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Foreword


By Marissa Jenae Johnson


The world we inhabit seems hard to understand for many. The increasing racial tensions in America, the election of Donald Trump, and the global backlash to generations of parasitic capitalism has many of us working hard to reconcile the people we always imagined ourselves to be with the reality that becomes apparent in the light of day. Life, when engaged, seems to be a continual act of unlearning—of peeling back the layers of the stories you were told about who you were to reveal all the beautiful possibilities and harrowing inadequacies.


Nothing is as we thought it was. Or as it should be. We are not as kind as we thought we were. We are not as smart as we thought we were. We are not as far along on race; we are not as open-minded with regards to gender. Far from the enlightenment ideals we were taught about ourselves, the question demands asking: Are we better people than generations before, or worse?


The answer, it seems, is somewhere in between and somewhere altogether different. In looking at the good we imagine ourselves to be and the evil we have shown ourselves capable of, there is no absolute true self. Instead we find our realities caught between the two; reaching for that which we aspire, while falling into old patterns we thought we had left behind with our fathers and mothers.


This book, like a reflection in a mirror, captures us in that war of self and imagination. It tells the truth of the time we find ourselves in and the people we have become not by answering the question, but by adding dimension to the background. Layer after layer, Scott complicates the narratives we tell about Millennials and the world we live in, and in each chapter, he reveals a part of ourselves we never knew through the poignant analysis of the moments we all remember.


As a Black woman and Millennial, it’s rare these days that I read something and feel like it helps me understand who I am. This book does. Born in 1991, I’m caught right in the crosshairs of the Millennial generation. Though I consider myself someone who stands out from the crowd, my life runs parallel to the narrative Scott weaves through his unpacking of pop culture. Like many other Millennial adults, the realities of my life contradict the ideals and aspirations I was taught as a child.


Not only was I steeped in the propaganda of meritocracy against the background of worldly circumstances that proved otherwise, but my interracial family was seen as a sign of progress despite a childhood hedged by the boiling tensions of a racial past never reckoned with. I worked hard throughout school to be the best at everything, assured that that was all it took to escape poverty.


But when the time for college came, I found myself the sole income earner for my family, trapped in the fallout of the Great Recession. Everywhere I turned, all assurances went out the window.


Somehow I did make it to college, and struggled to pay for it throughout. By the time I graduated I was working six jobs and going to school full-time. Graduation day came and went and the stable, middle-class job I was always promised was nowhere to be found. Days after receiving an education that cost over six-figures, I was hopeful to get a job that paid $15 an hour. All the promises of prosperity that were made to me felt like a lie as I struggled, fully aware that my personal failure was a failure for my family. I was supposed to move socioeconomic classes and bring them along. Far from the trope of entitled Millennial, my family depended on me to survive.


I had done all the “right” things, and yet I had failed.


Though I didn’t find the conventional path promised to me, the changing political climate found me. Shortly after the Ferguson Uprising I became a part of the #BlackLivesMatter movement, rising to national prominence in August 2015 when I helped steal the stage from presidential candidate Bernie Sanders in my and Scott’s city of Seattle.


For all the visibility and media and press, this movement had not made my path in life anymore sure or my socioeconomic failure any less real. I was like any other Black Millennial: struggling to find peace in a world at war with Black bodies and under the weight of a capitalist system where we could never get ahead. Far from the progressive future I was promised I could have if I worked hard, the future now looked grim.


What kind of future could there be if you could not pay your student loans, but it didn’t matter because the police might kill you before then? What kind of future is there for a Black Millennial who is told to fight for prosperity but thrust into the conditions of war?


There are no simple answers for how we forge forward. But in this book, Scott paves the way by giving the question color. Scott examines how Millennials both respond to the context we have been thrown into, and also how we create new worlds of our own. Our solutions for survival—and for the thriving of the next generation—will come out of that duality. We are and will be molded by the unimaginable moments of these times, but we will also find escape and healing in the world we create that does not yet exist.


As Scott explores, it is Millennial artistry, freedom, and rebelliousness that can manifest a world starkly different than the one we inherited. Millennials may have done away with the rules, but we are painting our freedom instead.




—Marissa Jenae Johnson,


Co-Founder of Safety Pin Box








Introduction



The History of Our Future


 


The central argument of Millennials and the Moments That Made Us: A Cultural History of the U.S. from 1982–Present is that Millennials were born alongside a particular era of American capitalism, and that the popular culture of this era serves to legitimate this social order, even as some of it suggests ways out of it.


In this book, I use popular culture as a lens to explain a generational condition that began in the 1980s. This generational condition has been defined by lengthening adolescence, changing gender norms, and new attitudes towards work and property. Millennials have seen unprecedented wealth stratification; the exacerbation of already-existing divides of race and sex; and America’s continuing militaristic endeavors abroad. The product of both landmark mid-20th century social reforms like the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965 and the arrival of Reaganomics in the 1980s, Millennials are simultaneously the most diverse and disprivileged generation ever. Our popular culture—both the culture that we have created and the culture that has been aimed at us—cannot help but reflect the condition that this book reconstructs.


My frame-of-reference as an author is that of a Black Millennial and an unapologetic progressive. But my bias should not be confused for carelessness. I have built this book on a rich body of scholarly discourse about neoliberal capitalism. I promiscuously cite authors who have written critically about American popular culture in the last three decades. And perhaps most importantly, I engage with ideas and policies that I am in utter disagreement with.


The result is a book that delivers a comprehensive explanation of the situation of the largest1 (and to this point most-discussed) generation in American history.


WHAT IS A MILLENNIAL?


