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			Introduction

			There aren’t many people left in the United States who experienced a time in which the baby boom had never existed. For most Americans, including members of the baby boom itself, it was just there—the world they entered into, one in which there was this large group of people in the same general age range who were regularly carved out in the public conversation as something to be dealt with, credited, or blamed.

			For some small portion of the current population, maybe 2 percent, there’s memory of a time before Americans started having more babies than at any point prior. A time when a person could watch the entire country scramble to try to accommodate this sudden massive shift in the population.

			For everyone else, the America shaped by the baby boom is simply America, in the same way that a child born today just lives in a world with the internet and with airplanes. It takes a conscious awareness of the baby boom’s existence and uniqueness to understand the grip that it held and still holds on our national conversation. And that takes putting it in context—if not overhauling our understanding of the boom more dramatically.

			In 1945, the year before the boom began, the population of the United States was about 140 million.[1] Over the next 19 years, 76 million babies were born.[2] If America experienced a proportionately equivalent boom beginning in 2021, it would mean 186 million babies being born between then and 2040—nearly 10 million new kids annually compared to the 3.6 million born in 2020. For every birth recorded that year,[3] add another three babies or so[4] and you get close to the mark.

			Quickly, things would start to break. The government projected that there would be about 3.8 million kids in public kindergartens in 2022, with that figure expected to increase slightly by 2026.[5] If we’d had 9.5 million babies born in 2021, though, where would we put them? Who would pay for it? The problems would show well before that, of course, with strains on daycare programs and fierce competition for baby products of all kinds. There would be huge shifts in a number of industries as this massive market blossomed. The country would suddenly become focused on those kids, on meeting their needs year after year as they got old enough for elementary school, high school, driving, jobs, college.

			This is exactly what happened with the baby boom. They opened their eyes and everyone around them was working to meet their exceptional needs.

			“They are a generational tyranny,” Landon Jones wrote in one of the first serious examinations of the baby boom.[6] This wasn’t meant accusatorially—at least not entirely. The boom was demanding in the way that an unshoveled driveway is demanding: it’s not the snow’s fault. Eventually, baby boomers came to recognize their own power, the power the generation was granted by marketers and by dint of sheer volume—volume in numbers, volume at times in decibels. Jones’s book is called Great Expectations, which he frames as a descriptor of the hopeful investment that the country made in the members of the baby boom. But it has an inverse interpretation, too: the boomers themselves expected a lot.

			“A woman born in 1946 once remarked to me that for most of her youth she thought that all new generations were afforded such attention,” Jones writes. “Only much later did she realize, ‘This wasn’t the way it always was; we were the ones who were different.’ ”[7]

			Over time, the baby boomers became the norm. Rather than reshaping the country in specific ways, they instead redefined it entirely. Those tropes about midcentury Americana are largely boomer tropes, the rock and roll and the blue jeans and the ads for Barbies and Chevys on TV. These are the Cold War kids who grew up to take over government and business and entertainment. They went from invaders to administrators. And, of course, they had their own kids.

			By the turn of the twenty-first century, the baby boom wasn’t the dominant force it had been, demographically or culturally. The number of living people born in America during the boom years, 1946 to 1964, was declining. But the number of boomers had been increasing, thanks to immigration—immigration that was rapidly diversifying the population. Meanwhile, many of the boomers’ kids were members of a new, huge generation that was seizing attention and resources: the millennials.

			Suddenly, members of the baby boom generation see something they’ve never seen before, a group of people competing with them for power and cultural heft. Not only was the center of gravity shifting, it was shifting to a group that didn’t look much like the baby boom, often literally. These young Americans are more diverse, more likely to come from an immigrant family, better educated, less religious, more liberal. America was visibly changing, as it had visibly changed when the boomers were kids. But this time, the changes were away from the boom, not toward it.

			About 15 years ago, there began a cascade of events that sharpened this tension. The recession destabilized economic security, shifting upward the age when older Americans expected to be able to retire—just before the first boomers started turning 65. Barack Obama’s election sparked both optimism and a furious backlash centered heavily among older Americans. White Christians, for the first time, constituted less than half of the country’s population. And then the Census Bureau announced that the same demographic fate awaited Whites overall, sooner rather than later.

			All of this fed into an energy that first broke into national politics with the selection of Sarah Palin—that real American, that stalwart conservative—to join John McCain’s 2008 Republican ticket for the presidency. It was a dynamic (and a selection) powered by an interlocking conservative media ecosystem that spanned from radio to the web to television. In the first months of the Obama administration, it coalesced into the right-wing Tea Party movement, participants in which were mostly older, mostly White, and worried about things like government spending on noncitizens and the fact that their kids and grandkids had been duped by this Democratic president of dubious origins.

			That organization and that energy proved useful to the man who succeeded Obama. As the Republican Party fretted about losing the 2012 election thanks to an increasingly diverse electorate, Donald Trump amplified the themes and furies bouncing around in right-wing media. The emergence of Black Lives Matter and an influx of child migrants at the border increased the salience of issues of race and immigration, to Trump’s direct benefit. In 2015, he became the guy who would say what the too-timid establishment wouldn’t—and he packaged his pitch with precision: Make America great again. Bring back the America we used to have, the one the boomers grew up with. In 2016, the only age group he won were those aged 50 and up—that is, the baby boomers and those older.[8] Luckily for him, they made up 56 percent of the electorate.

			These are, of course, generalizations, the first in a book necessarily rife with them—as well as the evidence that undermines and contradicts them. In a group as populous as the members of the baby boom generation, there arise myriad facets of diversity. The organized backlash against Trump’s presidency, for example, was itself centered among older Americans, primarily college-educated women. It was a fight for dominance within the boom itself.

			During the past few years, pressure below has also increased. Younger Americans now dominate a cultural conversation that often depends on the sorts of technologies that have emerged only relatively recently. Those technologies, in fact, amplify individual voices in an unprecedented way, so that a smattering of mocking videos targeting older Americans can blossom into a phenomenon. OK, boomer? But they also facilitate shared grievances, like frustrations about homeownership and college debt and the country’s boomer-choked leadership. As older Americans were pushing against the changes driven by younger Americans, younger Americans were banding together and pushing back, shouting through newly invented megaphones.

			It is the thesis of this book that all of this—the fears of the boom, the downward shift of the population’s center of gravity, the political fevers, the frustrations of younger Americans—overlaps and explains many of the country’s fissures. A generation used to accruing and defending its power through sheer scale is watching that power crumble. We’ve seen generational tensions before, as when the boom emerged, but we’re now living through something exceptional, a decline not of the Spartan civilization but of the Roman one. We are living through a historic disruption of the American empire.

			So the question becomes what we might expect next. Where does this go? To consider this, we’ll look at three conduits for power: culture, economics, and politics.

			As mentioned, the cultural shift is all but over. The generation that established the primacy of the teenaged consumer is now watching its teenaged kids and grandchildren getting that attention. No one over the age of 30 can recognize Grammy winners and no one under the age of 30 watches the Grammys on television. Heavily centered on youth, American culture tends to preview the country’s future, and American culture now largely reflects a younger, more diverse, less conservative country.

