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ESSAY

Rebecca Onion

Against generations
Generational thinking is seductive and conﬁrms preconceived
prejudices, but it’s a bogus way to understand the world
Science ﬁction uses generations as guinea pigs in thought
experiments: writers will change one important feature of human life,
but leave the rest intact, in order to hypothesise how a single, world
rearranging shi might play out. In S M Stirling’s Emberverse series
(2004), a mysterious event alters the laws of physics, neutralising
electricity and gunpowder, and the kids who are born a er ‘ e
Change’ – archers, farmers, ﬁghters – are diﬀerent from the ones who
knew the powered world. In Robert Heinlein’s Orphans of the Sky
(1963), people living in the closed environment of a multigenerational
starship mutiny and kill many of their leaders; years later, their

descendants have lost any true knowledge of their situation and
believe that their ship is the whole world.
ese ﬁctions work because they are controlled experiments. ey
allow you to shove aside the complexities of life, to isolate one
variable, one aspect of human experience. ey give you a window
into the plasticity of human culture, the impact of big historical
events, the exercises of power between young and old, and the way
that we make and remake our worlds through education and
tradition.
But in real life, I ﬁnd generational arguments infuriating. Overly
schematised and ridiculously reductive, generation theory is a
simplistic way of thinking about the relationship between individuals,
society, and history. It encourages us to focus on vague ‘generational
personalities’, rather than looking at the confusing diversity of social
life. Since I’m a ‘GenX’er born in 1977, the conventional wisdom is
that I’m supposed to be adaptable, independent, productive, and to
have a good work/life balance. Reading these characteristics feels like
browsing a horoscope. I see myself in some of these traits, and can
even feel a vague thrill of belonging when I read them. But my
‘boomer’ mother is intensely productive; my ‘Greatest Generation’
grandmother still sells old books online at age 90, in what I consider
to be the ultimate show of adaptability and independence.
Generational thinking doesn’t frustrate everyone. Indeed, there is a
healthy market for pundits who can devise grand theories of
generational diﬀerence. Neil Howe and William Strauss, authors of
Generations: e History of America’s Future, 15842069 (1991) and
founders of the consulting ﬁrm LifeCourse Associates in Virginia,
have made a ﬁne living out of generational assessments, but their
work reads like a deeply mystical form of historical explanation.
(Strauss died in 2007; Howe continues to run the consultancy
LifeCourse.) e two have conceived an elaborate and totalising
theory of the cycle of generations, which they argue come in four
sequential and endlessly repeating archetypes.

In the StraussHowe schema, these distinct groups of archetypes
follow each other throughout history thus: ‘prophets’ are born near
the end of a ‘crisis’; ‘nomads’ are born during an ‘awakening’; ‘heroes’
are born a er an ‘awakening’, during an ‘unravelling’; and ‘artists’ are
born a er an ‘unravelling’, during a ‘crisis’. Strauss and Howe select
prominent individuals from each generation, pointing to
characteristics that deﬁne them as archetypal – heroes are John F
Kennedy and Ronald Reagan; artists: eodore Roosevelt, Woodrow
Wilson; prophets: John Winthrop, Abraham Lincoln; nomads: John
Adams, Ulysses Grant. Each generation has a common set of personal
characteristics and typical life experiences.
e archetypal scheme is also a theory of how historical change
happens. e LifeCourse idea is that the predominance of each
archetype in a given generation triggers the advent of the next (as the
consultancy’s website puts it: ‘each youth generation tries to correct
or compensate for what it perceives as the excesses of the midlife
generation in power’). Besides having a very reductive vision of the
universality of human nature, Strauss and Howe are futurists; they
predict that a major crisis will occur once every 80 years, restarting
the generational cycle. While the pair’s ideas seem farfetched, they
have currency in the marketplace: LifeCourse Associates has
consulted for brands such as Nike, Cartoon Network, Viacom and the
Ford Motor Company; for universities including Arizona State,
Dartmouth, Georgetown and the University of Texas, and for the US
Army, too.
e commercial success of this pseudoscientiﬁc mumbojumbo is
irritating, but also troubling. e dominant US thinkers on the
generational question tend to ﬂatten social distinctions, relying on
cherrypicked examples and reifying a vision of a ‘society’ that’s made
up mostly of the white and middleclass. In an article in e Chronicle
of Higher Education in 2009 on the pundits and consultants who
market information about ‘millennials’ to universities, Eric Hoover
described Howe and Strauss’s inﬂuential book about that generation,
Millennials Rising: e Next Great Generation (2000), as a work ‘based

on a hodgepodge of anecdotes, statistics, and popculture references’
with the only new empirical evidence being a body of around 600
interviews of highschool seniors, all living in wealthy Fairfax County,
Virginia.
Hoover interviewed several people in higher education who voiced
their doubts about the utility of Howe and Strauss’s approach. eir
replies, informed by their experience teaching college students from
across the socioeconomic spectrum, show how useless the schematic
understanding of ‘millennials’ looks when you’re working with actual
people. Palmer H Muntz, then the director of admissions of Lincoln
Christian University in Illinois, noticed that plenty of kids he
encountered on visits to lessprivileged schools weren’t intensely
worried about grades or planning, like the stereotypical millennial.
Fred A Bonner II, now at Prairie View A & M University in Texas,
pointed out that many of the supposed ‘personality traits’ of coddled
and pressured millennials were unrecognisable to his black or
Hispanic students, or those who grew up with less money. Siva
Vaidhyanathan, a cultural historian and media scholar at the
University of Virginia, told Hoover: ‘Generational thinking is just a
benign form of bigotry.’
Academics have been chewing over the concept of ‘generations’ for
more than a century, and have by and large concluded that
generational thinking is bogus. Distinctions between given age
groups in a society can be an interesting lens for examination – but
only if the person framing the questions is painfully cautious to
qualify her terms, set careful parameters, and examine her
assumptions.
Writers began creating big theories about generational meaning in
the 19th century. By the time the Hungarianborn sociologist Karl
Mannheim wrote the formative essay ‘ e Problem of Generations’
(1928), he could include 33 references in his bibliography, from
European scholars who had been addressing the question since 1862.
A pervasive 18th and 19thcentury European intellectual interest in

modernisation, progress and change laid the groundwork for
assessments of age groups as separate entities whose eﬀorts would
bring societies closer, or distance them, from the goals that writers set
for their cultures. en, traumatic and socially signiﬁcant experiences
of revolution and war in the 19th and 20th centuries disposed people
to try to understand how such dramatic changes could happen so
quickly – and how they might change those who lived through them.
Young people began to selfdeﬁne as fundamentally diﬀerent from
older people, and to take political action based on those generational
beliefs.
Mannheim, born in Budapest in 1893, had a life marked by 20th
century political upheaval. He was a student during the First World
War, had to leave Hungary for Germany when the Kingdom of
Hungary was reinstated in 1920, then had to leave Germany for
England when the Nazi regime came to power and he lost his
professorship for being Jewish. Despite the huge impact that the
historical coincidence of his birth had on his life, Mannheim wrote his
1928 essay in order to temper enthusiasm about the broad
generational explanations that were en vogue in the European
intellectual community.
It was time, Mannheim wrote, to think more systematically about this
attractive way to explain historical change. He wrote that the logical
fallacy of the generational approach ‘lay in the attempt to explain the
whole dynamic of history from this one factor – an excusable one
sidedness easily explained by the fact that discoverers o en tend to
be overenthusiastic about phenomena they are the ﬁrst to see’.
Mannheim divided the theory of generations, up until his
intervention, into two parts. Positivist thinkers – mostly French, and
inﬂuenced by the philosopher Auguste Comte – had tried to ‘ﬁnd a
general law to express the rhythm of historical development’, in
keeping with their project of understanding society empirically in
order to rationally direct its course. Looking at the average life course
of humans, these thinkers and writers tied the progress – or lack

thereof – of human culture directly to this biological limitation, and
wondered how things would change if humans lived longer or shorter
lives.
Romantic theorists of generations – mostly German – went the other
way, presenting the character of generations as ‘evidence against the
concept of unilinear development in history’, as Mannheim put it in
his essay. is school represented generations qualitatively and
mystically. ey imagined the existence of some kind of force in the
ether that bound generations together. Wilhelm Pinder, a German art
historian who tried to understand the development of his country’s
art generationally, advanced the concept of entelechy – a word coined
by Aristotle and developed by the German philosopher Gottfried
Leibniz, who wrote in the 17th and early 18th centuries. is word
referred to an inner motivation and organisation, what Pinder called
‘an inborn way of experiencing life and the world’, which operated on
a metaphysical level and could be shared within a group.
Neither of these models totally satisﬁed Mannheim, who felt that
biological (positivist) or spiritual (romantic) speculations about the
nature of ‘secular rhythms’ in history should be advanced with
caution. ese speculations, he thought, were ‘simply used as a
pretext for avoiding research into the nearer and more transparent
fabric of social processes and their inﬂuence on the phenomenon of
generations’. And no set interval of generational spread – 30 years; 15
years – should be accepted as gospel, since intermediate generations
always played a part in the development of the generations around
them.
Most helpfully for our purposes, Mannheim cautioned the reader to
recognise the existence of diverse ‘generation units’. Disambiguation
– say, between the presentday youth of Fairfax County and young
people living in the Rio Grande Valley in Texas or the South Side in
Chicago – was essential. As evidence, he pointed to European
peasants living outside of cities in the 18th and 19th centuries, who
couldn’t possibly have the same perspective as their urban, educated

brethren on the upheavals of revolution. It was tempting, he admitted,
to make literary or artistic groups stand in for the rest of their
generation, since such selfreﬂective, highly analytical groups made
entelechies really visible. ‘But if we pay exclusive attention to them,’
he warned, ‘we shall not be able really to account for this vector
structure of intellectual currents.’
e CanadianAmerican sociologist Norman Ryder redeﬁned the
problem with ‘ e Cohort as a Concept in the Study of Social Change’
(1965), which is still widely cited in sociological literature dealing with
age, life course and experience. ‘A cohort may be deﬁned as the
aggregate of individuals (within some population deﬁnition) who
experienced the same event within the same time interval,’ Ryder
argued. at qualiﬁer – ‘within some population deﬁnition’ – was key.
Sociologists looking at cohorts could avoid oversimplifying their data
by always controlling for other factors relating to social position:
geographical location, gender, race, education, occupation.
To assume that a given group of people would be similar because of
birthdate, Ryder thought, was to risk committing a fallacy. ‘ e
burden of proof is on those who insist that the cohort acquires the
organised characteristics of some kind of temporal community,’ he
wrote. ‘ is may be a fruitful hypothesis in the study of small groups
of coevals in artistic or political movements but it scarcely applies to
more than a small minority of the cohort in a mass society.’
Ryder had harsh words for the theorists he called ‘generationists’. He
argued that thinkers about generation on a large scale had made
illogical leaps when theorising the relationship between generations
and social change. ‘ e fact that social change produces intercohort
diﬀerentiation and thus contributes to intergenerational conﬂict,’ he
argued, ‘cannot justify a theory that social change is produced by that
conﬂict.’ ere was no way to prove causality. e end result, he wrote,
was that grand generational theories tended toward ‘arithmetical
mysticism.’

While sociologists of the past halfcentury have used Ryder’s cohort
concept to see deeper into human experience – structuring their
studies using the variable of birthdate along with any number of other
deﬁning facts that might shape human lives – some historians have
also tried to recover the generational idea by writing about speciﬁc
cohorts. By midcentury, historians reﬂecting on their own
methodology saw earlier eﬀorts to propose longterm, largescale
generational schemata, such as those of François Mentré, Henri Peyre,
and Julián Marías, as hopelessly arbitrary.
e US historian Robert Wohl wrote, in his book Generation of 1914
(1979), about the European intellectuals who selfdeﬁned as a group
a er the Great War. In wrestling with the idea of ‘generation’, Wohl
looked at the selfconscious creation of the concept in postwar
Europe. Wohl’s key theoretical move was to skirt the question of the
existence of a generation, instead making a metaanalysis, looking at
the way that cohorts of intellectuals, artists and academics (including
Mannheim and the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset)
developed their speciﬁc generational consciousness. Wohl studied the
formation of the idea, rather than the actuality.
e people who made up Wohl’s ‘Generation of 1914’ had many
similar intellectual obsessions: the castingoﬀ of traditions, an
emphasis on action, a prizing of authenticity and avantgarde thought.
Yet Wohl took care to point out the diﬀerences between units within
this ‘generation’, even those separated by only a few years. Slightly
older men, who entered the First World War early in the conﬂict, a er
establishing nascent careers and while the project of the war was still
seen as an honourable one, had a very diﬀerent experience from those
younger soldiers who went straight from school to war. While both
groups were later considered part of the ‘Lost Generation’ of British
elites, Wohl wrote, the survivors’ social position and attitudes upon
their reentry a er the war were quite diﬀerent.
More recently, some historians have tried to think generationally
while rigorously acknowledging the structural limitations of the

approach. In her book Inheriting the Revolution: e First Generation of
Americans (2000), the US historian Joyce Appleby wrote about the
generation that came of age between 1790 and 1830, and was
fundamentally shaped by the experience of being the ﬁrst adults to
grow up in the new nation. Religious revival, economic opportunity
and democratic politics made their mark on these people, who
created their own ideology around what it meant to be a citizen.
e US historian Ira Berlin, in his Generations of Captivity: A History of
AfricanAmerican Slaves (2003), turns the generational lens on a
population that has been historically ignored when it comes to
discussions of generational ‘character’: enslaved people in the US.
Berlin outlines a loose scheme, focusing on the way successive groups
of enslaved people reacted to and shaped the conditions of their
enslavement. Even within this framework, Berlin identiﬁes diﬀerences
in cohorts that lived in diﬀerent geographical areas. His generational
distinctions are less about ‘personality’ than they are about shared
experience and response. A simple comparison between the stories he
tells in this book, and the parallel lives of white Americans who lived
during the same time, gives the lie to the utility of the generational
concept in identifying universal trends in US history.
As the French historian Pierre Nora wrote in 1996, the careful analyst
trying to talk about generations will always struggle: ‘ e generational
concept would make a wonderfully precise instrument if only its
precision didn’t make it impossible to apply to the unclassiﬁable
disorder of reality.’ e problem with transferring historical and
sociological ways of thinking about generational change into the
public sphere is that ‘unclassiﬁability’ is both terrifying and boring.
Big, sweeping explanations of social change sell. Little, careful studies
of sameage cohorts, hemmed in on all sides by rich speciﬁcity, do not.
Perhaps the pseudoscientiﬁc use of supposed ‘generations’ would irk
less if it weren’t so o en used to demean the young. Millennials,
consultants advise prospective employers, feel entitled to good
treatment even in entrylevel jobs, because they’ve been overpraised

