THE TWENTYSOMETHINGS:
‘GENERATION MYTHS’

Social analvsis and commentary has
many shoitcomings, but few of its chap
fers are as persistently wrong-headed as
those an the generations and generational
chamge, This lirerature abounds with hy-
perbole and unsubstantiated leaps from
available data. In the process, two inter-
esting questions have been left buried in
confusion, (1) Do we see in the US a
number of generations which, as a result
of contrasting formative experience, hold
to divergent values? And (2), quite apart
from generntional experience, what aging
effects are there in Americans’ approach
tor issues involving their sockety and pol-
iry?

The "twentysomethings” are the lat-
et “generation” 10 be mythologized. No
one has come up with & name which
suggests what it is that seis off persons
norw in their bwenties as a distinctive gen-
eration. “Twentysomethings™ only iliz-
seribes their age.! Meil Howe and Will-
im Steauss resorl 1o “Thircensers"—i
term bised on the dubious conclusion thal
the cobort is "..the thideenth generation
1o know the 1S flag and the Constitu-
tion."? For novelist Douglos (-I.H.-I[ll..l.'lld..
thee cohort is known, by an unknown “Gen-
gration X,” or the “Xers.™

Serious magnzines unapologetically
publish drivel on what purports o be the
fatest entry in America's gencrational
parade, Thus, in The Atiantic, Howe and
Strewes well us that the thirteeners are
proucts of a

countermood popping ap in college
fowns, I Big cities, on Fox and
cable TV...Ir's a tone of physical
fremzy and spiritual numbness, a
revelry of pop, a pursuit of high-
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teck, guiltless fun. 103 a carnival
ciiliare featuring the tangible bot-
tom lines of life—money, bodies,
and brains—and the wordless deals
with whick one can be traded for
grother. A generation weened on
mianimal expectations and gifted 1o
the pame of life is aow avoiding
MReaNiRg 11 oG CuRiersomg ity
thard, s they see it offers therm litle *

These silly assertions are, of course, left
entirely unsubstantiates

Generation Warfare

Omce a gencration hos been invented.
it is immediately sent to battle with one or
more of its predecessors. As Howe and
Strauss see it, thineeners are locked in
conflict with the baby-boomers,

The rew peneration gap af the
19905, features a smoldering -
puaal disdain between Americans Row
reaching mid-life and those Born
just after them... Thirteemers blame
Boomers for much that has gone
Wi i pheir world. . Aboul every
eighty or minery years America has
experienced rhis kind of generation
pap beiween  self-righreons
neopuritans enfering mid-life and
newmerdic survivalists just coming of

age,d

This idea has been picked up widely,
including by business publications. Ear-
lier this year Forfine tobd its readers that
business effectiveness is much threatened
by this generational divide as it has in-
vaded the workplace.

The beef [of the twentysomethings]
is thar buviers seemied ho gl the
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bt of everyiking, from free love ro
careers, while today’s young people
pet AIDS and Molohs,., [T]oday’s
kids {whose rmbers include the
avithor af this stowy ] are up in arms
OVEF fCRame did COFREr PROSPECTS
that Took parnicidarly bieab-—with
hoomers ay the targeis of their re-
sersments,  That makes the work-
place center-glage of the tweniy-
sowsethings” rebellimi. A

Mt discussed is the Met that this alleged
resentiment hiis resisted all survey research
efforts t locate it

Two decades ago, then-Yale Law
School professor, Charles Reich. had inld
thie countey it faced a full-scake revolution
bred of changing generational expericnce.
The revolution, Reich thought, originated
not in the political onder, but in the cul-
ture, though i was certain o transiorm
politics and everything else. At its core
was a vastly transformed individualism of
which young Americans uniguely par-
took. It promised, he wrote, *a new and
liberated individuoal.”

Chider people learned hrcrw 1av Tive in
adifferent world; it is really beyond
them to imagie themselves living
gocording fo the new promises, The
most hasic limisations of life—the
Joby, the working day, the part one
can play in life, the limits of xex,
fewve, and relgrionshipg, the limits of
knowledge and experience—all van-
ish, leaving open a Hfe that can be
Jived withour the guideposis of the
pust. In the world that now exisis,
life of surfing is poseible, not a5 an
escape from work, @ recreation ord
phase, bt as a life—if one chooses.”



Boomers Evolve

I wasn't long. of course, before this
revolutionary gencration was nowhene to
be szen. A part of it supposedly sold out
a5 0 acguired material possessions, be-
coming transmogrified into BMW-lov-
ing, Chablis-sipping. brie-nibbling, ac-
quisitive Young Urban Professionals.
Before they departed, the group ennched
American English with its name and ad-
Jectives like “yuppytaed.”