			How economic power disseminates remains unresolved and depends on a few factors. Some are macabre: how long baby boomers live and how much it costs them to do so affects when and how much they might bequeath to younger generations. Others are practical, like uncertainty about how the housing market might be affected by a steady (and at times sudden) increase in available supply. Then there are economic questions centered on younger Americans: How rapidly is the generation’s unusually large student debt resolved—not to mention the student debt held by older Americans? How does the generational shift affect wealth inequality? Perhaps most important, how does a country that’s aging quickly fill newly vacant jobs and generate enough tax revenue to ensure that older Americans are cared for? We can’t answer all of these questions, but we’ll explore what we know and what statistics and indicators are the most important to watch.

			Then there’s the future of American politics, the transition on which the future of the United States as a cohesive entity depends. Electorally, there are two central questions: to what extent will young Americans retain their sharply leftist politics and to what extent will Black and Hispanic voters stay loyal to the Democratic Party? Each of these is a complex issue that depends on a surprisingly shallow pool of historic data. Of course, the political future will also be guided by the structures and organizations that hold power, including the political parties themselves. It depends on the ability of the voice of the majority to be heard in fair elections and on the minority to understand that losing is only temporary. Whether the country retains social institutions that aren’t overtly political and sees neighborhoods in which political and racial diversity thrive will help determine the extent to which the fractious politics of this moment endure.

			The target I kept in sight as I sought to answer these questions was the year 2060, the year to which the Census Bureau’s estimates of the country’s population and demography extends. This is . . . ambitious, as should be readily apparent if you imagine trying to forecast the present back in 1980. So I also stepped back and considered the things we know we don’t yet know and that will influence how the nation shifts. Climate change, for example, which will affect the economy in dramatic ways and people’s lives in unpredictable ones. There’s also the more nuanced question of how stable those demographic projections will be. The bureau’s expectation for when Whites will no longer be the majority depends heavily on fixed racial identities that fail to capture how people actually evaluate their own race and the ways in which that understanding can change. I also spend some time considering a more fundamental question for the future of the country: whether there will be a constituted United States in 40 years’ time. I try to be optimistic.

			Any such optimism is, in part, a function of having spoken with scores of political scientists, researchers, sociologists, economists, journalists, data scientists, political party officials, college professors, doctors, marketers, Americans of every political and generational persuasion, and, for good measure, one guy who runs a cemetery. From these conversations emerged a great deal of pessimism, certainly, and a number of points of caution—but also some useful thinking on how we might avoid paths toward more dire fates. This is the benefit to looking into the future. It is what we make it.

			The past is set in stone until, eventually, it crumbles. Perhaps you’re left with a Roman Colosseum, a testament to a great civilization that’s been cleaned of any lingering bloodstains. Perhaps you’re left with two vast and trunkless legs surrounded by open desert and a snippet of pithy cockiness. Which you get depends a little on construction and a lot on who’s left to care for it. On the amount of time, energy, and interest those caretakers can or wish to invest in maintaining the monument. How’s that for a metaphor?

			As we consider the crumbling of the baby boom’s influence on the United States, it’s fitting to begin where author Landon Jones began: with the birth of the first baby in the first seconds of the boom’s first year. Where the boom itself began.
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			THE BOOM

		

	
		
			1

			A Baby Tsunami

			Had Kathleen Casey Kirschling been born a few seconds earlier, she would never have been a celebrity. She would never have been the subject of multiple magazine articles, been the first name mentioned in an era-defining nonfiction book, or been asked by the United States government to persuade millions of Americans to sign up for essential federal programs. For the first four decades of her life, though, Kirschling was just another member of the generation that America had started to call the baby boom.

			The way she tells it, she was 39 when she was discovered. Her father called to let her know that some magazine was trying to get in touch with her and that he’d passed along her number. The magazine kept calling, she says, but she assumed that they were just trying to get her to subscribe. Finally, they wore her down, informing her that she played a prominent role in a new book from their managing editor, Landon Jones. That 1980 book, Great Expectations, focused on the members of the baby boom generation and, thanks to that fluke of circumstance at her birth—any one of a thousand things could have caused her to arrive an instant earlier than she did—Kirschling was born just after midnight on January 1, 1946, the year the baby boom began. So Jones bestowed upon her the distinction she’s carried since: Kirschling is America’s first baby boomer.

			Jones and Money magazine sent a crew down to interview her and do a photo shoot. From there, she told me when we spoke in 2021, “it snowballed.” She was invited to the Time & Life Building in Manhattan for a fortieth birthday party. She was on Good Morning America. She was on the Today show with Jane Pauley. It was a dramatic and discombobulating shift for a woman going through a divorce and juggling the demands of both night school and two young daughters. “I wasn’t used to the publicity,” she told me. “I started breaking out in hives.”

			But she settled into the role. Jones checked in with her every ten years as she got older. Reporters would call and use her to take the temperature of her generation. The Social Security Administration asked her to enroll in their program in front of news cameras to encourage others of her age to do the same. She got a boat and named it First Boomer.

			All of this depends on the alignment of a number of small, important factors in those first seconds of 1946. That the clock was accurate, of course, and that the nursing staff had the presence of mind to mark the moment with precision. And assuming that no kid was born a few instants after midnight, beating Kirschling to the mark—which, given the haziness of the recording process, certainly might have happened, particularly in a year when babies were being born every nine seconds. This coronation also depends on our privileging the East Coast; some poor kid born in Sacramento at a microsecond past midnight is excluded simply due to the vagaries of the sun’s movement.

			And then there’s another niggling point: the baby boom didn’t actually start on January 1, 1946, according to demographers. Instead, it started in the middle of the year—which makes sense just given logistics. World War II ended in August 1945; GIs would have had to hustle back to the States pretty quickly and defy a few biological barriers to start churning out babies less than four months later. But, then, the genesis and progression of the boom is more complicated than the typical horny-soldier theory of things. The boom lasted until 1964. Upon consideration, that’s a long time to be working out frustrations pent up over the course of a four-year war. But someone had to be the first baby boomer, and Jones unilaterally decided it was Kathleen Casey Kirschling. So that’s who she became.

			To a large degree, the things we think we understand about the baby boom—how it is bounded, what it looks like, the role it plays and has played in shaping the United States—are arbitrary, misguided, or incomplete. The assumptions we make about the generation serve the same role that Kirschling does for its members: encapsulating something big and complex and intricate in a way that makes it tangible, even if only through an approximation.

			What we can report about the generation without qualification is that the baby boom was big: eruption of Krakatoa big. Blot out the Sun big. And everything else follows from that.

