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			When my editor at First Things magazine suggested that I write a book about the baby boomers modeled on Lytton Strachey’s Eminent Victorians, my estimate of his literary judgment, which I already rated highly because he printed my stuff, increased further. Eminent Victorians is a great book and, what is far more rare, a successful book. It hit what it aimed at. The Victorians had less influence on the world when Strachey was done with them. To do the same for the boomers was so obviously a good idea that I forgave my editor for elaborating on my suitability for the project by saying, “You’re like Strachey; you’re an essayist, and you’re mean.”

			Eminent Victorians, for those who don’t know it, was a collection of short biographical portraits published in May 1918, in the waning days of World War I, and never was a book more fortunate in its timing. It arrived in London shops just as Germany’s spring offensive was faltering and American troops were finally arriving in numbers on the western front. As victory became close enough to contemplate and the psychological clench of wartime began to relax, the people of Britain started to ask themselves whether it had all been worth it.

			Among those who concluded that it had not, there were many who saw the war as something worse than an error of judgment. Their suspicion, which Strachey’s book put into words for them, was that the men who had brought Britain into the war and all the values those men had believed in must have been not just mistaken but fundamentally corrupt.

			The four Victorians Strachey chose to attack had always been held in high esteem: Cardinal Manning, the Roman Catholic archbishop known for his social work; Thomas Arnold, the Rugby headmaster who invented the English public school as we know it; General Charles Gordon, the martyr of Khartoum; and Florence Nightingale, the one modern readers have heard of. To blame these national heroes for the Somme was a stretch, and in Nightingale’s case positively perverse. Nevertheless, Strachey attacked his targets with an oedipal fury, perhaps because these four figures, though long dead, felt oppressively present to him as architects of the world he inhabited.

			It was not what the Victorians believed that Strachey rebelled against so much as their believing in anything at all. Strachey himself was a pure aesthete. “Only two things I find amuse me,” he once told Leonard Woolf, “wit and the flesh.” This insouciance eventually worked against his credibility when it became clear he had no alternative set of values to offer, but for Eminent Victorians his ironic pose only helped. It gave the book a light touch. The Victorians could survive being proven wrong. They could not survive being made to look ridiculous.

			The first edition sold out nine printings in two years. It did not matter that many of the things Strachey wrote were simply false, as he happily admitted. War-weary book buyers cared about only one thing: the people who had gotten the country into such a mess deserved a shellacking, and Strachey had given it to them. As Cyril Connolly once said, the nice thing about the 1920s was that “in those days, whenever you didn’t get on with your father, you had all the glorious dead on your side.”

			

			—

			And those of us who would attack the baby boomers, what do we have on our side?

			I have no quarrel with my parents, who were both born in the 1950s. My father, who died while this manuscript was being written, was a liberal Southern lawyer of the Atticus Finch type and, like Atticus, beyond reproach. My mother was a bit of a hippie when she was younger—she majored in pottery at a college that no longer exists—but the only thing I have to reproach her for on that score is that I never learned how to put on makeup. They were wonderful parents, and I’m very grateful to them.

			Whatever my editor at First Things might say, I don’t feel this book was written in a spirit of meanness. As I was drafting a list of boomers to profile, I found that I had no interest at all in writing about buffoons and psychopaths, however colorful some of them were. Instead, I was drawn to the boomers who had all the elements of greatness but whose effect on the world was tragically and often ironically contrary to their intentions. Their destructiveness came from their virtues as much as their vices. I was going to spend months, even years with these people living in my head. I did not want to pick anyone for whom I felt contempt.

			On the other hand, I do feel some of the moral indignation that animated Strachey’s readers. I graduated from college in 2008 already with a sense that the millennials were, in some deep spiritual sense, a dispossessed generation. Then the financial crash came, and the sense of dispossession became more literal. Those were lean years for me and my friends, made worse by the burden of student debt, which boomers urged us to take on as much of as we could in order to go to the best school that would have us. The recession’s headwind on our careers has put millennials years behind in achieving the standard material indicators of adulthood, like marriage and buying a house. But as long as millennials are trapped in the Tinder cycle or on the career track and putting off childbearing anyway, what would we need to buy a house for?

