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Foreword American X: The Ironic History of a Generation

Dan Leidl


The Beginning

In a year when the United States beat the Russians in Olympic hockey, The Empire Strikes Back and Pac-Man were released, Henry Hill was arrested on drug possession, and John Lennon was inexplicably shot outside the Dakota by the Catcher in the Rye-wielding Mark David Chapman, I, among lesser fanfare, began first grade in a rural town in northern New Jersey. In September of 1980 my father snapped a photo before a yellow bus stopped aside our driveway and enveloped me into a life of education, effort, and structured achievement. Holding my Porky Pig satchel against my chest, I smiled. Blue eyed with brown mopped hair, a face of enthusiastic anticipation—coy, proud, excited, prepared.

In that photo I stand innocent and hopeful, an archetype of youthful idealism. Yet beyond the image, beyond the archetype lies something even more universal, a unifying facet of childhood connecting those Americans who were born in the early sixties through 1979. In that photo, within that beautiful exuberance that once beamed so brightly, lies the challenge of a generation. A challenge so muddled and amorphous that many of us rail to simply articulate and understand it, let alone attack and overcome it. A challenge so personal that it's difficult to separate individual shortcomings from large-scale social upheaval. A challenge so consistent with the human struggle that we're apt to dismiss our generational urges as human foibles, inclined to plant our frustrations in the soil of Shakespeare over Wes Anderson. In that photo lies the reflection of a struggle shared by our generation, the struggle to reconcile our adult world with the promise of our childhood—accept what we've become in light of what we thought we would be. Succinctly put, we're rapt to make sense of a world that exists in stark contrast to the world we once thought we would occupy.

For an entire generation of Americans, Generation X, we have come of age in a culture of dualism and irony, a world shrouded in surrealism yet emblazoned in hyper-authenticity. We walk in a world where reality has converged with celebrity, presidents appear on primetime, priests are scandalous, children are warriors—a world of HD Dalí and the effects have left us dizzy albeit exhilarated. We've grown with the promise of pursuing our dreams through education, but still plod patiently awaiting the return for our efforts. We wear the scars of our parents' unscrupulous business tactics, continuing to amend that which they have turned their backs on. We've ascended through the deconstruction of the nuclear family, watching the ecstatic and liberating destruction of its ruin. We've given our lives to institutions and ideals that now seem like nothing more than imaginative musings, creative concoctions of hopeful days we may never see.


The Learning

For Generation X in the United States, education was a distinct element of the popular culture we regularly consumed. Facilitated by committed broadcasters and entertainers who turned their focus to the minds and development of children, our televisions functioned as learning tools. For the first time, child development experts, educational gurus, and impassioned parents worked together to ensure that the country's children would have access to the fundamental foundation blocks of learning. From ABCs to 123s, public and private stations dedicated hours of programming to the academic upbringings of our nation's future, distilling learning down to watching TV. Captain Kangaroo entertained us throughout our childhood, first airing in 1955 and playing through 1984.1 Mister Rogers welcomed us to his neighborhood nearly every day of our lives, singing songs and sharing stories from 1968 to 2001.2 We read and played alongside Romper Room,3 learned science from 3-2-1 Contact,4 and picked up a few morality lessons from The Adventures of Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids.5 Cable networks like Disney and Nickelodeon empowered us, affirming our position as people who had opinions and ideas just as impactful as those of our parents. And Sesame Street seems to have done it all.

First airing in 1969, Sesame Street was an experiment like nothing before it. As explained by co-creator Joan Ganz Cooney, “Our original goal was simple: to create a successful television program that would make a difference in the lives of children, in particular, poor inner-city children, and help prepare them for school” (“Sesame Street”). From Stevie Wonder's rollicking and soulful playing of Superstition6 to the heartfelt conversations between John John and Grover,7 Sesame Street was accessible. We learned that to be gentle was appreciated, to be clever was honorable, and to learn was everything. We were showered with culture and content that had never been accessed so collectively and completely before. From this one program, much of our childhood and adolescence was spun, establishing a blueprint for how we have interacted with media throughout much of our lives.

In Sesame Street we were not only fed rhetoric that espoused the power of learning, we were introduced to some of the most poignant icons of our youth while embracing a programming format that may very well have defined our attention span as well as our relationship with television and film. In an effort to maintain the focus of the fleeting minds of young children, Sesame Street employed a format that we may be too quick in giving MTV all the credit. While MTV might have mastered the art of quick cuts, attention grabbing edits and constantly changing themes, Sesame Street seems the likely culprit of introducing our generation to these ploys. Using an assault of visual forms, the program relied on varying vignettes that were only related in their educational importance. From live action films about how milk gets from cow to cooing toddler8 to animated shorts that teach the sounds of letters,9 Sesame Street kept us watching because it kept our attention. There were Muppets and humans, regular characters and guest stars, morality lessons and those with more of a scholastic focus. In all, Sesame Street seems to have established the precedent for keeping our concentration by mixing media and short, pointed clips. As we have become well aware, these tactics continue to stay with us, defining us in fact, but the lingering impact of Sesame Street is also in the types of narratives we followed throughout our upbringing.

As Sesame Street holdovers, for many, Jim Henson's Muppets were among the most powerful figures of our childhood. From Kermit to Big Bird, Cookie Monster to Gonzo, they touched us, and stayed with us. As we aged, they remained accessible, growing with us from Sesame Street to The Muppet Show to the Muppet movies, The Dark Crystal, and so on. We fell in love with their childlike playfulness, grew to appreciate their comedy, and then began to embrace their imaginative take on life. In growing alongside the progression of the Muppets, our faith in ourselves developed with their success. As Jim Henson's empire grew, his faith in life seemed to grow as well. While reminding us that it might not be easy, Henson seemingly dedicated his entire professional career to the idea that the nation's children could succeed if only one person believed in them, and he did—the formula for success was established. From the closing number in The Muppet Movie when the cast of misfits and ne'er-do-wells sing, “Life's like a movie, keep pretending, keep believing, write your own ending. We've done just what we set out to do. Thanks to the lovers, the dreamers, and you” (Ascher and Williams), to the performance of Just One Person at Jim Henson's New York memorial service (a moving piece depicting the potent power of believing in each other and ourselves). Henson was dedicated to inspiring all of us that we could achieve whatever we dreamed.10

And while these tales of achievement, persistence, and belief served as a backdrop to our childhoods, did we ever fully believe the message? Did the educational impact of these programs actually prepare our nation for school? What has the makings of a true American tragedy, perhaps we never really followed through on our promise or the potential others seemingly saw in us. Regardless, as we aged into more standard institutions of learning, it seems that we hardened. We embraced new mindsets as we were inculcated into a culture of practical expectation. Slowly we adopted the institutional belief that order and homework were of paramount importance, and the endeavors of the individual were distractions. Too quickly, we grew up.


The Schooling

In spite of the rich educational nature of our upbringing, the titanic course of our educational system seems to be going in the same direction it was heading 30 years ago—down. According to the Program for International Student Assessment's 2009 findings, of 33 countries assessed, 12 scored higher than the United States in science literacy, 17 scored higher in mathematics literacy, and 6 scored higher in reading literacy (“Reading Literacy of 15-year-olds” Report). Where did Sesame Street go wrong?

With much of our academic lives caught in the throws of defining debates and amendments regarding the essential elements of a democratized public education system, much of the system's delivery and outcomes are rightfully criticized.11 From the process of carrying through with desegregation throughout the 1960s and' 70s to the implementation of Title IX in 1972, to the adoption of more politically correct philosophies in the '90s, much of our educational experience was colored by the larger policies shaping the evolution of the countries massive public school system. Throughout our history, the system has striven to be better, but perhaps the large-scale focus has obstructed the street level application. As we all know the educational system has failed to prepare us for international competition for quite some time, and in spite of the warnings and concerns that have been expressed continually throughout our lives, we still haven't managed noteworthy advances.12

As students in 1983, we came under attack when A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform was released (National Commission on Excellence in Education). The report began,

We report to the American people that while we can take justifiable pride in what our schools and colleges have historically accomplished and contributed to the United States and the well-being of its people, the educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people. What was unimaginable a generation ago has begun to occur— others are matching and surpassing our educational attainments.


Citing lower standards for college admissions, lax secondary curriculums, and troubling findings in student engagement and achievement (e.g., SAT scores and achievement in science were declining, 13% of 17-year-olds were functionally illiterate, etc.), the report detailed good reason to be concerned (National Commission on Excellence in Education). However, it left us equally bewildered. As students who were failing our country it was difficult to take control of the situation. Left in the hands of the adults who were leading us, there was a sense of helplessness and frustration. For all those toiling away, struggling to create academic environments that would right the wrongs, outcomes were questionable when compared to international counterparts (e.g., Japan13).