			THE PYTHON SWALLOWS THE PIG

			The biggest population shift in the history of the United States had a modest debut. Buried on the opinion page of The New York Times on December 14, 1946, came a brief notice. Commuters on the Third Avenue Elevated with sufficiently long journeys would eventually have gotten to page 14 and the headline “More Babies in New York.”[1]

			“While such statistics must be interpreted with caution as to the future, we may at least take satisfaction for the present in the birth rate in New York State,” it began. “Thirty thousand births were recorded in October, or 24.9 per 1,000 population, a rate not equaled in any month since 1918.” This, the paper reported, was the seventh successive month in which there had been more births in 1946 than in 1945. And 1945 was already a barn burner, with the number of births nationally in the five years of World War II among the highest in American history.

			“This is a cheerful condition,” the story concluded, “provided, of course, that these children are well-behaved.”

			This was not the pattern that had been expected. Instead, demographers anticipated that the number of births (and, therefore, the country’s population) would decline. A 1938 report from the National Resources Committee warned that the country was entering a “transition from an era of rapid growth to a period of stationary or decreasing numbers,” with a decline in the number of births expected after 1950 unless “present trends in fertility are reversed or unless the population is augmented by heavy immigration.”[2] Life magazine reported in late 1945 that the United States was following a pattern displayed in Europe prior to the war, with a projected drop in the country’s “youth base” of 8 percent from 1940 to 1970 and population growth flattening out.[3] The Times itself invited sociologist William Ogburn in 1948 to inform its readers that “the birth rate will decline from the peak of 1946” though it might remain fairly high if “there are several years of prosperity and continued preparation for another war.”[4] (Covering his bases, Ogburn noted that the birth rate “fell during the very prosperous Nineteen Twenties.”)

			An observer in 1946 might have assumed the United States was seeing the end of a boom, not the beginning. The country’s population expanded by more than 1 percent[5] in 1945 to nearly 140 million, thanks to immigration and relatively modest American fatalities in the war, a 1948 Census Bureau report explained.[6] “But the major part” of the increase, it continued, “was due to the so-called ‘baby boom’ ”—referring to babies born by 1945, not those soon to come. The population that year landed 1.5 million people above the highest projection; the number of babies born during the war was by itself 1 million above the highest forecast.

			This boom before the boom rippled into the economy. In February 1949, the Census Bureau reported that baby-buggy manufacturers were making 450 percent as much gross income in 1947 as they had in 1939.[7] The country saw an increase from 44 manufacturers in 1939 to 120 in 1947. The Manhattan phone book reflects a similar change. In 1940, it listed 14 baby-related businesses whose names began with the word “baby” or some variation thereof.[8] By 1946, there were more than 40.[9]

			The pre-boom also quickly appeared in governance. The Office of Education, then part of the Department of the Interior, warned in 1947 that all of those kids—what the Times dubbed “war babies”—would soon strain the schools. The office’s commissioner estimated that the country might need as many as 1 million new teachers over the following 10 years and perhaps 350,000 new classrooms.[10]

			Those figures must have seemed outlandish. They were not. From 1947 to 1957, the number of teachers in the United States increased from 861,000 to 1.2 million. By 1967, the figure was 1.8 million. Ten years after that, it was 2.2 million.[11] Because, of course, the “baby boom” under discussion in 1947 wasn’t anywhere close to the actual boom that occurred.

			From 1941 to 1945, the country averaged 2.9 million births a year,[12] up from 2.4 million over the prior decade.[13] From 1946 to 1964—the baby boom—the annual average was just shy of 4 million.[14] The number of kids born during the baby boom was equal to more than half of the entire population of the United States in 1945. For every two Americans alive at the end of World War II, another was born over the next 19 years, and then some.

			
				CHART 1

				Births per Year in the United States
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						HOW TO READ THIS CHART Over the course of this book, there will be a number of graphs showing data related to the subject. Some, like the column graph above, will be straightforward. But it’s worth a quick delineation of its components anyway. Each column above represents the number of births in a year as measured by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The higher the column, the more births. The World War II period from 1941 to 1945 is indicated in slightly darker gray. The baby boom itself is indicated with black columns.

					

				
			
			The pattern that emerged was not unlike a tsunami. After years of slow population growth—the tide pulling out—there was suddenly a slowly rising flood of babies that kept coming and coming and coming. For those at the very front end of the wave, there was no warning. Businesses and organizations focused on children were deluged and then overrun. For some, it was fortuitous. For others, a struggle.

			In June 1958, Life magazine dedicated its cover to kids, the “built-in recession cure.” A multipage spread documented the capitalist bonanza that had followed close on the heels of the boom. A $5 million market for bronzing baby shoes; $50 million for diaper services. In total, children were generating $33 billion in retail sales annually. And starting early. “In its first year as a consumer,” the magazine reported, “baby is a potential market for $800 worth of products”—more than $7,300 in today’s dollars.[15]

			Places that earned money from kids were booming. Places where kids cost money were not. Schools, Landon Jones reported in Great Expectations, became “the first of our institutions to feel the strains brought by the baby boom.”

			“In 1952, some 50,000 new classrooms were built, but they were hardly enough,” Jones wrote. “That next fall, some 2 million more students headed for school. California was opening one school a week in the fifties, and Los Angeles was spending $1 million a week on new schools by the mid-sixties, opening 62 elementary schools, 26 junior highs, and 10 senior highs in less than a decade.”[16] A 1972 report by the Los Angeles Unified School District indicates that, during the years of the baby boom, the district opened an average of one elementary, middle, or high school a month.[17]

			This gives some sense of the sudden scramble the boom prompted. The analogy Jones and others have used for its impact on the country is that of a python swallowing a pig. It’s not an appealing analogy, but it is an apt one: America unhinged its jaw, for better and worse, and the pig began to move through the system.

			BOOMERS TAKE OVER

			By 1960, the bulge had entered its teen years.

			At the time, the idea of the teenager as a possessor of a unique consumer status was novel, a creature that The New Yorker in 1958 described as having “been on the scene for only about fifteen years.”[18] The occasion the magazine had for discussing the group was a profile of Eugene Gilbert, a former teenager who’d come to understand that the independent sensibilities and well-stocked pockets of his peers provided a unique business opportunity. At 19, Gilbert created a marketing firm that eventually hired hundreds of part-time employees selected from the teenaged ranks, each of whom was tasked with quizzing his or her peers about whether they might “have any influence on your friends’ purchase of a particular brand of gasoline” (for the Esso corporation) or if they knew that the Coast Guard Academy was located “across the street from the Connecticut College for Women” (for the academy as it struggled to boost enrollment).

			Gilbert was ahead of the curve in understanding that there was a unique market emerging. He tracked the group’s disposable income, measuring an average allowance in 1944 of about $2.50 that, by 1958, had swelled to $10 a week—more than $90 in current dollars. This was money that was almost entirely unobligated. Adults made more each week, but they had bills and mortgages. Teenagers had only themselves and, in Gilbert’s phrasing, had “never known a non-prosperous world.”

			“These figures indicate why businessmen find the teenage market so fascinating,” The New Yorker’s Dwight Macdonald wrote, adding a bit later that “merchants eye teenagers the way stockmen eye cattle, thinking in terms of how much the creatures will cut up for.”

