ladder to climb. In fact, the modern word “villain” derives from the status-related sin of lowly villein feudal tenants daring to seek a higher social position.

			This collective unease with status has greatly impaired our ability to recognize its effects—and has held us back from solving the Grand Mystery of Culture. Once we understand status, cultural change is much less mysterious. Just as microeconomics posits that markets form as self-interested individuals maximize utility for their money, a similar “invisible-hand” mechanism exists between status and culture: in seeking to maximize and stabilize status, individuals end up clustering into patterns of behavior (customs, traditions, fashion, fads, taste) that we understand as culture.

			This is not to say that culture exists only as a means to mark status. All status symbols rely on objects and behaviors with practical or aesthetic value that enrich our lives. Many bourgeois class-marking cultural standards promote rational behaviors with obvious health benefits—such as eating organic vegetables rather than prepackaged foods, and doing daily exercise rather than watching endless hours of television. The radical art used in elite distinction is emotionally rewarding and spiritually invigorating. Culture makes possible human self-understanding, complex thinking, and creative expression.

			But as we’ll see, status and culture are so intertwined that we can’t understand how culture works without understanding status. And the best way to understand the status structures of society is to observe how they manifest in cultural patterns. The idea of their inexorable linkage dates back at least to the economist Thorstein Veblen’s writings about conspicuous consumption in the Gilded Age, in which he posited that wealthy people buy expensive things to reveal they can buy expensive things. But the interactions go much deeper: Status shapes our aspirations and desires, sets standards for beauty and goodness, frames our identities, creates collective behaviors and morals, encourages the invention of new aesthetic sensibilities, and acts as an automated motor for permanent cultural change. Culture is embodied in the products, behaviors, styles, meanings, values, and sensibilities that make up the human experience—and it is status that guides their creation, production, and diffusion.

			The principles of status and culture we’ll uncover in this book provide us an invaluable toolbox for analyzing the world around us. We’ll gain new clarity on old questions of taste, authenticity, identity, class, subcultures, art, fashion, fads, media influence, retro, and canons. And these lessons help us decode the latest trends, explain topical issues of “identity,” and propose a common language for cultural critique. These principles aren’t just important because culture plays a major role in our lives, but because the parts of life we believe transcend culture—technology, personal beliefs, and judgments of beauty—also get swept up in the vagaries of fashion.

			These analytic tools are particularly helpful for addressing a pressing concern of the moment: Why does internet culture often feel less valuable than what we experienced in the analog world? Why does everything seem less cool than before?

			The reasons are much clearer when viewed through the lens of how the internet has changed status signaling. Where we once pleaded for status in person (or through media reporting of real-life appearances at social events), there is now a twenty-four-hour, seven-day-a-week pageant of flexing on social media apps. Elites could once protect their status symbols behind information barriers and exclusive access to products; now nearly everything is available to nearly everyone. Meanwhile, the fragmentation of culture into the “long tail” has diluted the power of taste to serve as an effective means of social exclusion. And the inherent hyperspeed of the internet means fashion cycles pump out ephemeral fads rather than era-defining trends. Subcultures once provided society with a constant stream of cultural innovations, but the most notable outsider group of the twenty-first century has been the internet trolls rebelling against diversity, equity, and inclusion through revanchist slogans and memes.

			Taken together, the changes to the status structure are conspiring against the widespread adoption of new cultural trends at the same frequency we experienced in the twentieth century. Many feel we’ve entered into a period of cultural stasis. On the internet, time moves so fast that it doesn’t move at all. The transformation of idealistic hippies from the class of ’68 into yuppie materialists fifteen years later provided the dramatic tension of the film The Big Chill; in 2022, culture from 2007 feels disappointingly familiar. Many bored with contemporary culture have fled into a “retromania” obsession with exhuming the past. Meanwhile, Gen Z appears to have abandoned previous generations’ determination toward radical artistic innovation for laid-back amateurism.

			Cultural stasis is not trivial: we measure the health of our civilization through the fecundity and profundity of cultural production. And we rely on stylistic changes to define our particular moment in time and space. Here too we will find answers from a deeper understanding of how status interacts with culture.
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			This book surely seems to tackle too many topics at once: social hierarchies, conventions, signaling, symbols, identity, class, subcultures, art, fashion, mass media, history, technology. But only in examining the intersection of these phenomena can we fully understand how status and culture function as a system. To demonstrate the universality of the principles behind status and culture, we’ll examine a wide range of real-life historical examples, from hairstyles and clothing to pets, beverages, snacks, pop and classical music, celebrities and frauds, memes, novels, painting, and nightlife. (But by no means are they the only possible examples.) Likewise we must transcend the boundaries of academic disciplines to excavate and synthesize the wisdom of sociology, anthropology, economics, philosophy, linguistics, semiotics, cultural theory, literary theory, art history, media studies, and neuroscience. There are obvious disadvantages to working at this scale: the loss of nuance, the neglect of edge cases, the high potential for oversights. Such worries aside, we are in need of a basic conceptual framework around status and culture, and once this is in place, we can easily make further enrichments, expansions, and amendments.

			Readers may already be familiar with many of the principles that guide culture, such as the “trickle-down” of fashion trends and the predictable return of outmoded styles as “retro.” And some of the scholarly theories introduced, whether Pierre Bourdieu’s deconstruction of “taste” or Everett Rogers’s model for the diffusion of “innovations,” have become well-known outside of academia. But the frequent discrepancies of these cultural laws with our personal lived experiences breeds an inherent skepticism about their predictive power. The challenge, then, is not just to catalog our collective knowledge about the mechanics of culture but to demonstrate why these social phenomena arise as a result of individuals’ self-interested behavior. To do this carefully requires beginning with somewhat obvious observations and then building up to more remarkable conclusions. We’ll eventually see how status seeking shapes our deepest personal desires, why profligate spending is logical, how status has been important in encouraging radical artistic invention, how fashion exists without a fashion industry, how elites influence what we remember, how postmodern politics have made us ashamed of taste, and how the moral duty to be “original” may be simply the democratization of aristocratic custom.

			We’ll reach these conclusions as part of working to solve the Grand Mystery of Culture, which we’ll break into three parts:

			PART ONE: Why do individuals cluster around arbitrary behaviors and take deep meaning from them?

			We’ll answer this by looking at the basics of status, how these principles push individuals into conventional behaviors, and how we use conventions to form our identities.

			PART TWO: How do distinct styles, conventions, and sensibilities emerge?

			Status struggles fuel cultural creativity in three important realms: competition between socioeconomic classes, the formation of subcultures and countercultures, and artists’ internecine battles.

			PART THREE: Why do we change behaviors over time, and why do some behaviors persist?

			The internal mechanisms of status cause perpetual fashion cycles, and high-status groups tend to determine what becomes “history” and what is forgotten.

			Once we understand how individuals’ status seeking creates wider social movements, it’ll be clear why the Beatles wore moptops, why so many people got angry about it, and why the look eventually caught on and became a “classic.” In part 4, we’ll then apply the principles of status and culture to the internet age to understand the alleged stasis of our present day.

			Most explications of status, especially outlining the advanced rules of taste, sound like endorsement. This is not the intention. We come here to deconstruct status, not to praise it. The human propensity toward hierarchical order—especially in the form of racism, sexism, and other bigotries—has long acted as a pernicious barrier to realizing a truly democratic society. But if we seek to promote equality over hierarchy and encourage cultural creativity and experimentation, we must learn the full implications of how culture and status work together.