In 2008 the Department of Education revisited A Nation at Risk, publishing an updated report titled, A Nation Accountable: Twenty-Five Years After A Nation at Risk. The first bullet in the Executive Summary reads, “If we were ‘at risk’ in 1983, we are at even greater risk now” (U.S. Department of Education). In spite of the warnings, the concerns, the suggestions, money, and effort, things only seemed to get worse. The point here is not to examine our educational system, its benefits or shortcomings, but rather to explore the idea that within the academic lifetime of Generation X, we were failures. And those failings, whatever they may be, were largely out of our control. At the mercy of the systems our parents believed in, we were led through a path that has been largely criticized as dysfunctional and impotent. To that reality, where are we left and how do we respond? In this sense, we were bombarded with two messages throughout our lives, equally powerful yet wholly ironic: education is the key to achievement, and your education simply isn't good enough.

Even as we've transitioned into educators there are concerns,14 but perhaps there's hope. While it is understood that the whistles of educational reform have been sounding regularly to the point where a “cry wolf” scenario may be playing out, have we really become numb to the concept that our systems may be failing our children? It is also understood that comparing the United States to Finland (even though the success of Finland's system is enviable15) is like comparing a watermelon to a grape, but it's all we have to go by, and until we work to make sound advancements that translate on the world stage, we need to keep trying. Regardless of these and other arguments, as we age and gain more access to leadership positions, we will have to endure the responsibility of owning the academic system more and more. To this end, perhaps our generation is poised to make changes in ways that no other generation ever could. Fed up with hearing how horrible the United States' education system is, Gen Xers like Wendy Kopp,16 founder of Teach for America,17 as well as Mike Feinberg and Dave Levin,18 co-founders of the KIPP charter schools,19 are making revolutionary advancements that are regularly inspiring others to continue advancing. While there will always be fires in the world of education, fears of what needs to be done to better our students and country, maybe it is our generation that will make the small modifications that change the direction of our current course, positively impacting the education of our children and theirs.


The Bizness

When exploring the educational experiences of Gen X in the United States, what may be the most jarring is the transition we were asked to make from school to the “real world.” Our education was filled with principles that seemed absent upon graduation. Furthering the divide between what we came to believe and what our elders were actually doing, the ideals of being kind, sharing, and simply working hard were hardly the pillars of occupational success. Having been reared in academic environments that had little overlap and oftentimes understanding of the realities of the professional landscape, we were largely unprepared. For those of us who stepped into the working world with youthful visions of plugging into professional culture enthusiastically and energetically, we were stupefied with the lack of commitment and interest our leaders had. We were relegated to menial tasks in spite of world-class academic efforts, and stunned into submission with implicit threats of layoffs, transfers, and demotions. We had truly gone from an academic utopia, which by many accounts served us poorly, to a harsh climate ruled by greed masquerading as ambition, lawlessness disguised as means necessary for achievement, and selfishness in the name of satisfying constituents and shareholders. More jarring than the academic-to-real-world transitions of past generations, we not only did it en masse, we also did it in a renewed corporate world that had embraced layoffs and transfers while doing away with the sturdy corporate ladder of bygone years.

In confronting these realities, many of us responded despondently. The resulting slack nature of our generation quickly became its hallmark, so palpable a sentiment that works by Christine Henseler,20 Tamara Erickson, and others have been devoted to combating its implications.21 Explored excessively, the whatever nature of our peers has become its most distinguishing trait, but in the spirit of previous efforts, to more fully understand our lack of engagement, one must further explore the mechanisms with which we were asked to engage. As Halstead notes in his must-read 1999 piece that appeared in The Atlantic, “besides struggling against downward economic mobility, Generation X is inheriting a daunting array of fiscal, social, and environmental debts.” To this end, our working lives have been wracked with economic hardship and confusion that has ransacked many of our professional expectations and hopes.

Even The Jim Henson Company seemingly fell victim to a corporate narrative that began to feel familiar as we grew into our careers when it was bought by German conglomerate EM.TV and Merchandising for a cool $680 million. It wasn't a bad payday for the company and its heads, Hen- son's five children, but EM wasn't in a position to buy. Only a year after the deal EM started going down in fireball fashion. By May 2001 The New York Times reported “the company has plunged to the edge of bankruptcy the last few months, and the Haffa brothers have become embroiled in a lengthening list of accusations of improper bookkeeping, insider trading and illegal stock sales” (Andrews). The bleeding of EM did some damage to Henson, as the Sesame Street characters were sold off to Sesame Street Workshop for some quick cash, but in 2003 the Henson kids stepped in to save the day. They bought back their father's empire for the bargain- basement price of $78 million, and then sold the Muppets and Bear in the Big Blue House properties to Disney for an estimated $60 million (Rose). Shortly thereafter employees, some of whom built the company alongside Henson himself, slowly lost their jobs as the historic New York office closed down, and the company once respected for its moral compass and steadfast commitment to children seemed to shift course.

While the Henson case study is relatively innocuous, it opened our eyes to the reality of corporate America and the punishing potential of organizational dynamics. If Kermit and Elmo can fall victim to the promises of huge payouts and subsequently get tossed around amid allegations of book cooking and insider trading, everyone is vulnerable. In the years following The Jim Henson Company story corruption and business have become chummy pals. Madoff, Enron, WorldCom and others have become symbols of corporate malfeasance, comprising a narrative of corporate culture that in many ways defines our time.

Far removed from consoling our parents during the mass layoffs of the '80s and '90s, we are jaded to stories of theft and betrayal. What was once the loss of a job has become the loss of a job amid chaos and corruption that drains our stocks, collapses our communities, and leaves entire cities dazed and bewildered. In many ways, the professionals of Gen X have made a career of avoiding the trappings of unscrupulous business. Whether directly avoiding the temptations/cultural norms of skimming off the top to circumventing big business altogether, Gen Xers have been dodging corporate bullets their entire professional lives.

While our generation will certainly make its mistakes, it seems likely that a new standard will start in our lifetime. For example, Harvard Business School has been guided by its Dean Nitin Nohria,22 professor Rakesh Khurana,23 and recent graduate student Max Anderson in developing and adopting a professional oath for its graduating M.B.A.s.24 Having been introduced in 2009, nearly 20% of the original graduating class signed the oath that more than 25 business schools have expressed interest in while business students from around the world take notice. Inspired by his professors' desire to establish a uniformed code of ethics for business professionals, Anderson led a team of second-year M.B.A. students to develop a code of morality and value that puts riches and business achievement second to the feelings, health, and concerns of others. In looking at this effort in concert with other recent enterprises spear-headed by Gen Xers, change may be upon us.25 From Executives Without Borders26 to Honest Tea27 to Google,28 efforts are being made to make business a kinder, gentler, and a potentially more impactful affair. Much of business is no longer solely about profit, and as our society furthers that perspective as opportunity for profit and societal impact merge closer together.


The Fam

Now that we embark on defining our own families, for Generation X, the very concept of family is a twisted distortion of what we were expected to memorize in grade school. For us, family trees better resemble the limping limbs of an aged willow—a stark contrast to the steadfast structures we grew up pasting pictures of our grandparents and siblings to. The traditional nuclear family is archaic as a model for family writ large and becomes increasingly irrelevant with every passing year. But where does that leave us? As with all these concepts, the irony is in the contrast between what we were sold and how reality played out. It's not good or bad, it just is, but the families we grew watching—the Keatons and Waltons, Cosbys and Conners—are fictions that gave us insight into what families rarely are.

In the United States, Generation X grew up amidst the death of family. We watched the decay and demise, and grew callous to the loss. In the mid-'70s divorce started an ascent to its all-time high. Through the '80s and into the early '90s the divorce rate was hovering around 5 per every 1,000 people out there, and many of us felt the crush (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). The CDC has estimated that 1–1.2 million children were impacted by divorce every year between 1972 and 1990. In 1981, 18.7 children per every 1,000 were affected, decimating our views of love and marriage (Clarke). For those of us who watched parents and relatives split amicably, we muscled on; but, for many, divorce not only killed a relationship, it hacked away at our very understanding of what relationships were. Inexplicably and seemingly overnight, the United States descended from a nation that took pride in the institution of marriage to one that ostensibly abhorred it. Leading the world in divorce, throughout our lifetime the United States went from the Honeymooners to single parents scrapping to maintain their families. We were caught in the transition.29

Due to heightened media exposure, government involvement, and what was likely general concern, we became frighteningly familiar with the most extreme cases of dysfunction, abuse and worse. In 1974, 100 years after the child protection movement was born in response to the publicized abuse of Mary Ellen Wilson,30 the government became heavily invested in the prevention and elimination of child abuse, passing the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act.31 Into the '80s, interest in efforts to decrease child abuse through awareness, support and legislation boomed.32 However, as the government, academia, and nonprofits advanced research and resources, a discouraging picture began to unfold. Perhaps a result of the efforts to bring victims forward and capture the true size of the issue, abuse rose steadily throughout the '70s and '80s. The media latched onto the frenzy, and brought stories of familial horror into all of our homes, spotlighting the abuse and death of Lisa Steinberg,33 as well as the terrifying resolve of Lyle and Erik Menendez. In 1992 Time magazine ran an article titled, “When Kids Kill Abusive Parents,” and our fears of what family meant for some were substantiated as being worse than what most could imagine (Toufexis, Bloch, and McDowell).

