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This article explores how generational narratives have emerged in the process of
democratization in two post-authoritarian countries. Recent youth activism in
Argentina and Chile provides fertile ground for the exploration of different
generational narratives circulating amongst those born in the aftermath of
transitions to democracy. In both countries, youths’ generational sites are
characterized by strong political mobilization and by dynamics of collectively
remembering right-wing dictatorships (in Argentina, from 1976 to 1983; in
Chile, from 1973 to 1989). The linkage of difficult pasts with cycles of youth
mobilization particularly deserves attention. While youth activism in Argentina is
narrated from an intergenerational standpoint, Chilean student protests have
been framed around a generational breakpoint. The article aims to answer why
these different narratives of legacy and rupture emerged in these two contexts.
Based on the literature about generations within memory studies and cultural
sociology, a narrative approach for examining generational memories is
proposed, and then applied to understand Argentinean and Chilean youths’
generational sites.
1. Towards a concept of generational narratives
The concept of generation is etymologically related to being in time with others.
As such, it is connected both to a temporal sequence of family relationships, i.e. a
genealogy or lineage (generatio), and to contemporaneity. The latter (genus)
signifies a group of people who share some an attribute, in this case all those who
have lived at the same time. 2 In this sense, generation is related to ‘era’ and
became a figurative way of indicating a period of time (e.g., “from generation to
generation”).
That said, the concept has changed fundamentally since the 18th century.
As Reinhart Koselleck has stated, 3 modernity brought about news semantic of
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time. In traditional peasant societies, the conception of time was based on the
cycles of nature. Practical knowledge was handed down from generation to
generation, reinforcing family and communal bonding. The experiences of
ancestors were guidelines for what their descendants should expect. The modern
idea of ‘progress’ increasingly weakened this connection between the ‘space of
experience’ and the ‘horizon of expectation’. New experiences, including
thosemade possible by new commercial routes, scientific discoveries, and
technological innovations, opened up different and allegedly better futures. Every
generation could break away from the past and change its received heritage. As
Nora pointed out: “The past is no longer the law: this is the very essence of the
phenomenon.” 4
After the First World War, the concept of generation became central to
understandings of the course of history: people who grew up during the same
period, and shared critical events during their youth, might become agents of
social change. Hence generations, like social classes, were becoming constituted
as social formations.
Mannheim’s essay ‘Das Problem der Generationen’
It was primarily via Karl Mannheim’s essay, The problem of generations, that this
phenomenon became of sociological concern. For Mannheim, being born at the
same time constrains and enables opportunities, just as sharing a class position
does. Those “who share the year of birth”, Mannheim writes, “are endowed with a
common location in the historical dimension of the social process.” 5 This
generational location opens up a positive ‘inherent’ tendency to develop similar
modes of behaviour, feeling and thought.
Yet, the key assumption of Mannheim’s framework is that the
generational location encloses only a slumbering potential to foster a real
generational connection (Generationszusammenhang). 6 The creation of such a
bond, requires participation in a ‘common destiny’, that is, in the sharing of a
generational frame of interpretation, and an entanglement in the ‘complex of
problems’ posed by social change. 7 For Mannheim, concrete and different
answers might emerge as generational units “develop similar ways of (re)acting in
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response to their generational problems”. 8 Although all generational units share a
“horizon of time perspectives, a dramatic coherence of past, present, and future,” 9
each one will come to terms with its past in a different way.
Generational connections are therefore based on the ‘tempo of social change’. 10
That is, some ‘defining collective events’ have to occur in order to create a
generational location – or better, a generational site – in which new stories
circulate and social relations may develop. As such, common participation occurs
only through a process of historical variation, i.e. generational connections are
contingent on historical change. What this suggests is that historical events
unleash social change, thereby bringing about new social relations. PostMannheim, the discussion of generations as able to break with the past and set
historical precedents emerged within a wider progressive narrative. For example,
to Heinz Bude, generations are always symbols of conflict, thereby creating a
novel temporal sense of we-attachment. 11
Mannheim goes a step further when indicating that these historical events
“impinge upon a similarly ‘stratified’ consciousness.’” 12 Based on Wilhelm
Dilthey’s idea of formative years, Mannheim claims that events experienced
during youth leave the greatest impression, shaping the meanings of all
subsequent experiences. Mannheim saw this point occurring at around the age of
17, when individuals start to distance themselves from their primary socialization.
Later, Howard Schuman and Jacqueline Scott 13 confirmed Mannheim’s
‘generational hypothesis’ of the formative or critical years. Asking for the two
most important national or world events remembered in the last 50 years –
individuals recalled mainly those events which occurred during their adolescence
and early adulthood (16–27 years old). Also, cognitive studies coined the term
‘reminiscence bump’ in order to describe the fact that the main events recalled
came from adolescence and early adulthood. 14
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Generations and memories
While acknowledging the significance of Mannheim’s work, it can nevertheless
be said that his notion of ‘participation in the same destiny’ might hinder a more
dynamic understanding of generation-building. Indeed, Gabrielle Rosenthal notes
the risk of focusing merely on the formative or critical years. Supporting
Mannheim’s complex understanding of generations, she emphasizes the weight of
family memory and the relationships between generations as bedrocks of
generational building. 15
For Rosenthal, generational connections depend heavily on both the
location (i.e. historical events experienced) and the relationship between older and
newer generations, as well as on the intergenerational dialogue developed within
families. As documented by a large extent of the existing literature, and my
posterior analysis of Argentinean and Chilean narratives support, the genealogical
dimension of generations affects emergent generational connections. 16
Furthermore, Rosenthal stresses that the role of future interpretations over
past formative years including the significance of childhood experiences. In other
words, youth experiences go through new interpretations in adult periods. The
opposite would mean to freeze a state of being which emerged during one’s
youth. The generational problem turns out to concern not only how events
occurring during youth impact on the life course of their participants, but also the
question of how individuals continuously elaborate the past. The idea of
continuous processes of reinterpretation allows us to understand that generations
mobilize different stories about the past. 17 I would thus suggest understanding
generations via their generational narratives.