			While status desire may be fundamental to humans, many readers may be tempted to conclude, “Yes, other people conform to these principles, but not me.” The political scientist Russell Hardin once wrote that the “biggest thorn in all of social theory” is that readers “deny the relevance of our accounts to their behavior and motivations.” This is especially true for status, which is not a “game” some choose to play but an invisible force undergirding the entirety of individual behavior and social organization. As individuals we regard our tastes and preferences as personal expressions—not mechanical reactions to a position in the social hierarchy. We believe in our own free will and seek to forge unique identities. We want great art and enduring beauty to derive from intrinsic value—not from elite associations. There will certainly be points in the course of reading this book when a particular principle may not apply to you. But it’s important to remember that culture, as we live and breathe it, is never an objective measurement of every single individual’s behavior—it’s an abstracted and interpreted approximation. The best parallel may be chemistry: not every molecule moves the exact same way, yet we can still draw inferences about the properties of gases.

			In all likelihood, status shapes your behavior in profound ways, just as it influenced the Beatles’ switch from pompadours to moptops. And only when we become experts in status can we work to achieve the society and culture we desire.

		

	
		
			Part One

			STATUS AND THE INDIVIDUAL

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			THE BASICS OF STATUS
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				Understanding the logic of social stratification through farm-town collies and national champion look-alikes, James Baldwin and Lucky Strikes, the “queen” of fashion’s modest origins, and Jack Kerouac’s celebration of madness
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			WHAT IS STATUS?

			Whatever the ambiguities of the term “status,” we can learn its basic principles from a single episode of the classic American television series Lassie.

			In “Double Trouble,” the young protagonist Timmy takes his farm-town collie, Lassie, to the annual dog show in Capital City. There Lassie is mistaken for the national champion collie King’s Royal Lassie. As the dog-show staff takes official publicity photos of Lassie, they tell Timmy, “It means a lot to have an animal of her reputation and standing at a show like this one.” The very generous dog-show chairman then provides VIP passes to the event and puts Timmy and his guardian up in the fanciest suite of the Country Club Hotel, complete with free room service. “People are sure being nice to us,” muses Timmy. By the end of the episode, however, he realizes there’s been a big mistake. He apologizes for partaking in rewards intended for a more distinguished animal. But thanks to Lassie’s heroic acts at the dog show, the chairman forgives them. Timmy returns home to tell his mother, with his one-dollar allowance unspent in his pocket, “I had the best time of my whole life.”

			This episode reveals four crucial lessons about status. First, status denotes a position within a social hierarchy based on respect and perceived importance. The most esteemed individuals, such as King’s Royal Lassie, reside at the top of the hierarchy; average members like Lassie are in the middle; and the least important and least valued are relegated to the bottom. In medieval societies, this hierarchy was explicit: the king and queen at the apex, then aristocrats, then the bourgeoisie, and, finally, the peasants. But as capitalism and democracy enabled individuals to make a name for themselves, status positions became less clearly defined. In the stylish sci-fi world of the animated series Neo Yokio, a “Bachelor Board” displays the official rank of the city’s most desirable unmarried men in clear numerical terms. In real life, we lack a similar authoritative status scorecard for society that would tell us that Malik sits at #41,879 and Janette recently rose to #56,578.

			Instead, status positions are best expressed as membership within tiers stacked up from high to low. We may not know King’s Royal Lassie’s exact position on the ladder, but her “dog-show winner” tier is higher than Lassie’s “family-dog” tier. The tiers tend to reflect certain categories and classifications: high tiers for titled aristocrats, venture capitalists, and prize-winning show dogs, and low tiers for mendicants, criminals, and mangy mutts. As individuals, our status position is strongly tied to our membership in these categories, but within a tier, our ranking can go up or down based on further accomplishments and attributes. King’s Royal Lassie sits at the upper echelons of canines, but she must compete each year on the circuit against other champion show dogs for the ultimate glories.

			The second lesson from Lassie is that every status position comes with specific rights and duties, with the most desirable benefits accruing to those at the top. The vast majority of any population has normal status, for which they receive common courtesies and basic privileges—but no special treatment. When not mistaken for a prize-winning dog, Lassie had normal status: she would be allowed to attend the dog show but wouldn’t receive VIP passes, nor be comped free hotel rooms. People with low status must do the most grueling work, for which they may be extended very few courtesies. Those who fall to super-low status, such as vagrants or members of hostile enemy groups, are treated as pariahs. If Lassie were rabid and violent, she would be ejected from the dog-show premises.

			High status, in contrast, confers special treatment and exclusive benefits. American air carriers honor the troops by allowing military personnel to board before other passengers. Meanwhile, VIPs with super-high status—celebrities, athletes, billionaires, King’s Royal Lassie—receive outward expressions of respect, obtain superior services free of charge, enjoy special access to exclusive locations, and may be exempted from some social norms. In ancient times, a high status position often came with increased responsibilities, but in the more liberal twenty-first century, the famous and wealthy can reap fabulous benefits without many social commitments in return.

			Social position and social benefits are inextricably linked, because perks such as superior hotel suites, first-class cabins, and front-row seats are finite in supply. If everyone can go to the VIP room, it’s not a VIP room. Organizations motivate members by distributing the spoils in accordance with the hierarchy, which means for every benefit, there will be a cut-off point: those above the line receive it, and those below don’t. In the heyday of the exclusive New York nightclub Studio 54, super-high-status artists and movie stars entered without waiting, attractive people waited in line but eventually got in, and everyday people were denied entry. At New York’s High School of Art and Design in the early 1980s, the pioneering graffiti writer Lady Pink had to compete with others to get a seat in the cafeteria: “We specifically had a Writer’s Table. So for years and years whoever was the best automatically got the best table. Anyone who was worthy would sit, anyone else who wasn’t worthy would just stand around.” This link between hierarchy and benefits has two important effects: we care a lot about our ranking, because it determines the benefits we receive; at the same time, we can deduce our position in the hierarchy at any time by comparing our benefits with those of others.

			The third lesson from Lassie is that status is bestowed by others. Status is a purely social phenomenon; it manifests in the interactions between individuals. Lassie takes on the superior status of King’s Royal Lassie only when the dog-show organizers treat her with more respect. A castaway on a deserted island, like Robinson Crusoe, has no status. He gains a status position only when the escaped prisoner Friday appears on the island and becomes his servant. With Friday around, Crusoe can sit back and relax while his status inferior slaughters goats to make stew, buries the corpses of hostile intruders, and fends off wild bears. Now, if King George had washed up on Crusoe’s island rather than Friday, we would expect that the monarch would keep his royal status, and Crusoe would be on goat-cooking duty. A macro status position is, then, always reflected in our micro daily interactions with others.

			This leads us to the final lesson. Our status position is always contextual, based on how we are treated in a particular time and place. Lassie may be a beloved dog in her hometown, but ignored in tonier parts of Capital City. Bob Dylan’s “Ballad of a Thin Man” mocks the middle-class journalist Mr. Jones, who is outraged to be treated as a low-status “freak” when interloping in the demimonde. Our status position is always contingent and can change over time. Jack Nicholson, one of the most beloved actors in American cinema during the seventies, lost status during the Brat Pack teen-movie era of the eighties. After seeing the 1986 comedy Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, he vented: “Well, that movie made me feel totally irrelevant to anything that any audience could want and 119 years old. . . . I literally walked out of there thinking my days are numbered. These people are trying to kill me.”

			In living among others, we always have a status position, and this position determines the quality of our daily life. This fact is not just true for contemporary individuals struggling to stay afloat in late capitalism, but has been the case for all humans throughout history. The pioneering sociologist Pitirim Sorokin declared, “Any organized social group is always a stratified social body. There has not been and does not exist any permanent social group which is ‘flat,’ and in which all members are equal. Unstratified society, with a real equality of its members, is a myth which has never been realized in the history of mankind.”

			Status structures develop, explains the sociologist Cecilia L. Ridgeway, because hierarchies “are a human invention to manage social situations.” Every group has goals, and there are always members who can make greater contributions. Their rare and valuable gifts—the ability to kill a lion on the veldt or solve a difficult math problem during study group—will cause others to hold them in esteem. As an incentive for star performers to repeat their feats, groups provide a disproportionate share of the benefits as reward. This natural mechanism means a status hierarchy will form any time individuals work together toward a task. The anthropologist Victor Turner writes, “The moment a digging stick is set in the earth, a colt broken in, a pack of wolves defended against or a human enemy set by his heels, we have the germs of a social structure.”

