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pa r t  o n e

Entering an Uncharted World

The year 1870 represented modern America at dawn. Over the subsequent six decades, 
every aspect of life experienced a revolution. By 1929, urban America was electrified 
and almost every urban dwelling was networked, connected to the outside world with 
electricity, natural gas, telephone, clean running water, and sewers. By 1929, the horse 
had almost vanished from urban streets, and the ratio of motor vehicles to the number 
of households reached 90 percent. By 1929, the household could enjoy entertainment 
options that were beyond the 1870 imagination, including phonograph music, radio, 
and motion pictures exhibited in ornate movie palaces.

r o b e r t  j .  g o r d o n , The Rise and Fall of American Growth1
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1

Americans in a New Century:  
The 1900 Generation

We today are probably living in one of the eras of greatest rapidity of change in the  
history of human institutions.

r o b e r t  ly n d  a n d  h e l e n  ly n d , Middletown, 1929

Americans born around the turn of the twentieth century experienced a rap-
idly modernizing world with disorienting effects that would alter their lives 
in unforeseen ways. On the eve of World War I, American writer and com-
mentator Walter Lippmann, himself a member of this generation, wrote that 
“we are unsettled to the very roots of our being.” This changing world is not 
“an illusion but a fact: we do actually move toward novelty, there is inven-
tion, and what has never been is created each day.” We have “no precedents 
to guide us, no wisdom that wasn’t made for a simpler age. We have changed 
our environment more quickly than we know how to change ourselves.”1 In 
what ways was the world of this generation changing more quickly than they 
knew how to change themselves? A large part of their life story involved mass 
immigration and migration across the country, the stunning growth of cities, 
and the revolutionary inventions of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries— electricity, telephones, motorized transportation, and the mod-
ernization of households.2 The 1920s were especially transformative in the 
far west of the country, reflecting the torrid pace of urban growth. Over a 
century later, Lippmann’s observations still ring true for contemporary gen-
erations of Americans who are living on the edge of change.

At the end of the 1920s, President Herbert Hoover came up with a plan for 
a team of leading social scientists to document “recent social trends.”3 At their 
first meeting in the autumn of 1929, Hoover spoke of “breathtaking transfor-
mations in traditional ways of life.”4 The scientists were impressed most of 
all by the dramatic cumulative impact of major inventions and the myriad 
social and economic forces that had hurried Americans “away from the days 
of the frontier into a whirl of modernisms which almost passes belief.”5 These 
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4 c h a p t e r  o n e

elements of modernity extended to the emergence of giant corporations, 
mass merchandising, and the installment plan.

But a sense of well- being in society soon gave way to the storm clouds of 
a troubled economy, followed by its collapse in the Great Depression, with 
sharply rising unemployment that persisted across the decade among semi-
skilled and unskilled workers. Nevertheless it later became clear that techni-
cal breakthroughs brought a much brighter future and even what became “a 
great leap forward” from the 1920s to the 1970s.6 This advance centered on 
the “production miracle” of the war years, fueled by an extraordinary level of 
federal wartime spending. Journalist and editor Carey McWilliams called this 
explosive growth the “ ‘fabulous boom’ in the 40s.”7 The level of spending rose 
to over four- fifths of the entire American economy by New Year’s Eve 1939. 
Between 1939 and 1944— just five years— the real gross domestic product had 
nearly doubled, dramatically improving the well- being of workers and their 
families.8

The surging economy of the war years continued well into the postwar era 
as war- enforced savings and pent- up demand for consumer durables made 
such purchases possible. This demand soared as millions of veterans returned 
to civilian life with a generous endowment from the GI Bill that provided a 
financial bridge to higher education, job training, and homeownership.9 A 
new wave of young families in the rapidly expanding middle class could now 
acquire a place of their own. Hard- won prosperity enabled both young and 
old to expect greater security in their later years.

As this historical record so clearly indicates, the 1900 generation’s trajec-
tory extended across an unparalleled series of socioeconomic ups and downs, 
all within Robert Gordon’s “revolutionary century of economic growth” from 
the post– Civil War year of 1870 to the 1970s.10 The century of change before 
1870 was comparatively slow. For the 1900 generation, the great economic 
upsurges of the century were linked to dramatic collapse in the Great Depres-
sion. Still, as we later show, not all families were uniformly deprived during 
such hard times. Indeed, some were largely spared the misfortune of job and 
income loss in the Depression, whereas others in the working class did not 
regain their 1929 level of income until the end of World War II.11

The Research Problem and Approach

How did this rapidly changing society influence the lives of middle- class 
and working- class Americans of the 1900 generation? How did they adapt 
to the disruptive and ever- changing world that included two world wars and 
the swings of great economic prosperity and depression? We address these 
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5a m e r i c a n s  i n  a  n e w  c e n t u ry

questions by drawing on the remarkable data archive of a pioneering longitu-
dinal project known as the Berkeley Guidance Study (hereafter the Berkeley 
study).

