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ABSTRACT

The dynamics of the baby boom demographic transformation after World War II is examined in relationship to the changing nature of childhood and youth as a social construct. The profanations of youth culture challenged the domain assumptions of modernity and in so doing ushered in a post-modern worldview and a new interpretation of historical knowledge.

The Rise of Youth Counter Culture after World War II and the Popularization of Historical Knowledge: Then and Now
Take the 3,548,000 babies born in 1950. Bundle them into a batch, bounce them all over the bountiful land that is America. What do you get? Boom. The biggest…boom ever known in history.

In the 1960s and early 1970s, nearly all aspects of the dominant culture were subject to being challenged by members of the demographic surge after WWII known as the Baby Boom. The challenge came in the form of a socio-cultural break with tradition known as the generation gap;
 the political Civil Rights and Anti-War Movements;
 and the rise of radical student movements on university campuses and in the streets.
 The “weird, innocent, turbulent” times also elicited personal vignettes from participant writers such as Robert Stone to rock performer, poet, and writer Patti Smith.
 One of the most recent popular attempts to come to grips with that time of turmoil and change is Tom Brokaw’s Boom, which is a collection of interviews and a follow up to his best seller The Greatest Generation about WWII veterans, the parents of Baby Boomers.
  Academic researchers have also taken up the radicalism of 1960s and its place in the history of the left in America.
 Others argue that the 1960s era illustrates that when popular cultural myths are vocally questioned and demythologized a critical public consciousness can be stimulated.
 The counter is that the revolution in attitudes and morals were not sudden but were a part of the longer trajectory of changes over the twentieth century in the evolution of modernism.
 This study examines two thesis about the importance of the Baby Boom: 1) the history and experience of childhood and youth was permanently transformed by the Baby Boom both in theory and practice; and 2) the political and cultural youth revolution of the 1960s, challenged and countered the modern world view of progressive history and normal science as a universal source of objective reality and truth, a transformation from modernism to post-modernism occurred that changed disciplines and worldviews. It promoted a political and cultural ideology based on profanations against the domain assumptions that had guided modernism. While the challenge to and acts of desecration against traditional American progressive perspectives ended in an overt sense, the curriculum and pedagogy of what constitutes knowledge remains an undercurrent of social thought still prominent in the post-modern dynamics of the more conservative times that followed. The battle lines have been continuously redrawn and reshaped and will continue to do so in the future as the baby boomers reach retirement age and challenge what it means to be old instead of young and we continue to ask what the next generation will invent.

Profanations:  Definition of Problems
A profanation is an act of violating sacred things, showing disrespect, or exhibiting irreverent behavior toward beliefs taken to be honorable and above question. Profanation is also making common and accessible that which was previously understood as beyond questioning.  The baby boom generation after World War II was popularly known for their acts of profanation against many of the sacred myths about the character and specialness of the United States of America. With a childhood rooted in the supposedly conforming atmosphere of the 1950s, this cohort began to develop its own style in the 1960s that relished non-conformity at least to adult standards. Born into relative prosperity a visible proportion of the baby boomers sought alternatives politically and culturally. Like Wilson Sloan’s character in his novel, The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, they began to seek a deeper purpose than accumulating money in a context dominated by business interests and routine.
 The rising voice of minorities contradicted the domain myth of what it means to be American as a special people destined to embark on a journey of endless advancement. The ideology of manifest destiny that spread the nation from “sea to shining sea” as in the patriotic song, “America the Beautiful,” was revisited and the policies and practices that politically and economically subordinated the first nations of the land, enslaved and oppressed African Americans, routed Hispanic populations, and abused Asian labor came to be seen as blatant contradiction to the ideals expressed in the nation’s founding documents.
 The generation that became known for their profanations against the hypocrisies of their forefathers sought self-determination under their own new values and standards. They sought to speak for and with the voices of “the people,” rather than established leaders who they saw as disingenuous and self-serving. How do young people, nurtured and cared for grow up to declare themselves as the vanguard of a new society?
 The answer is indicative of changing concepts of childhood and youth.
PART I

THE DEMOGRAPHICS IMPERATIVE:

AGE-COHORTS AS A CHANGING VARIABLE

Childhood is not a fixed phenomenon. As Phillipe Aries argues in Centuries of Childhood, notions about the specialness of the stage of life after infancy didn’t exist in the Middle Ages.
 As soon as an infant was old enough to follow directions they were expected to contribute to the family in a productive manner. By seven years of age children, especially children of the working classes were apprenticed and were seen as incompetent adults. The Enlightenment with its heightened beliefs in the capacity of human beings to think and act independently encouraged education beyond reading the scriptures or preparation for taking ones place in the hierarchy of church leadership. Education for citizenship and for economic attainment and success followed with industrialization, urbanization, and increased immigration in the United States. The Common School Movement led by Horace Mann in the mid-nineteenth century sought compulsory education legislation.
 As compulsory education was put into place state by state in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a new category of life stages was also introduced as a school-age cohort was established. The modern child was born. Social class was a major factor determining how long a child continued in school or if they joined the workforce after a basic or elementary education. Education beyond the elementary level was reserved for the middle to upper classes as long as there were jobs available for working class teenagers and adolescents. At the turn of the nineteenth to twentieth centuries G. Stanley Hall, an educator and pioneer psychologist in the Child Study Movement, wrote about the “storm and stress” of adolescents but this age group was not singled out for special treatment nor identified necessarily with secondary education or high school.
 It was not until the Great Depression when there weren’t any jobs for adults much less adolescents that young people began to stay in school entering the formerly elite high schools in great numbers. This set up a massive change after the war when secondary education became common and expected for all teenagers.

Significant demographic population shifts can cause unexpected outcomes that reshape the institutions and the nations they impact in unexpected ways. Such a situation occurred in Western countries after World War II. Even though there is some disagreement over the beginning and ending dates of the post-war baby boom, in the period between 1946 and 1957 an estimated 76 million Americans were born.
 Annual births topped 4 million in 1954 and did not drop below that until 1965. The so-called baby boomers pushed their way through the public education system, which had to expand exponentially to accommodate them. In the 1960s and early 1970s this group entered high school and subsequently pushed their way into the nation’s universities in unprecedented numbers. The group was not complacent even if only a small visible portion assumed a radical stance. Baby boom culture for the most part simply refused to accept unquestioned the world-view of the older generation. They created a discontinuity, a break in age and cultural style as well as a break with the political persuasions of their parents. Their music, style, language, and attitudes called into question and rendered former standards, limits, and boundaries questionable and permeable.


The experience of adolescence or teenage years, thirteen to nineteen years of age, rapidly changed in the 1950s and 1960s. The emergence of the distinctive and significant youth culture in this time period must be understood through an analysis of the social forces that shaped the context of the experiences of this particular age group. As noted, the evolving norms associated with young people deviated from earlier generations in significant ways. The protections and special status of modern childhood were extended even as immature bodies grew into adult bodies. Obligations to take on adult responsibilities remained weak at least in the more affluent classes and even working class if they remained in school, which rapidly became a universal expectation as “dropping out” of high school became seen as a social problem. Adult privileges such as driving a car at age sixteen and voting at age eighteen provided mobility and a measure of real political power. 

Perhaps one of the most consequential forms of impact in terms of power in a capitalist society was as consumers. Expanding commercial interests in times where the public was eager to acquire goods, products, and services turned to this new cohort. They were moneymakers for large-scale business, and business interests were there to accommodate them. Parents raised in the lean years of the Great Depression who became avid consumers of new products themselves after the War were often willing to provide their children with the goods, services, opportunities, and indulgences they missed during their own childhood. Even if they disapproved, parents could hardly isolate their offspring from the flood of products, sights, and sounds that defined what it meant to be a modern teenager in a world that appeared theirs for the taking. 