			In fact, Gilbert told his clients, teenagers were not only spending their own money, they were spending their parents’. “An advertiser who touches a responsive chord in youth can generally count on the parent to finally succumb,” he wrote. A survey he conducted for a newspaper industry group found that 80 percent of young people believed that they had “all or most of the say” in where their parents bought their clothes. A third believed they’d been the deciding factor in identifying their family’s vacation plans.

			More broadly, “the teenager is important in the marketplace as an innovator and style-setter for older people,” Macdonald wrote, pointing to the American “cult of youth”—like that idolization of baseball players that remains so common—as a reason why. It’s this insight, perhaps more than any other, that resonates. This was 1958, when the number of teenagers was starting to spike (thanks to the pre-boom boom) but before the tsunami had arrived.

			Here, too, is another important overlap. In 1946, the first year of the boom, an estimated 8,000 households in the United States had television sets, according to Census Bureau data.[19] By 1964, 51.6 million did—92 percent of the households in the country. Not only was there a massive emerging market with money to spend, there was a new way to reach it.

			
				CHART 2

				The Number of Teenagers in the United States Each Year
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						HOW TO READ THIS CHART In this graph, we’ve overlaid two sets of data. The columns represent the number of teenagers in the population in millions, using Census Bureau data. The line is the percentage of teenagers in the population overall.

						Two things stand out. The first is that the absolute number of teenagers at the boomer height was nearly the same as seen in the early 2000s, despite the U.S. population being far larger in the later period. That overall larger population is in part a function of Americans living longer, which is why the density of teenagers—the percentage of the population—is so much lower in the 2000s. It’s also why the density of teenagers prior to 1940 was about the same as at the boomer peak: the country was less populous but much younger.

					

				
			
			Ann Larabee is a Michigan State University professor with an unusual combination of expertises. When we spoke in 2021, she was both co-editor of the Journal for the Study of Radicalism, a scholarly publication analyzing radical social movements, and the editor of The Journal of Popular Culture, the official publication of the Popular Culture Association. That latter organization is centered on “honoring the experience of the everyday,” Larabee explained, citing the group’s founder.

			The everyday life of many boomers included not a little bit of television. A 1977 National Science Foundation study cited research indicating that the average high school graduate at that time—the tail end of the boom—would have “spent some 22,000 hours in front of the set and may have been exposed to as many as 350,000 commercial messages.”[20]

			“They have spending power, they’re getting allowances,” Larabee said when we spoke. “So the entertainment industry and other culture producers start to think of youth as this kind of marketing group. They’re interested in what young people think about and what attracts them.

			“As they become teenagers,” she added, the boomers understood “that they have a certain amount of cultural power, that they can influence culture. And that becomes more pronounced as they reach adulthood.”

			The influence barely needs articulation. Music, clothing, art: everything shifted as the boom arrived and then aged. To honor the boom’s fortieth anniversary, the Wisconsin State Journal in 1986 documented 40 things associated with the boom, from plastic to designer jeans to marijuana to highways.[21] Thirty years after the 1957 peak in births, a new television show called Thirtysomething debuted. That’s dominance.

			The warping influence of the baby boom was so strong that it changed the meaning of age itself—in a sense. In Macdonald’s 1958 New Yorker article, he focused heavily on the magazine Seventeen. Despite its name, he wrote, the periodical was focused on what “concerns, excites, annoys, pleases and perplexes the girl between thirteen and nineteen,” a group that included the front end of the boom. By the late 1970s, Landon Jones reported, the magazine’s motto had changed: “Today, she’s really 18–34.”

			What being 17 meant depended on where the market for being 17 was. The pig was moving on and the magazine was moving along with it and its money.

			THERE IS NO GENERATION BUT THE BOOMER GENERATION

			One refreshing aspect to the baby boom generation is the solidity of the whole thing. The generation is definable, its members obvious. Born between 1946 and 1964 and you’re in. Pedants will dispute the inclusion of people born early in 1946 or late in 1964, given the Census Bureau’s boundaries, but this is what pedants do and we’ve all learned to tune them out by now.

			For everyone else, things are murky. You might have noticed that people born in 1980, for example, are often unclear on whether that slots them into Generation X, the first generation after the baby boom, or if they are instead millennials. Those born in the late 1990s have similar uncertainty: What is their generation? What do we call it? What’s the boundary?

			The answer is an unsatisfying one: the lines blur because most generational identities and boundaries are contrived. In part because of the cultural weight granted to the baby boom generation, other groups of other ages—what demographers refer to as cohorts—seek out a similar overarching generational identifier. Marketers, eager to promote that shared identity, stoke the urge. Those cohorts, though, lack an obvious demographic fingerprint like annual birth totals that allow the definition of boundaries. “Unlike the baby boom generation,” the Census Bureau’s chief demographer told me in 2015, “the birth years and characteristics for other generations are not as distinguishable and there are varying definitions used by the public.”[22] It’s like the world before we standardized clocks: everyone’s sense of what constitutes noon is generally aligned but there may be some significant variations depending on whom you’re talking to.

			However muddy the boundaries over time, there’s a consistent pattern that plays out every 10 years or so, one that admittedly may have more to do with individual aging than cultural disruptions. The people who were ignorable teenagers a few years ago become car buyers and opinion havers, prompting a brief branding tumult. There’s an increasing self-awareness to it, as USA Today noted in 2012: whoever’s lucky enough to name the next generation “could walk off with fame, fortune—and way cool bragging rights.”[23]

			Like Douglas Coupland. Coupland’s had a remarkable career even independent of his first novel, but it’s clear that it will be that book—Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture—that leads his obituaries. Through some ineluctable process, Coupland’s description of the generation that followed the boom caught on. He didn’t set out to describe it demographically or to identify the generation specifically through his anonymized descriptor. It just . . . fit. His novel captured a sense of rootless resentment that the nondescript “X” embodied. So it stuck.

			Well, eventually. The book came out in 1991, nearly thirty years after the baby boom ended, but it didn’t affirm the new descriptor immediately. In 1992, writing for The Atlantic, the demographers Neil Howe and William Strauss included Coupland’s name among a number of other options for the generation. There was “baby busters,” which carries some grim undertones. Someone else had offered the cerealesque “posties,” a reference to the generation following the boom. Their own offering, cemented in their book Generations, which had been published a few months earlier, was “thirteeners,” because the generation was the country’s thirteenth (by their count) and because the generation, like the number 13, was “a gauntlet, an obstacle to be overcome.”[24] This didn’t catch on, but Strauss and Howe would later end up with way cool bragging rights for naming the fourteenth generation: the millennials.

			People love these discussions. The Atlantic piece was part of a volley of debate in that period about the name for the generation, including entries by Businessweek (“Move Over, Boomers”) and the Times (“The Boomlet Generation”). That latter essay sought to carve out an even younger group from Gen X (“we’re not the younger Grunge Kids,” its authors moped[25]), which gets to that other feature of these fights, that no one is even sure where the generational lines should be.