In May 2015, Pew Research Center asserted that “The Millennial Generation”2 is the age cohort of Americans born between 1981 and 1997. In his 2014 book The Next America, Pew senior fellow Paul Taylor defined Millennials as “empowered by digital technology; coddled by parents; slow to adulthood; conflict-averse; at ease with racial, ethnic, and sexual diversity; confident in their economic futures despite coming of age in bad times.”3


As we’ll see in Parts III and IV of this book, the idea that Millennials are coddled is a pernicious stereotype. And the notion that we are “conflict averse” does not square well with the fact that we populated a volunteer army in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001. However, Taylor’s ideas about Millennial diversity and disprivilege are rooted in statistically verifiable fact:


A 2016 study by the Brookings Institution revealed that 45% of Millennials identify as non-white and/or mixed-race; among Baby Boomers in 1990, that number was 28%.4 Meanwhile, Millennials are the first generation ever to have a lower standard of living than their parents. These concrete socioeconomic facts are directly attributable to where Millennials are situated in history: just after the Civil Rights Act and Immigration and Naturalization Act (both of 1965), and in the middle of the era of Reaganomics that initiated a massive transfer of wealth out of the hands of America’s working poor and middle class.


But while I make use of Pew Research Center’s invaluable research about Millennials, I do not rely on their dates of demarcation. Pew Research Center did not pioneer the way we name, conceptualize, and describe American generations. That distinction belongs to authors Neil Howe and William Strauss, the originators of “Howe-Strauss Generational Theory.”


In their 18th century constitution, the Iroquois proclaimed that all of the nation’s decisions should account for the impact they may have seven generations from the present. Japanese Americans have been naming their generations of descendants since the early 20th century, and Hungarian sociologist Karl Mannheim wrote of “The Problem of Generations” in 1923. In an American academic context, Neil Howe and William Strauss have done the most systematic and theoretically rigorous thinking about generations as a whole in the United States. They coined the term “Millennial” in the first place. In the book Generations: The History of America’s Future, 1584 to 2069,5 the duo dubbed Americans born in 1982 with that title, in anticipation of us reaching adulthood at the time of the new millennium.


Howe and Strauss say that Millennials were born between 1982 and 2004; Pew Research Center says the range is 1981–1997. The difference is only a handful of years. But the boundaries have to be drawn somewhere. Even as I make use of Pew’s data about Millennials, I side with the Howe-Strauss range in defining Millennials.6 Ultimately, the choice between the Howe-Strauss framework and that of the Pew Research Center is a choice between the qualitative (Howe-Strauss) and the quantitative (Pew Research): Pew Research Center’s research into concrete demographic trends related to Millennials is unsurpassed, but Howe-Strauss have done more to describe the cultural determinants that define American generations.


As we’ll see in Chapter 1 (“The World’s Oldest Millennial”), 1982 saw a significant departure in the way that childhood was framed culturally in the United States. It was the year that “Baby on Board” signs first appeared on car windows, that Nancy Reagan first uttered “Just Say No,” and that we first saw glimpses of the culture of protectionism surrounding kids that has informed attitudes towards Millennials even as we’ve reached adulthood. I accept 1982 as a kind of front-end cutoff date for defining Millennials. Yet while Howe and Strauss explain that the last Millennials were born in 2004, I’m not so preoccupied with the back-end cutoff: In this book, I assume that all Millennials will reach something close to adulthood by the American presidential elections of 2020 or 2024.


This book focuses on American popular culture and politics. But I do not think one has to be born in the United States to be a Millennial. Generational boundaries are informed by epochs of global capitalism: mid-century capitalism for Baby Boomers, and neoliberalism for Millennials. So people born in the 1980s and 1990s in countries such as Venezuela, Greece, South Korea, Eritrea, or Iran may all have experienced similar socioeconomic and political straits. Far too much writing about Millennials erases people of color and immigrants by using the word “Millennial” as shorthand for “Caucasian college-educated 20-something who works in a white-collar field.”


In his 2012 book Why It’s Still Kicking Off Everywhere, author Paul Mason shows that the strains of political frustration and digital activism that ignited young people in the Arab Spring in April 2011 are connected to those which spurred the #OccupyWallStreet movement in October of the same year.7 But capitalism has impacted different Millennials differently: popular stereotypes of (White) Millennials show young people mooching off of their parents—but what about Millennial émigrés who send remittances to their mother countries, or 2nd generation Millennials in white collar professions who help their parents and extended families pay their bills?


Even as the iron cage of economics encases the Millennial condition, it is critical to not lose sight of the subjective surface that rests on top of that superstructure. As an American born in 1984, you’ll frequently see me describe the Millennial condition in terms of we, me, our, and us. At times, I’ll also spin a personal narrative when a point I’ve established with evidence can be made even clearer with an anecdote. I agree with a statement writer Kate Zambreno made in her 2012 text Heroines: “Taking the self out of our essays is a form of repression. It feels like obeying a gag order—pretending an objectivity where there is nothing objective about the experience of confronting and engaging with and swooning over literature.”8


WHAT ARE THE MOMENTS THAT MADE US?


The descriptor “Millennial” is a noun that refers to an age cohort. It is also an adjective that refers to a historical situation defined by the technology, politics, and pop culture of the 21st century. One can speak of “Millennials” as a group, and also refer to a “millennial” era that previous generations are also living through. Not everybody is a Millennial, but we’re all passing through a millennial moment in history.


I use the word “moments” to describe pop culture spectacles and headline-grabbing events. I also employ the word “moments” to underscore macro-transitions that begin and bookend eras of global capitalism. Each broad historical moment—including our own—is reflected in individual cultural moments.


This book is preoccupied with two historical moments: 1) the American epoch that lasted from 1945–1973, and, primarily, 2) the subsequent era that lasted from roughly 1980 until the time this book was written (2016) and beyond.


