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  Chapter 1




  Coming of age in a crisis




  My daughter Emma turned 16 in June 2020. Until mid-March, she had been dutifully swotting for her GCSEs – the public exams sat by students across England, Wales, and Northern Ireland in the summer of the school Year 11. Then, she wasn’t.




  Historically, GCSE exams have marked the end of compulsory secondary school, and an important milestone in growing up. Up and down Britain, 15-16-year-olds participate in a long-established ritual – the cramming, the drama, the intensity of sweating through paper after paper in a stuffy school hall or gym. In August, the newspapers capture familiar images of students congregating at their schools to rip open their results envelopes – some laughing and waving their top grades, some crying and complaining. It’s a Thing.




  It’s not just ‘Their Thing’, either. For students across the Western world in the demographic known as ‘Generation Z’, educational achievements and ceremonies play the role of established rites of passage on the journey to adulthood. High school and university graduation ceremonies, with their paraphernalia of mortar-board caps and gowns, year books, and proms, signify both individual academic achievement and a more collective, peer group identity. But for the ‘Class of 2020’ – encompassing students aged between 15 and 22, depending on which country they live in and the stage of their educational journey – the Thing that has for so long symbolized entry to the next phase of life suddenly became Nothing. One day, school and college students were revving to the mantra of ‘these grades will determine the rest of your life’; the next, they were suspended mid-flight as nations rapidly closed their schools and colleges, and put their populations into lockdown.




  Gracie, a college senior in the US, had been looking forward to the traditional send-off: ‘to stay up the whole night, watch the sunrise and then nearly die through graduation’. Instead:




 

    I sat at home with my friends because we weren’t allowed to go anywhere. We painted our nails, had some wine then went to bed – in the morning I packed my stuff and went... My friends and I were talking about how when we have kids, we are going to be those parents who are obsessed with graduation because we didn’t get to have one and I think that will affect our generation, and make us value our college or high school experience in a different way. Because we lost some of it.







  On its own, the loss of a graduation ceremony might not seem like a big deal. But it wasn’t the loss of the day itself that bothered the young people whom we talked to, so much as the symbolism of the moment.




  Some felt that they had been summarily rejected from the institutions that had shaped their lives for several years. ‘People wanted the chance to prove themselves, the cheesy last day, the prom, the results day – and they’d never get it,’ said Maria, 16. ‘All in all I felt cheated out of the end of my school career.’ Maria is going on to sixth-form college in September. She described how, during the week when exam cancellation and school closures were announced, ‘no-one knew how to react or what to expect – I don’t think many people even picked up a pen’; and recalled the uncertainty and confusion of her last school day:




  

     Something that was supposed to happen in June was happening in mid-March and you could feel the attitude in the air just wasn’t the same. The school Assembly was hastily thrown together with a few teachers getting mildly choked up during half-hearted speeches. Afterwards we were herded, like little sheep, to the basketball courts at the bottom of the school, and told that we had an allotted half hour to sign shirts and say our goodbyes. After that they basically evicted us from the school. After all, we weren’t important to them anymore, we didn’t have GCSEs to pass, we didn’t have anything to learn from them. So we left.




  Sitting at home that night I don’t think anything felt real – it didn’t for anyone. When I said goodbye to people that day it was in the knowledge that I wouldn’t see many of them, including my friends, for another five months and possibly never again.







  At Emma’s school, staff made a valiant effort to make their last day special, organizing a free ‘Leavers’ Lunch’ in the canteen and a party atmosphere, with yearbook-style photos published in the school newsletter. One of my local friends, another Year 11 mum whose garden backs onto the school field, posted on Facebook that she could hear the kids cheering. I sat in my own garden, looking at Facebook, and cried.




  Then I pulled myself together, and decided to write this book.




  I decided to write this book for three reasons. First, as a sociologist focused on the study of generations, it was immediately apparent that what UK prime minister Boris Johnson described as ‘the worst public health crisis for a generation’1 would be epoch-defining. As the international response to the pandemic unfolded, following a peculiarly uniform path of lockdowns, school closures, and grinding economies to a sudden halt, it was also clear that while the crisis would have a major impact on everybody, it would have particular significance for the ‘Corona generation’: the young people coming of age at this time. This is not to say that it will be worse for them than for older people – it is that, because of where they are in the life course, the experience will be formative.