Baby-boomers next appeared moa
very different guise, thatof the downinod-
den. The ideahere was that peopls bom in
the big birth cohorts from the end of
World War Il through the early 19605 kad
to compete with a crovwd for most things
that were conseguential, cspecially jobs,
The argunsent then added the vwist that
the L5 economy was in long-tenm simic-
trl declime. Icould not compensate for
the downward pressuse exerted on entry-
kevel salares or for the loss of high-pay-
ing jobs to forengn competition.  In dhis
semng, econaamst Lester Thurow assurned
us, “the baby-boomm generation stancs miaoss
al msk.”

[They! will have fo cope with the
eoonomic faifure af fow prodeciiv-
ity growih over their erire working
lifetimes and ot the end will find a
aaticeatylower American sterdara
af living than thar found abroad...*

Like other gencration myths, this one
which s=aw baby-boomers suftocating as
the American middle class declined,
arabbed headlines before it disappearsd.

But the boomers had yet other roles
tx play. Writing in American Demio-
pragdiics, Cheryl Russell laid on them
Blame for most of what's wrong in the
contemporary United States.

Evervone can cite whal i5 wrong—
diverce, crime, drg abuse, obses-
sive mnteriailism, a lack of duty ard
cenriri trent, ana an inwillinghess
to sacrifice for the pubiic good.
Evervone alin seems fo Raow when
things starred to wnravel—ahont
three decades ago.. . The core rea-

son for the upheaval in American
sociedy Hes in the maturation af the
enovmons haby-hoom generation
s miwwre thar o coimcidence thar
Arderica s sovial fabric be gar fo fear
Sust ax the habp-booss gereranon. ..
camte of age in the late 19605

The US did expericnce important so-
clal changes in the Llate 19505 and 1960s,
whach ncluded shifis in values. And
sl,ln:l:,-.rnaul:,l -:JF["!FEHEdE\'El:'I-IHI:'II’.‘I“:{jt'InU-
enced and are refllected i the 72 million
peaple bom between 19468 through 1963,
Whal's ol mssie 15 Bussell's insistence that
boomers' aititudes and values are pro-
foundly different from those of obder
Americans. | have examined similar ar-
gumenis before and found them greatly
overstated. 1 In the pages that Tollow this
article. in the Public Crpinion and Dherno-
graphic Report (POR, pp. 88-94G), we re-
view recent data and reach the same con-
clusion. Meither the boomers nor the
thirtzeners ane " profoundly different” gen-
Eralinns,

O of Cheryl Russell's silliest claims
invaolves the supposed source of the
boomers' peneraional distnctivencss, She
comncludes that "at the root of these differ-
ences is a strong sense of individualism
instilled in baby-boomers by their par-
ents, "1 Individualism and its elaboration
do lie at the very core of Amerca's
sociopolitical ideology and drive much of
what is distinetive in national life oday—
as for the past two centures 12 In his
clossic account of Amenca’s socal on-
gins and development, wnllen when An-
drew Jackson was in the White House,
Alexis de Tocgueville saw indsvidialism
a5 the horse America was hownd for goad
and ill to ride throughowt its hisiory,
Surely baby-boomers were given asirong
sense of individunlism by their parents, as
the larter wore by theirs, and so on back
across the thineen generations,

Mot all commentators have signed on
iesuch generational hyperbole, Alexander
Star, for example, recently nidicubed the
idea that "the generation that come of age
in the age of Reagan has finally crafied a
distinct identity."1?  Sue Gardrer per-
formed this same service in reviewing

Flomes's amd Strauss's latest book, Thir
reenth Gen )3 And, a few serous inves-
tigations, such as Paul Light's Haby-
Boomers, have depth and balance, '8 Lin-
tortunntely, the more thoughtful accounts
hawe been lost in o sea of baseless asser-
tions.

Iz There Such a Thing Asa " Greneration"

There 15 a deeper basic confusion
which stems from a fuilure to distinguish
between generational experiences on the
ome hand and effects of aging on the
other.!”  Analysis focusing on political
generations gained prominence in the
1930, in the works of Karl Monnheim,
Sigmumnd Mewmann, and Rudolf Hebere,
Individuals gain a frame of reference,
these swthors argued, from decisive events
af the time when they reached political
conscicusness—usually in their late teens
of early twentics, Some values some-
times get fised, affecting the cohor's fu-
ture behavior.  In other words, sweder
certaim condiions, deciiive formative
evenis frangform an age cobart o a
generation. | B

These aceounts did not suggest that
ull peaple in an age cohorl are smilarly
affected or renct identically o key polin-
cal happenings.  Muonnheim wrode, for
example, of "generafion units,” groups
withim an age stratum whio hald foalema-
tive and often conflicting values, Maore
recently, Bennctt Berper noted that 11 is
cssential, when using the concept of the
generation in a cultural sense, to spacify
generations of what, becavse it is only m
a demographic sense that peopls i the
same-age groupoonstitute a homogenenes
unit.” " One would expect that wealthy
and poor young people, factory workers
amnd college students, blacks and whites,
wiolld not experience events in the same
way.