			I began this book thinking that it could articulate the same anti-boomer brief that all my millennial friends seemed to be arriving at independently. Boomers were the people who scolded us for complaining about student loan debt when, in their day, you could work off a semester’s tuition in a few shifts sweeping floors at the biology lab. They’re the parents who ask why we’re still single when their example of broken homes and sexual anarchism didn’t leave us with much to go on. They’re the ones who discredited the old uncomplicated patriotism and replaced it with worship of—themselves. America was a totalitarian nightmare until the advent of that holy trifecta, civil rights, women’s liberation, and the gay movement: so we were taught, not by dissident faculty radicals, but by twelve years of public school classes. The rebels took over the establishment, only they wanted to keep preening like revolutionaries as they wielded power. The smugness of it was infuriating.

			But as I considered the boomers more systematically, it became more important to me to sort their genuine offenses from ordinary filial resentments. Yes, the boomers benefited from an economy where a man could earn a middle-class living on a single blue-collar salary, whereas millennial couples with college degrees feel as if they both need to work full-time just to break even, but is that the boomers’ fault or just the luck of the generational draw? The divorce rate spiked in the 1970s, but then it went back down. Was that brief instability the price that had to be paid for the sexual freedom we now enjoy, the inevitable overcorrection before the pendulum swung back to a happier equilibrium? Every generation since William Bradford’s has thought America was going to the dogs. Then again, one of these days the Jeremiahs will be right.

			That was the fundamental task in my mind as I wrote each chapter of this book. I wanted to figure out where the boomers had really departed from historical norms and done irreparable harm to Western civilization, versus where they just happened to be lucky or millennials unlucky. In the case of the two-income trap, for instance, I do think the boomers are to blame. They were the ones who hustled mothers into the workplace with the false promise that wage work was the only way to be independent and self-actualized, and that shock to the labor market killed the family wage. It was their social revolution that made two incomes practically mandatory, not abstract shifts in the economy. Divorce rates have gone down, but only because fewer people are getting married in the first place. Record numbers of millennials are reaching the age of thirty-five without ever having married. Boomers didn’t just shake up the nuclear family. They broke it.

			Generations are too abstract for attributions of fault and blame, so I decided to tell the boomers’ story through the lives of six exemplary individuals. Looking closely at these six, I realized just how often the boomers were their own first victims. These were mainly people who would have made great contributions to humanity if they had been born at any other time. Camille Paglia, for example, would have been a gifted scholar in any century, and it is only the bad luck of having been born in 1947 that has led her to waste her talents scrutinizing pop culture. On the other hand, her insistence that Madonna is as worthy of study as Milton made it easier for subsequent generations of scholars to get their PhDs in Sopranos studies without ever acquiring the grounding in great literature that Paglia herself unquestionably possesses, and the rest of us now have to live with that decline in standards. None of these six boomers is altogether a villain or a victim; each one represents some aspect of the boomer tragedy in all its complexity.

			Has writing this book left me more sympathetic to the boomers or less? It’s difficult to say. I have a better sense of just how many aspects of my generation’s disinherited condition are their fault, but I also have a better sense of what they thought they were doing when they made their mistakes. Trying to follow the thread of the boomers’ misdeeds back to the original errors that produced them led me to write about many topics well beyond the usual Beatles and Bill Clinton clichés: judicial activism, imperialism, the digital revolution. The result may seem idiosyncratic. But the theme that connects all these seeming digressions is the same one that I started with, the essence of boomerness, which sometimes manifests itself as hypocrisy and other times just as irony: they tried to liberate us, and instead of freedom they left behind chaos.

			Every generation is dealt its own challenges and handles them as well as it can. The boomers were dealt an uncommonly good hand, which makes it truly incredible that they should have screwed up so badly. They inherited prosperity, social cohesion, and functioning institutions. They passed on debt, inequality, moribund churches, and a broken democracy.

			The tragedy of Eminent Victorians was that by the time Strachey’s book was published, the figures he was attacking were all dead. He never had the chance to make them regret what he believed was their degrading effect on their country. The boomers should not be allowed to shuffle off the world stage until they have been made to regret theirs.

		

	
		
			1

			THE BOOMERS

			The baby boomers were born between 1945 and 1964, in the era of prosperity and self-confidence that followed America’s victory in World War II. The same spirit of optimism and good fortune that boosted the birthrate in those years gave those children a lifelong sense that the world was made just for them.

			Like the Victorians, the boomers have been a dominant cohort, with influence beyond the normal generational allotment. Each passing decade of the twentieth century has been defined by what the boomers were doing during it: watching TV in the suburbs in the 1950s; rocking and rebelling in the 1960s; taking things too far in the 1970s; buckling down and making money in the 1980s. This kaleidoscope of stereotyped images shows not America passing from one generation to another but a single generation moving from one phase of life to the next.