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The ‘weight’ of past narrativization and processes of elaboration have
become part and parcel on memory studies. 18 Due to the increasing public and
academic significance attached to ‘difficult pasts’, 19 including the Holocaust,
other genocides, modern wars, and dictatorships, various scholars have claimed
that by the end of the twentieth century the modern narrative had evolved into a
tragic one, 20 i.e. a shift “from present futures to present pasts.” 21 Since these
difficult pasts are difficult to leave behind, they remain as ‘traumatic’ transgenerational connections. Consequently, by researching how a traumatic
collective experiences impacts on generations of victims and perpetrators’
families born after such events, some scholars situate their studies within the
frame of ‘post-memory’. 22 They analyse a traumatic event such as the Holocaust
in terms of the subtle transmission (for example, via silences and images) of
traumatic knowledge. 23 The space of transmission and heredity is “the language
of family, the language of the body in the forms of nonverbal and non-cognitive
symptoms.” 24
If modernist approaches relied on narratives of breaking generational
cycles, the increasing significance of tragic narratives in contemporary regimes of
temporality might create different generational connections. Pierre Nora – one of
the founders of modern memory studies – understood generations as both a
“product of memory, an effect of remembering (and) fabricators of lieux de
mémoire.” 25 This double meaning (product of/fabricator of) encompasses the
entire generational phenomenon: “no rupture without a hypothesis of continuity,
no selection of memory without resurrection of another memory.” 26 Nora
emphasizes how generations relate to each other (‘hypothesis of continuity’) and
how each generation creates mnemonic devices, such as public spaces or icons, to
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‘immemorialize’ its own past and promote generational rupture. Hence it is said
that generations are models of continuity as well as conflict. 27
Finally, June Edmunds, Ron Eyerman and Brian Turner bring to the fore
the role of social movements when examining generations and collective
memories. 28 Generations are understood here as collective responses to traumatic
events (wars, civil conflicts, economic crisis and so forth) that bring a particular
age group together. In particular, Eyerman pursues the role that social movements
play in reformulating the past according to present needs. Social movements
facilitate “the interweaving of individual stories and biographies into a collective,
unified frame, a collective narrative”. 29 Here, the process of collective
remembering involves sharing a collective bond through a narrative
understanding of a common past and a common future. As I will show below,
student movements do also play a key role in Argentinean and Chilean contexts.
Narratives and generations
Based on recent literature about generations and memories, it can be stated that
instead of a ‘frozen’ youth-oriented generational frame, generational connections
are seen as dynamics sites of ‘story’ (re)construction, wherein people narrate,
remember, the ‘defining’ experiences of ‘their’ times (what is ‘defining’ is
precisely part of this reconstruction). Crucially, the generational process of
narrativity intersects and contends with other stories – whether these be family,
social class, previous generations’, or national stories. Therefore, it is necessary to
understand what are narratives all about.
Narratives are classically understood as temporal sequences of events
including a beginning, a middle and an end. Since the events are linked to one
other as a whole, this structure entails causal emplotment. 30 The very assumption
of narrative theory is that the stream of events is not naturally structured as
narrative per se. Rather, narrators make an effort to create a narrative structure.
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Hayden White asserted that every narrative “points to a moral” 31 or a “desire to
moralize” 32 events.
Narratives are also central in creating identities. Margaret Somers
describes this feature as the process of narrative practice: by telling stories or
locating themselves “within a repertoire of emplotted stories” 33 people develop a
shared understanding of themselves. Narrative identity thus manifests itself when
a story circulates within a social group, thereby aiding in the imposition of social
boundaries. The emergence of such boundaries speaks to the regularity of
conflicts over the control of group identities, i.e. to attempts by different groups to
impose their narrative as canonical. 34
Hence, I suggest, that by sharing stories of their common past and
emplotting their biographies into collective repertoires of interpretation, people
develop generational narratives. 35 These narratives embed life-course sequences
of defining events in which past-present-future times are differentiated. These
events are emotion-laden and remembered collectively by coevals. In other terms,
those stories circulate around the generation’s ‘own’ defining events, thereby
creating connections (i.e. narrative networks) and symbolic boundaries. That is,
these stories generate generational boundaries. These narratives are developed in
multiple spaces: family table, peer conversations, street mobilizations, social
media, and political speeches, amongst others.
Crucially, generational narratives emerge not only from particular
circumstances, but also respond to previous, sedimentary cultural codes – or new
ones – reflecting upon traumatic or triumphant historical experiences. 36 Then
generational boundaries might both demarcate our ‘own times’ as well as cohere
around older canonical narratives. 37 Canonical narratives of older generations can
circulate amongst family stories, or political speeches, thereby imposing
31
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(canonizing) repertoires of interpretation and creating ‘trans-generational’
connections.
2. Methodology
Between October 2012 and January 2013, I conducted 36 interviews with young
people in Buenos Aires and Santiago de Chile, all of them born between 1985 and
1994. At the time of the interviews, the participants were in the middle of their
‘formative years’ (ca. 17–25 years). The sample includes an equal number of men
and women, and cut across social strata and political positions. A mixture of
contacts, including friends of friends and members of civil society organizations,
and application of snowball sampling allowed me to obtain a diverse sample of
participants.
