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On Condis and Coolth

Gwyn Prins
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Abstract

This essay is about the cultr:ral as well as the technical origins of soeietlr's large-scale conditioning of
air. It algues that by the application of semiotic and anttropological analysls, it is possible to use air-
conditioning as a particularly efficient instnrment wift which to investigate some basic features of modern
American culture. The essay argues that air-conditioning is essentially like an act of potlatch of which
modern American quick food cuisine is another important example. It also suggests that the desire for
air-conditioned air is addictive, with important consequences in moral and political philosophy as well
as for the strategic minimum energ/ requirements of the Republic. TLre essay concludes by suggesting
that the same cultural and technological roots in American history which created the addiction to coolth
also contain the means to move on to cleverer, more environment-friendly "post-coolth" technologies.

Why do Americans so passionately wish to be
cold in summer? What is the meaning of the grim
resolve which so many show as they fire up their
air conditioners in their cars and homes, to emit
a withering, icy blast,? Why must the lobbies of
hotels and offce blocks with pretensions be so much
colder than those of hotels and office blocks without?
Whence the tmcr:lence with which the right to be
cold is maintained? All these qualities are imrne-
diately striking to the non-air-conditioned stranger;
and to one who has lived in tropical Africa, without
air-conditioning, something here cries out for ex-
planation.

It, is not at all self-evident that air-conditioning
malies life in hot places more agreeable. The body
is thoughtfirlly prdvidea with its own rather efficient
cooling rnechanism. Sweating. Sweating makes you
wet, smelly and comfortable. When through exertion
you are blinded by sweat, it thereby warns you that
it is time to sit down under a shady tree. You drink
copiously. The kidneys worlt energeticaUy also, In
srun, you acclimatize to the place. Before long, you
simply don't notice the heat, provided that you are
sensible in arranging your schedule. In Zarnbia, I
always tried to service my Land Rover shortly aft,er
dawn, to read at midday and, like everyone else,
to dine ha, Li,zo,zi, Li, ca ma,tali: when the sun eats
the leaves. Air-conditioning keeps you dry, free of
natural odour (and therefore a fit surface for the
applicaUon of artiflcial perfumes) and gives you no

excuse to stop working. It !s relentless and severe.
Modern American Gothic.

Furthermore, air-conditioning rap i dly teach es th e
body to hate the heat. To begin with, one flinches
resignedly as the hot breath of the Outside curls
arourd the cooled body stepping forth into the
Devi]'s embrace. One shivers and sneezes when
over-quickly refrigerated Upon coming indoors; the
standing sweat and damp shirt suddenJy seem to
burn on the skin. It is not immediately clear *'hy
the second sensation should be conventionally re-
garded as a luxury to be sought and t.}.e former a
punishment to be avoided. But before long ttrat

. issue of gtoss preference is overriden. The undiluted
unpleasantness of such transitions to and from hot
and wet to cold and dry air conditions one to
avoidance. In fact, physical addiction to air-con-
ditioned air is the most pervasive and least noticed
epidemic in modern America. Its victirns must be
named. Ur,rless the name already belongs to a Latin-
American guerilla goup unlonown to me, which it
soulds vaguely as if it should, they are "Condis".

One experiences a world divided. llmericans are
more systematically (but unconsciously) divided on
the criterion of temperature than any other. A Condi
is eold in summer, hot in winter; others are the
reverse. That the two classes eoincide roughly with
other dMsions of wealth, race and powe:: in modern
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Amer:ia is obvious, and may be of significance in
answering our questions, although I sha-ll suggest
that such a simple correspondence provides an
insuffcient explanation.

At once, afurther clarification is needed to prevent
unnecessary misunderstanding. Cooled air is, of
course, pumped out all over the warrner parts of
the planet nowadays. Where there is less of it, and
more poor people, it signals social division. Division
is signalled more grossly in the Persian Gulf, more
sbringently in Senegal, than in the USA; and cooled
air is consumed with as much enthusiasm as the
other aspects of "Coca-colonization". Why this may
be and the meaning of it is not my concern on this
o-ccasion. This'essay ts rtpt to be read to suggest
that the act of conditioning air is a uniquely American
phenomenon. Its purpose is to axgue that the czl-
tura,L os ueLL as th.e techni,cal oripi,ns of large-
scale conditioning of air are especially Ameriean;
and therefore that an understanding of the modera
American.Way which ignores this dimension, as
hitherto has generally been done, is defieient. This
deficiency matLers for strategic as well as for cultural
reasons. Americans (and the rest iof us) need to
lsrow where they "draw the line in the sand" to
defend their percrption of the ineducible minimum
requirement of energ/ to sustain "normality" in the
Republic. At present, 'aii-eonditioning eomposes a
significant portion of that felt need.

The actMty and product of air-conditioning also
needs firmer definition, It is more than seeking
shade or profiting from a breeze, or even blowing
air around with punkahs and fans. Air-condiiioning
engineers have got it taped. It is the ability to
counter sensible and latent heat gains by me4ns of
mechanical circulation, dehumidifcatiot! and re-
frigeration of air. If any one of these functions is
absent, then it ain't a/c [f ]. Flrtherrnore, we can
relate the technology to the people because Farger
has pioneered "comfor[ analyCis" [2].

Fanger has found that Americans are much less
discomforted by changes in humidrty than in activity
or in the insulating value of their clothing. At 25.6
"C, he found in equal measure complaint of over-
heating and overcooling from identically dressed
subjects. A Danish control goup replieated this
resr:lt; so he thinks that it may be part of the human
condition [31. Ering on the side of expense and
coldness, the American Society of Heating, Refrig-
eration ard Air Conditioning Engineers have set the
i'Comfort Zone" with the ASHRAE Cornfort Stan-
da,rd 55-74 at 2O-60V0 lumiairy, 23-25'C. Within
this Zone, people are 

-said 
to experienc€, "...that

stilte of mind which expresses comfort with [he
thermal enviro_nment..'. a subjective sensation of

being neither slightly wrym nor slightly cool." [4].
Notice especially the effordess egocenFicity whicir
propels the ASHRAE Standard and the religious tone
with which it is suffused, worthy of Timothy Leary
bombed out of his mind in his wann, dark bathtub.

Achieving suspension in this sensationless, ther_
mal Nirvana doesn't come cheaply. Air-conditioning
can cost up to four times as much as heating per
degree. So what is being deseribed is in fact the
relentless, self-conscious and enfuopic manufacture
of "Coolth". TheAmerica of the Interstate Highways
in summer is a hot landscape being criss-crossed
by little bubbles of defiant cooltJr. Ttre many glass
stumps of the business districts of American cities.
unbeloved by Prince Charles, send sigpals. To the
little people in the sheet, they say, eheouragingly,
"Trrmp up!" To the Lighthouse of Alexandria, the
HangingGardenb of Babylon, the Pyramid of Cheops
and friends, they say, "Luek out!" They semaphore
a stariding rebuke to the sun from their winking,
mirored, coloured windows. They say, " Coolth off! "

AJmost all the main symbolic dualisms familiar
to anthropologists are immediately present. Condis
are, by definition, cold and dry. They abhor the
heat aad the wet. They inhabit civilization: Their
natu5al habitat is the ciuis. The LowesL Common
Denolninator of civilized identity extended into the
countryside is Coolth. They fear and detest the
things that live in the Wild Woods. They irrsulate
themselves ftom the Wild. In surrrmer, they take
Coolth with them to do this, to tame it. They seek
predictability. They hate the spontaneous. Their lives
celebrate the linear and overthrow the cyclical. Day
is as Night and Night is as Day to them. Time is
digital.

COndis are people with developed senses of in-
dividuality. They are cats that walk by themselves,
and all places are alike to them. They do not like
to be touched. They exemplify Elias Canetti's self-
denying crowd, united only in denial of their shared
idurtity [51. Body odour is to be abhorred. Neu-
tralization of one's own smell is an animal response
to the desire for camouflage. Artificial scent is a
way to mark one's sense of heightened identity in
this cwious, disaggregated crowd. Air-conditioning
facilitates this altered and focused use of smell.
Deodorant advertisements are among the most se-
meiotically loaded to be seen on American television.
If you smell of sweat, you are a really, really bad
person.