The study was launched during the late 1920s at the Berkeley Institute 
of Child Welfare by Jean Walker Macfarlane, a clinical psychologist in UC 
Berkeley’s Department of Psychology.12 The Institute eventually became the 
famous Berkeley Institute of Human Development, which developed an in-
ternational reputation for its landmark studies that followed children from 
childhood and adolescence into their later adult years. The Berkeley study 
was no exception. Macfarlane directed her research program over four de-
cades, following the lives of up to 420 members of the 1900 generation and 
their children. With birth dates concentrated from 1885 to 1908 in Europe 
and America, these men and women eventually settled in California, where 
they married and raised their families. By 1929 the study included over two 
hundred couples living in Berkeley, a city of approximately 40,000 residents 
across the Bay from San Francisco.

The couples who entered the Berkeley study each had a child born in 1928– 
29, when the sample of families was selected. The children and parents were 
followed in considerable detail across most of the twentieth century. Glen El-
der discovered this trove of longitudinal records on the Berkeley study parents 
and children during a sabbatical year at the Institute (1972– 73). It included 
qualitative life records comprising years of observation and interview notes 
stored in files. The study’s breadth and richness of data collection on both the 
parents and the study children reflected the core scholarly interests and exper-
tise of its founding director.13 Macfarlane was clinically trained in family rela-
tionships and child development. To obtain information on the social origins 
of the Berkeley parents (the 1900 generation), she carried out retrospective life 
history interviews with them that included questions about their mothers’ and 
fathers’ social origins. These life histories place the 1900 generation in a social 
context and provide a valuable introduction to their own upbringing and mi-
gratory path to Berkeley.

Macfarlane’s research team conducted open- ended interviews with the 
1900 generation, among other methods of data collection, as a preferred way 
to understand the development and behavior problems in their children, an 
original focus of the study. These data were supplemented by questionnaires, 
staff ratings, and staff observations in the home and neighborhood. Peri-
odic interview data were collected from these men and women from 1930 to 
1947, and they were contacted again for data collection in 1969 and the early 
1980s.14 The combination of these rich data sources results in a relatively full 
picture of four generations: members of the 1900 generation, who anchor our 
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inquiry and were born from 1885 to 1908; their parents, who were born in the 
wake of the Civil War; their children, who were born just before or during 
the Great Depression; and their grandchildren, all born after World War II. 
With its intergenerational and historical frame, the study provides a richly 
contextualized perspective on the 1900 generation as they experienced life’s 
transitions, turning points, and pathways.

A framework for understanding the human life course, with its transi-
tions and trajectories, emerged during the 1990s as a set of five paradigmatic 
principles that guide our study.15 First, the life of every individual is related 
to others. With this interdependence in mind, the principle of “linked lives” 
views individuals as embedded in relationships with others and influenced by 
them. The second principle of “timing” concerns when people experience life 
events such as marriage, childbirth, and departure from the family. Variations 
in timing— whether such events occur early, on time, or late— have real con-
sequences for the life course and relationships. Third, the principle of “his-
torical time and place” directs attention to how people’s lives are influenced 
by their economic, cultural, and social environments. Fourth, the principle of 
“human agency” is that people make choices and take actions that affect the 
direction and outcome of their lives. Last, the principle of “life span develop-
ment” is that human development and aging are lifelong processes that are 
most fully understood from birth to death.

