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Abstract 

A remembrance can be oral, written or visual and reflects the behavior of memory, which proceeds by 

associations, in “leaps and bounds”, remembering what it wants to remember. If memory becomes a 

“documented culture” or a culture “organized in a social memory”, then individual memory becomes historical 

and shared, it becomes a strong element of the identity in which it was imprisoned and evokes the memory of 

all those who lived the same historical period. If individual memory is important in order to live the present, 

collective memory is just as important, because it strengthens the sense of belonging and reawakens the past. 

In the current study, the meaning of being the same age and the significance of “generational” remembrance 

will be explored. Modern technologies provide great ways to remember, because they rekindle old memories 

and make us appreciate past events of our life. Perhaps the most widespread technology is television, which in 

Italy has proved to be a useful means to create and maintain national identity. Individual memory adds to 

collective memory and individuals trust their memories and the past that they remember, even if history has 

been rewritten several times. However, the effort goes towards finding common points rather than diverging 

ones and the past in which we believe is the same in which others also believe. Thus, shared memory is 

confirmed as an important element of collective and cultural identity.  

 

Keywords: documented culture, social memory, generational, technology, identity 

 

 

Introduction 

Ancient Greek had two words to designate memory: mnémè or memory - “a recollection comes 

to my mind”, and anamnesis - “I am looking for a recollection”. The relationship between pathos and 

memory and the practice of searching for it lead us to “history”, which is a search engine, as it does 

not have the mnémè, the time of recognition. While memory has its own emphasis, that is, the vivid 

and recognized recall, history constructs ad infinitum, in the hope to construct in a definite way. 

“Memory can be reached through different routes (…), it even divides: in one direction we have the 

word ars and in the other the word vis” (A. Assmann 27). The former means “art of memory” and 

“vis” is understood as ingenita virtus, included within the three main faculties of the human spirit: 

imagination, reason and memory (A. Assmann 27). Etymology connects us to a language and to a 

philology, which, developing over time, can be seen as the rigorous method of memory that finds in 

the “central theme of the language” (etymology) the way to enlighten the hidden content of the 

archetypes that do not belong to any written history (A. Assmann 33). 

The human mind needs to remember and in order to do that it needs contents that have to be 

conscious, vivid, evocative, full of information and implications. Ricoeur (133-136) maintains that 

remembering is radically personal; it is a link of consciousness with the past and gives the timeline 

from past to future. Memory can provide all that without the need for remembrance to be 

“technically” precise. In other words, it is enough for remembrance to meet the function for which 

the mind recalled it in that moment (Cornoldi and de Beni 9). Among the diverse types, the 

autobiographical memory has the function of recognizing one’s own personal identity. Without 

memories, we would be nobody because we would know nothing of ourselves. The function of that 

kind of memory is in fact to organize knowledge and, to do that, it uses a very important 

organizational key, which concerns the time dimensions of autobiographical memories. Through 

recall, people know they have acquired a certain piece of knowledge before another, or at a certain 
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time of their life, and such knowledge is invested with a positive connotation. However, not-so-

personal autobiographical memories do exist, as do personal memories that are not so 

autobiographical. 

Research on individual memory has revealed that there are times of life in which more memories 

are found, the so-called “reminiscence peaks”. The presence of such peaks can change from person 

to person, and the richness of the memories depends also on how significant were the times in 

which the events recalled took place. Furthermore, these peaks most often concern positive 

memories, while less characteristic trends have been found for negative memories. 

In contrasting or comparing individual memory to collective memory, it becomes necessary to 

talk about “generation”. The concept already exists in the classic sociological theory: Mannheim, in 

fact, maintains that albeit “it was constructed by individuals born in a certain period of time, it is 

already a collective identity based on shared memory. A generation can actually be seen as an age 

cohort that takes on a social meaning by presenting itself as a ‘cultural identity’” (243, see also 

Arnoldi 52-56). 

 

Generational Memory 
In the present study, we aim to discuss how collective memory is formed, starting from the 

generational memory: the main difference between the two types consists in the mode of 

remembrance. The former actually remembers through the “preservation” of messages (writing, 

film, television programmes, voice on tape), while the generational memory refers to life 

experiences and may include literature, music and technologies as well, but it is mostly based on the 

experiences lived by the individual. The collective memory represents the organization of the 

documented memory. The individual and generational remembering may be intersubjective, but 

also merely shared. In this manner, a social memory comes into being, because in the interaction 

between the individual and the collective, the final word belongs to the social group. Collective 

memory does not overlap historical memory, which remains a heritage of the social memory that 

turns into cultural memory. 

