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AGING AND OPINIONS INDEPENDENCE

What a Difference a Day Can Make Consequences
Of KosovoA

friend of mine named Chris turned 55 the
other day.

He didn’t think too much of it. He was
still doing all the same things he’d been doing 24
hours earlier when he was 54. He didn’t feel older.
He didn’t feel marginalized. And he certainly
didn’t feel insulted.

That didn’t happen until later in the day.
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It all started with a research
survey. The afternoon of Chris’
55th birthday he received an in-
vitation to take part in an online
survey. When asked for his age,
he put a check in the “55-64” box
and was immediately tossed out
of the study.

Chris didn’t think much of it
at first. He is a marketing re-
searcher, having been in the

business his entire working career, and is familiar
with how studies focus on certain demographic
segments — like women instead of men, or youn-
ger people instead of older people. He volunteers
to get online surveys regularly so he can stay cur-
rent in his field.

Then Chris got another invitation to take part
in another online survey and he was kicked out of
that one, too, right after he checked the “55–64”
box. And then it happened again on yet another
survey two hours later.

THIS GOT CHRIS to start wondering whether
because of his age his opinions no longer mat-
tered. He still held the same beliefs; he still
planned to stop by Best Buy to get a DVD on the
way home from a trip to Lowe’s, where he was
buying some compact florescent light bulbs. Chris
thought he was still a consumer. One with opin-
ions that should matter. But that no longer
seemed to be the case.

We know Chris isn’t alone. We hear from older
boomer consumers all the time who feel as if they
are being marginalized by the marketplace. Think

about the commercials and ads for products you
buy regularly. Do they ever show anyone who
looks anywhere near your age? Probably not.
When they do show someone in their 50s, it
usually consists of men eager to deal with erectile
dysfunction or women seeking “age-defying” cos-
metic products.

The ads in this year’s Super Bowl were no ex-
ception. We didn’t see any featuring a person who
appeared to be over the age of 35. What a strange
condition in a country where boomers, ages 44-62
this year, are one out of every three adults.

For Chris, his complaint was that he was only
one day older. Does he now really have more in
common with people 10 years older than himself
than he does with people one day younger? Is he

supposed to take his Jimi Hendrix records and
just fade into the background? Or, can he still plug
in his iPod (that he got at age 53) and listen to the
latest song from The Fray?

At issue is the use of chronological age as the
right, or even accurate, way to classify people. For
boomers, age is now at best a trivial data point.
That number is not what describes most of us
these days. Instead, most boomers would describe
themselves using terms based on who they are
(values), how they live (lifestyle), what they face
in their daily lives (life stage), and what they hope
to accomplish (aspirations), rather than on some
artificial chronological measuring stick.

WE COULD ROUND up a dozen 55-year-olds
and find some who are “old” and others who are
still “young” in terms of health and fitness. Some
would be grandparents; others might be still deal-
ing with teenagers, or even younger kids at home.
Some would be ready for retirement after long ca-
reers; others could be starting new careers. Some
would be liberal and some would be conservative.
How someone thinks, feels, and acts is much more
important — and identifying — than his age.

We think a shift toward “age-neutral” thinking
in our society and culture has started — at least
for boomers and their elders — and will forever
change the definition of “old age” from a chrono-
logical condition to a state of mind. We like to tell
people that boomers today are growing older, but
they aren’t aging.

Right now, age simply isn’t an acceptable indi-
cator of much of anything. Except for Chris, be-
cause his 55th birthday changed him. After 30-plus
years in marketing research, he now collects the
opinions from consumers of all ages, and uses
other measures if he needs to dismiss some partic-
ipants, usually based on their purchase behavior.
Turns out that day really did make a difference.
• Matt Thornhill is president of the Boomer Project. Contact him at
(804) 690-4837 or matt@boomerproject.com.

VIVA THE VITAL!
A series on boomer-related issues.

WASHINGTON

A
s not everybody now remembers,
the wars of Yugoslavia began not
in Bosnia, not in Croatia, but in

Kosovo. The chain of events that led to
the Srebrenica massacre and the bombing
of Belgrade started there, in the late
1980s, when Serbian leader Slobodan
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Milosevic launched a se-
ries of repressive meas-
ures against this mostly
Albanian, semi-indepen-
dent, “autonomous
province” within Serbia.
These culminated in
1990, when Milosevic
ended the semi-inde-
pendence, revoked Ko-
sovo’s autonomy, in-

stalled a new police force, shut down Al-
banian newspapers, fired university pro-
fessors, and generally inflicted economic
and political chaos.