Basic features of this life course perspective and its project have much in 
common with a prominent early study of social change in families and lives: 
The Polish Peasant in Europe and America (1918– 20), by William I. Thomas 
and Florian Znaniecki. They used retrospective life histories to depict indi-
vidual lives, not longitudinal data records of parents and children over time, 
as in Macfarlane’s Berkeley study. When life history information is gathered 
retrospectively, it is subject to the fallibility of a person’s memory and the ten-
dency to recall events selectively by “editing” one’s life story to appear more 
coherent and orderly than it was. Nevertheless, The Polish Peasant drew on a 
wide variety of data, from life histories and letters to agency records and field 
observations. With its focus on the “Old World communities of immigrants” 
and their adaptation to a new world, this ambitious study is considered the 
“preeminent American sociological study of its era.”16 Moreover, it is notewor-
thy that one of the authors, William I. Thomas, recognized the limitations of  
retrospective life history studies during the 1920s and became an advocate for 
the direct observation of children as they develop from childhood through 
adolescence and young adulthood. At a 1930– 31 seminar on social science 
methods at the Brookings Institution, Thomas argued for “development of 
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the longitudinal approach” and for following “groups of individuals into the 
future, getting a continuous record of experiences as they occur.”17

In our study we follow the lives of the Berkeley 1900 generation from their 
social origins through education, marriage and childbearing, and employ-
ment across the prosperous 1920s into the Great Depression of the 1930s, and 
from there to the mobilized home front of World War II and a long era of 
postwar prosperity for their later years, even into the 1980s and 1990s for the 
longest- surviving parents. We provide an intimate firsthand view of a group 
of individuals and families who experienced and talked about the distinctive 
historical times and places that had given shape and meaning to their lives.

In large part the Berkeley 1900 generation’s life context makes this a Califor-
nia story, about a state that was a crucial player in America’s history of pioneers, 
risk takers, and innovators: people seeking a better life. Some emigrated from 
Europe and others from the East Coast and the Midwest. The project builds on 
events that influenced how the western region developed, such as the establish-
ment in the late 1860s of the University of California, Berkeley, as a public uni-
versity, one that opened its doors to women in the early 1870s, well before many 
other land- grant institutions in the West. But their story will be much larger 
than California and both longer and wider in historical time as they become 
the forebears of those living more than a century later.

As a lifelong project, the Berkeley study enables us to follow individu-
als and their relationships over time. The men and women studied provided 
information on their own parents and on their marriage partners in 1929– 31. 
We begin their life journey in chapter 2 by tracing the migratory paths the  
Berkeley 1900 generation followed to the San Francisco region (less than 20 per-
cent were born there) and then across the young adulthood transitions of 
education and work, marriage and the birth of children up to the 1930s in the 
city of Berkeley (chapters 3 and 4). We turn to archival data on marriages, 
providing one of the earliest interactional accounts of how marriage part-
ners viewed their relationship, whether harmonious and characterized by 
mutual understanding and by sharing experiences through conversation, or 
not (chapter 5). By the end of the 1920s, the couples had sorted themselves 
out on education, occupational role, and social class in ways that had major 
consequences for their vulnerability and resilience in hard times and periods 
of prosperity. Three out of five families were in the middle class in 1929.

As the Berkeley families entered the 1930s, they brought along whatever 
economic resources and social capital they had to weather what lay ahead. 
Within a year or two they would confront a faltering economy, which in the 
Bay Area hit bottom by 1933 when a quarter of the workforce was unemployed. 
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Not all middle- class and working- class families were exposed to hardship, 
though hard times became much more stressful when economic strain was 
coupled with marital conflict (chapters 6 and 7) and painful decisions about 
whether to have more children, given the circumstances and an uncertain fu-
ture (chapter 8). In one- fourth of the households, tensions from the presence 
of an agitated elderly member of the older generation could quickly “throw a 
wet blanket” on the family mood, as one wife put it (chapter 9). Intergenera-
tional households frequently spanned major differences in wealth, culture, and  
language, from peasant life in eastern Europe to the upper- class wealth of a 
San Francisco businessman.

By 1940 the 1900 generation and their families were in transition from a de-
cade of “doing without” to a surging economy in which both men and women 
were recruited into the home front labor force to meet the ever- mounting de-
mands for war matériel and civilian goods. Community life in Berkeley re-
flected the profound anxieties and pressures of wartime. Residents recount 
what it was like to live in a community whose fabric had been altered by the 
influx of southern whites and blacks and other outsiders searching for work in 
the shipyards, which would permanently change the composition of the Bay 
Area (chapter 10). They also recount what it was like to be in the shadow of the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, to see Japanese families in their communities 
vanish into internment, and to be in danger on California’s coast as America 
went to war. Stressful change involved the mounting production pressure of 
war industries— with long hours and workweeks and a never- ending pace— 
which strained family life and compromised the emotional health of men, 
women, and children (chapters 10 and 11).