			With status as a universal phenomenon, everyone on earth has a specific status position—both within their local community and as part of the “global village.” Awareness of that position is integral to our lives. The anthropologist Edmund Leach writes, “All human beings have a deep psychological need for the sense of security which comes from knowing where you are. But ‘knowing where you are’ is a matter of recognising social as well as territorial position.” And as we think about our place in the hierarchy, one thing becomes very clear: higher status is extremely desirable.

			OUR FUNDAMENTAL DESIRE FOR STATUS

			In the James Baldwin novel Go Tell It on the Mountain, the young Black protagonist, John Grimes, is “the smallest boy in his class . . . who had no friends.” He dreams of becoming a “beautiful, tall, and popular” poet, college president, or movie star who drinks “expensive whisky” and smokes “Lucky Strike cigarettes in the green package.” In an ideal future, “People [would fall] all over themselves to meet John Grimes.” Faced with the hardships of racial discrimination and familial dysfunctions, the young Grimes yearns to take up a prestigious occupation that garners esteem and provides a comfortable, wealthy lifestyle. His salvation comes in the form of higher status.

			Aspirations today may no longer be expressed in a particular brand of cigarettes, but for both the privileged and the underprivileged, there is a nearly universal desire to secure a comfortable social position. In status hierarchies where individuals can improve their position over time, most would prefer to be elevated. “Even if all actors received the same salary,” writes the philosopher Bertrand Russell, “a man would rather act the part of Hamlet than that of the First Sailor.” Status seeking is obvious among insufferable snobs, petty civil servants, and Porsche-driving hedge fund managers, but neither capitalism nor complex bureaucracies are necessary to stoke such ambitions. In the New Guinea highlands, where sea snail shells served as currency and men competed in the accumulation of livestock, powerful “Big Men” openly acknowledged that status symbols ruled everything around them. For one: “All I care for in my life are my pigs, my wives, my shell money and my sweet potatoes.”

			A growing body of empirical research concludes that status is a fundamental human desire. Normal status is nice, but long-term happiness requires a sense of higher status. Research subjects, for example, felt better “in a hierarchical group in which they alone would be afforded a high level of respect and deference, than in an egalitarian group in which all members would be afforded a high (and equal) level of respect and deference.” This is why we care more about higher relative income than absolute income. A study found that 70 percent of research subjects would give up a silent raise in salary for a more impressive job title. And these findings don’t just apply to postindustrial economies. Around the world “individuals experience elevated social well-being when they enjoy a higher income than others in their local geographic area.” If economic success was just about achieving comfort, we would be satisfied with a specific level of income that secured our basic lifestyle needs. Instead we want more money to improve our status.

			Why are we so hungry for status? Many point to an evolutionary “status instinct” echoing the power hierarchies we see in the animal kingdom. “In any organized group of mammals,” writes the zoologist Desmond Morris, “no matter how co-operative, there is always a struggle for social dominance.” As a potential proof point, status affects our brain chemistry and bodily functions. A higher status position results in the production of more serotonin, while being in the presence of a status superior raises our blood pressure. This thinking can go too far, however: the right-wing psychologist Jordan Peterson points to hierarchies in lobster communities as proof that humans evolved an “unspeakably primordial calculator, deep within you, at the very foundation of your brain, far below your thoughts and feelings” that “monitors exactly where you are positioned in society.” These parallels between dominance hierarchies in the animal world and human status structures are far too simplistic. Grade-school bullying may resemble pecking orders, but status hierarchies tend to be based more on esteem rather than raw power. Status is more akin to language, argues Cecilia Ridgeway: “a social form that is deeply cultural and socially learned.” We are not “status monkeys” any more than we are “song birds.”

			The entire debate around the status instinct may be moot. The benefits of higher status are so obvious that a hypothetical person born without an innate drive for status would still seek a higher position out of pure rational calculation. Normal status provides social approval, common courtesies and pleasantries, and relaxed communication with others. This is a major improvement from lower status, with its constant reminders of inherent inferiority, reprimands for the tiniest errors, marginalization, and potential social exile. High status further expands upon the benefits of normal status and offers protection against falling to low status. The status benefits of a higher position are plentiful, and the best way to understand the roots of status desire is to examine them in detail.

			Esteem is the backbone of status hierarchies, and this form of social approval acts as a benefit in its own right. We like feeling liked. In his old age the U.S. President John Adams concluded, “The desire of the esteem of others is as real a want of nature as hunger; and the neglect and contempt of the world as severe a pain as the gout or stone.” Social approval makes us feel that our talents are recognized, and this leads to increased self-esteem. “The familiar yearning to ‘be someone’ in life,” writes Cecilia Ridgeway, “is not so much about money and power as about being publicly seen and acknowledged as worthy and valuable by the community.” While we may be embarrassed by outright status seeking, most of us are comfortable with receiving recognition for significant achievements. Poets pursue their calling without the promise of clear financial rewards; surely they should at least be paid in honor and glory.

			But as the economic philosophers Geoffrey Brennan and Philip Pettit write, esteem is only “an attitude, not an action,” which “may or may not be expressed in praise or criticism.” To discern that we are esteemed, we need concrete evidence in the form of kind words, pleasant facial expressions, careful body movements, and the granting of spontaneous favors. Imagine a twist to the Lassie episode where the real King’s Royal Lassie makes a surprise appearance, and the dog-show chairman utters in a lifeless monotone, “We greatly respect you,” yet grants no VIP passes nor hotel suites. King’s Royal Lassie would hardly feel esteemed.

			So, even if we are seeking esteem rather than superior treatment, we need some form of superior treatment to perceive the esteem. The demand for tangible status benefits thus can’t be separated from a desire for respect. This is why bureaucratic institutions always provide more perks to employees who move up the hierarchy. At the Firestone Tire and Rubber Company in the 1950s, every rise to a higher position meant a larger office, with wood rather than glass enclosures, and increased proximity to the chairman.

			Esteem can be expressed through a wide range of palpable benefits. People with above-average status experience favorable interactions—“salutations, invitations, compliments, and minor services.” The champion golfer Lee Trevino noted, “When I was a rookie, I told jokes, and no one laughed. After I began winning tournaments, I told the same jokes, and all of a sudden, people thought they were funny.” This positive attention doesn’t just channel into greater self-esteem: life gets easier, especially during emergencies. “A man in a clean, well-pressed suit who falls down in a central London or Manhattan street,” writes author Alison Lurie, “is likely to be helped up sooner than one in filthy tatters.” People go out of their way to help a prince but not a pauper.

			High status also means more attention and rewards for doing the same work as lower-status individuals. “The man of rank and distinction,” notes the economist Adam Smith, “is observed by all the world. . . . Scarce a word, scarce a gesture, can fall from him that is altogether neglected.” In his research, the economic sociologist Joel M. Podolny saw this very principle play out: “Higher-status actors obtain greater recognition and rewards for performing a given task at a given level of quality and lower-status actors receive correspondingly less.” And so famous scientists secure research grants more easily than nonfamous ones, and when collaborating on research papers, they receive the bulk of credit, even with minimal contributions. This attention also gives them more influence on group behavior.

			Another favorable interaction is deference—the right to do as one pleases, at one’s own pace, with few interventions or interruptions. In Roman society, elites reclined at dinner, while children sat and slaves stood. At very high levels, deference can translate into an exemption from regular rules and norms. Old Money American families kept long lines of credit with their grocers and handymen, paying their bills only after weeks of hat-in-hand beseeching. The literary critic Diana Trilling remarks that individuals want to be writers “not only because of the promise of celebrity but also because of what the life of the artist promises of freedom to make one’s own rules.” Pop culture celebrates the heavy metal singer Ozzy Osbourne for snorting copious amounts of unhealthy substances, including a line of live ants—hedonistic behavior that would surely stifle the career of a middle manager at an insurance company.