Therefore, this study analyzes the relation between individual memory and society and the 

particularities of the new generations which have a local (national) dimension and a universalizing 

one (Baby Boom, X Generation, Echo Boomers). 

Age is a factor of important competition with the previous generations
1
. Time is rooted in a 

horizontal identity (due to the period shared with contemporaries) both with the generations of the 

past and the generations of the future that the present generation lives with
2
. As already said, a 

generation is an “age cohort that takes on a social meaning establishing itself as a cultural identity” 

(Edmunds and Turner 62). When we talk about generations, we get into the merit of human 

cohabitation in its deepest aspects: the notion of generation can be used as an inner unit of 

measure, which can be experienced only a posteriori because those that are part of it are aware of it 

only in retrospect. “Using the ‘generation’ category as a time measure allows measurement through 

an a posteriori experience of spiritual movements” (Mannheim 247), enabling one to explore the 

question of contemporariness that happens when (and it is the most frequent option of all) at the 

same chronological time different generations live together, each with its own historical and 

                                                 
1
When we talk of generations, we refer to individuals joined together by a life cycle: their individualities share 

the same historical period, with the same special boundaries, specific characteristics, and overlapping. “These 

cohorts find themselves included in the family, in the school, in the media, which underline the differences and 

the generational rebellions by allotting a special identity” (Colombo 14). 
2
Vast research has been carried out on how long generations last: it seems that the 25-year generation will not 

satisfy all measures. Assmann and Frevet (37) mentions 40 years and 3 generations; others (Colombo 50-51) 

point to male generations being longer, on average, than female generations. They also maintain that both are 

longer than the 25-year interval that has always been used as a rule: the male generation is at least one third 

longer; the female generation at least one sixth longer.  
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biographical experience. In such a case, there is the non-contemporariness of the contemporary 

(Arnoldi 33-35). It is natural that every individual lives with other individuals of different ages, 

younger, older, and contemporary. However, “for each person the same time is another time, that is 

to say, another era for himself, which he shares with his contemporaries” (Pinder 21). This is 

because the positioning in terms of generation is based on the biological rhythm of human 

existence. Belonging to the same generation links individuals in a kindred way within the historical 

development of the cultural process, and so the year of birth becomes extremely important. 

Each cohort establishes its own rules and practices, and the ways these dimensions are 

implemented interact with memories, with culture and with everything that articulates the natural 

mutation of their contents and of their relationship given by the succession of generations. The 

members of a generation recreate the narration of their remembering in a compliant way, which is 

called the “cohort effect”. The sharpness of recall depends on how close in time the events are or 

also on the attitude a person has towards their past. Many can be the reasons for thinking that 

several life episodes can have a high value of remembrance because of their uniqueness, their 

personal involvement, their emotional importance, and the crucial place they hold in the 

organization of personal knowledge. There are generation boundaries, actual invisible walls that 

separate the youngest ones from the rest of the world.  

“When a certain substratum of shared knowledge is lost, the communication between epochs 

and generations breaks down” (J. Assmann 13). It may seem a loss, but it is a necessary happening, 

because ties become distant and often the criticism of the older generations on the younger 

generations concerns above all their “knowing very little”, their “being ignorant”. However, the 

latter “ignorant” generations will say the same about the generations that will come after them. 

 
Collective Memory  

If memory becomes a “documented culture” (Crane 31) or a culture “organized into a social 

memory” (Braga 40-43), then individual memory takes on the role of historical and shared memory, 

thus becoming a strong element of the identity in which it was imprisoned. It then expands as if 

through communicating vessels, allowing the memory of individuals that have lived the same 

historical period to re-emerge. The social or collective memory begins with the conservation of 

messages, through the graphic note of verbal messages (writing), which was the first conservative-

transmittable form of the common language. But we have now achieved sophisticated systems of 

digital recording, which can be found in all forms of channelization (from sound to visual). 