their whole lives. Millennials won’t buckle down and buy cars or
houses, economists complain; millennials are lurking in their parents’
basements, e New Yorker cartoon stereotype runs, tweeting and
texting and posting selﬁes and avoiding responsibility.
Actual millennials are ﬁghting back, pointing out that this focus on
technology use and supposed personality diﬀerences is obscuring the
very real (and dire) economic conditions that young people face.
‘Sometimes it’s important to start with numbers,’ Malcolm Harris
wrote in the ‘Youth’ edition of e New Inquiry in 2012. ‘When it
comes to intergenerational conﬂict, tied as it is to stories about
Oedipus and Hamlet, numbers help ensure we’re speaking of a
particular relation rather than a mythic archetype.’ Harris, who will
publish a book on the topic this year, pointed out that young people
deal with unemployment, overpolicing, lack of economic opportunity,
tuition increases, and mountainous student debt.
A popular critique, in the form of the ‘OldEconomy Steve’ meme,
shows that Harris is not alone in pointing out the hypocrisy of older
public opinion that’s ready to disdain young people facing big social
problems. An image of a 1970slooking teenager (aka oldeconomy
Steve) is overlaid with banner texts such as: ‘Graduates From College.
Gets Hired.’; ‘Got My Dream Job. By Responding To A Classiﬁed Ad.’;
‘Had A Great Union Job. Unions Are Ruining e Country.’; ‘When I
Was In College My Summer Job Paid the Tuition. Tuition Was $400.’
Younger people fume on Tumblr, providing each other with statistics
to use in arguments with older people who are convinced they just
aren’t ‘trying’ hard enough to get jobs.
Popular millennial backlash against the stereotyping of their
generation makes use of the same arguments against generational
thinking that sociologists and historians have spent years developing.
By drawing attention to the eﬀects of the economic situation on their
lives, pointing out that human experience isn’t universal and
predictable, and calling upon adults to abandon broad assessments in
favour of speciﬁc understanding, millennials prove the point:

generational thinking is seductive, and for some of us it conﬁrms our
preconceived prejudices, but it’s fatally ﬂawed as a mode of
understanding the world. Real life is not science ﬁction.
Rebecca Onion writes about history and culture for e Boston Globe and
Slate.com’s e Vault Blog, among others. She lives in Ohio.

ESSAY

Lary Wallace

Now THAT was music
One grim day (when youth is over) you ﬁnd that new music gets
on your nerves. But why do our musical tastes freeze over?
Some of us are more susceptible than others, but eventually it
happens to us all. You know what I’m talking about: the inability to
appreciate new music – or at least, to appreciate new music the way
we once did. ere’s a lot of disagreement about why exactly this
happens, but virtually none about when. Call it a casualty of your 30s,
the ﬁrst sign of a great decline. Recently turned 40, I’ve seen it happen
to me – and to a pretty signiﬁcant extent – but refuse to consider
myself defeated until the moment I stop ﬁghting.

I’ve been ﬁghting it for more than 10 years now, with varying degrees
of vigour and resolve. Sometimes the ﬁght becomes too much – one
tires of the small victories that never break open into anything larger
– and the spirit ﬂags. I continually if not consistently stay abreast of
what’s deemed the best of the new – particularly in rap and rock and
R&B (which I stubbornly and unapologetically refer to, like a true
devotee of its 1960s incarnation, as ‘soul’). ese ventures into the
current and contemporary have reaped dividends so small, they can
be recounted – will be recounted – with no trouble at all.
But why should I care? Why should any of us care? Maybe it’s about
the fear of becoming what we’ve always loathed: someone reﬂexively
and guiltlessly willing to serve up a load of thingswerebetterinmy
day, one of the most facile and benighted of all declarations. If you
take pride in regarding yourself as culturally current, always willing to
indulge the best of everything wherever it’s found, such taste
blockages can be pretty frustrating, even embarrassing. And that
hoary old consolation for the erectile dysfunction of the slightly older
– ‘It happens to everyone’ – is no consolation at all.
For one thing, it doesn’t happen to everyone. Musicians seem
particularly immune, for obvious reasons, and so do certain types of
journalists, for reasons touched on in the paragraph above. Still, it’s a
very real phenomenon, as real as anything that transpires in the mind.
Famously, something similar happens to us with sports, particularly
spectator sports, and at a much younger age. But no one really feels
too badly about that, because of the inherent meaninglessness of
watching other humans engage in physical activity. It’s like ruing the
day you ever stopped liking porn. But music is diﬀerent. Denounce
the music of the present day, and you’ve instantly become a walking,
talking, (barely) breathing cliché, ripe for ridicule, a classic ﬁgure of
parody and invective.
It doesn’t happen to everyone, but it could certainly happen to you.

It’s axiomatic in our culture that a sense of wonder is something to be
encouraged in others and coveted for ourselves. But a sense of
wonder is dependent on an ability to experience surprise, and if as an
adult you’re still surprised by certain things, then you haven’t been
keeping up the way you should.
Most of us stop responding to new music because we know better.
You can read that sentence and its last word any way you want; it’s
still going to apply. But even if we don’t know better, per se, we still
know just as good, and so we know enough to understand that it’s
been done before, whatever this is we’re listening to. All of which is
another way of saying: you lose your virginity only once.
is is only compounded by another factor, and it’s something I’ve
never seen or heard mentioned in any discussion of this topic. It has
to do with the callowness (perceived and real) of musicians younger
than ourselves. As something that by its very nature appeals to our
emotions, music requires that we be emotionally engaged. is can be
a very diﬃcult thing to achieve on behalf of someone who hasn’t
endured as much of the world as we have.
I’m talking here about music made by those who were younger than
us when we ﬁrst heard them. Anybody who listens to a Beatles song
today is listening to a song made by people in their 20s, but we don’t
mind – we seldom even notice – because we were younger than that
when we ﬁrst heard the Beatles – or at least, we were younger than the
living Beatles were then.
I’m not saying it makes sense, any more than emotions themselves
make sense. But there’s no denying their validity. e best music
achieves its eﬀects by realising a bittersweet tension – a bit of
melancholy touched with exuberance, or vice versa. is requires
soul, and something resembling wisdom, and it requires the listener’s
complicity, too. More than with any other art form, music requires
that its consumer not just appreciate adroit execution but take
ownership of a sensibility. I’m not saying it’s impossible with

musicians younger than ourselves – it’s happened to me many times.
But it’s certainly rare, because for the eﬀect to work – the way it works
for me whenever I hear SleaterKinney’s Jumpers (2005) or the
Decemberists’ Here I Dreamt I Was an Architect (2002), both of which I
ﬁrst encountered well into my 30s – it’s because there are absolutely
no weaknesses in the songs’ construction, and because the musicians
manage to achieve an oldsouled wistfulness and longing that
transcend their youth.
More important than any of this is the adult’s safety within his
identity. No longer casting about for an anthem, no longer trying on
identities like new clothes, the welladjusted adult is far less likely to
succumb to the sound of a musician’s soul, unless it’s a sound that got
to him before his ultimate emancipation.
e early30s solidiﬁcation of this soul is part of a process begun
much earlier, when one is hitting adolescence. In an article headlined
‘Forever Young? In Some Ways, Yes’ (2011) in e New York mes,
the cultural historian David Hajdu noticed something shared among a
dozen or so legendary musicians then turning 70: they had all ‘turned
14 around 1955 and 1956, when rock ’n’ roll was ﬁrst erupting’.
He took his hunch and drew it out a little further, with compelling
results. Bob Dylan and Paul McCartney both had their heads turned
around by Elvis when they were precisely 14 years old; Sidney Bechet,
Jimmie Rodgers and Fletcher Henderson – all ‘future innovators of
vernacular, crossracial music’ – were 14 in 1911 when Irving Berlin’s
Alexander’s Ragtime Band was released; Billie Holiday and Frank
Sinatra turned 14 in 1929, the year Rudy Vallée codiﬁed the art of
crooning; and Bruce Springsteen, Stevie Wonder, Gene Simmons and
Billy Joel turned 14 right around the time that the Beatles played e
Ed Sullivan Show in 1964.
It’s simply not realistic to expect someone to respond to music with
such lifedeﬁning fervour more than once. And it’s not realistic, either,
to expect someone comfortable with his personality to be ﬂailing

about for new sensibilities to adopt. I’ve always been somewhat
suspicious of those who truly do, as the overused phrase has it, listen
to everything. Such schizophrenic tastes seem not so much a symptom
of wellroundedness as of an unstable sense of self. Liking everything
means loving nothing. If you’re so quick to adopt new sentiments and
their expression, then how serious were you about the ones you
pushed aside to accommodate them?
Oh yeah, and one more thing: music today fucking sucks.
I don’t have the space here or the time in my life to do a thorough
survey of the Current State of Popular Music. Probably the person
who’s come closer than anyone to pulling oﬀ such a grim endeavour is
the US journalist John Seabrook, in his book e Song Machine: Inside
the Hit Factory (2015). To read its pages is to take a dispiriting tour
through the realms of Kpop, boy bands, trackandhook, songwriters
forhire, Swedish song machines, pop divas, AutoTune, and all the
other enthralling phenomena that make up the music of today.
It should be said that Seabrook does not share this contempt for his
own subject. When I email to ask him what exactly he thinks of the
latest pop music, he tells me, bluntly: ‘I think the pop songs today are
better, and the hiphop songs are usually better than at any time in the
last 20 or 30 years.’ en he explains this opinion with a remark that
many will ﬁnd unfathomable: ‘ at’s mainly because the beats and
instrumentation have become so much more interesting with the full
embrace of electronic production. Also the vocalrecording
technology is so much better – the voice is so much more textured
today than ever before.’ He doesn’t stop there: ‘I think actually this is
the beginning of a new golden age for pop music, when EDM
[electronic dance music] will allow it to realise a new level of sonic
complexity. We aren’t quite there yet, but the DJ SnakeJ[ustin]
B[ieber] collaborations are the way forward.’
I simply can’t follow Seabrook where he’s taking me here. Any
assessment of music that concludes with the stated belief that Justin

Bieber is ‘the way forward’ is an assessment that’s fundamentally
ﬂawed and manifestly ridiculous. But I do agree that rap is probably
better than it’s ever been, particularly in the range of topics addressed
and in the move away from relying on sampled music.
Although it’s a positive thing that rap is relying less and less on
sampled music, I have to acknowledge that sampled music in rap is
responsible for much of my musical preference to this day. It ﬁrst
happened in the mid1980s, when I was eight or nine years old, living
on US Army bases in Germany and Massachusetts. Copyright laws
hadn’t yet caught up to industrywide practice, and rap producers
were sampling 1970s sounds like shoppingspree contestants pulling
merchandise oﬀ the shelf: falsetto choruses; chunky wahwah guitar
riﬀs; overthetop, funkedout horn arrangements; sneaky, snakelike
synthesiser patterns. All of this, naturally enough, made me a hiphop
fanatic, but it also, by the time I ﬁnished high school, made me a
fanatic for something else: the funk, soul and rock of the 1970s.
I had been alive for only four of the 1970s, and remembered none of
them, but that didn’t matter; I embraced this sound as if it were my
generation’s own, and in a strange way it was. Most of the people I’d
grown up with were content to pluck this music where they found it,
but I had to follow it all the way down to its roots. By the time I was in
college, I was spending virtually every spare dollar I had on tapes (yes,
tapes, on their way out even then, but they never got scratched, and
you could get them for a couple dollars less than a CD) by James
Brown, Kool & the Gang, Average White Band, the O’Jays, Prince,
Curtis Mayﬁeld, Marvin Gaye, Isaac Hayes, Michael Jackson,
ParliamentFunkadelic, Barry White.
A er I dropped out of college and joined the Navy, I discovered
another band that had been spectrally responsible for some of my
favourite rap songs – Steely Dan – and they became an obsession that
transcended the parameters of mere music. at sound and that
sensibility, the entire ethos of bohemian cra smanship and
bittersweet longing, both evoked and explained so compellingly on

Deacon Blues (1977) – I saturated myself with this sensibility in San
Diego, where I created for myself a culture of reading and writing and
seagoing and distancerunning and drinking. It was all so poignant
and profound a way to spend one’s early 20s. Steely Dan wasn’t just a
soundtrack to this lifestyle; they were a catalyst for it. My shipmates
were amused by my absolute embrace of a band that (at that point)
hadn’t put out an album in 20 years. But their music, to me, was the
freshest thing going. Having only recently emerged from a brutal
childhood and adolescence that I almost didn’t survive, I can tell you
right now as I would have told you then that I’d never felt younger.
is was my base, musically, and it remains my base still. But even in
those years I spent infatuated with the sounds of the 1970s, I was
keeping my ears open to new music. God knows, I was around it all
the time – in apartments, college dorms, aircra carrier berthings –
but little of it managed to move me. When something popped out and
really seized my aﬀection, it was usually because the artist either so
closely resembled one of my 1970s icons (D’Angelo) or because he so
epitomised the lyrical wordplay I’d developed a taste for in childhood
(the Notorious B.I.G.). ese are both, of course, ways of saying that
1980s hip hop is in a sense what I kept returning to, even when I
wasn’t doing so explicitly – throughout my return to college, then
grad school, and journalism, right up until the present day.
In high school, I remained indiﬀerent to grunge from the very ﬁrst
chords of Smells Like Teen Spirit (1991) all the way through its run.
Even in high school, those bands sounded to me like little more than
pitiful whiners. I was into Radiohead – at least until the travesty of Kid
A (2000) – and I got on board with the Strokes, the Hives and the
White Stripes when those bands momentarily gave rock back its old
good name. I’ve always been into classic rock and cool jazz and heavy
metal (exempliﬁed by those artists so canonical, it’s pointless to even
mention them). I still avidly follow rap, and am a devoted fan of a
coupledozen current rappers, but no new bands interest me other
than the Black Keys. Obviously, this is not what you’d call a
comprehensive appreciation of current popular music.