  Linking to my previous work on generational labelling and conflict, the book explores the significance of this particular moment for young people’s encounters with the world around them. I suggest that this moment is likely to provoke the emergence of a distinctive generational consciousness: it will mark these kids for life. But I also caution against seeing this as the end of their world. Rather, it is a new chapter in a story of economic and institutional crisis that was already unfolding, and one in which young people will have a significant role in shaping going forwards. Hence the ‘Corona generation’ – named for a crown, not a virus; a social shock, not a natural disease.




  The second motivation was that, as an educator, I found myself deeply disturbed by the speed with which schools and universities across the world were forced to close their doors, and by the apparent nonchalance about when they might admit their students again. The justification for these closures was a narrow focus on infection control, with little consideration given to the reasons why, particularly during a national crisis, educational institutions have a vital role to play in helping to steer young people through difficult times.




  School is the place where the adult world meets the child world, where social norms and values are communicated across the generations, and also where children gain the sense of belonging to a generation of their peers. In giving children access to their society’s cultural heritage, education takes children outside the febrile tensions of their daily existence and gives them a wider, deeper sense of perspective on the human condition, and the tools to know and understand life’s mysteries. Yet in the rush to close schools and the reluctance to reopen them, the educational and moral purpose of schooling has been remarkably lightly held.




  ‘Schoolwork’ was quickly reduced to the project of following the curriculum online, with parents charged with getting their kids through their daily tasks, and teachers reduced to disembodied instruction-and-feedback facilitators. All the things that were previously communicated to young people about the importance of attending school, engaging in their lessons, and working hard for their exams were indefinitely suspended. As I write, it is by no means certain that, even after lockdown, young people will be ‘going back to school’ in a meaningful sense. This raises some wider questions about the Corona Generation’s encounter with education, and with the institutions of adult society.




  The third motivation for the book was that, as a mother of two teenage girls, I needed to find some way of helping them to make sense of this moment; and find something for them to do. One of the most peculiar features of the response to the pandemic is that it has mobilized populations around the imperative of staying indoors, and away from each other. Teenagers were not only expelled from the educational world; they were effectively barred from engaging in a wider social response to the unfolding social and economic crisis.




  My initial hope was that the pupils suddenly liberated from school by the cancellation of exams could be brought into a constructive response to the problem, by working or volunteering to help in the community. But the strictures of lockdown swiftly made this verboten for kids under 18, for whom the message was that the best way they could serve their country was by sitting on their collective arse. Rather than engage healthy young people in the difficult questions about what should be done, we locked them in a physical and intellectual quarantine, and told them to put up and shut up.




  This might all be very unpleasant – but is it the end of the world? We are living through a pandemic, after all, in which difficult decisions have to be made and health is prioritized over happiness. The kind of traumatic social events that have historically forced generations to develop a distinctive sense of themselves have been wars, in which millions of young men were killed before their lives had even started. To follow the wartime analogies invoked by political leaders and the Queen of England during the pandemic as they have sought to justify the hardships wrought on their populations, it is ridiculous to suggest that being stuck in front of a screen for a few weeks is comparable to the experience of children evacuated to the countryside in Britain during the Second World War – or to those across Europe, who faced far worse fates. The mother of one of my friends, now in her 80s, was evacuated to Canada with her mother for the duration of the war: on the crossing, the ship in front of them was blown up.




  One remarkable feature of Covid-19 is that, as a disease, it generally spares the young. Unlike the killing fields of the Somme or Vietnam, most kids will come out of all this physically and mentally intact, with a future that will be theirs to shape. But what meaning will they draw from this experience? What impact will the conditioned impotence and atomization of lockdown have on how our children see their society, and how they see themselves? That is the question at the heart of this book.




  Thinking about generations




  Emma and I have written this book together (although I take responsibility for any mistakes). Through Emma’s accounts, and those she has gained from friends and acquaintances in the UK and North America, we illustrate how the Covid-19 crisis was playing out in the thoughts of some young people in the early stages of lockdown (March and April 2020).2 We make no claim to describing or understanding the wider experience of kids across the UK, let alone the world, who are affected by this crisis. Young people’s experience of the pandemic and its aftermath, like their experience of life before, is powerfully framed by social class, ethnicity, gender, and their geographical location – arguably far more so than by their birth cohort. Those experiences will require proper documentation, reflection, and analysis of the kind that it is impossible to do when writing in the moment. As a friend of mine wryly remarked at the start of the UK’s lockdown, ‘well, this is an interesting social experiment which will keep sociologists busy for decades to come’.




