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Revolutio

Latin root word for “revolution.”

Original meaning:

“rotation, revolving, or turning.”


DISCLAIMER: If you picked up this book hoping for the latest how-to-sell-more-garbage-to-young-people guide, then I’m going to save you some time. Stop reading here. There is an ever-growing stack of books about how to market to Millennials.

This isn’t one of them.



INTRODUCTION


Millennials, I have bad news and good news.

The bad news is, according to the media, you are the most lazy, narcissistic, entitled, self-absorbed generation ever to walk the earth.

The good news?

This entire book is about you.

But here’s why it’s different from everything else you’ve probably read.

The vast majority of what is published about your generation is an overt or covert attempt to teach people older than you how to hack your brain to make you do something, sell you something, or convert you to some form of belief system. I know this because I’ve surveyed literally thousands of articles, books, websites, and blogs on Millennials. And it’s safe to say, Millennials, that you have been strategically targeted by the largest corporate-controlled media manipulation machine in history.

And that is just the beginning.

Even the established frame of reference for you, Millennials, the one in which you are lazy, narcissistic, entitled, and self-absorbed, is a purpose-driven creation. Behind its rinse-lather-repeat retelling by the media machine is an insidious goal—to disenfranchise, disempower, and shut you down before you even walk through the door.

That’s why this book is a deviation from the mountains of regurgitated clickbait about you. Instead, it’s a formula for how you accelerate, amplify, and strengthen what you are consciously and unconsciously doing: disrupting the world we once knew.

THE GREAT MILLENNIAL AWAKENING

By the time these words are printed, all the members of your generation will have crossed the threshold into voting age. By 2020, when the next US presidential election takes place, along with hundreds of state and local elections and the redrawing of countless voting districts, you, Millennials, will be the largest voting bloc in the United States.

For Millennials and people of all generations living in the United States, the 2016 US presidential election was a clarion call for action. On the morning of November 9, 2016, one thing came into sharp focus: our democracy is an illusion.

In our republic, and the money for which it stands, there are approximately four hundred registered lobbyists for every member of the House and Senate.1 A seat in the House costs about $1 million. The Senate is around $40 million,2 and the presidency? Well, that will set you back $1 billion.3

Thus, in 2016, the popular vote, also known as the will of the people, was ignored. Whether you love her, hate her, or are indifferent, the fact remains that Hillary Clinton received over 2.5 million more votes than her opponent. But the woman Americans elected by popular vote did not become their president. Instead, a real estate mogul named Donald Trump was placed in the White House by a rigged system.

But the powers that be didn’t count on one thing: they didn’t realize that in rigging an election, they would awaken a sleeping leviathan.

More than any other group of people, your generation holds the power to determine the future.

With so much responsibility and so much at stake in our world, there are signs that a Great Millennial Awakening is under way. Inside of this awakening, more and more of you are finding your passion and marrying it with educations and jobs in which you are actively altering the structures of power. For millions of others, who find yourselves either unemployed or in a gig or job that doesn’t change the world, you are engaging in online platforms from Change.org to Facebook initiatives.

This is why your Millennial Awakening is totally different from that of your parents’, the people known as the Baby Boomer generation. In contrast to the Boomers, whose movements tended to be confrontational, the pragmatic optimism that runs strong in the veins of your generation finds many of you blending into the systems of power you wish to alter. So much of your civic tsunami is a silent and powerful undercurrent. Like one of those puzzle pictures, you can see it only when you know what to look for.

Your generation is taking over the world. In so doing, you are already revolutionizing old systems. But your biggest revolution is yet to materialize. I’m talking about the one in which you use your power to change the political course of history.

On the whole, the Millennial political activists, a number of whom you will meet in the coming pages, are equal parts pragmatists, team players, builders of things, and idealists. If it is to take place, your Millennial revolution will be based in the practical, in compromise, in tangible solutions, and in bold new models. That’s a good thing, because there has never been a greater need for compassionate, large-scale change than now.

For all you interlopers reading this—i.e., Baby Boomers and Gen Xers who are still trying to figure out Millennials—get ready to get woke. This is the story of an underdog generation that is dealing with collective trauma, catharsis, and empowerment and, most important, one that is about to pull its sword from the stone.