			The boomers are far more self-obsessed than the Victorians were, but even if they were as humble as lambs, they would still have loomed large over the twentieth century due to sheer numbers. Since they came of age, they have been America’s largest voting bloc, the largest advertising demographic, the most important readers, drivers, diners, concertgoers. They were dominant in their youth, when their elders flattered their idealism and advertisers chased their dollars, and they clung tenaciously to their dominance for the next half century. Bob Dylan’s receiving the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2016 might have made a nice capstone to this era of overwhelming boomer supremacy, the apotheosis of their global takeover, after which they might have made a graceful exit and let the younger generations have their rightful day—or late afternoon— on the cultural stage. This graceful exit has not yet been observed. The Rolling Stones will stop touring first.

			Unsurprisingly, the boomers’ children have grown to resent them as much as Lytton Strachey resented the Victorians. But is it more than resentment? A poll of millennials taken in 2018 found that a majority believed boomers had “made things worse” for their generation. What could they be referring to? The boomers have started no world wars, conscripted no soldiers, launched no breadlines. There is nothing in their record to compare with the pile of corpses at Passchendaele. The only fields of poppies planted on their account have been in Kandahar, not memorially.

			Nevertheless, the millennials are right. The baby boomers have been responsible for the most dramatic sundering of Western civilization since the Protestant Reformation. If that is hard to accept, it is only because the boomer revolution has been so comprehensive that it has become almost impossible to imagine what life was like before it. The rise of television, for example, has altered the human mind as much as the printing press did, and one of the ways it has altered it has been to make sustained concentration virtually impossible for those raised in its atmosphere, the way a third dimension is unthinkable for the inhabitants of Flatland. The result has been generations of young people who lack a grounding in the basic facts of history, which can’t possibly be absorbed by video. To cover their tracks even further, the boomers have stuffed their heirs with sufficient pseudo-knowledge to make them feel as if they know enough about the past to judge themselves superior to it.

			Before the Renaissance, would-be rediscoverers of Aristotle were sometimes told by zealous churchmen that anything written before Christ was ipso facto not worth rediscovering. This is approximately how the boomers feel about themselves. Any suggestion that the Western world might not be altogether better off for their influence is immediately met with an indignant litany of all the segments of humanity who previously labored in a sad state of abject non-personhood before the boomers came along and broke their chains. So deeply ingrained is this sentiment that even the boomers’ harshest critics always hasten to add their reassurances that they would not want to undo the least particle of the legacy of the 1960s, only temper its excesses.

			I am sympathetic to this line of argument—to a point. As a woman, if I had been born in another century, my schooling might well have stopped at age twelve. On the other hand, in this age I attended some of the best schools in the world until I was twenty-one and still didn’t receive an education that those benighted eras would have considered standard. Is this necessarily an improvement? In order to attempt an impartial appraisal of their legacy, it may be necessary to bracket the boomers’ conversation-stopping claims to be mankind’s greatest liberators for at least a preliminary moment—though this is like asking a medieval theologian to bracket the Incarnation.

			

			—

			Boomers have never hesitated to make themselves look better by massaging the historical record, so a good place to start an examination of their achievements is with a clear-eyed look at how life has changed in the last seventy years. People who claim to be liberators often exaggerate how bad things were before they came along, in order to make their achievement seem greater, or, in cases where their so-called liberation unleashed dark forces they did not anticipate, they pretend that things have always been this bad. Boomers do a bit of both, so it is useful to put their self-flattering narrative through a fact-check.

			For all their claims to be women’s greatest liberators, it would be hard to convince an impartial observer that boomer feminism has left women better off when one in five white women are on antidepressants. Feminism, for the boomers, mostly meant channeling women into paid employment on an unprecedented scale. Women have always worked, but never in American history did women outnumber men in the labor force until January 2020. Boomers promised that employment was the only way for women to be fulfilled and independent, when any socialist could have told them that there is no one more dependent than a wage worker.

			You didn’t have to be a socialist to guess that 1970s feminism wasn’t going to work out well, just a decent observer of the psychology of the leading feminists. Betty Friedan was a self-obsessed malcontent who deliberately concealed her past as a fellow traveler of the Communist Party USA in order to make The Feminine Mystique seem like an honest memoir and not political propaganda. Gloria Steinem had good personal reasons for considering the nuclear family a trap. Her father was a ne’er-do-well hustler, practically a con man, and her fragile mother spent long stretches of her life institutionalized both before and after their divorce. This gave young Gloria such an abhorrence of domesticity that in her first two decades as a political organizer she never spent longer than eight days at home before setting off on the road again.