Deal0 such a complete hand, I am driven to
speculate whether it is 'FuIl House'. Is asexualif,y
and/or barrenness, which is one of the other dualist
antipodes often associated with cold/dry/civilized/
scented in medical anthropological study of African



and Asian cosmologr, prevjnt? t6-81*. Are Condis
asexual, or at least anti-sexual? Certainly the annual
production cycle of the European condom industry,
the more marked because of the AIDS' stimulated
boost to use its products, confirms the return of
the libido after the winter, as chemists are stocked
up for the sprinS rush, especialy in Scandinavia.
So maybe ,keeping the temperature down keeps
other things down as well? Unfortunately, I do not
loow whether US condom saleS also show this
pattern. The hypothesis would be that ttrere is deep
down an inverse relationship between the penra-
siveness of air-conditioning and the seasonal fluc-
tuation of sales. A good research topic for some
bright market analyst.

There is a third possibility. Condis rnay simply
need to have their sexual fulfilment fro;n eool, dry,
artifieially scented and physically disassociated
sources. This is certainly the thesis of a celebrated
fiIm which created much discussion in chattering
circles in America. "Sefi, lies and, a,id.eota,pe' ' pro-
poses precisely this. A young man's impotence
confronted with the abnormal stimulus of a live
woman (who is semeiotically as well as biologically
warrn, etc.), can be overcome by his use of se-
meiotieally cold videotapes of women's sexual
confessions, which apparently relate much more
directly to his normal psyche. Commentators have
tended to see in this a metaphor of, and in some
cases a prescription for, "hands off' sex under the
threat of AIDS. But may it not simply be Condi
acculturation?

One may also observe the presence of the well-
established colour associations of the cold and dry.
The chassis of domestic air-conditioning equipment
is typically silver or grey. Of more signiflcance is
the predominance of dark colours, espeeially blue
and black, in the logos of large air-conditioning
manufaeturers (Carri er, Kenmore, Thermo-Kin g an d
Delco). I had the impression, travelling around the
USA last suruner, that none are reil, yellow or
orange. However, manufacturers of heat pumps,
which both cool and heat, go in for much rnore
colourfirl logos. Rainbows are in favour. I saw one
bright red chassis in South Carolina. In short, we
seem to have all the indications for seeking a cultural
as well as a comfortable answer on the'far side of
Fanger's formula.

Why do Americans want to be cold? TWo sorts
of cultural answer propose themselves. One signals

+Strong case studies which discuss this are found in refs. 6
and ?. How medical cosmology and its study may be articulated
with other aspects of culture and their study is discussed in
ref. 8.
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separation, the other association. Part of the sep-
aration answer is straightforwardly and rather un_
?leasaatly political. Possession of Coolth, especially
in the South for climatic as much as residual political
reasons, shows that one is not hot/wetivild/sexual
and poor, i.e., black. (I realize that for semeiotic
consistency, biack people should really be red, of
course; but you can't have every[hing.) As one
shivers in the Bible Belt, one is constantly reminded
who one is and who, by the grace of God, one is
not. By the same token, the same political expla-
nation may apply in the North. But I suspect that
the other separation argument has more weight,
simply because of where the immigrants settled.

Ttre huddled masses, yearning to breathe free,
24 million of, whom (it says so in the panorama
explanation on top of the'V/orld lYade Center frorn
where you look down on it) flooded through Ellis
Island in New York Harbour, also stank. Then they
worked in sweat shops. The very name rnakes the
modernAmerican shudder. On Ellis Island, the great
central hall was the second sight of Ar,nerica, after
Lady Liberty, for the ancestors of very many Amer-
icans.

It is a paradox of American life that living like
Kings and Queens of earlbr generations, they live
under the constant fear of the return of shortage.
Alexis De Tocquevitle asked l'rimself "\Mhy utu th"
Americans oft,en so restless in the midst of their
prosperity?" He answered that,

Americans cleave to the things of lhis world as if assured
that they will never die, and yet are in such a msh to snatclt
any that come witNn thelr reach, as if expecting to stop
living before they have relished them. They clutch everything
but hold nothing fast... [9]

He was and remains unusual among Europeans in
noticing this.

An impor[ant reason why modern Europeans, and
especially (ironically) European consewatives, per-
sistently fail to understand Americans, is that as
visitors in this expansive land, they do not or cannot
believe in this paradox of plenty and fear. Their
critical faculties are overwhelmed by the chaotic
and sometimes grotesque oversupply of the essen-
tials and the luxuries of life. Nowhere is it more
telling than in the jovial excess of American popular
cuisine.

De Tocqueville's answer illuminates two aspecm
of one of the most rich, densely packed and sig-
nificant images in modern American history. This
is Norman Rockwell's wariime "Freedorn from
W'ant" painting in his famous series of the Four
Fteedoms. Firstly, De Tocqueville's answer explains
the choice of subject matter: eonsumption of ritual
food, an activity which gives strong, immediate and
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The stilf-necked, eighteenth-century Englishmen
who composed the Declaration of trndependence did
not list "Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Hapfliness"
casually in that order. Category I is Life. Category
II is Liberff and Category III is the Pursuit of
Happiness: Ace, King, Queen. The problem about
Coolth is that it makes a phoney claim to be promoted
from Category m to Category I. The rliffigslgy about
that problem is that addicts furiously resent being
told that their agonizingly felt needs are fake.

The right to Coolth is advanced from otherprem-
isses at another level. I have argued that air-con-
ditioning is, along with A,rnerican public cuisine,
the most pewasive and effcient social metaphor
for the separative and associativ-e.-fggling which are
the essential lumber from which is prepared the
very framework of contemporary American culture.
If this is even only partly right, it complicates the
task of ethical judgement. Lurking in the interstices
between "Life" and "Liberf,y" in the Declaration
are qualities whieh really belong to both. In addition
to the material essehtials of life, mankind has three
other intangible or less urgent needs, which none-
theless may fairly claim entry to the category of
basic right.

One is sex. Without it, sooner or later, nothing.
No-one. Related to but extending Leyond sex is tlie
indMdual's need forsociety. Loneliness can derange
people most terribly. The third is slightly different
and is less easily agreed. A sense of intellectual
securit-y is a belief that one understands one's world.
Without such a sense, people find it hard to function.
Few people can tolerate doubt for long. Ftequently,
the more complex the challenge of reality, the more
fundarnentalist is the response. hn colonial en-
counters, this might cause the involution of violence,
turning the weapon inward when the external tlreat
exceed ed any hope of removal. Such were the'' Cargo
Cults" of Melanesia [13]. In hig]rty articulated in-
dustriai societies, intellectual security has to be
rooted in great faith. This may be faith in the
machine or faith beyond ttre machine. Computer
hackers and hell-fre preachers fulfil the same roles
t141 .

Yet this sense of security must necessarily involve
the liberby to believe things . which are patently
erroneous in thg eyes of someone else. That you
do so believe in turn affronts the other's sense.of
intellectual security. Therefore of0en, indeed usually,
the right to be wrong has been seen as intolerable;
so history is fnll of sufrering as inquisitors smashed
the bodies of heretics in order thai the inquisitors
might be at peace and that their truth might make
the heretics' minds free of error by being free of
body. Existence of a general, basic right to intel-

lectual security is in dispute. We obserye that the I
notion of this right is easily a contradiction in terms. i.

