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1. A STATE OF

PERPETUAL

SURPRISE

Early signals before dance music as we know it, with

brands seeking a presence in jazz and among Black

communities

The first moves towards ‘culture marketing’, and how ideas

journey from subculture to mainstream

Pepsi in Harlem

That it’s in New York City where we first encounter a brand stepping into

dance music shouldn’t come as much surprise. It makes perfect sense that it

should be here, in the frenetic swirl of subcultural change and accompanying

commercialisation that is the hallmark of the place. But the decade we’re in is



less expected. We will get to the NYC of the 1970s, to the dressed-down

underground and uptown decadence, but for now, we’re further back. It’s the

1940s and we’re in Harlem.

Here, above Central Park, in a neighbourhood synonymous with activism

and social change, the Lindy Hop emerged – an energetic mishmash of jazz

swing dances. Named after aviator Charles Lindbergh’s 1927 Atlantic crossing,

the Lindy Hop was an early street dance and a cornerstone of the African

American community. Its epicentre was the Savoy Ballroom on Lenox Avenue

(now Malcolm X Boulevard), dubbed the ‘home of happy feet’. It’s

remembered as one of the country’s first racially integrated public places.

Through the 1920s and 1930s, up to 5,000 people packed the Savoy nightly,

dancing to house bands like Al Cooper’s Savoy Sultans and Chick Webb, with

guests like Dizzy Gillespie and Ella Fitzgerald. The energy was unmatched on

its famous ‘track’ dancefloor – named for its unique elongated shape.

As is often the case in clubs, there was a special spot on the dancefloor where

you’d encounter the wildest enthusiasm. At the Savoy, this was ‘cat’s corner’,

near the bandstand and informally reserved for the best dancers. In Steppin’

On The Blues, Jacqui Malone describes it as a space where ‘an invisible rope

surrounded a dancing area that met the requirements of ritual, recreation and

performance’.

By the 1940s, a so-called third generation of Savoy Lindy Hoppers emerged

in the neighbourhood. Before they were old enough to dance in the ballroom,

many could be found further along Lenox Avenue, at number 121 – home of

the Pepsi-Cola Junior Club. Created for teens aged 15–19, it was described in

an April 1945 edition of the New York Age, a prominent African American

newspaper, as a ‘gift to the community’. Run by the club members themselves

under the motto ‘good citizenship through self-government’, the club featured

a soft drink counter (stocked, we assume, with plenty of the fizzy stuff), ping

pong tables, a jukebox and, most importantly, a dancefloor. Just a short walk



from the Apollo Theatre, the club became where the new generation of Lindy

Hoppers danced their hearts out – at least until the 10pm closing time.

And what brought Pepsi-Cola to Harlem? The junior club was launched

during the tenure of business president Walter Staunton Mack Jr, who was

known for investing heavily in art exhibits and civic engagement. Yet, as jazz

historian Harri Heinilä of the University Of Helsinki notes, the motives

weren’t purely altruistic: ‘Despite a noble idea of creating good citizens by

providing Harlem youngsters a place where they can learn principles of self-

government and socialize with each other, practically, the reason for the club

was economic. In the 1940s, there was a rivalry between the Coca-Cola and

Pepsi-Cola companies. The latter had an idea of marketing Pepsi-Cola to

African Americans by getting them involved in the company’s activities,

starting in 1940 when the company hired three African Americans for its sales

team. The Harlem Junior Club was likely part of this strategy to win African

Americans over to the Pepsi-Cola company.’

Some of the dancers – notably the couple George and Sugar Sullivan –

would rise to national fame in the 1950s. You can find clips of them on

YouTube from around then, their moves bringing everything from

breakdancing to Chicago footwork to mind. Pepsi, however, gave up on their

club in 1947, claiming a lack of support from the community (though just as

likely due to a strategic pivot or cost-cutting measures, believes Heinilä). They

offered the place rent-free for 18 months to anyone who wanted to take the

space over and came forward with good plans and intentions.