You’d think I might have gotten the point by now and given up.
It doesn’t have to happen, not entirely. We all know it. Seabrook
knows it. When I ask him if it’s happened to him, he answers
categorically and in the negative. ‘I understand this is supposed to
happen,’ he adds, ‘but I wonder how much of this is really true. It used
to be hard to keep up, so people did give up going to record stores,
etc. But now with streaming music there are no more excuses. It’s so
easy to hear new music. Spotify’s daily mix makes it as painless as
possible.’
Never has it been so easy to keep up, and never has doing so seemed
so futile – never has the product seemed so disposable and unworthy
of one’s listening time. During the weeks that I was preparing this
essay – and at many other times throughout the past couple decades
– I’ve been making dutiful, earnest attempts to keep up with the
latest, heeding the recommendations of Pitchfork magazine, scanning
the Billboard charts, checking oﬀ Grammy nominees like items on a
todo list. What it’s yielded has been very little, mostly artists – such
as Iron Maiden, Leonard Cohen, A Tribe Called Quest, Megadeth –
that I’ve already been fervently listening to for decades, and whom I
would have been listening to even without being prompted to do so.
And really, what more should I expect? e best music in life – like all
the best things in life – is that which suggests itself, revealing itself not
from the realms of the obligatory and the abstracted, but from the
enchanted and unassailable. Even Seabrook – who doesn’t believe
‘there’s anything biologically that compels you to lose interest in new
music’ – agrees ‘that when you are young, you feel more passionately
about new music [emphasis mine], because your tastes and thus your
identity are still forming. So the relationship is more intense’.
I’ve become convinced there’s something a little pathetic in the
contrived way some of us pursue new music deep into our 30s and
beyond, not really wanting to but feeling like we must, as if music
somehow deserved this – deserved to be consumed like vegetables at

our mother’s dinner table. All those unapologetic old fogeys willing to
take a stand and denounce the music of today have a lot more in
common with the youth than someone like me. At least the fogeys are
willing to trust their instincts, ﬁnding their kicks where they ﬁnd
them, and never minding the places they don’t. As for me, I suspect I’ll
keep on in my stubborn suspicion that I just might be missing
something, continuing to complete my homework like a diligent little
student, even though I probably should have le such kids’ stuﬀ
behind a long time ago.
Lary Wallace is an American writer living in Bangkok.
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Lauren Gravitz

My spotless mind
Imagine purging life’s disturbing events. If you could alter or
mute your worst memories would you still remain yourself?
Imagine you’re the manager of a café. It stays open late and the
neighbourhood has gone quiet by the time you lock the doors. You
put the evening’s earnings into a bank bag, tuck that into your
backpack, and head home. It’s a short walk through a poorly lit park.
And there, next to the pond, you realise you’ve been hearing footsteps
behind you. Before you can turn around, a man sprints up and stabs
you in the stomach. When you fall to the ground, he kicks you, grabs
your backpack, and runs oﬀ. Fortunately a bystander calls an
ambulance which takes you, bleeding and shaken, to the nearest
hospital.

e emergency room physician stitches you up and tells you that,
aside from the pain and a bit of blood loss, you’re in good shape. en
she sits down and looks you in the eye. She tells you that people who
live through a traumatic event like yours o en develop posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD). e condition can be debilitating, resulting in
ﬂashbacks that prompt you to relive the trauma over and over. It can
cause irritation, anxiety, angry outbursts and a magniﬁed fear
response. But she has a pill you can take right now that will decrease
your recall of the night’s events – and thus the fear and other
emotions associated with it – and guard against the potential eﬀects
of PTSD without completely erasing the memory itself.
Would you like to try it?
When Elizabeth Lo us, a psychologist at the University of California,
Irvine, asked nearly 1,000 people a similar question, more than 80 per
cent said: ‘No.’ ey would rather retain all memory and emotion of
that day, even if it came with a price. More striking was the fact that 46
per cent of them didn’t believe people should be allowed to have such
a choice in the ﬁrst place.
Every day, science is ushering us closer to the kind of memory erasure
that, until recently, was more the province of Philip K Dick. Studies
now show that some medications, including a bloodpressure drug
called propranolol, might have the ability to do just what the ER
doctor described – not just for new traumas, but past ones too.
Granted, that future is not yet here. Most of the time, we’re still better
at subconsciously editing our own recollections than any new
technology is. But with researchers working on techniques that can
chisel, reconstruct and purge life’s memories, it becomes crucial to
ask: do we need our real memories? What makes us believe that
memory is so sacrosanct? And do memories really make us who we
are?

Many would argue that humans are driven by their stories. We create
our own narratives based on the memories we retain and those we
choose to discard. We use memories to build an understanding of self.
We lean on them to make decisions and direct our lives.
But what happens to our sense of self if we purge the most distasteful
memories and cherrypick the good ones? When some things are hard
to think about, or so injurious to our selfimage, are we better oﬀ
creating a history in which they no longer exist? And if we do, are we
doomed to repeat our mistakes without learning from them, doomed
to ﬁght the same wars? By ﬁnding ways to erase our memories, are we
erasing ourselves?
Our memories aren’t ﬁxed. We already edit them: sometimes
intentionally, sometimes not. Sometimes by ourselves, and sometimes
when other people’s recollections ﬁlter into our own. We forget. We
‘remember’ incorrectly. We can even train our brains to remember
facts and moments with greater acumen.
ink about your ﬁrst kiss. No, go back further, to the ﬁrst time you
rode a bike. How clear is that memory? Is it pictureperfect or has it
acquired a sepia tint and become a bit tattered around the edges?
e ﬁrst time I balanced on a twowheeler was in front of our little
ranchstyle house on a quiet street in northern California. I was
perched proudly, if hesitantly, on the ﬂowered banana seat of a shiny
purple Schwinn that my father had just separated from its training
wheels. ‘Don’t let go,’ I told my mom before we pushed oﬀ. She
nodded and I started peddling as she grasped the rounded chrome
handle on the back of the seat. ‘Don’t let go!’ I yelled again, and
glanced back to ﬁnd that she had, in fact, let go and was now half a
block away, laughing and looking ohso proud. I promptly fell. And
then, because I’d scraped my knees, I started to cry. She came running
up and I screamed at her, feeling betrayed.

At least, I think that’s what happened. irtyﬁve years later I’m not so
sure. Perhaps adultme has reinterpreted what ﬁveyearold me was
feeling. Or perhaps, over the years, every time I pulled this memory up
to the surface and told the story, I changed it ever so slightly, until
what I remember now is more ﬁction than fact.
For decades, most memory researchers compared memories to
photographs, and our brains to albums or ﬁling cabinets stuﬀed full of
them. ey believed that each photo required an initial development
period – much the way that pictures are processed in a darkroom –
and then was ﬁled away for future reference.
But in the past few decades, scientists have discovered that memory is
far more plastic than that. It doesn’t just fade like a photograph
tucked away in an album. e details subtly morph and shi . It’s
malleable. And some research suggests it might be erasable.
Individual neurons communicate using chemicals called
neurotransmitters, which ﬂow from one neuron to the next across
synapses – small gaps between the nerve cells. When memories are
formed, protein changes at the nerve synapses must be consolidated
and translated into longterm circuits in the brain. If consolidation is
interrupted, the memory dissolves.
Diﬀerent types of memories are stored in diﬀerent places in the brain,
and each memory has a dedicated network of neurons. Shortterm
memories such as a grocery list or an address live, brieﬂy, in the pre
frontal cortex – the foremost area of the folded grey matter that
encases the brain. Fear and other intensely emotional memories exist
in the amygdala, while facts and autobiographical events are located
in the hippocampus. But memories aren’t isolated in these diﬀerent
areas – they overlap and intertwine and connect and diverge like the
tangled branches of an old lilac tree. Even when a factual memory
fades it can leave an emotional trace behind, much the way that the
lilac ﬂower still knows how to open once it’s been snipped from the
tree. Much the way the ﬂower’s scent instantly transports you to a

particular place and time, even if you can’t remember what you were
doing or why you were there.
In 2000, two neuroscientists at New York University, Karim Nader
and Joseph LeDoux were studying memory in rats when they
discovered that the very act of recalling a memory puts it at risk of
being altered or possibly erased. When a rat is afraid, it freezes in its
tracks. Nader trained his rats to associate a particular tone with a mild
electrical shock – every time he played it for them, they froze. As
much as a year later, they still froze whenever they heard it, proof that
the memory had consolidated and remained intact. en, he injected
a drug that blocked protein formation into each rat’s amygdala, the
brain’s emotional strongbox, and played them the same sound but
this time without the shock. e next day, the animals had no reaction
at all to the tone.
e results were the ﬁrst to prove how it might be possible to alter a
memory that had already been stored, says Nader, who’s now at
McGill University in Montreal. ‘We showed that just by recalling a
yearold memory, a circuit can go back to being unstored and has to
be stored again.’ With each recall, the memory was being
reconsolidated – a process akin to pulling a picture out of that album,
telling a story about it, then trying to reposition it exactly as it was.
But the drug disrupted that process, as though someone had closed
the album and spirited it away before the photo could be replaced.
Now, with nothing to reinforce the rats’ memories upon recall, the
memories appeared to evaporate as though they had never existed.
Upon hearing about Nader’s research, one of his colleagues at McGill,
the psychologist Alain Brunet, began looking into whether the ﬁnding
could be applied to people with PTSD. is condition is less a
problem of remembering and more of notforgetting, when the mind
repeatedly plays back a disturbing chain of events, each time
prompting the same feelings of fear and distress that were present the
moment it happened.

e drug that Nader injected into his rats isn’t approved for most uses
in humans. But another one that blocks protein formation in the
amygdala is inexpensive, safe, and readily available: the blood
pressurelowering drug, propranolol.
Brunet has now performed a number of trials in people with PTSD –
with as few as one session and as many as six – and seen some
intriguing results. By administering the pill, waiting an hour, then
asking his subjects to write down the traumatic story in as much detail
as they could remember, Brunet found that some who had suﬀered
PTSD for years began to look back at the event and remember most
of the details while feeling… well, not much at all.
Scientists think it might work like this: norepinephrine is a stress
hormone, a neurotransmitter that enhances emotional learning in the
brain. Propranolol blocks its eﬀects, preventing its involvement in
reconsolidation of the retrieved memory. ‘ e reconsolidation
blockade has potential to become a universal treatment for PTSD.
And PTSD is a universal problem,’ Brunet told me.
Other researchers have tried to repeat Brunet’s work, with greater or
lesser success. In two separate studies, led by Brunet and the Harvard
psychiatrist Roger Pitman, ER patients who took propranolol within
six hours a er a trauma appeared protected from experiencing
intensely physical reactions when they recalled the event a few
months later. It was these studies that Lo us referenced when she
created her thought experiment – and that her subjects believed
should not be allowed to go any further.
Because propranolol can seemingly erase emotional fear without
aﬀecting factual memory, it also holds promise for other anxiety
related disorders. Last year, Merel Kindt, a psychology researcher at
the University of Amsterdam, used the drug to help people with
arachnophobia to overcome their fear of spiders. Although they
clearly remembered being afraid, Kindt’s subjects could now touch
and even hold a tarantula.

New studies continue to reveal ways in which memory
reconsolidation might be helpful, and multiple mechanisms that could
be exploited for memory editing. By disassociating addicts’ memories
of being high from their fond feelings toward the experience,
scientists have looked at the potential of propranolol to cure alcohol
addiction in people, and have even tested it for treating heroin and
cocaine addiction in rats. Others are interested in a diﬀerent drug,
called Blebb, to slice out methamphetaminerelated memories.
If this same memorydampening pill could be used to help addicts,
would Lo us’s subjects feel diﬀerently about its value? Could a judge
ethically order this kind of therapy for chronically troubled addicts?
When is memory expendable for the good of an individual or of
society? And why is it less tolerable to use medication to erase or
suppress a memory than it is to rely on our own brains to do the
work?
e human brain is remarkably ﬂexible. Its ability to selectively prune
our memories’ errant branches is a necessary adaptation. If we
remembered every moment of every day, most of us would get too
bogged down in our own minds to be functional. Psychologists
believe that the human brain has evolved to forget the trivial stuﬀ and
highlight important episodes, especially negative ones, so that we
might better predict future events and know how to handle them.
at can make trauma harder to expunge, perhaps for good reason.
‘Traumatic experiences give you an opportunity to think about who
you are in the moment that life really disrupts you. ey make you
ask: “What kind of person am I? How did I get out of it?”’ says Kate
McLean, a psychologist who specialises in narrative identity at
Western Washington University in Bellingham.
‘Dealing with trauma is like strengthening a muscle. If you’ve done
your bicep curls, the next time you have to li a heavy box you can do
it more easily,’ she says. ‘People who don’t deal with or who forget
[trauma] are not necessarily less happy, but will they be able to deal

with the challenges that come next?’ She postulates that they might.
But, she says, they could also discover that this kind of temporary
coping strategy has consequences up the road.
I have no need to remember what I had for lunch last Wednesday, nor
what I wore to that REM concert in 1995 (and I probably don’t want
to). I do, however, clearly remember how I lost my footing at the top of
the 57th Street subway entrance and bumped down a ﬂight of stairs
to land in a wet, embarrassed heap. I will never again forget that metal
stair treads get slippery in the rain.
As mortiﬁed as I felt, however, the experience doesn’t seem like
something I’d want to erase from my memory. Even the most red
faced, shameful moments of my life aren’t something I want to forget:
they make me who I am. ey are my cautionary tales, my forehead
wrinkles. ey help me navigate relationships more tactfully and
better predict potential outcomes.
If someone were to ask me how I felt about scrubbing away emotional
memories, I’d advise them to think hard about it. A er all, that’s what
I did, and I might never forgive myself.
I am one of the people McLean’s warning is meant for, one of those
people who at some point made a conscious decision not to deal with
one of life’s challenges. I have a gaping hole in my memory where my
father should be, the result of a particularly eﬀective attempt at not
dealing by my adolescent brain.
My father had multiple sclerosis. It wasn’t something I thought much
about growing up, other than dedicating a sixthgrade sciencefair
project to describing the disease. It’s an autoimmune disorder of the
central nervous system, in which damage to the protective nerve
sheaths disrupts neural signalling. It can cause everything from vision
problems to paralysis. For my dad, at ﬁrst, it mostly meant bouts of
dizziness and occasional weakness.