This noted, the idea of gensrations
prosdts that, whatever the specific genera-
taonl unit, wisder some circumstances dis-
nnctive social and politkeal valwes—prod-
ucls of distipchive evenls in a group's
Farmative years—ietdnbled iato is mem-
lszrs and persist throwigh the vears, evien as
the colwort ages.

4
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Age Effects

The argument involving effects of
aging beads to very different conclusions,
For various reasons, social and psycho-
logical, individuals as they grow older
tened o move attitudinally toward more
“molerate” positions, Actions which so-
ciety may deline as deviant—adelinguent,
Baheman, or rachcal, fores ample—seem
often largely youth phenomena.® The
ideqn that aging leads people away from
extremes toward more qualified and re-
strained positions was advanced by
Aristotle in his Bhetoric more tan 2000

years ago:

Young men have siromg possions,
and  rend o grarify  them
indiscrisinarely... . Theyare hor-fem-
pered and guick-tempered., owing
Kl fove of howor they canme!
bear being siighted, and are indig-
nanr if they imagine themselves un-
Sairly ireated.. They have evalied
notions, becanse they have nof yef
heen Rumbled by life or leares its
necessary limiations. . They think
they knaw everviking and are al-
W alilite sare alvowt it this, infoct,
s wiliy they averdo everyihing,

In marked contrast fo these charac-
teristics of the young, Artistodls went on,
are the maore ambivalent, restricied views
of the elderly:

They have lived many vears: they
Frave ofier bren taten in, ard often
sraate ppistadkes ; anad [ oo the wiliole
ix a had hucimesy, The recwlf 15 thar
they are sure about nothing and
inder-da everything.. They guide
rheiv {ves foo mech by corsiger-
arions af what 15 weefinl and too little
by wihat is roble—for the useful s
wihiat 15 good for enesell and the
rewlele what (s pood absolwlely.. They
lack confidence in the fiiure . parily
shrongh experiense—for mosi tRings
Lo WERHE, OF auyway worse than
ot expecs, =

The Gesman theorist Max Weber made o
similar distinction when he argued that
young people are more inclined to the

"ethic of ulimate ends,” older people o
the "ethic of responsibility, "22

Many differences in social outlook
amang age groups stem not from persist
ng, determinative generational experi-
ences, bul simply from age. As people
grow obder, they assume new social sta-
tuses and responsibilities, acquire differ-
ent interests, experence changing needs,
If young people today differ from their
elders in essentially the same way—with
regard tocertain values and attitudes—as
the young have often differcd from their
elders in the past, we are looking at age
effects, not generstional differences.

Baoth age and generation factors may
be present at the some time, of course.
The analyst must sort them out, It's one
thing if a colvort of young peeple ke on
distinctive attivsdes toward work as a re-
sult of a distinctive generational expen-
ence; such attitudes are likely bo persist,
115 something quite different if the youth
have cortaim outlooks on work stermming
Frowm the social and psychological facts of
their being voung: these will change s
they grow alder.

The Data: Generations Hard to Find

Survey findings point (o one conclu-
sion above all others: Generational ef-
Fewts are weak iy most areas of social and
political cutlook. The commaon claim,
that a new age prowp 15 expenencing un-
usual and consequential frustrations of
dissatisfactions, is a case 0 poant,  The
hoomers were supposedly frustrated be
cause they had o contend with so miny
athers in their huge cohort for n shmnking
supply of good jobs. Now, it's the
rwentyammcthings who are seen o5 dis-
timctively dissatisfied because, as a recent
Roper Crganization repont pat it, “they
are cosming of age in an era of reduced
opporiunity.... They are financially
strapped, unhappy with woek, disillu-
sicned by leaders, and anxiows sbout the
furture, "23