Every interviewee was invited to recreate a ‘future setting’ in which a
descendant – whether a son, a daughter, a nephew, niece, or grandchild – asks him
or her to recount the past. Thereby people were encouraged to recall biographical,
genealogical, and historical events. The imagined family setting was used in an
attempt to reconstruct Halbwachs’ image of the ‘living bond of generations’ in
which stories are usually handed down from grandparents to grandchildren. 38
In analytic terms, I initially matched genealogical and life-course
sequences with collective events. I focused on how it was that some events were
more salient in terms of achieving generational connectivity and narrative
coherence. Afterwards, I analyzed ‘how’ and ‘why’ these events were narrated.
Here, a more specific structural narrative analysis began. 39 I concentrated on a)
settings, b) characters, and c) evaluative clauses. A close reading of these main
features ran in parallel to the examination of the ‘linguistic apparatus’ participants
used when reporting events. 40
The final procedure involved examining forms of macro narrative
structures such as narrative templates and modes of emplotment. The
38
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identification of modes of emplotment is based on the literature of plot lines
(progressive, regressive, rise-and-fall narratives) 41 and narrative genres (comedy,
tragedy, amongst others). 42
3. The cyclical sense of time among the young Argentine generation
Multiple and conflictive pasts
From the 1930’s onwards, Argentina underwent five authoritarian regimes and
several economic crises. This turbulent past was filled with multiple tensions
between military, economic, political and social forces. This is partly rooted in the
successive waves of European migrants arriving since the middle of the 19th
century, diversifying urban cultural life, radically changing social structure, and
funnelling political tensions within working-middle class conflicts. As a result,
multiple cultural life worlds and struggles have characterised 20th century
Argentina. Indeed, it is in this social space – and in particular, in the capital
Buenos Aires – that a superb literary, musical and theatre culture has flourished, a
massive football culture has grown, and a dreadful right-wing dictatorship has
taken place. All of them have left visible marks on the city.
The last dictatorship stemmed from the sixties Cold-War polarization, in
which manifold acts of violence were carried out by extremist groups, to both the
left and right. Military forces attempted to end this in 1976 through a politics of
extermination of their (left) ‘enemies’, leaving behind thousands of victims. The
loss in the Falklands War, which has become one of the most important lieux de
mémoire of Argentine culture, was what brought about the end of the dictatorship.
Afterwards, President Raúl Alfonsín’s new democratic government famously
pursued a politics of human rights, putting the main military authorities on trial as
well as instituting a human right commission. Nonetheless, Alfonsin’s
government is also remembered for the dramatic hyperinflation of 1989.
Victor, born in the northeast zone of the Great Buenos Aires, began
precisely by localizing his story within the context of this hyperinflation: I was
born in Moreno (…) I was born there in ’88 (…) I was born in April ’88, and
throughout ’89 we had hyperinflation here. So, I guess, it must have been pretty
rough. Dramatic economic events were part and parcel of the experience of those
born after dictatorship. Even if this young cohort did not personally experience
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the hyperinflation of 89, it was a common event narrated in family stories about
the time of their birth.
After hyperinflation, a new government promised a renewal of the
economy through the privatization of public firms and (neo)liberalization of
markets. The ‘neoliberal nineties’, as Victor remembers, ended abruptly with the
crisis of 2001, in which almost half of the population fell into poverty. For young
people, the crisis interrupted their memories, causing a shift in their narratives’
settings from private milieu of family or school to the public sphere. Even if they
were ‘too young’ to join the public mobilization out in the streets, the spectacle of
this mobilization, of looting, and of President De la Rúa escaping the surrounded
government palace, Casa Rosada, by helicopter on December 20, 2001, left a
memorable ‘timemark’ in all their stories. Yet, whereas the young participants
were watching these events on television, their elders were already blockading
streets and protesting.
The youth’s passive participation in the crisis contrasts with the narrative
position they took in the following years, when a new political conjuncture
opened up new sets of stories. Crucially, young interviewees narrated the end of
the crisis of 2001 as the beginning of Néstor Kirchner’s government (2003-2007).
Although a previous president – Eduardo Duhalde – probably shared
responsibility for Argentina’s economic recovery, 43 Duhalde was primarily
recalled for being responsible for the deaths of two young activists, Maximiliano
Kosteki and Darío Santillán. More important here is that Kirchner’s government
coincides with the middle of these participants’ formative years, i.e., secondary
school, university and the beginning of their working lives. This time, they could
be ‘out there’, in contrast with their memories of the previous crisis when their
elder siblings were participating.
The dictatorship as indisputable tragedy
The life stories of Argentine young people were particularly impinged upon by
two symbolic recuperations made by the Kirchner’s government: the revival of
the last dictatorship as an indisputable tragedy, as well as the revitalization of
classical Peronism – the dominant political constellation in Argentina – as a
triumphal memory.