One January a ernoon when I was 12, however, I walked in a er
school to see both of my working parents at home in the middle of the
day. Something was clearly wrong. My father had caused a car
accident that morning and, while both he and the person he’d hit were
uninjured, he had no memory of how he got there – a neighbourhood
in the opposite direction from his oﬃce – and remained confused
about the gender of the other driver. It was our ﬁrst clue that his
disease was about to take a rare, devastating turn, and steal not only
his mobility but his mind.
In a way, it stole my mind, too.
Within six months, my father – a toxicologist and epidemiologist with
a PhD in biochemistry – was spending his workdays staring vacantly
out of his oﬃce window. He went from a sharp and quickwitted (if
occasionally acerbic) debate partner to someone who was dull and
vacuous (if mostly pleasant). He displayed all the joy and petulance of
a fouryearold and had trouble holding up his end of anything but the
simplest conversations.
His body soon followed. e medications he took to help him walk
caused terrible convulsions that le him shaking on the ﬂoor. A
lifelong smoker, he’d light a cigarette and then forget he was holding
it, sometimes singeing the tips of his ﬁngers or, once, dropping it in
the bathroom where it melted a hole in the linoleum. Within months,
he progressed from cane to walker to wheelchair, and eventually had
so much trouble swallowing he required a gastric feeding tube for
nutrition and a Styrofoam cup to spit into so he wouldn’t choke on his
own saliva.
I remember all of this quite clearly. I remember that damned
Styrofoam cup, the shiny blue of his wheelchair, the glassy look in his
eyes. I remember how he hardly recognised me but how he lit up with
the purest smile when my mother entered the room. And despite the
fact that I was almost a teenager when the disease began to ravage my
father, despite 12 years of prior history dense with family trips and

holidays, despite a nightly tradition reading e Hobbit and other
books aloud together before bed, I do not remember what my dad
was like before he lost his mind.
It’s not that I don’t remember doing all those things – I do. I just can’t
remember him. On the day of that ﬁrst bike ride, even though he had
just taken the training wheels oﬀ my purple Schwinn, I have no idea if
he was standing next to my mother when I fell or if he was even there
at all. It’s as if I have taken a scissor to my memories and sliced him
right out of the photographs.
At the time, I did it quite intentionally. Every time my mother started
to ask: ‘Do you remember when your father…’ I would cut her oﬀ
abruptly. ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ I’d say. en I’d force my brain
to bounce past it like a stone skipping oﬀ a pond and focus instead on
something less painful, usually the man he had become. Rather than
dwelling on the father I’d lost, my teenage brain lessened the
heartbreak by replacing him with the man who sat in that blue
wheelchair. Decades later, I can’t remember him as anything else, no
matter how hard I’ve tried.
According to Michael Anderson, a neuroscientist at the University of
Cambridge, I did something called ‘retrieval suppression’, in which
someone intentionally takes mental action to prevent remembering
something unpleasant – a process facilitated by the prefrontal cortex.
So far, the emotional stronghold of the amygdala is what researchers
understand best when it comes to memory suppression. Yet it’s my
hippocampus, the area where factual memory lies, that seems to have
the (ﬁgurative) holes. Intentional suppression works because we
engage the brain’s prefrontal cortex to help us temporarily interrupt
hippocampal function, brieﬂy preventing it from encoding or
consolidating memories.
Psychologists have long suggested that this kind of memory
suppression takes a toll. According to Freud, memories pushed deep

into the subconscious mind continue to inﬂuence a person’s thoughts
and actions long into the future.
But Anderson has found that suppressing a memory also suppresses
its subconscious eﬀect on behaviour. He uses a procedure dubbed
‘think/nothink’ to better understand suppression in his study
volunteers: ﬁrst he shows them a picture or a word, then he directs
them to either think about it or to intentionally shut down the
retrieval process. To look speciﬁcally at its eﬀect on behaviour, he and
his colleagues asked volunteers to learn a set of wordpicture pairs so
that a word would prompt them to think of the coupled object (be it a
motorcycle or a potted plant). But if the word itself was in red, they
told participants to intentionally suppress any thought of the
associated object when it popped to mind. When the researchers later
showed them pictures of the objects, their subjects had a slightly
harder time identifying them.
Some clinicians take the stance that memory suppression can be
unhealthy, but this may be based on false assumptions, Anderson
says. ‘Maybe it’s not a bad idea to suppress them a er all. By giving
unwanted memories undue attention, you could ensure they continue
to stick around.’
Earlier this year, using the same think/nothink technique, he found
that intentional suppression creates what he calls an ‘amnesic
shadow’, one that spreads beyond the unwanted memory like a tree
pruned a bit too enthusiastically. Participants in Anderson’s trial
found that not only were they unable to remember objects they were
trying to suppress, they were also less likely to remember objects they
learned shortly before or a er one they tamped down. It’s a ﬁnding
that helps explain why people who experience harrowing car crashes
and other distressing events o en can’t remember what immediately
preceded the trauma. It could also help explain why I have so few
memories of doing anything at all with my father.

ose memories might not be gone forever. A recent study in the
neurologically simple sea slug indicates that interrupting
reconsolidation might not be erasing memories but instead simply
blocking our access to them. David Glanzman, a neurobiologist at the
University of California, Los Angeles, has found that when neurons of
the sea hare known as Aplysia californica are transferred to a petri
dish, they can be trained much like Nader’s shocked rats. And as with
those rats, when Glanzman and his colleagues triggered a memory of
the shock and then dosed them with a drug that blocks protein
formation, a number of synapses disappeared. But the synapses that
dissolved appeared to be random – they weren’t necessarily those
associated with the shock. When the researchers went back to the
intact animals to see if they could reinstate the shock memory, they
found that just a few shocks were enough to restore memories that
should have been completely erased. is told them that the memory
was located outside the synapses; they traced it to the cell’s nucleus, a
part of the neuron that remains intact even as synapses come and go.
Deep within the brain, or at least in the brain cells of a sea hare,
memories persist.
Yet knowing this, knowing someone could one day tell me that they
had found a way to grant me access to my memories of my father, I’m
no longer certain I would try.
I spent years trying to ﬁnd those memories. I asked relatives and
friends for stories. I stared at faded family pictures trying to infuse
them with the personality and warmth that comes only from the act of
reminiscing. But perhaps all this time I’ve been looking for the wrong
thing. Perhaps it’s okay to let the memories go. Over time, my sliced
up memories have deﬁned my personal understanding of self and
have, ever so gradually, become part of a narrative I’m no longer sure I
want to change.
Yes, my overpruned tree is missing some branches and appears
rather lopsided. Its ﬂowers don’t always open the way they should.
But it’s also sprouting new leaves in places I never expected, and its

crooked visage is simply part of who I am. Rather than trying to ﬁll
those empty holes, I can now look at the negative space and see it – all
of it – as a part of me.
Lauren Gravitz is a science and environment writer whose work has
appeared in Discover, Nature, Nautilus, e Economist and Technology
Review, among others. She lives in Pennsylvania.
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James Palmer

e balinghou
Chinese parents bemoan their children’s laziness and greed, but
this generation of young people has had enough
In 2004, fresh oﬀ the plane in Beijing, I was asked to judge an English
competition for highschool seniors. My two cojudges were
pleasantly cynical middleaged sociologists, both professors at
Tsinghua University. A er listening to the umpteenth speech about
how China used to be poor, but was now rich and powerful, I
remarked to one of them that the students seemed a little sheltered.
‘ ey don’t know anything!’ she spat. ‘ ey don’t have any idea about
how people live. None of this generation do. ey’re all so spoilt.’

It’s a view I’ve heard time and again over the past eight years, and one
of which the Chinese media never tire. e young get it from le and
right. is January alone, the jingoistic Major General and media
commentator Luo Yuan condemned the young for being physically
and mentally unﬁt, ranting: ‘Femininity is on the rise, and masculinity
is on the decline. With such a lack of character and determination and
such physical weakness, how can they shoulder the heavy
responsibility?’ Meanwhile the writer and social critic Murong
Xuecun blasted them in the US magazine Foreign Policy because
‘fattened to the point of obesity with CocaCola and hamburgers [ …]
the young generation only believes oﬃcial pronouncements; some
even think contradicting the oﬃcial line is heretical. ey do not
bother to check the details’.
ere’s a measure of truth in these criticisms. e year I arrived, when
I was going through the nearobligatory expat period as a teacher
before becoming a fulltime writer and editor, I had to forcibly drag a
19yearold out of a classroom a er he threw a temper tantrum,
drummed the ﬂoor and refused to leave. Murong’s claim that the
young unwittingly swallow government statements doesn’t stand up
in an era where oﬃcial credibility has been shattered by social media
tools, but one can see where Luo’s claims are coming from. Ironically,
the children of army oﬃcers seem especially pudgy. e teachers at a
senior academy attached to an army base described their bullet
headed charges to me as looking like ‘stubby wobbling penises,’ and
held private competitions as to which student was the most
‘sausagey’.
Food metaphors are telling — older Chinese want to know: ‘Why do
they have it so easy, when we had it so hard?’ e main target of this
slating has been what the Chinese call the balinghou — young people
who were born a er 1980, who never knew food rationing and were
raised a er China’s ‘reform and opening’ began. I’m talking here of
the urban middle class, who dominate Chinese media both as
purchasers and consumers. e ra of criticisms being levelled has
very little to do with the actual failings of the young, but is a symptom

of the yawning, and unprecedented gulf between young urban
Chinese and their parents.
Zhang Jun, a 26yearold PhD student, described the situation: ‘It’s
not just a generation gap. It’s a values gap, a wealth gap, an education
gap, a relationships gap, an information gap.’ Lin Meilian, 30, and a
journalist, bluntly stated: ‘I have nothing in common with my mother.
We can’t talk about anything. She doesn’t understand how I choose to
live my life.’
is kind of distance is not unique to China. But most other countries
can claim far greater continuity between generations. My adolescence
in Manchester in the 1990s was diﬀerent in degree, not in kind, from
that of my parents in Bristol and Sydney in the 1960s. But the parents
of China’s post1980 generation (themselves born between 1950 and
1965) grew up in a rural, Maoist world utterly diﬀerent from that of
their children. In their adolescence, there was one phone per village,
the universities were closed and jobs were assigned from above. If you
imagine the disorientation and confusion of many parents in the West
when it comes to the internet and its role in their children’s lives, and
then add to that dating, university life and career choices, you come
close to the generational dilemma. Parents who spent their own early
twenties labouring on remote farms have to deal with children who
measure their world in malls, iPhones and casual dates.
Older Chinese, especially those now in their ﬁ ies or sixties, o en
seem like immigrants in their own country. ey have that same sense
of disorientation, of struggling with societal norms and mores they
don’t quite grasp, and of clinging to little alcoves of their own kind. In
their relationships with their children, they remind me of the parents
of the Indian and Bangladeshi kids I grew up with, struggling to
advise their children about choices they never had to make. Yet for all
the dissonance that geographical dislocation creates, the distance
between a Bangladeshi village and a Manchester suburb is, if
anything, smaller than that between rural China in the 1970s and
modern Beijing.

Immigrants o en have a stable set of values from their home culture
from which to draw sustenance, whether religious or cultural. But for
the children of the Cultural Revolution in China, there’s been no such
continuity. ey were raised to believe in the revolutionary Maoism of
the 1960s and ‘70s, and then told as young adults in the late 1970s
that everything drilled into them in their adolescence had been a
terrible mistake. en they were fed a trickle of socialism, rapidly
belied by the rush to get rich, and ﬁnally oﬀered the hint of a liberal
counterculture in the 1980s before ananmen snatched it away. In
the meantime, traditional values condemned as ‘counter
revolutionary’ in their youth are being given a quick polish and
propped up as the new backbone of society by the authorities.
e young get slammed for their supposed materialism, but it’s a set
of values their parents hold more dearly still, since the one constant
source of security for their generation has been money. Money — at
least the fantasy of it — has never abandoned them. ‘ e Chinese love
money,’ the PhD student Zhang told me, ‘because it has no history’.
Having gone through the gangster capitalism of China’s rush to
wealth, the older generation’s bleakly amoral attitude toward how to
get by can shock their children. Huang Nubo, a poet, rockclimber
and billionaire property developer, now in his ﬁ ies, has been one of
the few people to talk about this openly, speaking of the ‘devastated
social ecology’ in an interview with the Chinese magazine Caixin. But
Huang is a rarity, and cushioned by his own wealth; far more parents
are concerned that their children aren’t doing enough to get on.
While immigrants dream of their children becoming doctors, lawyers,
or professors, domestic Chinese ambitions mostly lie elsewhere.
Doctors are poorly paid, overworked, and unpopular, thanks to a
ﬂailing and corruptionridden medical system. Lawyers are bound to
the vagaries of the evershi ing judicial system. Professors earn
marginal incomes and rely on outside work to get by. e priority for
Chinese parents isn’t professional standing or public achievement,
but money and security, regardless of what the job involves.

Old makes way for new in Shanghai

Zhang is a fasttracked young academic who regularly attends high
level diplomatic and security conferences. (She was the only person I
talked to who asked to use a pseudonym, conscious of her own
Google sensitivity.) She said: ‘My mother can’t understand anything
of what I do, especially since it doesn’t come with any “perks”. Last
new year, I was home and my cousin was there too. He’s a
pharmaceutical rep. What that means is that he sells fake or
overpriced drugs to hospitals, with the collusion of the doctors, and
they split the proﬁts. And my mom kept saying: “Oh, why don’t you go
into business with your cousin! He makes so much money!” She
knows what his job involves but she never thinks of it as wrong.’
Chinese parents pour money into their children’s education, but they
also spend on short cuts. Most can’t aﬀord to do what one
acquaintance’s billionaire mining family did when he failed to get into
Tsinghua University: buy him citizenship in the Dominican Republic

so that he could attend Tsinghua as a ‘foreign student’, with cash as
his only qualiﬁcation. But they could do as Zhang’s mother did, and
bribe her teachers every term to sit her at the front of the class, so that
she wouldn’t be lost among the other 50 or 60 students.
It’s still possible to forge a career in China based on merit, though
that’s becoming harder as the rich and wellconnected pull the
ladders away. Take the arts, where just participating in a nationallevel
dance competition requires a minimum payment of 20,000 or 30,000
yuan (approximately $3,000 to $5,000, in a country where average
incomes for urban residents are around $500 per month).
‘ e actual winner is chosen by talent. But you need to fork over the
money to the judges to be in the running. So the girls either have to
rely on their daddies, or they have to ﬁnd new “daddies”,’ a 21year
old dancer told me. In music, one of the country’s top conservatories,
once an incubator for greatness, now requires students to buy private
classes from the director at 5,000 yuan ($800) a time. If everyone else
is playing dirty, even the most honest parents are le with little choice
for their children’s future, and some rue their own idealism. Han
Suzhen, 57, a retired schoolteacher, commented: ‘We didn’t raise
them in a way that adapts well to this world. We taught them ideals
that were instilled in us, a kind of innocence. But today everybody is
chasing the things we were taught not to value: we were taught to give
to society, now they’re taught to get for themselves in any way
possible. It’s the exact opposite. ere’s nobody talking about ideas or
freedom.’
As has been the case for much of China’s history, the most attractive
prospect is an oﬃcial job. On paper the salaries are low, but even an
unimportant job in the extended hierarchies of oﬃcialdom comes
with guaranteed beneﬁts and security for life, known as the ‘iron rice
bowl’. A midlevel position is a licence for extortion and stringpulling.
Zhang told me: ‘My cousin, the drug dealer, keeps pestering me. “Why
don’t you become an oﬃcial? en I can tell my business partners I
have a relative who’s an oﬃcial, and we can both make money.”’