Longitudinal data enabled us to turn our lenses back to women’s work 
before World War II, to earlier periods of prosperity and into the Depression 
years (chapter 11). Much research on the social history of women focuses on 
World War II as a powerful turning point in the work histories of American 
women. But we see that women in the 1900 generation, especially those from 
the working class, did not suddenly enter the labor market in wartime but in 
fact had work experience before they married or had supported their families 
financially during the Great Depression.

The war- mobilized culture and community created significant struggles 
for parents as their teenagers gained mobility and freedom and confronted 
many new temptations and risks in a rapidly changing world (chapter 12). So, 
too, was their parenting challenged by evolving ideas about gender— what it 
meant to be a man or a woman, husband or wife, father or mother— and what 
parents wanted for their sons and daughters as they entered adulthood. This 
generation parented as the scientific study of child and family development 
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emerged, which left them more knowledgeable than previous generations. 
The story that unfolds, especially in the middle class, reveals a deep cultural 
turn in their commitment and approaches to parenting, paving the way for 
the intensive parenting of today.

In our closing chapter, we take a long view of the life course of the Berkeley 
men and women, viewed from the perspective of their later years (chapter 13),  
with emphasis on the personal legacies of Depression hard times and the 
stressful pressures of a world war. With interviews in hand, we piece together 
their reflections on lives lived across the radical ups and downs of the twenti-
eth century, as well as the themes of their life experiences that have persisted, 
declined, or reappeared across successive generations, such as the security 
and insecurity of work and marriage.

The evolving lives of the Berkeley men and women over the twentieth cen-
tury can be viewed in terms of cumulative advantage and disadvantage as 
they moved from comfortable or precarious childhoods to relatively prosper-
ous young adulthoods in the San Francisco area of the 1920s.18 Young adult-
hood was marked by the challenge of completing an education, finding a job 
and a mate, then starting a family. These transitions and achievements bear 
on their personal experience as they entered the 1930s and the Great Depres-
sion, steering them toward misfortune or opportunity. They carried these tra-
jectories and disparities into the full employment economy and pressures of 
World War II, setting in motion potential turning points across the postwar 
years and subsequent pathways to old age.

The Analytic Framework

Two master concepts are central to this study: the generational status of the 
individual in the context of an extended family, and cohort membership in 
the context of historical time. As noted, the Berkeley study involves four se-
quential generations: the parents of the 1900 generation, the 1900 generation, 
their children, and their grandchildren. In the cycle of generational succes-
sion and interdependent lives, newborns are reared to maturity, give birth to 
the next generation, grow old, and eventually die. Differences in the average 
timing of births across the generations can notably alter their shared lifetimes.

This dynamic perspective draws attention to social ties among young and 
old within families and society, but it does not indicate when births and other 
events occur in lives and in historical time. This information comes from the 
age- graded life course; age provides an indication of individuals’ life stage 
and their likely roles and responsibilities. In addition, all people born in a 
specific year or years are members of a specific birth cohort. As successive 
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cohorts encounter a social change, they are “distinctively marked by the ca-
reer stage” they occupy.19 By dividing the Berkeley parent generation at the 
median birth year, we are better able to assess the historical implications of 
social change, such as the career stage of families when exposed to hardship 
in the Great Depression. With this approach, the 1900 generation forms two 
potentially distinct “generational cohorts” of men and women— those born at 
the end of the nineteenth century (before 1900) and those born in the begin-
ning of the twentieth century (1900 and after).

Cohort membership in the 1900 generation (either younger or older) at 
the turn of that century represented what sociologist Leonard Cain has de-
scribed as a “historical hinge” separating the experiences of those who were 
young adults in the 1920s from those of the earlier cohort.20 It orients us to 
the life stage when social change was encountered, such as the onset of  World 
War I for men. Only the older men in the nineteenth- century cohort were 
likely subject to mobilization when America declared war on Germany in 
World War I. On the other hand, at the beginning of World War II, most 
men in both generational cohorts had passed the upper age limit for eligibil-
ity or were employed in essential occupations on the home front. For the 
women, cohort membership mattered most in terms of how many children 
they had. The younger cohort ended up with fewer children, in part owing to 
the economic constraints of the Great Depression, and they were more likely 
to marry when they were already sexually active, consistent with the liberated 
image of young women in the 1920s.