Regarding the memory of the last military regime, the upheaval provoked
by Kirchner’s government can be understood as consolidating the dictatorship as
a national tragedy, and thus an increasingly indisputable memory. Kirchner
transformed the memory frame both by canonizing the tragedy of the victims as a
43
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universal trauma and simultaneously canonizing the generation of the seventies as
a heroic-victim group. 44 The ‘recovery’ of these memories have impacts on
school and family discussions about the past. Most families have been obligated
to deal with new questions that arose. Susana, who is from an upper class and
anti-Kirchner family context, remembers one teacher neglecting the interpretation
proposed by Kirchner’s government. Given her teacher’s impetus to reject
Kirchner’s script, Susana began discussing it with her family. She recounted the
episode as follows:
How? How is that possible? And I mean […] How is it possible for someone
(the teacher) to say that the only mistake of the dictatorship was not to have
handed over the bodies? […] And I remember arriving at home with that
thought, right? Saying, ‘Hey, they said that, what is that?’ And generating a
discussion, right? Because in the end […] Yes, that is something that I never
forgot, that dinner […] Starting to generate the first discussions […] with
the limited understanding I had when I was 17.
Some interviewees explained that their parents declared that they had been
too young to remember the dictatorship. Other parents drew on a widespread
macro explanation, such as ‘we never knew anything about the crimes’. Another
group of parents represented themselves as victims of the country’s polarization
and, most importantly, this impinged on their fearful emotions about those times.
There were other stories stemming from upper-class parents or grandparents who
had supported the dictatorship. That none of the young people interviewed
approved of what happened under the dictatorship illustrates the canonical role of
this now indisputable memory.
Now, Kirchner’s narrative turn had ample precedents in earlier decades,
drawing primarily on a strong human rights movement, constituted especially by
victims’ relatives. Argentina also experienced a prompt process of settling
accounts with the dictatorship, marked by the truth commission, which made its
report during Alfonsín’s government (1983-1989). Moreover, by 1996, the time
of the twentieth commemoration of the putsch, an important interpretative turn
had been prompted by the emergence of a second generation of human rights
activists. They were the sons and daughters of desaparecidos (the ‘disappeared’),
44
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some of them recovered by their grandmothers from military or civilian families
who had clandestinely adopted them.
Kirchner’s memory agenda-setting also took a step forward. He
appropriated the voice of human rights organizations and positioned himself in
generational terms (‘the seventies generation’), attributing to this generation both
a sacrificial character as well as heroic traits. Kirchner fostered an image of
generational continuity between mythical forebears, such as founding fathers and
immigrant grandparents, and his generation. 45 According to his image, the stories
of the seventies generation must not only be handed down as a tragedy, but also
serve as a model for future political action, in particular, among youth
organizations. The stories do so by invigorating a generational discourse that
provides cultural models of continuity and transmission instead of generational
disruption. Not surprisingly, young political activism was labelled as the “return
of militancy”. 46
It was thus that Martina, born in La Plata in 1986, became interested in
politics. As part of this ‘awakening’ she enrolled in a school theatre group with
whom she visited a ‘home of memory’. When I asked about her age at that time,
she astonishingly realized the intersection of that period with Kirchner’s coming
into office:
I was 16 […] we are talking about 2002, 2003 […] it must have been 2003
because I was 17, 18 […] 2003, 2004 […] what a coincidence!
RF: What is a coincidence?
The change of government. I mean, all of that. Néstor Kirchner took office
[…] at that time that didn’t mean much but now, to us, to the young
people, to my dad, to all of those who are committed somehow to politics,
this was a very important government change, irrespective of the
criticisms one may have […] In 2003, 2004, especially 2004, emerges a
[…] a hope for change, right, in the country. That was also the year […] I
had never thought about it, the fact that that was the year I became
interested in politics, there must be some connection.
All of my interviewees reported a wave of public discussions about the
dictatorship during these years. The debate sprang up in schools, families, the
media and the street. The latter is the site of popular and massive
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commemorations of the coup d’état. In particular, at the 2006 commemoration of
the 30th anniversary of the coup d’état, interviewees were adult enough to
participate and be ‘there’, i.e. ‘outside’. Kirchner had already promulgated this
day as national holiday for remembering together. Alongside the crisis of 2001,
the commemoration left a second special ‘timemark’ on many respondents’
stories.
Peronism as triumphal memory
The interviewees’ life courses had turned during those years, when they started to
enrol at university and technical training establishments or began their first job
(often both simultaneously). Crucially, the majority became members of or
created a civil society organization, such as a student council, a solidarity
association or a youth political association. This strong activism in civil society
groups is highly visible in their life course. As many respondents suggested, this
new engagement started with Kirchnerism. This political context is not only
framed by the memory of the dictatorship, but also hinges on the revival of
Peronism.
In practical terms, the political constellation called Peronism had never
disappeared. Since 1940, when Peron became Minister of Labour and later
assumed the presidency, the thinking that bears his name and that became
encapsulated in the Justicialist Party has dominated the Argentine political
spectrum. 47 Peronism has spanned from a historical working-class party with
strong influence on trade unions to what nowadays are clientelistic networks
entangled in poor districts. 48 One key effect of Peronism has been to divide
Argentine society antagonistically into Peronist/anti-Peronist groups. This divide
works by means of a double opposition containing highly emotional evaluative
structures: to be Peronist means being part of ‘the people’, thereby claiming a
desire for social justice. The others – the enemy – are then depicted as those
opposed to the people’s will, e.g., as the elite, an oligarchy, the upper class,
amongst others. Conversely, to be anti-Peronist invokes an inverted primordial
code in which it is true democrats who strive to uncover the deeply clientelistic,
authoritarian character of Peronism.
