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TOUCHSTONES

Events Shared During Youth Help Shape Each Generation
I

t’s hard to believe we are already one year
after the harder-to-believe massacre at Vir-
ginia Tech. I don’t say “impossible-to-believe”

because most of us Boomers have a long list of
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horrible events permanently
etched into our cerebral cor-
tices: the JFK, RFK, and MLK
assassinations, Challenger evap-
orating in the morning sky, the
shooting at Columbine, the Al-
fred P. Murrah Federal Building
façade crumbling in Oklahoma
City, and the Twin Towers
somehow — impossibly — dis-
integrating on live TV. Alas, we

know the ugly side of the Adidas slogan, “nothing
is impossible.”

Each generation, of course, experiences trage-
dies and disasters (and comedies and successes)
across their lifetime. That’s life. The never-ending
flow of world events, cultural trends, fashions and
fads rolls onward unabated, and it is up to each of
us to interpret, react, process, and understand the
impact.

What’s interesting is that the events each
generation shares during their adolescence —
roughly between the ages of 10 and 22 — are the
events that truly shape that generation. And
while generations are typically about 20 years in
length, the events experienced by the front half
tend to overshadow those of the second half. That
means April 16, 2007, at Virginia Tech will im-
pact this cohort as much as the events of 9/11.

IN OUR STUDY of demography and gener-
ations, we see the impact of world events on each

cohort. Those born in the 1920s and ’30s remem-
ber things like Lindbergh’s solo flight, followed
by his son’s kidnapping. World War II, the Holo-
caust, and Hiroshima are vivid memories that
shaped that generation. Honor, duty, and a practi-
cal outlook sprung from those experiences.

Boomers, on the other hand, were affected by
Vietnam, Watergate, women’s lib, and Neil Arm-
strong’s “giant leap” on the moon. They believe
they can accomplish anything, but don’t trust au-
thority figures. Young adults of the Gen X cohort
recall the Reagan assassination attempt, the fall of
the Berlin Wall, and the birth of MTV. They were
the latchkey kids born during the period of di-
vorce and working moms, so they are fiercely in-
dependent and self-sufficient. Plus, they are much
more multicultural, pragmatic, and techno-savvy
than older generations.

The Millennial generation — those between
ages 5 and 25 this year — have been “coming of
age” during, among other things, the war on ter-
ror and random acts of violence at schools and
other public places. The oldest in the cohort are
recent college graduates or still in college them-
selves.

At the very least, the Virginia Tech massacre
will be a touchstone event for that generation.
The randomness of it (“it could have happened
here”) already has had an impact. There are
groups on campuses across the country petition-
ing for permits to carry concealed weapons — so

the students can protect themselves. In ways we
don’t know yet, it will provide context for things
they’ll think and believe over the next 40 years. It
will shape their world view and underlying val-

ues. It will contribute to a definition of that
generation.

NOT TO GET too academic, but each of us, no
matter our age or generation, experiences touch-
stone events in our own way. Part of how we re-
spond is based on our life stage. If you are a
71-year-old grandparent who has experienced
much, you view events differently from a
51-year-old parent with college-age children. If
you are a 31-year-old with toddlers, you react dif-
ferently from a 21-year-old. Your age, or life
stage, matters.

Our reactions are also colored by the particular
time in history. These days, for example, school
shootings are still rare, but are becoming fright-
eningly more commonplace. Virginia Tech wasn’t
the first and, sadly, it wasn’t the last. Where we
sit in our place in history is both unique and re-
vealing. It provides the context for our experi-
ences and reactions.

Finally, each cohort responds differently be-
cause of differences among the generations.
Those Silent and Boomer generation members
may think about their feelings when JFK was
killed. Generation X may think about Columbine.
Each generation processes events through its
own lens.

No matter how hard we try to understand the
impact of April 16, 2007 on today’s Millennials,
we’ll fail. In fact, while we older Boomers can con-
sole younger Millennials and tell them we under-
stand. But we really don’t. Not exactly.

All we know is that it will forever be a touch-
stone for this generation.
• Matt Thornhill is president of the Boomer Project. He can be
reached at matt@boomerproject.com or (804) 690-4837.
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Students look over the memorial stones to
the victims of last year’s shootings on the
campus of Virginia Tech.

ECONOMIC MISSTEPS

House Democrats Are Fighting the Wrong Trade War
WASHINGTON

A
lmost everyone wishes for a ren-
aissance of American manufac-
turing, and none has said so

more loudly than the Democratic presi-
dential candidates and Democratic
members of Congress. The trouble is
that their deeds don’t match their
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words. They have
blamed trade for al-
most anything that
might ail the U.S.
economy — in partic-
ular, manufacturing
— when the opposite
is now true: Only
through expanded
trade can the econ-
omy thrive and manu-

facturing stage a comeback.