Another conceptual distinction is important for interpreting generational 
and cohort effects— that of status groups, such as social class, as well as gen-
der, birthplace/descent, and religious affiliation. Gender is a major status dif-
ferentiator within a birth cohort, since men’s and women’s lives come with 
distinct expectations and opportunities. Social class, too, is a major source of 
individual and family variation within birth cohorts, as revealed, for example, 
by the study of Oakland children and families in the Great Depression.21 Job 
loss was concentrated in the working class, and unemployment continued 
well into World War II for most of the fathers. Recovery from a heavy income 
loss occurred more quickly for middle- class than working- class families.

The way these statuses intersect is highly relevant to how individuals adapt 
to change, whether as deprivation or disruption. For example, the Oakland co-
hort of youth who grew up in the Great Depression experienced key elements 
of drastic change and adaptation.22 Change of this kind typically generated a  
crisis in which conventional adaptations did not work effectively, perhaps in 
part because of inflated expectations regarding personal skills or living stan-
dards. When options proved ineffective, people explored the effectiveness of 
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other strategies, such as greatly reducing expenditures or relying on multiple 
earners. This ineffectiveness illustrates Walter Lippmann’s observation about 
Americans entering the twentieth century— that their environments were 
changing faster than they knew how to change.

Individual attributes that enable effective adaptations to social change in-
clude resourcefulness and resilience, personal qualities known to be acquired 
from successfully surmounting barriers and hardships. A prime element in 
mastering disadvantage and the demands of problem situations is being pre-
pared to cope with challenging circumstances. Most important, the essen-
tial factor is whether adaptive experience brings success or failure. Studies 
indicate that mastery experiences across situations develop a repertoire of 
accomplishment, fostering skills that enable flexibility and resourcefulness. 
Developing these personal resources is relevant for the lives of the 1900 gen-
eration and their children, many of whom were born and reared in the stress-
ful Depression years.

A longitudinal study like this one calls for an analytic model that links 
socioeconomic change to behavioral adaptations and subsequent outcomes 
across the life course. It also requires acute consideration of intersecting sta-
tuses that alter the influence of various changes. So, with an eye to how social 
change produces certain outcomes, we follow the lives and families of the 
Berkeley generation across the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s up to their later years.

Berkeley: A University Town

A population headed westward was a central theme of America in the late 
nineteenth century with the continuing flow of immigrants from Europe, 
from rural to urban locales, and from east to west within the country in 
search of more abundant opportunities. The settlement of California vividly 
tells much of this story, as does the growth of San Francisco and the city of 
Berkeley along the eastern edge of San Francisco Bay. California’s population 
doubled from 1900 to 1910. At that point a majority of California’s residents 
had been born outside the state and sometimes outside the country. Chapter 2  
tells the story of the varied paths the Berkeley 1900 generation followed to 
California. They typically traveled with others (parents, other family mem-
bers, and friends) who were also likely to come from urban rather than rural 
areas of the Central Plains and Midwest. Only 20 percent were born overseas, 
but members of this population typically ended up in major urban centers of 
California.

Young people and families were drawn to the college town of Berkeley by 
the stature and accessibility of its distinguished state university and by the 
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quality of its community life. The University of California, Berkeley (1868), 
became a reality after the Civil War when the private liberal arts college pre-
paratory College of California merged with proposed Agricultural, Mining, 
and Mechanical Arts College as part of the federal land- grant provisions of 
the Morrill Act (1862) and its financial resources from land sales.23 Leaders of 
the university movement named the town site surrounding the main univer-
sity campus Berkeley in honor of George Berkeley, who had established the 
higher-education model for Columbia University. The university’s medical 
school was eventually established in San Francisco and its school of agricul-
ture on the outskirts of Davis, California.

During the 1870s the university most notably admitted women to the stu-
dent body, and the number of women enrolled soon exceeded that of men, 
even though there were more university- aged men than women in the state. By 
1900 the student body totaled more than three thousand. In the first two de-
cades of the twentieth century, the university increased its prominence through 
its faculty’s international distinction in teaching and research and through the 
generosity of philanthropists. By 1920 an impressive campus had grown up in 
the Berkeley hills, with neoclassical buildings in an attractive landscape. Jean 
Macfarlane, founder of the Berkeley study in 1928, had earned her doctorate 
in clinical psychology six years earlier from the University of California and 
became a pioneering female member of its Department of Psychology.

The university was established by the Board of Regents on the principle 
that admission and tuition would be free to all residents of the state. The only 
charge was for fees to cover the cost of student services such as health care. 
The institution’s stature and minimal cost were a major attraction to families 
seeking a better life in the West. Also important were the city’s reputation for 
having a low rate of infant deaths and its promise of first- rate medical care. 
Berkeley shared the benefits of California’s history of opportunity.