The massive influx of federal spending during World War II and the subsequent establishment of a society organized around constant preparation for war created a “golden age of capitalism”9 that lasted from the end of World War II in 1945 to the year American wages reached their all-time peak in 1973. During that period, the United States created generous social entitlements that were funded by progressive taxes on big business. Films like The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit (1956) and the music of Frank Sinatra displayed the social norms, benefits, and anxieties that came with living in a society committed to robust productivity and full employment.


This moment is often referred to as “the golden age of capitalism” because America was more industrious and less unequal than it had been at any other point in American history then. This period came to an end in the mid-1970s when rising oil prices, recessions, and chronic inflation resulting from the Vietnam War gave business activists and antigovernment ideologues an opportunity to rewrite the American social contract in the 1970s. Subsequently, there is considerable debate over what to call the moment that came after this period.


Borrowing from economist Ernest Mandel, some use the term “late capitalism” to contrast our particular era from the earlier “golden age of capitalism.” Mandel wrote his landmark text Late Capitalism in 1972, and applied the label to the historical era that began after 1945. It was not yet clear to Mandel that a significant historical shift was about to occur; a shift which saw America drift away from the welfare state of mid-century capitalism, and into an era of rampant privatization and antisocial democracy that defines the years from 1980 to 2016.


Citing cultural critics Jean-François Lyotard and Fredric Jameson, others have defined our current moment as “postmodernism”: a period in which there are no new creative revelations, and our culture—as well as our politics—is susceptible to endless homage and reverence for the bygone past.


In a landmark thesis published in 1984, Jameson posited that “postmodernism is the cultural logic of late capitalism.”10 He uses the term “late capitalism” to refer to the moment that came after the one lasting from 1945 to 1973. This is a helpful advent to Mandel’s original theory of late capitalism. And so—in the course of this manuscript—I sometimes employ the term “late capitalism” to refer to the era of American life which began in roughly 1980.


However, I don’t use the label “postmodernism” to refer to the current epoch of American life, because it refers too narrowly to arts and culture. Indeed, a central theme of this book is that popular culture exists in systemic relation to the underlying socioeconomic order of the time. As a result, I often deploy the term “late capitalism” interchangeably with “neoliberalism,” which is the reigning economic philosophy undergirding the period from roughly 1980 to the present.


OUR NEOLIBERAL MOMENT


If the guiding economic philosophy of the period from 1945–1973 could be summarized as a “Keynesian consensus”11 of organized labor, government, and big business that created a state largely committed to social welfare, then the early 1980s saw the institution of neoliberalism: a set of economic policies that favor minimal government encroachment on market affairs (“deregulation”), and drastically reduced public expenditure on social services (“austerity”). In a deeper sense, even the word “deregulation” is a misnomer: the whims and vicissitudes of the free market have been regularized by law and normalized by culture to such an extent that, until the 2016 presidential candidacy of Bernie Sanders, it was political heresy to offer an alternative in the mainstream marketplace of ideas.


Neoliberalism has introduced an ethos to American life that may have historical parallels, but that is nonetheless wholly original: namely, a marketeering logic that pervades formerly public institutions like hospitals and prisons, and that even saturates the personal relationships of American citizens. We accept that schools ought to be run on a for-profit model, and liken dating to selling ourselves on the open market of potential mates.


This state of affairs is as un-natural as it is naturalized. There is value—both intellectually and politically—in showing how the world as we know it is a built environment; not a native state of affairs, but a social order propped-up by traceable political decisions and knowable ideologies (not to mention capital-intensive schemes with available receipts). In the fight against four decades of austerity measures, political repression, the repeal of voting rights and the ongoing war against women’s bodies and reproductive freedoms, knowledge of history is a weapon that is as powerful as a ballot or a bullhorn at a protest.


In his 2009 text Capitalist Realism, Mark Fisher summarizes the emergence of neoliberalism as such:




Over the past thirty years, capitalist realism has successfully installed a “business ontology” in which it is simply obvious that everything in society, including healthcare and education, should be run as a business […] It is worth recalling that what is currently called realistic was itself once “impossible”: the slew of privatizations that took place since the 1980s would have been unthinkable only a decade earlier, and the current political-economic landscape (with unions in abeyance, utilities and railways denationalized) could scarcely have been imagined in 1975.12





The arrival of the neoliberal moment didn’t just change America socioeconomically. It also shaped American popular culture: Mid-century capitalism saw glamorous cultural products by jazz musicians such as Miles Davis and film directors such as John Ford. These artists emphasized the beauty of structured collaboration, and mirrored the delicate consensus between organized labor, big business, and government that underwrote the golden age of capitalism. In the subsequent neoliberal moment—the one that Millennials were born into—the coarsely individualist expressions of hip-hop and personal computing have taken the place that jazz and cinema once occupied. Where jazz scored the golden age of capitalism with romance and mood, hip-hop—writes Fisher again—“has stripped the world of sentimental illusions and seen it for what it really is: a Hobbesian war of all against all, a system of perpetual exploitation and generalized criminality.”13


Elsewhere in popular culture, neoliberal values are performed in the celebration of competition in professional sports. Video games simulate the capitalist scramble for goods and resources. And action films spotlight the triumph of individualist heroes over the collective struggle for social justice. In the course of this book, I tie American cultural expression in all its forms to the structures of governmental and private power that have overseen the institution of our neoliberal moment.


“Moments that made Millennials” refers to both individual cultural products as well as to historical epochs. My style as a cultural historian is to take individual cultural moments—a Drake song, an episode of Broad City—and introduce them to the larger cultural moment of neoliberalism.