In the 1950s, adolescents emerged as a cultural, political, and economic force parents and other adults in and out of schools had to reckon with. Adult expectations for the behavior of the young were increasingly countered by the culture of teenagers. In the 1960s as this group expanded schooling beyond high school in record numbers the phenomena of young adults still unattached to the routines of adult responsibility expanded youth culture into their twenties. Being thirty was the new end of childhood, at least by the estimate of youth itself with the slogan “don’t trust anyone over thirty.”
 This subculture, with its disconnect from traditional adulthood began to seriously critique the dominant culture including the consumerism that had indulged their childhood. The advantages they experienced in growing up in relative affluence they discovered was not necessarily the rule and commonly did not extend to not only the poor and working classes but were systematically denied to visible minorities. They perceived a fundamental unfairness in a country that claimed justice and liberty as well as opportunity for all.
The Counter Culture and New Left Politics
The counterculture of the World War II baby boom refers to the cultural and social movement that emerged in the United States and England between 1954 and 1974 with its height between 1965 and 1972. The later part of the 1960s is viewed popularly and in the literature as associated with the radicalization of youth politics and culture associated with the New Left. The civil rights movement, anti-war and anti-draft protests, and women’s movement characterized the era. Campuses of major universities became unwilling hosts to protests from the Free Speech Movement at the public University of California, Berkeley to protests at the private University of Columbia in New York City.
 New social histories and social science perspectives emerged that justified questioning conformity and the status quo in thought and action. Functionalist and behaviorist explanations for human behavior in the social sciences based in positivistic ideas about the basic validity of the status quo were challenged by conflict theories of socio-economic class and status.  Conflicts of interests were also supported by critical theory in the sociology of knowledge that stressed paradigm shifts in science with implications for the way that reality is interpreted between different groups and cultures based on the work of Thomas Kuhn in the philosophy of science and epistemology of knowledge.
 In the midst of a paradigm shift themselves, students were not necessarily willing to accept the lectures and perspectives of their professors or to simply obey mandates from the administration of the university or the government. 
Expanded social science perspectives in academics had a cultural component. Styles of dress, music, the arts, film, use of media, social conventions, and expectations were transformed in ways that placed parents and their teenage to young adult children at odds, a phenomenon that came to be known as the generation gap.
 The personal experience of these two groups differed significantly given the very different dynamics of the economic and political events that occurred in each of the cohort’s frame of reference. The parent’s generation experienced economic collapse in the Great Depression. They learned to work hard and survive. They experienced a major war. They fought and won. They worked hard after the war and they were successful. The lessons seemed obvious. The younger generation experienced relative prosperity and growth with new housing, automobiles, and toys as children. They had a feeling of entitlement. Christopher Lasch identified this cohort as living in an age of narcissism where hard work and reward were not closely connected.  Pursuing ones interests and personal freedom took precedent over making money or success.
 

In the back drop of the seeming complacency of the 1950s was the Cold War, arms race, and threat of nuclear destruction as well as the Korean War as the United States gained ground on the world stage as an international leader.  This did not engender loyalty and patriotism but rather skeptism, debate, and resistance. The Vietnam War and compulsory draft was not taken as something to necessarily honor. For many it was something to fight on ideological grounds, “make love not war.”
 Social mores also changed dramatically. Divorce, non-marriage, living together, same sex relationships, multiple relationships, and the empowerment of women and youth were choices to be debated and advanced. The younger generation in a post-Victorian era experimented with gender roles and relationships including sexual behaviors given the introduction of birth control and choices about when and where to have children.
 The older generation still lived within the boundaries of Victorian culture and mores with traditional gender roles and the expectations of marriage and nuclear family life.
PART II
THE INVENTION OF POST-MODERNITY 
The origins of the revolt of the baby boom generation start with a profanation about progress and continuity. Counter to popular imagination and most public school versions of American history, history is not progressive nor inevitable. Themes and lessons embedded in historical narrative usually reflect the perspective of those in power who benefit by the implicit or explicit lessons taught. The ability to control historical narratives is an important building block of hegemonic power. While modern history as a discipline attempts to make the work of historians additive by building on a foundation of previous work, in fact history does not follow in any simple path of logical cause and effect.
 Therefore historical narratives are not stable in how they are perceived or experienced unless hegemonically controlled by dominant groups. There are revolutions, unintended consequences, shifts and turns that benefit some groups and disadvantage others. 


The politicized cohort of baby boomers unconsciously forced changes in school organization and structure by its size. It also consciously forced changes through its ideology and sense of political empowerment. This was first visited on traditional academic disciplines at some of the nation’s most prestigious universities. Curriculum defined by traditional scholarship was opened up to criticism and conflicting perspectives based in the social sciences. The social sciences, which had typically been dominated by behaviorist or functionalist theory in the United States, were introduced to European classics and scholars such as Karl Marx, with his critique of capitalism and the reproduction of class inequalities. Max Weber’s analysis of the connections between ideologies and social structure included the role of the Protestant Ethic in the formation of the character of capitalism in the U.S. Emile Durkheim’s work on forms of social solidarity contributed new ideas that challenged the dominance of psycho-biological or medical models of the relationship between individual socialization and social structural group characteristics involved in social change. In his treatise on suicide the most personal of individual acts became a window into forms of group solidarity. 
Historiography, or the study of how history is envisioned and projected as reality, undermined the notion that there is a single true version of what happened.  Historians began to include oppressed and formerly invisible groups in their stories about the social dynamics of change and contradictory perspectives on the meaning of change. The history of childhood emerged as a subject of study as separate from the age-stage developmental psychology as grounded in ahistorical approaches to the psychobiology of the human experience. The very study of academic history as a discipline changed from traditional great men and great events to social histories of the common person, women, and children and their institutions in the family, school, and workplace. 