Although it has been relentlessly present in the political arena, Peronism,
has had its ups and downs. That is, the emotional intensity about dividing society
into two polar constellations has not been consistently present. In my respondents’
47
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stories, there are two visible experiences of such emotional renewal. First, there is
the re-emergence of (left) Peronist youth organizations within school councils or
university political organizations. Martina remembered when people from the
‘Evita’ movement arrived at her university in 2006. For Jaime, my youngest
respondent, who had been born in 1991, it was surprising that an organization
named for leftist Arturo Jauretche had been elected to lead the student council at
his secondary school. For Carlos, the emblematic organization ‘La Cámpora’ –
the most powerful youth organization during Kirchner’s rule – dominated the
songs of every public commemoration. With a group of friends and former
schoolmates, Victor and Luna, both born in 1988, set up a youth organization
named ‘John William Cooke’, after one of the most important leaders of leftist
Peronism.
For the non-Argentinean reader, these names will hardly resonate. Yet,
they are a key feature of the stories told. Evita, Campora, Jauretche and William
Cooke were all near-mythic figures in leftist Peronism. To the best of my
knowledge, there is no other case in Latin American history where dozens of
youth organizations adopted such old figures’ names. Occasionally there appears
a ‘new left’, a ‘new socialist youth’ or ‘Catholic youth’, but youth organizations
usually attempt to mark a certain distance from past configurations or to cause
some disruption. Argentina’s ‘new generational units’ barely caused a
generational rupture and, rather, mobilized a desire to recover iconic figures.
What underlies these forms of recovery are also instances of political socialization
in which older activists hand down their experiences to new generations. Transgenerational networks are developed, thereby fostering cross-cutting narratives.
The second defining circumstance was the ‘farm crisis’. Occurring under
Cristina Fernández’s government, this was a nation-wide conflict between
government and the agro-export sector over taxes. The agro-industry had grown
astonishingly since 2003 due to earlier modifications to crops (especially the
cultivation of soybeans) as well as to the boost in food prices on the global
market. When the government therefore attempted to raise the sector’s taxes, it
gave rise to an enormous mobilization of the agro sector that lasted for several
months. 49 Beyond the technical details of the political and economic conflict, the
dispute was framed as a division between ‘us’ (the people, the government) and
‘them’ (oligarchic landowners). 50 Such a division not only reproduced the classic
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emotional structure of Peronism, but also stimulated young people to locate
themselves within this historical polarization. Consider Paula’s account of such a
‘turning point’:
With regard to my political identifications, there was a turning point in
2008, which was the conflict […] symbolically it remained in our memory
as the “farm conflict” […] I mean, there it began, a sort of
dichotomization of the social and political space between the government
– Kirchnerism – and the ‘other’, which was (…) it was integrated by this
agro-export-oligarchy – which comes from olden times, since the
establishment of the Argentinean state – together with Clarín’s media
monopoly. It was then that this dichotomy started, which nowadays is
increasingly intensified
The point is not only about pro-Kirchnerism’s adherents. It is rather about
a polarisation that reproduces transgenerational memories. For instance, Juan José
mentioned that when his grandparents and he held regular dinner-table
conversations about politics, they reflected on ‘political times’ when talking about
Perón’s governments or the ‘violent seventies’. Juan José remarked on how
family and national memories were enmeshed in each other in such conversations:
these conversations were a great lesson, of history, society, economy, of the daily
life as well as our family and others. It was really […] really fruitful. Depending
on the code employed, Perón’s first government was either narrated as a time of
great triumphs in social rights or, conversely, as an era of authoritarianism. When
Leandro started studying early Peronism and discovered the first implementation
of labour rights by the government, his grandfather encouraged him to compare
Peronist media strategies with those of Nazism and fascism. Later, Leandro’s
father called on him to participate in a demonstration (pot-banging) against the
government. Leandro commented on that occasion as follows: It is something
quite unthinkable to share a political activity with a father (…) but given that
many young people have become involved in politics supporting Kirchnerism, you
also see many other people calling to get out on the streets and protest.
The ‘revival’ of (anti)-Peronism as a collective memory appears
throughout the public space and in family round-table discussions. In particular,
those actively committed to Peronist youth associations increasingly related their
biographies to the story of their organizations. The political triumphs or defeats of
the Justicialist Party were their joys and sorrows. In this context, the death of expresident Néstor Kirchner was narrated by those engaged politically as an
especially difficult experience of loss.
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A cyclical sense of time
To sum up, the re-emergence of political Peronist organizations in schools and
universities and the acrimonious farm crisis were at least two defining events in
which triumphal and polarizing memories of old decades evolved. The ‘critical
and formative’ years of my respondents were thus framed by Kirchner’s heroic
narrative in which Argentina surmounted critical economic obstacles, thus
recovering (or, rather, canonizing) the spirit of the 1970s generation as a symbol
of political commitment to social justice. Around that time, my interviewees
started becoming involved in different civil organizations and remembering
together the dictatorship in schools and family-table discussions. Later,
Argentinean political discussion was polarized by ‘the farm war’, revitalizing the
emotive dichotomy of Peronist discourse. The number of youth ‘Peronist’
organizations (or the numbers of their members) grew, as did feelings of
opposition.
As a result, by the time of my fieldwork, a cyclical sense of time was
predominating, either as the eternal promise of a return to social justice or as the
incessant burden of old nightmares. The economic crisis of 2001 brought back
parents’ stories of hyperinflation, the first years of the Kirchner government
brought back the canonical heroic tragedy of the seventies generation, and with
the farm crisis, the country was marked by classic Peronist divisions and their
emblematic figures. Not surprisingly, the participants best understood themselves
as being connected to past groups or social divisions, so that a distinct
generational ‘we’ barely emerges. This situation contrasts sharply with the
widespread use of ‘we, our generation’ in the Chilean youth generational site, to
which I now turn.