WHAT IS CULTURAL HISTORY?


There are many kinds of historians. Economic historians make sense of a period of time by tracing the trajectories of stocks and summarizing popular ideas about how to distribute wealth. Political historians explain the defining debates and candidates of a particular period. A cultural historian is somebody who describes a period in time using the cultural artifacts of that time. A cultural historian of World War II, for example, may explain how the fight against Nazism was reflected in the jazz records of Ella Fitzgerald and Duke Ellington. Or a cultural historian of Colonial America may reference artistic depictions of Native Americans or folk songs about slavery.


Culture can be “high” and “slow”: stemming from books, academic papers, and presidential speeches that describe the national mood. Culture can also be “low” and “fast”: films, television shows, music, and commercials that are widely consumed. Both forms of culture fall within the scope of Millennials and the Moments That Made Us. Neoliberal economist Milton Friedman’s ideas about how to starve government of tax revenue and institute a privatized hellscape were culture; and so is a Run-D.M.C. record.


The cultural historian inevitably has to converse with the political historian and the economic historian. As I show in Chapter 4, The Simpsons were an edgy sensation in the 1990s because of the country’s conservative politics; and as I show in Chapter 7, Jay Z’s album The Blueprint celebrated the country’s prevailing economic ideology just as loudly as the Wall Street Journal.


Writing a cultural history of “1982–Present” comes with a unique set of opportunities and challenges, both of which stem from the fact that there is a glut of material to wade through. On the one hand, because I’m not describing ancient history, there are sources everywhere: YouTube vids, presidential speeches, television shows, and a literal mountain of scholarly work reveal the kind of country America has been since 1982. On the other hand, this glut of material also makes coming up with original or useful insights difficult.


My answer to this creative challenge was to use a historicist lens that makes the present seem like the past, and that makes the familiar seem strange. To do this, I repeatedly found the most harmless, innocent-seeming cultural artifacts, and showed how they were actually instruments of capitalist domination (or countercultural subversion). The greater the dissonance between the tender surface and the raw reality, the better.


HOW IS THIS BOOK ORGANIZED?


This book is divided into 12 chapters, which I group into four parts. The foci of these chapters and parts proceed in chronological fashion. Parts I and II deal with Millennial childhood and youth in the 1980s and 1990s. Predictably, the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001 are a major narrative turning point, as Parts III and IV deal with Millennial adulthood in the 2000s and 2010s.


Each chapter of this book is divided into thirds. Within chapters, you will find subheadings that divide the chapters into smaller, digestible points. The thesis of each chapter is contained in a subheading that shares a name with the chapter; for example, the thesis section of “Chapter 5: American Siblings” is titled “American Siblings.”


I’ve organized this book so that the changing cultural settings of American history in the last 35 years can be related to each stage in the life cycle of a Millennial. Because when we talk about Millennials, we are referring to someone who was once a child, then a teenager, and later an adult. The years spanning 1982–1999 saw Millennials marketed to and spoken about by our elders. But the period from 2000 to the present saw Millennials make an active impact on our surroundings as adults.


Eighty years before this book was written, Franklin D. Roosevelt prophesied, “to some generations, much is given. Of other generations much is required. This generation,” Roosevelt mused, “has a rendezvous with destiny.”14 Franklin Roosevelt was not talking about Millennials. But he may as well have been.


Whether this rendezvous is a Tinder date, an internship interview where we’ll show how qualified we are to do work that doesn’t pay, or a dramatic political showdown, history looms large over the fate of Millennials. Fortunately, a future that can still be shaped does as well.





PART I:
CHILDHOOD


(1982–1990)




We take our shape within and against that cage of reality bequeathed us at our birth; and yet it is precisely through our dependence on this reality that we are most endlessly betrayed.1


–James Baldwin.








Chapter 1



The World’s Oldest Millennial


Google Ngram Viewer is a massive database of digitized books that lets you track the frequency of a given word’s usage over time. When you enter the word “Millennial” into it, you see a sudden spike that begins in the mid-1980s. The usage peaks in 1998 before leveling off in 2001. A precipitous decline follows from then until 2008, when Ngram’s data set ends.


As a Millennial who joined Facebook on Election Night 2004 and has not left for any significant period of time since, I can attest that the word started to come back during the presidential election cycle of 2012, when I began noticing more and more articles about Millennials in my newsfeed. The new cultural crescendo trebled in 2013 when Time Magazine ran a cover story about “The Me Me Me Generation”1 in May of that year.


SNAKE PEOPLE


From 2013 to 2015, articles about Millennials were largely a joke. Cranks used the topic to complain about everything they thought was wrong with America. Business eggheads blamed us for “murdering”2 any number of industries from home ownership to jewelry. And press outlets peppered headlines with the title “Millennial,” even when the articles they advertised had little to do with the age cohort of Americans born in the 1980s or 1990s.


In 2015, a trickster named Eric Bailey had enough. Bailey created a Google Chrome extension that replaced the word “Millennials” with “Snake People.”3 With articles about Millennials routinely mocked and disregarded by Millennials themselves on Twitter and on Facebook, it was not until the 2016 presidential election cycle that serious writing about the political and historical situation of Millennials emerged.


But as much as Snake People Millennials have been discussed in the 2010s, we’re still collectively mystified about what a Millennial actually is. As journalist Sarah Kendzior notes in her stellar June 2016 article on Quartz.com, “the confusion lies in the way we define generations in the US, a series of labels that are as unclear as they are inconsistent.”4


AGED OUT?


In a March 2014 article on Slate.com, writer Amanda Hess revealed that The New York Times consistently ran stories about Millennials that featured no Millennials.5 Conversely, authors of anti-Millennial diatribes are often Millennials who—in their early or mid-30s—don’t realize that they are Millennials.