			So we get little blips, like 60 Minutes in 2004 identifying the post–Gen-X generation as the “echo boomers,” given that its members were mostly boomers’ kids.[26] This spanned the period from 1982 to 1995, the television program stated with authority—a period that was also called Gen Y but later subsumed into the millennials. The result is not only a lack of clarity but the presence of the internet’s favorite commodity, disagreement.

			Most people who care about such things tend to defer to the Pew Research Center generational delineations,[27] in part because Pew is deliberate about where it draws its lines, and in part because these debates tend to approach general agreement over time. Pew’s director of social trends research, Kim Parker, explained to me in 2021 that its decisions about where generations began and ended depended to a large extent on cohort analysis, an assessment of the group looking not just at age but shared experiences. There’s nuance to those determinations, except, of course, for the boomers. “That,” Parker explained, “was a purely demographic phenomenon.” Or as Columbia University sociology professor Tom DiPrete put it when we spoke in 2014, “History isn’t always so punctuated.”[28]

			DiPrete sees the wars over generational designations as being “drawn to some extent by the media,” a group that “wants definitions, identities.” The media also likes the reader interest that accompanies generational debates, so it encourages them with aggrieved essays about generational stereotypes and by presenting new generational theories to their customers. Pew itself held a contest in 2014 asking for names for the post–millennial generation; the initial suggestions from Pew’s staff—the TwoKays, @generation—suggested strongly that they were better at demography and analysis than marketing.[29]
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				The Messy Effort to Catalog Generations
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						HOW TO READ THIS CHART I gathered a series of published generational definitions simply to illustrate the confusion and how it tends to resolve. The period identified as that encompassing the baby boom in each definition is shown in black. Definitions that lack clear boundaries are in gray.

						Included are a Cincinnati Enquirer column from 1985, in which the period before the boom is broken into first- and last-wave segments called “lucky” and “squeezed.” Strauss and Howe’s 1992 book, Generations, includes a number of familiar terms, though the boundaries vary, including from the Census Bureau’s boomer endpoints. A 1997 report from Yankelovich Partners, a firm credited with popularizing “baby boomer” in the late 1960s, broke out three generational groups. In 2007, the Brainiac column in The Boston Globe, trying to figure out where Barack Obama landed, invented its own bespoke groupings—a reflection of the appeal and marketing utility of doing so. Wikipedia’s 2021 delineations largely mirror both USA Today’s from 2012 and Pew Research Center’s 2019 boundaries.

					

				
			
			By now, we’ve settled on the name for the post-post-boomer generation anyway. It’s iGen, according to a 2017 book from Jean Twenge.[30] Or it’s the homeland generation, as the White House of Barack Obama offered.[31] Or it’s the founders, as attempted by MTV.[32] Mostly, we tend to call them Gen Z, following Gen Y, which is what we used to call millennials, who followed Gen X, who used to be called the busters. The important point is that almost everyone has a generation that they can wear around like a comfortable jacket.

			Or, a bit more aptly, like the fine-if-surprisingly-translucent garments created for an emperor. As DiPrete argued, these identifiers tend to be age-related branding exercises, at a minimum an easier way of referring to groups as they age than saying “people who were 20 in 2010” and, more typically, as a way of conveying a neat package of stereotypes about someone.

			Barbara Kahn, a professor of marketing at Wharton, described the mechanics of generational identity very much in those terms when we spoke in 2021. What’s more, she pointed out how adopting these descriptors might reinforce those stereotypes.

			“It’s going to be a little bit iterative, right?” she said. “If I call you Generation X and say you do these kinds of things, then you’ll start to do those things more. So to the degree that anything’s labeled, it may start to generate groupthink. And if you believe that there’s something to what I’m saying and a lot of the advertising and marketing tends to go in that direction and then people respond to that—you can see how it would kind of be a little bit of cause and effect.”

			Think of it another way: generations are horoscopes. Based on when someone was born, we derive and apply a broad range of generalizations, both facetiously and earnestly. You know the stereotypes that accompany someone who’s in Generation X. You’ve probably subconsciously attributed some behavior or comment to the speaker’s being a millennial. That there isn’t yet a robust market for delineating the purported psychological overlap of generations and zodiac signs is a failure of capitalism.

			But there’s a utility in these distinctions, which is why they exist. Over the course of this book, I’ll refer to them with some regularity specifically because they provide an easy way to affix a cohort in time. While the primary generation I’ll consider is the baby boom, I’ll draw contrasts between them and the silent generation (born from 1928 to 1945 using Pew’s definition) and the millennials (1981 to 1996). When you see those terms, remember the asterisk that accompanies them, some form of “or thereabouts.”

			I’ll note that the generalizations about our ad hoc delineations begin with the name of the generations themselves. The descriptors we use are often qualitative, meant to capture something about the group, like its insouciance or about when and how it appeared. The boomers were just . . . part of a boom. There were a lot of them and, more than those who came before or after, they warped the world into which they were born. The boom started and the boom ended and we’ve been dealing with the shock wave ever since.

			In his novel Cat’s Cradle, Kurt Vonnegut imagines a religion called Bokononism. It held that some people were cosmically linked into groups of significance, which were called karasses. Others imagined that groups to which they belonged were significant though they weren’t, as when a character assigns cosmic import to being a Hoosier. Such groups the Bokononists called a granfalloon—other examples of which included “any nation, anytime, anywhere.”[33]

			At the risk of offending Bokonon and Gen X, Gen X is a granfalloon. Boomers are a karass.

			THE BOOM HAS PEAKED

			But not like it used to be. Time has done what it always does. The number of residents of the United States born during the baby boom has declined over the past 20 years, dropping by nearly 10 percent since 2000.

			This is what happens to generations, necessarily. Because the number of people born in a certain period is fixed, we would expect the total population in a generation to decline from a peak at the end of that period over time: members can only leave the group (by dying) and no new members can be born into it. However, because the United States is home to so many immigrants, the number of boomers didn’t peak in 1964—it increased until the 2000 census. People born from 1946 to 1964 moved to the United States and indirectly became part of the American baby boom.

			As we’ll explore in greater detail later, this was not the immigration that the boomers’ parents had seen. Then, immigration was largely from Europe. The immigration boom that began in the late 1960s was, instead, heavily from Latin America and Asia. In 1990, 1 in 5 immigrants to the United States came from Mexico, a percentage that rose to 30 percent 10 years later.[34] The increased density of immigrants among the baby boomers shifted its demography. In 1970, about 5 million of the 72 million boomers identified as Hispanic, around 7 percent. By 2000, 9.7 million of the 77 million boomers did, a bit more than 1 in 10. Put another way, the number of Hispanic boomers nearly doubled.