Steven Olikara, a first-generation Indian American Millennial, heads up the Millennial Action Project (millennialaction.org), a bipartisan group of about five hundred young elected officials at every level of office across the country. Says Olikara, “The definition of leadership involves bringing up people behind you. So, if you’re a Baby Boomer or Gen Xer, one of the great legacies you can leave is to build the next generation of leadership: mentor, advise, cultivate, invest in the next generation of leaders.”

After all, a positive future for you, Millennials, is a positive future for our country and quite possibly our civilization.

All futures being possible, the opposite pathway is also plausible. As our world hurtles toward what the United Nations tells us will be ten billion souls by 2050, you could turn out to be a generation that unveils, through a combination of action and inaction, unimaginable darkness for humanity.

But let’s not do that, okay?

Due to your connectivity, Millennials, you can move quickly, en masse, and in a completely unexpected direction. This may prove to be your single most important tactical advantage.

To make the most of that advantage, especially in the thousands of pivotal city, state, and federal elections that will happen in the upcoming months and couple of years, which collectively may decide how we deal with the future of life as we know it, it is important to understand a few fundamentals of structural change.

STRUCTURAL CHANGE

Think of this book as your training manual for how to make structural change.

Structural change is a term borrowed from economics that refers to bringing about a new order that forces businesses and the market itself to change. It often happens through politics when a new regime takes over or when major overhauls are made to laws that regulate business.4

The type of structural change of which I will speak in this book refers to deep, lasting change that alters the very structure of society itself. It’s the kind of change that happened when the US Constitution was ratified and when the French Revolution took place.

On a foundational level, the structure of a society is its immutable commandments, core truths, inalienable rights, given norms, acceptable behaviors, allowable violations, and consequences for transgression of its rules. To be more specific, most societies, and especially modern societies, operate on three primary levels of structure.

1. The underlying culture—the beliefs, ideologies, language(s), religion(s), iconography, fashions, memes, and traditions

2. The political structures—the laws, governance, judicial system, punishment system, rules of business, and organization of commerce

3. The infrastructure—the energy systems, transportation systems, agricultural systems, cities, bridges, freeways, schools, etc.

Each layer builds upon the previous one. A freeway, for instance, can be built only when sanctioned by a law that is, in turn, driven by the collective belief that we must have a way to move our cars. To build on that example, the energy system and pipelines that deliver fossil fuel to gas stations to fuel those cars can operate only through laws that give them power in a society that demands automobile transportation, regardless of the environmental or sociological impact. Infrastructure needs political power, which needs shared belief.

Now, here’s the important part: to accomplish structural change, you must change all three layers.

Much of the Millennial Awakening has thus far failed to accomplish structural change because its change makers have targeted only the top layer—i.e., beliefs. This is the trap of many recent movements (think Occupy Wall Street, the Arab Spring, etc.). These and other widespread hearts-and-minds campaigns often begin with social media and engage tens and sometimes hundreds of millions of people. They bring to light dire injustices. They create petitions, there are protests, and they demand action. Yet, when all that collectivism alters neither the political landscape nor the social infrastructure, there is no structural change.

A telling example of this stagnation is America’s gun control issue. It is unconscionable that, with all our technological wizardry in the second decade of the twenty-first century, we live in a society that willingly and knowingly puts semiautomatic weapons in the hands of unstable people who walk into our schools and shoot our children. The new conservative solution of putting guns into teachers’ hands is symptomatic of a political leadership that has so wholly prostituted itself to special interests that our leaders are willing to sentence innocent children to die. It’s also desperate, reckless, idiotic, barbaric, and . . . I could go on.

Meanwhile, recent polls show the majority of Democrats, Republicans, and Independents support stricter gun control.5 So where are the laws, the codification, the infrastructure? How many years of congressional hearings, protests, and high school shootings do we need to live through before this issue is under control? How many more body bags filled with the dead bodies of our precious children will pile up, how many lives will be destroyed, and how many communities will be terrorized before the reasonable and sane and, let’s just say it, no-brainer solution of genuine gun control is enacted?

My heart aches for the bereaved families and friends of the youth who have fallen at the hands of those who, in a functional democracy, would never have had access to guns in the first place. The politicians who ensure near-universal gun access are unpardonable and should be held to account. But inside the pain, the suffering, the fear, and the anger, there is a critical takeaway: we must no longer expect outcry alone to change policy.

Beliefs will not, by themselves, alter policies. Clicking is not voting—not yet, anyway. Tweeting is not engaging in the political process. Hashtagging is not running for office. Posting is not engaging voters in meaningful conversation. The Internet and smartphones are not the same as political reality. They are merely tools, and more often than not, they are tools of distraction.