Indeed, the work would remain “neutral” if there were no reading of it or, in any case, its use, 

which is the “activation” that gives it life every time. If a text is read or a film is watched, that text 

and that film will remain intact and each user will have before them the same artefact. However, this 

does not imply that the meaning is purely subjective, as the very existence of alternatives requires a 

meaning to be justifiable and therefore intersubjectively accessible (Iser 246). This level, where 

social memory becomes “organized culture”, is a store of everything “which is made by man” and it 

occurs with the shift from oral memory, as described by Ong (243), to memory based on documents, 

a shift which took dozens and dozens of centuries. The importance of social or collective memory is 

that it is external to our mind and in order to access it all we need to know are the codes (e.g., 

alphabet, music notation, numerical code) or the programmes and the advanced instruments useful 

to activate the technological supports (using a computer, optical devices, digital TV). In the oral 

world, the word was limited, as was also its recall, whereas a text can have an endless number of 

readers and therefore of interactions. 

Thomas and Znaniecki (533) observe that, as concrete social life is concrete only when it is 

considered together with the individual life that underlies social events, social consciousness must 

not stay on the surface of the social flow, but rather reach the attitudes and the human experiences 

that make up the full social reality. Special analysis is devoted to the nature of memory, that is to 

say, whether it can be defined as individual or intersubjective. Ricoeur supports the reciprocal 
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simultaneous constitution of personal and social memory (170). Two main concepts have been 

developed by Halbwachs: “social framework” and “social memory” (34-37). With “social 

framework”, the scholar meant memory itself as a set of notions that can be recalled at any time the 

person wishes, but also external collective reference points. The “social framework” is a form of 

stereotyped social memory: the judgement that lies behind individual memory changes over time, 

trailing the flow of the most widespread social judgements.  

Collective memory is connected with the social effects of an event. And until such effects 

continue, a social group will hardly be able to forget a certain event. For instance, a war can mark 

the collective memory of future generations even after it has come to an end; for example, a person 

cannot forget the death of a dear one in that war. However, it is a “prolonging” of social memory, 

which depends also on the social importance given to the collective memory of the conflict. In this 

sense, individual collective memory “looks” while social memory “sees”. We could also say “sees to” 

in the sense that society perpetuates our individual memories into collective ones. 

In social memory, too, there is the “past”, “present” and “future” triad, transformed by Ricoeur 

into “own”, “close” and “far” (28). The dialectics of the three time dimensions is the “historical 

consciousness”, which, by using Koselleck’s (123-134) terminology, amounts to a polarity between 

the “space of experience” and the “horizon of expectation”. In this way, history connects with 

memory, exploits its capacity of detachment, and in turn exerts a critical function on it by operating 

on the search for documents, on the historical explanation and, lastly, on making up the wide 

historical portraits that narrate an era (Ricoeur 92). 

Cultural memory is the “monumental” principle of culture, which needs an interaction between 

spatial and time conditions to be allowed to accumulate and become collective heritage. Among the 

commitments of the collective memory scholar, there is also the observation of the transformation 

of individual memories along the history axis, as a mirror of the generational change. In other words, 

personal memories “do not exist only in a particular social stratum, but also within a specific time 

line. Such a time line is defined through the generational change” (Assmann and Frevert 37). If the 

generational change takes place about every forty years, special historical times that imply a 

traumatic event - such as World War II - witness a compression of the experience of three 

generations in the years that usually involve only one. The threat of oblivion, moreover, is always an 

existing possibility, because it can be deleted, hidden, deviated or silenced in order to stop ideas 

from circulating and establishing themselves (Rossi 25). 

Collective memory is characterized by the fact that the members of a certain group can share a 

number of past representations that were communicated to them in socially determined and 

culturally regulated ways. Candau (85-97) defined some criteria to establish the existence of 

collective memory: directly or not directly witnessing an event; the onset and spreading of doubts 

on the interpretation of the event within the group; the size of the group. For these reasons, 

collective memory does not overlap historical memory, which is broader and more stable than the 

former, even if it is subject to various kinds of reinterpretations. The specificity of historical memory 

is that it remains as the heritage of social memory and takes its place on level of documented 

culture, independently of the individuals or groups that activate it, thus becoming cultural memory. 