			The year 2000 was the peak. But a contraction in the size of the most dominant generation in American history does not mean that the generation is not still dominant.
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				The Size of the Boomer-Aged Population
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						HOW TO READ THIS CHART A line graph comparing two trends: the number of residents of the United States—a Census Bureau category including both citizens and foreign-born residents—born between 1946 and 1964 and the subset of that group born in the United States.[35]

					

				
			
			Over the course of this book, I’ll use the word “density” as a way of talking about the size of a group relative to a total population. For example, the density of 56- to 74-year-olds—the age range of the baby boom in 2020—is much higher relative to the total population now than it was three decades ago, back when the members of the baby boom were roughly the same age as millennials are now.[36]

			It’s easier to depict the shifts in density that accompanied the baby boom visually. We’ll assess density among three generational groups (the silent generation, the boomers, and the millennials) using as our benchmarks the years 1968, 1986, and 2020—about when the first members of those groups turned 40. (Skipping over Generation X, the generation of which I’m a member, is not meant as disrespect, of course, but our generation is used to such slights anyway.) Comparing where boomers stood when they were aged 20 to 40 with where the millennials are now that they’re in that age range will give a sense both for how the baby boom was exceptional and for the power it still retains.
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				The Change in the Density of Age Groups
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						HOW TO READ THIS CHART This graph shows the difference between an age cohort and a generation. Arrows indicate the percent of the total population for each age group, 20- to 40-year-olds or 55- to 75-year-olds. Outlined ovals indicate the change in population density for members of the silent and baby boom generations as they age from the younger age cohort to the older one. Perhaps the most useful shorthand for these charts is to compare the relative positions of the silent and boomer ovals.

						In 1968, 20- to 40-year-olds—the silent generation—made up about 27 percent of the population. By 1986, when the boomers first started turning 40, 20- to 40-year-olds made up 35 percent of the population. In 2020, when millennials first started turning 40, that age group was back down to 29 percent. That’s in part because, in 2020, the boomers (or at least those aged 55 to 75) still made up 23 percent of the population. In 1986, the 55- to 75-year-old silent generation members had been only 17 percent of the population.

					

				
			
			For all of the preceding dissection of the decline in the size of the boomer population, it’s worth noting that it is actually declining less rapidly than past generations. A central reason that boomers still make up more than a quarter of the population is that Americans are living longer than they used to. But more on that later.

			THE POWER OF THE BOOMERS MAY NOT HAVE PEAKED YET

			The continued density of boomers in the population is central to the continued strength of the generation in both politics and economics. In other words, to its power.

			We often use that word in a know-it-if-you-see-it sense, but it’s worth being a bit more specific here. What “power” do the boomers manifest? Well, what makes someone powerful? Some examples are obvious. A president is powerful because he commands the military and can sign legislation; a billionaire is powerful because she can buy anything or employ hundreds of people. As we refine the idea, though, the line becomes less sharp. How much more power does a president have than one member of a Senate split along party lines? How much more power does a member of the House of Representatives have than a major political donor who has relationships with multiple members of Congress? Who is more powerful, someone who owns a million-dollar home or someone with $100,000 in the bank? Less clear still is aggregated power. The Senate, sure. But a generation?

			Our examples offer an answer. Power manifests in the ability to apply power. It’s about being able to do things or to not do things—to, for example, not have to move when your lease is up. That it’s situational helps explain why, despite the ways in which members of the baby boom generation have collective power attributed to them, many of them often feel powerless or even resentful at the idea that they’re powerful. Baby boomer Bill Gates’s wealth doesn’t make all boomers rich.

			Few have spent as much time considering power as G. William Domhoff, distinguished professor emeritus at the University of California, Santa Cruz. Domhoff is a member of the staff of the university’s psychology department, which is an interesting bit of context when considering that he focuses heavily on manifestations and measurements of power. (It’s also interesting to consider how it overlaps with another specific area of interest he holds: dreams. His UC Santa Cruz bio still points to an online dream repository, DreamBank, that he helps run.)

			When we spoke in 2021, Domhoff was cautious about any attempts to delineate power with precision. “I think you have to look at outcomes,” he told me. “The basic point is you can’t look at the process, in the sense that you can do a study and watch people do power to each other.”[37] Call it the behavioristic approach to identifying the powerful.

			In his 1967 book, Who Rules America?, Domhoff offered some insights into appropriate methods for tracking those behaviors. Power can be differentiated between collective power—the power of the state—and distributive power, which Domhoff succinctly describes as “the ability of a group or social class within a community or nation to be successful in conflicts with its rivals on issues of concern to it.” The ability to do things.

			“Most social scientists think of distributive power in the sense of great or preponderant influence,” Domhoff wrote, “not in the sense of complete and absolute control. More specifically, a powerful group or class is one that can realize its goals even if some other group or class is opposed.”[38]

			This is professor-speak, certainly. He’s saying power is relative, not universal. That’s why there might be senators who can outmaneuver presidents or why labor unions can force concessions from massive corporations. But this also makes it trickier to assess power, since it’s often contextual. Domhoff offers a system for estimating power, including evaluations of who benefits in society (meaning in a material or economic sense) and who governs in it.

			Assessing that first metric is fairly uncomplicated, even if parsing what you learn might be. Income and wealth (measured in things like owning stock and real estate) aren’t inherently measures of power, he writes, but instead “are visible signs that a class has power in relation to other classes.” Having a lot of money doesn’t necessarily mean you’re powerful, but it’s a pretty good indicator that you might be.

			The assessment of governmental power is more direct. “If a group or class is highly overrepresented or underrepresented in relation to its proportion of the population,” Domhoff writes, “it can be inferred that the group or class is relatively powerful or powerless.” If, say, the state of Wyoming was to have one senator for every 288,000 residents while the state of California had one for every 19.8 million, one might safely assume that Wyomingites are relatively more powerful in the Senate than Californians.

			With that loose framework established, we can begin to measure my stipulated assertion about the relative economic and political power of the boomers. We’ll begin with the governance benchmark.

			An obvious measure of political power is representation in Congress. Again looking at our three key generational years, we see that in 1968 only about 12 percent of Congress was aged 20 to 40. By 1986, when the first boomers turned 40, 15 percent of Congress (including both representatives and senators) were in that age group. In 2020, the density of the age group had declined to about 7 percent of legislators.[39]
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				The Age Composition of Congress over Time
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						HOW TO READ THIS CHART In the graph at left, age groups are delineated by arrows and generations by ovals. At right, a simple column graph.

					

				
			
			Why was that the case in 2020? In part because so many members of Congress by that point were boomers. In 1986, about 35 percent of legislators were aged 55 to 75. By 2020, nearly 60 percent were.

			The effect of the boomers’ arrival in Congress is visible in the shift in the average age of members. In 1968, members of Congress were 52.4 years old, on average. That had dropped to 51.1 by 1986, with boomers beginning to be represented on Capitol Hill. By 2020, the average age had risen to 58.6 years.[40] Remember that boomers constitute only about 29 percent of the population. Their representation in Congress, then, is about twice their density in the country.

