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A Century of 'Generation'.
Three Constellations of Generationality, Genealogy, and Memory

The aim of my talk is to critically review what I call 'a century of generation'. I will look at three constellations of discourse about generationality and genealogy, and I will discuss their particular connections to issues of cultural memory. 

I start with the First World War and the emergence of what has been labelled the 'lost generation', an instance of emphatic self-identification, which suggests the participation in a specific, exclusive kind of war memory. While this first case exemplifies the close link between generationality and collective memory, my second case – the 'generation of postmemory' (M. Hirsch) – shows that generationality must be thought of in conjunction with genealogy. The focus of discussions about postmemory is on familal relationships and the transgenerational transmission of traumatic memories (usually, but no longer exclusively, of Holocaust and Second World War). 'Horizontal' intra-generational identification is here driven by problems of 'vertical' inter-generational memory. My third example is the discursive constellation around immigration and generation. I will focus on a current debate: that about 'second-generation Muslim immigrants' and their proneness (or not) to religious fundamentalism. I will consider how ideas about 'generation' and cultural memory are recylcled and used in this discourse. 

What all three examples have in common is their marked transnational and transcultural dimension. Studying 20th- and 21st-century discourses about generation, one discovers an extraordinary dynamics of travel, translation, and appropriation across diverse national and cultural contexts. 'Generation' seems to be one of the past century's super tropes. We are dealing here with an instance of 'memory unbound', not only because of the  remarkable mobility of generation discourses, but also because of the ways in which they carry with them often implicit, yet powerful, cultural memories. 

