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LEXANDRA SERNA CAST THE FIRST
A presidential vote of her life in
2008, for Barack Obama, with en-
thusiasm and hope. Three years later, the
24-year-old, earning a degree in account-
ing at Florida Atlantic University (FAL,
still supports the President, But her opti-
migm has faded. *I think he's trying re-
ally hard,” Serna says in a study room on
the school's Boca Raton campus. Yet she's
anxious aboul finding work after she gets
her degree, and when asked whether she’s
politically engaged nowadays, she replies,
“Persomally, I'm not.” While Serna isn't
about to vote Republican in 2o12,she hard-
Iy seems a sure bet to turn out for Obama.
Eating lunch in the food court of asleepy
shopping center tomiles from the FAU cam-
pus, 74-year-old'Walter Levy has few kind
waords for the President. The Navy veteran,
who voted for john MeCain in 2008, grouses
about the state of the country and its govern:
ment, “We'te going backward right now,"
says the Fort Lauderdale resident. “The gov-
ernment’s gotlen itself too involved in ev:
erybody slife” Hiswife Concetta, 77,ismore
blunt. 1 dor't like the Fresident’s policies,”
she says. “I don't like Solyndra” The Levys
are primed to vote Republican next year.
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Listen to these three closely and you
can hear the two Americas speaking. For
the past several years, our political conver-
sation has focused on great divides in our
national life: red and blue, the coasts vs the
heartland, the 1%vs. the oo™, But the deep-
est split is the one that cutsacross all these
and turns not on income or geography but
on age. In the past few national elections,
young and old Americans have diverged
morein theirvoting than at any other time
since the end of the Vietnam War, accord-
ing tothe findings of an extensive new Pew
Research Center poll. The survey reveals
that the youngest and oldest voters have
strikingly different views on everything
from the role of government to the impact
of the Internel and suggests that the 2otz
election could be one of the starkest inter
generational showdowns in American his-
tory, ot just in Florida but coast 1o coast,
Different generations rarely vole in lock:
step; each is shaped by different formative
influences, But this is something unusual.
“We've gotthe largest generation gapinvot
ing since 1g72," says Andrew Kohut, presi-
dent of the Pew Research Center. “Since
2004 We've seen younger people voting
much more Democratic than average and
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The Silent Gensration
Current oge: 66-A3

older people much more Republican than
average. And that may well play out again
in 2012." Indeed, Pew's Generational Folitice
poll shows a yawning generation gap in
a hypothetical matchup between Obama
and Republican Mitt Romney. Voters 30 or
younger favor Obama 61% to 37%. Seniors
over 65 choose Romney 54% to 41%. With
Americans born from 1946 to 1080 (baby
boormers and Gen Xers) almost evenly di-
vided, the youngest and oldest voters stand
ineven starler contrast,

iPhones vs. IRAs

ON ONE SIDE ARE THE MILLENNIAL VoT-
€rs, meaning Americans born after 1980
who have come of age during the Clinton,
Bush or Obama presidencies. Having lived
through a period of dramatic social and
demographic change, these voters harbor
strongly liberalleaning views about soci-
ely and government. That's partly because
the U.Ss youngest voters represent chan op:
about 40% of them are nonwhite. Asagroup
they lean leflonsocial iss ues—strongly sup-
porting interracial and same-sex marriages
by wide majorities. They believe Eovern
ment has a positive role to play even in se-
niors' lives. Millennial voters, like so many