Jobs in one of the giant stateowned enterprises, such as the oil
behemoth Sinopec or the ‘big four’ banks, are the next best thing.
ese statebacked jobs are also tizhinei, ‘inside the system’, with all
the attendant perks of generous expense accounts, strong social
security and, at the right level, regular payoﬀs. at’s why they come
with a price tag, whether in cash or in guanxi, an everyday Chinese
term for inﬂuence, favourtrading and nepotism. Getting an initial
opening requires parental backing. When a list of candidates for an
entrylevel job in a provincial stateowned enterprise was leaked
online in December, it included the most inﬂuential relatives of each
applicant.
Not every post can be bought. Li Xiang, a handsomely fey 25yearold,
is in the middle of the examination and interview process to become a
central government oﬃcial. ‘But it’s frustrating for me because my
parents both work for the central government,’ he said. ‘ ere’s a rule
that you can’t be in the same department as your immediate relation.
e central government application system is much cleaner than the
local government or the stateowned enterprises; you can’t buy or
inﬂuence your way in.’
He outlined the pros and cons of his move as we ate a pricey 400yuan
steak meal. ‘It means a signiﬁcant pay cut for me, from 10,000 in my
current job to maybe 6,000 yuan, a er tax. e ﬁrst year or two is on
probation, at 70 per cent of that. But the hospitals designated for
oﬃcials are the best, especially the central government. e job is
safe. Social security is strong. And I really do want to serve the people.
at’s why I applied for an advisory post to the Chinese People’s
Political Consultative Conference [China’s largely rubberstamp
parliament]. My parents were mad at me! ey yelled at me for going
for a position without any power.’
Like Li, many of the post1980 generation — contrary to their
reputation for greedy materialism — want to help others. Levels of
volunteering are higher than ever, though still signiﬁcantly lower than
in the West, and college students or young whitecollar workers are

the primary founders of NGOs. But to their parents, charity can be a
dirty word. ‘One of my friends has a sick wife, and very little money,’
said Zhang, the PhD student. ‘I wanted to give him 500 yuan to help
him, but while I was waiting to meet him, I could hear my mother’s
voice in my head, telling me I was a fool. Every time I give money to
someone, I feel like I’m being cheated somehow.’ Another person I
interviewed said: ‘If I tell my mum I gave money, she berates me
because I don’t even have an apartment of my own yet.’
And for parents whose own dreams were frustrated by history, the
temptation to force their children into the path they wanted for
themselves is even stronger. When I ﬁrst met Luo Jingqing, with her
conﬁdence and air of slight worldweariness, I assumed she was older
than her real age of 24. We talked over lunch in Element Fresh, an
upmarket Shanghaibased chain popular with young professionals
like her.
‘My mom wanted to be a professional woman,’ she told me. ‘She went
to a foreign languages high school to avoid having to be sent down to
the countryside [a Maoist policy of the 1950s to ‘70s whereby
‘educated youth’ from the cities were sent to live among farmers]. It
was that or join the army. From there she was able to get herself into
the university, when it reopened, then a er graduating she was
assigned a job at the Japanese embassy. She met my dad there later,
when she was 27. ey got married because he knocked her up, at
least that’s what my dad says. ey’re divorced now.’
‘She always told me I ruined her life,’ Luo continued. ‘She’d tell me
never to have children, because they spoilt everything. She told me
that getting pregnant had wrecked her career, that it was my fault her
life had stalled and she had ended up trapped by my father. She
started telling me from as early as I can remember. Isn’t it ridiculous?’
She laughed, as people sometimes will when telling you about terrors
long le behind. ‘But, really, she just wants me to be her, the person
she never managed to become. She wanted to be a doctor, so she

really wanted me to become one. I remember yelling at her, “I’m not
what you want me to be, and I never will be.”’
But trying to resist parental directives is tough. Ironically, one of the
few consistent ideas to survive all of China’s years of chaos has been
the extreme debt owed by children to parents, most clearly articulated
in Confucian philosophy but drummed in by a thousand aphorisms
and pious tales. ‘Filial piety is the root of all virtues,’ as the saying
goes. ‘Love what your parents love, respect what they respect,’
instructs another. is burden weighs particularly hard upon
daughters. One typical morality manual issued by a Confucian
nationalist organisation in 1935 taught that ‘women are born with
ﬁlial famine and ethical debt. So the purpose of their lives is to clear
that debt.’
No culture values the serpent’s tooth of a thankless child, but it’s hard
to imagine, in the modern West, a college dean getting frontpage
media coverage for returning to his village to wash the feet of his
mother, or schoolchildren being made to practise kneeling to thank
their parents. Even the law backs this generational fealty; failing to
support your elderly parents can get you a jail term, though this, like
most Chinese laws that don’t directly beneﬁt the government, is
vanishingly rarely enforced. ere was even an attempt to make
visiting elderly parents mandatory.
ese Confucian ideals have never matched reality. Chinese also has
its share of idioms about ﬁlial impiety, like the description of a
hypocrite as someone who ‘neglects his parents and gives them a rich
funeral’. And indeed, the old are frequently abandoned or neglected.
Next door, in prosperous South Korea, with the longest unbroken
Confucian culture in the world, the elderly are poorer, more likely to
still be working, and four times more likely to kill themselves than the
already suicideprone Korean young. e suicide rate among older
Chinese lags just behind Korea’s, and has tripled in the past decade.
But in Korea and China alike, disobedience to parents is theoretically
held up as the worst of all possible sins.
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Parental authority over children is o en enforced with the crack of a
stick. One of the standard imprecations to small children is ‘I’ll beat
you to death!’ e concept of ‘ ger mothers’ might have caused a fuss
in the West, prompted by Amy Chua’s notorious 2011 book Battle
Hymn of the ger Mother. But in response, much of the Chinese media
feted ‘wolf dad’ Xiao Baiyou, a Guangzhou businessman who wrote a
book, originally called Beat em into Peking University (2011), in
which he smugly boasted of the atmosphere of totalitarian sadism he
imposed on his four children, including beating them for arbitrary
oﬀences and denying them friends or play. In a French restaurant in
Beijing, Zhang, the fasttracked PhD student, showed me her calves,
pitted with long white marks visible through her stockings. ‘ ey’re
from when my mother used to cane me when I was little,’ she said.
Family pressure is exacerbated by demographics. In the past, the
burden of parental expectations was spread between several siblings.

Today, the onechild policy has le the post1980 generation at the
bottom of a suddenly inverted pyramid. is has hit the marginally
prosperous urban middle class the worst. In the countryside, family
planning was lax enough that most twentysomethings have one or
two siblings, while the rich were able to aﬀord the ﬁnes to have a
second or third child, although sometimes widely spaced apart. But
among young whitecollar workers, each couple has to bear the
burden of two sets of ageing parents, plus any grandparents tough
enough to still be around. And with social security shaky at best,
parents look to their children for security in old age.
Not surprisingly, the most visible manifestation of this is in buying
property. Only a minority can aﬀord to buy property, but they buy it
young — at a median age of 27. e rural migrant workers who built
China’s new compounds will never be able to aﬀord to live in their
own constructions, but most of the twentysomething whitecollar
workers I know own their own Beijing apartments, usually costing
somewhere between 1 and 3 million yuan, and bought on incomes of
anywhere between 5,000 and 10,000 yuan a month.
e money comes from parents, who o en pour their entire savings,
combined with cash borrowed from friends, other relatives, and
sometimes even illegal banks, into their child’s property in the capital.
e pooling process was given a boost a er the ﬁnancial crisis of
2008, when the stock market plummeted while property remained
whitehot. e house ownership obsession has gripped both
generations: it’s virtually impossible, among the urban middleclasses,
to get married without one family providing a new ﬂat for the couple.
‘Look at these,’ exclaimed a friend as we visited a book shop,
gesturing at the racks directed toward advice for the young. ‘All of
them say the same thing; marry and get an apartment by 27, settle
down, have kids. ey’re a trap laid by our parents to get us to do
what they want.’ Chen Chenchen, a canny newspaper colleague of
mine, didn’t see it in such conspiratorial terms: ‘We’re becoming
closer and closer to our parents because we’re bound together by

property, and we’re getting more conservative as a result. At ﬁrst, we
thought we could aﬀord to have values. But then we realised our
parents were right, and the iron rice bowl is the golden rule. I resisted
my parents pressuring me to buy a Beijing apartment in 2008 [when
she was 24] but succumbed in 2010, and I’m glad I got it in time. Now
we know that money is the most important thing.’ Liu Juncheng, now
60 and a retired taxi driver, echoes this sense of dri ing towards a
kind of parity. ‘It seems like our children, like us, had a lot of hope for
society, but that their views changed real fast because of society; they
got lost.’
But parental expectations can fray relationships further, too. ‘I have a
friend the same age as me,’ Luo the young professional said, ‘whose
parents just paid the downpayment on her apartment. But her mom
has been staying with her since November, and she wants to stay on.
It’s a onebedroom ﬂat.’ Buying their children apartments isn’t just a
simple investment for parents, but a guarantee, at least in their minds,
of an old age spent in their children’s house. is was once an
expected social norm, eased by large households and communal
families, but with an increasing number of the elderly living alone, a
ﬁnancial bond to their children’s property provides extra leverage.
Apartments are also an inextricable part of the dating game,
especially as people move into their midtwenties. Among the middle
class, the parents of the groom are expected to provide an apartment
for the new couple to live in if one hasn’t become available already.
Like many renters, I’ve had more than one lease broken a er my
landlord’s son set a wedding date. ‘We call boys “China Construction
Bank”, because you have to build for them, and girls “China Merchant
Bank” because you can sell them,’ commented my friend Min.
e media o en deplore the commercialised nature of young love,
exempliﬁed in 2010 by Ma Nuo, a contestant on a dating show; when
asked by an unemployed contender if she would ride with him on his
bike, she replied: ‘I’d rather cry in a BMW than laugh on a bicycle.’ It’s
true that the blingladen snapshots of triumphant golddiggers on

dating sites and boastful blogs are deeply oﬀputting. But the criteria
that parents give matchmakers, or advertise on placards that some of
them carry around parks at the weekend while looking for suitable
spouses for their unmarried oﬀspring, are just as centred around
salary, car and apartment.
e love life of another friend, who uses the English name of Sally,
demonstrates the commercial and class realities of today’s dating
scene. Like many stories in China, hers sounds like a didactic Marxist
fable of the 1930s, except without the happy ending where the now
liberated woman joins the Communist Party. At university, Sally dated
a rural boy who was a student representative and, highly unusually, a
sincere believer in Communism. ‘He was so honest,’ she told me,
ruefully. ‘He wouldn’t even take pencils from the student council
room to use for himself.’
But he couldn’t live up to the standards that Sally and her parents
expected. She wanted a boyfriend who could buy her the phones and
handbags she aspired to, while her parents wanted someone from a
wealthy or wellconnected family who could walk into a guaranteed
career a er university. She soon dumped him and, helped by a new
nose paid for by her mother, snared a wealthy boy on campus.
A couple of years into the new relationship, however, she found the
positions reversed. A er being introduced to her boyfriend’s parents,
his news was grim. ‘I can’t marry you,’ he told her bluntly. ‘My parents
expect me to marry a girl of my own class.’ But, he reassured her, he
was quite happy for her to be his mistress, and his multimillionaire
father had agreed to put aside the funds he would need to support
her.
From a purely economic perspective, it was a deal that made sense.
Yet as well as security and comfort, Sally also wanted at least the
illusion of romance, not a nakedly commercial deal. So she broke oﬀ
the relationship and began looking again. ‘But I’ll be honest,’ she said
bleakly, ‘my mother told me: “Don’t think you can get that kind of boy

again, because you’re not a virgin any more.” I sold myself without
getting the best deal possible.’
Women are in an ambiguous position in the marriage market. e
gender imbalance caused by the onechild policy and genderselective
abortion, resulting in 120 boys to 100 girls in some areas, favours
them. But they also face the barrier of being labelled ‘le over women’
at 27, an arbitrarily ﬁxed target rigorously enforced by the older
generation.
Even the AllChina Women’s Federation, a supposedly feminist
organisation run largely by female oﬃcials aged over 50, publishes
articles on its website warning against the social dangers of unmarried
women and the terrible fate that awaits the 28yearold singleton. ‘My
mother keeps calling me and reminding me I only have a couple more
years to ﬁnd someone,’ commented a weary 25yearold friend. ‘Of
course, she wants me to pick one of the boring losers she keeps trying
to set me up with.’
As soon as the soughta er wedding ring is in place, parental pressure
switches to the production of grandchildren. A wonderfully cynical
ﬂowchart was circulated this Chinese New Year, showing the barrage
of demands and criticisms from relatives aimed at young people
returning home for the holiday. If you’re single, why aren’t you
dating? If you’re dating, why aren’t you married? If you’re married,
why don’t you have children? And if you have children, why aren’t
they putting on a show for us? When the child arrives, however, so do
the inlaws, producing even more friction as parents, baby, and
grandparents cram into a onebedroom apartment.
Chinese expectations of marriage are o en described as ‘traditional’
by the media, but they’re an odd mix of the postMaoist quest for
security and the trappings of Western commercial romance — the
diamond ring, the white wedding dress. In response to social and
parental prodding toward placing material concerns ﬁrst, some young
Chinese have invented a new term, ‘naked marriage,’ meaning getting