			An additional status benefit is access to scarce resources. As we saw before, a disproportionate distribution of rewards goes to the top as an incentive for further contribution. Vice presidents get higher salaries than entry-level hires. Celebrities sit at restaurants’ best tables, are served off-menu special dishes, and have it all on the house. Status enables exclusive access to events, clubs, and social functions where other high-status individuals meet and fraternize.

			The final status benefit is dominance—the ability to make others do things against their wishes. In theory status provides influence primarily through esteem rather than through fear. But where necessary, status can be wielded as power. On his 1969 album Electronic Sound, the Beatles’ George Harrison recorded the musician Bernie Krause playing the Moog synthesizer and released it as his own composition. When Krause complained, Harrison became indignant. “You’re coming on like you’re Jimi Hendrix. When Ravi Shankar comes to my house, he’s humble.” Krause never sued. Beatles-level status absolved wholesale filching.

			Higher status is a reliable pathway to acquiring the power and the glory—but it also provides defense against the threat of status loss. Studies show that high status makes people happy and healthy, and that low status leads to anger, depression, anxiety, and sickness. In any organization, “low-status members are more likely to feel negative emotions like sadness and, when things go wrong for the group, self-blaming emotions like guilt or shame.” The social epidemiologist Michael Marmot coined the term “status syndrome” to describe the poor health of people at the bottom of the status hierarchy. And as the psychologist Dale T. Miller has shown, disrespect is “widely recognized as a common, perhaps the most common, source of anger.” If low status escalates to complete ostracization, it can result in “psychological death.” This explains the common psychological malaise known as status panic, status tension, or status anxiety.

			All of this demand for higher esteem, however, inherently engenders social conflict: Status is a relative ranking, so not everyone can simultaneously achieve a high position. Status is zero-sum. For every person who goes up, someone must go down. Outcomes can feel unfair when we fail to move up after achievements or fall down after others succeed. This umbrage is further amplified due to cognitive biases that make us overestimate our abilities. A company found that more than 40 percent of its engineers claimed to be in the top 5 percent of ability, and among college professors, 90 percent claimed to be “above average.” These minor delusions of grandeur intensify our desire for higher status by making us feel we deserve it. But maybe we’re right: only we know the full extent of our accomplishments and talents. Or maybe we’re wrong: we suffer from endowment effects that make us overvalue the assets we happen to possess.

			While status desire may be universal, there is always variation in how high on the ladder individuals want to go. The anti-individualism of Pueblo society resulted in men never seeking leadership positions but only taking them after protracted coercion. Higher status positions often come with an increase in bothersome responsibilities—having to make difficult decisions for the group and behave as a role model. Rewards may not always exceed the duties. For others, duties provide a sense of superiority; Goethe channeled the concept of noblesse oblige in his line “To live as one likes is plebeian; the noble man aspires to order and law.” By contrast, twenty-first-century pop stars, superstar athletes, and billionaires, who often make their fortunes on what would have been considered child’s play in earlier ages, face few social obligations and often enjoy carte blanche to commit manifold sins. Even the most malicious, spouse-abusing musicians receive hagiographic film treatments. With a spotlight on their privileges and little attention to their dwindling responsibilities, celebrities inspire normal people to dream of high status without arousing much thought to its potential burdens.

			For all the reasons we have seen, the achievement of high status may not quench the thirst for more. There may be decreasing marginal utility for money and power, but achieving status makes us want more. When Andy Warhol finally snagged an invitation to Truman Capote’s famed masked ball, he merely thought, “You get to the point in life where you’re actually invited to the party of parties—the one people all over the world were trying desperately to get invited to—and it still didn’t guarantee that you wouldn’t feel like a complete dud!” As we glance up at our status betters, they, too, are glancing up toward their own heroes. Early in his career Michael Jordan swept the top NBA awards, from most valuable player to top scorer, and even had his own signature Nike sneaker. But he felt inferior to legends Larry Bird and Magic Johnson until securing his own national championship. Other elites seek status fearing they may crash down like Icarus. After selling twelve million copies of his album Play, the electronic musician Moby became only more status obsessed: “I had been a marginal musician and I was suddenly getting all this attention. Part of me wanted even more attention. So I started thinking in terms of fame and public figure status. I wasn’t even trying to make more money—I wanted to keep being invited to parties.” Status benefits are addictive.

			We now understand the practical reasons for desiring higher status and fearing low status. So the next question is, how do we get it?

			STATUS CRITERIA

			To her employees the fashion designer Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel was a queen. By the time of World War I, Chanel lived like royalty in Paris, riding around in the back of a chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce, defining “chic” for the ultrawealthy, and cavorting with the legendary artists Pablo Picasso and Igor Stravinsky. But unlike an actual queen, Chanel was born at the bottom of society. She grew up in the backwater Auvergne region of France as the abandoned daughter of a disreputable family, educated at a convent as a charity pupil, barely able to write proper French, even as an adult. So how did Chanel take on noble levels of status in the eyes of others? “It is through work that one achieves,” Chanel later proclaimed to her biographer. “Manna didn’t fall on me from heaven; I molded it with my own hands. . . . The secret of this success is that I have worked terribly hard.” While Chanel was certainly no heroine, the high status she enjoyed during her life (and continues to enjoy today, through her namesake product line) was not inherited but achieved.

			Status hierarchies rank individuals on esteem and perceived importance. But individuals receive that esteem and importance when others believe they possess rare and valuable talents. Coco Chanel attained her high status as a successful, barrier-shattering fashion designer who provided one-of-a-kind designs that wealthy women coveted. There must be, then, a formula for achieving high status—certain status criteria at which we must excel.

			Before we can understand the roots of status in our contemporary world, however, we first must acknowledge that cases like Coco Chanel’s became possible only in the modern age. For most of human history, writes the philosopher Charles Taylor, “People were often locked into a given place, a role and station that was properly theirs and from which it was almost unthinkable to deviate.” Older societies built their hierarchies around ascribed status, where individuals received their social ranking based on predetermined criteria, such as age, ethnic group, occupation, and gender. Pueblo tribes established their status hierarchy on the basis of birth order; the eldest had higher status, the young lower status. In feudal England blood and occupation set rank: “The king, the peer, the knight, the yeoman, the villein [feudal tenant], the merchant, the laborer, the artisan, the various sorts of person in orders, all occupied definite and legally fixed places in the hierarchy of society.” Furthermore, this system was understood to be God’s plan and couldn’t be altered.

			Business tycoons in the feudal age would be stuck at lower status positions until they could petition royals to bestow them with titles of nobility (for which they paid large sums of money). And even in postrevolutionary nineteenth-century France, social rigidity persisted on a tacit level. Marcel Proust wrote, “Middle-class people in those days took what was almost a Hindu view of society, which they held to consist of sharply defined castes, so that everyone at his birth found himself called to that station in life which his parents already occupied, and from which nothing, save the accident of an exceptional career or of a ‘good’ marriage, could extract you and translate you to a superior caste.” In a society based on ascribed status, Coco Chanel would be fated to remain a nobody.

			Ascribed status runs counter to the modern belief that individuals should forge their own way in life and reap the subsequent rewards. Despite democratic ideals and “free” markets, ascribed status categories still linger in society. Heredity remains powerful: the children of high-status families, whether noble princes or pathetic failsons, emerge at the top of the ladder before they can crawl. Racism is a toxic form of ascribed status that fixes social position to skin color. In Caste, author Isabel Wilkerson argues that discrimination in the United States against people of African descent is so codified and punishing as to mirror the caste system of Indian society. From slavery to Jim Crow to interactions in daily life today, Black Americans in the “subordinate caste” have been denied “respect, status, honor, attention, privileges, resources, benefit of the doubt, and human kindness.” Basketball player LeBron James, who polls year after year as one of America’s most admired men, told reporters, “No matter how great you become in life, no matter how wealthy you become, how people worship you, what you do, if you are an African-American man or African-American woman, you will always be that.”