It’s unclear what offers were received, but in the following decades the site

would become a rehearsal room and a Woolworth department store. In the

1970s, music found its way back inside, and it transformed into the Harlem

World Disco. Disco by name, but more hip-hop by reputation: before

eventually closing in 1985, 121 Malcolm X Boulevard would claim a further

place in music history as the setting for shows by Grand Wizard Theodore &



The Fantastic Five, Cold Crush Brothers, Treacherous Three and Busy Bee.

Jazz’s relationship with brands and marketing took other forms as well in the

first half of the 20th century. From the 1930s onwards, cigarette manufacturers

became heavily involved in early radio programming, much of it centred on

jazz. Among the first were the Lucky Strike Radio Hour, Camel Pleasure Hour

and the Philip Morris Playhouse. Jazz duly began to grow in the North

American popular consciousness, and the cigarette brands got to associate with

music that was beginning to represent notions of freedom and rebellion.

Coming later than Pepsi-Cola’s Harlem endeavours, though with rather

more credibility and a through-line to the present day, Hennessy also made

moves into Black culture around the mid-20th century. American GIs were

first exposed to the warm and spicy flavours of the French cognac, now part of

the vast LVMH luxury group, when stationed in Europe in the 1940s. The

presence of jazz in European cities, particularly Paris, adds to the cultural

relevance. By the 1950s, Hennessy was making the most of these connections,

becoming among the first brands to recognise the existence of a successful

Black professional class in the US, running adverts in magazines like Jet and

Ebony, and signifying its place among emergent African American confidence

through striking up endorsements from Miles Davis, Marvin Gaye and

Josephine Baker.

In 1968, Hennessy appointed African American Olympic champion Herb

Douglas as vice president for marketing, breaking barriers and setting an

example for diversity and inclusion in the corporate world. Speaking to

Dazed.com in 2023, Julie Nollet, then chief marketing officer at Hennessy,

explained: “As time progressed, Hennessy’s involvement in the cultural fabric

of the Afro-American community continued to deepen. It became more than

just a beverage; it was embraced as a symbol of celebration, triumph and

unity.” The brand has reportedly been name-checked in over 4,000 rap tracks,

and links into hip-hop, grime, reggae and beyond have been maintained.



These were among the opening interactions in the significant and

multidimensional relationship between music subculture and brands that was

to come. Though it’s unlikely that they would have brandished terms such as

‘cultural relevance’ and ‘authenticity’ inside whatever constituted the marketing

department of 1940s Pepsi-Cola or 1950s Hennessy, this is essentially what

they were seeking with their support of junior dance clubs and jazz music. It

wasn’t just about showing up in the neighbourhood; it was about showing up

in the culture. They figured that, rather than buy billboard space, they would

provide resources and utility. Countless brands have followed this path since,

though not always with success. By the mid-1980s, Pepsi’s own music

initiatives looked questionable, epitomised by the Guess The Fat Boys’ Weight

competition, where the winner received 898 cans of Pepsi and $898 to match

the then-notable rap trio’s combined weight in pounds.

Rudimentary as their strategies would have been back then, brands like Pepsi

and Hennessy were undoubtedly starting to grapple with the questions of

legitimacy and purpose that bother boardrooms today. What meaningful role

could they occupy? What ‘permissions’ did they have to participate in cultural

spaces? And once they had established themselves, they faced another

challenge: determining the success metrics. How do they measure if the needle

has moved, and what exactly is the sentiment or perception they want to move

anyway?

Brands, culture, influence

Before we go any deeper on to the dancefloor, it’s worth level-setting on a few

fundamentals of marketing communications. From relatively humble

beginnings – when early ad men in the US were regarded as little more than



smooth-talking wide-boys (and they were always boys) – it’s an industry that

has undergone a profound 75-year transformation. It has been lavishly

romanticised along that path in the cultural psyche. Conjuring visions of Mad

Men and Madison Avenue, it’s become loaded with the machismo of the pitch,

limitless nights out on expenses and much flitting around the world. The rise

of mega-brands like McDonald’s, Nike, Apple, Pepsi and Levi’s has been put

down as much to how they’ve communicated as the products they’ve offered.

