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Introduction

There has been a lot of talk about generational warfare over the
past few years. Some politicians have claimed that young
adults, members of so-called Generation X, will soon recognize the
onerous financial burdens being placed on them by older Ameri-
cans and launch a rebellion.

This scenario is doubtful—for now. Members of this younger
generation have it pretty good, and they know it. While their pay-
roll taxes may be the highest in history, and the national debt may
exceed $5 trillion, they haven’t been drafted into a war they didn’t
want to fight, nor are they being systematically denied their civil
rights. They can vote if they so choose, yet they take that right for
granted and avoid the polls on election day.

While Generation X may be complacent here at the turn of the
century, there are warning signs that suggest Xers themselves,
their Baby Boomer parents, and their own children (many yet to be
born) may find themselves embroiled in a difficult struggle for
America’s financial resources in the early twenty-first century.

A wealth of information published within the 1990s predicts a
fundamental shift in American demographics over the next 30 or
so years. In brief, the federal government and other sources project
the number of Americans over age 70 will double to 48 million
between now and 2030, while the rest of the population will grow
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12 GENERATIONS APART

far less quickly. This will lead all of America to look much the way
Florida does today—with consequences that could be catastrophic
if not recognized and anticipated now.

As this anthology demonstrates, there have long been differ-
ences of opinion, and indeed struggles, between generations.
These persist today. Consider the press coverage of the 1996 presi-
dential campaign, where, in a Newsweek story by Joe Klein, the
nominees were reduced in the headline to single-word descrip-
tions of their generations: “Saxophone” (i.e., Bill Clinton as the
jazzy, hip Baby Boomer who likes to hang out) vs. “Sacrifice” (i.e.,
Bob Dole as the injured World War II hero who didn’t dodge the
draft).

The question for the reader is this: do these differences, partic-
ularly between Xers and Boomers who will be around in 30 years,
set the stage for a true generational war in the future? What will
happen in 2030, when a large, vocal, and likely well-organized
senior population attempts to draw the Social Security and
Medicare benefits to which it believes it is entitled, while the rest
of the population must endure crippling tax hikes to pay the bills?

Barring an unforeseen disaster, such as a war that would wipe
out a sizable portion of the U.S. population, or a massive wave of
legal immigration that would support the Baby Boomers in retire-
ment, there is a strong likelihood that tomorrow’s seniors will be
an extremely costly demographic group to pass through retire-
ment. Whether that cost is borne smoothly or disruptively is, in
large part, for us to determine now.

Currently, senior citizens are the dominant demographic group
politically in the United States. Represented by the 30 million-plus
strong American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) and other
seniors organizations, the elderly have been extremely effective at
using their clout to successfully demand the protection of benefits
for themselves—without much regard to the cost to others—and
without opposition from the Baby Boomers and Generation Xers
who are footing the bill.

These two younger generations, busy building their families
and their careers, with little free time to get involved in mind-
numbing discussions about the entitlement programs that are of
great interest to seniors, are unable and unwilling to challenge the
seniors lobby.

One great question facing America is whether AARP and other
pro status quo seniors groups will be able to attract Baby Boomers
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in the same way they attracted members of the World War II gen-
eration. If they can, what happens when the largest demographic
group also becomes the most politically powerful? Is there any
way that Generation Xers will be able to organize themselves into
a cohesive political voice by the time they hit middle age and be
effective in protecting their own interests?

Only time will tell. Meanwhile, it is critical for Americans to
judge whether the current tensions between generations, as pre-
sented in Part One of this book, are genuine expressions of a larger
generational hostility, or simply intellectual rantings from isolated
thinkers. If they are the former, does the act of preparing intelli-
gently for the future common good become impossible when gen-
erations are already at odds?

Part Two shows that it is essential for readers to consider the
skew toward seniors in today’s generational politics and the frac-
tured nature of Generation X’s political voice. In Part Three, the
cyclical nature of generations and how they tend to repeat in
American history is described by historians William Strauss and
Neil Howe. As readers will find in that section, tensions between
generations are nothing new.

Part Four centers on demographics and money: who pays
what to whom, and what dynamics of population drive the
finances of America, both today and in the future. Finally, Part Five
offers myriad perspectives on the programs most likely endan-
gered by the Baby Boom’s imminent elderhood: Social Security
and Medicare. How these massive and growing programs are or
are not reformed could well determine America’s economic posi-
tion in the world for the next 50 years.

For the first time, the leading thinkers on both (or multiple)
sides of these vital issues are together in one volume. While the
editors of this anthology hold a personal opinion about genera-
tional tensions and how best to prepare for the future, we have
attempted to present all sides in this discussion.

—Richard Thau and Jay Heflin






Part One

TENSIONS BETWEEN THE GENERATIONS

Young men have a passxon for regarding their elders as senile.
—Henry Adams

Age in a virtuous person, of either sex, carries in it an authority
which makes it preferable to all the pleasures of youth.
—Sir Richard Steele
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