			These kinds of ascribed status beliefs exist across all major demographic categories, such as age, gender identification, and sexual orientation. Our modern vocabulary is full of words that reference these biases: e.g., “male privilege” is the granting of higher status to men for being men; “white privilege” is the granting of higher status for light skin. Sociologists describe those born to higher ascribed status categories as status advantaged, and those born outside of those categories as status disadvantaged. The latter group must find supplemental or alternative sources of status to even reach parity with their advantaged peers. In the worst cases of discrimination, certain groups are denied all semblance of dignity—the basic right to be treated as a potential candidate for normal status.

			Contemporary liberal societies view ascribed status systems like feudalism or racism as insidious. The modern ideal is to organize society as a system of achieved status, where a higher position is based on personal achievements rather than immutable characteristics. The first challenge to ascribed status arrived with capitalism, as businesspeople could earn esteem and status benefits through amassing fortunes alone. The concept of nobility shifted from a title received from the monarch to an honor created by oneself through virtuous effort. The subsequent destruction of the feudal caste system ultimately opened the door for individuals like Coco Chanel to leave their hometowns and class of birth and reinvent themselves. The promise of status rebirth was for many years a selling point for immigrating to the New World. “American ideology,” writes the author Vance Packard, “strongly supported the notion that the United States is unique in the world as a place where a poor boy can start at the bottom and become a great captain of industry.” (Alas, he mentions only boys—another vestige of ascribed status.)

			This opens the question, however, of what actually qualifies as “achievement.” Every group and society believes in certain status criteria—assets, attributes, talents, and possessions that place individuals in a higher position. These ostensibly match the capabilities required for society to best function. Criteria thus differ by era, geography, and situational challenges. But no matter the circumstances, the highest achievements must demonstrate rare and valuable talents. The French sociologist Gabriel Tarde notes that in primitive times, the criteria were “physical vigour and skill, physical bravery” but changed centuries later to “skill in war and eloquence in council” and, still later, to “aesthetic imagination, industrial ingenuity, scientific genius.”

			Today, achievements tend to be embodied in particular forms of capital. In the past, political capital—access to power—reigned supreme. This could take the form of tribal leadership, religious authority, or government position. In a more secular and democratic world, the value of such capital has decreased. As meritocracy becomes more of a shared ideal, new forms of capital have emerged. Educational capital—university degrees and certifications—has become an important way to measure potential talent for taking on important social positions. Strong academic performance at top universities is understood to predict an individual’s knowledge and ability for critical thinking, and also, the potential for securing superior employment opportunities. Occupational capital is the subsequent prestige attached to important and well-respected jobs, such as doctor, lawyer, or professor. This respect is not always linked to salary. Card sharks sit at lower status tiers than academics despite larger incomes.

			In capitalist society, economic capital—cash, wealth, and property—becomes the most obvious and potent ingredient for achieving high status. Stockpiling great quantities of money can be a notable achievement in its own right, but money can also function as a vibrant symbol for other virtues, such as intelligence and hard work. (Alternatively, money can be symbolic of the ascribed status honor of birth into a wealthy family.) Money is very flexible as an asset, converting easily into power over others through business ownership, political connections, donations, and bribes. The rich can also use their cash to secure top-status benefits that they may be otherwise denied. The art critic John Berger writes, “Money is life in the sense that money is the token of, and the key to, every human capacity. The power to spend money is the power to live. According to the legends of publicity, those who lack the power to spend money become literally faceless. Those who have the power become lovable.” The actress and courtesan Carolina Otero put it more pithily: “No man who has an account at Cartier could ever be regarded as ugly.”

			Other forms of capital provide further paths to status. Social capital—expansive networks of collegial relationships with elites—signals that an individual is treated as an equal within high-status groups. Our relations determine our reputation. Coco Chanel leaped to higher status after high-status customers made her fledgling apparel shop a premier destination. And, of course, there is fame—being known to many individuals. Throughout part 1, we’ll encounter additional status criteria generated within the internal logic of the status system itself: namely, cultural capital, detachment, originality, and authenticity.

			Besides capital, we also have personal virtues that may improve our interactions with others. We can receive esteem in our communities through intelligence, physical attractiveness (good looks, excellent grooming), behavioral and conversational charms (outgoingness, pleasant personalities, kindness, a sense of humor, control over the body and emotions, poise, and savoir faire), and personal integrity (bravery, honesty, sincerity, modesty). At extremely high levels, physical attractiveness can serve as bodily capital; fashion models, for example, get free entry to clubs and invitations to VIP areas with bottle service on their looks alone. While personal virtues can open the door to building more reliable forms of capital (and, for the most part, originate in aristocratic mores), they aren’t particularly rare or valuable in their own right. There are many attractive, charming people among all ranks of society. The global hierarchy never revolves around the cleverest quips and the freshest breath. Models may socialize with billionaires but rarely become billionaires themselves from this fraternization alone.

			Capital determines our membership in groups, and these memberships determine our status. The sociologist Georg Simmel writes, “In order to know a man, we see him not in terms of his pure individuality, but carried, lifted up or lowered, by the general type under which we classify him.” Personal virtues can be symbolic of capital—e.g., comport and charm as marks of “good” breeding—but to be a “celebrity” or “surgeon” or “professor” requires specific forms of capital. Coco Chanel used her beauty, charm, and musical talents to move up the ladder from charity pupil to light entertainer to high-class courtesan. But she reached “queen” levels only after achieving fame and security by running her own successful business.

			To “be somebody” in today’s world requires accumulating significant amounts of capital, often across multiple criteria. Graduates of the most exclusive universities (educational capital) become friends with future leaders (social capital), embark on impressive careers (occupational capital), and make a lot of money (economic capital). This clustering is called status congruence, and it works to stabilize the status rankings. An individual’s minor achievement in one area may not lead to a significant jump up the ladder; a multifront effort is required to prove greater importance. Despite claims of achieved status, status congruence reveals exactly how inequity becomes entrenched over time. Yes, many inspiring individuals made impossible status leaps; funk music pioneer James Brown was orphaned, grew up in a brothel, and was sent to prison as a juvenile, only to achieve fame and financial success at a global scale. But lingering ascribed status structures and the existence of status congruence means the wealthy and their offspring will always have an easier time gaining and maintaining high status than those born into families without capital.

			At the same time, social mobility always appears to be possible, making us feel responsible for our own status. Folk wisdom asserts we can improve our lot in life by cleaning up, going back to school, being nicer, getting a better job, putting in longer hours, and practice, practice, practice. We’re told virtue leads to a greater accumulation of capital. And so we are unlikely to feel fated to the status level we have at any particular time. Even the highest-ranking individuals often seek to achieve more. Those with high educational capital want economic capital. Those with high economic capital want social capital and political capital. In the 1960s many young people from Old Money families, like Edie Sedgwick, who possessed “inherited wealth, inherited beauty, and inherited intelligence,” rushed to New York City to obtain the one thing they lacked: fame.

			There is one final ramification of achieved status we must also consider: we resent individuals who claim or receive high status without meeting the requisite status criteria. Bertrand Russell writes, “Success should, as far as possible, be the reward of some genuine merit, and not of sycophancy or cunning.” The universal emotion envy arises from individuals believing that others of similar or lower status assets have unfairly received greater benefits. The legitimacy of any hierarchy hinges on status integrity—a collective belief that the ranking of individuals is fair, and that they receive greater benefits for legitimate reasons. Esteem should never be granted for free. Status-seeking individuals violate the principle of status integrity when they demand better treatment than they “deserve.” As a result, we treat unjustified claims to status with social disapproval, and violators’ social standing may go down as a result. The moment Timmy realizes that Lassie has been mistaken for the superior King’s Royal Lassie, he frets, “We’re in trouble. Real trouble.” Taking status integrity into account leads us to a central axiom for status desire: Individuals seek higher status—insofar as its pursuit doesn’t risk their current status level.