As if our perception of relationships couldn't have been more confused, we also lived through one of the most significant social shifts regarding love and values that our country has ever experienced. While further efforts will be needed for years to come, the acceptance of couples who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgendered (LBGT) seems to be gaining mainstream acceptance. Throughout our lifetimes our culture has grown increasingly tolerant of the concerns, fears and realities that “unconventional” relationships bring, and we've been along for the ride. Seemingly born from the devastating impact of AIDS as well as the day-to-day discrimination that played out in our language and the way we judged anyone who challenged mainstream conceptions of sexual identity and gender, those who identified as being different rose up Phoenix-like to assert their place in American culture. While the increased tolerance has been nothing but positive, the developments have brought about a host of questions that we continue to work through. For some, the very notion of same-sex marriage is foreign, once again confronting our sense of what marriage even means. And here we're left, giggling ironically, as some even suggest that same-sex marriage could be the answer to saving the institution altogether.35

While possibly stronger from our trials, we've grown and matured amid the historical re-altering of marriage, family, and love. With divorce rates36 and child abuse37 seemingly on the decline, we may be stronger for our suffering. Perhaps we've advanced amid the issues of our childhood, focused on making a life for our children that is better than many of ours. Regardless of what we make of it, our family is no longer defined by convention. As with much of what we've worked through within our lifetime, precedent is not only out the window, but reality is configured in great contrast to our early conceptions and ideals. We are defining what it means to be a parent, a spouse, an adult, and while this chapter has yet to be written, my hope is that we'll punctuate our definition with an air of positivism and potential for future generations to both learn from and build off.


The End … For Now

What may be the most profound irony of our times is our early isolation in a global world. We grew up nationalists. We pledged our allegiance to the American flag, and proudly proclaimed U-S-A! We were products of our individual communities, sharing hopes with our peers on school grounds and iron jungle gyms. We watched local television newscasts, and were restricted to glimpses of foreign struggle and beauty through pictures in National Geographic or Encyclopedia write-ups. Some of us grew through insular environments, safeguarded by the stifling embraces of our families and neighbors. For many, the world was a small circle, restricted by time, transportation, and money. But what we grew to embrace is radically different from the reality we are now living. Connected by the Internet, cell phones, improved transportation systems, global education, and corporate initiatives, we are the first global generation. In the spirit of this reality, we are charged to overcome challenges that no other generation has ever seen, and triumphs will hinge on our ability to extend beyond the provincial nature of our upbringing and reach outward. In this we need to collaborate, assimilate, cooperate, and continue to advance our ideals for what we as a human race can and perhaps should be.

Through this text, I invite you to take a step beyond my singular American experience, and explore what it means to be a part of Generation X throughout the world, the universal challenges we may have all faced, and the promise that comes with being a defining element of this era. This collection of essays is both groundbreaking and unique in its scope and purpose, as it captures the self-analysis of a generation across cultures. Through this book you will explore the notion of a single generation, a global generation, and in it you will inevitably identify with the historical impact this generation made on today's world. Through these essays, individuals defined and separated by race, politics, and geography explore their unique understanding of what it means to be a part of Generation X, the impact of their peers, the sentiments of their country and their culture. Yet the collection of these essays offers a much richer possibility, an articulation of what it means to simply be a member of a shared time, possibly defining what may be the world's first inclusive generation. Enjoy the variety of perspectives and experiences, but note the similarities, as Generation X may be the first generation to claim the distinction of being truly global, the first generation to connect across borders through universal experiences, worries, and hopes.


Notes.


	
All notes in this essay refer to additional reading and viewing material. This material may be found on Christine Henseler's webpage ( christinehenseler.com).
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Why Bother?

“Generation X” is one of the tallest of tales ever sold. Tales of Generation X never told the full story; they never painted the entire picture. Generation X, said the storytellers, came after the most impressive of social and political movements had passed; it was located between the greatest of generations had already made their mark; it was seemingly lost in a time defined by the negative, the disillusioned, and the forgotten. Generation X was a question mark, an unknown quality yet to be determined, perhaps never to be defined. Generation X was a blank, a hole, an identity squeezed between two poles, twisted into a demographic that extracted little, disregarded as dark matter lost in disillusioned space. Who cares, said critics. Whatever, replied Xers.

So why should you bother reading this book about a generation that might coincide with your birthdate (between 1960 and 1980?) but seems to have nothing in common with you at all? You see, Generation X is more than just a demographic. Generation X is a cohort with personal and political experiences that have marked the way they look at the world and they live in this world. As a demographic with a particular worldview, not all of them call themselves “Generation X,” but many of them recognize the patterns that define their identities when the label is cracked open and moved beyond the white, male, middle-class stereotypes that seem to adhere to the X like superglue.

To unglue the pieces of this label's puzzle, the contributors of this volume break with the tales most often told of Generation X. By shifting their focus from one culture—Douglas Coupland's Tales of An Accelerated Culture—to many “Tales of Accelerated Cultures,” as my subtitle suggests, the essays in this volume emphasize the label's wider cultural birth and breadth without denying the (global) influence of Coupland & Co. Generation X literally goes global through an active process of engagement. Through the over 35 contributions that address the question of “Who Is Generation X?” in any given country around the world, the authors of this book provide new insights into the label's shortcomings and its boundless potential as it travels from Iceland to Scotland, Japan to East Africa, China to Korea, Colombia, India, and back again. This volume explores, questions, challenges, and connects the spaces between lost “X” tales all over the world. These are tales originally told in Chinese, Italian, Swahili, Russian, or Greek. Tales told through words, music, or pictures. Tales explored about the young and the matured, framed socially, culturally, and politically. These tales tell the story of not one Generation X but of many “X” identities, sometimes clearly determined, sometimes conflicted and contradictory, but always challenging in their cultural specificities and global connections. Together these tales provide dots on a globe, dots that combine to draw a larger picture, a picture of a tale never told, a picture of tales lost, a picture of not one, but many “X” tales that explode off the pages of this book. Here is a pencil. Here are the dots. Fasten your seat belts.

The central authors of this book, 20 scholars residing in 8 different nations and working on 15 different countries, will take you for a joyride along the dots that connect the Gen X globe. Thanks to the diversity of their disciplinary backgrounds, their perspectives are as wide reaching as they are culturally determined. They are doctoral candidates, assistant, associate, full professors, and professionals in fields ranging from cultural anthropology, literature and culture, art history, economics, history, media studies, communications, philosophy, cultural technology, psychology, sociology, and political science. Their diverse backgrounds allow for an approach to the study of Generation X that widens the intellectual scope of the moniker's traditional associations while identifying the areas and perspectives through which this generation has never before been examined. Together, they present a map mash-up of interdisciplinary proportions, one that at times coincides and converges, at others clashes and challenges the existence of an individual and global “X” consciousness. Whether they use, reject, or remix the label, in unison their essays allow “Generation X” to explode off the page while mashing it back onto the globe.

In this book you will sense the power of a community of diverse voices working together to create a global vision for a global project through a highly interactive and open format. From distinct corners of the globe, the contributors of this book met for several months in 2010–2011 on a Wiki webpage and read each other's work, commenting, discussing, and engaging in a process of learning from each other and sharing material, suggestions, and ideas. This vibrant exchange reverberates in the essays of this volume and in the textboxes included throughout the book, leading to some exciting results. The textboxes provide an additional space for the over 16 scholars from around the world who contribute to this project. These specialists add their expertise on the existence of a “Generation X” in countries not represented in the longer essays. Their “sound bite” insights are meant to expand on a project that practically speaking cannot cover the entire globe (and is admittedly still missing in perspectives from many countries), but hopes to promote more interest and connections on the subject worldwide. Together, the essays and textboxes function like a network of ideas that move within and among the texts to enrich and embolden, diversify and link material that to this date has been only loosely, if at all, connected in academic scholarship. This networked dynamic in print is augmented through a page on my personal website dedicated to this project. On this site, readers will find additional material ranging from scholarly works, quotations from real-world interviews, videos and remixes, images, music and lyrics meant to expand on the project as a whole. In addition, this site includes spaces for comment, reflection, and added insights open to you, our readers worldwide.

