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This paper reports on an ongoing study of adult popular music experience. The 
project began several years ago when Joe Kotarba addressed the following issue: 
Why have Baby Boomers in the United States, born between 1946 and 1964, 
maintained interest in and everyday experience of the rock and roll music and 
culture (RnR) with which they were raised? An extensive qualitative research 
agenda, formulated on the basis of symbolic interactionist sensibilities, found that 
RnR continues to serve them as a pragmatic meaning resource for various everyday 
life situations, such as managing children and nurturing intimate relationships. Most 
importantly, RnR continues to foster viable self-definitions among its fans. To test 
the generalizability of these findings, we have undertaken a two-part comparative 
study. Part one comprised a parallel series of semi-structured interviews with adult 
respondents conducted by students in our social psychology seminars at our two 
universities. We compared findings via media, including Skype meetings between 
our courses. Part two consisted of a series of life history interviews conducted in 
Uppsala, arranged by Vessela Misheva and made possible by a Fulbright award in 
spring 2015. 

One of the more interesting findings has been the unexpected low level of 
political music and the high level of religious music sustained by Boomers in the 
United States, with the opposite holding true for Swedish Boomers. Also interesting 
is the difference in attitudes and experiences concerning RnR in particular and 
music in general in respect to age rather than occupation and gender. This made 
possible a more nuanced intra-cohort differentiation between “early” and “late” 
Baby Boomers in respect to their attitudes towards as well as access, use, and 
appropriation of music. 

In order to account for this increasing complexity in our empirical model, we 
have introduced into our theoretical framework ideas presented in Ryder’ cohort 
research that are geared to the analysis of social change as well as elements of 
Giddens’ discussion of late modernity. In our conception, music, particularly RnR 
music characterized by technologically enhanced accessibility, constitutes a 
powerful counterforce to the personal meaninglessness associated with late 
modernity. In addition, it serves as an important medium in the construction of a 
shared understanding across political and ideological borders whereby both the 
“other” and the events of everyday life begin to make sense. More concretely, our 
study seeks to articulate the role played by music, particularly RnR, in the 
emergence of the modern individual through a triggering of the reflective project of 
the self, which conditions the process of personal appropriation, the personalization 
of experience, and the construction of self-rewarding personal identities. 
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Our study thus contributes to cohort research by introducing a more robust 
approach that grants agency to a birth cohort, which it regards as a coherent group 
of young people with shared socio-psychological needs. From this perspective, Baby 
Boomers are not regarded merely as a passive product of social and economic 
conditions in the aftermath of World War II, but rather as a group who initiated a 
global process of individuation, thereby serving as a main form of counter-reaction 
to the Cold War – the first truly global war. This claim is grounded upon an 
interpretation of the empirical difference observed between “early” and “late” Baby 
Boomers in terms of the advance that had taken place in the process of 
individuation. The present study thus examines new ways of expanding the 
theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism through the use of macro-
sociological thinking, particularly the way in which a birth cohort, rather than a 
social class, may comprise a group capable of generating social change on a global 
scale. 