4. Chilean student mobilizations and the ‘heroic’ rupture
The ‘difficult past’ and communicative silences
Eighty years ago, Chilean society underwent several transformations. A wave of
migration from rural to urban zones, in particular to the capital, and a new
political economy centered on state-inversion and social inclusion favoured the
emergence of contention and collective mobilization. During the sixties, in the
global Cold War context, radicalization and politization were nurtured by an
agrarian reform, copper industry nationalization, student protests. These
culminated in Salvador Allende’s Popular Unity party’s socialist revolution of
1970. After three years of poor economic management, US economic blockade,
and failure to reach political consensus, the military overthrew Allende’s
government. Augusto Pinochet’s subsequent eighteen year-long right-wing
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dictatorship left behind not only thousands of the exiled, the tortured, the missing
and the dead, but also an economy in revolt. Pinochet’s government had neoliberalized the economy, shrunk the state by selling public firms, and privatized
the pension system as well as parts of the education and health sectors.
The end of the Chilean dictatorship was a historical threshold. Together
with Allende’s government and the coup d’état on 11 September 1973, the
plebiscite of 1988 and the return to democracy remain milestones for
contemporary Chilean collective memory. 51 Young Chilean interviewees easily
drew a boundary between their parents, who had experienced difficult pasts under
the dictatorship, and themselves, who were without personal memories of this
period. This simple exercise of demarcation is nourished by a grand narrative of
the Chilean political culture: you are the first group coming of age in democracy
and political freedom in decades. Sofia, from a middle class-left wing family,
echoes such a story: Having been born in 1990 means coming simultaneously with
democracy. As a result, different changes brought joy due to the simple fact that
Chilean population was able to have liberties that were neglected for years.
Therefore, in my family – [which was] left-wing oriented – it was known that
these were good times.
The polarisation between the centre left and the right wing pro-military
regime might until today awaken the image of Chile as a ‘divided country’. 52
Such a polarisation is, however, far from evident in narratives of young people.
Most interviewees offered some tragic episode of people assassinated during the
dictatorship as a means of making sense of the historical past. After different
events of collective remembrance and ‘irruptions of memory’, 53 it was clear that
the dictatorship was considered a tragedy by all of them. 54
However, it is relevant that all the interviews refer to some form of
communicative silence concerning the adult cohorts’ experiences. Remarkably, a
recurrent circumstance is repeated in Chilean families when older cohorts neglect
the possibility of historical understanding by younger generations, since they did
not experience what happened in the past. 55 As Felicitas reported: I can talk with
them, they are not going to shut me up, but they will tell me: “No, you are
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wrong.” Their stance is rigid, that is, their standpoint is fixed: “They lived it vs
you did not.”
As a consequence, Chilean youth grow up conscious of a clear
demarcation between dictatorship and democracy, yet they are afflicted by the
sense of a communicative silence concerning their country’s difficult past. Said
that, it was difficult to find some form of historical explanation for what
happened. This is of course not due to a lack of historical knowledge. Rather, it is
a consequence of a wider conflict over memory. In the political transition, the
struggle over memory was indeed a thorny one, since the Chilean military forces
retained veto powers. Furthermore, human rights movements were “not only
sidelined but also decimated”, 56 resulting in a paucity of historical narratives, and
symbolic supports for the remembrance of victims’ past. Eventually, the dominant
narrative of the democratic transition was: leave the past behind and look towards
the future. 57
The education system as a generational site
Yet, as Pierre Nora reminded us, generations are not only a product of past events,
they are also fabricators of stories. One predominant setting from which young
Chileans create stories is secondary schools. When recounting his first days at
secondary school, Manuel, born in 1987 in a middle-class neighbourhood,
remembered a feeling of disgust with regard to spending all his lifetime at his
semi-private school. As a turning point, he recalled the implementation of the ‘full
school day’, a public reform especially affecting public and semi-private
schools. 58 This reform was announced in 1996 and gradually enacted in
subsequent years. It signified a change of life course trajectories for middle- and
lower-class students, as they began to spend their entire days at school. The
school became a crucial site of their biographies. The prominence in interviewees’
stories of participation in school activities – from religious, artistic and sportrelated to political ones (e.g. the development of student councils) – might be
related to the increasing availability of time at school and the predominance of
school as a life setting. Secondary school is remembered precisely as a space of
creating horizontal networks of peers.
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The augmenting of time within schools runs parallel to another important
life-course modification. As a political goal of democratic governments,
enrolment into secondary schools increased, in turn, putting greater pressure on
middle-class students to enter university. This pressure is very manifest as
participants remember their parents’ wishes for their futures. Manuel evoked her
mother’s desire as follows: My mother’s dream was always that I would go to
university, probably because nobody in the family had attended university before.
Many respondents voiced the identical genealogical rationale: you are the first
member of the family who has the opportunity to finish secondary school and
attend university. Consequently, schools and the university system have become
burdened with future expectations unleashed by that public as well as private
narrative. 59 It is the failure of this very promise – or consciousness of its
impossibility – that would provide grounds for a critical conjuncture.
Moral and temporal boundaries in narratives of student mobilizations
Interviewees’ school stories revolved around a large wave of student
mobilization. Although the series of university and secondary school protests that
occurred during 2011 was considered by my respondents to be the most defining
event, they always linked the 2011 protests to the secondary school protests of
2006. Those previous protests of 2006 has been dubbed the ‘penguin student
movement’ or ‘penguin revolution’ due to the resemblance of students in their
uniforms to seabirds. This initial student uprising had involved in particular a
demand for education of better quality. In this demand was crystallised the
progressive narrative in which a higher level of education (a university degree)
represented the central means by which to achieve a fairer society, as well as
mobility for the middle-class. Through sit-ins and street protests, secondary
students opposed those who wanted to maintain a private market system and
privileged access to universities. 60
Even those who had not participated in the ‘penguin revolution’ saw, for
the first time, that their peers were marching and protesting. Laura, who was
attending the first year of university in 2006, and who would be heavily engaged
in the protests of 2011, stressed precisely this: I believe that it was the first great
demonstration that I saw. Because you knew through stories that there had been
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other periods in which people used to protest, to strike, but you had been told
about this [i.e., you had not seen it].