And distracted is exactly how the powers that be want you, Millennials. That way they can keep vaporizing your votes, shutting you up, and shutting you down.

This is the truth: politics trumps everything. (Yes, there’s a pun in there somewhere.) No matter how loudly and how many you engage, or how intensely and how viscerally you demand change, our current version of paid-for democracy will only work against you until you take control of it, recode it, and reboot it.

The real question is not: When will our current flock of pay-to-play politicians work for the people? After all, puppets dance only for their masters. The real question is: How long are you, Millennials, going to wait before your revolution begins?

I say you because, as the largest voting bloc and the most Independent-registered generation at 50 percent, you are the change makers. Baby Boomers and Gen Xers who are also woke will champion you, coach you, mentor you, and support you. But there’s no cavalry coming.

The revolution is wholly, completely, and 100 percent up to you.

Not only is the revolution up to you, but you are at an apex moment in history. With so much of our world in flux and with so much crisis, a critical window of opportunity is opening. All futures are possible right now. Everything is on the table. But mark my words, this open window won’t last long.

I should know, because I’ve been doing my best to lay a little groundwork for your revolution my whole life.

SO, WHO AM I, ANYWAY?

Glad you asked . . .

I grew up in Louisiana in the shadow of the 150 oil refineries that dot the landscape of that swampy state. Those refineries form a “cancer alley” where pollution is so intense that cancer rates there are up to seven hundred times the national average.6 As a young boy, I watched members of my family get sick and die from pollution-related illness.

It was during my first high school science project that I initially saw the power of corrupt policy to hurt people. I tested the quality of local waterways only to find high levels of arsenic, lead, and other heavy poisons. But at the Louisiana State Science and Engineering Fair, a local EPA official, acting as one of the judges, disqualified my project because the results were “impossible.”

The official who judged my project was part of a state organization that was, and still is, funded by the very industries it is supposed to police. It’s no wonder that the data it had published on waterway pollution was a farce.

From there, I went to a very liberal liberal-arts school: New College of Florida. At the time, it was known for its lack of grades (pass/fail only) and its similar lack of clothes. I studied economics. But I became disillusioned when I learned that Adam Smith, the father of modern economics and the first theorist of capitalism, based his thesis on three deeply flawed assumptions: that slavery will always exist, that infinite consumption of resources is the basis for a healthy economy, and that greed is the central human motivation in a society.7 Instead of becoming an economic hit man, I graduated with a degree in sustainable living.

The year was 1997, the Gulf War was still a topic of hot debate, and the issue of global warming was just heating up. I wanted to show that, instead of going to war for oil and baking the planet, perhaps there was another way to make fuel. If you were watching TV in the late ’90s, you might have glimpsed a funny-looking, skinny kid driving a spray-painted Winnebago called the Veggie Van around the country, picking up used french fry oil from Kentucky Fried Chicken Dumpsters and turning it into biodiesel. Yep, that was me.

The Veggie Van turned into a lecture tour, which turned into making films about environmental topics. To date, my wife, Rebecca, and I have made seven major documentaries on issues that have to do with the environment.

By the way, the book you’re reading is also a documentary by the same name: The Revolution Generation, which you can see at RevolutionGeneration.us. Whereas the book gives you detail beyond what is possible in a film, the film opens a window into the lives of many of the key characters in this book. I encourage you to watch it.

Over the course of my twenty years working as a journalist, researcher, and environmental advocate, I’ve spent more than ten thousand hours interviewing experts in the fields of poverty, water, climate, agriculture, sustainability, energy, environmental justice, political history, and policy. I’ve met with President Bill Clinton and have been in a meeting with President George W. Bush. I’ve spent time with military units and four-star generals. I’ve traveled deep into the jungles of Central America and Nigeria. I’ve walked the halls of Congress speaking to and interviewing countless senators and representatives, including one of the truly good ones, Representative Tulsi Gabbard (D-HI), who happens to be a Millennial and is interviewed in this book.

After all this, one thing is clear: the challenges we face are interconnected, and so are the solutions.

Christin “Cici” Battle, the director of People for the American Way Foundation’s Young People For (YoungPeopleFor.org), a national youth leadership training program, says, “As a black woman in this country, my survival is tied to reproductive justice. My survival is tied to climate justice. My survival is tied to immigration reform, and access to education, and access to fair housing and so on.” Cici maintains that she and many other Millennials share an urgency around these issues, not only because they are tied together, but because they are questions of life and death.