other Americans, consider themselves
cconomically dissatisfied. And yet they be-
lieve, 46% 1o 27%, that life in the 115 hasim-
provedsince the 19605, in partthanks to the
technology revolution they have inherited.
*I have an iPhone, and I would die without
it,” says FAU freshman Lizzie Barnes,
Whiter, less pluggedin and feeling much
grumpier is the Silent Generation, Ameri-
cans over 65 who reached adulthood he-
bween World War IT and the Vietnam War.
The Silent Generation was profiled in a No-
vember 1951 TIME coverstary that described
its members as hardworking but docile and
detached from political protest. Now in
their 6c¢ and 70s, members of this genera
tion are restive, as likely to believe that the
country has gone downhill as millennials
are to think it has improved. They're more
conservative than the so-called Greatest
Generation seniors, who are older, remem-
berthe New Deal, may have served in World
War Il and are steadily passing away. “Part
of what's going on is generational change”
says Andrea Lovise Campbell, an MIT pro-
fessor who studies the senior vote. “Seniors
who may have been socialized with memo
ries of FDR and the Depression are being
replaced by younger cohorts of seniors for
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whom Eisenhower and Reagan are more
relevant political figures.”

Whatever the reason, today's seniors
are nearly twice as likely as voung voters
to say life in the 11.5. has changed for the
worse, expressing that opinion 0% to
31%: They're particularly unhappy about
social change, with only 22% saying a
growing immigrant population has been
a good thing and just 2% approving of
int¢rracial marriage. They're wary of the
America that Steve Jobs built, dominated
by new gadgets and technologies that many
don't understand or use. Fewer than half
of Silents—ag%—believe the Internet has
been a positive development. "You don’t see
the kids' faces anymore," says Sue Leese, 77,
sitting outside a Bagel Works restaurant in
Boca Raton, “They're constantly texting!”

Silent Generation members are twice as
likely as millennials to call themselves “an-
gry” with the government, and they trust
Republicans mere than Demecrats on near
ly every key issue. Obama appears to be a
contributing factorin theirdiscontent; they
arethe most disapproving of the job he'sdo
ing. How much of this disdain is a function
of Obama's policies and how much isacom-
ment on his background is anyone’s puess,
But some combination of the change he has
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championed and the change he actually rep-
reserits is too much for some of these voters
toaccepl. “There isthissense that comes out
of the poll that Obama represents the chang-
ing face of America that some older people
areuncomfortable with,” says Kohut.

Many seniors resent any implication
that race or ethnic background is driving
their political preferences, “When I voice
my epinion, I don't like being called arac-
ist,” Concetta Levy says. Itis true, however,
that white voters of all ages are more likely
to strongly disapprove of the President.
Butstrong disapproval of Obama and *un.
ease” about him are dramatically higher
among white vaters over 65 than among
millennial whites,

Apathy and Entitlements

AND YET FOR BOTH PARTIES, THERE'S 4
cautionary wohble in the simple notion of
two generations colliding as the 2012 elec-
tions approach. The millennials and the
Silents alike have deep qualms about their
probable choices at the polls next year,
That's especially true for the 3o-and-under
crowd. Although a massive turnout of vot-
ers like FAU student Serna helped carry
Obama to the White House in 2008, voung
voters’ approval of his job performance has
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plummeted. So has their interest in the po-
litical process. Four vears ago, 28% of voters
age 30 or younger said they had given a lot
of thought to the presidential candidates.
Today that number is down to a paltry 13%,
Young voters also say they care less about
whois elected President than they did four
vears ago, when the presidential race meant
nearly as much to them as it did to their
grandparents. Only 66% of millennials now
say they care "a good deal” about who wins
the presidency, down from 819 four vears
ago. Such views suggest that many of those
young 2008 Obama voters may be tuned out
for good and that Democrats will do battle
in 2012 without their most energetic foot
soldiers, “They're not feeling loyal to the
party,” says Molly Andolina, a professor of
political science at DePaul University wha
studies the youth vote. *Whether or not
they're going to get out there and work in
the trenches and show up on Election Day
is a big question.” Andolina also wonders
whether the Occupy Wall Street movement
could become a substitute cutlet beyond the
palitical system for the energy of frustrated
young people. It's no wonder Obama has
reached out {0 a younger audience of late |
through gestures like his new plan to 1e
lieve the crushing burden of student-loan
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debt and a series of Gbama Student Sum-
mils kicking off this month.