While the initial bursts of radicalism waned as the baby boom generation eventually turned thirty and most of the cohort assumed its place in the workforce, the long-term impact of the demographic of young people remained a bubble in the history of the nation. Many icons of the cultural era including members of rock groups such as the Beatles and Rolling Stones remain popular today and did not “grow up” and reject their youthful success. They invented new ways to be adults that continues to embrace the significant aspects of the youth culture of the 1960s. Some radicals such as former Students for a Democratic Society leader and the founder of the radical leftist group the Weather Underground, William Ayres, became a respected and widely published elementary education theorist who is now retired from the University of Illinois, Chicago. While not involved in radical politics he remains a voice for democratic participation and social justice as a social activist.

The baby boom generation and its leaders continue to voice a legacy embedded in the new questions that reshaped research in the sciences and humanities as well as in education. The attempts to return to the older model while persistent and sometimes adamant in denouncing post-modern perspectives cannot silence the fundamental observation that there isn’t one version of reality, one best curriculum, or one best system.  When self-serving demands are imposed on those who do not benefit from that version of reality, it reflects an imbalance in relative cultural power.  Those who are subordinated are not necessarily wrong, as those in power would have us believe, just as those in power are not necessarily right. Further, the dynamics of hegemonic power relationships should be subject to questioning. Ultimately, they are also vulnerable to revolutionary transformations that can happen, even if they are not necessarily inevitable as argued by Marx.


The Popularization of Historical Knowledge


The cultural upheaval caused by various aspects of the youth movement questioned the very nature of how to interpret social change and the legitimacy of official forms of knowing as a reflection of the interests of dominant groups rather than the masses or ordinary citizens and workers.  In the 1960s historians, such as Bernard Bailyn, challenged traditional historians to reevaluate their approaches to social subjects such as the role of education in the history of the nation.
 Bailyn’s call was taken more seriously in subdisciplines of mainline academic history as opposed to traditional departments of history, which largely remained compartmentalized and bound by traditional sources. Social historians utilized a variety of unorthodox sources to uncover the experiences of more elusive subjects. They were less bound to strict disciplinary boundaries as well. The interdisciplinary approach allowed for the introduction of social theory into historical research and analysis. History was not taken to be an objective subject that could be separated from the perspective of the historian.  Uncovering historical “truth” was not an impersonal journey. In fact, the journey necessitated analyzing how power and knowledge became embedded in the trajectory of the past as played out in the present including the dynamics of power and authority.
 The new history did not have to embrace Marxism but it followed Marx’s example of seeking to understand the interrelationships between institutions in society rather than collect finite pieces of information within strict boundaries of time and space that supposedly lead to an objective conclusion. 

Labor history as unorthodox in its subject matter had long countered the tendency of traditional history to aggrandize the biographies of great leaders, rulers, and kings. What had been the domain of muckraking journalism in the Progressive Era in the critique of the super rich was taken up by serious histories of the for profit economy as well as the non-profit sector. This included volunteerism, the charity organization movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and the critical study of modern large-scale philanthropies. 
Historians in the field of education embraced social history as legitimating their inquiry into the origin and character of public education. In the first decades of the twentieth century Ellwood Patterson Cubberly, a pioneer educational administrator who founded the School of Education at Stanford University used a historiographical approach to education in order to argue that education is the primary tool for continued American progress. He advocated an instrumentalist approach to education that included increased standardization and efficiency, a hierarchy of administrative practices, routine empirical testing and research. This approach dominated school policy for over forty years until challenged in the 1960s and still reflects a dominant paradigm apparent today in NCLB.
 Cubberly’s celebrationist use of history was criticized in the 1960s as anachronistic and evangelistic arguing that his autocratic approaches to public policy were sexist, racist, class biased, and limited rather than extended public understanding of educational policy.
 Rather than celebrationist histories of the progress of school expansion and administration such as told by Cubberly, educational historians in the 1960s examined the origins of educational policy and which groups benefited from schooling as configured for the traditional dominant groups of White Anglo-Saxon Protestant founders of New England. David Tyack, in The One Best System, examined how urban education in the United States came to conform to an ideal type in spite of the fact that states are responsible for initiating and enforcing compulsory schooling.
 In today’s volatile politics the one best system model of public education is both promoted and under fire. The standards movement in NCLB forces national uniformity through funding and mandated annual yearly progress on tests. The charter school movement and vouchers offer options out of publicly controlled schooling. Schooling remains in a cross fire of political and economic interests, where very different versions of the significance and outcome of different policies are debated. 
The history of curriculum and what is taught in school came under revision and scrutiny in the multicultural education movement originating in the 1970s. Other historians such as Howard Zinn and Ronald Takaki began a trend to write American history from the perspective of those left out of traditional histories. This included the immigrants who populated this “distant shore” from their homeland.
 Educational historians took up the role of schooling in socialization and in the Americanization process. As science challenged the veracity of the nineteenth century contention that human beings are divided into separate races with the white race as superior, new histories emerged to describe how the invention of race occurred in the United States as well as the experiences of different ethnic groups as they gave up their culture in order to become “white.”
 