Milosevic’s intention was to reassert
Serbian and Orthodox dominance over
Kosovo, the site of a historically signifi-
cant battle between the Serbs and the Ot-
toman Empire in 1389 (the Serbs lost),
and home to a genuinely substantial Ser-
bian minority. And the result? This week,
nearly two decades later, Kosovo — an
Albanian-speaking, majority-Muslim state
in which, it’s safe to guess, Serbs will be
less than fully welcome and no Orthodox
church will be safe from vandalism — has
just declared independence from Serbia.
A more eloquent demonstration of the
law of unintended consequences would be
hard to find.

IN FACT, watching the crowds cele-
brate Saturday night in the streets of Pris-
tina, I wondered if there isn’t a deeper les-
son here for other would-be neighbor-
hood bullies. Milosevic’s stated goal was,
after all, the greater glory of Serbia (he
had other, unstated goals as well, such as
the perpetuation of a communist-era
power structure — but never mind).
Spouting Serbian nationalism, he helped
turned Serb minorities across Yugoslavia
into mini-militias. They, in turn, inspired
the creation of other mini-militias —
Croatian, Bosnian, Albanian, and others
— which began fighting one another in a
series of small, nasty wars.

You can fairly accuse me here of over-
simplifying this chronology, but I think it
is nevertheless correct to say that the re-
sult of this activity — discrimination, eth-
nic cleansing, warfare — was a complete
disaster for Serbia. The Serbian economy
went down the tubes; the Serb dominance
of ex-Yugoslavia evaporated; Belgrade,
the Serb capital, was bombed. Now Serbia
looks set to be dismembered as well:
Some European countries and the United
States have recognized Kosovo’s inde-
pendence, something that wouldn’t have
happened two decades ago. Milosevic the
super-nationalist — the would-be leader
of a revived, powerful, successful Serbia
— damaged no country nearly so much as
he damaged Serbia itself.

Keep that lesson in mind over the next
few months as others in Europe — and
possibly elsewhere — attempt to use the
Kosovo example as a precedent. After all,
if the Albanians can be independent from
Serbia, the Abkhazians and South Osse-
tians would like to be independent from
Georgia, the Basques and the Catalonians
don’t see why they shouldn’t be indepen-
dent from Spain, and who knows what
could happen in Cyprus.

IN SOME of these cases, there are
other, larger neighbors that might be in-
terested in facilitating the split, just as
Serbia was keen to encourage ethnic
Serbs in Bosnia or Croatia. Most notably,
and most notoriously, the Russians have
made ominous noises and dropped dark
hints about those Georgian separatist
groups, and one can certainly see their
logic. What a perfect way to take revenge
on those difficult, NATO-loving Geor-
gians: Encourage Georgia’s ethnic minor-
ities to launch civil war. Besides, the tim-
ing could hardly be better. In the waning
days of the Bush administration, is Abk-
hazia anybody’s central concern? During
the most interesting U.S. presidential
campaign in decades, is anyone going to
spare a thought for South Ossetia?

Except that if Abkhazia and South Os-
setia were to secede, and civil war in
Georgia were to follow, the Russians
would then have a failed state on their
borders. And, as we know from Yugosla-
via, the Middle East, and Africa, ethnic
and religious civil wars have a nasty way
of spreading to their neighbors. Chaos in
Georgia might be in the short-term inter-
est of a small group of Putinites, desper-
ate to raise the specter of warfare, annoy
the West, and cling to power (much like
Milosevic, once upon a time), but it is
most definitely not in the long-term inter-
est of Russia.

Russia’s policy toward these would-be
separatists over the next few weeks will
therefore reveal a great deal about the
mentality of Russia’s ruling clan. If the
denizens of the Kremlin have a shred of
concern about their compatriots’ future
well-being, they’ll shut up and try to calm
everyone down. If not — well, I hope they
remember that the risks of the law of un-
intended consequences apply to them,
too.
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OBAMA . . .