A liberal polity and intellectual environment is
prerlisposed to allow people this right, so long as .o
it conforms to Mill's precept of not tr"aOing or, , B
other peoples' toes and basic entitlements. Given
all the nerve endings which, ive have now seen.
may be attached to the right to Coolth, there shoUd 

",be no doubt but that it will be both serious and
painfirl to question it.-@e

for doing so had beEe--F-G Lrv | I# rver  
s

technical,s:

The Condis' Credo.involves holding a lot of vari-
ables constant. We shall be cool, our plates shal ]
overflow and gas shall be $1.O0 a gallon, Amen. t
They will be very deeply upset if any of the variables
slip badly. After all, they ofrer up a daily pottntclt
of eonspicuous consumption so that the Thunderbird :it
may keep things rolling along as they are. The rest s
of the worid has to pay a pref,by heavy price on
their behalf, perhaps least contentiously ia foregons rit
future options on wasting assets being consum ed, 'x(
now (e.g., four million ba:rels of oil per day to feed
the Thunderbird, as against one million for Africa, .,e
Asia and Latin America combined) tl5l.

More and mcire it appeaxs tfrat fire price is most
meaningfully displayed as the proportionate Amer_
ican contribution to general pollution, of which rtJ
perhaps the single best index is of the ernission of fi
"greenhouse gases" which contribute to global
warming. Global temperature foreing by human ;11
agency is happening. Many positive feedbacks may o
further accelerate it. Some negative feedbacks (no-
tably cloud albed_o) may slow it- At the moment we
can't be sure. What we do know is that the CO, f'
concentration in the atrnosphere has risen from 1g0 -=,
ppm 20 000 years ago to 290 ppm in 1960, to 91g
ppm in 1980, ?nd is projected to double again by ^^
the later part of the next eentury, on present trenas. l'
We also know, with the publication of the fourth z

repor| of Working Group One on the Science of
the Atmosphere.of the UN Intergovernmental panel [o
on Climate Change thatthe best science now predicts sa
a mean temperature riSe of one degree Celsius above
presbnt levels by 2030 and of two degrees by the rr
end of the next centur;r, with associated sforms, :s,
sealevel rise and other conCequences, under a',busi-
ness-as-usual" scenario [ 1 6-1 8 ]. Expressed as tons
of carbon per person per year released into the te
atmosphere, the USA today leads the world at over ral
3.75 tons, a volume only matehed by the belching,
clapped-out factories of the former Peoples' Paradise d1
of East. Germany [191. Now there are no East c
Germans (and if West German Capital has its way,
also demolished and replaced clapped-oui factories) .*



b:;.t daity there are more wetbacks. If we care to
contixue this global experiment at this rate, we
shall soon enoughfxd outthe answer. Unfortunately,
by that moment it will be, by definition, too late
to do anything about it.

What say the Fathers of tfte Republic? l,.Io contest,
I fear. All the Condi claims upoh nahrral right are
bogus, AII are nlainly Category ff, f indeed they
do make the Oondis happy - and platoons of wealthy
psychoanalysts wili throng to Malibu Beach and
Pacific Palisades to tell you that fortunately for
them, they do not. Iavocation of Category II by the
"Libertarian Philosophers" of greed and social ir-
responsibility is just the perver,srty of an immature
show-off in the Six,th Grade who is trying it on.
He'll grab and gobble everyone's Hershey bars until
he is eventually made to stop, or vomits. Keeping
the Condi Credo is increasingly understood to
threaten Category I - Life in the Republic. Life on
Earth. I ttrink that Thomas Jefferson would feel that
especially shongly. If you read his Notes on Vir-
gini,a,, you suspect it. When you see the claret lift
wtrichhe designed and had built into the mantelpiece
at Monticello (it warrns as it raises as it waits), and
the rneehanical music stand, and the curudng louvres,
and when you scan.the bookshelves in his library,
you meet an ingenious, practical and humane mind
- a distinctively American mind - and you lanow
It. I wouldn't be a Condi if Jefferson were around.

That latter-day Jefferson, John Kenneth Galbraith,
distinguishes "institutional truth" from what he calls
simply, "simple huth". The one bears no necessarJ
relation to the other, he warned the privileged young
lady graduates at Smith College at their 1989 Com-
mencement. "Institutional truth" is, "what sen'es
the needs and purposes of the large and sociaily
pewasive institutions that inereasingly dominate
modern life.!' The basic human right to Coolth is
an institutional as well as a narcotic tmth. Insti-
tutional truth ". .. is what sells products and rnakes
money." Education in the Humanities is supposed
to increase one's tolerance for creative doubt as a
means in the search for simple truth. But the newly
sceptical graduate, Galbraith went on, will soon
discover a compelling, countervailing reason to swal-
low "instihrtionat truth", however unprincipled or
silly. It serves the needs,and purposes'of the.dom-
inant institutions in Washington, on Wall Street or
wherever, which she may professionally serve. "In
any great organization, it is far, far safer to be
wrong with the m4jority than to be right alone"
t201.

The young ladies have good reason to ponder
Galbraith's words. They link hands directly with De
Tocqueville's centril anxiely about America.

2 5 7

I believe that it is easier to establish an absolute ard despotic
governrnent among a people whose social conditions are egual
than among any other. I also believe that such a govenunent

' once established in such a people would not only oppress
men but would in the end, strip each man there of several
of the cNef attributes of hurnantty. I therefore tfiink that
despotism is particularly to be feared in ages of democracy
12r1.

The Smith graduates need have no fear of findlXg
material equality to menace them in America today,
and they may have applauded Mr Reagan's steadfast
efforts to furLher protect them on that front. But
the residual popuiar and political cultures can be
astonishingly r:niform and requiring of oppressive
uniformity. The right to Coolth best expresses just
such clinging tyranny. Being so, to break it might
be one of the iiiost effective ways to catalyse ihe
.nexf great paradigm shift inAmerican values, ashift
whose harbingers are the "sof[ green", worried,
Condi women: suffragettes of our age.

What may we expect when the fracturing comes?
Three things. First, much anger. Essays like this
one will be condemred as offensive, opinionated,
over-academic and, of course (the frst and best
defence) "anti-American". They will be said to be
against good, plain, common sense, because com-
mon sense says that there is n9 l,problem" about
air-conditioning. It is a benign and unobstrusive
part of the fabric of everyday iife within the ASHRAE
Comfort Zone. But I claim Tom paine. Second, after
hearing much grumbling, with confidence we may
predict American creative innovation.

Ftederic "The Ice King" T\rdor of Boston was
America's first King of Coolness. He pioneered the
New England ice trade to the South and the Car-
ibbean. In 1805, on the leather cover of his ,.ice
house diary", he printed the following motio:

He who gives back at the first repulse and without striking
the second blow despairs of success [,] has never been, is
not, and never wi.ll be a hero in war, love or business [221.

This, Daniel Boorstin suggests, has proved tb be
a charter text of American enterprise ever since.
Nathaniel Jarvis Wyeth's ingenious parallel ice-cutter
of 1825 was but one of many American inventions
upon whieh huge trades cou-ld be constructed
(120 000 tons of ice a year by l8b6 in this case)
and then as quickly, melt away. Eli Whitney's Uni-
formity System of interchangeable parts for the
mass production of muskets in 1801, Henry Ford's
production line, the titanic military-industrial efforts
of the Second World War, Boeing 747s on a line
in a building as far as the eye can see, all express
what De Tocqueville called the ,,feverish ardour"
with which Americans pursue prosperity; and all
display the same encouraging characteristic that
once the over-arching objective of production
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changed - in Whitney's case, and three times
thereafcer, wrder stimulus of war _ the ,;r;;;;;
of theArnerican ,,KnowHow" 

System of production
has been agile.