The growth of the university’s physical plant and its student body played a 
major role in the town’s development, but at first faculty and students typically 
lived in the adjacent city of Oakland and commuted to campus by carriage. 
Residential development clustered first in the western section of Berkeley, 
which eventually became the industrial district (known as Ocean View along 
the Bay), followed some years later by the eastern section with the University 
of California campus. By 1900 urban development brought paved streets, post 
offices, schools, advances in transportation (e.g., street cars, trains along the 
Bay), a public library, and incorporation as a town with elected officials, pub-
lic water supply, and fire control and police units.

California was and is still known for its earthquakes and fires. Two 
twentieth- century disasters played a notable role in the growth of population 
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and housing in Berkeley during the first thirty years: the 1906 San Francisco 
earthquake and the Berkeley fire of 1923. Along with the earthquake’s cata-
strophic destruction of residential and commercial buildings throughout 
San Francisco, firestorms from broken gas lines across the city leveled en-
tire blocks and sections. Several hundred thousand residents were displaced, 
many ending up in the East Bay communities of Berkeley and Oakland. The 
Oakland Tribune vividly described trainloads of residents arriving on the day 
after the earthquake “with barely the clothes on their backs.”24 Hundreds of 
the refugees eventually became Berkeley residents, contributing to a tripling 
of its population between 1900 and 1910 and its establishment as a city in 1909.

The East Bay cities responded quickly to the crisis, establishing relief com-
mittees to manage the efforts and resources of churches, service groups, and 
individual volunteers. With the assistance of the military, seven tent camps 
were set up in the East Bay area. The Berkeley Welfare Society, which evolved 
from the charitable organization Society of Berkeley, was established to meet 
the needs of this tidal wave of humanity as people fled earthquake- ravaged 
San Francisco. Some members of the Berkeley 1900 generation families came 
from sections of San Francisco that had burned. One of these families had es-
caped the firestorms by taking refuge for several days on a rescue boat in San 
Francisco Bay. In addition to the displacement of population, the earthquake 
prompted some San Francisco industries to migrate to Berkeley’s waterfront.

The second major disaster of the early twentieth century was the Berke-
ley fire of 1923. It swept down from the hills with strong winds, reaching the 
business district in the city’s northwest area and destroying several thousand 
homes.25 In large sections of this residential area, the only signs of houses 
were chimneys left standing here and there, reminiscent of the lonely remains 
on the battlefields of World War I France. The homes of over four thousand 
residents were destroyed, causing property losses of more than $10 million. 
Remarkably, the massive collective response enabled the city to recover 
within two years, an implausible rebirth after the fire’s devastation. Few signs 
of the disaster were evident two years later except for the serious shortage of 
single- unit housing. Some families were forced to rent or purchase homes in 
adjacent communities.

Despite the catastrophic fire, the city’s economy bounced back and flour-
ished up to the 1930s. At this time nothing could have seemed less likely than 
the Great Depression and the prolonged economic crisis. Yet family income 
losses extended across the social classes, and working- class unemployment 
exceeded 25 percent. California and New York were among the states with 
the most unemployment and work relief during the decade, although the full 
brunt of hard times fell on the West Coast about six months later.26 However, 
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important advances also occurred during this decade, such as the completion 
of the Bay Bridge linking San Francisco to Berkeley and Oakland.

The severity of the Depression in this university town is vividly shown by 
the public role of the Berkeley Welfare Society, which had its origins in as-
sisting refugees from the San Francisco earthquake. It handled all relief cases 
for the city of Berkeley up to the summer of 1935, when it reached the end of 
its resources. Only the passage of a $3 million city bond enabled this level of 
support. By the end of 1932, the number of families on relief had climbed to 
seven times the pre- Depression level for the city and its county, with approxi-
mately one out of ten Berkeley families dependent on a dwindling supply of 
public funds. The Berkeley Welfare Society became a private institution in 
1935, specializing in supplementary family needs.27 Federal and state work 
relief carried such support from this point on.

Few historical transitions have involved more of a turnaround than the 
transition from Depression times to the country’s booming economy as it 
met the soaring military and civilian needs of World War II. The contrac-
tions and make- do adaptations of the Depression years were followed by the 
unparalleled mobilization for an “arsenal of democracy” in World War II.28 
The economic collapse of the 1930s economy and the isolationist perspective 
of the country had sharply reduced spending on education, health, the mili-
tary, and infrastructure. The effect of this decline was keenly felt in the city 
of Berkeley, with drastic cutbacks in university support for students, faculty, 
and staff. But the gathering war clouds in Europe and Asia rapidly turned this 
decline around by fueling more federal spending for the reindustrialization 
of the country in World War II. By the end of the war, the university had re-
ceived nearly $60 million for war- related projects.