wed purely for love, without house, ring, ceremony or car. e idea
promises romance, but opinion is decidedly mixed, even from the
young. A 2010 poll on sohu.com found that the majority of young
women opposed the idea, seeing it as a way for men to dodge their
responsibilities. Tellingly, the majority of young men supported it.
It takes a certain grit to dodge convention altogether. Luo, the young
professional, saw no need to play the dating game at all, instead living
with a moderately impoverished foreigner in his midthirties. ‘My
mother has stopped pestering me about it, but I know she’d rather I
was looking for a conventional Chinese guy, with an apartment and a
career. My father says it’s OK because my boyfriend is English, not a
Yankee or a Jap. But I witnessed their whole miserable marriage, so
I’m pessimistic about men. I gave up any ambition for a family. I don’t
have the ability to give happiness to a kid. I can’t even take it on
myself. And I don’t want to have to think about how many houses to
leave the next generation.’
However, while the relationships between the post1980 generation
and their parents are fraught with bitterness — whether over careers,
houses or marriage — the distance between them and their
grandparents is, curiously, much smaller. ‘My grandmother took my
ambitions to be a journalist seriously,’ said Lin Meilian. ‘And she was
the ﬁrst person to teach me English, from when I was very small. I had
so much more in common with her than my mother.’
Lin continued: ‘My grandmother grew up in the 1930s and ‘40s, when
China was much closer to the world, and so she understood how I see
things.’ It was a sentiment widely echoed, and not just because of the
usual grandparental aﬀections. e cosmopolitanism and potential of
a time before China closed its gates bridged generations, but so did
the willingness of grandparents to talk about their past.
Zhang told me how her grandfather had gone mad from persecution,
leaving her grandmother to raise four children by herself. ‘My
grandmother was a factory boss,’ Luo the young professional said, ‘so

she suﬀered during the Cultural Revolution. It’s funny, because
actually my grandfather was a landlord’s kid. He was carried to school
on the neck of a servant. He became a midranking oﬃcer in the army,
but when the crowds came for my grandmother, he just blended into
them. en they dragged her away and locked her in a “cowshed” [an
improvised prison] for the next few years.’
‘So your mother saw her own mother dragged away and betrayed by
her husband when she was ﬁve or six?’ I asked.
‘I suppose she did. My grandfather just disappeared for years. ere
were three children, and the oldest sister had to look a er them all.
She was 14.’
is information had not come from Luo’s mother, who, like most of
her generation, had kept silent about her own suﬀering as a child.
During the Cultural Revolution, having the bad blood of intellectuals
or landlords meant schoolyard persecution, improvised beatings, less
rations, and being blocked from every opportunity. Turning in your
parents was never quite as fetishised as in the Soviet Union, with its
cult of the martyred schoolchild Pavlik Morozov, supposedly
murdered by his family in 1932 for denouncing his own father. But it
happened. A Chinese acquaintance of mine, now in his ﬁ ies, once
described having to kill his own brother to stop him turning in their
parents for owning banned books. Even if others might denounce
them, children were made to sign condemnations — ‘Even though she
gave birth to me and is my mother, she is a counterrevolutionary and
is my enemy.’ Tens of millions witnessed their parents being harassed,
humiliated, beaten, imprisoned or killed.
Li, the aspiring oﬃcial, had a closer and healthier relationship with his
parents than anyone else I talked to, in part because he had made the
eﬀort to understand them. ‘ ey struggled when they were my age.
ey worked hard to become someone I [might later] respect. My
mum is from a really ordinary family, just workers, so she fought hard
to get into university. And my grandmother didn’t think she was good

enough for my dad. She really thought in class terms, even though she
changed her own name and moved north so as not to be persecuted in
the Cultural Revolution. She was the child of intellectuals, and her
whole family was in Shanghai. When she went back to try and ﬁnd
them, there was no trace, all gone: parents, brothers, sisters, nieces
and nephews.’
e worst story of parental abuse I heard came from a young woman
who asked for anonymity. I’ll call her Lily. Smart, successful, and
pretty in a fragile way, her relationship with her mother had been one
of constant maternal disdain or insult — she’d been called ugly, lazy,
stupid — culminating in an incident when she was 24. Lily received a
long letter from her mother which told her she was adopted, that her
various ﬂaws proved that she wasn’t her mother’s child, and that this
was why her mother had been unable to love her, and never would. In
tears, Lily called her father and demanded to know why he had never
told her. ‘What are you talking about?’ he said, confused, ‘I was there
when you were born.’
Eventually. Lily’s mother halfadmitted that the letter was a lie,
concocted in another ﬁt of hatred and bitterness. But a seed of doubt
remained. e most convincing evidence of her real parentage, Lily
thought, was her curly hair. It came from her mother who was born in
the early 1960s to a widow who had a brief ﬂing with a visiting Italian
Communist with an eye for opportunity.
‘So your mother grew up halfforeign and illegitimate, in the middle of
a witchhunt for all things foreign,’ I said. ‘I can’t imagine how hard
that must have been for her.’
‘Maybe,’ Lily said. ‘We never talked about it.’
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Alan Jay Levinovitz

It never was golden
‘The good old days’ is a virulent falsehood that infects those
whose defences have been weakened by fear and insecurity
Golden was the ﬁrst race of articulate folk
Created by the immortals who live on Olympos.
ey actually lived when Kronos was king of the sky,
And they lived like gods, not a care in their hearts,
Nothing to do with hard work or grief,
And miserable old age didn’t exist for them.
From ﬁngers to toes they never grew old,
And the good times rolled.
(Hesiod, c.700 BCE, trans. Stanley Lombardo)

ings ain’t what they used to be and probably never was.
(Will Rogers)
‘Make the world great again!’ thunder the prophets, religious and
secular alike, who know our need for mythic comfort in the face of
unjust reality. And so, with a paradoxical mix of pride and self
loathing, humanity tells the same story again and again, about the
fallen present and a potential return to paradise past – to Hesiod’s
idyllic golden age, Confucius’s beloved Zhou dynasty, the Hindu Satya
Yuga, the Garden of Eden, grandpa’s garden, grandma’s kitchen –
when we were authentic and pure, God’s children, noble savages,
huntergatherers, oﬀthegrid, on the farm, keeping promises,
respecting elders, healthy and happy – back to the good old days.
Longing for the past is generally referred to as nostalgia – a gentle,
tender feeling that might make these stories seem like nothing more
than harmless sentimentality. But it is crucial to distinguish between
wistful memories of grandma’s kitchen and belief in a prior state of
cultural perfection. e latter form of nostalgia currently serves as the
ideological foundation for political movements like Greece’s Golden
Dawn, which calls for a return to Hellenic glory via radical right wing
nationalism, and ISIS, which waxes rhapsodic about a distorted
Islamic golden age. is alone should serve to make us warier of
nostalgia’s dark side, which, I fear, is badly underestimated, and
wreaks havoc not only in politics but also medicine and anthropology.
Far from being harmless, ‘the good old days’ is a virulent
falsehood that infects those whose intellectual defences have been
weakened by fear and insecurity. It is easily weaponised by power
hungry propagandists who seek to replace nuanced discourse with
patriotic platitudes, and diverse ideologies with homogenous tribal
nationalism: Mao, Pol Pot, Hitler, the Ku Klux Klan. In its endless
incarnations this myth has shackled people’s thoughts and actions to
the promise of a ﬁction, facilitating evil on all scales, from everyday
racism to the greatest human rights catastrophes of the 20th century.
Faced as we are with yet another global epidemic of golden age

rhetoric, the time has come to inoculate ourselves against the good
old days once and for all.
Believers in this fairy tale insist that back then – whenever then was –
everyone felt content with their existence. Acknowledging that the
reallife protagonists of golden age myths themselves pined for an
earlier golden age would spoil the story, or at least ironise it. But they
did: the ancient Chinese, the ancient Greeks, the ancient Egyptians,
Americans when America was great, even the preagricultural
innocents that populate the romantic fantasies of Montaigne,
Rousseau, and their modern Luddite inheritors. ‘In the days when
diseases were still unknown and human beings were unacquainted
with suﬀering,’ begins a myth of the South American Bororo people,
recounted by anthropologist Claude LeviStrauss in e Raw and the
Cooked (1964). It was wonderful back then, the myth goes on, until a
teenage boy violated custom and refused to live in the men’s hut,
whereupon his grandmother farted repeatedly on his face while he
slept, setting oﬀ a tragic chain of events that released diseases into the
world. If only kids had followed the old rules, no suﬀering! (Maybe if
we follow them today?) Indigenous peoples from every continent tell
similar stories, of a time when pain was unknown and the acquisition
of food required no labour. Given the crosscultural and trans
historical pervasiveness of the golden age archetype, it’s a good bet
that the ﬁrst story ever told was a legend about immortal cavemen
who cooked bigger woolly mammoths over warmer ﬁres.
And yet, those who impartially consider the past cannot fail to notice
its shortcomings: tiny tombstones that dot old graveyards, routine
enslavement of human beings, ghastly physical punishments for
minor legal infractions, basic ignorance of scientiﬁc facts, and so on,
back as far as you like in any culture you choose. ese disagreeable
features tend to vanish when one looks back in time through rose
tinted glasses, rendering the present dismal by comparison. Even the
weather in golden age myths is, of necessity, unrealistic, as noted by
the historians Frank and Fritzie Manuel in 1979: ‘Paradisiacal
climates are equally temperate in all times and places, eternal spring

for the Eskimos, gentle zephyrs for the Greeks.’ Technological
progress? Bah! Back then you didn’t need ﬁre or air conditioning.
Overwhelmed by this kind of nonsense, Voltaire wrote an exasperated
critique of the ‘bon vieux temps’ (good old times) in 1764, concluding
decisively: ‘ ere are things in which the moderns are superior to the
ancients; and others, though very few, in which we are their inferiors.
e whole of the dispute reduces itself to this fact.’ Still earlier, around
300 CE, a Chinese text attempted a more realistic portrayal of
primitive man, likely in response to countercultural tales of uncivilised
bliss: ‘In ancient times people ate vegetation and drank from streams;
they picked fruit from trees and ate the ﬂesh of shellﬁsh and insects.
In those times there was much illness and suﬀering, as well as injury
from poisons.’
My case against golden age myths would have been easier to make in
the good old days, back when nostalgia of any kind was widely
understood as pathological. e word nostalgia ﬁrst appeared in the
title of a 1688 study by the Swiss physician Johannes Hofer, Dissertatio
Medica de Nostalgia oder Heimwehe. e term transformed
homesickness – ‘nostos’ means returning home in Greek – from an
ambiguous emotion into an oﬃcial disease, thought to be triggered by
excessive exposure to foreign environments. When psychology
emerged as a discipline in the 20th century, nostalgia was reclassiﬁed
as form of mental illness. Under the inﬂuence of Freudian theory,
psychoanalysts located its root cause in traumatic separation from the
symbolic preOedipal mother. us the ‘foreign environment’ that
triggered nostalgia, formerly spatial, took on an additional temporal
dimension. e homeland nostalgics longed for was, more
fundamentally, their childhood home, the warmth of their mother’s
womb, a stable context tailored to the satisfaction of their desires.
Krystine Batcho, a psychologist at Le Moyne College and pioneer in
the study of nostalgia, has shown that by the 20th century, a symbolic,
spatiotemporal understanding of nostalgia was commonplace, found
in dictionary deﬁnitions like this one from Webster’s: ‘A longing for
something far away or long ago.’

In response to these changes in deﬁnition, contemporary sociologists
and psychologists have spent several decades redeeming nostalgia
from its original pathological connotations. Specialists in adolescence
noted that teens use nostalgic memories to cope with diﬃcult
transitional periods, turning glimpses of a golden age – childhood –
into hope for a better future. Nor was it just adolescents: Batcho cites
case studies of elderly Holocaust survivors and suﬀerers of dementia
from the ’90s that indicated nostalgia could help with ‘reweaving the
broken threads of life’s history’. Study a er study has borne out these
positive eﬀects, and there is now nearuniversal consensus in the
psychological community about nostalgia’s beneﬁts.
If nostalgia is as beneﬁcial as it appears to be, then cynics who mock
the good old days risk undermining one of psychology’s most
empirically validated coping mechanisms. But the majority of
nostalgia studies and the articles that extol its virtues – ‘Believe in
Yesterday’; ‘Is Nostalgia a Fountain of Youth?’ – suﬀer from a serious
ﬂaw: they fail to distinguish between diﬀerent types of nostalgia.
Recently, however, some scholars have begun to nuance the
concept by identifying three basic types: personal, historical, and
collective. Personal nostalgia ﬂows from ﬁrstperson memories – ‘this
is the way I was’ – while historical nostalgia drops the ﬁrst person in
favour of generalisations about the distant past – ‘this is the way it
was’. Collective nostalgia, the third type, refers to a longing for past
times that evoke feelings of group membership, and it can
characterise both personal and historical nostalgia.
If you were a researcher seeking to trigger these with music (a
technique used in some studies), you might choose the Beatles’
‘Yesterday’ for personal nostalgia: ‘Yesterday, all my troubles seemed
so far away… Yesterday, love was such an easy game to play.’ e
memories are idealised versions of the singer’s personal past, as a
coping response to trauma and fragmented identity (‘Suddenly, I’m
not half the man I used to be’).