Laura’s linkage to older periods of protest and demonstration points to two
phenomena. First, the narration has the meaning of recovering something, namely,
the tradition of an active civil society. The participants normally relate this to
parents’, relatives’ or even teachers’ struggles against dictatorship. But, their
narrations also hint at the disruption provoked by the student movement. This
aspect is regularly encapsulated in the catchphrase ‘We are the generation without
fear’, or similar phrases, such as ‘we don’t have fear any longer’ or the ‘the
fearless generation’, 61 which were often employed by the 2011 movement leaders.
It is highly probable that the sentence was already circulating in 2006. Somma
reported that “a blanket hanging from the wall of an occupied high school
building in 2006 […] claimed: ‘we are the generation that was born without
fear.’” 62 The catchphrase would be repeatedly employed and become a
generational marker. It functions as a temporal and moral boundary alike:
‘without fear any longer’ draws a double distinction between a before and an after
(fear provoked by the dictatorship vs the current social protests), and between
older cohorts paralyzed by fear and those unparalyzed and awakening.
The consecration of the generational hero
Between 2006 and 2011, two-thirds of interviewees entered university, or tertiary
or technical institutions, where they would study for one or two years.
Furthermore, a great number of them enrolled in private institutions. This choice
corresponded to a new state credit (Crédito con Aval del Estado) through which
students gained access to loans not only for public university study, as had
previously been the case, but for private university studies too. The formula to
augment student participation was achieved by modifying the sources of credit:
instead of the state, the financial system was to provide credit resources sufficient
for middle-class families. The result was that many of my interviewees not only
entered private universities, but also became burdened with debt. Around 2011 –
when the first cohort taking this credit left university – the process of
indebtedness became visible to families and students. The progressive narrative of
the first generation studying thus faltered. Indeed, what was promulgated as an
innovative policy that would use the financial system to augment credit became a
symbol of neoliberalism.
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The time between the protests of 2006 and 2011 seems to have been an
intense period of civil engagement and networking. 63 The organizations
mentioned by my interviewees are multiple. But, crucially, the actor absent from
the list of organizations mentioned is political parties. Among the participants,
only Mauricio joined the Communist youth, and then only to withdraw his
membership after 2006 as he tired of hierarchical commands. Compared to
previous generations, the absence of political parties among these participants is
salient. Katherine Hite’s description of the role of political parties for the Chilean
generation of the sixties is revealing: “There is no greater organizational referent
for Chilean political activists than their political parties. The party constitutes the
central institutional network in which individual political actors are embedded”. 64
Young respondents engaged in the 2011 protests evaluated their performances as
a revival of politicization (‘without fear any longer’), but regularly remained
outside the classic party system. This contrasts not only with Chilean canonical
forms of doing politics but also with the Argentine revival of the Peronist
tradition under Kirchner’s left-wing government.
Turning to the events of 2011, the participants spoke of street marches that
conveyed a strong feeling of ‘being there, doing history’. Especially among those
who had not taken part in 2006, the protests of 2011 became highly emotional. As
Alex recounted: I remember the first demonstration […] I had never taken part in
anything and I really wanted to go, to feel self-fulfilled (laughing). And maybe to
live this experience (was) more (important) than the actual cause behind it. At the
beginning, even when I shared the ideals and everything, at the beginning it was
like ‘I want to live this, I want to be in a march’. The marches were particularly
remembered as being massive, thereby enhancing the idea of a powerful ‘we,
without fear any longer’. The nation-wide effervescence of the multitudes
remained central. Participants also focused on the large number of artistic
innovations at every demonstration, and on the use of Facebook to share
information and report meeting points. Furthermore, the simultaneous occurrence
of protests worldwide, including the Occupy movements in Spain and New York,
and protests in Turkey, gave the impression of a global protest connected via
those digital channels.
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Throughout the marches, the desire for ‘public, free, and high-quality
education’ gained support. The attention to ‘free and public’ is connected to the
demand for the ‘end of profit’ as well as to the return of the state as guarantor of
social rights. Increasingly, students’ demand would coalesce with a more
collective desire for managing other previously privatized sectors, especially
health and social security.
That two cycles of protests occurred bestowed upon the movement a sense
of a romantic quest, marked first by the emergence of the conflict and then by the
definitive struggle. Hence, a large extent of the consolidation of ‘us’ took place
around the emergence and visibility of a villain. The first right-wing,
democratically elected president (Sebastían Piñera) appeared to be the perfect
‘other’, given that he represented a section of society that had backed the
dictatorship and that he had a past as a millionaire entrepreneur. The combat
between the generational protagonist and this antagonist framed the story,
“creating an ‘us-versus-them’ scenario where ‘us’ signified ‘the people’ asking
for basic educational rights, and ‘them’ signified the government denying those
rights”. 65 Furthermore, centre-left groups and large sections of the elite could be
understood as the false heroes of the romantic quest because they opposed
substantial reforms. 66
All in all, the experience of the demonstrating students fostered an image
of a cross-cutting performance. It is reiterated that our generation awoke and left
behind both our period of slumbering and their period of fear. Therefore, the
event might be easily referred to as a ‘generational’ one. As Marcela expresses,
We are a generation who are less afraid to say what we think, a generation with
more tools to express ourselves. A generation long put to sleep by the Internet, by
technology, and I think that we were awoken again by the student revolution that
we experienced in 2011.