So it has been with houses: the Norttrern Energr
Home with "stress-skin" higlrly insulative wals; til
natural convection of properly designed, n*rirrutyventilated houses for the tropics, pioieered in Israei.
As fo1 houses, so for cars:.the Land Rover has foryears had aperfectly excellent double-skinned ,,trop-
ical roof' which, without air_conditioning, keeisyou-cool 

T you drive. I'm sure that it can be refineO.
Fit 

Sg.the next, ,.post_Coolth', 
technologies, will

not be the most rtifficult task.
_ The third consequence of fraeturing the right to
Coolth wilt be the need to reconsh,rict Ameriea,s
contcmporaJry cr,iltural norrns. That means the re-
consbuction of the self-image of every Ameriean
who is curre:rtly a Condi. if,.t i, a ttemendoirs
tnck, especially so when we recall the intensity of
ine.lon{i identity, whieh Ihave attempted to orpiore
Ul.itfumin{ing in it rhe same intera'cting duatisms
y.T"h anthropology has discovered in so many
different eulh:res and times. Here they all are, to
take a final bow:

Cool/dry/civilized/scented/barren t 
^

asexual /bl ack/cl ean /go od /d eath
Hot/wetArild /sweatyfertile /

serual /red /dirty /evil/l ife

One final pair have silently joined the end of thechorusline on the s?_ge. The applause falters..seeing
them there, as Mrs Nancy neaian *orrta have'said]
"Just say No to Dn:gs. Ci oo"E liret;;L Alexis deTocqueville said of equality in the mid nineteenth
centuq/, and I say of the opportunities for an Arner_
ican renaissance now, ,,..rit dupends upon them_
selves, whether it is to lead to servituAe ;;;;;;;,
Iorow.ledge or barbarism, prosperity-o. *rut"t"O_
ness."
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' I t 's O.K. to want to be cool

Carl Blumstein
Ilniuersitgwi.d.e Energy Reseo,rch Group, uniuersity oJ
Ca.lifcrni.a, Berl<cl.ey, CA 94720 (USA)

G. Prins emerges from the heart of Africa and
into the heartland of America and he is revolted.
His essay, "On Condis and Coolth", speaks his
outraga,Having watched, from the relative comfoft
of his double-roofed Land Rover, tribal cultures
reeling under the impacts of, Western materialism,
he fnds himself dining in air-conditioned fa-st-food
restaurarts. He thinks he has found the temples of
evil.

In spite of the academic trappings, Prins' essay
is essentially a homily, reminding us that ethical
issues underlie many of today's enersr concerns.
Prins has a right to be sore. Energy consumption
is a manifestation of the great disparities between
the industriahzed nations and the developing world.
In what arnounts to a global experiment, the in-
dustrialized nations are consuming great quantities
of energr as if there were no tomorrow. If this
leads to escalating energ/ prices trrd/or global cli-
mate change, the poor; the developing world, and
future generations (i.e., those rvho did not cause

s,t;*,,i tr€ problem) will suffer most. In academic discourse,
l; ;' this is sornetimes called an e:dernalif,5r.

i[,ii But focusing on the desire to be cooler (or drier)
4- {mgg9s_!hg_q!lrk. It's O.K. to want to be cool. The

*.g&rgirproblems that concern Prins (and me) are conse-
,tn:f{l

lir,-' _qu9nt on the means, ry!*-t-!g qla. It is a fact that
-i..---

I j f,nere are mUCh
, i ,  f f i=

of
oyed

Perhaps the advocates of efficiency believe that
they have found a strategr that avoids the necessitv
for changes in behavioral norms. Indeed, some do
believe this, but again, it is not so.'Realizing the
vision (e.g., see G.oldemberg et aL. 1Zl) oi the
advocates of efficiency will require profound s-truc-
tural changes. In the end, these changes probably
cannot come about if society does not begin to
internalize the values of the efficiency movement.
For society's members this means coming to believe,
"I mtght to be energy-efficient, the conseqijeirces
of ineffciency are bad, and helping to avoid these
consequences is mg responsibility." It is in this
sense, not in Prinsr, that value questions need to
be raised about air-conditioning.

^ t r t \ r  b f  i  t  '  t , '  i ' "
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Structural and ma{ket explanations
versus cultural analysis

Allan Schnaiberg
NorThuestern Uwintercity, Eaanston, IL 60210 (USA)'

Ten years ago I struggled to male the arena of
enviionmental analysis intellectuaJly respectable for
soeiologists and ofher social seientists. I thought
that Prins's contribution to the ,analysis' of air-
eonditioning diffusion in the USA was a giant step
backward, which will only conflrm to the techno-
logical community what they already knew/sus-
pected, namely, social scientists are full of opinions
that are unsubstantiated, and little else.

Gwyn Prins's 'analysis' is an ethnocenhic attack
on US culture, with a veneer of scientjsrqJaxg€If
drawing on insights from that oth{ .baclcwa.q&-* 

}
continent, Africa. It is cute at points, ffereerminty ;

al

signs of
ending soon, some of us argue that we ought to
focus frst on energr-efficient ways of satisffig
apparently ha^rrnless wants before we think about
proscribing these waats either in the normative or
the legal sense.

This view may appeax to represent a turn from
a 'rzalue-laden' position to a 'value-neutral' one. Not
so. As Lutzenhiser points out in a seminal essay,

".., the effciency movement is really founded on a ua,hntioe
argument! namely, tfiat contemporary energ/ flows are produced
ttuough the use of ineffcient technologies and practices - and
that the cost of ttrose inefficiencies in both environmental and
human terms is unacceptably hlgh lf l."

O878,7788/92/$6.O0 @ f992 - Elsevier Sequoia_ AII rights reserved
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directs us to an analyticprobl,em. How do we explain
cross-crilhrraland__cJ*osg.--trationat:-Larialig.I*sinuse

tu*
of dii:ebnditioning (as well as other energr end-
uses)? But it is permeated by superheated gases iri'
its own 'analysis' or causal explanation. Americans
have used air-conditioning because their culture
encourages it, turlike stiff-upper-lip Britons or wise
old-timers in tropical Africa, who understand bio-
logical adaptation to ambient heat.

In my book, Th.e Enuironm,ent: Fyom Surplus
to Scarci,tg.[1], I tried to synthesize competing
models of social consumption, from neo-classical
to neo-Mancist. I tried to tease elements of social
structure anrd social controli jBlse&amte*malkeb
j3gkerF frorR jgg*elgelq.1-While unsatisfactory, it
$'as a staxt to.bridging the gulf between econometrics
and what used to be called institutional economics.
Prins leapfrogs all these eforts, and his work is a
regression to ethnocentric models of cultural com-
parisons with little incorporation of strirctural dif-
feienees bef,ween societies.

One productive mode of inquiry into these cross-
national difierences would certainly be a comparison
e{-*"91=q*f-*f *es"'al}"q"",cup-dle-F.Mysuspicionis
that the US adopted. air-condi[ioning so heavily
because the utilities marketed electric appliance use. '

at the hGtorical period in trhich both refrigeration
and air-conditioning technologies improved. I also
suspect that air-conditioning is asssciated with_sul1;
Ufbegtg*t&e*o.{:gg!den*c^e-.$, on the one hand, and

that was heavily dependent on relatively cheap
construction, along with relatively inexpensive land
acquisitions. Air-conditioning rather than investment
in Prins' sensible suggestions for physical design
of structures for cooling was the prefened option
for developers, amd it appeared cost-effective for
buyers and renters. I would hazard a guess that if
Great Britain had had a similar conjuncture of low
utitity rates and high suburbanization (beyond the
levels of New Town growth there), we might carp
about the British "condis" as cooly as prins does.

In any event, I for one hold to a philosophy of
science that we ought to exhaust structural differ-
ences before we propose cultural explanatioriS. That
may not be the height of social science "coolth"
to Prins, but I believe it makes for less-invalid
inferences over ttre long run. At the very least, it
usually offers more possibilities for cross-national
discussions among. social scientists about research
designs to test thei_r hypotheses, and prins's con-
tributions represent a giant leap backward on this
dimension.
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In defence of space cooling and the
science of thermal comforL

Richard J. de Dear
Climatic Imparts Centre, Ma.cquarin Uniuetsitg, Sydney,
NSW 2109 (Australia)

On my first reading of "On Condis and Coolth"
I was greatly arnused by Dr prins' witty anti-American
diatribe but felt it didn't need a formal rebuttal in
a serious forum such as this volume. Howevef, upon
reading it a second time I found buried under the
harangue some irnporta.nt issues, which, as a re_
searcher in the area of climate-society interactions,
I felt compelled to address.