As the label “Generation X” moves through time and space in this network of connections, from politics to society and culture, from youth to maturity, from us to you and back again, the term necessarily grows and changes (and will continue to do so). What was once clearly related to the 1990s as a youth culture, in the 21st century presents the dynamics of a matured demographic now in its thirties, forties, and fifties. What was generally considered a Western, US-born and raised concept, in this book takes flight and travels throughout the world. What was considered an apathetic, apolitical generation, now engages in direct political activism. Contributors of this volume present you with the fluid cultural outgrowths of their “X” perspectives by first giving you an overview of their country's demographic, socio-historical, and cultural conditions, then engaging with its unique appropriation of the label. Is there a “Generation X” in their country? Why or why not? What global flows, political occurrences, and unique cultural manifestations contribute to the label's mutation in different nations around the world? What myths and stereotypes need to be dispelled, what misgivings pointed out, and what commonalities reaffirmed through a global perspective on a Generation X consciousness? What can the mapping of these transient individualists tell us about the past and the current state of youth cultural experiences and protests in a participatory, connected, and global world at large? What can this mapping tell us about our current state of affairs, Gen X's outlooks on life, leadership, activism, and identity? What influence will this global generation have on years to come? How might their musings contribute to the spring of a new generational spirit all around the world?

So, you might still ask, why should you bother? Read on and you will find out.


Travelling Through Time with Generation X

It is certain that never before has any generation

known more about the world in which it lives than that of today.

(Angell, Part I 91)


To engage with the “Generation X” label is an utterly frustrating task because the moniker itself is composed of two very different, almost opposing variables. The first one—“generation”—is concrete in time and referencing of a group of individuals born within a span of approximately twenty years. The second variable—the “X”—is in flux and elusive, it is determined by a space whose blankness is more meaningful than the meaning of its letter. Together, “generation” and “X” move diachronically and synchronically, chronologically and spatially to exhibit an ethos moving in different directions simultaneously, yet, some might claim, in no direction at all. And so it is that Generation X refers to both a demographic born between 1960 and 1980 and a worldview, consciousness, or spirit that transcends time.

The irony of the quote that kicks off this subsection is that it was written in 1953, not 1991, to talk about a group of 23 young people around 21 years of age from 14 countries around the world (the majority from Western countries). The above quote appeared in the Holiday magazine in the United States in a three-part series titled “Youth and the World,” a spin-off from an issue published in the United Kingdom's Picture Post edition titled “The Queen's Generation: Young People in a Changing World” (Ulrich). The youth interviewed for this series came of age after the war, a time in which there were “many hard problems and few easy, confident answers” (Angell, Part III 59). The influence of history in their “stratification of experience” (297), as generational scholars June Edmunds and Bryan Turner would call it, is made plainly clear when the editors conclude that

only one person out of the twenty-three looks back to the past with anything like longing. For most of them the immediate past—the events of their lifetimes—has been too harsh and cruel to remember with pleasure. And the long past—the heavy, deadening hand of history—is still the great enemy. In India, Syria, Japan, Liberia, Italy, Germany and Yugoslavia it is still the main source of bad living conditions, bad education, insufficient food, want, ignorance and lack of opportunity—the great cripplers of youth and hope. (Angell, Part III 59)


The author of the piece, Roger Angell, notes that most of these young people lived in sub-par conditions in which they lacked hot water, electricity, and food. They also all looked toward the future in search of a better life “and a freedom from inherited degradations” (Part III, 59). Although they seemed to present no generational commonalities at all, they did share certain views based on better living conditions, respect for the individual and human rights for all.

In line with sociologist Karl Mannheim's thesis that “a generational consciousness is not necessarily homogenous or coherent, because there can be distinctive divisions within a generation” (qtd. in Edmunds and Turner 4), the editors of the Holiday series also realized that theirs was a generation that did “not speak with a single voice” for it consisted of many individuals and “few recognizable types” (Angell, Part III 59). In fact, there were so few commonalities that the editors concluded that their opinions did not reveal a clear pattern for the future and their concerns did not point into any clear direction. As one of five photographers and originators of this “story about tomorrow” (Angell 91), photographer Robert Capa expanded on the findings presented in the two editions by explaining that the lack of conclusions that could be made about such a relatively small group of people resulted in continued unknowns (Ulrich 8). These unknowns about the future of tomorrow led Capa to call this generation: “The Generation X” (Farova 36).

John Ulrich, in his groundbreaking introduction on the genealogy of the label, argues that the “Generation X” moniker coined by Capa functioned “primarily as a placeholder, a variable or a blank to be filled in later, as these individuals (and millions of others) [continued] to shape their personal and collective histories” (8). But despite the inconclusive results and the continued importance of the blank that is filled with generational history, this “X” marked an important shift: young people started to place emphasis on individualism rather than nationhood. This focus on the individual underlined what Mannheim called “generational units” as a way of dealing with individually expressed experiences of similar historical events within the same generation. His charge that any number of “units” can appear in a given age cohort, an idea that feeds into contemporary youth studies on neotribes, clubcultures, or lifestyles, is helpful to understand Generation X as both a larger demographic and as an “X” unit within this larger whole, which in itself can also be made up of units within units.

One of these Gen X units travelled through time and shifted from defining a set of “unknown” qualities of young people from around the world in the 1950s to a group of British youth in the 1960s. Like the Holiday series, the book “Generation X” (1963) by Charles Hamblett and Jane Deverson consisted of a series of interviews in which British youth talked about their hopes and fears. This project started when Deverson worked at a magazine called Woman's Own. She was asked by the editor to interview young people and develop a “nice feature on wonderful British teens and why we should be proud of them'” (Asthana). The story goes that when after six months Deverson handed in her interviews of the young in the Swinging Sixties, her editor, enraged, yelled, “‘What's this?’” He shouted, “‘You are saying young people sleep together before they are married, don't believe in God, dislike the Queen and don't respect parents. I can't print this'” (Asthana). What was deemed unsuitable for the magazine's supposedly squeaky-clean audience, after 18 more months of interviews and the help of Hollywood correspondent Charles Hamblett, turned into one of the generation's most popular readings.

“The interviews [in Hamblett and Deverson's “Generation X”] were conducted over an 18-month period from January 1963, which makes them particularly fascinating. British youth was just emerging—much to its own surprise—into the world's spotlight, dragged center stage by The Beatles as the epitome of cool. Mods were winning the battle against rockers, sexual liberation was in the air, black culture was colliding with lower-middle-class art school style and there was a sense of optimism in popular culture, possibly for the last time (Second British Invasion and Britpop notwithstanding). On a wider front, the long winter of Tory hegemony was coming toward its end, Camelot was being gunned down in Dallas, and the post-Cuban nuclear threat was still in the air. The times were—as they say—a-changing.”

—Trash Fiction (http://www.trashfiction.co.uk/youth_nf.html)

Much like in the “Youth and the World” series, Hamblett and Deverson's goal was to talk to a cross-section of young people and get them conversing, “about marriage, politics, jazz, travel, drink, drugs, religion, raves, pot, sex, violence, gangs, scandals, idols, homosexuality, responsibility, pop culture, the Beatles and anything else they wanted to talk about” (5). “Generation X” portrayed a group of young people who did not only belong to a subcultural stratum of mods and rockers, as is most often told, but a cross-section of young people from all walks of life, from the controversial and sometimes violent rockers and fashion-oriented mods to prostitutes, high school and college students. Not all of these youth expressed negative or violent outlooks on life, but rather, they discussed their needs for self-expression, for the hopes of a better future, more active participation in contemporary life, less corruption in government institutions, acceptance of more alternative lifestyles, and a general search for the identity of a “new man or woman.”

Individuals interviewed make direct reference to their identity as “Generation X,” a label that is curiously placed between quotation marks on the cover of the book. This group, explains one person, opposes its elders and consciously identifies itself as only one subsection existing within already divided youth groups in the north and south of England. “Our generation is clearly a divided one,” (186) says this person, in that there are two groups of Generation X that are determined by young people's level of education. He identifies the first one as the “more publicized section of today's youth … which causes comment and condemnation from the older generation owing to mode and dress and behavior” (186). These are kids who leave school at a young age, they are more independent from their family lives, and they turn for comfort and community to groups like the beats, mods, and rockers (186). The second group, s/he says, is the one that finishes high school, stays home and attends higher education thanks to a stronger financial and family background (187). In other words, “Generation X” refers to both mainstream and marginal groups and the “X” stands less for specificity than for issues related to youth on a very general and atemporal scale—”Every new Generation X has the same problems and they can only be solved by growing up” (187). In other words, “Generation X” seems to provide an overarching label to define this or any new generation of youth at the same time that the issues these young people face are determined by location, class and economic opportunity, all of which evolve and change over time.