			Status criteria explain how Coco Chanel could leap to a higher position. (And then lose much of it in her twilight years after collaborating with the Nazis.) While the commonality of the human experience may lead to broad similarities in global status criteria, each society and group faces different goals and celebrates different values. And when they disagree on the proper criteria for forming the status hierarchy, they splinter.

			STATUS GROUPS

			“The only people for me are the mad ones,” writes Jack Kerouac in On the Road. “The ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn, like fabulous yellow roman candles exploding like spiders across the stars.” Living in a 1950s America that cherished conformity, occupational success, and material possessions, Kerouac and his friends instead celebrated artistic talent, unorthodox morality, and peripatetic lifestyles. A mutual appreciation of these uncommon values formed strong bonds within a small community of novelists and poets forever known as the Beats.

			Kerouac and his Beat friends are an example of a status group. Members of these groups share status beliefs about the value of certain status criteria. The strength of these beliefs creates cohesion among a group’s members and, where those beliefs differ from those of other groups, stokes tensions with outsiders. The Beats didn’t ignore their members’ “antisocial” behaviors, such as drug use and fluid sexuality—they lauded them as transcendent acts.

			Mainstream society functions as a macro status group, with the core status beliefs centered on the varieties of capital outlined in the previous section. Alternative status groups believe in criteria outside of traditional capital. Goths, punk rockers, or Civil War reenactors grant status based on uncommon criteria, such as the most gloomy makeup, highest mohawks, and most Ambrose Burnside–like facial hair. Within teenage gangs, strength and bravery determine the social order. A delinquent British girl in the 1950s explained, “In a gang like ours, all the girls go for the big kid. We call him Big Jim. He’s really tough and he could have any of the girls. . . . My boyfriend is tough all right, but he’s not as tough as Big Jim.”

			While these small communities appear at first more equitable than mainstream society—a voluntary meeting of like minds—the specificity of the group’s status beliefs often make hierarchical structures even more pronounced. For surfers there is only one criterion that is supposed to matter: the ability to surf. The very best surfers have the most status, and the worst surfers have the least—irrespective of their 401(k)s and fancy domiciles. In fact, rich weekend surfers are often disparaged as “kooks” when they show off expensive gear without the talent to justify it.

			In groups where everyone is dedicated to the same status beliefs, there will be strong status integrity. Members see the hierarchy as natural and, thus, legitimate. Deference to elites is automatic, and lower-status members lend their time, energy, and support to superiors for the sake of the group. Bertrand Russell writes, “When men willingly follow a leader, they do so with a view to the acquisition of power by the group which he commands, and they feel that his triumphs are theirs.” Members of a basketball team happily reward the MVP with additional status if she sinks a winning shot at the buzzer.

			As much as we may identify most closely with a single status group, we are all members of many: family, school, workplace, clubs. And since the status criteria and beliefs may differ among them, we behave differently based on the context. Kerouac’s status improved among his family when he married his live-in girlfriend, but he impressed his Beat friends and fans only by leaving home and going on the road. In extreme cases this code switching between groups’ competing demands can split us into multiple personalities.

			Social mobility of the modern age allows individuals more freedom to choose their primary status groups. So how do we decide which groups to join? We are all born into a status group, and many remain there forever. Jack Kerouac decided to leave the straitlaced world of varsity football to write experimental novels alongside a few anarchic poets. We prefer the company of people like ourselves—especially to be among those with the same convictions. But if we’re after status, a rational strategy would be to join a status group that appreciates the virtues and assets we happen to possess. The journalist and novelist Tom Wolfe learned over the years that, “whether they’re intellectuals or stock car racers, [most people] tend to emphasize values that, if they were absolute, would make them special people.” Empirical scholarship also bears this out: “People are more attracted to relationships, groups, and communities in which they would have reasonably high status rather than those in which they would be low status.” Delinquent and marginal subcultures make a good home for those lacking most forms of capital, as they reward members for a rejection of mainstream values. Fringe groups flip the script and value extreme negations of traditional virtues. In reaction to the Puritan work ethic of proper society, the Beats decided “all effort was uncool, a hassle.”

			From this perspective, membership in alternative status groups appears to be a clever strategy for oppressed and unprivileged individuals to maximize their status. But there is an obvious flaw in this approach: our most immediate community can only provide local status—the ranking inside the small group. Research has shown that local status is more important to personal happiness than global status, especially for self-esteem. And life is easier when living among sympathetic peers. But even if we hide in an alternative status group, we can’t escape our global status—the general ranking within broader society. For most, a high local status won’t translate into a high global status, which is required for access to the best benefits. A surfer can be a great hero among other surfers but just a “beach bum” up the shore. The wider the gap between the esteem we feel inside our status group and outside in the “real world,” the more we may feel inferior. The rich, meanwhile, enjoy high local status in their high-income status group and also high global status.

			To obtain more social benefits, marginalized status groups must find a way to move up the global hierarchy. This turns society into a battle among status groups. The anthropologist Daniel Miller explains, “Each group attempts to project its interests, its ‘capital’ as the proper source for social reputation and status.” The Beat poets used their success with literary critics and resonance with younger readers to convince many Americans of the inherent superiority of “madness” to conformity. A decade after Kerouac wrote On the Road, millions of upper-middle-class college students adopted its ethos and flocked to the alternative status group later known as hippies. In the status war the Beats won ground for their beliefs, and Kerouac died an icon, not a heretic.

			For every winner in status group battles, there must also be losers. The pioneering sociologist Max Weber found that dominant groups that tumble down the hierarchy develop particularly strong resentments: “The more they feel threatened, the greater is their bitterness.” Status envy is a common source of conflict in multiethnic states. When the majority Buddhist Sinhalese lost their monopoly on political power in Sri Lanka and the government started to provide job opportunities for Tamils, the Sinhalese rioted. Recent political turmoil in the United States also appears to resemble status envy. The political scientists Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart write, “The interwar generation of non-college educated white men—until recently the politically and socially dominant group in Western cultures—has passed a tipping point at which their hegemonic status, power, and privilege are fading.” The Trump voting bloc continues to embrace older status beliefs anchored in ascribed racial, gender, and religious hierarchies, which are losing influence in a more diverse society. As long-disadvantaged groups gain status, this bloc complains about a decrease in esteem for people like themselves. A pro-Trump store owner and nurse in Baldwin, Michigan, told pollsters, “There is no respect for anyone who is just average and trying to do the right things.”

			Status is thus not just personal but political. “Society,” writes Daniel Miller, “is not to be understood in terms of a simple hierarchy, but as a continual struggle over the hierarchy of hierarchies.” Status is an ordinal ranking, and so even if the economic pie expands and material benefits increase for much of society, this doesn’t equalize status in society. In fact, an overall increase in wealth only raises the bar for the capital required to gain status. Alternative status groups enable the status-disadvantaged to find new sources of status, but members may still worry about their global ranking. The constant struggles among status groups play a major role in the human experience—and, as we’ll see later, fuel the creation of new culture.
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			Status is a fundamental human desire. Quality of life improves with a higher status position. Although no society is perfectly meritocratic, modern individuals play a larger role in determining their own status than in the past. High status awaits those who can excel at the key status criteria—namely, wealth, connections, education, career, and fame. Meanwhile, excluded individuals can seek out alternative sources of esteem within smaller status groups that better value their particular contributions. But anyone who tries to claim more status than they deserve may be punished.

			Four important principles emerge from the internal logic of status hierarchies:

			
					
					Status maximization: We desire high status and fear low status.

				

					
					Status achievement: We can modify our status through talents, contributions, possessions, and virtues.

				

					
					Status integrity: We should not claim more status than we deserve.

				

					
					Status mobility: We can choose to move ourselves to new social contexts that better value our talents, contributions, possessions, and virtues.