My first bone of contention with prins is his
staggering "climocentrism"*. Corying from the
milder climes of England, Dr prins goes to great
lenglhs to defend the dominant indoor climatic
practice of that part of the world, namely space
heating, as a "basic human right based on phys-
iological need", while disrnissing air cooling as an
appalling, self-indulgent waste of energr. There are
several obvious flaws in this line of reasoning. For
example, from the medical angle hyperthermia is
j'ust as serious as hypothermia, so strictly speaking,
both cooling and heating ean be argued as ,,Category

I Rights" in the ranking of the Declaration of In-
dependence. However it would be more realistic to
regard the majority of the indoor temperature range
under discussioh here as being only moderate ther-
mal environments. Within this range people are
quite capable of maintainr4g body heat-balance by
thermophysiological responses such as vzlsocon-
striction, shivering or sweating. In reatity though,
the preJerred responses have always been behav-
ioral - clothing a{ustments, heating and air-con-
ditioning, for the simple reason that the thermo-
physiological strains of both hot and cold
environments elicit sensations of diseomfort which
in turn act as potentstimuli for behavioral responses.
My point here is that, within the range of moderate
thermal environments, we should regard the thermal
environment of the human species as being sym-

*"Climocentrism" is to human climatologywhat ethnocentrism
is to anttrropologl.
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metricaliy arranged on either side of a cenhal point
known as thermoneutrality. For every "condi"
hooked on "coolth" there is a "heati" at higher
latitudes equally addicted to warmth. Going cold -
turkey on coolth..would be no more ugly than cold
turkey on warmth because the drug is fundamentally
the same - absence of thermal discomfort.

My second problem with "On condis and. coolth"
relates to its misrepresentation of the science of
thermal comfort as outlined in the work of Fanger
[1] and the ASHME Standard 55-74 (a revision of
this standard was published in 1981) [2]. Under
controlled laboratory conditions with sedentary sub-
jects being clothed in a standard uniform with 0.6
clo units of insulation, it has been found that Amer-
icans and Danes alike prefer 25.6 "C, with an inter-
individual variability of 1.2 "C. These findings have
been independently replicated in many different
cultures and climatic zones around the world (for
example, the Japanese studies by Tanabe et aL.,
[3], the.erperiments conducted by de Dear et aL.
t4l in equatorial Singapore, or even Mclnfie's
experiments with stoical British subjects tbl. Fbx-
thermore, even in field studies the thermoneutralities
observed in heated or cooled buildings the world
over have at most only a coriple of degrees' variance
unes<plained by Faager's comfort tireo& t6-Bl.

Application of the science of comfort to the built
environment has been primarily the responsibility
of bodies.such as the International Organization for
Standardization (ISO) [9] and the American Society
of Heating, Refrigerating and Air-Conditioning En-
gineers (ASHRAE). Ergonomic standards such as
ISO 7730 and ASHRAE 55-Bl are not, as suggested
by Dr Prins, "...erring on the side of expense and
coldness..." by prescribing temperatures slightly
cooler than the 25.6 "C found in the above ex-
periments. They merely take into account the simple
fact that metabolic rates and clothing insulation
levels in the "real world" where the standards are
to be applied differ slightly from those used in the
experimental climate chambers.

On the topic of global environmental impacts
resulting &om the creation of comfortable indoor
climates, Dr Prins does have legitimate grounds for
concern. However, I have serious doubts about his
suggestion that the generation of "coolth'r is as
significant a contributor of greenhouse gas to our
atrnosphere as the creation of warmth. Per degree
of course air-conditioning is ther,modynamically less
efficient than heating, but there are many more
degrees separating the indoor and outdoor winter
elimates of the mid- to high-latitudes in comparison
to places where air cooling is the main requirement.
F\rrthermore, the current geographic distribution of
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economically developed countries ensures that there
are many more "heaties" hooked on warmtt-. in the
temperate climatii zonei- thar "condis" hooked on
coolth.

Pointing the finger disapprovingly at air_cond!
tioning seems to be neither fair nor eonstructive.
Ergonomic standards must be better understood bv
building service engineers and more rigorously en_
forced by energr auditors. The goal of the HVAC
industry lies midway between the anthropologist,s
symb olic dualisms. A comfortable and healthy in door
climate is neither cold nor hot, and bO% relative
humidity is neither dry nor wet. The main message
here is that the research and educational pro_
grarnmes of ISO, CIB (International Council for
Building Research, Studies and Documentation),
ASHRAE and other national professional organi_
zations such as SHASE (Society of Heating, Air_
Conditioning and Sanitation Engineers of Japan)
need to be encouraged and extended to minimize
the incidence of overcooling in sununer, semiotieally
loaded or otherwise, and overheating in winter.

As I see it, Dr Prins is approaching the greenhouse
issue from the wrong end. perhaps a more rational
approach is for national govenunents to ser green-
house gas emission goals. An example is the Toronto
target which aims to reduce emissions, measured
as CO2 equivalents , by ZAVo relative to l g8g levels,
by the year 2005. Within these broad strategic
parameters, specific energy end-use sectors such
as IIVAC under the coordination of national bodies
such as ASHRAE should work towards their own
targets. I suspect that a2OVo reduction in greenhouse
emissions from the IIVAC sector could be achieved
with neither "condis" nor ,,heaties" being forced
to go cold turkey.
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Economists analyze the demand for space cooling
as a function of its price, consruner income, anf
the preference for coolth (that is, the subjective
e*perience of feeling cool duringhotweather). Then,
they ignore preference with a glib Latin 

-pfrrase

about taste. Engineers tfteorize tn"t the preference
for coolth is built into the organism _ that people
prefer ambient temperatures within a physiologically
determined 'comfort band., They melure the band
by psychophysical techniques and publish engi-
neering guidelines based on Fanger's comfort eqtl_
tion, which takes into account several physical qual_
ities of ambient air and assumptions about clotiring
and physical activity levels [11. The economic and
engineering perspectives both simplify analysis by
making preference exogenous to social action _
thgV free society from responsibility for preferences.

Prins's [2] cuttural theory considers the social
origins of preference. He fheorizes that a .,condi,,
culture of North Americans (and, via cultural im_
perialism, of others as well) desires separation from
and superiorit5r over nature, symboliZed by such
things as sweat, passion, hunger, and weather. .,Con_
dis" prefer coolth because it Uotfr symboliz_es and
embodies victory over natule. Once people come
to prefer coolth for cultural reasons, they become
addicted to it by a physiological process of accli_
matization.

- It is_hard to aceept the cultural theory in extreme
form. Inhabitants of Zambia who may.lirnction well
at, say, 35 "C would probably prefer to work at
25.6 "C. And prins' picture of .lcondi,, 

culture is
too facile. The "condi" cultures of today must have
been "heati" cultures in the earlieruJu of central
heating, witJ: quite a different comple?of cuttural
preference. I doubt that deep cultural symbOls shift
so easily when corporations start to seII a new
technology. Rather, American culture contains con-

._Ih9-.lgg9lg*gggltpl__cglsssgs:theelementsofrne exllenence of coolth. Can people feel cool with
lels than the full pd.ckage of air_conaiti"ning,;l,i;;
Prhs says is defined as .,mechanical 

circulation,
dehumidification, and refrigeration,,? I have nor seen
evidence that the troika of breezy, dry, and cool is
as tightly harnessed in individual preferences as the
cultural theory claims. If, under certain climatic or
social circumstances, people can be satisfied with
less than all three, the prospec* migirt- greatlY
*.Ot"yu ior adoption of energr-saving teehnical
substitutes for air-conditioning, *"fl 

""-iL";;"*-,venfilation, passive UuifdineJ' iligr, 
^lvaporative

coolirig, and other new technologi;s desciibed by
Feustel et a.L. l:bl.

- The third question concerns .,addiction,,to 
coolth,

the phenomenon that makes it;;;;,ft;utr ro give
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The preference for coolth

PauI C. Stern
National Research, Comnil, Washinglon DC 2041g (USA)

tradictory evocative symb6ls, including both cool_and-detached ind wa11n.T9i"orv, *A 
"Arru*i."u"r"appeal to each'is suits their p,a[o""".