			That is not how most women want to live. Friedan claimed to have been alerted to the “problem that has no name” by a 1957 Smith alumnae questionnaire that showed her fellow members of the class of 1942 languishing in suburban misery, but she misrepresented the survey’s findings. It actually showed that most respondents were satisfied with their marriages, felt perfectly free to work outside the home if they wanted to (most didn’t), and generally had never been happier. Polls of suburban housewives in the 1960s found that compared with their working counterparts, they were more likely to report reading widely and to feel that they were using their educations in their daily lives.

			Making life easier for atypical women is a laudable goal. Florence Nightingale was an atypical woman, and even the stuffy old Victorians were grateful that she had the freedom to become eminent enough for Lytton Strachey to write about. But the net effect of boomer feminism has been to restrict the choices of typical women, taking the choice that was making most of them happy and removing it from the set of options. When married women entered the workforce in large numbers, it bid up the price of basic middle-class necessities like housing and education until, by the 1990s, families were working twice as hard to be no better off than they were when most households had a single earner. Intellectual stimulation would be small compensation for the demands of this harried lifestyle, but most of these women don’t even have that. They are not journalists like Steinem and Friedan. They have jobs, not careers.

			One in five white women on antidepressants, and one in six of all Americans on some kind of psychiatric medication: this would not have been possible without the boomer era’s broader embrace of mind-altering drugs. It is hard to say which is sadder, the number of people who have overdosed on heroin or the number permanently fuzzying their emotional perception of the universe because they were once sad enough to pop a positive on a PHQ-9. Most depressive episodes end on their own within six to eight months; prescriptions, unfortunately for patients but fortunately for the manufacturers of Wellbutrin, last indefinitely. It is interesting to note how closely drugs have tracked the boomers as their needs and tastes have changed with age. Marijuana gave way to cocaine when they became old and rich enough to prefer “the champagne of drugs” (as The New York Times called it in 1974). On the legal side, the fad for Ritalin conveniently arose at exactly the right time to make the boomers’ school-age children easier to manage.

			This mass resort to psychotropics has been clothed in the most nauseating sanctimony, from drug dealers no less than from mental health professionals. The New Left historian Todd Gitlin insists, in his pioneering history of the 1960s, that Bay Area acid kings like Augustus Owsley Stanley III “were not in it just for the money; they kept their prices down, gave out plenty of free samples, and fancied themselves dispensers of miracles at the service of a new age.” The truth is that Stanley, like a lot of silver spoon screwups, simply did not think very much about turning a profit. Others after him would. The last barrier between the dealers and the real money—Adderall money, Zoloft money—was the lingering taboo that made making money off recreational dope somehow not respectable. With the former Speaker of the House John Boehner (born in 1949) making marijuana legalization his retirement project, we may live to see the day when the street dealer’s pharmacopoeia is covered by Medicaid, at which point the boomer drug revolution will be complete.

			

			—

			Slack-jawed, glaze-eyed, mindlessly shoveling junk food in a state of perfect passivity—no need to go to a drug den to see that, just any living room where the TV is on. The British sociologist Richard Hoggart was the first person to spot that the rise of pop culture would be a revolution in what it means to be human on par with the advent of psychology. He also spotted that it would be regressive. Instead of consuming art made by people much like themselves, the lower classes would be reduced to consuming art made by jobbing hacks catering to their audience’s lowest appetites. “We are a democracy whose working people,” he warned, “are exchanging their birthright for a mass of pin-ups.”

			Hoggart first became worried about the effects of mass culture while teaching adult education classes in Yorkshire after World War II, when he was in his late twenties—younger than many of his students, which is to say that his worries were not just fogyism. He had also grown up much poorer than any of his students, though they did not realize it until his book came out ten years later. The Uses of Literacy (1957) described Hoggart’s upbringing in the respectable slums of Leeds, in a house too poor to afford solid meat except “a bit of rabbit occasionally.” Books were as unknown as beefsteak. His grandmother, who raised him after he and his siblings were orphaned, could only just read. He knew better than to romanticize life in poverty.