The latest evidence of the gap be-
tween political rhetoric and economic
reality is the Democratic-controlled
House’s decision to set aside, possibly
indefinitely, the free trade agreement
negotiated with Colombia by the Bush
administration. On economic grounds,
there’s no reason to reject the agree-
ment. Colombia’s exports already enter
the U.S. market duty-free under the
1991 Andean Trade Preference Act.
Meanwhile, many U.S. exports to
Colombia face stiff tariffs — up to 35
percent on autos, 15 percent on trac-

tors, and 10 percent on computers —
most of which would ultimately go to
zero under the agreement.

The tariffs dampen demand for U.S.
exports by raising their price and put-
ting them at a competitive disadvan-
tage. Whirlpool exports about $50 mil-
lion annually of refrigerators, washer-
dryers, and dishwashers to Colombia
from plants in Ohio, Arkansas, and
Iowa. On a $1,000 refrigerator, a 20
percent tariff raises the retail price
$200 in a fiercely competitive market
with appliances also supplied by local
firms and imports from Korea and else-
where. (Why does Colombia want the
agreement? Answer: Congress has to
renew Colombia’s present duty-free
status periodically. The agreement
would make it permanent.)

Yet, it’s politically convenient to op-
pose the trade agreement because the
popular imagery is that trade destroys
U.S. jobs. The loss of almost 4 million
U.S. manufacturing jobs since 1998
seems easy to explain by cheap imports
or the flight of plants to Mexico, China,
and other poorer countries. The truth
is murkier: Although this has occurred,
job losses also stem from greater effi-
ciency (fewer workers producing more
goods) and slumping domestic demand
(for communications equipment and
computers after the dot-com bust and

for housing materials and vehicles
now). Nor has falling factory employ-
ment crippled overall U.S. job creation.

LOOK AT THE numbers. From
1998 to 2007, total non-farm payroll
employment rose 12 million, and un-
employment averaged only 4.9 percent
— despite those 4
million lost factory
jobs. In the same pe-
riod, U.S. manufac-
turing output rose
22 percent.

No matter. Glob-
alization and trade
have become light-
ning rods for myriad
grievances (job inse-
curity, wage inequal-
ity, eroding fringe
benefits). But even if
trade caused all the
factory job loss, its impact is now shift-
ing. The dollar’s dramatic depreciation
(down an inflation-adjusted 20 percent
since early 2003 against a basket of cur-
rencies) has enhanced the competitive-
ness of U.S. exports. Their growth now
looms as a major source of job creation
and economic expansion.

The overall trade deficit is dropping
and, except for higher oil prices, would
be dropping faster. In 2007, manufac-

turing exports rose 10.9 percent, dou-
ble the 4.9 percent for manufacturing
imports. At some companies, the effect
is already noticeable. Consider Bison
Gear & Engineering, a medium-sized
firm near Chicago that makes electric
motors used for kitchen equipment,
packaging machinery, and medical de-

vices. Since 2006, ex-
ports have increased
from about 20 percent
to 30 percent of total
sales, says chairman
Ron Bullock. Bison has
hired about 50 new
workers, bringing to-
tal employment to
250.

It is no longer nec-
essary to rely on ele-
gant theories of com-
parative advantage,
more consumer

choice, or greater competition to favor
open trade. Jobs and economic growth
will suffice. Indeed, without export-led
growth, the economy may face a slug-
gish future.

EVEN AFTER today’s slowdown
(recession?) ends, the outlook is worri-
some. Consumers are heavily indebted.
Housing will recover but probably not,
for many years, to previous highs. Gov-

ernment spending is constrained by
growth in the rest of the economy, un-
less Congress sharply raises taxes or
deficits. Exports and related invest-
ments are the best hopes.

What House Democrats did was par-
ticularly perverse. They suspended
Trade Promotion Authority, which
mandates that Congress vote up or
down on trade agreements within 90
days of their submission. TPA gives
other countries a reason to negotiate in
good faith. They can make politically
difficult concessions without fearing
that Congress will ignore the agree-
ment because it dislikes the U.S con-
cessions.

Americans do have legitimate trade
complaints: China manipulates its cur-
rency to aid exporters; other countries
restrict imports. It’s in the U.S. interest
to dismantle these obstacles. Now the
suspension of TPA can serve as an ex-
cuse — symbolically and substantively
— for other countries not to negotiate,
just when U.S. firms can most benefit
from market openings.

What matters for workers and man-
ufacturers is not what politicians say.
It’s the consequences of what they do.
On trade, many Democrats — and
some Republicans, too — are fighting
the last war.
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Only through
expanded trade
can the economy

thrive and
manufacturing

stage a
comeback.

‘JOURNEY OF HARMONY’?