				

			

			Status ultimately describes our specific placement as individuals within a network of others, and how we are treated in that position. When we impress others, our treatment improves. But until now, we’ve ignored an even more basic determinant of status. To be a good member in any group requires following certain rules. This is where status and culture first intersect.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			CONVENTIONS AND STATUS VALUE
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				The quest for status pushes us toward certain arbitrary choices—as demonstrated by black tie at debutante balls, the ranking of General Motors brands, and the seeming hypocrisy of hipsters.

				[image: ]

			

			THE POWER OF CONVENTIONS

			Whit Stillman’s 1990 film, Metropolitan, follows Tom Townsend, a Princeton student and utopian socialist too concerned about the plight of underprivileged people to spend time at fancy parties. But as he grows bored during the winter holidays, Tom rents a tuxedo to attend a debutante ball—to see firsthand what he opposes. Failing to return the tuxedo on time, he wears it to another ball, this time to remedy the “escort shortage.” Tom eventually settles in with a new social group of “upper haute bourgeois” debutantes and escorts. And once he purchases his own evening clothes, Tom is granted entry to a week’s worth of exclusive engagements, where he can mingle with high society, enjoy free entertainment, and receive hot nutritious meals.

			In the previous chapter, we saw how groups award high status to certain individuals with rare talents, abundant capital, and personal virtues. But Metropolitan reminds us that there is a more elementary requirement to gain status: conformity to group norms. There are expectations for members within every status group and tier to follow specific behaviors. The simple act of donning formal attire allows Tom to expand his social network and gain access to greater material benefits. But black tie is an arbitrary standard. No activity at a debutante ball requires a tuxedo the same way that an hour-long underwater party would require scuba gear. This reveals the first major intersection between status and culture: earning social approval requires not just making concrete contributions to the group’s goals but also following a particular set of arbitrary practices.

			Why “arbitrary”? We often use the word as a synonym for random, unfair, or superficial, but in the study of language and culture, arbitrary denotes choices where an alternative could serve the same purpose. Within spoken language, words are based on an arbitrary relationship between the signifier (the sound we make) and the signified (the meaning). The movements of the lips, tongue, and vocal cords to make the sound /dɒɡ/ in English are arbitrary, because another sound could also signify “dog,” the concept. To that point, the French communicate perfectly well about canines using the word chien instead.

			All discussion of culture focuses on the arbitrary aspects of human behavior. To survive, humans need food, shelter, and clothing, but as the anthropologist Marshall Sahlins writes, “Men do not merely ‘survive.’ They survive in a definite way.” Intoxicating beverages serve a universal function; “cultural” differences emerge when Russians pour shots of vodka, Mexicans toss back tequila, and Mongolians sip fermented mare’s milk. While these choices may have developed under particular geographical and agricultural conditions, they are arbitrary in the sense that humans can imbibe any of them to achieve the same purpose of inebriation. Global supply chains have proven this to be true: Mongolians now drink rum, and Russians enjoy scotch.

			Arbitrariness is a critical part of the human experience, because we can eat, drink, dress, sing, dance, play, and think in a nearly infinite number of ways. And yet, once we settle on a particular behavior, we no longer see our decisions as arbitrary. The economist Jon Elster notes, “Human beings have a very strong desire to have reasons for what they do and find indeterminacy hard to accept.” Our brains provide us with post facto rationalizations for our arbitrary acts. We often assume there must be evolutionary instincts that best explain our customary behavior. Stop signs must be red, we infer, because the color of blood signifies danger. Two centuries of anthropological research and several millennia of history, however, provide ample evidence that human behaviors aren’t necessarily the result of rational thinking or unfiltered biological responses. For all the underlying “danger” suggested by the color red, the same shade indicates unbridled joy for many cultures. During China’s Cultural Revolution, rabid Maoist youth demanded traffic lights be reversed so that the patriotic Communist red could mean “go.”

			We become particularly stubborn about insisting on the nonarbitrariness of our own cultural practices. Economist Adam Smith wondered several centuries ago why our customs, “though no doubt extremely agreeable, should be the only forms which can suit those proportions, or that there should not be five hundred others, which, antecedent to established custom, would have fitted them equally well.” Every Oktoberfest, Bavarian men don lederhosen and women put on dirndl dresses and drink gigantic steins of beer while listening to music with the oompah tuba. Couldn’t they also enjoy the festivities in jeans? No, explains a dirndl-wearing young Bavarian woman: “When you’re in the beer tent, standing on the benches and everyone sings the same songs, you really feel that you’re part of something. In jeans you just don’t get into it in the same way.” To Bavarians, lederhosen and dirndl are not “arbitrary” costumes: they express the essence of being Bavarian.

			What makes us so attached to the arbitrary practices of our community in times when other choices are available? The answer is conventions—well-known, regular, accepted social behaviors that individuals follow and expect others to follow. To illuminate the relationship between status and culture, we must become experts in conventions. They are the “molecules” in the chemistry of culture—the individual units of collective behavior that make up the cultural whole. The Beatles’ moptop is a convention, as are black tie, dog shows, and reading Kerouac’s On the Road as an angsty teenager. Arbitrariness is key to conventions. Humans don’t need conventions to breathe, nor do desert dwellers need conventions to draw water from the only functioning well. Conventions assist humans in coordinating around certain choices. Wherever we see people repeating a particular practice and rejecting its equally plausible alternative, there is likely a convention compelling everyone into making the same choice.

			Once we know how to identify conventions, we’ll find them everywhere. They manifest as customs, the tacit rules of a community. Customs can be so invisible within a group that we notice them only upon encountering alternative ways of life. “There are probably young men from Nevada,” writes the journalist Calvin Trillin, “who have to be drafted and sent to an out-of-state Army camp before they realize that all laundromats are not equipped with slot machines.” We are more cognizant of conventions when they take the form of norms and manners, because we may be reluctant to follow them. Meanwhile, traditions, like lederhosen and dirndl, are conventions anchored in historical precedence that serve as explicit symbols of the community. Beliefs can also have conventional elements. This is clear for superstitions: Americans fear the number 13, while Italians believe it’s lucky.

			Conventions change over time. In the late nineteenth century, elite American men wore heavy beards. In the early 1960s, despite the same follicular endowments, nearly all Harvard Business School students were clean-shaven, with only 4 percent in mustaches. Modern life is full of short-term conventions we call fads, such as Hula-Hoops and the Atkins diet. Fashions are conventions that appear in ornamental areas of life that change on a regular basis. “Conventional” is often used as a synonym for “boring,” but antisocial misfits, delinquents, and rogues have their own conventions. Thieves speak in argot, punks wear safety pins in their clothing, and the Hobo National Convention drafted an official ethical code in 1889. Even substance abuse can be conventional: alcoholism became the “American writer’s disease” after luminaries like Ernest Hemingway and Jack Kerouac made heavy drinking core to their writing process.

			All styles, in the form of distinctive modes of expression, are conventions. Nineties hip-hop fashion was a well-known, tacit agreement to wear “oversized fits and long silhouettes.” Art relies on convention to create aesthetic experiences. There are accepted guidelines that shape the creation and consumption of an artwork—the three-act structure and happy endings of Hollywood films, repeating choruses in pop songs, the fact that fans can sing along at a rock concert but not at a classical performance, the use of “[Catchy Phrase]: [How Something Did Something]” in the subtitles of nonfiction books. Recent Hollywood films deploy the convention of a “yellow filter” in postproduction to make footage from Central America and India look more squalid and sinister. And as we’ll learn later, artists play with conventions—respecting some to woo in audiences and breaking others to create surprise.

			Conventions are not just floating molecules that make up culture but also wield remarkable powers over humans in three key ways: (1) they regulate our behavior; (2) they become internalized as habits; and (3) they change our perception of the world. And from whence do conventions draw their power? Status. We ultimately follow conventions to gain social approval and avoid social disapproval, and in doing so, they change our behaviors and organize the data we gather from our senses.

