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EVERY SO OFTEN 
I come across a line 
in a book or an 
article that hits me 
so deeply I never 
forget it. It hap-
pened a few years 
ago while reading 
From Countercul-

ture to Cyberculture by Stanford University 
scholar Fred Turner. The book connects 
the communal ethos of the hippie coun-
terculture with the network ethos of the 
emerging techno-futurist subculture that is 
having such an infl uence in Silicon Valley 
and beyond. Ironically, the sentence that 
caught my attention is in the acknowledge-
ments of the book, an aft erthought that was 
no less profound because of its placement. 
“If I’ve learned anything in the last seven 
years,” Turner writes, “it is that ideas live 
less in the minds of individuals than in the 
interactions of communities.” 

This basic concept fi ts my own experi-
ence perfectly. Working in a highly cre-
ative and collaborative environment over 
the last decade, I can say for certain that 
it’s oft en hard to tell exactly where one’s 
own creativity stops and the creativity of 
another begins. New ideas are born as 

much through the friction and engage-
ment of a community (or communities) as 
through the contemplation and solitude 
of an individual. And sometimes it’s hard 
to know in the creative maelstrom of the 
moment exactly which piece of which idea 
is one’s own and which piece is borrowed 
from another idea down the hall or at the 
other end of the phone line. At the level of 
thought and inspiration at least, the bound-
aries between self and other are a lot more 
fl uid than fi xed. 

Apparently, Turner and I are not the 
only ones struck by this notion. Popular 
science author Steven Johnson has cot-
toned on to more or less this same idea 
with his brilliant book, Where Good Ideas 
Come From [Riverhead, 2010], an analysis 
of the principles that have defi ned scientifi c 
and technological innovation over the last 
centuries. Johnson is a talented writer with 
a gift  for clarity and making connections 
across disciplines, and his strengths are on 
full display in his newest book as he delves 
into the root causes of innovation, shatter-
ing a few well-worn myths along the way. 
He is the defi nition of a generalist and lets 
his fertile mind roam through the history of 
sciences as well as through more contem-
porary cultural examples of innovations 

from both business and the academy. The 
result is a new perspective on innovation, 
much of which comes down to a fundamen-
tal lesson that is repeated throughout the 
book: innovation thrives when ideas have 
a chance to connect and collaborate across 
open networks. “When one looks at innova-
tion in nature and in culture, environments 
that build walls around good ideas tend 
to be less innovative in the long run than 
more open-ended environments,” he writes. 
“Good ideas may not want to be free, but 
they do want to connect, fuse, recombine…
they want to complete each other as much 
as they want to compete.”

There is a new word that describes 
this kind of innovative environment that 
produces creative breakthroughs. Scenius. 
Invented by musician Brian Eno, “scenius” 
denotes the communal form of the word 
genius and refers to the idea that genius is 
oft en inspired by the workings of a “scene,” 
a collection of individuals collaborating and 
competing with one another in some form 
of creative activity. In the context of scenius, 
therefore, creativity is inspired not just by 
the brilliance of an individual mind but by 
the “interactions of communities.” Johnson, 
without using Eno’s term, gives us a whole 
book that helps explain the dynamics of 
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scenius and how 
to bring it about. 

For Johnson, good 
ideas are not singular 
inventions of the mind 
but amalgamations of other 
ideas, insights, and hunches 
that have been gathered from 
around an intellectual environment. 
The idea of the lone inventor is an 
overplayed theme to Johnson; more 
oft en than not, a stroke of genius is also 
a fortuitous connection happening at just 
the right moment between disparate ideas. 
It is a connection between thoughts from 
one mind that somehow sparks and/or 
completes a long-held hunch in another 
mind, and genuine novelty is the result 
of this creative idea fusion. In Johnson’s 
compelling story of innovation, good ideas, 
when looked at closely, are not monolithic 
structures reeking of creative individuality 
but novel combinations, networks, or com-
munities of smaller ideas put together in 
just the right way. True genius, he suggests, 
is neither captured fully by inspiration 
nor perspiration but by the right kind of 
collaboration. The key to genius, then, does 
not only lie in brilliant people having cre-
ative thoughts but in a kind of scenius—in 
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creating the right kind of cultural environ-
ment for innovation. Much of the book is 
devoted to unpacking this point and pursu-
ing the insights that can help us facilitate 
this kind of environment. 

Recent descriptions 
of creativity and genius, 

like those presented by 
bestselling author Malcolm 

Gladwell in his book Outliers, 
have been corrective to the old 

idea that genius was primarily the 
result of God-given talent and luck-of-

the-draw brilliance. Gladwell and oth-
ers have pointed out that much of what 

we call creative genius is oft en the result 
of practice, eff ort, commitment, and the 
right opportunities. Johnson’s book takes 
our understanding of innovation a step 
further. He doesn’t overlook the importance 
of authentic innate genius or the sheer 
brilliance of a true pioneer, in whatever 
fi eld. Nor does he dismiss the importance 
of inspired eff ort on the path of innovation. 
But his work is part of a new wave of think-
ers suggesting that there is a complemen-
tary component to the customary tale of the 
lonesome trailblazer. Genius is aided and 
abetted by scenius. Many creative pioneers 
are inspired not just by private visionary 
dreams but by fertile collaborative scenes 
forming on the edges of the possible, gen-
erating the networks of ideas out of which 
genuine innovation emerges.
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