In its day, the TV spot became as conversation-worthy as the programmes it

bookended. The lure of life as ‘the creative’ or ‘the strategist’, with its

fashionable – and more recently hipster-ish – trappings, has proven strong for

many. While it doesn’t quite command the salaries of finance or tech, there’s

good money to be earned nonetheless – and a strong sense of cultural cachet to

go with it.

But it’s also an industry facing challenges, perhaps fearing that the glory

years – particularly the expense accounts and global flitting – are fading into

the past. Budgets are squeezed, clients are taking services in-house and

generative AI looms as a tempting option for doing the work at twice the speed

and zero the cost of humans. Concerns over representation appropriately

feature, alongside handwringing about where the swagger and bravery have

gone. Adding to the angst are the mega-scale management consulting groups –

think Accenture – determinedly refusing to stay in their lane, snapping up

creative, insights and design agencies with gusto. Probably not unlike many

other industries – though marketing communications has a greater knack than

most for getting dramatic about it all – it doesn’t feel much like ‘situation

normal’ right now.

All that said, it remains a vast and eminently global industry. A 2019 report

by equity research firm Redburn and professional services group PwC valued it

at $1.7 trillion worldwide. Such is its vastness that it spans everything from

advertising to PR, SEO to sponsorship, events to influencers. With an appetite



for change that is equal parts thrilling, desperate and disorienting, this is an

industry that questions itself relentlessly – conjuring up new disciplines while

discarding old ones. For all the self-flagellation, it is remarkably adept at

adaptation – such as when TikTok rockets to prominence and an entirely new

set of ways of working need to be rapidly devised. Because of all this, it can be

an energising world to work in – but also harsh and sometimes absurdly

demanding.

One simple (some would say simplistic) way to make sense of how

marketing communications work – and what is expected of it – is to slice it

into two: performance marketing and brand marketing. The former focuses on

driving measurable actions and achieving specific goals, such as sales, leads or

website traffic. It’s all about programmatic advertising – automated, data-

driven ad buying – and near-immediate results. Performance marketing has

grown significantly in the digital age and, depending on your perspective, has

either brought greater accountability and trust in return on investment or

sucked most of the soul out of the industry.

On the other hand, brand marketing concerns itself less with driving

immediate actions and more with growing fame over time: creating lasting

relationships and cementing unassailable positions in the firmament of modern

consumer life. Its long-term nature means it lacks the measurability of

performance marketing, often leaning more towards art than science. This

makes success harder to quantify, with definitions of it conveniently – or

inconveniently – malleable. Brand marketing is also the stuff of glamour and

glory in the advertising game – the kind that embeds advertising into popular

culture and, at least once upon a time, made people remark that the ads were

better than the TV shows. Over more than a century, it has built an expansive

web of businesses, from fabled names like J Walter Thompson, Ogilvy &

Mather and Saatchi & Saatchi to relative upstarts like Uncommon Creative

Studio, 72andSunny and Mojo Supermarket.



Within brand marketing, there’s a mindset that pays particular attention to

the idea of embedding brands in culture. It’s not new, but it’s certainly been

getting louder. Pinning down exactly what it is can be tricky, but most agree

it’s about placing brands among the things that matter to people – instead of

getting in the way with adverts. It involves embracing the messiness of culture,

not trying to force a perfect framework. It’s often proclaimed to be about

engaging with culture, rather than interrupting it. In some cases, it can even

mean leading culture (Nike and Apple are often cited as examples here), but

more frequently, it’s about contributing – though what that contribution looks

like is often up for debate. Many people, myself included, have earned a decent

living helping brands navigate that debate.

