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Just what is a generation? And why, if at 
all, does it matter? This book asks what 
generation means to ordinary people, 
arguing that generation is real and it 
matters, but not in the ways that we think. 
Generations are not groups of people who 
can be categorized and attributed with 
static, immutable and universal 
characteristics, nor are they reducible to 
cohorts, as is the tendency in much social 
research. Rather, the book reveals 
generation to be a social phenomenon and 
a mechanism of social change - as a 
constellation of ideas and discourses that 
explains what happens when ideas and 
ideals collide, and why some discourses 
flourish and take hold at particular times. 
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Help from the Sociology of 
Generations 

• Anecdote, personal experience: valid ‘ways of 
knowing’… 

• Can be integrated with insights from Sociology 
to help us make sense of and navigate in 
uncertain times. 





Defining Generation 

• COHORT: a group of people who share a birth 
year (or who hit some other milestone in the 
same year) 

• GENERATION: a social category based on cohort, 
but not reducible to it. 
– Shared meanings, values, worldviews 
– Shared historical experiences 
– Shared circumstances 
– A “pivot” in social change; a driving force in history 
– Shared interests 



Mannheim 

“The professions dominate our world. They heal 
our bodies, measure our profits, save our souls. 
Yet we are deeply ambivalent about them. For 
some, the rise of professions is a story of 
knowledge in triumphant practice […] For others 
it is a sadder chronicle of monopoly and 
malfeasance, of unequal justice administered by 
servants of power…” (Abbott, 1988:1). 
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