Halbwachs’s statement that “it is only within society and from society that individuals acquire 

their memories, remember them, or establish them” implies that collective memory is an 

overarching structure that goes beyond individual recollection and encompasses a complex range of 

meanings, memories and images. As they belong to different generations, groups participate in and 

give rise to a given historical period, sharing the memory of some of the events that occurred: and so 

among the members a displacement continues to exist which depends on several causes, due to 

both the individual and the distribution of information within society. 

Collective memory within a group is given by the development of the members and of past 

events, in which it can be recognized, through all the successive changes, so much so that one can 
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say that collective memory lives with change, as it leads to the emergence of similar experiences, 

which keep on changing (Ferrarotti 107). 

 

Memory between the Individual and the Society 

Not all forms of memory participate in the same way in the exchange between the individual and 

society: some are too tied to experiences lived as interna (too personal and emotional), while others 

are lived as externa and only partially activated, like for example social memory. 

Should we have to list the types of memory, certainly the main ones would be historical, social, 

collective, generational and individual memory. The first two are the most restrictive, even if they 

are in any case tri-dimensional, that is, they encompass present, past and future. The past concerns 

the typical events of the generation, those that make a generation remembered because of them; 

the present means being together in recalling, that is, sharing memories with those that participate 

in the definition of a certain generational identity (in these people there is always a connection given 

by “do you remember when…?”, “at that time it was possible to…”). As regards the future, there is 

the wish never to forget what one was and to differentiate oneself from other generations. 

Historical memory and social memory form the cultural wealth of every community (and also of 

humankind) on which one draws to find one’s own identity, the national identity for instance, but 

which is generally cultural (A. Assmann 51). 

Collective memory has a wider range of action than generational memory and its tri-

dimensionality is brought about by the past (which belongs to everybody but especially to those that 

have lived through it), the present, which is near (close) and is lived at the same time but, as we will 

see, “differently” by those that experience it (different interpretations), and lastly by the future, a 

dimension that is still far off because the experience of life and its practices are here and now (hic et 

nunc), in the daily routine that encompasses also the memory of the past. 

If one goes in depth into generational memory, it can be seen that it is shaped in the early years 

(the first 20) and that it remains as such, because everything that happens later will be included in 

the collective memory shared by all the generations living within the society of that time. Not all the 

historical “layers” are present in generational memory, because the most “present” one is the we-

generation, which takes up the particular space that goes from the moment a generation becomes 

aware of itself, that is, towards the end of the time “allotted” to it by society, and stops when “the 

new” - in other words, the younger generation - begins to advance. An example can be some 

cartoons broadcast on TV or reproduced on CDs: at a certain point they are replaced by new 

cartoons or maybe a few decades later there will be a revival of an “old” cartoon, which in any case 

will be enjoyed in a different way by the new generations, because the context will be different as 

will the users’ daily experience. The same can be said of music in general and in particular of the 

disco music for 20-year-olds who, at a certain point, will find it changed: it is no longer their music 

and they no longer find themselves at ease in a discotheque. The same happens for clothing, for 

which the change is felt in the transition from pre-adolescence to adolescence (brands and styles 

that are now liked are no longer those of the pre-adolescent years. On the contrary, one wonders 

“How on earth could I wear those things?”). Observing these - sometimes drastic – changes, we can 

get a cross section of what a generation does and of how much being born at the same time causes 

unity, because it is the historical, cultural and social period that makes possible equality, 

identification, belonging to the same generation, and, what is most important, sharing. Generations 

are lived in the present, but are understood when they are over, that is, when we place them 

between brackets and distance ourselves from the historical period that has produced them; then 

and only then can we identify them. One may wonder to what extent generational memories can be 

collective. There is “cultivation” for generational memory and cultivation for collective memory, 

which have some points in common. It must be underlined that generational memories have a 

strong basis in “localism”, although they may include some sort of international “knowledge”. In 

Italy, the songs about those that went to fight in the Vietnam War did not directly concern the Italian 
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youths, but what was important was that those who went to war were young people “my age”. In 

the US, remembering this historical event was a very different thing that personally involved that 

generation.  

In the same nation, a generation may also not be identified with the year of birth. In Italy, when 

we mention the “Boys of ’99” (1899), we mean the young boys that turned 18 in 1917 when they 

were called up to replace the many soldiers lost by the Italian Army in the battle of Caporetto. 