Undoubredly, there are many troublsd
and disappoinied young people—as there
are middie-aged and older people. But,
the data show, there just aren’t any large
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patterned  differences involving mood,
confidence, and satistachion amaong the
varigus age straota (POR, po B30 Inoowr
1986 review of the data, we reached this
same conclusion. If anvthing, the yvoung
then—as now— often were a bt more
optimistic about their own and the
coumry's future than were the elderly 21
This 15 consiatent with Aristotle’s assess-
menl, of course, bt mol with the latter-
day "generational angsl” arguments,

When we do see differcnees among
age strata, they oflen seem products of
recurring ageeffects, Forexample, Gallup
asked its respomcdents earher this year
which they enjoy more, “the hours when
you are on your job, or the hours when you
are not on your job " Fewer people in the
[B-29 stratum than among those 45.50
said "onthe job." When Gallup asked thas
same question in 1955, it got the same
basic pattern: Only 309 of those 21-24
vears said they enjoyved their on-the-job
howrs meore, compared to 47% of thosse
A5 5% and 6 1% of thoss 60 years and older
(POR, p. 8%, This atiests, presumably,
not o generational experience, but to such
things as young people typically having
less interesting jobs—having just begun
to work their way through their carcers—
wnad, a3 well, having more things they
want 1o do of [ the job,

It's the same story with many social
values and cultural predispositions. We
often find either no significant difference
separating the age groups, or find differ-
ences largely accounted for by factors
relating o age fself. Religion is a gpood
Cide in point.

The country's religious life is often
seencaught up in gencrational shifts. The
Siaties generalion, for example, was sup-
posed o be notably irreligious. But when
we ask people abowt various elements of
religions beliel—whether they believe in
Giod. or in the idea of heaven—we find no
significant differences separating the
voung, the middle-agad, and theald, These
haven't been sigmificant age differences
on such elements of beliel at any point in
the span for which we have survey data,
Americans hove besn, and remain, a "re-
ligious people.”




When we twm to siech jasoes as U
perceived limportance of religiom w one's
owin life, and the felaed maner of relh-
prous observance, however, we find very
|.a|:;|i_,|£ age diffesences, ‘l'lI.'IIJI'IE Fu:l:lph: al=
tend church IEH._ are leek 'in|;|1r|u:] [ 143 |;_|n|:-
siribe n:i'ly;iq:n [ ilnpurl:ml i thisir own
|'i1.'|=x. e, But BAUFVEYE i:|| earser p-:nuds
|||-Ht'.ll'_|.l found the same lhing. |-':-|_1|_:||i: m
their late beens and twenties typically have
been less regular church goers than those
with growing families and those whase
age pives them a vivid sense of their own
morality (POR, p. 91, We are now
seeing stories of boomers refuming to
church as they trv to respond to the spiri-
tual and emotional needs of theirchildren.
The accounts [ have seen fail to note that
similar responses, pegged not to special
generational experience bui io the basic
lifie cycle itself, can be found af many
carlier times as well,

Other data which we couldn't presem
in the POR for reasons of space, show the
same lack of generational differences, I=
the "work ethic” eroding as new genera-
Lo appear on the scene’? I iis, one can'’t
ell it From surveys, These data don’t
show the work ethic stronger amon g older
groaps than among the voung. Meither do
boyaley toand sutisFaction with one’s com-
piny seem tovary with age, The repsons
people give forworking—ihe cultural and
social factors a5 well as the monedary
ones—don't differ much from one group
bav amasther

Opinions on gquestions invalving
crime and what we should do about it for
the most port show minimal differences
by ape. For example, the General Social
Surveys taken by the MNational Opinion
Ressarch Center from 1990-93 have found
extraordinary consistency on capital pun-
ishment across the age cohons: 73% of
those under 300 said they favored capital
punishment for “persons convicted of
murder,” companzd 1o 729 of theose -4
years of age, T2% of those 45-39, and
T¥% of persons 60 years and older. Re-
quiring that people obiain pelice permns
before buying a gun was endorsed by 3%
of those |E-29, B0% in the 3)-44 age
bracket, 79% of 43-59 vear olds, amd by
R of those 6 and over,

Changing Our Minds

Ir's wi1l| qul:q||1n$1,mw|l'iu|l I|'u;: :ml;i-
ety 15 in the process of changing 105 mimd
where one does find significant age dif-
ferences in =social outlook, There aren't
nearly as many of these as 15 sometimes
thought, But there are anumber of impor-
tant ones—involving sexual normes, for
example, and pender relationships—
wherne over the last 30 vears or soattitudes
have been liberalizing. At any point on
these issues, the young are likely to be
spcinlized as o the appropriate norms
differently than were their elders.

