Estonia, Bullshit and Gutter Trees -- November 2005

While I normally prefer truth over trends, I have to admit that some recent trends have caught my attention.  For instance, there appears to be a growing interest in “serious” subjects presented through the medium of lectures.  The recent Nobel conference in St. Peter celebrating the 100th anniversary of Einstein’s publication of the special theory of relativity attracted over 5000 people for two days of heavy and heady lectures on subjects ranging from string theory to Einstein’s development as an outspoken social critic.

A recent talk by Salmon Rushdie as part of the Westminster Forum in Minneapolis was standing room only.  Rushdie spoke eloquently about the role of fiction in presenting the “stories we live in,” and the conflict between truth and lies in fiction and politics.  He talked about the “intimacy” of reading as opposed to watching TV or movies, how it happens “inside our heads” and how the act of writing is completed by the reader so it’s always different.  (Interested?  Send me an email and I’ll send you my notes on this lecture.)

The Minnesota Historical Society has sold out a series of lectures on various historical topics.  The most recent was about the polio epidemic of the 1930s,40s and 50s.  David Oshinsky, a University of Texas professor, discussed the competing development of the Saulk and Sabine vaccines.  The most moving part of the talk, however, was the story of the March of Dimes.  Founded by FDR and his law partner, it established new paradigms for non-profit fund raising and fulfilled its mission:  half the money went to research and promotion, the other half made sure that everyone (every one!) who contracted polio got the best possible medical care.  That’s one reason FDR ended up on the dime.

But my favorite trend is the popularity of the essay, “On Bullshit,” written over 20 years ago by a Princeton professor, Harry Frankfurt, and recently published as a book.  It’s a semi-serious study of the subject that gets into the distinctions between lying, telling the truth and not caring which is which.  Frankfurt on advertising:  

“The realms of advertising and of public relations, and the nowadays closely related realm of politics, are replete with instances of bullshit so unmitigated that they can serve among the most indisputable and classic paradigms of the concept. And in these realms there are exquisitely sophisticated craftsmen who — with the help of advanced and demanding techniques of market research, of public opinion polling, of psychological testing, and so forth — dedicate themselves tirelessly to getting every word and image they produce exactly right.”

I’ve always been a fan of bullshit.  It’s something I believe is both a more complex form of “Truth” than the usual pious homilies, and an essential part of our survival as a modern species.  Bullshit is never the complete truth, but usually contains partial ones.  The mental act needed to separate the two helps us discover what we think is the “real” truth and makes us better critical thinkers.

By the way, Frankfurt points out that the term didn’t originate with cow manure.  It dates back to the spurious Papal “Bulls” of the Middle Ages when you could buy everything from saints’ bones to eternal forgiveness of sins.  The association with livestock didn’t come about until the late 19th century.

*****

-- The hottest travel destination these days is Capetown.  A little more than a decade after the official end of apartheid, the city is building a reputation for style, fashion, and tourism.  It’s also completing what will be the third-largest movie production studio in the world.

-- Estonia (Estonia?) is the only nation on earth where every aspect of the government is on line and internet access is a constitutional right.

-- Want a new definition for what you do?  Try this:  “Marketing is an actionable conversation about the future.”

*****

There’s a tree growing out of my gutter.  It’s not a big tree but it’s been there for some time, so when a recent newspaper arrived carrying a Post-it note on the front page advertising a gutter cleaning service I called.  They scheduled.  Then they called back to cancel.  Too many responses, too few trucks and service people.  

It’s a classic problem: advertising that works too well.  It’s not the most serious of problems and ad people tend to worry about it more than they should.  Most advertising struggles to produce results -- better to worry about that first.  But occasionally you get a response that exceeds expectations and, rarely, you get a response that swamps your capabilities.

The solution is to learn from the experience.  Next time, control the distribution of those Post-it notes better and plan based on previous response rates.  In the meantime I think I’ll hang Christmas lights on my gutter tree.  It should be big enough by then.
