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 Talkin’ ‘bout My    
 Generalization 

I’m not trying to ’cause a big sensation,
I'm just talkin’ ‘bout my generation.

The Who, My Generation, 1965

WHEN WILLIAM STRAUSS AND 
Neil Howe’s Generations was published in 
1991, like The Who, the authors probably 
weren’t trying to cause a big sensation. 
   But that’s exactly what happened.
   Along with their even more influential 
bestseller, The Fourth Turning (1997), the 
two ‘baby boomers’ almost single-handedly 
launched an internet meme, publishing sub-
genre, and marketing theory all in one. 
   Their concept of recurring generational 
cycles—marked by cohorts, or groups of 
people born within defined historical periods
—is seductively simple and universally
appealing, like a personalized horoscope. 

                                                 Kacper Kowalski  

   The only problem is that, as with astrology, 
there is little hard evidence to suggest that 
‘generational theory’ has any basis in reality.
   The first and most obvious fact is that the 
boundaries delineating the various ‘cohorts’ 
are arbitrary (and in many instances, 
conveniently back-dated from the historical 
events that they are purported to be the 
cause of). Time is linear, and while history 
may sometimes proceed in identifiable leaps, 
human nature changes only very slowly.
   Incidentally, not only do the dates change 
to suit the theory, but so do the names: 
Generation X (born1961-1981) was 
originally called the ‘Baby Busters’ by 
demographers, and ‘Thirteeners’—for 
America’s 13th generation—by Strauss and 
Howe themselves. (Perhaps for the same 
reason that elevators don’t stop at the 13th 
floor, the term never really caught on.)     



   Moreover, it isn’t until people reach adult-
hood that they begin to manifest meaningful, 
lifelong traits. All teenagers tend to be 
rebellious, for example, so there’s nothing 
special about Millennials (1982-2004).
And since the average age at which people 
become parents has been rising, generations 
have technically been lengthening, in contrast 
to the shortening trend currently in vogue.
    In any case, there is no reason to assume 
that people react to historical events in any 
sort of monolithic group, or to assign vague 
personality traits to any particular ‘cohort.’  
  While there have been thousands of 
generations in human history, the concept of 
societal (as opposed to familial) generations 
is a very modern idea, invented by 19th 
century European intellectuals and refined 
beginning in the early 20th century. 
   All of the generations prior to the Baby 
Boomers (1943-1960)—like the Greatest 
Generation (1901-1924) and the Silent 
Generation (1925-1942)—were named 
retroactively. This should come as no 
surprise, because ‘generational divides’ had 
their genesis in the advertising industry, 
which only began to flourish with the 
advent of radio around 1920. And it is the 
‘cohort’ of advertising executives which 
keeps the theory alive in the public’s mind, 
a constantly renewable source of income for 
millions of researchers and consultants.
   ‘Generations talk’—as some observers 
term the phenomenon—might seem as 
quaint and harmless as astrology, but it can 
have some very serious consequences. 
Generalizations about  people with a wide 
variety of life experiences can easily 
devolve into stereotyping and generational 
warfare, for example, something society 
would never tolerate if the subject was 
gender or race, rather than age.

   The labelling of generations also tends to 
be a distinctly American, upper middle class 
pastime, with little conceern that the ‘big 
events’ that effect a population (like 9/11 
marking the end of the Millennial era) can 
be dramatically different in other countries 
or socioeconomic classes. This makes them 
vulnerable to being used to justify political 
bias and social engineering, running the risk 
of the labels becoming self-fulfilling.
   Ironically, nobody likes to be labelled, but 
somehow many people find generational 
labelling acceptable, even enlightening. 
We all hated labels back in high school 
(when everyone was a jock, nerd, and so on) 
but we’re doing the same thing—just on a 
much grander scale—when we divide entire 
groups of people into similar cliques, based 
simply on their date of birth rather than their 
aptitudes, appearance, or other qualities.
   Generation theory is pseudo-scientific 
mumbo-jumbo, a simplistic way of thinking 
about the complicated and diverse range of 
human individuals and their relationship to 
each other and to history. Like ‘racial theory’ 
and other unconstructive, discredited ideas, it 

should be consigned to the dustbin of history.
  The relentless march through the alphabet 
is likely to continue in spite of such protests, 
however, with Generation X, Generation Y 
(Millennials) and Generation Z (2005-2012) 
giving way to what is currently loosely 
identified with the Greek placeholders 
Alpha (2013-2024) and Beta (2025-2039).
   But since these distinctions exist only in 
the minds of paid advertising consultants 
(and other adults starved for a sense of order 
and predictability in a messy world of chaos 
and uncertainty) we can only hope they 
won’t be taken so seriously by these and 
other coming ‘generations’ when they 
themselves begin to come of age. ◾