Protests Disrupt Torch Run — Does Beijing Understand Why?
WARSAW

I
n London, a man with a fire extinguisher
hurled himself at a torch bearer using what
one onlooker gleefully described as a “rugby

tackle.” In Paris, the torch’s omnipresent security
guards — members of the Sacred Flame Protec-
tion Unit of the Chinese People’s Armed Police,
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the same paramilitary force that
put down riots in Tibet — had
to extinguish the flame them-
selves to prevent protesters
from doing so first. In San Fran-
cisco, the torch disappeared, re-
appeared, changed routes, and
then vanished altogether: City
officials explained that they had
moved their “farewell to the
torch” ceremony to a “private”

location to avoid demonstrations. In other words,
the ceremony was canceled. Score one for the pro-
testers!

Welcome to the latest Olympic sport: Put Out
the Torch — a game being followed, at least in
my part of the world, with enormous enthusiasm.
Over dinner in Warsaw, visitors from London
brag about “their” protesters. Over breakfast in
Berlin, Germans can read accounts of the ceremo-
ny’s modern origins: It seems Leni Riefenstahl,
Hitler’s filmmaker, invented the torch relay for
the 1936 Berlin Olympics and then deployed it
with “terrifying mastery,” according to Die Welt,
in a subsequent film.

WHAT A DISAPPOINTMENT this must all be
for the China Daily, the English-language organ
of the Chinese Communist Party, which last
month bragged that the 2008 torch relay “will tra-
verse the longest distance, cover the greatest
area, and include the largest number of people”
since this ancient Greek custom was invented by
the Nazis in 1936. After the chaos in Paris, the
same newspaper was reduced to spluttering at
France, the French people, and French culture it-

self: “Pride and prejudice,” the newspaper in-
toned, “have obscured their judgment and cast a
shadow on this ancient civilization.“

And yet how utterly predictable, too. Even
without the recent riots in Tibet, anything as ludi-
crous as a 130-day, 85,000-mile torch relay was
going to attract a healthy dose of negative atten-
tion. Why does the thing have to go to so many
cities, after all? Why does it need to go through
Tibet? Why is it surrounded by track-suited
thugs? Why does it travel in a customized jumbo
jet? Wasn’t this supposed to be a relay? And what
is the symbolic significance of a battery-operated
chemical flame, anyway? What does it have to do
with athletes or world peace? Any ceremony of
such profound inauthenticity — the Chinese are
calling it the “Journey of Harmony” — deserves to
be disharmoniously disrupted as often as possible.

It’s true that the Greeks put on a parallel ex-
travaganza four years ago; previously, the torch
had traveled only between Athens and the Olym-
pic city, or within the Olympic country. But the
Greeks are a small nation with only local enemies.
China is a totalitarian empire with many enemies,
and it should know better than to stage a deliber-
ately provocative, easily disrupted event such as
this one.

But clearly the Chinese did not know better.
Their confused, unprepared official reaction has
wavered between outright dishonesty — “all
Torch Relay cities have given strong support for
the event” — and incoherent anger. Chinese blog-
gers apparently favor the latter. One posted a
photograph of an anti-torch protester, along with
the words “Remember him . . . he’ll die a terrible
death.”

In fact, for all of their wealth and sophistica-
tion, China’s leaders still have an extremely crude
understanding of global media — you can’t force
the world’s press to celebrate “Harmony,” for
goodness sake — and of global politics, too. De-
spite his earlier enthusiasm, British Prime Minis-
ter Gordon Brown has now announced he won’t

attend the opening ceremonies in Beijing after all:
The photographs of Chinese paramilitaries at the
door of his Downing Street residence have made
it politically impossible.

INEVITABLY, “wiser heads” and old China
hands will now call upon the world’s press and
the world’s politicians to calm down, avoid boy-
cotts and leave the torch alone so that the Games
can go on and China’s nationalist passions can
cool down. Right this minute, I’m sure someone is
whispering in George Bush’s ear, urging him not
to skip the Olympics, not to offend the Chinese,
not to follow Brown’s example.

I realize it’s unlikely, but I hope he doesn’t lis-
ten. Americans, Britons, Russians, and, indeed,

the citizens of many large nations are forced to
think all the time about how their actions are per-
ceived abroad. Why shouldn’t the Chinese do so,
too? They wanted to use the Olympics to trumpet
their success, but there is a price to be paid for
those few weeks at the center of global attention.

Of course, no one believes that “Free Tibet”
signs on the Golden Gate Bridge will truly liber-
ate Tibet, and the absence of the American presi-
dent from some horrifically overchoreographed
ceremony in Beijing won’t bring democracy to the
Middle Kingdom, either. But it will show some of
the Chinese people what some of the world thinks
of their repressive system — and quite rightly,
too.
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