If there is one set of demands that unifies the Millennial leaders with whom I’ve spoken, it’s to treat all humans—regardless of race, age, gender, creed, or origin—with dignity and respect, while at the same time ensuring that the planet that sustains us is protected and that greed and lust for profit are kept in check.

As the starting place for a true turning around or revolution, these demands give me great hope.

READY? SET? GO!

Millennials, this book might depress you temporarily, shock you at least a little, infuriate you a lot, and, I hope, ultimately inspire you to great action.

While the term youth culture has existed for some time, never before has a generation had such universality in its connectedness. Unlike former generations, Millennials, you have your own faiths, iconography, linguistics, behaviors, communications systems, and social strata. Because a culture shares distinct forms of organization, language, and identity, and you, as Millennials, have these systems unto yourselves, I believe that you represent the first true global youth culture.

Your generation has so many powerful emerging leaders that one could write many books about them and still only scratch the surface. However, it is important to note that this is not an inspirational book about visionary Millennial leaders. Rather, this is a training manual for visionary young leaders. And as such, it contains a critical element that I believe was taken from your generation: your past. Let me explain.

The powerful leaders I’ve met—both in the Millennial generation and among those who are older—have a nearly universal trait: they have a firm command of history. I believe that the instrument of true historical perspective, especially the actual events of the recent takeover of the American political system by corporate-backed interests, is the single biggest missing asset in the Great Millennial Awakening. Thus, this book unveils a largely covert sequence of political, social, and economic events that led to the current economic crisis in which you live. After all, in order to formulate an effective revolution, you must first understand how the current self-destructive economic and political models were created.

Your intense collectivism gives you a type of new youth power—power to heal, power to create, and power to destroy. It is possible, likely even, that your legacy will be to alter society so that it is unrecognizable to itself.

On a spiritual level, this book is an investigation into the soul of your generation. The French philosopher Voltaire wrote: “Each player must accept the cards life deals him or her: but once they are in hand, he or she alone must decide how to play the cards in order to win the game.” In the game of history each generation begins its journey with unique advantages and disadvantages, faces perils far greater than those that came before, grapples with its demons, and, ultimately, forges the future into existence.

Millennials, before you can collectively play your hand on the world stage, you will have to come to terms with the depth of your generation’s flaws and the enormity of the stakes of the game you are about to play.

If you were born in or after 1980, you stand at the precipice of a historical sea change in the course of our civilization. If you were born before 1980, this is your chance to support a generation that, by no fault of its own, has been shouldered with enormous social, economic, and environmental burdens. Millennials, in a very short time, the choices you make will determine the course of billions of human lives and, quite possibly, whether or not the next millennium of human history is one of abundance or apocalypse. It is my hope that, in some tiny way, this book contributes to your creating the good kind of future.

Regardless of the direction you choose, I am convinced, now more than ever, that you, the Millennials, are the generation that will forever change our world.
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CHAPTER ONE

Meet the Real Millennials

Maybe there’s a way out of the cage where you live

Maybe one of these days you can let the light in . . .

—“Brave” by Sara Bareilles

I’m standing in the lobby of the Greco-Roman monolith known as Caesars Palace, watching a swarm of thousands of young people in black clothing. They have come to Las Vegas from towns and cities across America to attend the largest hair and makeup educational convention and party in the world. It’s called Caper, and it’s organized by Paul Mitchell Schools for the star students of their national trade schools.

At first glance this is the ultimate testament to self-indulgent Millennial narcissism. For several days this group of predominantly young, mostly women will learn how to replicate the cutting edge of beauty. Lecturers, runway shows, and experts will demonstrate every technique of applying products for that perfect look. The sea of faces bubbles with the effervescence of youth. It’s almost impossible to find one of them without dazzling hair and airbrushed makeup.

By all measures, this crowd should be a shining beacon of vapid Millennial shallowness. But a closer look reveals that the narcissism stereotype only runs skin-deep.

My first introductions are to a couple of the event’s motivational speakers. I meet Lizzie Velásquez. She is a Millennial author, speaker, and subject of a recent documentary. Lizzie is skinny. Really skinny. That’s because she was born with a rare disease that prevents her from accumulating body fat. In 2006, she was dubbed the World’s Ugliest Woman by a YouTube video. At the time, she was seventeen years old. She has since dedicated her life to speaking out against bullying and advocating for “going beyond looks to find your true source of happiness.” Her TEDx Austin Women’s talk has almost eleven million views. Velásquez brings her questions on the nature of beauty and judgment home with such poise, I wonder if the young beauticians to whom she is speaking feel a bit guilty. But from where I am sitting I can see only rapt faces, eyes wide, expressions hanging on her every word.