The university’s recovery from the Great Depression had much to do with 
the leadership and recruitment skill of its new president (appointed in 1930), 
Robert Gordon Sproul, a civil engineer. By the end of the 1930s, Berkeley 
faculty had advanced to the forefront of immense civil engineering projects, 
from the Bay Bridge to the grand achievement of Hoover Dam— now Boulder 
Dam. Ernest Lawrence pioneered the development of the first atom- smashing 
cyclotron and was awarded a Nobel Prize for his contribution. Other Berke-
ley scientists, led by Robert Oppenheimer, played a key role in the wartime 
effort to build an atomic bomb. After the war federal funds continued to flow 
into large scientific projects at Berkeley, prompted by the accomplishments of  
its faculty.

World War II also increased job opportunities for men and women in 
Berkeley and Oakland by enlisting draft- age workers from non- essential civil-
ian jobs for military service. This also prompted the recruitment of workers 
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from outside the state for new forms of urgent war production, such as the 
construction of shipyards along the coast of San Francisco Bay. Both white- 
collar and blue- collar workers were in demand for this new industry, but 
mass- production methods enabled it to hire workers with no shipbuilding ex-
perience or expertise.29 Many of these workers were migrants from the most 
impoverished regions of the country, the South and lower Midwest. During 
the first year after America declared war on the Axis powers (Germany, Italy, 
and Japan), federal defense spending increased twelvefold, a dramatic rein-
vestment in the country’s leading role throughout the Western world. Berkeley 
and the state of California continued to flourish across the 1950s to the end of 
postwar affluence in the mid- 1970s.

Studying People “the Long Way”

When the Berkeley project was launched, the typical American study of in-
dividuals involved collecting data at one point in time. In the United States, 
fewer than a dozen studies of children were designed to record their develop-
ment over time, and most were small, comparable to the Berkeley and Oak-
land studies at the Institute of Human Development. A major exception to 
the cross- sectional mode of study was Lewis Terman’s longitudinal study at 
Stanford University of high- ability Californians— similarly born in the first 
two decades of the twentieth century— with a sample of more than a thou-
sand males and females across waves of data collection.30 Though not as large, 
the Berkeley study was distinguished by its unique design of following two 
generations, the study children and their parents, over their life course. It was 
also distinguished by its intensive data collection through open- ended inter-
views, household inventories, parent and child questionnaires, and annual re-
cord keeping on families.

Longitudinal studies launched at the time of the Berkeley study, unlike 
such projects today, lacked federal support. This limitation had major conse-
quences, because studies of this kind were far more costly than single- wave 
surveys. The Framingham Cardiovascular Longitudinal Study was the first 
large- scale American study with a prospective design, and it was launched in 
1948, two years after the National Institutes of Health were established. The 
NIH would eventually become a major source of funds for national longitu-
dinal studies in the postwar era. Before then the Berkeley longitudinal study 
was supported in large measure by the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial.

When people are studied over their whole lives, the sample can become 
very selective by late life because some members die or drop out, often leav-
ing the participants who are most economically advantaged and healthiest. 
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The Macfarlane sample, drawn from “Old Berkeley,” included families with 
children born in the late 1920s, and it understandably differs from what the 
composition of such a sample would have been if obtained in Berkeley after 
World War II. One of the most striking differences has to do with the city’s 
growing and permanent racial diversity after the war, resulting from the mass 
in- migration of black families to wartime industries. The “Old Berkeley” 
sample of families in the 1920s included only a couple of black families, and 
it clearly became unrepresentative of postwar Berkeley. This is also true for 
Asian and Hispanic families. Social change is an integral feature of the world 
in which longitudinal studies are carried out, and the central task of this study 
of the 1900 generation is to investigate the lifelong effect of social change on 
the lives of the Berkeley men and women as members of this generation.