The concerns that in the '50s young people related to their post-war status, are in “Generation X” expressed through a self-aware need to break from the past, to protest social inequalities, to take more individual responsibility and find more freedom of mind: “We found a basic freedom of mind yet are vainly seeking for an end to our vast loneliness” (191), says one interviewee. The young in this book express sentiments that closely resemble the erosion and questioning of grand social narratives by the later “X” demographic, including a sense of loss, of God, of family, of social responsibility, of the already fading memory of war, even of love, overshadowed by a scary new language related to technology (191). As one person remarks in regard to the changing patterns of social life, “A new technical language has come into existence, but still the old language of love in its pristine and perfect state continues to haunt us” (191).

The waning memory of past ideals and systems and the growing effects and overall influence of technology is, according to Hamblett and Dever- son, one of the overarching characteristics of this “X” youth. They point out in their very short introduction to the book that the problems faced by their young are, in fact,

more concentrated … more universally shared and more rapidly absorbed. Things, people, ideas get used up more quickly—yet are cast aside with the same old primal ruthlessness. This is one of the problems the young must face and conquer: the problem of social and scientific acceleration at the expense of biological time. (5)


What distinguishes “Generation X” as a way of looking and perceiving the world, no matter which demographic or culture this term is applied to, is an awareness of the global and immersive influence of technologies on everyday life. The book's intersecting quotes and extracts from newspapers and media outlets are some of the most important indicators of a young having to absorb and react to an ever-increasing onslaught of messages identifying and speaking to and about them. The interviews are interjected with quotes from mainstream and teen newspapers, magazines, and the news, providing a media-driven cultural framework for the social pressures the teens were reacting against. Whereas some pages afford a “Dear Abby” style of comments, with questions like “What causes a person to become homosexual?” (32), or “At what stage in petting does a boy start to lose his respect for you?” (29), others, such as the transcription of a court proceeding, speak more directly to a top down perception of the malaise of youth on society (one readily put into perspective through direct conversations with the young themselves). Not only, then, did young people have to contend with their own biological changes related to growing up (a difficult enough task) and the usual parental and societal pressures of their time, but their experiences were influenced by an increased number of messages that told them what to do, how to act, who they were and should be. As messages buzzed around their heads, the excess of meanings, of information takeover became one of the defining features of theirs and subsequent generations.

When Hamblett and Deverson published a message in the Observer in which they asked the youth of Britain to come forward and participate in their project, they opened a space for individuals to speak for themselves, in their own language, about matters of interest to them. In the process they empowered the young and shocked the more traditional public still reacting to the austerity of the post-war years (Asthana). It was this shock that attracted so many at a time when youth gained voice through fashion, music, and popular culture (think the Beatles) while experiencing a sense of helplessness and discontent in matters concerning society and politics (think the Reagan and Thatcher era). It was this self-expressed shock-effect that attracted many, including famous musicians, to a book that became an instant hit: “Mick Jagger was said to be a huge fan and John Lennon wanted to turn it into a musical” (Asthana). When punk rocker Billy Idol found “Generation X” on one of his mother's bookshelves, the title seemed more than appropriate for an emerging band searching for a new identity and a rebellious voice. The band, named none other than Generation X, now without quotation marks, would disregard musical rules and write songs meant to defy social expectations while ironically becoming the first punk band to appear on the BBC Television music program Top of the Pops.

When in 1976 Billy Idol started his new band, Generation X, he remixed Deverson and Hamblett's pop sociological book with a dose of punk and rock and gave the “X” a whole new sound. Idol's band tellingly broke pre- established conventions and made music their own way. Their fusion of genres—of punk and rock, with a twist of heavy rock and glam—led to what some considered a stripping down of pure punk characteristics, a poppy approach whose results turned Idol himself from simple but raw punk talent into a 1980's pop star. The band developed a particular youth cultural sound whose lyrics teetered between angry realism and youthful idealism. On one hand it set itself apart from its elders through songs that rejected the ways of its parents, such as “Your Generation,” “Wild Youth,” or “Youth Youth Youth,” and passages like, “Never wanna be an adult / Always wanna be in revolt / Don't wanna spend my life saving up for things / Don't wanna have what a steady job brings / I don't want security / Don't want responsibility.” On the other hand, their work also held on to that “fading memory of love” that Hamblett and Deverson's youth talked about losing above. Upon closer inspection, several of Idol's songs were actually quite idealistic, romantic, even dreamy, as in “English Dream,” in which he sings, “When I look into your eyes / And I reach for your hands / Well I'll do anything / To make you understand / That I'm still the seeker / For your English dreams / Don't you give up trying / And don't you let me down.” Generation X, in this context, then teetered between genres, between the subcultural and mainstream, between a rejection of the old and a search for the new, an identity that was “a yearning so bad” that Idol just “shouted it out” (English Dream) in ways that inherently continued to map Generation X through time.

Idol's lyrics presented an X that resided between various, often opposing expressions of emotion and meaning: anger and love, rejection and affirmation, realism and idealism. His band's flat, angry expositions of discontent and idealistic, even romantic notions of love and life spoke to Hamblett and Deverson's quote of Bertrand Russell: “One should love everybody, not distinguishing between good and bad.” They followed-up this idealistic line with a provocative comment directed to their reading public:

If this sentence bothers you, you're dead, man. If you dig it, you're on camera. For the ultimate responsibility of Generation X is to guide the human race through the final and crucial decades of this explosive century and into the enlightenment of the next one. Failure to achieve this enlightenment can only result in the total extinction of mankind. (6)


This in-your-face conclusion to their introduction leaves readers with a sense of urgency as well as hope, that is, with a televisual twist. Life in the new era is caught on tape. If you “dig” Russell's quote, the life and times of Generation X will continue to shape your future. If not, you can present a blind eye to the full commercial transformation that Generation X underwent when it moved into the 1980s and 1990s.

Brought to full light before the camera's eye, the work of United States' brat pack writers Bret Easton Ellis (b. 1964), Tama Janowitz (b. 1957), and Jay McInerney (b. 1955), present an important stop in Gen X's travels through time. Their first novels, Less Than Zero (1985), Slaves of New York (1989), and Bright Lights, Big City (1984), respectively, appealed to a young audience who could easily relate to their urban experiences. They were known as “post-punk urban writers,” “downtown writers,” “neorealist writers,” and “minimalist writers.” Elizabeth Young and Graham Caveney, in their influential book, Shopping in Space: Essays on America's Blank Generation Fiction, labeled them the “Blank Generation,” thus returning us to Capa's pronouncement about post-war youth and John Ulrich's insightful connection between Generation X and blankness as found in punk rock band, the Voidoid's song, “Generation Blank.”

The influence of the brat-packers on our understanding of the evolution of the X should not go unnoticed because they gave narrative expression to many of the characteristics related to contemporary notions of Generation X. In the process, they also directly influenced several Gen X novelists from other countries, including Australian author Justine Ettler in The River Ophelia (1995) and Spanish writer José Ángel Mañas in Historias del Kronen (1994). From an overarching perspective, the brat packers were among the first group to deal with the plights of contemporary urban life: alienation, violence, crime, sexual excess, drug addiction, commercial culture, and the mass media. They presented life in the fast lane through colloquial, short, MTV-like narrative styles that portrayed a sense of paralysis and disaffection. Their narrative structures lacked historical contextualization and centered on the present time by diminishing plots and psychological character developments and emphasizing the banality of everyday life. David Foster Wallace called their writing “ultraminimalism” to refer to a “flat, understated and undersold” style of writing directly influenced by the aesthetic norms of the mass media, especially television and advertising. Their relationship to television and MTV was considered an essential ingredient of their contemporary lifestyles. And although critics considered their works the underbelly of contemporary life and art, narratives that reacted to the excess of commercial and technological culture, their generally young readers often felt addressed by their exposition of suburban anxiety and angst. Together, both critics and readers witnessed a narrative that was giving space to individuals' growing awareness of changing social conditions, the influence of commercial and popular culture, the increasing role of technology in everyday life, and the need for alternative sites of expression born from the urban spaces inhabited by the youth.