For historical nostalgia, there’s no better song than
song ‘Grandpa (Tell Me ‘bout e Good Ol’ Days)’:

e Judds’ 1986

Grandpa
Tell me ‘bout the good old days
Sometimes it feels like
is world’s gone crazy
Grandpa, take me back to yesterday,
Where the line between right and wrong didn’t seem so hazy.
Here, too, nostalgia functions as a response to trauma – the
disturbing moral ambiguity of the present – but ‘yesterday’, instead of
referring to the singer’s personally remembered past, now evokes the
distant past of her grandpa’s generation, which she depends on him
to conﬁrm.
Empirical research on the eﬀects of golden age thinking – that is,
collective historical nostalgia – is still in its infancy. e little that
exists has focused on nationalist nostalgia, and the results are
sobering. In a 2014 study, participants played a game in which they
were presented with the opportunity to punish a transgression against
an ingroup member by sacriﬁcing money. e ingroup was deﬁned
by nationality – in this case, Irish. When participants were primed
with collective personal nostalgia – ‘recall a past event experienced
with fellow Irishpeople’ – it led individuals to sacriﬁce more money
‘in order to punish a transgression perpetrated against an ingroup
member’.
Another study from 2014 led by the Dutch psychologist Anouk
Smeekes, published as ‘Longing for the country’s good old days’
found a signiﬁcant correlation between collective historical nostalgia
for ‘the way it was’ in the Netherlands and opposition to the rights of
Muslim immigrants. A followup study suggested that national
nostalgia fuelled outgroup prejudice via a sense of ethnic national
identity. ‘You see this nostalgic discourse in Western Europe, or with
the rise of Donald Trump,’ says Smeekes, explaining the inspiration

for her work. ‘ ey say: “ ere were glory days in our national past,
when everyone was safe, and then all the changes came, one of which
is immigration, and if you vote for me I will return us to the glorious
past and give back the country to its original people.”’
is new research demonstrates how, in the crucible of collective
historical nostalgia, personal selﬂessness can become ingroup
selﬁshness, a phenomenon described by theologian Reinhold
Niebuhr in his 1932 classic Moral Man and Immoral Society. Although
individuals are naturally selfinterested, argues Niebuhr, they also
possess a remarkable ability to ‘consider interests other than their
own’. Groups are diﬀerent: they consolidate the egoism of their
members at the expense of outgroup empathy. ‘ e frustrations of
the average man, who can never realise the power and glory which his
imagination sets as the ideal, makes him the more willing tool and
victim of the imperial ambitions of his group,’ writes Niebuhr. ‘His
frustrated individual ambitions gain a measure of satisfaction in the
power and aggrandisement of his nation.’
Retrospective aggrandisement of one’s nation is o en shot through
with racism and xenophobia. e result is tribal nationalism that, at its
worst, motivated Hitler’s death camps, supposed to return Germany
to its Aryan golden age, and Pol Pot’s killing ﬁelds, an integral part of
his plan to bring about ‘Year Zero’ in Cambodia, complete with a pre
capitalist economy and no foreigners. None of this is surprising, given
that golden age myths have always soothed the trauma of fragmented
identity with a puriﬁed fantasy of ethnic and cultural homogeneity.
‘Golden was the ﬁrst race, created by the immortals,’ writes Hesiod,
rendering paradise plausible through the power of genealogy.
Depictions of Adam and Eve never fail to aﬃrm their racial continuity
with the culture that produced them. Just as early nostalgics sought
comfort in memories of literally familiar faces, so, too, the golden age
myth shows believers the glorious beginnings of their own bloodline.
Has this world gone crazy, as the Judds sing? Well of course it has,
polluted by the inﬂuence of alien races, strange latecomers to our
homeland, made of inferior material. Don’t blame yourself.

Remember – back when it was only us there was no suﬀering, and the
line between right and wrong wasn’t so hazy.
ese wildly implausible reconstructions of the past owe much of
their appeal to qualities shared with a close literary relative: the fairy
tale. Fairy tale heroes, like the heroes of collective historical nostalgia,
usually have a magical birth history – the third brother, say – that in
itself is suﬃcient explanation of their inherent virtuousness and
eventual triumph. Both genres organise the overwhelming
complexities of reality according to ethical and ontological binaries:
good and evil, right and wrong, royalty and commoners, humans and
monsters, natives and foreigners. Most importantly, as the great Swiss
scholar of fairy tales Max Lüthi has pointed out, myths of lost paradise
and fairy tales both assume a reassuring narrative model of
order/disorder/order: prior perfection, current chaos, happy ending.
Yes, the world is a terrifying, uncertain place. But follow a few simple
rules, slay a few ogres, and all will turn out for the best, just like it was
before the ogres came.
Demagogues who wish to infect the populace with golden age myths
must therefore insist on disorder of present times. Fear and insecurity
are the disease vector for stories about past and future glory. ‘Decades
of progress bringing down crime are now being reversed,’ warns
Donald Trump in his convention speech. ere is ‘chaos in our
communities’, he says. America and the world are ‘far less safe’ than
they once were. e ogres are foreigners, ‘released by the tens of
thousands into our communities’. To regain paradise they must be
expelled by whatever means necessary, and kept out at all costs.
Calling attention to this aspect of Trump’s vision, rightwing pundit
Ann Coulter tweeted: ‘I like hearing CNN’s Fareed Zakaria ask in a
thick Indian accent, “What kind of America do we want to return to?”’
e answer, needless to say, is that a great America didn’t – and won’t
– include foreign ogres that talk funny.
In a clever twist, romantic tales of noble savages turn us into the
ogres. While maintaining the same basic narrative structure, this

iteration of the golden age myth trades the pleasure of pride for the
catharsis of selfabnegation. Are we not sinners? Yes! Are we not
fallen? Yes! And what better way to prove it than through comparison
with the inhabitants of a garden paradise, frozen in time, uncorrupted
specimens of humanity who never ate from the tree of knowledge.
Scores of anthropologists have feted these happy innocents as ‘peace
loving’ and ‘harmless’, happily enjoying a surfeit of leisure time while
we postagricultural rubes labour long, miserable hours, spending
what’s le of our days in conﬂict and ill health. ey are the de facto
spokespeople for Palaeolithic diets and ‘barefoot’ running shoes, the
stars of popular bestsellers such as Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs and
Steel (1997) and Yuval Noah Harrari’s Sapiens: A Brief History of
Humankind (2014).
Alas, the noble savage is no less mythical than Hesiod’s golden race,
and fails to withstand serious empirical scrutiny. Take the ‘leisured
huntergatherer’ thesis, which draws support from anthropologist
Richard B Lee’s ’60s study of !Kung San tribespeople in southern
Africa. According to Lee, the tribespeople worked an average of only
2.5 days per week – a golden age of leisure compared to us
workaholic moderns. But in reality it was not, counters historian
Rachel Laudan recently, at least not if you take into account the work
that went into processing and preparing food once it was hunted and
gathered. is, Laudan emphasises, was not a part of Lee’s equation. ‘I
have considered housework [deﬁned as including food processing,
tending the ﬁre, collecting ﬁrewood],’ Lee wrote, ‘as a separate
category in order to make these data comparable with data on
industrial and other societies.’ is allowed Lee to omit the following
forms of labour, laid out by Laudan: 8 hours per week spent cracking
mongongo nuts; 1522 hours per week spent on butchery, cooking,
and fuel collection; 47 hours per week spent making and repairing
tools. (Mongongo nuts, apparently, are a serious pain to crack, not to
mention cleaning oﬀ the elephant dung out of which they are
sometimes gathered.)

Emerging evidence shows that the characterisation of hunter
gatherers as harmless and peaceful, dubbed Rousseauism a er its
philosophical forebear, is equally dubious, as are the health beneﬁts of
barefoot running shoes. So it goes: untouched by modernity’s evils,
ancient Egyptians still suﬀered from heart disease and Neanderthals
still got cancer. By now the historical ubiquity of disease and suﬀering
should be old news, and yet, enchanted by an outlandishly idealised
vision of paradise past, it continues to perplex. e apocalyptic – and
controversial – prediction that this generation’s children will die
earlier than their parents tends to be greeted with knowing nods
(Obesity! Chemicals! Stress!). Meanwhile, unambiguous statistics on
the falling rates of major diseases provoke astonishment – a ‘medical
mystery’, reads the New York mes’s bewildered headline.
It may seem like a harmless alternative to xenophobic fantasies, but
the noble savage myth is also dangerously myopic. Good and evil are
conjoined to a powerful new binary, natural and unnatural, which
unites ethics and ontology in an oversimpliﬁed mantra: what ought to
be is natural. Paradise, the Garden of Eden, is synonymous with living
in the state of nature. Consequently, the fruits of modern knowledge,
like medical science, become suspect, and it’s not hard to imagine
how this could go wrong. ‘Ancestral health enthusiasts know that
immunity cannot be manufactured,’ warns Dr Kelly Brogan, a
graduate of Cornell University Medical School and outspoken
opponent of vaccines. According to Brogan: ‘Palaeolithic immunity’
can be acquired through adopting ‘natural’ ancestral lifestyles and
avoiding vaccines, which actually promote infection. Sociologist
Jennifer Reich of the University of Denver has documented parallel
attitudes in mothers who avoid vaccines, choosing instead to focus on
‘organic foods, breast feeding’ and ‘natural living’, a vague category
that virtually guarantees biased evaluations of other potentially
beneﬁcial ‘unnatural’ products, from epidural anaesthesia to lab
grown meat.
ough romanticising preindustrial humans does not explicitly
encourage racism, it still facilitates a diﬀerent and equally

pernicious form of discrimination. Images of huntergatherers are
routinely used to showcase their physical ﬁtness and, conversely, our
ﬂabby fall from grace. Distracted, perhaps, by the toned muscles and
cool spears, certain viewers may fail to remark upon the absence of
wheelchairs, prosthetic limbs, hearing aids, speaking aids, guide dogs
for the blind, and other myriad blessings modernity has bestowed
upon diﬀerentlyabled humans. Le to her own devices, nature simply
erases those humans – the same approach taken in noble savage
myths. (Sometimes nature is aided by ritual infanticide of ‘defective’
or ‘weak’ babies, a signiﬁcant contributor in certain huntergatherer
cultures to early childhood mortality rates that are 100 times higher
than those of industrialised nations.) Like tribal nationalist fantasies,
noble savage myths also underwrite a disastrous image of paradise as
a place of racial, ideological, and physiological homogeneity.
Those who fail to learn from history are doomed to repeat it, goes the
cliché, and golden age myths ensure that failure. Doubtless there is
much of worth to be reclaimed from earlier ways of life. To look back
responsibly, however, we must guard against turning the past into a
mirror, of our faces and our values. Otherwise history becomes a
bedtime fairy tale, a refuge from complexity tailored to the satisfaction
of our desires, the narrative version of the nostalgic’s childhood home.
Wisely, e Judds recognise that the good ol’ days probably didn’t
exist, which is why the chorus of their song is a series of questions, not
statements:
Did lovers really fall in love to stay,
And stand beside each other, come what may?
Was a promise really something people kept,
Not just something they would say?
Did families really bow their heads to pray?
Did daddies really never go away?
Grandpa, the singers ask, was the past really so amazing? Because,
honestly, it’s kind of hard to believe.

If you don’t ask grandpa – or if grandpa isn’t a white male – the
answer is usually no. When I mentioned the topic of this essay to my
colleague, a math professor at our university, she laughed. ‘Back then
basically everything in my professional life would have been
impossible,’ she told me. at’s no exaggeration. Today there are few
female mathematics professors, but ﬁ y years ago they were
almost unheard of. One hundred years ago, women’s exclusion from
higher education – and the voting booth – would have been
explained by their natural intellectual inferiority. Two hundred years
ago, a woman might have had no choice but to slave away in the
kitchen or, if she were wealthy, no choice about which kitchen slave to
buy at auction. At that time, though, choosing an occupation might
have concerned her less than the distinct possibility of dying in
childbirth, which, were we to go back several more centuries, would
likely have been attributed to supernatural retribution for some
familial sin.
Realism about the past does not entail whitewashing the present.
None of this is to deny the unique threat posed by nuclear bombs, the
monstrosity of ongoing genocides, the dying species on our
increasingly fragile planet, the calamitous backwards steps we are
taking and will surely take in our collective lurch towards truth and
justice. Rather, realism recognises that the hard work of progress
demands we confront reality in all its complexity, instead of seeking
solace in nostalgic fantasy. e good old days are a powerful comfort,
especially when the changes wrought by technology and globalisation
threaten your core identity. Like one’s childhood home, golden age
myths can be diﬃcult to leave behind. Perhaps it will be easier to let
go knowing that the sooner we do, the sooner a real golden age may
come to pass.
Alan Jay Levinovitz is an associate professor of philosophy and religion at
James Madison University in Virginia. His most recent book is e Gluten
Lie: And Other Myths About What You Eat (2015), and the editor, with
Daniel Boscaljon, of Teaching Religion and Literature (2018).