At a Prudential Financial-sponsored event called Millennial Week in Seattle on September 15th, 2016, businesswoman Lauren Maillian began an eloquent description of her youth with the preface “When I was a Millennial,” as if the label were a synonym for “20-something.”6 That’s not quite how this works. Today, the word Millennial conjures images of youth. Before we know it, it will make Gen-Z7 youths think of nursing homes and geriatric care.


THE WORLD’S OLDEST MILLENNIAL8


Generational categories are broad-brush descriptors that start to lose fidelity and meaning at the extremes. In his 1951 book Minima Moralia, Theodor Adorno wrote “in psychoanalysis, nothing is true except the exaggerations.”9 The same could be said of the way many talk about generations as cookie-cutter stereotypes that corroborate their complaints about society.


Nonetheless, it’s illustrative to begin and bookend periods in history by referring to the populations that grew up in them. If we go with Neil Howe and William Strauss—the writers who coined the term “Millennial” and did some of the first research about the topic—we’ll agree that the first Millennials were born in 1982. That makes somebody born on January 1st, 1982 the world’s oldest Millennial. By retracing what kind of country the United States was around this seminal date, we can learn a lot about the socioeconomic terrain that American Millennials came to occupy: a country where mid-century capitalism was fading, and neoliberalism presented society with new questions about identity, family, and children.


1982 was the year when spectator capitalism in cinema reached new heights with the family friendly blockbuster E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial. The movie kicked off an era of marketing tie-ins that targeted children with ads and merchandise. That same year, the musical Annie depicted the rags-to-riches rise of a depression-era adolescent; anticipating a pile of stereotypes that portray Millennials as a coddled generation in the midst of widespread wealth disparities, Annie is told “never stop believing you are special” by a billionaire before famously singing “it’s a hard knock life; instead of treated, we get tricked.”


Jay Z became an icon of hip-hop culture by quoting that line in his 1998 single “Hard Knock Life.” But rap was still a largely local phenomenon in 1982 when the group Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five broadcast the conditions that had befallen the urban poor in their single “The Message.” Meanwhile—not yet accused of molesting children in 1982—Michael Jackson’s smash album Thriller was released. It became the best-selling record of all-time with the help of a ballad about a bastard Millennial titled “Billie Jean.” The song was a rare public moment of parental insouciance in a society that was growing obsessed with kids:


“For the sake of our children,” Ronald Reagan announced in his rollout of the War on Drugs in October of 1982, “I ask for your support in this effort to make our streets safe again.”10 And The Missing Children Act of 1982 was passed by the 97th Congress, giving local law enforcement agencies new resources to find abducted kids. These political decisions mirrored a widespread fixation on childhood that was borne out in Time Magazine covers which celebrated “The New Baby Boom” of 30-somethings finally deciding to have children (February 27, 1982), and the coming “Computer Generation of Whiz Kids” (May 3, 1982).


The 2013 film 1982 features a father struggling to protect his children from the ravages of drug addiction and joblessness in deindustrialized Philadelphia. The film dramatizes the mix of squalor, social panic, and high expectations that defined Millennial childhood under neoliberalism. “You’re the best little girl that anybody could ever hope to have,” the desperate dad tells his distraught daughter. “And none of this is your fault.”


1B


On December 31st, 1981, the Cable News Network (CNN) ran a feature about its second channel, CNN Headline News.11 CNN formed in 1979 to feature regular programming and in-depth news features. But the goal of Headline News was to create the fastest, most condensed presentation of news ever. Shortly after announcing the public rollout of Headline News on New Year’s Eve, CNN cameras cut to the ceremonial ball drop in Times Square as the world said goodbye to 1981, and rang in 1982.


ROTTING APPLE


The city that the ball dropped on in Times Square on January 1st, 1982 had become a beacon of decay and despair. Gone were the glamorous days depicted in director Martin Scorsese’s musical New York, New York (1977). The city’s mid-century stability was fading beyond recovery. It was now a petri dish for a new social order—neoliberalism—that constitutes a major part of the cultural and socioeconomic disinheritance of Millennials.


“In response to growing unrest in the 1960s,” writes Jason Hackworth in The Neoliberal City, New York was “pressured to increase expenditures for housing, healthcare, and other social services.”12 But the city struggled to pay for these services because its tax base shrank dramatically due to deindustrialization. Between 1969 and 1977, the city shed more than 600,000 jobs—many of which were in ethnic neighborhoods like the one immortalized in the 1957 musical West Side Story.


This hemorrhage of jobs curtailed the amount of taxable income that was available to the city in the 1970s. In lower Manhattan, the recently completed World Trade Center (1974) further deprived New York of revenue by attracting commercial tenants away from buildings where they had to pay property taxes, luring them into the government-subsidized confines of the Twin Towers.13


DROP DEAD


The phenomenon of deindustrialization leading to decreased government revenue, chronic underemployment, and declining social services is a hallmark of neoliberalism. In a 1978 editorial in Newsweek, neoliberal economist Milton Friedman declared that the state needed to be starved of revenue at all costs.14 These reforms created conditions of financial desperation and insecurity for Americans who had grown accustomed to steady employment and an accompanying social safety net.