However, a man born in 1899 who had not fought in the War was not a “boy of ’99”. There can be 

other reasons, too. At the beginning of the last century, the Treaty of Versailles - which ended World 

War I - granted Italy the territory of South Tyrol, formerly part of Austria. When in the 1960s all the 

ex-servicemen of World War I were granted a small pension and the medal of “Cavaliere di Vittorio 

Veneto” with the War Cross, the South Tyrolese that had fought alongside Austria were given the 

pension but not the title of Cavaliere (Knight), which identified a whole large generation recognized 

a posteriori and made up of those Italians that had fought in World War I. 

In the United States such situations have recurred at every war since World War II. This shows 

that specific historical events affect the identity of large groups of people by defining them in the 

remembrance of difficult and sometimes painful life experiences. When historical events become 

social and collective memory, they are both world and national events, and nationality is very 

important because the world includes different peoples living in different nations and with different 

cultures. Above all, there is no “global” man, but rather individuals that connect with others: 

generation is a collective noun; it exists because there are others that have shared a significant 

experience “with me”. 

Other denominations that have been acknowledged in many parts of the world were “the 1968 

Movement”, a social and political movement started at Berkeley in 1964 (it also had an interethnic 

aspect in the US) that protested against the status quo and spread to Europe and even to Japan. Also 

to be considered are revivals, thematic TVs, such as those that broadcast the most important 

historical events or anniversaries, as happened in 2009 with the celebrations for the 40 years since 

Woodstock and the landing on the Moon. In such cases collective identities gain strength again, are 

remembered and re-interpreted also by the cohort that encompassed them in their younger years, 

but they are experienced as a “historical events”, due to a particular cultural offer, also by 

individuals in other phases of their life. 

 

A New Definition of ‘Generation’ 

The examples given above show that a generation is made up of “doing” and “belonging”: going 

to war, protesting, belonging to a group that shares something more than one instrument, than one 

event deemed important. For example, going to the gym does not shape a “generation”; those who 

use the bicycle are not a generation of bicycle riders. Colombo (18) observes that when the radio 

was invented and started to become popular, nobody ever thought of calling the youths that had a 

radio the “Radio Generation”, not even when the pocket radio or the television became widespread. 

The TV generation (or “TV children”) was mentioned when the first generation of children was born 

after the television had become popular to underline the difference in fruition, the same that can be 

said for the Digital Natives. 

It is important to take offer into account because nowadays generations are almost exclusively 

defined by the name of the technologies they use. After World War II, generations were called: 

“Baby Boomers”, “Generation X” (X signifies the lack of a defined identity), followed by “Generation 

Y” defined also as Millennials or Echo Boomers, which includes those youths that became of age in 

the early years of 2000. If sociology considers the generation first of all as identity and history sees it 

as subjectivity, marketing sees the generation as a target, in other words a social segment that can 

adopt coherent and homogeneous consumerist behaviors. In defining a generation, one can resort 

to a single consumption trait, linked to the use of technological novelties (Net Generation, Nintendo 
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Generation, Digital Natives). Such definitions, however, are a misrepresentation of the generation as 

we have understood it so far. 

However, if offer takes first place, it must be recognized that in the present society there exists a 

trend both to simplify the cultural offer through stereotypification, thus satisfying a wider section of 

the public, and to differentiate the public. The most evident process of the production and the 

commercialization of cultural products is the hyper-segmentation of types of life and styles of life. 

Paradoxically, we can witness the tendency, springing from globalization, to differentiate and 

individualize with the favor of technology. Such a proliferation is contrasted by particular audiences 

who have a very restricted range of interests and who need a high degree of artistic and ideological 

stereotypification, as shown by TV programmes and fiction. The continuous fragmentation of the so-

called “peripheral” culture indicates that the content of programmes is “tailored” in an increasingly 

refined fashion in order to match the life styles of specific social groups. There are no incentives to 

innovation, which would involve the risk either to look for new audiences or to be dropped in the 

selection process that becomes a choice in multistages (Crane 101). “This means that all cultural 

artefacts distributed by small marginal organizations can hardly go beyond the first stage and often 

are not even taken into consideration. Generally speaking, globalized culture tends to confirm rather 

than challenge the most accepted worldview” (Tessarolo 168). 