As if that wasn’t humbling enough, I then spend a few minutes speaking with Kathy Buckley, a well-known deaf Gen X comedienne whose talk is about filling your heart with joy, removing labels, and respecting others. Onstage, Kathy speaks about the incredible obstacles she had to face on her road to becoming a deaf performer for those who hear. When she relates her experience of being derided, made fun of, and put down, sympathetic heads nod in the audience. It seems that these pierced, blue-haired, tattooed young people have also experienced the pain of being reduced to labels like weird and different. Buckley’s end message about self-love and acceptance is stunningly beautiful. As she delivers her final words, I find myself wiping away tears. A quick glance at the youthful audience confirms I am not alone.

Many of these young people come from rough neighborhoods, tough families, and difficult backgrounds. Only a couple of the people I speak with have attended any college. They cite finances as the biggest detriment. A number of the young men I meet have come out of military service. When describing why they are here, the students don’t talk much about hair or makeup or fashion. Instead, they use words like opportunity, inspiration, community, connectedness, doing good, and contribution.

On one hand, this event, like most things in Vegas, is about making money. In this case, it’s about selling hair and beauty products and services. It’s also very much about an industry that emphasizes appearance. But the emphasis from the stage and from the attendees isn’t about outward beauty. Instead, their focus is on what it means to be a better human, what inner beauty is really about, and how to spread happiness.

This dichotomy and this particular cross section of young people is a good weathervane for the Millennial generation. More often than not, you are appearance-conscious, positive, hardworking, earnest, community-oriented, aspirational, and, yes, poor. The particular Millennials whom I am meeting all have something else in common, too: they desperately want a job. The opportunity to have a life in which they make a difference for others while having employment is by no means a given. It’s their big dream.

This sentiment is echoed by many people in your generation. People like Lindsey Horvath, a bright, eloquent Millennial who recently held the position of mayor of West Hollywood (making her one of the youngest mayors in America). I meet her on a sweltering day in Los Angeles in her modest apartment (with no A/C), and we sit amid stacks of old campaign paraphernalia. Says Horvath, “People often say the Millennial Generation is the Me Generation and focused on themselves. But that’s just simply not true. We’re a generation that wants to create change. We’re more motivated by social impact than we are our paychecks. We’re very interested in making our mark by making the world a better place.”

Horvath tells me she has a substantial amount of college debt, though she declines to tell me the exact amount, and that she basically put her life on hold for several years to serve in public office. Steven Olikara, head of the Millennial Action Project, says, “Some of my friends who even run for state office, they take out a second mortgage on their home just so they can run. Think about the sacrifices for their family that they’re making.”

The mixture of economic aspiration and desire to make a difference is precisely where your generation differs from the generations that preceded you.

BIGGER, FASTER, STRONGER

If you were born between approximately 1980 and 2000, you are known as a Millennial or, to marketers, a member of Generation Y. Yours is a generation of eighty million strong and growing due to immigration in the United States, and 2.3 billion worldwide. The sheer magnitude of people in your age group dwarfs Generation X (fifty million US) and now eclipses the Baby Boomers (seventy-eight million US and declining due to death).

You’ve been born into an incredibly young period of human existence. Half of the people alive on earth right now are under the age of thirty-five. Yes, half. That’s more people than made up the entire human race in 1950.

In general, you’re the most educated, most female/male equal, most entrepreneurial, most mobile, most tech-savvy, most connected, most politically independent, most racially diverse as well as the most globally aware generation in history. As thirtysomething-year-old Ana Kasparian, a lead reporter with the popular online news show The Young Turks, tells me, “Millennials are more socially liberal. They want gay rights. They want equality among races. And they’re more likely to want these things as opposed to Baby Boomers.” This is all very positive.

However, you also suffer from being the most economically depressed,1 most in debt ($37,000 average US college graduate debt),2 least employed (35–40 percent actual unemployment in the United States),3 most unmarried,4 most single-parent generation5 so far. Your economic prospects get grimmer with each passing day as the economic crisis caused by the Great Recession of 2008 drags on.