			Yet he could not help noticing that those unschooled slum dwellers were mentally independent in a way that his postwar students were not. His grandmother’s range of cultural reference was narrow and unimpressive, consisting mainly of homespun aphorisms and the Bible, but at least her mind had not been colonized by pulp novels and Hollywood movies. The difference between the old culture and mass culture was like the difference between preparing a meal and microwaving one, and Hoggart’s students had been rendered helpless in the same way as someone who has never been taught how to cook. The colonial aspect of mass culture was easier for Hoggart to spot because he was British. Mass culture, for England and Europe, was a foreign takeover. But “Americanization” homogenized the home country as much as it did the rest of the globe, sapping the life out of regional subcultures. Before the 1950s, music, theater, magazines, and even radio were all local, to one degree or another. Hollywood movies were not.

			Hoggart, amazingly, was writing before the age of television, which of course came along and accelerated all the problems he was complaining about. Doomsayers saw TV as a singularly pernicious medium from the very first, and after sixty years it may be time to consider the possibility that they were right. Print took four centuries to develop mass appeal, counting roughly from Gutenberg to the Daily Mail. Television took fifteen years. That should be some indication of its unprecedented seductive powers. Those fifteen years happened to be the same years when the boomers were being born. From a starting point near zero in 1945, almost 90 percent of American households owned a TV by 1960. No medium has done more to shape the boomer mentality, which may be why they have been so deaf to the well-founded worries that mass-produced video is optimized to rot the human brain. They take it personally.

			Assuming TV really did rot their brains, how would they be in a position to know? Its intrinsic biases—toward flash over illumination, sound bites over substance, the methods of advertising over the methods of persuasion—have become their basic intuitions. When subjective evaluation fails, objective measures must be consulted, and the most glaring objective consequence of the boomers’ embrace of mass culture has been the death of both folk culture and high culture. Earlier generations felt obliged to graduate from the good-time music of their youth to opera and classical, upon reaching a certain age. Not the boomers. They believe that their adolescent taste stands in no need of improvement. Rock opera is as good as actual opera, as far as they are concerned. In 1963, the music critic for The Sunday Times called the Beatles “the greatest composers since Beethoven.” That could be chalked up to excessive enthusiasm in the first flush of novelty. The fact that large numbers of American adults hold the same opinion fifty years later is a serious failure of taste.

			During the cold war, the Communist leaders of the Eastern bloc did their best to keep pop culture out of their countries, because they believed that Western entertainment would put their children in thrall to decadent bourgeois values—and they were right. Blue jeans and rock music did more to bring down Communism than Radio Free Europe. So Honecker at least had the consolation of being vindicated. What would it take to vindicate Hoggart? If he were right, what would we see? A world where a writer for the highbrow New Yorker is unable to recognize a simple Gospel reference like “put out your eye if it offends you,” perhaps (see Charles McGrath, “How A. E. Housman Invented Englishness,” which attributes the image to Housman’s own invention). One where Ivy League graduates don’t know in what century the Civil War was fought (I have personally tested this). One where opponents of President Donald Trump, overwhelmed with fear for the future of the polity, reach for a name to call their movement that will convey the seriousness of our national predicament and come up with . . . Dumbledore’s Army. At a certain point, the question becomes how much more evidence we could possibly need.

			

			—

			Drugged up, divorced, ignorant, and indebted, but at least they did it out of idealism. That has been the baby boomers’ universal alibi: our intentions were good. Later, they will admit, perhaps that idealism curdled, motivation flagged, the weaker-willed sold out. Still, the original impulse was altruistic. It would be quite a blow to their self-image if it were to be discovered that the boomers’ various crusades were selfish from the very beginning.

			Little hypocrisies are easy enough to find, and where sex is involved, one finds little else. During a debate in 1970 over whether to introduce coed dorms at the University of Kansas, one male student said that such living arrangements would leave students “free to encounter one another as human beings.” “I believe that the segregation of the sexes is unnatural,” another said. “This tradition of segregation is discriminatory and promotes inequality of mankind.” The same high-flown statements were heard at every school where coeducation was introduced, and they all carried the same tacit addendum: any benefit to our sex lives will be purely coincidental. From the moment the Pill became widely available, the effect of the sexual revolution has mainly been to make women more sexually available to men. This hardly even qualifies as an unintended consequence, just an unannounced one.

			Women had been admitted as graduate students at elite universities like Yale since the nineteenth century. Administrators did not doubt women’s capacity for higher education. It was the residential question they balked at, the idea of putting women in dormitories where alcohol and hormones would flow freely in the absence of adult supervision. When coeducation was finally accomplished, with astonishing rapidity as the first boomers matriculated, it was not because campus administrators started respecting women more or because their fears about women’s sexual vulnerability had been assuaged (those fears are as valid as ever, as ongoing concerns about campus sexual assault prove). Coeducation came in because schools that did not offer a pool of sexually available females saw applications from male students dwindle and budget holes open up. “If Yale was going to keep its standing as one of the top two or three colleges in the nation, the availability of women was an amenity it could no longer do without,” a modern historian of coeducation blandly records. It is hard to stifle a rueful laugh at her use of the term “amenity,” which, whatever her intentions, is no more than the literal truth.