But… culture? That word carries a lot of complexity and confusion. For

some, when you talk about culture, it’s a conversation about the arts. For

others, it revolves around themes like purpose and representation. In different

circles, it is about youth culture, or something tied to early adopters and

opinion formers. In a broader sense, culture is everything. It’s vast and

expansive. It can refer to the most underground corner of music or the most

mainstream aspects of family life. It’s religion and generational change. It’s

walking the dog and making a sandwich. It can move at a crazy pace or creep

along with glacial stealth. It can be utterly frivolous or painfully important. It’s

everywhere – and, in another sense, nowhere.

Sure thing, but run that lot past the average time-poor chief marketing

officer – who has a CEO with little tolerance for long-winded reflections – and

you won’t get very far. While no proponent of marketing himself (he was a

Marxist), cultural theorist and activist Dr Stuart Hall’s work offers useful

direction. Born in Kingston, Jamaica, and arriving in Britain in 1951, Hall

later became the director of Birmingham University’s Centre For

Contemporary Cultural Studies. There, a new interdisciplinary approach to

cultural studies emerged, informed by the ‘classless society’ principles from the



US in the 1950s, amid the rise of mass communication. Central to Hall’s

perspective was rejecting the top-down view of culture, where the upper classes

define it. Instead, he argued that culture comes at us from all angles: the

subcultures of youth, the power of popular media, gendered and ethnic

identities and decolonial perspectives. Hall’s cultural studies embraced this

complexity, acknowledging a variety of influences shaping culture.

Hall articulated culture as something expansive and unrefined: as experience

lived, experience interpreted, experience defined. Culture, he believed, is

shared meaning given to people, objects and events. Shared meaning that

others can interpret, and that produces a sense of identity. The draw for brands

and those who market them to become part of this shared meaning is obvious.

It speaks of deeper connections, emotional resonance, relevance and

authenticity. To note: at the time of writing, I’m not sure how many times

‘authenticity’ will be referenced in this book, but I’m assuming many. As DJ,

producer and activist Honey Dijon put it: “The word authentic gets tossed

around in dance music like French fries.”

Dr Stuart Hall, who passed away in 2014, would likely be aghast at how

some of his thinking has been co-opted into marketing communications. Pop-

up, collabs, endorsements and branded content, one assumes, were not high

among his priorities. Since his time, other writers have tackled culture’s role in

branding. In 2010, Douglas Holt and Douglas Cameron’s Cultural Strategy:

Using Innovative Ideologies To Build Breakthrough Brands took a more

practitioner-focused approach. They argue for moving beyond traditional

marketing industry tactics, instead integrating deeply rooted cultural meanings

and pinpointing shifts in orthodoxy as a way to compelling brand narratives.

This is particularly appealing in crowded categories like alcohol, where product

innovation is scarce. The idea: sell the same beer but create a distinct cultural

position around it – breaking away from industry norms and conventions.

The anthropologist and author Grant McCracken also weighed in on the



topic with his 2009 book Chief Culture Officer. In it, he proposes that while

major corporations tend to have their finances, operations and technology

sorted, they’re often caught off guard by the rapid changes in contemporary

culture. McCracken suggests that adding a chief culture officer to the C-suite –

taking a seat next to the chief financial, marketing, technology and operating

officers – would help remedy a company’s fuzzy relationship with cultural

trends, addressing this proactively and strategically.

One of the key distinctions McCracken calls out in Chief Culture Officer is

between fast and slow cultural shifts. By ‘fast’ he’s referring to rapidly evolving

spaces like music, sport, food and fashion. Shifts here are explicit, observable

and on the surface. Often when people think about trends, what’s happening

here comes to mind. Meanwhile, slow culture operates beneath the surface,

encompassing deeper values and rituals that shape shared meaning over time.

Slow culture is what ultimately drives and sustains fast cultural trends; it

determines what will stick, what will continue to gain momentum and what

will fade away. Examples of slow culture include evolving societal attitudes

towards family, spirituality and mindfulness – shifts that take time but

influence everything from fashion choices to corporate policies.