Marketers love to segment Generation Y into categories like Lifepreneurs and Hip-ennials. If you’re a young person, this kind of stuff might make you throw up in your mouth a bit. Or at least it should. Because it completely misses the point of what your generation is experiencing.

When will older generations stop asking questions about how to sell to young people and start trying to understand them? If understanding is the goal, we might start by asking what is the actual demographic and social makeup of the Millennial generation.


HERE ARE SOME BASIC GROUPINGS FOR THE PEOPLE IN YOUR GENERATION:

Young Millennials Eighteen to Twenty-Two Years Old

• College age (twenty-nine million eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds)6

Unemployed, Working Poor, and in Poverty

• Unemployed (approximately 35 percent, or twenty-eight million)7

• Wage labor or gig economy poor (approximately thirty million)8

• Living in poverty (approximately 20 percent, or sixteen million)9

College Degrees, Working, and Careers

• Total Millennial workforce: about 53.5 million10

Of these, about thirty million are in some form of wage-labor job, and about twenty million are in some form of gainful employment.

• Those with college degrees (22 percent, or eighteen million)11

Parents

• Approximately half, or forty million12

A number of stark economic realities separate you from other generations. You are by far the most impoverished generation. There are different ways to look at this, but basically the most optimistic data shows that no more than 36 percent13 of your generation will graduate with a four-year college degree and some reports put your graduation rate as low as 22 percent.14 That shiny and expensive degree is the single most important indicator as to your lifetime earning potential.

According to Tamara Draut, author of Strapped: Why America’s 20- and 30-Somethings Can’t Get Ahead, people without college degrees are likely to end up in wage-labor jobs or the gig economy. Draut says that about two-thirds of Millennials today are unlikely to progress beyond wage-labor jobs due to structural impediments in the economy that prohibit those without a four-year college degree from advancing.15

Another way to look at poverty is by household. Of the seventeen million households living in poverty, five million of them are headed by a Millennial. This is disproportionately high considering there are only about twenty million Millennial households.16

No matter how you cut it, somewhere between one-quarter and one-third of your generation is living below, near, or just above the poverty line. Millennials, while you probably knew this, to those of us not in your generation, this should be a sobering fact.

For those of you who are working, gainfully employed, or have a career, income is sliding backward compared with other generations.17 Yes, backward. The defining hallmark of youth that economic well-being increases over time as you work your way up the Great American corporate ladder is, unfortunately for you Millennials, reversed. Ouch.

Millennial parents are particularly hard hit by your generation’s economic catch-22, especially mothers. Of the twenty million or so Millennial moms, at least four million are single.18 Even Millennial parents who are coupled find that economically speaking, they are struggling compared to those who do not have children. Although a higher percentage of families with small children have one parent working, they have lower incomes than families without children.19 In other words, it’s not that expenses are higher, it’s that they actually earn less. Yet another defining hallmark of the once Great American economic system—the tax breaks, benefits, write-offs, etc. that used to help young parents with young children—is reversed for you, Millennials.20

The numbers don’t lie. The Great Recession, the big short, derivative trading, and an economy built on greed and greed alone have left your generation high and dry. The only upside seems to be that because recreational marijuana is finally becoming legal in America, if you can’t make money in the old economy, you might be able to pick up some extra hours at a pot shop. Like I said, high and dry.

Seriously, it’s bleak. But your story is far from over. And, given some determination and hard work, great things can come from crisis.

In pinyin, which is a way of writing Chinese words with English letters, the Chinese word for “crisis” is written wēijī. While often mistranslated in America, it actually derives from two characters: wēi, which refers to “danger” or “precarious,” while jī refers to “a point where things happen or change.”21

If ever there was a generation experiencing mass wēijī, it is yours.

To understand why it’s not just economics pushing you to make sweeping changes, we need to go deeper into what’s really happening on the planet.

THE REALLY, REALLY SCARY SHIT YOU ABSOLUTELY HAVE TO DEAL WITH

Millennials, you are coming of age at the culmination of the ten largest human and environmental crises in the history of our civilization. Many of these are existential threats, i.e., they threaten the very existence of humankind itself.

Historically speaking, your parents (the Baby Boomers) faced the first genuine human species–level existential threat. Thanks to the nuclear-tipped missiles that the United States and USSR amassed during the Cold War, by the late 1950s humanity had the power to completely extinguish itself. At the time, it was the scariest thing ever.