Because of decreased tax revenues, New York City was forced to appeal to the federal government for a municipal bailout in 1975. But President Gerald Ford—whose intellect was regularly disparaged on the new television show Saturday Night Live, which debuted in October 1975—remained unconvinced:


“I am prepared to veto any bill that has, as its purpose, a federal bailout of New York City,”15 sneered Ford on October 29th, 1975. The words were barely out of his mouth before the New York Daily News paraphrased them in an infamous headline: “FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD.”16


THE NEW COLOR LINE


Black, Hispanic, and poor-White sections of New York City who depended on social services were hit hard by Ford’s decision to not bail out the city. With working class residents displaced into the South Bronx by the construction of the Cross Bronx Expressway, citizens already reeling from perennial unemployment were soon victims of a new form of segregation known as red-lining: the systematic denial of resources to municipal areas based on the racial and financial makeup of those areas.


Real estate developers in the South Bronx discovered that setting their vacant properties on fire and collecting an insurance payoff was more profitable than making their buildings livable. They were emboldened when the city’s fire department began using a RAND Institute algorithm that advised closing fire stations in the Bronx, and reopening them in more affluent parts of the city.17


THE BRONX IS BURNING


As Tricia Rose writes in Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture, “the disastrous effects of these city policies went unnoticed in the media until 1977.”18 But with the New York Yankees in a high-profile World Series matchup against the Los Angeles Dodgers in October of that year, there was no longer anywhere to hide. In the 1st inning of Game Two, ABC cameras cut to a roaring inferno at an abandoned public school near Yankee Stadium.19


HIP-HOP IS BORN


Out of this cauldron of fire, underemployment, and neglect in the South Bronx came a new art that would dominate America’s cultural landscape over the next 35 years: hip-hop. A federation of visual art (graffiti), poetry (rap), music (DJ’ing), and dance (break dancing), hip-hop was created in the poorest sections of New York City, in the housing projects of the South Bronx.


STARTED FROM THE BOTTOM


A child of neoliberalism created by disaffected Baby Boomer and Gen-X youths, everything about hip-hop represented a ‘something from nothing’ ethos. Graffiti artists beautified burned-out buildings and bland subway cars. Break-dancers turned their very bodies into metaphors for the skill and contortionism required to survive precarious times. And DJs made masterpieces from forgotten scraps of obscure records. Rap, meanwhile, scored its first hit with Sugar Hill Gang’s 1979 record “Rapper’s Delight”—a boastful party tune that paved the way for Millennial stunts like Drake’s “Started from the Bottom” and “Bad and Boujee” by Migos.


But rap could never resist commenting on its own squalid origins. Released July 1st, 1982, Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five’s “The Message” anticipated the urban tales of Millennial rappers like Kendrick Lamar and Meek Mill.


THE MESSAGE


The music of “The Message” is post-disco psychedelic sonic peyote pulled from urban cacti; a synth-laden mirage inspired by the rising temperatures of a hot New York City summer. The slither of a desert rattlesnake heralds the song’s fifth and final verse.


Conga drums culled from the Tom Tom Club’s 1981 hit “Genius of Love” punctuate a lurching groove that sounds like a slowed down version of Zapp’s 1980 banger “More Bounce to the Ounce.” The creeping, observational pace of the music—just over 100 beats per minute—perfectly complements a hurried pedestrian’s pace. Decades after its release, the pensiveness of “The Message” still makes it a stellar song to people-watch to on a busy city street.


If any early rap song earned—begged for—music video visuals on the new medium of MTV, “The Message” was it. In the song’s video, graphics with gritty documentary realism are spliced in between the performative bravado of The Furious Five, establishing them as ghetto raconteurs.20 In the year that CNN expanded into Headline News, the footage and edits of “The Message” seem inspired by an evening news broadcast or a PBS documentary, bringing to mind rapper Chuck D’s statement that “rap is Black America’s CNN.”


In five stanzas, Bronx rappers Melle Mel and Duke Bootee relay the fate that has befallen the urban poor under the arrival of neoliberalism: stoppages of public transportation, debt, and lack of access to adequate healthcare. Perhaps it bears pointing out that 1982 also saw the release of Queen’s record Hot Space, which included their David Bowie collaboration “Under Pressure.” The urgent cadence with which Melle Mel enunciates “don’t push me, cuz I’m close to the edge/ I’m trying not to lose my head”21 can scarcely be done justice on paper. Mel seems on the brink of madness when—at the end of every recitation of the song’s hook—he adds a manic chuckle.


When the world of beleaguered adults in “The Message” has been wrung dry of narrative material, the narrators focus on children. First, a young Gen-Xer tells his dad that he doesn’t want to go to school because of a condescending teacher. Then, Melle Mel chillingly forecasts the life of a young Millennial:




A child is born with no state of mind,


Blind to the ways of mankind.


God is smiling on you, but he’s frowning, too,


Because only God knows what you’ll go through.





Mel’s intensity in this fifth verse is unflinching, as he details the life of a doomed Millennial who “grows in the ghetto, living second rate.” With no positive role models to speak of, the hypothetical child succumbs to a life of crime. Too cool for school and uninterested in acquiring a skill that might lead to legitimate employment, he drops out, gets busted, and endures sexual assaults in prison. A suicide-by-hanging follows, with Mel supplying a sublimely morbid obit in the child’s wake:




It was plain to see that your life was lost,


You was cold and your body swung back and forth,


But now your eyes sing the sad, sad song,


Of how you lived so fast and died so young.





32 years before the arrival of #BlackLivesMatter (and decades before the “Trap” genre of rap), Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five were describing the lives of countless Black, brown, and poor White American youths embroiled in a rapidly expanding criminal justice system. And well before social scientists coined the word “precariat”22 to describe the underemployed castoffs of capitalism’s new phase, they depicted the financial desperation enveloping Americans because of the neoliberal turn.