Adding to the focus on culture – and always hungry for a new angle – the

marketing communications industry has also fixated on principles of fandom

in recent times. Once, being a fan of something was treated with suspicion,

considered ‘just a phase’, something to ‘grow out of ’. But increasingly, it’s

recognised as a mighty cultural force, celebrated by the media and coveted by

brands. Whereas once, being a fan might have marked you out as obsessive or

nerdy, now it shows you are passionate, creative and engaged. It’s a way to

make sense of and form identity in our chaotic, challenging world. It has a lot

to do with shared meaning, too.

There has been a significant shift in the power balance here. Fan culture used

to be primarily controlled by the ‘fan object’ (aka the star), who decided when



interactions would happen and when information would be shared. Now, fans

are far less passive. Fan communities and ecosystems are just as much about the

interactions between the fans themselves as with the fan object. Modern fans

can be creators, collaborators, advocates and even investors. In a time when

marketers are questioning the value of traditional demographic segmentation

(such as males aged 18–24 or mothers aged 35–44), being present within

people’s passions and designing with those shared interests in mind presents a

new, compelling opportunity to engage.

It’s not hard at all to see where dance music and club culture fit in here.

Dance music thrives on active participation, with fans as collaborators. By

tapping into this fandom and the nocturnal energy that comes with it, brands

hope to connect with – gasp – credibility. Not just as advertisers, but as part of

the culture. It promises an organic but powerful approach to building

relationships with fans who are already deeply invested.

On paper, this makes so much sense. Go towards people and their passions.

And, please, do talk about people – not ‘consumers’ or ‘customers’ (as hard as it

is for many in marketing to accept, people are not walking around in customer

mode all day). There are tribes and fandoms to collaborate with right now (the

fast-culture stuff) and you can design with empathy for the future (the slow-

culture stuff). But making this work in practice is another story. The biggest

challenge often lies in measuring the return on investment. Long-term

campaigns, partnerships and sponsorships across multiple online and offline

channels are difficult to track. By comparison, spending that money on TV ads

offers clearer measurability (though not necessarily better results).

The other question brands often grapple with is a more existential one: do

we belong here? This ties back to relevance and authenticity. Does a brand

truly have a place in a subculture, and can it add anything of value? Surely the

need for bang for the buck will eventually piledrive cultural sensibilities? And

what does authenticity even mean anymore? Some argue that the term has



been so overused and hollowed out that it is now empty. As far back as 2011, a

New York Times article told us: ‘That ‘authentic’ has become a fad word is not

surprising to scholars like Naomi S Baron, a linguistics professor at American

University in Washington and the author of Always On: Language In An

Online And Mobile World. She said it’s common for some words to be used so

often that they actually become devoid of meaning.’

There’s even a growing school of thought in the marketing world that we’re

now in a post-authentic era, where no one cares about brands claiming to have

a meaningful role in anything. Depending on your viewpoint, this makes for

either a fascinatingly fluid shift to leverage or just another messy set of

complications to keep you awake at night.

So far, we’re addressing why brands engage in subculture. But there are also

the ideas that emerge from it. This refers to the principles of influence; how

trends and behaviours spread. These days, you’d be forgiven for thinking this is

solely the doing of the often derided ‘influencer’ – those who use their social

clout to promote products across fashion, beauty, fitness, travel and

technology. However, the discourse around influence and how it circulates and

grows in significance goes back long before worldwide social titans like

MrBeast, Huda Kattan and Bretman Rock rose to fame.

Dick Hebdige’s Subculture: The Meaning Of Style (1979) ran the rule over

how subcultural symbols become commodified and integrated into the

mainstream. Hebdige (who, by no coincidence at all, studied under Dr Stuart

Hall at the Centre For Contemporary Cultural Studies) focused on UK youth

tribes like teddy boys, mods, rockers, skinheads and punks, analysing their

initial resistance to mainstream infiltration, before entrepreneurially-minded

outsiders found a way in. He traced the journey of these styles from subversive

acts of defiance to commercialised products, highlighting how cultural forms,

though often born from opposition, eventually integrate into the broader

cultural economy.
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