			There’s an important qualifier to this: you have to be at least 25 to serve in Congress, meaning that the lower quartile of the 20-to-40 group couldn’t be in Congress if it wanted to. (It’s likely that William C. C. Claiborne was elected to the House at age 23 in 1797, but it’s safe to say that was unlikely to occur in 1986.[41])

			Regardless, you can already see the python-pig action here. But this isn’t some run-of-the-mill muckery like the number of students in a classroom; this is the United States Congress, that most estimable and respected of institutions. And, of course, one of the country’s most powerful.

			A similar pattern happens for state governors. In 1986, 34 percent of governors were aged 55 to 75. By 2020, 62 percent of governors were, a density of boomers about the same as the density in Congress. While two governors in 1986 were aged 20 to 40, in 2020 none were.

			One reason that boomers were winning election to Congress in 1986 is that boomers made up more of the electorate. Since there are turnout differences between midterm and presidential elections, let’s consider the three midterm elections closest to the years we’ve been looking at: 1966, 1986, and 2018. Census Bureau tallies of turnout in each election show that 20- to 40-year-olds outnumbered 55- to 75-year-olds in 1986, when boomers first turned 40—and that 55- to 75-year-olds outnumbered 20- to 40-year-olds in 2018, when boomers had moved into that upper age group.

			How much has federal power been centralized in the boomers? For the 28-year stretch from 1993 to 2020, the country was led by a boomer president. There’s only been one president from the silent generation: Joe Biden, who took office in 2021.

			By Domhoff’s governance standard, it’s clear that the boomers manifest outsized power. For all of the focus on the generation’s demonstrated economic power, though, boomers are there more modestly advantaged.
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				Age Groups in Midterm Electorates

				
					[image: ]
				

				
					
						HOW TO READ THIS CHART This graph is broadly similar to the prior one, but with an important caveat. Again, the ovals represent different generations. On this graph, though, the number of 20- to 40-year-olds in 1966 is not available—nor is it commensurate: it wasn’t until 1970 that most people under the age of 21 could vote in federal elections. So the identified 25-to-44 group makes up a higher percentage of the population in part because older Americans are more likely to vote than younger ones and because there are no 18- to 20-year-olds to include in the overall total.

						Less important, the value for the 55-to-75 group in 1986 is an estimate, because the Census Bureau data for that year included 75-year-olds in a “75 and older” category.[42] And one last note: the y-axis begins at 25 percent instead of zero.

					

				
			
			When you speak with young people, they repeatedly identify two economic hurdles that they face: debt (often from college) and diminished homeownership. Ask economic experts, they say the same.
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				Differences in Housing Between Generations
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						HOW TO READ THIS CHART At left, the percentage of members of each age group in the pool of all homeowners. At right, the relative level of new home construction.

					

				
			
			We’ll start with housing. In 1986, about a third of homeowners were in the 55-to-75 age group and another third were aged 20 to 40. (These data are Census Bureau figures for which 1968 numbers weren’t comparable.)[43] In 2019—selected because of questions about data collection during the pandemic year of 2020—twice as many homeowners fell into the older age group as the younger.

			We’ll get into this in more detail later, but one reason for the discrepancy is that the United States dramatically slowed down its home building. In 1968 and 1986, there were 7.5 new houses being built for every 1,000 Americans. In 2020, that figure was 4.2 houses.[44] Relatedly, prices are rising. A house that cost $100,000 in 1980 cost $136,000 in 1986 and $462,000 in 2020—significantly more than the rate of inflation.[45]

			Homeownership is a central component of household wealth; in 2020, real estate made up more than a quarter of total wealth in the United States.[46] So, given the lopsidedness of homeownership, it’s not surprising that the boomers hold a disproportionate amount of the country’s wealth.

			That’s despite boomers making up relatively little of the country’s income in 2020, as opposed to aggregated wealth. This is an easy distinction to blur, so it’s worth highlighting briefly. Income is what you earn from your job or your investments; wealth is what you own and your savings.
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				Wealth and Income by Generation
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						HOW TO READ THIS CHART We’ve eliminated the 1968 column for these graphs because the data from which it is derived[47] only go back to 1989, the year at which this begins. It’s also important to note that the wealth distribution, which is from the Federal Reserve, breaks out households by generation explicitly. Members of the silent generation are here combined with members of earlier generations, helping to explain why the 1989 55-to-75 figure is so high. The income data come from an analysis of Economic Policy Institute figures.[48]

					

				
			
			The divide also shouldn’t be surprising, given that there are fewer boomers working. In 2019, about 23 percent of the workforce was boomer aged—an increase over the density of 55- to 75-year-olds in 1986 but still well below the 45 percent of the workforce that was aged 20 to 40. There’s nothing magical about this: half of the 55-to-75 age range falls within retirement age, though, as we’ll see, that doesn’t mean that they’re retiring.

			In 1989, nearly everyone who wasn’t a boomer was older than that generation, making it more remarkable that boomers nonetheless controlled 20 percent of the country’s wealth. Again, that was a function of the size of the generation, which we can see skewing the wealth numbers even now. Since 1989, those aged 55 and older have always controlled at least 54 percent of the wealth in the country. By 2019, that figure was over 70 percent—with the youngest boomers already at the age of 55.

			
				CHART 10

				As the Baby Boom Aged, It Held More of the Country’s Wealth
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						HOW TO READ THIS CHART Another graph where the vertical axis is serving two roles. Reading from left to right, you see years. From top to bottom, the black line indicates the percent of wealth held by those at or over the age of 55. The shaded area is the age range of the boomers in each year, with the darker shading indicating those in the 55-and-up age group.

					

				
			
			It’s an artifact of how the graph was made, but there’s some symbolism on display: as the boomers turned 55, it was as though they steadily pushed the amount of wealth held by those in that age group higher.

			Debt is more complicated and more intertwined with age. By the end of 2020, 70 percent of the $1.5 trillion in student debt was held by those aged 25 to 50, with the ratio balanced slightly more heavily toward the upper end of that age range.[49] But millennials held only about 27 percent of all liabilities tracked by the Federal Reserve, well under the 58 percent held by boomers at the end of 1989.[50]

			That is admittedly a lot of numbers. So allow me to summarize. Boomers made up about 23 percent of the population in 2019 and 2020 but constituted 43 percent of homeowners, held 50 percent of wealth, and owned 55 percent of corporate equities and mutual fund shares. They made up 25 percent of registered voters, 38 percent of the vote in 2018, and 58 percent of Congress. As a sardonic member of Gen X like myself might say, that does seem a bit imbalanced.

			HOWEVER

			But there are two important qualifications. The first, once again, is the generation’s initial and ongoing size. The second is our Bill Gates example: in part because of that size, the generation has never been uniform.

			Population size matters when discussing wealth, as Monique Morrissey, an economist with the Economic Policy Institute, explained to me. I asked her the question at the heart of the data above: Are the boomers disproportionately wealthy and powerful? Her answer was a blizzard of context.

			“Any older generation is going to have to have a greater share of wealth than any younger generation because people accumulate savings over time. So that’s normal,” Morrissey said. “So the real question is, if you compare the boomers to millennials to Gen Z to Gen X at the same point in time, are the boomers hogging more than their share? And the answer, surprisingly, is no”—because there are so many boomers.