But one could contend that your world, Millennials, is ten times scarier. That’s because you now face the following:

TOP TEN SPECIES EXTINCTION THREATS

1. DESERTIFICATION. More than two-thirds of the world is turning to desert.22 This is putting more pressure on overburdened and under-resourced cities, especially in Africa and Asia.23

2. OVERPOPULATION. Only a handful of developed countries are at low or negative population growth. The rest of the world continues on an exponential population growth curve.24

3. WATER SCARCITY. More than half the global aquifers are at or below critical levels.25 Once aquifers are drained, they often cannot store the same quantity of water as before.

4. CLIMATE. Carbon dioxide levels in Earth’s atmosphere are higher than they have been in three million years and climbing.26 And that’s when the oceans were thirty feet higher.

5. OCEAN ACIDIFICATION. Increased CO2 in the atmosphere is turning ocean waters acidic.27 The acidic waters kill the coral and phytoplankton that are responsible for making more than half the oxygen we breathe.28

6. CHEMICAL AGRICULTURE. Due to chemical agriculture, it is predicted that Earth will lose most of its remaining topsoil within a few decades.29 As topsoil turns to dust, crop failure is increasing in many agricultural regions around the world. There are only an estimated sixty harvests left in the world.30

7. TERRORISM. For a relatively small price, terrorists now have access to bioweaponry,31 suitcase-sized “dirty” nuclear bombs,32 and debilitating cyber hacks and viruses.33

8. REFUGEES. The United Nations estimates that we will soon have one billion human refugees as a result of soil desertification and climate change.34

9. GLOBAL RECESSION. The economies of the world are likely to continue to experience inflation, recession, and constriction into the foreseeable future.35

10. MASS EXTINCTION. The number of species that are going extinct on Earth has now reached critical levels. Similar to the end of the ecosystem in which dinosaurs once lived, we are experiencing what scientists are calling the sixth major extinction.36

Given this future, it’s a wonder that people ask why you, Millennials, are such a high-anxiety generation.

How you deal with the gigantic challenges before you will determine what, if any, civilization remains at the end of this century. In other words, what your generation does between now and 2050, when the United Nations estimates the world population will be almost ten billion people, may determine the very future of our species itself. It is not hard to imagine the aforementioned concurrent crises spiraling into an apocalypse.

Perhaps this is why there’s a new genre of entertainment we could call “apocaphylia” that’s being consumed by your generation as fast as it can be produced. From zombie outbreaks to The Hunger Games to video games based on killing the global population with plagues, the apocalypse is as titillating to Millennials as space travel was to the Baby Boomers (Boomers, think the original Lost in Space, Star Trek, and the televised version of Buck Rogers in the 25th Century).

While the heroes of the Boomer era were extensions of the technology-driven Cold War, with a thinly veiled aliens-as-Russians motif, the heroes of today use bows and arrows to survive in a future where the technocracy has collapsed, leaving in its wake poisoned oceans and an irradiated biosphere.

The Hunger Games heroine Katniss Everdeen has a lot to say about where your generation subconsciously thinks the world you are inheriting is headed.

If we Gen Xers and Baby Boomers were a bit more honest with you, we’d have given you the following pep talk as you became teenagers: “Now, here’s your iPhone and here’s your gas mask. Good luck, young Millennial, because in the disintegrating world we built for you, you’re going to need them.”

But that’s not what we tell you. Instead, when it comes to Baby Boomers and Gen Xers, there’re a lot of Millennial haters.

WHY THEY HATE Y(OU)

If you’re one of those Millennial people whom this book is about, then it’s no secret: people who are older than you—especially people in the media—just love to hate on you.

“Why?” you might ask. After all, aren’t those very same people the generation who birthed you? Aren’t they the ones who put the “Baby on Board” signs on their minivans, who took you to soccer practice, and who made sure you did your best in school?

The answer I’m about to give will undoubtedly ruffle some Boomer and Gen Xer feathers. But it’s true. And by the time you finish this book, you will agree that it is absolutely undeniable.

Here it is:

This prevailing negative view of Millennials is no accident. Rather, it is a purpose-driven creation. The campaign against Millennials was, and still is, an effective tool to objectify you, to use you, to program you, to marginalize you, to disenfranchise you, and to push as many of you as possible into the wage-labor economy.

As we will discuss in the subsequent parts of this book, the social stigma that was strategically attached to Millennials at a young age has over time also become a powerful political weapon. It has cemented a disempowering context for a generation of young people. And it has paved the way for institutional ageism at many levels of our economy and civil society.