Ultimately, it is the culture of the media and not the high culture that sets the standards, thus 

shaping popular taste. Such culture does not cancel social differences and does not set up new 

groups; instead, it creates what Goffman (26) defined as “aggregates”, who have typical styles of 

behavior and tastes that lack the identity process, with the exception of limited groups such as the 

fans (Tessarolo 166-175). 

 
Conclusions 

It is taken for granted that the members of a community share memories. But it is a simplistic 

way of thinking to try and understand how memory operates in the present of communities, leading 

to a transformation of the past into meaningful “social frameworks” that organize individual 

remembrance into collective memory. 

The sense of belonging is the way identity finds its roots in time, in space and in relationships 

when it meets “the others”, the group and the community. In order to reconstruct collective 

memory, it is not enough to simply put together the individual memories of the group members who 

remember different aspects of the same event. Such a reconstruction must take place based on 

notions that each group member shares and reciprocally exchanges with the others. 

Perceptual awareness of memory is set within a frame that makes up the structure and the 

“scaffolding” of social action and that frame can be compared to the “social framework”. The 

memory of events is articulated by the group through a process achieved by accepting a specific 

viewpoint on a given event and accepting the meaning it has for the observer. The way groups and 

individuals participate in the social life, allowing the past to surface in the present, is expressed in 

the keying process (Migliorati 61). The past is a narrated commemorative memory that allows us to 

distinguish what is significant from what is not. Behind collective memory, there is no collective soul 

or objective spirit, but rather the society with its symbols: through shared symbols the individual 

participates in a common memory and in a common identity. Transmitted in space and time, social 

symbols make up an abstract community, because its members need not know one another to 

recognize their common identity. 

Long believed a typically individual faculty, memory has a deeply social and collective nature: our 

memories are memories also shared by many other people, by our own group, or by our generation. 

And so a person’s memory is always strongly affected by his/her background. There is no individual 

or collective identity that does not rest on memory, understood both as interpretation of the past 

and as propensity to a future reality, whether desired or dreaded. 
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Remembrance is intermittent and overlaps other remembrances; it blends with the differences of 

the various spatial images. It is subject to reflexivity and thus the members of the same generation 

not only have something in common, but they also share the awareness that they have something in 

common (Corsten 262-267). 

Collective memories are a powerful means of cohesion. It is not only the memories that stabilize 

the group, but also the group that stabilizes the memories. Collective memories and the groups to 

which they are linked exist only in the plural, whereas the historical memory that frames all the 

different stories exists only in the singular. 

Memory is the red thread of our existence, it is the binding agent that allows a unitary reading of 

ourselves and of our past; it is a reservoir of shared individual memories that have their roots in the 

social memory. Emancipation is one of the strong traits of a generation: at each subsequent 

generation - coinciding with the demise of the previous ones - there is the chance to get rid of the 

restraints imposed until then. It is only seemingly a generational conflict between parents and 

children. Actually, it is a social change because what was good for their parents is no longer so for 

the children, who have to cope with new challenges. 
Any type of remembrance reflects the behavior of memory proceeding by associations, 

proceeding “in leaps and bounds”, remembering “what it wants to remember”. The time of 

remembrance follows its own temporal conscience which envelops the present in the density of the 

past linked to non-comparable and unrepeatable life experiences (Crespi 58). 

The effort of remembering individually combines with that of remembering collectively and also 

with not forgetting in order to preserve gained knowledge. To hang on to memories, we have 

devised a number of tools that can help us with this purpose. Yet, in the course of the millennia, 

forgetting has continued to be a little bit simpler and less expensive than remembering (Mayer-

Schönberger 41). Individuals trust their memories and the past that they remembered, although 

“history” has been rewritten several times. Effort is placed on finding common rather than diverging 

points. The past in which we believe is the same in which others also believe, and shared memory is 

thus confirmed as an important element of collective identity. 

In conclusion, we can say that many are the points in common - and also the divergences - 

between individual and collective memory. However, the core of the matter is that, to the individual, 

remembrance is a personal experience that can be recalled at any time and of which, however, 

he/she has also a collective external reference: it is not exactly “my” remembrance, but a plaque, or 

a list of names reminiscent of an event. 
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