In 1991, Bret Easton Ellis's shockingly violent novel American Psycho appeared alongside the work of the next big three defining figures of Generation X—Douglas Coupland's novel Generation X: Tales of An Accelerated Culture (1991), Richard Linklater's cult film Slacker (1991), and Nirvana's song “Smells Like Teen Spirit” (1991). Critics generally interpreted their works as nonfiction texts, sociological narratives, or docufictions that displayed seemingly real relations to young people's feelings of anger, violence, disconnection, discontent, cynicism, and sarcasm before a loss of common sense and sense making. At this time, Generation X was often identified with all that was negative: economic recessions, unemployment, violence, divorce, disintegrating family values, religious institutions, the negative effects of consumer society and the mass media, the use and abuse of drugs, and AIDS-related deaths. This perspective was not limited to the United States, for many of the same concerns and styles are found in literary texts in other parts of the world, like in Faserland (1995) or Crazy (1993) by Germans Christian Kracht and Benjamin Lebert, 101 Reykjavík (2002) by Icelandic author Hallgrímur Helgason, Praise (1992) and 1988 (1995) by Australian Andrew McGahan, Trainspotting (1996) by Scottish writer Irvine Welsh, and Playing for Thrills (1989) or Candy (2003) by Chinese writers Wang Shuo and Mian Mian, respectively. These novels (often turned into films) did not only represent growing up experiences centered on boredom, violence, sexuality, drug and alcohol abuse, but they often translated content into form by emphasizing individual, first-person narratives, points of view often expressed from marginal or alternative spaces, they adopted seemingly uncritical or apolitical positions, they used colloquial and often crude and rude language, and they imagined their worlds as intimately tied to figures and ideas from popular culture. They also engaged with technology on thematic and/or stylistic levels, using fragmenting techniques defined as televisual zappings, MTV aesthetics, or DJ remixings.

The chain of connections between the experiences and expressions of the post-war “X” generation, that of the 1960s, '70s, '80s, '90s, and today makes readily apparent the need not to demarcate or place bold borders around Generation X. Instead of engaging with Generation X as a subgroup, a subculture or a marginal unit tied to the 1990s, as many have, its “X” is best represented by dipping into the variety of voices and images that combine to present a common but diverse Gen X spirit that has evolved over time. When one begins to examine the roots of the Gen X moniker, its global birth in the 1950s emerges as a reaction against human atrocities, fallouts, and corruption. The ability to write one's life into being was intimately related to young people's movement into new, alternative, often marginal spaces from where they could reject the storylines written by others, especially by institutions, authorities, and politicians. Where else to express oneself than in the spaces that spoke most directly to the young: music (mostly punk, grunge, hip hop, and metal), comics, zines, fanzines, videos, or social networking sites.

From the very beginning, the initial fear and later embrace of new media technologies and the increased influence of the commercial and popular became a central cultural connector and source of inspiration and expression for young people looking for new connections and definitions. Through time the acceleration and access to media technologies allowed for the consumption and production of new tales as young people from all around the world found power in telling stories from often marginal, alternative, decentered, and participatory spaces. Like any and all new generations of youth, Generation X searched for spaces and expressions of resistance, yet unlike others, they often resided and resisted in spaces that were powerful because they also had wide (even commercial) reach. Like no other youth before, this was, and still is, a generation that is as much about location as it is about locution, a do-it-yourself philosophy to saying things differently, in one's own voice and from one's own position. Therefore, when Generation X is set in motion, its tall tales speak of a spirit of mind that travels through time and space. These tales tell the story of many units in one and of one unit among many. It tells the story of the young moving through transitions and movements, of loss and fear, of rejection and new understanding. Much like the dozens of tales told by the characters in Coupland's book, Generation X's tales of accelerated cultures spin out of their frames of reference, cross borders and are remixed in a variety of contexts.

Douglas Coupland's book was translated into 22 languages and sold in over 30 countries. One of the characters in the book, Andrew, explains that the label derived from Japanese newspapers that called the twentysomething generation that was stuck in meaningless and futureless office jobs shinjinrui (or new human beings). This same generation, says Andrew, exists in the United States, “but it doesn't have a name—an X generation—purposefully hiding itself” (56). Much like in Hamblett and Deverson's book, this project presented dozens of soundbites that emphasized, albeit through more charged sarcastic tones, the existence of a growing multiplicity of messages. Coupland's novel made readers jump from story to image and back again, and in the process he painted a powerful sociological picture of Generation X through first-person narratives. The three characters in Coupland's book who purposefully hide themselves for a while in a desert of reviving proportions, at the end of the novel decide to get into their cars and start a new and more pure and productive life in Mexico. The date? January 1, 2000. Apocalypse? Enlightenment? Hamblett and Deverson were right. Smile, you are on Candid Camera.

— Christine Henseler


A Generation In Motion

As related above, “Generation X” is a label with a relatively long history that spans youth groups, ages, countries, and genres, and is more malleable and diverse than some might expect. Its portrait through time begins to paint the outlines of an “X” worldview that advances a series of commonalities, and that questions and breaks down several pre-determined stereotypes. As we move from the 1990s into the 21st century and reevaluate Generation X's influence on contemporary life, culture, and politics, it warrants underscoring which characteristics remain at the core of this worldview, which begin to mutate, which serve to inspire others, and which must ultimately be thrown out.

So, for the sake of argument, lets return once more to “ground zero.” This is not a temporal but a spatial ground zero that moves across the world stage through and along the borders of a variety of nations. It is a ground zero in which the label is cracked open to include individuals formerly not counted, ideas not considered, and perspectives left out of previous “X” considerations. It is a way to engage with contemporary notions of Generation X not by disregarding the label altogether but by building upon it, changing it, and allowing it to be reborn. For instance, what happens when “Generation X” is reborn as an indigenous man from rural Mexico? Or a woman from a lower caste in India? Perhaps a 45-year-old Italian? Or a black South African? What happens to the Gen X label when it breaks out of the cynical worldview of straight, white, middle class generalities? What happens when the contributors of this volume break open, reevaluate, challenge, even suggest we discard the Gen X moniker? Reborn on the pages of this volume, then, is an “X” that pinpoints new crosscurrents, intersections, innovations, and contradictions. Reborn is a new framework to engage with the past, present, and future effects of Generation X on a world stage.

But how do we construct a framework based on a concept that is slippery and untenable right from the start? How do we critically engage with the thin ice, rough edges, absurdities, myths, and infuriating exclusions locked into the moniker's mass mediations? Shakuntala Banaji, whose essay in this volume most clearly speaks to the non-existence of “Generation X” when viewed through the lens of class and gender in India, makes clear in a Wiki discussion post seen in the textbox on this page that to identify an “X” generation in a given country presents a struggle between findings on the ground and culturally constructed commonalities. Similarly, Brent Luvaas astutely observes in an e-mail message that a “working definition” of Generation X has left us critics with a highly problematic scenario, for when he thinks about Generation X: 

WIKI DISCUSSION POST REGARDING GEN X GOES GLOBAL

Shakuntala Banaji: I've read several of the pieces here now and although all of them are interesting for different reasons I can't escape the feeling that somehow the conceptualization of “Generation X” has shaped the ways in which most of us are writing—that is, we, and I absolutely include myself in this, seem to be struggling first to find common themes and ideas for this “generation” in a particular country or context and then to contest those commonalities—thus the search for knowledge is limited leaving us with many very general statements rather than tight specific empirically grounded theorizing. Perhaps that is the case with all volumes which deal with a stereotype or common phrase, but I think it is particularly true of those which deal with the notion of generation, even in relation to “digital generation,” and so on. The thing that frequently gets lost is class—and simple issues of intersectional identity which are now quite accepted in other literature for instance on social movements or oral histories of activism are seemingly “rediscovered” without being named as intersectionality.

So, I think this presents two problems—one theoretical and one methodological. The theoretical problem is how to move beyond a simple statement of the obvious: there is more which differentiates members of this generation from each other than which connects us; all the literature on class, race, and so on must at least have had some part in convincing us as academics of the dangers of homogenizing discourse. The methodological problem is actually how to acknowledge and rise above our own experiences of what I now take to be a mythical construct, Generation X, in some cases as members of it, in other cases as researchers of some particular aspect of it. It seems strange to suggest we might be “members of a mythical construct,” yet it is more of a mythical construct than the notion of workers, or tax payers, or young people.

Christine Henseler: I think your reference to this “mythical construct,” Shaku, is extremely important to the unraveling of “Generation X” in this volume. And I see part of our goal as “rising above our own experiences” as you say, and even redefining what we understand as “Generation X.” Why do we need to further this mythical construct when our global vision might clearly undermine it? How do we undermine a mythical construct built on thin ice?

Part of our critical unraveling has to do with the definition of Generation X as, on the one hand, a demographic, a generation born between certain years, and on the other hand, “Generation X” as a cultural construct. We may have to separate the two, or we may have to recenter or realize the two and provide a more encompassing definition.

I think middle-class and white American born in the late 1960s to late 1970s, who came of age in the recession of the early 1990s, at a moment of unprecedented, and no longer achievable consumerism, where it appeared they would be the first generation of Americans to share a lower standard of living than their parents. It is a generation, then, that developed a lifestyle and sensibility in response to this situation, their own signature brand of pop-culture nihilism that substitutes irony for political action and kitsch for critique.