Families in Macfarlane’s study were a representative sample of families 
experiencing a birth in Berkeley from January 1, 1928, to June 30, 1929. A total 
of 244 families were recruited for the study and randomly assigned to two 
subsamples: one with an intensive regime of data collection featuring parent 
interviews and observations, and one with a less intensive regime. In each 
subsample, two out of three families were middle class. The intensive regime 
of data collection was designed to provide ongoing guidance to parents as 
they encountered the challenges of rearing the children in the experimental 
group; hence the name of the original project, the Berkeley Guidance Study.31

Any study based on archival data inevitably encounters some tension be-
tween contemporary standards and what is possible with data that were col-
lected for other purposes or with other procedures. The research task estab-
lishes requirements for suitable data, measurements, and research design, but 
an investigator’s options are always shaped by the standards of the time when 
a project is launched. Consequently, secondary analysts of archival data must 
make the best of what we have.32

Fortunately the Berkeley archive’s data collection offered a wide range of 
options and possibilities. Interviews and observations produced qualitative 
data, and systematic observational coding produced quantitative measures. 
Open- ended interviews and observations also gave us the opportunity to 
construct quantitative measures of concepts that represent a better match to 
our contemporary line of research. This feature proved essential for studying 
the life course, family patterns, and beliefs and values of the 1900 generation 
in a rapidly changing society.

For example, the Berkeley project was not designed to situate the study 
members and families in specified contexts, whether during the years of 
prosperity in the 1920s, during the hard times of the 1930s, or on the home 
front of World War II. Nevertheless its reliance on open- ended interviews 

You are reading copyrighted material published by University of Chicago Press.  
Unauthorized posting, copying, or distributing of this work except as permitted under 

U.S. copyright law is illegal and injures the author and publisher.



17a m e r i c a n s  i n  a  n e w  c e n t u ry

let us design contextual measures of these historical times. Socioeconomic 
examples include worklife experiences and educational transitions during the 
1920s, income levels and worklife changes during the 1930s, and incidents of 
changing work roles as well as upswings in earnings and work hours during 
World War II. Ideological examples in the 1920s involve educational goals and 
beliefs as well as worklife aspirations and beliefs regarding gender equality in 
marriage. The painfulness of income loss had much to do, for example, with 
the actual and preferred living standards of the Berkeley men and women.

We were fortunate to have a distinguished oral historian, Charles Mor-
rissey, conduct oral histories in the 1970s with more than forty men and 
women from the Berkeley study.33 They provided richly detailed accounts of 
the early years, from the 1920s to World War II and the postwar era. A case in 
point is a Berkeley woman’s account of how during World War II her family 
held social gatherings in their home for servicemen from the navy and army. 
Another oral history told about the sorrowful separation when a family lost 
their Japanese gardener and his family to internment.

In the broadest sense, the research promise of this study owes much to the 
extraordinary temporal scope of the Berkeley data archive on lives and fami-
lies across multiple generations. This lifelong accomplishment was inspired 
by Jean Macfarlane and her dedication to the goal of following the Berkeley 
children and their parents over many decades. However, no one could have 
imagined at the beginning of the project (about 1930) that the lives of the 
parents would eventually be documented and stored until the 1980s at the 
Berkeley Institute of Human Development. The detail and span of this data 
archive are without parallel for its historical time.

The plan for our study of the Berkeley 1900 generation emerged during 
Elder’s year at the Institute (1972– 73) when he first began to work with this 
rich and broad archive and the particular topics and historical times it cov-
ered. Most important, life history data were combined with essential histori-
cal details on experiences in the 1920s, 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. The records 
probed the views of study members and contain their words. We see eco-
nomic depressions, wars, and other historical and social changes interacting 
with the lives of these men and women and their families. This discovery led 
Elder to focus his year at the Institute on preparing data and creating an out-
line for a book on the Berkeley 1900 generation in the ever- changing world 
of the twentieth century. With this general framework in mind, the present 
book evolved over nearly half a century.

This book tells how a century of unparalleled growth in the standard of 
living (1870– 1970), and the periods of great economic and social instability 
within it, left its mark on the men and women of the 1900 generation. They 
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were agents of their own lives and of social change itself, making a differ-
ence in the lives of their spouses, children, and elderly parents and in their 
communities. Their life stories reveal an intricate process of adapting to such 
change and managing its reverberations over time.

And yet the lives of the 1900 generation also foreshadow those of Ameri-
can generations born thereafter. Their stories are in some ways all our sto-
ries, since many aspects of contemporary life are rooted in the times they 
navigated or the things they championed, and since generations of today and 
tomorrow will easily relate to the profound and often paradoxical mix of ex-
periences that come with living on the edge of an ever- changing world.
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