The chief value of the cultural-ther
is that it emphasizes tie-sl 

"r #l*. . ifi Jj,ff :::lthereby raising fmitful questionslor policy il;.;l
ree malteabitirr oi" *,urrn"r?oJ-
rorr. Uan .average' people be cornfortaUfu 

"0o""25.6 "C? The evirlence shows that clmforg bandsdo vary across cultural groups and that they canbe stretched in the short ierm by a"tiU.rure efforts.In winter, households in countriei with s imilar energy
pri""" and average incomes keep quite differentindoor temperatures _ from aUout 14 "C i" "Iap;;t9 ]7 "C in Norway and 2l "C in Sweden [BJ. Thesedifierences partly reflect preferences. Also, it 

"r"l,experimental evidence that people can be accli-matpg! 
-to tower levels of .p"""_"idr,-o**. *""net at. [4] used a combination of informati*l*"rC

use feedback, a videotapea aemonstraiion or group
discussion, and a suggested schedule of slowlychanging thermostat settlgs to induce householders
to cut energ/ use. In wi4te., 

"o*" 
.*p"ri*unt fgroups reduced temperatures by 1.6_l.g .C in wak_ing hours and 2.7" at night compared,with controls,

with no significant diference in comfort (but someadded crothing). In suminer, the most successirl
experimental group increased indoor temperatures
afout I.S "C compared witt controis, *iti *irri*uf
change in comfort or clothing levels..ilth";gh ,il;;
:hflC:" sg91 smal, the proi4arnil;;;;ilil;:
hold. electricrty_demand by-20%o in some experi_
mental groups. Getting m4iorshifts in comforilevels
may take a more serious-energ/';rdil';g;;
price increases'than those of ,t ;;,g0s, when
the Winett experiment was done, Uui it is worth
examining how much re_acclimatization i" p""riUi.
under ideal conditions.
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up air-conditioning than it was to adopt it. If coolth
is an acquired preference, what are the resistances
to reversing it? Prins suggests two. One is that
"condis" are culturally eonditioned by advertising
and other elements of American consurner culture
to value symbols of coolness, scentedness, and so
forth, and to aspire to bodily states that carurot
easily be attained by hot, sweaty people. He might
add that such conditioning is reinforced by social
norrns and expectations. For example, householders
may feel ashamed to invite guests into uncool homes.
The other proposed resistance is physiological: hot,
moist air is rnore unpleasant for people who have
become acclimatized to space cooling.

Other resistances, all of social origin, create se-
rious barriers to reducing demand for space cooling.
Cities create new addicts. By an ingenious positive
feedback system, air-conditioning heats the outside
air, creating demand for air-conditioning among
people who did not want it before. Competition
enforces addiction. When air-conditioning frst ap-
peared in American commercial establishments, p ro-
prietors quickly learned that business sufered in
surruner the more competitors installed cooling;

. employers may also have learned that workers are
happier and more easily retained in dir-conditioned
establishments. Competition ratcheted up the stan-
dard of coolth, and keeps it there. And major long-
term' social hansformations perpetuate addiction.
Air-conditioning was responsible in considerable
part for the migration of millions to the Srur Belt
of the American south ard west. These populations
now depend on aii-conditioning, and express their
dependence through their large and growing cadre
of elected representatives, who are motivated by
constituent pressure to vote against eners/ taxes,
restrictions on consumption of electricif in summer,
or any other policy option that would raise the cost
or limit the availabilrty of coolth. Because of such
resistances, which are deeply rooted in social in-
stitutions and the built environment - material
culture, if you will - it is rlifficult not to act like
a "condi", regardless of what cr:ltural s5nnbols one
responds to.

The cultural theory of coolth opens the door to
policy debates about preferences..When w€ rec-
ognized that past human activity, including policies,
has shaped the preference for coolftr, we can begin
to debate how futue policies might reshape it.
Granted, the prospects for shifting Nor[h American
preferences toward less space cooling do not look
good, but I see little benefit in blaming the culture.
It may be more impor0ant for practical purposes
to tnderstand how the preference for coolth is
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embodied in the puilt environment and in social
institutions. Thes-e'may be easier to change.
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Hot air
.

Bruce Hackett
Deparlmcrx of Soci.olngy, tlniztersily of Cd1illbmia, Daais,
cA 9s616 (USA)

.Af0er World War II, air-conditioning became a
significant contributor to investors' efforls to raise
land values and encourage suburban settlement in
hot, arid regions such as the central valley of
California from which I write; the coastal region
had already established the standard for a desirable
surruner climate. That standard may be entirely
social, as opposed to physiological, but whatever
the source ofrthe standard, a variety of ntethods
for dealing with the climate axe pre-empted by the
air conditioner, as Prins argues. But the devices
and methods we use to create our comforts also
tell us what it is tha.t constitutes discomfort, and
thus they also define the comfort standard itself;
here, as elsewhere problems and solutions come
together in a single package. This can be tested
casually by noting one's level of thermal dis-ease
before entering or after leaving an air-conditioned
building on awaxm day; the greater sense of warmth
upon leaving suggests that while under the aegis
of the airconditionerwe are acquiringa dependence.
The dependence is more 'physical' than Frins seems
to think, and he emphasizes a different source'of
dependence, but his basic idea that air-conditioning
is an acquired dependence has much merit.
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This is not primarily a paper about air_condi_
tioning, howeveq if it were, a wi.;e man s,uch as
Prins would surely have mentionld the probable
role of Christianity in the development of air-colr-
ditioning, pursuant to the church's general pursuit
of cleanliness, purification and a .life against nature,
in many particulars. Had he pursued this tack it
might have lent some support to hi5 rather wobbly
thesis that the cr:lture of the United States is es_
pecially transgressive in its air-conditioning abuse.
The paper is really a conservative blur0 about tech_
nology in general - PrinS displaying a good deal
of what an animal behaviorist might catalog as
"Cambridge Fellow behaviour." Blurts of this kind
are often useful because, after the hackles lie down
again, they do promote the search for alternatives
and point to the arbitrariness and money-rnaking
character of much that passes for improvement.
But one wishes that the characters that popr:Iate
Prins' account were not such caricatures, such stick
figwes (ironically the same kind of persons who
appeax so abundantly in the writings of engineers
and other technologists), because the technology
Establishmbnt can cite this kind of talk to show
how'loose' and'unempirical' is the thinking of those
who critique their labors.

A view from the colonies

Eugene A. Rosa
Departmcnt of Sociolngy, Woshirqtmz SLa!,e Uniuersitg,
Pullman, WA 99164 (USA)

Prins's essay on the air-conditioning practices of
Americans, a cleverly crafted rhetorical piece, sets
up the author's critics in advance. To gainsay the
conclusions makes one appear to be sulfering from
sour grapes, or worse, a deeply held case ofjingoism.
F\rrthermore, because the analysis is principally
based upon personal experience and interpretation,
there is every danger that criticism of it will be
interpreted as ad hominern.I have no intention of
assaulting the author, .but"have every . intention.of
revealing fundamental wealcnesses in the analysis.

Prins dashes from Cambridge to Zambia _ *heru
he invites us to visualize.the servicing of his own
Land Rover - to Princeton, to a string of Shoneys,
Howard Johnsons, and Arbys from North Carolina
to lllinois, with a side jaunt to the Worid Tlade
Center and ltq vantaged view. This journey is not
for adventure alone: serious scholarship is also at

stake. At stake is the deep cultural meaning of why
we Americans are hooked on air_conditioning.