			Morrissey pointed to the Federal Reserve data. “Basically, the share for people seventy and over—the wealth share or the net worth share—has been flat since 1989, which is as far back as it goes. And for people fifty-five to sixty-nine it has actually declined in the last decade, and was flat before then.” In fact, if we adjust the wealth held by each generation to the generation’s population, we can see how boomer wealth tracks with younger generations at the same age on a per capita basis.

			“The simple story,” Morrissey summarized, “is the boomers in the aggregate are not holding a greater share of wealth than previous generations did, as far as we can tell from existing conventional sources and adjusting for the size of these different generations.”

			
				CHART 11

				Wealth by Age, Adjusted for Population Size
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						HOW TO READ THIS CHART The visualization is straightforward, even if the numbers aren’t. Here we’re using Federal Reserve data from the fourth quarter of each year between 1989 and 2019. For each year, we figured out the population of each generation and compared that to the wealth held by the generation, adjusted to 2009 dollars. That value was then plotted according to the youngest age of the generation in that year—25 years for the boomers in 1989, for example. The useful pattern? How the curves for boomers, Gen X, and millennials all line up. (As with the other Federal Reserve data, the silent generation data include everything pre-boomer.)

					

				
			
			But there is a reason it might feel that way: wealth inequality. The more uneven the distribution of wealth, the more people whose wealth is below the average. Because wealth inequality has increased in recent decades, that means that more millennials are below the average than was the case when boomers were their age.

			Here, too, a simplified visual will help. Imagine that we depict the distribution of wealth among the millennials with either relatively even or relatively uneven distribution and compare it to where the boomers were at the same age. In the even scenario, depicted at left, the five least-wealthy deciles—that is, tenths—have less wealth than did the boomers at that age. The five wealthiest deciles (the top half) have more. The difference isn’t dramatic, though.

			
				CHART 12

				Demonstrating How Inequality Can Affect Perceptions
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						HOW TO READ THIS CHART The graphs here don’t represent real data, just two scenarios. In each case, we’re divvying up 110 imaginary units of wealth among chunks of the millennial generation representing one-tenth of the total population of the generation. The “boomer average” is also invented, included to show how the perception of relative wealth would likely be more skewed in a more unevenly distributed wealth scenario.

					

				
			
			If there’s a wider gap between the wealthiest and least-wealthy deciles, only the upper end of millennial wealth holders exceeds the boomers. In the graph at right, the seven less-wealthy deciles are all under the standard enjoyed collectively by the boomers. The more unequal the distribution, the more millennials trail where their parents or grandparents might have been.

			That we’re talking about perceptions of boomer wealth as opposed to actual boomer wealth is important. Most individual boomers won’t feel particularly wealthy or powerful and would likely resent the implication that they are uniquely privileged by virtue of their membership in the generation. But they are nonetheless part of a large, wealthy, powerful generation.

			Which brings us back to the second qualifier for our assessment of boomer power: no generation is homogeneous. This is obvious when considering wealth. Jeff Bezos is one of the wealthiest people in the world; he was born at the very tail end of the baby boom. Clearly not every boomer is as wealthy as Jeff Bezos. But it’s also apparent when considering the generation’s political power. Yes, most members of Congress in 2020 were boomers, but since the group included both Democrats and Republicans, they were not likely to leverage that power toward an agreed-upon political outcome. In 2018, Pew Research Center estimated that boomers themselves were about evenly split between the two parties.[51] For as much tension as exists between boomers and other generations, there’s no dearth of tension within the massive boomer generation itself.

			This is an obvious point but it’s one that is often lost, given our rhetorical and conceptual tendency to extrapolate assumptions from groups we treat as uniform. The two great hypocrisies of this chapter to this point have been dismissing non-boomer generations as ill-defined (and then referring to them repeatedly) and promoting boomers as demonstrating consistent patterns (and then pointing out the scale of differences).

			“Arguing in terms of broad demographic categories takes you only so far,” Harvard sociologist Theda Skocpol put it when we spoke as I began researching this book. It was a fair warning—and one that will appear again repeatedly as we move forward.

			THE BOOM BEGINS ITS WHIMPER

			What I haven’t addressed is how economic and political power reinforce each other. It’s not simply that boomers control more wealth and more seats in Congress; wealth strengthens the ability to hold seats in Congress and holding seats can help build wealth.

			We’ll explore the latter point in more detail, but it’s immediately obvious that legislative action has repeatedly helped bolster the wealth of those who already have wealth. From laws aimed at protecting homeowners to tax cuts skewed for the wealthy, politics is a central tool for the wealthy to maintain their positions. Less recognized, though readily articulated, are the subtle ways wealth can influence political power beyond the (often overstated!) factor of campaign contributions. Consider, for example, the usefulness of being a retired homeowner in being able to vote. In 2020, the Census Bureau estimates that about two-thirds of people living in owner-occupied residences—people who own homes or live with the homeowners—cast a ballot. Less than half of those who lived in renter-occupied units did.[52] Renter turnout was not unusually low in 2020. In fact, it was fairly high. In the 2014 midterms, just shy of half of those living in owner-occupied residences voted. Just over a quarter of renters did.[53] If there’s a low-turnout local election proposing to raise property taxes to fund schools, how likely do you think that is to pass? Now consider that today there are a lot more retired homeowners, thanks to birth rates 70 years ago.

			Voting, income, homeownership, and age all blend together in influencing voter turnout. Renters vote less in part because they may not have updated their voter registrations from the last time they moved. They’re also more likely to have jobs that make it hard to get to the polls. They tend to be younger, a group for whom voting has not yet become a habit. In 2020, 18 percent of those under the age of 25 who didn’t vote told the Census Bureau that it was due to schedule conflicts. Among those aged 65 and older, only 2 percent cited that reason.[54]

			Consider the catch-22 made clear to me in a conversation with Amanda Litman, who in 2017—on the day Donald Trump was inaugurated, in fact—cofounded an organization aimed at getting more young people to run for office.

			“There’s a big conversation to be had about when most of your governing is happening by homeowners, the conversation around affordable housing really prioritizes homeownership, which is not how most twenty- and thirtysomethings are participating in the housing market right now,” Litman said. “We also have worked with a bunch of candidates who are still living in their parents’ basement or in their parents’ homes, which creates an interesting dynamic. And the structural reality is that it’s often harder to run for office if you don’t own a home, because you’re less tied and maybe seen as less committed to a place when it’s in fact reflective of a broader generational wealth situation.”

			An example she gave was Alex Lee, a member of the California State Assembly elected in 2020. When we spoke, Lee, representing a district in the hyper-expensive San Francisco Bay region, was still living at his mother’s house. He told me that his political opponents at times mocked him for that, but he saw it as legitimizing.

			“That’s just part of my life, and it’s something I freely talk about because it’s the reality for a lot of my constituents,” he explained, “and it’s not always by choice—but that’s the way to
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