Where the big age change takes place
varics, Somedimes we soc o steady pro-
greasion toward more "liberal” views from
the oldest cohort o the youngest: Thoese
are matiers where the liberalization pro-
cess b5 still going on. In other cases, the
big change cccurred sometime in the past,
and we are more or less al & plaeau—
peopke 1E-29 vears of age not differing
much, for example, from those i ther
Ak and early 405, Aswe see from the data
presented on POR poges 92-93, in arcas
where the socwety is changing its mind
about what it thinks the proper standard
should be, there are often large genera-
tional differences. although the lines sepa-
rating generations are not constant from
one question 0 another,

Folitical Generations

Pany identification is an area whens
generational differences are really quite
prominant. I've examined Gallup survey
data From various points i ome, Troo the
19405 up i the present. linevery instance,
people who came of age politically when
the cowntry was in the theoes of the Grear
Depression and Franklin Roosevelr was
dominaring the national politkeal scene,
have been the Democrats beat colwort, Foa
example, Gallup surveys condwscred from
Apel throughJuly 1952 showed the Demeo-
crats enjoving pamy [D margeans over the
Eepublicans of berween TR and 26 poins
armong the Depression generation, while
their bead was only 2 to B points amsong
thewe who came of age from the early
wears of this century through the 19205,
The Republicans actually enpoyed plural-

iy suppor among those who reached
voling age in the late 19th century 23

By the |98, surveys were showing
that the very youngest voders—who came
of age politically in the late Carer years
and during Ronald Reagan's presidency—
were the Eepublicans' best group. This
wits a sharp break from the long Mew Dieal
and immediate post-Mew Deal experi-
ence, where the Demdscrats wers success-
ful in attracting new voters. According o
Guallup surveys taken from Ocrtober 1991
through bay 1982, Democrais sull had
substantial margins {of betwesn 7 amd 12
percentage points) ameng people of the
Mew Deal generation, but the Eepubli-
cang had the lead in party identification
among the young: & 15-percentage point
lead, for example, among those who
reached voting age between 1978 and
1981, & 13-point margin for those who
came of voting age from 1982 through
1985, and an | 8-point edge For those who
turnid 18 between 1986 and 1989,29 In
the 1993 Gallup surveys, which we presend
on POR page %4, this some age patiem
obtains, Persons now in their 70s, who
came of pge politically during the 1930s,
are the Demacrats best age group, while
the Republicans dotheir comparative best

among the young.

In a grear many arcas of political
outlook, though, age groups don't differ
much. For example, on most questions of
public spending —are we apending enough
o the nation's health, military, ele.—age
differemces are modest or nonesistant, In
only a few cases are they substantial:
Spending onthe enyviromment i one of the
larier. Degrees of satsluction and dissat-
isfaction with governmental performance
don't differ much, or with any regularity
of pattem, seross the age cobonts (POR, p,
94,

Oy pe ol queston on government's
role does yiekd large differences between
the youngest voters and theirelders. When
the Loy Angefes Times  askesf o 1993
whether its respondents “favor smaller
govermment with fewer services, or larger
govemment with muany services,” a strik-
ingly high 52% of those 18-29 gave the
“more govemnment” response, compared
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1o just 27% of those 3)-44 years of age,
1% i the 45-59 bracket, and 19% of
those &0 years and older (POR, p. 960
Other versions of this gquestion consis-
tently get similar results, Are the young
signalling that—despite still being a rela-
tively good group for the Republicans—
they are distinctively inclined 10 more
activist povemment, as a resull of some
generational experience? O, rather, ane
we sezing something that may result sim-
ply from age: Young people typically
paying less in taxes and feeling bess bur-
dened by them than groups further along
i their carsers; or young people, follow-
ing Aristodle’s argument, mose inclined as
a general rule 1o back "action?”

Generations:
Factor

A Real, But Limited,

Some guestions remain, Bl on most
matters relating to generations survey data
give clear and decisive answers. The
twenlysomethings are just young men and
worien, not @ generation i any subsian-
tial social and political sznse, The same is
trise of the boomers before them, and of
boomers tow in their middle vears.

Where the society is changing its
mimad sharply abouwt something, as it has
on certiin social issees over the last sev-
eral decades, those socialized at a time
when the newer values were taking shape
are mare likely to reflect them, and real
penerational differences are to be found,

For the most part, though, Americans
evince great constancy in underlving na-
tional values, which express themselves
across all age strata. When they do differ
by age, it's most often in ways dictated by
the recurring age cycle. Claims of sharp
generational differences and conflict may
muke good copy, but they are rirely justi-
fied, A word o the wise, from social
science toadvertising: Beware of penera-
tron myths,
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