Until now, I fiad hoirestly believed my addiction
was due to the comfort of a temperaf,ure tuned to
my preference. I ei,en thought that, unencumbered
by the stifling, humid heat of the summer days of
many parts of the United States, sex was more
e4joyable under such conditions. But, no. prins,s
penetrating analysis unmasks this superficial and
misguided understanding. Indeed, the American fas-
cination with air-conditioning is but the surface
manifestation of a mueh deeper core of values, a
manifestation, in fact, of our national archetype.
Contrary to our naive understanding, the air con-
ditioner is not merely a device to ensure .comfort
control,' but the torrShstone of our very .backward,;
'profligate' -culturij. Nor is it a reflection of our
pervasive pragmatism, found in praetical deviees
produced by an engineering profession long in prag_
matic tradition and accomplishment Rattrer, it ,I_
veals our deepest longing for a .sensationless,, .de_
tached,' 'predictable, 

world, a longing codified in
the spiritual meaning of the potla,tci we call the
salad bar. Having broken through the flimsy surface
of our understanding, prins has prepared us for the
unveiling of the pi,<dces dc rAsistance of his insights:-that Ameridan craving for crack cocaine, tit<e the
craving for cracked ice, stems from a deep-seated
desire for coolth; that Americans (compared to
Europeans) are asexual because of their air_con_
ditioning fetish; that coolth is another badge of
invidious class distinction, and that Americans, in
their desire for coolth, gullibly swallow the ..insti_
tutional truth" of air-conditioner manufacturers.(the
rhetoric of such truth writ by their Svengali, the
engineering profession) Ct the expense of 

-.,simple

tmth." Tsk, tsk. ,.

__air-c9nlitioning is, indeed, wasteftrl of energr.
Unassrilalle are the premises that the technologr
and our needs for it can be made more efficient.
On this point, Prins commands our suppqrt. What
snaxes us in his thicket of an argpment, however,
is the hope that at the end we will be at the promised
land: that we will have reached an understanding
of the cultural factors shaping our comfort con_
sumption. Presumably by understanding the true
underlying cairse of ourways, we ean (notice another
deep American value here, the resolute faith in'fixes') pinpoint it for remedy.

- Whether one accepts the cultural profile sketched
by Prins rests squafely on method. The method here
is dashing; it dashes from one snippet of American
9ulfure to another, frorn one premise to another,
f-r9m hiSh-rise luxury hotels to ghetto argot, from
"nll you calr eat" feedbags to the ienets of American



democracy. To beg for the logical connections be_
tween premises ls akin to begging for a road nrijp
from one whose mode of travel is astroprojection
to unspecified destinations. In the end, we are.
delivered, not to the promised land, but a farrago
of nnn sequitu,rs. Perhaps Prins is right in pointing
to metaphors that connect such things as a street
term for cocaine, "freeze", with our f.rm resolve
to air-condition the world. But I doubt it. After all,
if itwere so, Yankee ingenuity could ceriainly invent
(or import from the Japanese) a nose-sized air
conditioner, thereby eliminating with technologr a
serious social problem.

Despite Prins's attempt to legitimate his impres-
sionistic, undisciplined method with the dua_lisms
of Fbench..structural anthropologr, .,simple trulh"
wins the day. The simple truth is that we are left
not with a deeper understanding of ener$/ con-
sumption practices, nor (heaven forbid) with pre-
scriptions of how to modify those practices. We
are leff instead, with burlesque. In the final analysis,
Americans are the overly washed and perfumed
unwashed colonists.

Condis, coolth and culpability

Ruth Schwar[z Cowan
Depar-t||Ent oJ History, SLaLe [Jniuersity oJ Neut york,
Stony Brook, IW 117944J48 (USA)

On condis o,rtd, coohh, gave me a swift case of
dljd, au, or to be more precise, dEjd, enl,erulu,: I
had heard this all before, if not the content, certainly
the tone. Then I remembered; itutas the tone rather
than the content - and it reminded me of the year
I spent in Cambridge (tIK) while a graduate shrdent:
1966-67. To be an American in academic England
in 1966-67 was to be the butt of condescension;
to be an American female in that still celibate
environment, was to be the butt of Condescension
with a capital C; to be an American lacking in the
pretensions of either class or wealth, was to be
barely worth sp eaking to except with.Condescension.
Americans, apparently, did everything wrong:
brewed tea in paper bags; bombed the daylights
out of irnocent Asians; evinced anger in public;
tolerated inarticulate politicians and - worst of all
- adored central heating.

Apparently, we're damned if we're hot and damned
if we're cold - atleast in the eyes of those academic
English who haven't emigrated in search of higher
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salpries, more secure jobs and better weather. The
passage of more. than a quarter centur5r _ during
which time the bndisii have discovered that thev
too can fight territorial wars, generate pwrk peopll
and.punk music, destroy natural environments- in
pursuit of economic gain, tolerate inarticulate nol_
iticians, happily devour pizza, and, revel in the
pleasures of central heating _ has not dimmed or
even dampened thet enthusiasm for- being con_
descending to Americans.

Unfortunately for my estimation .of prins,s ar_
gument, I am almost a quarter centurJr older than
I was in 1966 - and I've learned many things in
those years, among them the technique of seeing
through condescension, looking past it, if you wili
deconsfucting it, to reveal insecurities and ambiv_
alences that are its cause.

What, a.fter all, do we learn from Condis uttd,
coohh, once we have stripped it of its condescending
language (note the frequent use of the diminutive
and also of the patronizing ,,ain't"), removed its
pointless symbolizing (Smith graduates axe ..green,,,
during co[rmencement in May, but ,,blacki when
they want to stay cool in July, except when they
are "red", because female and fertiJe, or ,.white',.
because Anglo-Saxon and protestant), taken away
its relentless namedropping (from ilre Kwakiutis,
past De Tocqueville, to Norman Rockwell), ended
its pretentious - and condescending - capitalizing
(Technologr Trap, Liberby, Category III, pursuit oi
H,appiness), avoided its relentless anthropologizing
of the absolutely obvious (do we need three para_
graphs on the potlach to be reminded that a meal
can serve many functions aside from satisfying
hunger?) and altered its offensive habit of confusing
a paxt (the Coidis) for the whole (Americans; is
this whatpasses forrational thought in anthropology
these days?)?

Not much, and certainly not much about which
anything but anecdotal evidence is offered. We learn
that Gwyn Prins once lived in Zambia, where he
learned to cope with tropical heat. We learn that
he travelled in the US one sununer and discovered
that lots of Americans use the air-conditioning in
their car,s while on the road in August. We learn
that he thinlc the rich have more access to air-
conditioning than the poor in America (not true,
as it happens). We learn that he ate in some fast.
food and roadside restaurants and noticed that they
were air-conditioned in the surruner - a remarkable
insight. He has seen ,Ser, Lies and, Videota,pe,
which has somehow given him the impression that
some Arnerieans get orgasmic over air-conditioning.
He has noticed that air-conditioning manufacturers
tend to favor dark colors for their equipment and
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their logos; he remembers that he read somewhere
that turn-.pf-the-century immigrants smelled. And he
has decided (on the basis oI e"tireiv undisclosed
evidence) that all Americans believe they have"an
inalienable right to live in air.,.conditioned comfort.
We also learn, emphatically, that he doesn't like
Americans much and would have preferred to be
tooiing about Zambia in a Land Rover that summer.

I could go on, but my point is, I hope, clear.
There isn't even the ghost of an argument here,
j_ust a lot of fnger pointing, elegantly dressed up
finger pointing, but finger pointing nonetheless.
There isn't much evidence either, just some loosely
associative obsenrations, a melting pot of applesauce
and orange juice masquerading as sophisticated
scholarship.

.{nd what lies behind all that condescension,
beneath all that rampant capitalization, over, under,
around and through all that scholarly pretense?
Guilt, ambivalence and displacement: that's what.
Prins doesn't lead the .r,ropical life in Zarnbia any
more, but the leisured life of a scholar in that ivoriest
of all ivory towers, Cambridge, where the high tabte

at Emmanuel is nightly spread with an abundance
that would rnake tlre average Zambian (and the
average deniie:n o{ dv locJMacD.""ra,ii*""p.
And the British aren't self_srrfficient anymore (indeed
they never were, although they likea to preteno
otherwise); some of that abundance at high table
has been imported, at considerable cost, from under_
developed nations where it would feed indigenous
starving millions. The last time I was in Gndon
(surnmer, I 988) I wasn't aware of too many starving
fotk (although, dare I say it, there were a goodly
number of dru-nken and otherwise besodden t o*u_
less) but I was aware of the exhaust fumes; the
Thames is now, just like the Hudson, awash in smog-
And all those wonderfully articulate politicians aren,t
able or willing to do mueh about it. Infringe individual
*g.lt".b3r 

,demanding cataly0ic converiers? Or by
fning srnokers for polluting the cornmon air in pubs
and hains and waiting rooms? perish the thought!
How very un-British! How very American!