Sugar Hill Records released “The Message” on vinyl in the summer of 1982; it could not have been more durable if it were etched in stone.
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“The Message” was meant for Americans left out of the “greed is good,”23 Go-Go 1980s24 and its celebration of accumulation. After the tumultuous 70s, New York City eventually rebuilt itself along neoliberal lines by slashing funding to affordable housing, hospitals, and social services, and devoting resources to growing the finance, insurance, and real-estate sectors of its economy.


“By the end of the 1980s,” writes Jason Hackworth, “New York had become one of the nation’s most polarized cities.”25 The same year that Bronx rap outfit Boogie Down Productions dropped their classic album Criminal Minded (1987), real estate developer Donald Trump released his memoir The Art of the Deal.


For Americans who benefited from the upward redistribution of wealth resulting from President Reagan’s tax cuts for big businesses, 1982 also offered quite a different message than the one delivered by The Furious Five: “Billie Jean,” a song about an affluent father, a vindictive woman, and a baby Millennial fathered out of wedlock.


THE IRONY OF “BILLIE JEAN”


Released as a single in January of 1983 following the November 1982 unveiling of Thriller, “Billie Jean” survives to this day as a dance floor favorite at weddings. This is ironic, since the song is straightforwardly the first-person narrative of a bachelor who wants nothing do with commitment. The emotional subtext of “Billie Jean” is selfishness. Cues contained in the song’s verses imply that the song’s narrator might in fact be father of the baby Millennial in question. But the catchy chorus asks us to side with Jackson anyway—because what Yuppie should have to pay for unprotected sex with an 18-year sentence?


NEOLIBERAL CITY (2/2)


In the words of media scholar Steven Shaviro, “music videos actively construct and perform the social relations, flows, and feelings that they are ostensibly about.”26 The music video for “Billie Jean” makes the song’s greedy undercurrent clear. “Billie Jean”—which broke the color barrier on MTV when it debuted there in 1983—shows Jackson as a well-off man in the desolate cityscape of downtown Chicago, just miles from where Milton Friedman incubated the ideology of neoliberalism at the University of Chicago. The homeless appear in both the videos for “The Message” and “Billie Jean.” The difference is that Jackson the benevolent benefactor is present in the latter to flip the bum a quarter. Because under late capitalism, charity is the preferred substitute for a political commitment to the fair distribution of wealth.


A NEW LOOK AT CHILDHOOD


“The Message” is a cautionary tale about how terrible life could be for Millennials under neoliberalism. But “Billie Jean” is too busy centering male paranoia to consider the consequences of a kid growing up without a father. By fretting over the fate of children in the song’s final verse, Melle Mel was more in tune with society’s trending ideas about childhood in 1982 than Michael:


Neil Howe and William Strauss use 1982 as the cutoff date for Millennials because that year saw a renewed focus on the importance of childhood. “In 1982,” Howe says, “we saw Baby on Board signs on cars. Protective helmets, protective playground materials, and the home protection industry became a billion-dollar industry by the end of the decade.”27


By 1983, the alarmist policy paper A Nation at Risk called for a “back to basics”28 movement in schools. Then in 1984, Mothers Against Drunk Driving formed and another of Congress’ Missing Child Acts passed, after the initial 1982 legislation. In one of the few nonmilitary sectors of government to expand during the Reagan years, The Deficit Reduction Act of 1984 made all children born into poverty after September 30, 1983 eligible for Medicaid benefits.29


As we’ll see in Chapters 2 and 3, this culture of coveting childhood was actually a societal act of overcompensation rooted in anxieties about working mothers. But after years of neglecting Gen-X youths and soaring divorce rates in the 1970s (symbolized by the 1979 film Kramer vs. Kramer), Millennials became the center of a social panic about the country’s future. The conversation about children changed from how unwanted they were with the visibility of contraception and abortion in the 1970s, to how prized they were in the 1980s. In this respect “The Message” was on message, while “Billie Jean” cut against the dominant cultural grain that was emerging in 1982.


A WHOLE NEW GENERATION


Paradoxically, the song about a discarded Millennial became the anthem of “The Next Generation” when Pepsi contracted Jackson to rewrite “Billie Jean” for their “The Choice of a New Generation” ad campaign in 1984.30 With Jackson crooning “you’re a whole new generation!” to the tune of “Billie Jean,” Pepsi tried associating itself with a vaguely-defined consumer vanguard. By then, major corporations everywhere were using generational identity to drive commodity capitalism. “The Baby Boom has come of age, we’ll work it out,” Jackson went on to sing at the beginning of his über-spectacle album Dangerous in 1991.


BABY BOOMER BOON


If society in 1982 was worried about children, then it was obsessed with their parents—specifically, with selling them things: movies, magazines, music, and, more than anything, memories of the greater times.


PAGE TURNER


“Magazines,” writes historian Carolyn Kitch in Pages from the Past: History and Memory in American Magazines, “do more than market to generations; they also write about generations, characterizing their places in American culture and history.”31 Stories which referenced Baby Boomers increased steadily as the 1980s progressed, until Time Magazine published a 1986 cover story titled “The Baby Boomers Turn 40.”32 Just as Pepsi tied its product to “a new generation,” Time used the cover image of its Baby Boomer issue to link Boomer identity to books (All the President’s Men, 1974), music (Meet the Beatles, 1964), and movies (The Big Chill, 1983).


FREEZE OUT


An early scene in The Big Chill features a couple of Baby Boomer parents teaching a young Millennial the treasured songs of their youth. But despite the Motown-laden soundtrack, the movie’s affluent, all-White characters only dramatize a particularly privileged Baby Boomer experience. When movie distributor The Criterion Collection re-released The Big Chill in 2014, they fittingly conscripted Millennial filmmaker Lena Dunham to write an accompanying essay titled “These Are Your Parents.”33 In her career as director of the hit TV show Girls, Dunham has been widely criticized for excluding exactly the kinds of ethnic, working class, and poor voices from the Millennial experience that are absent in The Big Chill and its rendition of Baby Boomers.