The disenfranchisement of the Millennial generation is bolstered through a rinse-lather-repeat messaging campaign that is insidious, ubiquitous, and surprisingly effective. My staff and I surveyed over two thousand articles written about Millennials and Generation Y from 2014 to 2016. The vast majority of them, over 95 percent, were about marketing to, or selling to, young people. Over 60 percent of the articles had negative words like “difficult,” “different,” “stay-at-home,” or “low earner.” These articles were not written by sociologists or demographers or even political groups; they were written by, and for, the marketing industry.

HERE ARE A FEW HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE ARTICLES WE SURVEYED ON MILLENNIALS:

• “Sick of all the articles about the younger generation? Popular browser extension changes the word ‘millennial’ into ‘snake person.’ ”37

• “Entitled, lazy, narcissistic, and addicted to social media. Those are just some of the common complaints about millennials . . .”38

• “Millennials in a hurry causing workplace conflict: Survey.”39

Snake person definitely wins the prize. But it doesn’t take too much reading on Millennials to conclude that, in addition to being the largest and most impoverished generation, yours is also the most loathed.

The campaign against Millennials actually began when you were just a twinkle in your Baby Boomer parents’ eyes, but it really came to a head in 2013. That’s when a Time magazine cover story deemed Millennials the “ME ME ME Generation.” Joel Stein, a Time contributor, called Millennials “selfish, egotistical, and lazy.” The cover story sparked a wave of criticism from young people and inspired counter blogs and videos.

Flipping the paradigm back on the Baby Boomers, who originated the campaign, Stephen Colbert used the magazine in his well-received graduation speech that year at UVA, saying:

Your generation needs everything to be about you. And that’s very upsetting to us Baby Boomers, because self-absorption is kind of our thing. We’re the original “Me Generation”; we made the last fifty years all about us. We took all the money. We soaked up all the government services. And we’ve deep-fried nearly everything in the oceans. It may seem that all that’s left for you is unpaid internships, Monday-to-Tuesday mail delivery, and, thanks to global warming, soon Semester at Sea will mean sailing the coast of Ohio.

Says Millennial researcher Jason Dorsey, “Any time change is coming about, especially driven by youth, older generations find it threatening, and that’s why it’s easier to point to the negativity.”

On the Baby Boomer side there’s a bit of guilt, a lot of justification, and a tremendous amount of judgment and prejudice toward members of the Millennial generation. The vitriol seems completely lopsided with Boomers really dishing out the majority of it.

Stan Brown’s book What’s Wrong with Millennials? 50 Things You Need to Know About the Entitled Generation really brings it home. Here are his top complaints:

1. YOU’RE ENTITLED.

2. IN YOUR WORLDVIEW, EVERYBODY WINS.

3. YOU THINK SHOWING UP IS ENOUGH.

4. YOU DON’T BELIEVE IN AN ABSOLUTE TRUTH–INSTEAD YOU THINK THAT TRUTH IS RELATIVE.

5. YOU THINK REALITY IS A CHOICE.

6. YOU DON’T GRASP THE IMPORTANCE OF HIERARCHY.

7. YOU SEE LIFE AS A SERIES OF UNLIMITED OPTIONS.

8. YOU’RE UNDER THE IMPRESSION THAT LIFE IS FAIR.

9. YOU THINK DRUGS ARE A NORMAL PART OF LIFE.

10. YOU ARE DISCONNECTED FROM THE CONSEQUENCES OF YOUR CHOICES.

And so on, and so on.

While some of these could be applied to young people of any era, here’s the problem: no matter what kind of Millennial you may be, this is a fixed framework through which you are viewed.

Social frameworks can be dangerous things. They have a way of imposing a worldview that at best is limiting but at worst can be deadly (think ISIS). They also tend to be self-fulfilling and self-reinforcing. This is called confirmation bias, which, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, means “the tendency to interpret new evidence as confirmation of one’s existing beliefs or theories.”

Here is the part that really, really, really frustrates Boomers and Gen Xers about you: in spite of Matthew McConaughey trying, like, way too hard to sell you Lincolns, you just won’t buy cars like you’re supposed to. And even with all those new lines of credit, you keep not buying houses like you should. As the next generation of would-be consumers, you’re a huge disappointment to an older generation who would feel much better if you just continued to buy, buy, buy, buy.
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