			Dormitory misbehavior was a sideshow compared with the boomer sexual revolution that would have the most immediate impact on millennials, who were, in many cases, the direct result of it: the soaring out-of-wedlock birthrate. In 1960, unwed mothers were a single-digit rarity. Today, more than 40 percent of births are to unmarried mothers. The percentage of children living with both biological parents by the time the mother is forty years old is, among working-class families, 30 percent; in 1960, it was 95 percent. There are entire sections of the country where marriage has become an unattainable aspiration. Partly this is because boomers failed to give their children much in the way of helpful role modeling, and partly because millennial women have a hard time persuading their men to settle down when the bachelorhood with which they have to compete is so much more attractive, in its sexual prospects, than bachelorhood was in the days before Tinder. Naturally this revolution has had political consequences, because when fathers fail to provide, government must step in.

			The boomers’ most consequential political legacy may be the biggest irony of all: for all their claims to be the most progressive generation ever, the main result of the boomers’ involvement in politics has been the destruction of the Left. In 1950, the Democratic Party polled fifteen points better among those without college degrees, compared with those with them. By 2016, that advantage had flipped to a fifteen-point deficit. The Labour Party in the U.K. has undergone the same transformation, from the party of the working class to the party of the college-educated elite. But if a left-wing party is no longer the party of the working class, what good is it? What left is it?

			The great inaugurating manifesto of the New Left, the Port Huron Statement of 1962, declared existing forms of liberalism in general, and unionism in particular, to be obsolete—not a very gracious line for Tom Hayden to have taken, considering that his hosts in Port Huron were the United Automobile Workers, which allowed the Students for a Democratic Society to use their campground because one of its student leaders was the daughter of a UAW organizer. When Jack Weinberg originated the phrase “We don’t trust anyone over thirty” in 1964, it was in the course of telling an interviewer that the Berkeley Free Speech Movement didn’t owe anything to the radicals and Communists still kicking around California at the time. He was talking about the Old Left, not old people in general. That was the point of announcing a “New Left”: to declare independence from the old kind.

			The Old Left saw it coming. They had always figured that consumerism would kill socialism, and so it did. This was most obvious in Europe, where socialism was politically potent in a way it never was in the United States. The welfare state as we know it was invented by the Labour government of Clement Attlee, which inaugurated its majority by singing “The Red Flag” on the floor of the House of Commons. Then, over the following decades, the people who should have been the foot soldiers of the revolution started buying color TVs on the installment plan instead. The New Jerusalem gave way to the Macmillan boom, and even the working class started voting for the Tories because, as the PM said, they never had it so good.

			In France and Germany, the generation of 1968 at least had some reason for feeling contempt for their parents’ politics. It had ended in Hitler and collaboration. American boomers had no such excuse, but their contempt was if anything greater. Eugene McCarthy sneered that his primary opponent Bobby Kennedy was “running best among the less intelligent and less educated people of America.” Journalist Murray Kempton referred to the AFL-CIO as an organization specializing in “the care and feeding of incompetent white people,” language one would expect to hear from a robber baron, not a self-styled populist. The AFL-CIO of the 1960s and 1970s gave its members Medicare, Medicaid, and OSHA, among other political accomplishments, and still the younger generation wrote off the old guard as backward cold-war dinosaurs.

			As the boutique interests that made up the New Left eclipsed old priorities, the working class began to remember why they had organized politically in the first place: in a straight fight with the wealthy, the connected, and the articulate, they were at a decided disadvantage. In 1977, the workers at the Virgin Records plant came to the conclusion that the Sex Pistols’ single “God Save the Queen” was treasonous, and they downed tools in protest. After weeks of negotiation, Richard Branson prevailed and the workers were forced to produce the record. The fact that this is remembered as a victory for free speech and not a corporate boss quashing labor is the decline of the Left in a nutshell.

			The culmination of the 1960s generation’s political takeover came in the 1990s, when at last they were the ones holding the highest offices. Unfortunately, this was also the moment when the working class was most in need of champions, with globalization and mass immigration both presenting problems with new urgency thanks to technological developments. Instead of champions, the working class got neoliberal triangulators like Bill Clinton and Tony Blair. By the
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