Silent Generation volers, by contrast, ap-
pear, well, fired up and ready to go in 2012,
They're more than three times as lkely as
young voters to be closely following the
presidential candidates, and 84% say they
care a good deal about who wins the next
election. That makes them even more fo-
cused on this election than the millennials
werein zo08. And they have already aced the
dress rehearsal: young voters turned out in
lower numbers in the 2010 elections, while
the senior vote spiked in the midierms,

However, even as Silent Generation
voters 1t heavily toward Republicans,
they are hardly GOP loyalists, While
they register a 39%-10-56% favorable-to
unfavorable opinion of Democrats, they
dislike the Republican Party by a virtually
identical ratio. The difference is that Silent
Generation voters say they trust Republi-
cans maore Lo handle major issues like the
economy, health care and immigration—
with one pxception: voters aver 65 said
they trusted Democrats 1o better handle
Social Security. “That could undermine
the Republican advantage” with seniors,
says Fohut, That'sall the more likely given
that Silent voters care more about Social
Security than any issue other than jobs,

Bracing for “Scare Tactics”

WHICH MEANS YOU CAN COUNT ON HEAR
ing Obama and the Democrats talking
nonstop over the next year about how
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Republicans plan to slash entitlement
programs, including Medicare and So
cial Security. Most Republicans counter
that seniors don't have anything to warry
about. Any such cuts, they say, like those
in the hudget blueprint of Wisconsin
Congressman Paul Rvan, wouldn't touch
benefits for voters currently 55 or older.
“Republicans should expect the scare
tactics that Democrats always go to," says
Republican pollster Whit Ayres. Veteran
consultants from both parties agree that
afierce Democratic message aboutentitle-
mients helped the party winalongtime Re-
publican seat in a May special election in
New York State, where Democrats relent:
lessly attacked the GOF candidate, charg-
ing that she would rather slash Medicare
and Social Security than raise taxes on
the rich, Says MIT's Campbell: “Romney,
| believe, is aware of this, and that's why 1
believe he's been careful to stick to a very
mnderate course on entitlement reform.”
Think of how the former Massachusetts
covernor pounced like a lion on his rival,
Texas Governor Rick Perry, for calling So-
cial Security a "Ponei scheme.”

For all the differences in their world
views, the penerations are not in direct
conflict, the Pew poll found, a mildly
heartening conchision in a country di-
vided in many other ways. They disagree,
but they don't view each other as theen
emy: millennials are about as concerned
as Silents (s7% and so%, respectively)
that there may not be enough money in

the future to maintain Social Security
and Medicare benefits at their current
levels, which is a source of greater anxi
ety among the middle-aged Generation X
and baby boomers {(70% and 71%). Near-
Iy every age group, including Silents, is
concerned that sustaining those benefits
might place too great a financial burden
on younger generations, but the youngest
Americans, who might have the most to
fear from entitlement culs, express slight-
ly less concern than any other age group.
If anything, the concern goes the other
way: seniors seem ready Lo accepl modifi-
cations in entitlernents ifit helps the next
inline. In other words, young people don't
want to pull the plug on Grandma to ease
their student-loan repayments, while 5i- |
lentsdon't reject the idea of means testing
to spare their grandchildren a crushing
debt burden. *I feel sorry for the youny
people,” says Len Kaufman, 82, of Boca
Raton. “We had a good run.”

Things could still get tense. Although
Washington hasspent months deferring
hard choices about the country's fiscal
future, itmay not be long before new aus-
terity plans pit the penerations in aclear-
er zero-sum game. For now, however, the
young and old aren't competing. They are
simply advocating two very different vi-
sions of what's good for, and about, the
11.5: as.a whole. And Obama's re-election
may depend on which side speaks loud
est next November. —wITH REPORTING
BY HECTOR FLORIN/BOCA RATON ]

TIME November 14, 2011