Luvaas insightfully advanced that as long as the “Gen X” label was tied to the above definition, his work on Indonesia would not be able to engage with the moniker. In the case of Indonesia the term was simply not in widespread circulation, nor did it “describe a common sensibility of that generation” (e-mail). But if the “X” was used in a more fluid sense, he said, “a kind of transatlantic ironic sensibility, based perhaps in a sort of anti-consumerist consumerism” (e-mail), then, yes, he could see a place for Indonesia in this project. In other words, Generation X can only go as global as its image is able to travel through time and space and engage with the deepest of its ironic contradictions and mythical constructions. And yet, the question persists: Will the label simply remain a meaningless mythical construct?

To give meaning to the myth that was and may always remain a construct, the contributors of this volume engage with both concrete material realities related to history, society, and politics and the more abstract and cultural representations expressed through fiction, film, television, comics, or music. Together, these converging approaches to the X label better reflect why it is that a study on Generation X is indeed important to an understanding of our current state of affairs. The rough edges of our bound pages emphasize the need not to fit Generation X into pre-established or homogenizing boxes or mythical abstractions, but to redetermine the label with new images and meanings based on spatial and temporal intersections. Inspired by contributor Juan Manuel Espinosa's words, “we need to produce new images of the world, not try to accommodate the world into previous ones. If that means we need to dispose of the GenX moniker and its standardized definitions, so be it” (228).

Although there may be good reason to trash the Gen X moniker, I prefer to think of our expositions in terms of the recycling of a label, as a process of melting down its possible myths to recreate something new, the specter of its original container still influencing the shape and content of its new forms and functions. To recycle Generation X warrants first melting down the molds that have adhered like glue to its guts, processing its waste, and remixing its raw materials with others. The observations of Shakuntala Banaji and Brent Luvaas above point to the significant critical challenges that confront scholars' approaches to this process. To address these issues from multiple perspectives while teasing out generational commonalities, contributors speak about Generation X as the first fully global generation. That said, this generation is also distinctly marked by real-world events that have taken place within national borders, determined by specific historical, political, and cultural incidents and idiosyncrasies. In other words, it is in between both real, clearly bordered spaces and more fluid global currents that we can spot the spirit of Generation X.

On a world stage, the youth that came of age in and around the 1990s is transformed by events of significant global proportions including the fall of the Berlin Wall in November of 1989, the subsequent demise of the communist movement, the far-reaching effects of globalization and economic neoliberal policies, and the accelerated influence of old and new media technologies. Given the importance of these highly symbolic and transformative changes in world history, it becomes clear that there is one word that defines the experience of this generation most clearly: “transition.” On a political level alone, the life and times of Generation X have been marked by transitions with deep-seated effects; effects that have led to the cultural construction of tales through different-colored glasses. Gen X tales on the ground told the stories of harsh realities in which individuals in countries like Serbia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, East Germany, or Russia, had to contend with deep-seated systematic political changes. In Serbia, young people of the X demographic had to live through the destructive effects of war and survival. Like in Serbia, in Poland a radical change in political parties came not only with a change in the name of the country, but also with a “change in economic systems and a crash course on capitalism” (see textbox by Tomasz Ferenc in this volume). In Russia, like in Poland and East Germany, young people had to straddle two systems, often living out their youth within a communist system while entering into adulthood under a capitalist one. In Greece, the collapse of the Eastern block coincided with the disintegration of a socialist dream and its subsequent political amalgamations. In France, the events that determined the beginning of an X Generation were determined by the student strikes and riots of May 1968. In China, not regimes but old ways of life, old cityscapes and ideologies were destroyed for state-monitored growth in capitalism and the development of new market economies. South and East Africa also underwent a series of massive social and political transformations with deep-seated effects. Before and after 1990, with the release of Nelson Mandela, the abolition of apartheid, the writing of a new constitution, and democratic elections in 1994, young South African lives were determined by very real and often violent race and class-related circumstances. The Uhuru Generation, East Africa's Gen X counterpart, experienced the effects of both global neoliberal policies and the political results of the period that immediately followed colonial occupation. In Latin America Generation X children and youth felt or remembered the impact of the terror and barbarity of dictatorships on one hand, and the need to redefine themselves as modern nations on the other. In the Middle East, the clash of authoritarian regimes and revolutionary shifts toward freedom and equality still determine the landscape of today. The political transitions and tensions experienced by much Gen X youth most often shifted their hopes for a better future to the disappointments related to a loss of ideals, opportunity, education, employment, income, and even human life. In many cases, they felt lost in a vacuum of events of huge proportions that left youth with very little to hang on to, disillusioned by promises not kept, common sense lost to political prowess.

The essays in this volume give readers detailed portraits of the political and social factors that determined individual lives in a variety of countries. These scenes at once shaped the life and times of a generation of youth lost to a period lacking clarity, vision, support, and services, and opened the door to a future of reevaluations, opportunities, ideas, styles, and priorities. This volume contributes to previous discussions on Generation X in that it pays attention to real-world experiences outside the United States and on differences related to nation, class, race, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and access to media technology. For this reason, the first contributor in this volume, international media scholar Shakuntala Banaji, evocatively begins her piece by questioning the central axis of the book project itself: “When I first considered the topic of Generation X in India seriously at the editor's request, I was assailed by doubts about the meaningfulness of a study which worked from the barest stereotype in an attempt to delineate any aspect of social life in a contemporary nation of the global south.” Banaji insightfully argues that the stereotypical definition of Generation X is highly problematic when it does not take into account “the living conditions, aspirations, sexual practices, religious beliefs and political practices, consumer habits and media consumption” (37) of this shifting grouping in different cities. She reminds readers of the absurdity and dangers of homogenizing discourses about a supposed X generation in a country in which the large majority of the population is poor, and public discourse on gender issues is still dominated by strong patriarchal and caste-related beliefs. In a place like India, generational discussions do not contribute to identifying an X spot, but instead emphasize the marketing hype of upper class consumer practices often blind to the real relations lived on the ground.

This volume, therefore, begins by questioning the basic premise of the book's mission. In the process the essays that follow make clear that Generation X does not necessarily go global for everybody and that its central premise may quake as it crosses tectonic plates. Jan Schenk and Jeremy Seekings concede that it is difficult to find a Generation X in South Africa, a place where in the 1980s and 1990s, “the Cafe Latte in the hand of a slacker lost in a suburban mall [was] replaced by the rock in the hand of a young angry protester on the streets of Soweto” (51). They argue that South Africa's historical peculiarities, the North American origin of Generation X, and the ambiguity at the heart of the label, makes a comparison difficult although not impossible. In fact, such an approach has led Schenk and Seekings to fruitful findings regarding the multi-directional flows of cultural exchange. In an essay of exciting proportions they find that,

by taking the stark contrast of the racial binary in the South African context and projecting it on America's Generation X one starts to see a pattern which otherwise would have remained hidden: Generation X's obsession with suburbia (not the ghetto), grunge (not hip hop), melancholy (not anger), Kurt Cobain (not Dr Dre) is more than anything evocative of www.stuffwhitepeoplelike.com (not www.thesource.com). (52–53)


By questioning a set of homogenizing discourses related to the diversity of experiences of a racially divided society, Schenk and Seekings tease out the “links and ruptures” of a South African Generation X. Their insights crack open discussions on Generation X to reveal dynamics related to race and class, elements that connect generational markers to political engagement and the role of consumerism in the post-apartheid era.

The “unwhitening” process of Generation X allows us to consider not just elements related to suburbia, grunge and melancholy, but in the case of East Africa, dynamics that express themselves through hip hop, poverty, and political anger. By mapping the experiences of the generation that came after the political independence of Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda by the British, Mwenda Ntarangwi identifies an East African equivalent to Generation X, the Uhuru Generation. Although critics previously have not connected the two generational labels, Ntarangwi finds that global political and economic factors related to the effects of “Reagonomics” on one hand and the need of East African governments to bring about socioeconomic and political change on the other, led to an opening of local markets to foreign products through a variety of communication channels. The identity and authenticity of New York's world of hip hop as originally linked to the poor urban black youth in the 1980s was especially powerful in the construction of East African identities as they remixed messages in their own tribal tongues and expressed their particular socioeconomic and political realities. In essence, the global political and economic practices influenced a certain vision of Generation X and also presented the technologies to redefine a cosmopolitan nation in the making. Instead of the rebellious space of punk and grunge music, hip hop spoke to the poor and black population and allowed them, argues Ntarangwi, “to redefine their relations to the nation-state, to their communities, and their own social identities” (82). In many ways the results of neoliberal policies led them to remix punk's DIY approach through new music recording instruments, thus relating the image of a modern East African nation intimately to the taste, consumption and production of Western products.