There was also another kind of gap beyond the generation gap, that of consciousness.  As noted, there was a popular and academic intellectual break with the idea of “normal” science as the path to reality and universal truth.
 The increasing awareness of paradigm shifts in scientific circles influenced the growing social sciences where different social classes and cultures, like youth, manifested the idea that groups in different places in the organization of societies experience different realities and many of their needs were not being met or even recognized. Traditional history, which was seen as additive and cumulative in a singular path to truth, came under question, as did the value of traditional paths to adulthood.
 The interpretation of history as the story of the rich and powerful was countered by the voices of youth previously only notable for their absence. New voices from other cultures and approaches to reality were experimented with including Eastern religions, and “mind expanding” drugs both new such as Timothy Leary’s LSD, and old such as eating hallucinogenic mushrooms or smoking marijuana.  The counter culture and youth movement rose as a voice that came out as an echo of that which had been repressed. Not all young people participated in this radicalization of consciousness, but there was a global presence that attracted not only media attention but a visible presence. New medias such as television had in fact contributed to a heightened recognition of the disconnect between ideals and realities, traditional forms of physical experience and new forms of heightened experiences that had in some cases negative consequences even if they produced new ways of thinking about experiencing reality.
CONCLUSION

After WW II a demographic budge attributable to the baby boom permanently changed the character of growing up by making visible the teenage years identified with high school and increasingly college. The relative isolation of youth from work in institutions that catered to them produced a youth culture that was distinctive. In the 1960s young people, often from the middle and upper classes, in the growing college and university cohorts became advocates and activists in their own behalf and in behalf of numerous causes that perplexed many adults at the time but also, it is argued here, had a significant long-term effect on society and the way social change is documented and interpreted. The past is actually not static but subject to reinterpretation. Therefore, the study of the past is not a static field of inquiry, as traditional historians would have us think. As Hayden White has described, the deep structure of the historical imagination has changed in its narrative discourse, in the forms of data, and theoretical concepts used in explanation. Noticeably this first occurred during the Enlightenment and continued in the emergence of different kinds of “realism” in the nineteenth century.
 The invention of “modern” history in the nineteenth century using a method imitating the sciences was seriously challenged in the mid-twentieth century in the shift to post-modernism. At least part of that challenge came from young people and the reaction of adults to the paradigmatic shifts in popular ways to interpret society past and present. It has been argued that the ways that we tell history reflect changing views on social reality that are cultural and ultimately concerned with new venues used for the transmission of knowledge in new media and new forms of personal and collective communication.
 The transformation into a post-modern era of rapid change and increasing diversity continues to shape the experience of youth. It also continues to challenge historians.

It has been argued in this paper that the changes that occurred in this time period ushered in a new worldview with a pace and intensity that eventually pushed the modern era of the twentieth century into a post-modern era. Underlying the profanations of the young against authority figures are the fundamental contradictions of modernism as a product of the Enlightenment and the unresolved tensions in the U.S. between political versus economic ideals that existed from the earliest colonies in Virginia and Massachusetts, which became embedded in the documents of the American Revolution and ideas associated with manifest destiny. The contradictions continue to be played out in the present in domestic policy and increasingly on a global world stage. Throughout the history of the United States there have been tensions between our professed ideals in terms of political freedom and governance by the people; and, economic growth and prosperity in response to the demands of a capitalist economy that grew from mercantile capitalism associated with colonialism and imperialism, to industrial capitalism in the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries and most recently the post-industrial high tech capitalism prevalent today. The perceived dominant purpose of public education has also swayed with the times between the poles of engaging and preparing an informed citizenry for participation in a democratic republic as opposed to schooling for a compliant workforce and army of consumers manipulated by a capitalist class associated with major corporations and financial institutions as well as government.
 Situated at the end of a period of heightened patriotism during WW II and return to domesticity in the 1950s the demographic bulge not only imposed a new meaning on life stages but also on the nature of reality and consciousness. The politicalization of the baby boomers was a baptism by fire for the nation with global implications.
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