ESSAY

Kristin Ohlson

e great forgetting
Our ﬁrst three years are usually a blur and we don’t remember
much before age seven. What are we hiding from ourselves?
I’m the youngest by far of ﬁve children. My mother was 35 when she
conceived me in 1951, so chagrined by this chronological indiscretion
that she tried to hide the pregnancy from her sister. My mortiﬁed
oldest brother didn’t want to tell his highschool friends that a new
baby was on the way, but it was a small town. Word spread.
My mother’s age and my late arrival in the family felt burdensome to
me too, especially when I started school in 1957 and met my
classmates’ mothers. ey were still having babies! Still piling their
children into cars and heading oﬀ to picnics at the river or hikes into

the lavacapped, wild ﬂowerrampant plateau outside town. ey still
had to mediate hairpulling and toysnatching. But by the time I
started ﬁrst grade, my siblings were gone, the oldest three to college
and the youngest to a residential school four hours away, and we went
from a very noisy household to a very quiet one.
My family has told me stories about those years before everything
changed. How my oldest brother nicknamed me ‘Ubangi’ because my
hair grew in tight fat curls close to my head. How my other brother
liked to ambush me around corners with a toy crocodile because it
never failed to make me shriek in terror. How my oldest sister carried
me around like a kangaroo with her joey. But I can oﬀer very few
stories of my own from those early years.
My strongest recollection is a constant straining to be with my
brothers and sisters. I remember having to go to bed when it was still
light out, kicking at the sheets as I listened for their voices coming
down the hall or through the windows from the back yard. Sometimes
I could smell popcorn. e next morning, I’d search the living room
rug for their le overs and roll the unpopped kernels around in my
mouth. I do remember that, probably because it was something that
played out night a er night – our father loved popcorn.
Several years ago, I thought I might have the chance to recover that
lost past when we were all tightly clustered together in one house. My
brothers had driven to Bucks Lake up in the Sierras of northeastern
California where, until I was around three years old, our family had
leased a house every summer to escape the Sacramento Valley heat.
ey found our old cabin unchanged. Even a table built by a local
sawmill was still in the living room. ey knocked on the door and,
weirdly enough, my younger brother knew the current lessee. He
invited them in and then invited the rest of us back for a look.
With our father, we set oﬀ a few months later, up highways that
narrowed into dusty roads through dark pines and past bright stony
summits. When we got to the cabin, my siblings scattered to claim

their favourite outdoor spots, but I was rooted near the car, struck by
how much this place diﬀered from what I thought I remembered.
I recalled that the water was a long walk across a sandy beach from
the house; I had an image of my mother standing on that wide beach,
her dress whipped by the wind, her hand cupped near her mouth. But
the pebbled shoreline was just a few feet away. I recalled the spine of a
dam jutting from the water not far from the house, a perilous and
sudden cliﬀ at the edge of the lake that my siblings had once ventured
too close to. But even though the lake is a manmade one, the dam
wasn’t visible from the house. I followed my father inside, where the
tininess of the kitchen fascinated him. He kept opening cabinet doors
and laughing as they banged each other in the narrow aisle. ‘Mother
just hated this kitchen!’ he said. ‘She always made big breakfasts –
eggs and sausage and pancakes – and as soon as she ﬁnished
cleaning up, you kids would come running back in the house wanting
lunch.’
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I didn’t remember that. I didn’t remember the table. I didn’t
remember anything about the place. My siblings tugged me through
the house, pointing out where everyone had slept – they said I had
been in a little alcove in the hallway, though I recalled staying in my
parents’ room and watching them sleep in the early morning light.
ey pointed out other features tied to the life that we all lived in the
cabin, eager for me to remember, but there was nothing. I even
dropped to my knees and circled the living room at toddler level,
peering at dusty windowsills and sniﬃng at the knotholes in the pine
walls and running my ﬁngers over the ﬂoorboards. Nothing.
I now know that it would have been unusual for me to remember
anything from that time. Hardly any adult does. ere is even a term
for this – childhood amnesia, coined by Sigmund Freud in 1910 – to
describe the lack of recall adults have of their ﬁrst three or four years
and our paucity of solid memories until around the age of seven.
ere has been some back and forth over a century of research about
whether memories of these early years are tucked away in some part
of our brains and need only a cue to be recovered. at’s what I was
hoping when I revisited our old cabin with my siblings. I intended to
jostle out a recalcitrant memory with the sights, sounds, smells and
touch of the place. But research suggests that the memories we form
in these early years simply disappear.
Freud argued that we repress our earliest memories because of sexual
trauma but, until the 1980s, most researchers assumed that we
retained no memories of early childhood because we created no
memories – that events took place and passed without leaving a
lasting imprint on our baby brains. en in 1987, a study by the
Emory University psychologist Robyn Fivush and her colleagues
dispelled that misconception for good, showing that children who
were just 2.5 years old could describe events from as far as six months
into their past.
But what happens to those memories? Most of us assume that we
can’t recall them as adults because they’re just too far back in our past

to tug into the present, but this is not the case. We lose them when
we’re still children.
e psychologist Carole Peterson of Memorial University of
Newfoundland has conducted a series of studies to pinpoint the age at
which these memories vanish. First, she and her colleagues assembled
a group of children between the ages of four and 13 to describe their
three earliest memories. e children’s parents stood by to verify that
the memories were, indeed, true, and even the very youngest of the
children could recall events from when they were around two years
old.
en the children were interviewed again two years later to see if
anything had changed. More than a third of those age 10 and older
retained the memories they had oﬀered up for the ﬁrst study. But the
younger children – especially the very youngest who had been four
years old in the ﬁrst study – had gone largely blank. ‘Even when we
prompted them about their earlier memories, they said: “No, that
never happened to me,”’ Peterson told me. ‘We were watching
childhood amnesia in action.’
In both children and adults, memory is bizarrely selective about what
adheres and what falls away. In one of her papers, Peterson trots out a
story about her own son and a childhood memory gone missing. She
had taken him to Greece when he was 20 months old, and, while
there, he became very excited about some donkeys. ere was family
discussion of those donkeys for at least a year. But by the time he went
to school, he had completely forgotten about them. He was queried
when he was a teenager about his earliest childhood memory and,
instead of the remarkable Greek donkeys, he recalled a moment not
long a er the trip to Greece when a woman gave him lots of cookies
while her husband showed the boy’s parents around a house they
planned to buy.
Peterson has no idea why he would remember that – it was a
completely unremarkable moment and one that the family hadn’t

reinforced with domestic chitchat. To try to get a handle on why some
memories endure over others, she and her colleagues studied the
children’s memories again. ey concluded that if the memory was a
very emotional one, children were three times more likely to retain it
two years later. Dense memories – if they understood the who, what,
when, where and why – were ﬁve times more likely to be retained
than disconnected fragments. Still, oddball and inconsequential
memories such as the bounty of cookies will hang on, frustrating the
person who wants a more penetrating look at their early past.
To form longterm memories, an array of biological and psychological
stars must align, and most children lack the machinery for this
alignment. e raw material of memory – the sights, sounds, smells,
tastes and tactile sensations of our life experiences – arrive and
register across the cerebral cortex, the seat of cognition. For these to
become memory, they must undergo bundling in the hippocampus, a
brain structure named for its supposed resemblance to a sea horse,
located under the cerebral cortex. e hippocampus not only bundles
multiple input from our senses together into a single new memory, it
also links these sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and tactile sensations to
similar ones already stored in the brain. But some parts of the
hippocampus aren’t fully developed until we’re adolescents, making it
hard for a child’s brain to complete this process.
‘So much has to happen biologically to store a memory,’ the
psychologist Patricia Bauer of Emory University told me. ere’s ‘a
race to get it stabilised and consolidated before you forget it. It’s like
making JellO: you mix the stuﬀ up, you put it in a mould, and you put
it in the refrigerator to set, but your mould has a tiny hole in it. You
just hope your JellO – your memory – gets set before it leaks out
through that tiny hole.’
In addition, young children have a tenuous grip on chronology. ey
are years from mastering clocks and calendars, and thus have a hard
time nailing an event to a speciﬁc time and place. ey also don’t have
the vocabulary to describe an event, and without that vocabulary, they

can’t create the kind of causal narrative that Peterson found at the
root of a solid memory. And they don’t have a greatly elaborated sense
of self, which would encourage them to hoard and reconsider chunks
of experience as part of a growing lifenarrative.
Frail as they are, children’s memories are then susceptible to a process
called shredding. In our early years, we create a storm of new neurons
in a part of the hippocampus called the dentate gyrus and continue to
form them throughout the rest of our lives, although not at nearly the
same rate. A recent study by the neuroscientists Paul Frankland and
Sheena Josselyn of the Hospital for Sick Children in Toronto suggests
that this process, called neurogenesis, can actually create forgetting
by disrupting the circuits for existing memories.
Our memories can become distorted by other people’s memories of
the same event or by new information, especially when that new
information is so similar to information already in storage. For
instance, you meet someone and remember their name, but later meet
a second person with a similar name, and become confused about the
name of the ﬁrst person. We can also lose our memories when the
synapses that connect neurons decay from disuse. ‘If you never use
that memory, those synapses can be recruited for something
diﬀerent,’ Bauer told me.
Memories are less vulnerable to shredding and disruptions as the
child grows up. Most of the solid memories that we carry into the rest
of our lives are formed during what’s called ‘the reminiscence bump’,
from ages 15 to 30, when we invest a lot of energy in examining
everything to try to ﬁgure out who we are. e events, culture and
people of that time remain with us and can even overshadow the
features of our ageing present, according to Bauer. e movies were
the best back then, and so was the music, and the fashion, and the
political leaders, and the friendships, and the romances. And so on.
Of course, some people have more memories from early childhood
than others do. It appears that remembering is partly inﬂuenced by

the culture of family engagement. A 2009 study conducted by
Peterson together with Qi Wang of Cornell and Yubo Hou of Peking
University found that children in China have fewer of these memories
than children in Canada. e ﬁnding, they suggest, might be
explained by culture: Chinese people prize individuality less than
North Americans and thus may be less likely to spend as much time
drawing attention to the moments of an individual’s life. Canadians,
by contrast, reinforce recollection and keep the synapses that underlie
early personal memories vibrant. Another study, by the psychologist
Federica Artioli and colleagues at the University of Otago in New
Zealand in 2012, found that young adults from Italian extended
families had earlier and denser memories than those from Italian
nuclear families, presumably as a result of more intense family
reminiscence.
But it doesn’t necessarily take a crowd of onsite relatives to enhance a
child’s recollection. Bauer’s research also points to ‘maternal
deﬂections of conversation’, meaning that the mother (or another
adult) engages the child in a lively conversation about events, always
passing the baton of remembering back to the child and inviting him
or her to contribute to the story. ‘ at kind of interaction contributes
to the richness of memory over a long period of time,’ Bauer told me.
‘It doesn’t predict whether a given event will be remembered, but it
builds a muscle. e child learns how to have memories and
understands what part to share. Over the course of these
conversations, the child learns how to tell the story.’
Borrowing Bauer’s JelloO analogy, I’ve always suspected that my
mother had a tinier hole in her JellO mould than mine, which allowed
her to retain information until it was set into memory. She seemed to
remember everything from my childhood, from my siblings’
childhoods, and from her own ﬁrst six years. Intensely, she recalled
the ﬁght between her mother and father, when her mother wound up
getting knocked out cold and her father forced her to tell visiting
neighbours that his wife was sleeping. e day my grandmother
packed up my mother and her sister and moved them from Nebraska

to Nevada, with their unwanted household goods strewn across their
lawn for the townspeople to pick through and haggle over. e day
the doctor took out my mother’s appendix on the kitchen table. e
day she wet her pants at school and the nuns made her walk home in
weather so cold that her underwear froze. I wondered if her memories
were so sharp because these were all terrible events, especially
compared with my presumably bland early years.
I now suspect that my mother’s ability to tell the story of her early life
also came from the constellation of people clustered at the centre of it.
Her young mother, bolting from a marriage she was pressured into
and retreating to her brother’s crowded house, her two girls held
close. And her sister, three years older, always the point and
counterpoint, the question and response. My mother and her sister
talked their lives over to such an extent that it must have seemed as if
things didn’t really happen unless they had conﬁded them to each
other. us, ‘Don’t tell Aunt Helen!’ was whispered in our house when
something went wrong, echoed by ‘Don’t tell Aunt Kathleen!’ in our
cousins’ house when something went amiss there.
I might have a very large hole in my JellO mould, but I also wonder if
our family’s storytelling and memorysetting apparatus had broken
down by the time I came along. My brothers and sisters doted on me
– I’m told this and I believe it – but it was their job to be out in the
world riding horses and playing football and winning spelling bees
and getting into various kinds of trouble, not talking to the baby. And
sometime between my being born and my siblings leaving, our
mother suﬀered a breakdown that plunged her into 20 years of
depression and agoraphobia. She could go to the grocery store only
with my father close to her side, steering the cart, list in hand. Even
when she went to the beauty salon to have her hair cut and styled and
sprayed into submission, my father sat next to her reading his Wall
Street Journal as she cured under one of those bullethead dryers.
When we were home, she spent a lot of time in her room. No one
really knows when my mother’s sadness and retreat from the world

began – and she’s not around to tell us now – but it might have
started when I was very young. What I remember is silence.
Our ﬁrst three to four years are the maddeningly, mysteriously blank
opening pages to our story of self. As Freud said, childhood amnesia
‘veils our earliest youth from us and makes us strangers to it’. During
that time, we transition from what my brotherinlaw calls ‘a loaf of
bread with a nervous system’ to sentient humans. If we can’t
remember much of anything from those years – whether abuse or
exuberant cherishing – does it matter what actually happened? If a
tree fell in the forest of our early development and we didn’t have the
brains and cognitive tools to stash the event in memory, did it still
help shape who we are?
Bauer says yes. Even if we don’t remember early events, they leave an
imprint on the way we understand and feel about ourselves, other
people, and the greater world, for better or worse. We have elaborate
concepts about birds, dogs, lakes and mountains, for example, even if
we can’t recall the experiences that created those concepts. ‘You can’t
remember going iceskating with Uncle Henry, but you understand
that skating and visiting relatives are fun,’ Bauer explained. ‘You have
a feeling for how nice people are, how reliable they are. You might
never be able to pinpoint how you learnt that, but it’s just something
you know.’
And we are not the sum of our memories, or at least, not entirely. We
are also the story we construct about ourselves, our personal narrative
that interprets and assigns meaning to the things we do remember
and the things other people tell us about ourselves. Research by the
Northwestern University psychologist Dan McAdams, author of e
Redemptive Self (2005), suggests that these narratives guide our
behaviour and help chart our path into the future. Especially lucky are
those of us with redemptive stories, in which we ﬁnd good fortune
even in past adversity.

So our stories are not bald facts etched on stone tablets. ey are
narratives that move and morph, and that’s the underpinning to much
of talk therapy. And here is one upli ing aspect of ageing: our stories
of self get better. ‘For whatever reason, we tend to accentuate the
positive things more as we age,’ McAdams told me. ‘We have a greater
willingness or motivation to see the world in brighter terms. We
develop a positivity bias regarding our memories.’
I can’t make myself remember my early life with my siblings nearby
and my mother before her breakdown, even if I revisit the mountain
idyll where the summers of that life unfolded. But I can employ the
kinder lens of ageing and the research by these memory scientists to
limn a story on those blank pages that is not stained with loss.
I am by nature trusting and optimistic, traits that I’ve sometimes
worried are signs of intellectual weakness, but I can choose to
interpret them as approaches to the world developed by myriad, if
unrecalled, experiences with a loving family in those early years. I
don’t remember, but I can choose to imagine myself on my siblings’
laps as they read me stories or sang me songs or showed me the
waving arms of a crawdad from that mountain lake. I can imagine
myself on their shoulders, ﬁngers twined in their curly Ohlson hair.
I can imagine them patiently feeding me the lines to e Night Before
Christmas, over and over, hour a er hour, day a er day, because
someone had to have done it – my mother told me that I could recite
the whole poem when I was two years old. Not that they remember
doing this, because most of them were teenagers by then and oﬀ
having the kinds of encounters with people and culture that would
deﬁne their sense of self for years to come. But I’ll imagine and
reconstruct it, both for me and for them. Because our pasts had to
have had a lot of that kind of sweetness, given our lucky loving bonds
today. We’ve just forgotten the details.
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