Blaming it all on the Condis is a convenient way
t9 avoid pointing the Finger at yourself. Wfr".e
afler all, did the Industrjet Revolution begin?
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Gwyn Prins
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Any doubt which I may have felt about the im-
portance of asking the questions raised in my essay
is swept away by Professors Cowan, Rosa and
Hackett. It is a rare pleasure to see one's suppo-sitions
so resoundingly sustained. I am sorry that Piofessor
Cowan had a bad tinie in Britain, but grateful to
her for her pyrotechnic display, as indeed to the
other two commentators who e:rpressed themselves
in less exuberant fashion, but upon whose eyes a
red haze descended as they read the terrible things
which they thought that I was sa5ring about them.

Professor Rosa observes rather resentfrilly that
I have "set up" my critics; so he avoids my crafty
traps and Houdini-like, clad in the chain mail of
"Common Sense," leaps to earth to smitO me hip
and thigh. But I don't feel i4iured. What impresses
me about many of these coniments is how few of
them strike at ulld,t I a.ctuallg usrote qr o,rgund.
An essay which, its critics say, has no shred of an
argument, is retrograde and many other things,
should be easy to slice to pieces. It shouldn't need
such lead-booted Irony (if Professor Cowan can
bear the Capital Letter) as Professor Rosa deploys.
Does he really believe what he says about sex? How
surprising. So what do we actually have? For con-
venience I shall divide the comments into three
categories:

(1) "Blurts"

It is obviously very important to Professors Cowan
and Hackett to be able to label me. I emerge as a
rabidly anti-Arnerican, Luildite, Cambridge Don and
the essay as "loose". But darn it, what is this really
about, they fume? Professor Hackett correctly re-
alizes that the essay is not primarily about air-
conditioning. Frofessor Cowan lsrows (she under-
stands those patronizing Limeys) - it's a guilt trip,
that's what. W-ell, in fact Condis and Coolth is about
how we deal with the bar chart in Fig. f. Sorry
Professor Cowan, you burn twice a.s much as me

Fig. l. Per capita prim4r-y encrgy consqmption (tons of oil
equivalent). N. America (8 t); Ausrralia (b_84 t); USSR (4.88
t); Japan (3.25 t); W. Europe (B;2 t); M. East (t.B t); Larin
America (1 t); China (0.6? t); Africa (0.S? t); Asia (0.92 t).

(and air-conditioning is the fastest growing sector
of electricity consumption in the USA).

The essay proposed,air-conditioning as a test area
of resistance to change in the attitudes and values
in modern Amefican "Condi" culture (which, when
Professor Cowan re-reads my essay in a cold bath,
she will see are carefully distinguished: one is a
sub-set of the other). These will have to change to
produce the rational sentiments which Dr. Blumstein
(and t) want to encourage. "Think globally, act
locally" is adrnirably clear when used as a Ftiends
of the Earth slogan. Dr. Blumstein's problem is that
people by and large don't think the thoughts that
he and I and Ftiends of the Eaxth would like. He
has no methodologr to discover why. I have. I posit
the test and - bingo! The blurts are very instructive,
if rather gloomy in what they confirm of my hy-
pothesis. I'm much more convinced..now than I was
last year that I am onto something important in
sketching the pa.rameters of "Condi,' culture, the
confusion of Category I and Category trI rights

Elsevier Sequoia
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under the Declaration of Independen ce and, 1:ace
the "blurts", the consequences of addiction on
addicts.

(2) Positivist shock syndrome

Dr Blumstein, Professor de Dear and professor
Schnaiberg are worried about my methodology and/
or the status of my sor0 of lcnowledge against theirs.
I wouldn't be at all surprised if air-conditioning was
given a boost by low utility prices in the lgbOs,
and certainly that it was "locked in" by curLain-
wall building in the 1960s. It's a typical sequence
in the history of technologies - Iook at the eWERTy
keyboard in the history of the typewriter, for ex-
ample. A structural obsewation provides a necessary
component, I can well aglee, but not a sufficient
answer to the opening questions of ,,On Condis and
Coolth". That is why we attempt Great Leaps For-
ward in the way that we do in this essay.

Professor de Dear should not make so elementarlr
a confusion about heat and cold. people die regr-rlarly
and in large numbers of hypothermia but, if they
puttheir minds and bodies to it, acclimatize to heat.
Ttre need for warmth can be Categ6ry I (Life);
Coolth is never that, except in limited medically
indicated circumstances, as I noted in the essay.
F\rmy how several commentators go on and on
aboutmy Zambian Land Rover for the wrong reasons,
yet the man in Singapore (de Dear)* misses the
point. It was because I had lived in the tropics (not
just wet old Bdtain) that the questions about America
and air-conditioning struck me so forcefi.rlly. pro-
fessor de Dear evidentlytakes professor Fanger and
his work more seriously in its own terms than I
can possibly persuade myself to do. Its only interest
to me is as evidence of Category l/Category III
confusion and as evidence of how pseudo-scientific
procedures applied to value judgement facilitates
that confusion. I don't accord such lsrowledge par-
ticularly high status. It is trapped inside its normative
framework where it races around busily, like a
squirrel in a squirrel wheel. In contrast, professors
Scluraiberg and de Deaq-.like professors Hackett
and Rosa, mistrust ideas that lack statistical tl.usses
to prop them up. That is their privilege.

*de Dean'wrote his cornment while at the National Universibv
of Singapore - ed.

(3) The cultural theory of coolth

Dr Stern is the only commentator of those pub_
lished here (but not of those who have commented
upon the essay in draft), who really understands
what I am trying to do and can bear to let me try
to do it. Briefly to recapitulate, ,,On Condis and
Coolth" argues that faced with the imminent ter-
mination of the energ/ profligate way of life of the
Iast generation - now for reasons of globat warming
probably before shortage of supply _ it is toda|
in the balance whether the American future can
build again upon the dynamism shown in past
innovative responses to change, or whether ., Condi,,
culture will dbaden awaxeness of the need to act,
engender resistance and anger and cling to the
present for too long. Addiction to air_conditioning
is proposed in the essay as a hitherto ignored bui
potent descriptor of this latter, obsolescent culture.
I offer a first sketch, using mostly method-s of
participant observation and finding helpful analogies
in well-lsrown antlrropological dualisms. I argue ftm
it that one consequence of Condi culture is to
mlsperceive and to misplace ethical priorities. We
need to explore, in Dr Stern's phrase, the social
origins of preference, so that we may open up these
questions.

Dr Stern mentions in particular addiction and the
resistances to reversing it among those issues which
I flag. He advocates changing the built environment;
I happily concur. He, like I, notes altered social
values and institutions consequent upon the curLain_
wall obsessions which seemed to overtake so much
post-war American city building. But I wanc to go
further than he.

I send off this response a week after the Bush
Administration, urlder cover of tar& fire in the last
stages of Operation Desert Storm, presented its
National Energl Strategr, with proposals to open
up the last Alaskan wilderness to oil exploration
and to "stream-line" nuclear power-plant licensing.
This Qike the war in the G'rlD composes one epe
of an'swer to the problems raised in the bar chart.
It is an answer which avoids adopting Dr Blumstein's
rational posture and, of cour€e, it avoids facing the
questions which in "On Condis and Coolth" I wish
to pose. I suspected that I was dealing with fre in
t\e i9e. That is why I wrote the essay in the style
which I used: one should always gildthe philosophic
pill. It worked. I am gratefrrl to the commentators
and look forward with interest to the future havels
of the cultural theory of coolth, setting out to such
a rousing send-off.