Isn’t Engaging Problems He Says He Is
WASHINGTON

I
t’s hard not to be dazzled by Barack Obama.
At the 2004 Democratic convention, he visited
with Newsweek reporters and editors, includ-

ing me. I came away deeply impressed by his intel-
ligence, his forceful language, and his apparent
willingness to take positions that seemed to rise
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above narrow partisanship.
Obama has become the Demo-
cratic presidential front-runner,
precisely because countless mil-
lions have formed a similar opin-
ion. It is, I now think, mistaken.

As a journalist, I harbor seri-
ous doubt about each of the
likely nominees. But with Sens.
Hillary Clinton and John
McCain, I feel that I’m dealing

with known quantities. They’ve been in the public
arena for years; their views, values, and tempera-
ments have received enormous scrutiny. By con-
trast, newcomer Obama is largely a stage pres-
ence defined mostly by his powerful rhetoric. The
trouble, at least for me, is the huge and deceptive
gap between his captivating oratory and his actual
views.

The subtext of Obama’s campaign is that his
own life narrative — to become the first African-
American president, a huge milestone in the na-
tion’s journey from slavery — can serve as a meta-
phor for other political stalemates. Great im-
passes can be broken with sufficient good will, in-
telligence, and energy. “It’s not about rich versus
poor; young versus old; and it is not about black
versus white,” he says. Along with millions of oth-
ers, I find this a powerful appeal.

But on inspection, the metaphor is a mirage.
Repudiating racism is not a magic cure-all for the

nation’s ills. It requires independent ideas, and
Obama has few. If you examine his agenda, it is
completely ordinary, highly partisan, not candid,
and mostly unresponsive to many pressing na-
tional problems.

BY OBAMA’S own moral standards, Obama
fails. Americans “are tired of hearing promises
made and 10-point plans proposed in the heat of a
campaign only to have nothing change,” he re-
cently said. Shortly thereafter, he outlined an eco-
nomic plan of at least 12 points that, among other
things, would:

� Provide a $1,000 tax cut for most two-earner
families ($500 for singles).

� Create a $4,000 refundable tuition tax credit
for every year of college.

� Enact an “energy plan” that would invest
$150 billion in 10 years to create a “green energy
sector.”

Whatever one thinks of these ideas, they’re
standard goodie-bag politics: something for every-
one. They’re so similar to many Clinton proposals
that her campaign put out a news release accusing
him of plagiarizing. With existing budget deficits
and the costs of Obama’s “universal health plan,”
the odds of enacting his full package are slim.

A favorite Obama line is that he will tell “the
American people not just what they want to hear,
but what we need to know.” Well, he hasn’t so far.

Consider the retiring baby boomers. A truth-
telling Obama might say: “Spending for retirees
— mainly Social Security, Medicare, and Medi-
caid — is already nearly half the federal budget.
Unless we curb these rising costs, we will crush
our children with higher taxes. Reflecting longer
life expectancies, we should gradually raise the eli-

gibility ages for these programs and trim benefits
for wealthier retirees. Both Democrats and Re-
publicans are to blame for inaction. Waiting
longer will only worsen the problem.”

Instead, Obama pledges not to raise the retire-
ment age and to “protect Social Security benefits
for current and future beneficiaries.” This isn’t
“change”; it’s sanctification of the status quo. He
would also exempt all retirees making less than
$50,000 annually from income tax. By his math,
that would provide average tax relief of $1,400 to
7 million retirees — shifting more of the tax bur-
den onto younger workers. Obama’s main pro-
posal for Social Security is to raise the payroll tax
beyond the present $102,000 ceiling.

POLITICAL candidates routinely indulge in
exaggeration, pandering, inconsistency, and self-
serving obscurity. Clinton and McCain do. The
reason for holding Obama to a higher standard is
that it’s his standard and also his campaign’s cen-
tral theme. He has run on the vague promise of
“change,” but on issue after issue he has offered
boilerplate policies that evade the underlying
causes of the stalemates. These issues remain con-
tentious because they involve real conflicts or dif-
ferences of opinion.

The contrast between his broad rhetoric and
his narrow agenda is stark, and yet the press
corps — preoccupied with the political “horse
race” — has treated his invocation of “change” as
a serious idea rather than a shallow campaign slo-
gan. He seems to have hypnotized much of the
media and the public with his eloquence and the
symbolism of his life story. The result is a mass
delusion that Obama is forthrightly engaging the
nation’s major problems when, so far, he isn’t.
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CLINTON . . .