			Before we examine this process, we must first understand how conventions arise. Many form as explicit solutions to communal problems. A classic example is the direction of road traffic. Cars can either drive on the left or drive on the right—it’s an arbitrary choice—but there must be agreement on the direction that is chosen, in order to avoid head-on collisions. In this case governments issue a decree on left or right and, in response, a convention forms where everyone drives on that side, even when no other cars are on the road.

			Conventions can also arise organically. The U.S. government never issued a Tuxedo Proclamation—“Rule One: Men must wear cummerbunds.” High-status American men simply maintained standards of dress for formal engagements, because wearing similar, atypical attire marked these events as special occasions. For many years, they wore British white-tie tailcoats. But then in 1886, the rebellious scion of a tobacco magnate, Griswold Lorillard, wore a shorter black jacket to exclusive engagements at his father’s Tuxedo Club. This more casual look was christened the “tuxedo” and made inroads throughout the twentieth century as American society became more relaxed. After World War II, tails more or less disappeared, and the tuxedo settled in as the new standard for evening attire. Once the tuxedo became conventional, attendees at debutante balls and other formal events adopted it to be dressed the same as others.

			For a convention to take root within a community and become “regular” behavior, it must become part of common knowledge—where individuals know something, know that others know it, know that others know that they know it, and know that others know that they know that they know it, ad infinitum. Men show up in tuxedos to debutante balls whose invitations specify “black tie” thanks to widespread common knowledge about precisely what constitutes black tie and when to wear it. Moving the population to a new convention requires building new common knowledge. During the reversion of Okinawa from American control to Japanese rule, the island chain needed to coordinate a switch from American-style right-side driving to Japanese-style left-side driving. The government chose July 30, 1978, as the first day of left-hand driving and ran a multimillion-dollar “7-30” advertising campaign to raise awareness of the change in policy. The plan worked: other than a few bus accidents, drivers were confident that other vehicles would also be driving on the left from July 30 onward.

			Avoiding death is an excellent incentive to follow the conventions of road traffic, but why do humans care so much about conforming to such superficial conventions as moptops and tuxedos? Conventions provide a “solution” when trying to coordinate behaviors with others: the Beatles all wanted to have a unified look that was distinct from others, so they embraced the moptop. Once established, conventions then draw an additional power from emotional responses to expectations. Our brains prefer when other people meet our expectations, because this means we don’t have to expend extra mental energy on thinking through alternatives. When others fail to meet our expectations in a negative way, we become frustrated and angry—even in times when the underlying behavior has no material impact on us. We then convert these emotional responses, either positive or negative, into outward expressions of our feelings. Meeting expectations elicits smiles and cheers. When they aren’t met, the sociologist George Homans writes, an individual “has in effect been deprived of a reward, and he repays deprivation with hostility.” Before the Beatles chose to wear moptops themselves, they were livid at Stu Sutcliffe for abandoning their agreed-upon look of greasy pompadours.

			Receiving social approval for upholding conventions and disapproval for violating them has clear effects on our status position. To maintain normal status, we must meet group expectations, and if we fail to do so, we may fall to lower status. Following conventions is, then, key to being a member of good standing. Tom Townsend may have loathed debutante balls, but to even gain entry, he knew he must uphold the convention of black tie.

			With the passage of time, individuals in status groups develop mutual expectations on how they should look and behave. Max Weber concluded, “Status groups are specifically responsible for all ‘conventions’: all ‘stylisation’ of ways of life, however expressed, either originates with a status group or is preserved by one.” As everyone follows these rules to some degree, they manifest as observable behavioral patterns associated with those groups. If high society all wears tuxedos, we know the tuxedo as a “fancy,” high-society form of dress. And within status groups, the fact that individuals regulate their behavior to conform to conventions turns those conventions into social norms.

			At first, conventions regulate our behavior at a conscious level, but over time, they take on their second power through internalization. In belonging to a community—especially as children—we absorb the dominant conventions of our groups. The anthropologist Ruth Benedict explains, “The life-history of the individual is first and foremost an accommodation to the patterns and standards traditionally handed down in his community.” We learn conventions from our family and friends through the chameleon effect, where we unconsciously mimic our peers in body movements and speech. We learn that these behaviors are associated with certain meanings and values: what’s right, what’s wrong, what goes with what. This process converts conventions into habits. There are many ways to describe mysterious airborne disk-shaped objects, but English speakers today say “flying saucer” as an automated reflex without imagining airborne dishware.

			This internalization means the origins of most conventions often get lost to the ages. We learn these rules as “the way things are done.” In eighteenth-century France, carriages drove on the left, but the leaders of the French Revolution switched traffic to the right as a “democratic” rejection of the ancien régime. Today the French drive on the right out of habit, not out of antimonarchical sentiment. The more the backstory is forgotten, the more conventions seem to be the “natural” order of the world. Violations consequentially are “unnatural” and require sanctions.

			Once conventions become internalized, should we still call them “conventions”? In these cases, we act out of habit rather than as an intentional coordination with others or as a way to avoid social disapproval. That being said, there is still a strong link between status and habits: specifically, the social hierarchy influences which conventions we internalize. We are more likely to imitate the “correct” conventions practiced by high-status members of our communities. We may copy some behaviors indiscriminately. Even the “haughtiest country gentleman,” writes nineteenth-century French sociologist Gabriel Tarde, could not “keep his accent, his manners, and his point of view from being a little like those of his servants and tenants.” But when we do take up low-status acts, others are likely to nudge us back to the proper high-status alternatives. The inverse is also true: the psychologist Bruce Hood notes, “We dislike individuals from outside of our social group more if they mimic us.” The unwanted imitation of low-status outsiders makes us conscious of our internalized conventions, and as a result, we may move on to less “polluted” alternatives.

			Our status needs also guide us toward particular environments, where we’ll likely imitate our peers. The Onion TV segment “Thousands of Girls Match Description of Missing Sorority Sister” joked that Ohio police struggled to find a missing woman with “dyed blonde hair, Ugg boots, purple nail polish, and oversized sunglasses” because this description fit nearly every sorority member in the state.

OEBPS/9780593296714_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also by W. David Marx


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Dedication


						Contents


						Introduction: The Grand Mystery of Culture and the Status Taboo


						Part One: Status and the Individual
					
								Chapter One: The Basics of Status


								Chapter Two: Conventions and Status Value


								Chapter Three: Signaling and Status Symbols


								Chapter Four: Taste, Authenticity, and Identity


					


			


						Part Two: Status and Creativity
					
								Chapter Five: Classes and Sensibilities


								Chapter Six: Subcultures and Countercultures


								Chapter Seven: Art


					


			


						Part Three: Status and Cultural Change
					
								Chapter Eight: Fashion Cycles


								Chapter Nine: History and Continuity


					


			


						Part Four: Status and Culture in the Twenty-First Century
					
								Chapter Ten: The Internet Age


					


			


						Conclusion: Status Equality and Cultural Creativity


						Acknowledgments


						Notes


						Bibliography


						Index


						About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Start


						Table of Contents


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						ii


						iii


						iv


						v


						vi


						vii


						viii


						ix


						x


						xi


						xii


						xiii


						xiv


						xv


						xvi


						xvii


						xviii


						xix


						xx


						xxi


						xxii


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			


		
	


OEBPS/images/OrnSpace.jpg






OEBPS/images/9780593296714_title_page.jpg
STATUS

and

CULTURE

~
S

How Our Desire for Social Rank
Creates Taste, Identity, Art, Fashion,
and Constant Change

»H" -«
~

W. David Marx

VIKING






OEBPS/images/Orn3_2.jpg
- Yot







OEBPS/images/Orn3_2-B.jpg






OEBPS/images/9780593296714_cover.jpg
ANV

HOW OUR DESIRE FOR
SOCIAL RANK CREATES

TASTE, IDENTITY,
ART, FASHION,
AND CONSTANT CHANGE AMETORA