The youth project that helped determine the image and expression of East African “Xers” through hip hop took on slightly different nation-building effects in Mexico and Brazil. Through a fascinating interpretation of dramatist and director Antonio Serrano's play and film adaptations of Sexo, pudor y lágrimas [Sex, Shame, and Tears, 1991], William García analyzes the relationship between the construction of characters through commodity culture and the commodification of cultural and national identities in Mexico and Brazil. He argues that this specific Gen X engagement with the effects of globalization overshadows any socio-economic or political concerns “that may unsettle the neoliberal project (e.g., institutional corruption, abysmal gaps between the wealthy and the poor, gender violence and homophobia, racial discrimination, crime and urban violence, street children and homelessness)” (107). García at once interprets Serrano's play and its film adaptations as “framed within a consumer society dream, onto which middle-class spectators could project themselves” (107), while also suggesting that we look beyond mainstream media and commercial culture to find more diverse representations of Generation Xers: “those who still rebel against the norm; engage in political, civic, or environmental activism; embrace global citizenship; struggle in favor of diversity and social equality; and, resist mindless consumerism” (107).

Taking up García's challenge, Carles Feixa, Maricela Portillo and their collaborators argue for a more comprehensive and complex “X” generation by looking at case studies from Mexico and Chile, in particular young Indians and migrants, rural young and urban metalheads, students, young urban trendsetters, and the digital youth. Through these groups, they move from the 1980s until today to identify the diversity, difference, and intersecting experiences related to rural and urban life, regional and global experiences, access to media technologies, inequality and interculturality. This group of critics use the metaphor of the hourglass and the digital clock—a reference used by the Zapatist leader subcomandante Marcos in 2001—to identify Latin America's Generation X through temporal “traces,” as the authors call them, that bond together to configure past and present subjectivities of youth. These bondings lead to new adaptive strategies of exponential results on political, educational, and cultural fronts. From the initial Zapatist revolution to the student revolutions of 2006 and 2010 in Mexico and Chile, this powerful essay traces the connections and complexities inherent in the definition of youth cultures to better understand and redress present and future social transformations, social codes, and hegemonic social systems.

Similarly, Elena Omelchenko explains that in the Russian context the “X” moniker metamorphoses along lines that are less connected to specific dates than to characteristics that determine their “world outlook, specific trends, key ideas and practices, similar traits and ideals, vectors of generational solidarity and their significant difference from other contemporaries” (249). Yet Xers are more generally connected to the important transition years of the 1990s, in which they grew up at the end of the Soviet period and entered adulthood in a totally different country. The post-Soviet experience and ideology, explains Omelchenko, inherently expands the generational cohort into the twenty-first century, with clear connections between the Xers and their younger siblings, who she calls Generation XX. She finds that many of the conditions that defined Xers lives in the 1990s, including “unemployment (official and hidden) in the youth labour market, the increase of areas of paid education, the complication of social climbing, the division between young people in big cities and those in the peripheral areas (deprived), and the expansion and development of migrant groups”(263), often led to the conception of a group of young people absent from official government policies and social life. Their subsequent invisibility allowed them to define themselves outside of conventional values and status symbols, therefore leading to new ideals, ideas and perceptions about the value of their lives. In a continuing vision of Generation X's legacy and involvement, Omelchenko suggests that the current youth “surviving the fallout of the crisis of 2008 can be termed as a new phase (revival) of Generation X” (251), even though they listen to different music and values.

A definition of the Gen X identity inherently takes place outside of conventional spaces and narratives. Since the time of Hamblett and Deverson young people determined to find their voices and independence outside of the stories told about them, separate from the structures meant to circumscribe their lives. It is in this vein that Chinese Gen X film-makers, explains Harry Kuoshu, resisted creating products that fed into the commanding social concerns, standards, and expectations of their time. In a society that was radically changing, Gen Xers found themselves, in Kuoshu's words, with “no heroes, no ideals, no government-sponsored jobs, and no grand vision of the country's future” (114). The so-called Sixth-Generation filmmakers watched from the outside as their elders continued to be the central players of political corruption, money worshipping, depreciation of the humanities, and massacres. It is no surprise, then, that they would come to define themselves from the margins, the outside, or the underground. In these spaces, these anti-heroes appropriated language and perspectives that presented a noncommittal approach meant to underline their subversive and fluid subjectivities. To engage with these constructions, Kuoshu provides fascinating insights into the Chinese cinematic rock scene in Beijing in which subcultural youth known as “hooligans” express their protest through pain, cynicism, and anger.

Much like in China, and despite different political conditions, Greek Generation Xers also felt betrayed and standing before the loss of traditional ideologies. The result was, similarly, the construction of characters determined by pessimistic outlooks on life and a general cynical take on the world. In Greek comics, explains Evi Sampanikou, these characteristics display themselves through a combination of mediative texts on such things as philosophical questions on moral dilemmas and humoristic images often associated with antiauthoritarianism. Social and personal commitments hide beneath a mask of sensitivities and intellectual wanderings, says Sam- panikou, teetering between a series of beliefs centered on “intellectuality vs. brutality, idealism vs. individualism, romantic love vs. cold blood sex” (143). Similarly, characters lives and ideas are influenced by a variety of international and local imprints and transitions, “from left ideologies to multinational capitalism, from European to American and Japanese influences, from the notion of morale to the isolation of the self” (150). In this transforming and transformative scene Greek Xers, like many Xers around the world, search for a new identity while suffering from their location “in between,” their rejection from previous generations, and the suffocation of a society that seems to have lost all common sense. And in a most interesting twist, one that tends to go against traditional conceptions of Generation X as a mostly masculine oriented phenomenon, Sampanikou also explains that in Greek Gen X comics the discourses related to betrayal and loss are often undermining of masculinity—”authenticity, bravery, and the revolutionary spirit” (138). In its stead, the Greek comics she discusses only recognize female characters as possible leaders, warrior adventurers or anti-conformist rebels. Men are represented as ridiculed, satirizing of themselves, and only dynamic when not human, but alien or mutated characters.

Claire Bracken examines the narrative of a female writer in the Irish context named Anne Enright. Through a fascinating analysis of her novel The Wig My Father Wore (1995), Bracken reimagines Ireland's past from a woman's point of view.
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		Figure 6.4 Soloúp, O Anthropolykos [The ‘Man-Wolf']. Athens: K^M Publisher, 2009. Permission given by the author/artist Soloúp (Antonis Nikolopoulos) and the publisher (K^M Publisher). a.I. And, Babis' life would just go on uninterrupted for years, if he hadn't met that bastard [malakas—^the word censored by the author himself] during that cursed August night. But, let's take the story from the beginning. a.II Great book!!! [the book is the Steppenwolf by Herman Hesse], b. IIIIIaaaaHHHHHH!!!!! [wolf's cry] I hadn't read anything like that for years!, c. Waw! I almost forgot!, d. It's full moon today!


		Figure 6.5 Soloúp, O Anthropolykos [The ‘Man-Wolf']. Athens: KψM Publisher, 2009. Permission given by the author/artist Soloúp (Antonis Nikolopoulos) and the publisher (KψM Publisher). a.I. He was the descendant of a very old generation of civilized wolves therefore he loathed meat. Many years ago, one of his ancestori had come into contact with gentleness of spirit and culture. a.II. [ordering] When you finish with the potatoes, put the food into the oven and then wash the girls underwear. After that, have the chickens fed, the donkey painted, the tomatoes heated and also, collect water for the night. Do you understand? a.III. Yes, Grandmother, Madame! b.I. What did you say? b.II. Yes, Grandmother, Madame! b.III. Louder!


		Figure 6.6 Soloúp, O Anthropolykos [The ‘Man-Wolf']. Athens: K^M Publisher, 2009. Permission given by the author/artist Soloúp (Antonis Nikolopoulos) and the publisher (K^M Publisher). a.I. He lived in a small cave formerly dug by some utopist goldminers. However the reality grew them old and when they were really old, they left to look for their luck under the lights and the pinball machines of the city. a. II. ENOUGH! b.I. I don't want to listen to nonsense. All these years the same job, without any result. I'm fed up! b.II. But, Karl, let us search more … maybe tomorrow … c. In the end Friedrich, it is not consciousness that defines life, but life what defines consciousness. I've told you a thousand times. Be aware at last … No… blahblahblah…. No.


		Figure 9.1 Lucía Etxebarria. Used by kind permission of Gestión Imágenes.





Pages


		i


		ii


		iii


		iv


		v


		vi


		vii


		viii


		ix


		x


		xi


		xii


		xiii


		xiv


		xv


		xvi


		xvii


		xviii


		xix


		xx


		xxi


		xxii


		xxiii


		xxiv


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20












































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/coverpage.jpg
4 A

ROUTLEDGE RESEARCH IN CULTURAL AND MEDIA STUDIES

Generation X Goes Global
Mapping a Youth Culture in Motion

Edited by

Christine Henseler






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
Z 320311N0Y

Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group
EW YORK LONDON