POLTERGEIST


And yet the privileged world of The Big Chill is as much a part of the Millennial inheritance as “The Message.” The transition away from regimented industrial jobs and towards white-collar professions benefitted some, just as it left out others. “Baby Boomers lived in an really different economy,” explained cultural critic Nicole Aschoff in a January 24, 2017 episode of Gaby Dunn’s podcast Bad With Money; “many people could have one parent working and support the household.” This changed with the arrival of depressed take-home pay under neoliberalism.


“With wages stagnating and families struggling to sustain incomes in the 1980s,” writes author David Sirota, “parents began spending longer hours on the job.”34 As society grappled with the move from male breadwinners to the standard double-income household, the Millennials that parents left behind at work became the subject of moral panics about crime, gender roles, and bad influences in media.


In its plot about a largely unattended child who is besieged by a supernatural force that is transmitted through the television, the 1982 film Poltergeist played on fears related to the transformation of family life under neoliberalism. A neglected child in front of the TV is the conduit of the movie’s terror. A decade later in the 1992 film Batman Returns, the predatory character Penguin plots to kill the “unattended first born” of Gotham City’s greedy adults while they were out partying.


THE LATCHKEY CONDITION


The subject of Millennial latchkey children and 1980s pop culture under neoliberalism is not an academic matter to me. I was born on November 8th, 1984—two days after Ronald Reagan was elected to his second term as president—and I spent my formative years in the LeFrak City housing projects in Queens, New York.


I was one of thousands of “latchkey children”35 that sociologist Steven Gregory documented in his landmark study Black Corona: Race and the Politics of Place in an Urban Community: kids who lived in the housing development LeFrak City, walked to school in groups with minimal adult supervision, attended class during the day, sought shelter at the nearby branch of the New York City Public Library until it closed at 5PM, then went home and awaited the return of my parents later in the night.


My parents were immigrants from Jamaica who were employed in fields directly related to New York’s neoliberal transformation: my mother worked as a bank window teller in the city’s rapidly expanding financial sector; my father was an engineer who removed asbestos from buildings downtown, readying them to be renovated in what a New York Times article from 1988 described as the “opulent and luxurious”36 interior design style that dominated the Reagan-era.


Rare was the evening when either parent returned before my appointed bedtime of 8:00PM. My earliest memory in life is of watching the cartoon Ghostbusters (1986–1991) at home alone in a dark room, waiting for my parents to get home from work.


JUICY RATIONALIZATIONS


My situation was not unique, because Baby Boomers wanted it all: more hours on the job, a federal government that was deputized to protect their kids, and positive pop culture pedagogues that performed the roles that parents were supposed to have time for. It did not seem to occur to anyone in power that America’s young would benefit from an economic system that allowed parents to spend more time with their kids, instead of a culture of fear that led to increasingly desperate acts of parental overcompensation while touting family values.


The suddenness with which this social order had arisen—as well as the subtlety of the pop culture vectors that legitimated it—placated parents who could have been more critical. “I don’t know anyone who can get through the day without two or three juicy rationalizations,” Michael tells Sam in The Big Chill. “They’re more important than sex.”





Chapter 2



American Dad


Images of the 1950s and 1960s celebrate the stability of the normative nuclear family. The film Revolutionary Road (2008) and the television show Mad Men (2007–2015) depicted the sordid underbelly of family life in these years. But they are wrapped in a package of glamor that ultimately encourages nostalgia for the socioeconomic landscape of mid-century capitalism: the days when male breadwinners were installed at the head of the family with massive entitlement programs like the G.I. Bill and a federal policy of full employment, and women were incentivized to be their domesticized companions.


FAMILY TIES


In her 1992 book The Way We Never Were, historian Stephanie Coontz shows that mid-century family life was far more complicated than the surface indicated. Wives and husbands, for example, still depended on complex kinship networks for childcare and emotional support. And systemic racism prevented minorities from buying homes in the country’s coveted suburbs. Nonetheless, the modern sitcom has for decades been based on projecting the model of the nuclear family that was born right alongside television’s coincidental arrival in the 1950s. Part of the appeal of the 1980s sitcom Family Ties (1982–1989) was that it was a throwback to the supposedly wholesome days of 50s family values.


9-TO-5


But an upheaval was underway. For American families, the neoliberal turn of the 1980s finished what the sexual revolutions of the 1970s started. Armed with contraceptives, legalized abortions, and more favorable divorce laws, women who had played a pivotal role in the Civil Rights and Feminist movements were finally empowered to seek financial independence in the workplace. Their path was paved when the economic instability of the “stagflated”1 1970s led American corporations to court women as a cheap source of flexible labor.


In his 2015 book A War for the Soul of America, historian Andrew Hartman writes that “feminism had granted women many freedoms, but it also provided businesses the freedom to restructure the labor market in ways that universalized economic insecurity.”2 Hartman continued:




The happy ending of the feminist-themed 1980 film 9 to 5 anticipated this irony. American businesses were all too pleased to comply with the changes the film’s female heroes made to their workplace: an accommodating scheduling scheme, a job-share program, and an in-office daycare center. A more flexible labor force was cheaper than the older male breadwinner model that, for all its faults, guaranteed a family wage.3





Rooted though they were in the free market celebrated by American conservatives, these reforms sent traditional American masculinity into a crisis in the 1980s. The pay of male breadwinners was depressed, and wives were now swapping the kitchen for the cubicle. Decades later, the modern Republican Party survives mostly as a bullhorn for males who resent female empowerment.
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