No doubt, some respondents did not take part in any protests. Some,
particularly those from upper-class and right-wing families, viewed the student
movement as raising legitimate demands but carrying them out via ‘incorrect
forms’ of protests or sit-ins. This provokes some social divisions, as Magdalena,
who attended a private school, explains: I mean, for me 2011 was a turning point,
a year of discussion, and of disillusionment with friends as well […] For the first
time seeing a friend in a different way, like when people talked about Pinochet in
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the 1980s. Last year I lived through that. Because Pinochet’s time was something
from my parents’ generation, we didn’t live like that, you know […] I remember
2011 as something defining, a year that was a turning point.
Magdalena’s reference to the divisive atmosphere of the dictatorship that
had concerned her parents’ generation was a ‘bridge’ to connect some common
aspects of the marches of 2011 with dictatorial experiences. The link emerged
clearer when participants narrated the mounting repression against students. The
repression and the use of other elements of protest repertoires, such as potbanging, created a intergenerational bridge to older experiences; so too did the
students’ framing of their demands as explicitly against ‘Pinochet’s education’.
Further, over the cycle of protests, a revival of the past was visible at the aesthetic
level. Lyrics, melodies and catchwords evoked the atmosphere of the end of the
sixties protests. Ultimately, a new generation of young musicians who supported
the student movement recovered the tonality of previous decades in their new folk
songs.
Although several elements of continuity existed, the student movement
was performed as a generational rupture. One central aspect is the detachment
from classical political actors that was visible at the level of students’ networks.
Further, the student movement defies the beginning of the Chilean canonical
narrative of the democratic transition. That is, by claiming that all aspects of the
education system, as well as other public services such as health and the security
system, have followed the dictatorship’s guidelines, the student narrative rejects
the positioning of the democratic turn of 1989 as an absolute before and after.
Crucially, by disrupting the beginning, the students’ narrative could
simultaneously link the dictatorship to democratic governments and its tragedy to
the challenges of their present society. Whereas older generations maintain a
distinction between the regimes of dictatorship and democracy, this narrative
folds them together.
5. Conclusion
I have examined two youth generational sites, one in Santiago de Chile and one in
Buenos Aires, both characterized by substantial mobilization. The aim was to
observe how narratives circulating in these sites either foster continuity with
historical repertories or provoke inter-generational rupture. From a narrative
perspective, I suggest that through these stories, past and present become
connected, and repertoires of evaluation evolve. Furthermore, these stories grow
and circulate in multiple settings, whether those of family and peer conversations,
social media, or public speeches. Summarizing the above findings, I offer three
theoretical insights which explain why youth narratives of Argentine and Chilean
history so greatly differ.
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First, forms of approaching difficult pasts remain salient. Chilean modes
of dealing with traumatic pasts feature communicative silence at the family and
political level. In contrast, Argentine political culture returns recurringly to the
past. The indisputable tragedy fostered by Kirchner’s government also made for a
boom of memory-related conversation at the family and school levels. As
Gabrielle Rosenthal has maintained, generational narratives depend on
intergenerational dialogue, in particular, around family communication. Yet, this
conversation is also sensitive to political contexts and cultural fluctuations.
Moreover, I would also suggest that the salience of historical past, in general, is
greater in Argentina. Political cultures and family conversation draw from old
stories – family migration, economic crisis, Falklands war, football anecdotes, and
so on. Thus, generational narratives depend on collective modes of remembering
and on drawing temporal boundaries.
Second, the political networks in which narratives evolve differ. The
Chilean student movement, rooted as it is in a general process of weakening
traditional political parties, instead provides a fertile terrain for the emergence of
new political networks. Thus, generational differences, and the sense of a rupture
from earlier political traditions, are vast. To be sure, social movements, as Ron
Eyerman and others have suggested, are cultivating these novel networks. Yet, the
Argentinean case shows that youth political organizations have evolved within
long-standing traditional networks (political parties or workers’ organizations).
Instead of detaching from the past, Argentine young activists attempt to recover
older symbols, icons, and principles. Processes of handing down old stories and
experiences support those attempts. Thus generational stories depend on how
narratives evolve from different (novel or not) networks.
Finally, modes of emplotments contribute to dissimilarities. Romantic
plots foster strong feelings of connection. The ‘we-attachment’ characteristic of
Chilean youths’ narratives is indissoluble from their collective experiences of
student mobilization. Here the intimate connection of personal biography to
history provides the main source of generational narratives. By contrast, the
Argentine cyclical mode of emplotment does not offer such a pitting of civil
society against the state. Rather, it is an emplotment in which old traditions
inspiring cyclical sagas, or repeat old nightmares. The weight of Kirchner’s
symbolical measures and canonical narrative is undeniable here, but also his
discourse is connected to previous constellations. Thus, generational narratives
are consistent with the emplotment of the past in articulating present-day
collective events.
Last but not least: these narratives are neither essentialist nor static. They
evolve. There is nothing deterministic about them, and now or in the near future,
Chilean generational narratives might connect with each other, while Argentinean
generational positions may turn towards conflict. Sequential analysis concerning
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different cohorts of different ages, such as my larger project illustrates, thus
remains necessary in order to understand how narratives shift.
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