Feels Experience Entitles Her to Presidency
WASHINGTON

J
udging from complaints by her minions,
Hillary Clinton considers it unfair that Bar-
ack Obama has been wafted close to the pin-

nacle of politics by an updraft from the continent-
wide swoon of millions of Democrats and much of
the media brought on by his Delphic utterances
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such as “We are the change.”
But disquisitions on fairness are
unpersuasive coming from
someone from Illinois or Arkan-
sas whose marriage enabled her
to treat New York as her home,
and the Senate as an entry-level
electoral office (only 12 of to-
day’s senators have been elected
to no other office) and a step-
pingstone to the presidency.

The four-letter F-word that is central to Demo-
crats’ rhetoric and to discord everywhere — “fair”
— is being bandied about. Clinton would be ahead
in the delegate count if Obama had not won about
twice as many delegates as she in caucuses, so
Clinton implies that it is not quite fair to consider
delegates accumulated in caucuses as significant
as those won in primaries. Obama says it would
not be fair for “superdelegates,” or delegates cho-
sen by Michigan’s and Florida’s renegade prima-
ries, to decide the nomination.

Clinton has a small piece of a point, but misses
the important point. Caucuses are, indeed, less
purely “democratic” than primaries. That is their
virtue. They are inconvenient, requiring commit-
ments of time and energy that are more apt to be
made by especially interested voters. Thus caucuses
filter out, disproportionately, the lightly committed
and least informed, which is not cause for dismay.

Popular sovereignty is simple in theory — gov-
ernment by consent of the governed — but should
not be simple-minded in practice. It need not
mean government by adding machine, the mere
adding up of numbers. A wise polity also has mech-
anisms for measuring, accommodating, and even
rewarding intensity. The Senate does this with
the filibuster, which enables an intense minority
to slow or stymie a majority, at least for a while.

CAUCUSES ARE APT to have (in the jargon of
liberal jurisprudence) a “disparate impact”: Some
kinds or classes of people will be more inclined
than others to want to, or be able to, participate.
Caucuses might, therefore, skew participation
patterns toward the more leisured, affluent, and
educated — disproportionately Obama voters.
That probably troubles the easily troubled con-
sciences of liberals for whom equality is the sover-
eign good. One solution is for them to salve their
consciences by demoting equality.

The Democrats’ ultimate nightmare is that the
delegate selection process ends in a virtual tie
after Clinton has regained momentum in, say, two
of the last three large primaries — Texas and Ohio
(March 4) then Pennsylvania (April 22). Speaker
Nancy Pelosi is surely right that delegates se-
lected in defiance of party rules — Michigan’s and
Florida’s — should not be dispositive. So superde-
legates — party dignitaries, most of them elected
officials — would have to be. What ethic should
guide their decisions? Should each of them vote as
did their state or congressional district? Or for the
candidate who won the most votes nationally? Or
should they think like Edmund Burke?

On Nov. 3, 1774, Burke, an intellectual founder

of modern conservatism, delivered a thank-you
address to people who, upon hearing it, perhaps
wished they had not done what he was thanking
them for. They had elected him to represent them
in the House of Commons. He told them he was
duty-bound to represent the national interest, as
he understood that. He said he owed them not
obedience but his independent judgment of the
public good — independent of “local prejudices”
or “local purposes.”

Burkean superdelegates among the Democrats?
What fun.

NOTHING, HOWEVER, will assuage Clinton
supporters’ sense of injustice if the upstart Obama
supplants her. Their, and her, sense of entitlement
is encapsulated in her constant invocations of her
“35 years” of “experience.” Well.

She is 60. She left Yale Law School at age 25.
Evidently she considers everything she has done
since school, from her years at Little Rock’s Rose
law firm to her good fortune with cattle futures, as
presidentially relevant experience.

The president who came to office with the most
glittering array of experiences had served 10
years in the House of Representatives, then be-
came minister to Russia, then served 10 years in
the Senate, then four years as secretary of state
(during a war that enlarged the nation by 33 per-
cent), then was minister to Britain. Then, in 1856,
James Buchanan was elected president and in just
one term secured a strong claim to the rank as
America’s worst president. Abraham Lincoln, the
inexperienced former one-term congressman, had
an easy act to follow.
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