  It is also important to stress that individuals – within all generations – have experienced lockdown differently. Some have rather enjoyed the break from the rat-race, continuing to earn their salaries in a more relaxed ‘WFH’ (‘Working from Home’) environment, while others find the experience isolating and practically very difficult; some are distraught by the prospect of cuts in their pay and the loss of their jobs, while others have been working harder than ever in ‘key worker’ jobs while the pandemic was raging, and are resentful when people whinge about being bored. Some kids may have gained a sense of liberation and purpose by not being at school; some may have experienced enforced isolation from their peers as a massive relief. As C. Wright Mills famously observed in his classic 1950s text The Sociological Imagination3, life is experienced personally, not sociologically. The universal experience of living through a pandemic is mediated by individuals’ own circumstances and outlook: we might all be ‘in it together’, but ‘it’ has different meanings for each of us.




  So this book is not an academic study, or some kind of treatise designed to predict the generational impact of the pandemic. As I have discussed in my previous work, the cultural and political obsession with generations has often been profoundly unhelpful in understanding both individual experience and social change, as it tends to promote a deterministic, generalizing, and divisive narrative of ‘generationalism’ – a way of thinking that presents social, economic, and political problems through the distorting prism of simplified generational differences.4 Rather, this book is a reflection on generational consciousness: and particularly, the symbolic context that frames young people’s experience of coming of age in a crisis.




  Generations can best be understood as powerful ‘concepts of existence’5 which embody the experience of history in those who come of age during moments of social change and crisis. Attempts to understand how ‘social generations’ are forged have focused on the significance of what June Edmunds and Bryan S. Turner describe as ‘traumatic events’.6 People coming of age in periods of accelerated social change develop a distinct perspective, arising from the fraught encounter between the world as it was and the world as it is.




  Suggesting that coronavirus ‘could be Generation Z’s 9/11’, psychology professor and generation theorist Jean Twenge describes a day in early March where ‘everything still seemed pretty normal’ apart from the newsfeed on her phone, which was announcing the imminent outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. ‘I was reminded of Sept. 10, 2001 – the day before everything changed the last time,’ she writes. ‘Except: In many ways, the coronavirus outbreak is bigger than 9/11.’ Twenge continues:




 

    We don’t know yet how this will play out, but the coronavirus outbreak could become the biggest and most impactful cultural event of our lifetime. Neither 9/11 nor the Great Recession so profoundly altered as many aspects of day-to-day life in such a short period of time the way the coronavirus has affected schools, work, travel, entertainment and shopping. Plus, 9/11 and the recession didn’t have as direct an impact on so many people around the world. The outbreak and our reactions to it are not a lone event – they intersect with the trends of the past and will have an impact on the future of many people, especially the generation I call iGen – those born after 1995.7







  As Twenge suggests, the mediation between the past, present, and future lies at the heart of generational consciousness – and will be starkly experienced by the generation whose coming of age is marked by the distinction between life ‘Before Corona’ and ‘After Corona’.




  Understanding the role of social shocks in forging a generation’s sense of itself, and its relation to wider society, follows a well-established, though often contested, sociological theory developed in the 1920s by the Hungarian sociologist Karl Mannheim. In his influential essay ‘The Problem of Generations’, Mannheim theorized that generational consciousness comes from the interaction between cohorts on the cusp of adulthood, and wider social events and cultural forces. During periods of accelerated social change, the past and present collide, creating a schism between the way things were and the way things are. This is what gives members of a generation a sense of fellow-feeling with others of a similar age, and a sense of distinction from older or younger generations.




  Mannheim argued that consciousness, in terms of the possibility of ‘really questioning and reflecting on things’, emerges around the age of 17, ‘at the point where personal experimentation with life begins’. It is this emergence of a reflective individual, active in society, that gives youth both the ‘freshness’ of its contact with society, and its dynamic relationship with cultural renewal:




  

     The ‘up-to-dateness’ of youth therefore consists in their being closer to the ‘present’ problems...and in the fact that they are dramatically aware of a process of destabilization and take sides in it. All this while, the older generation cling to the reorientation that had been the drama of their youth.8







  While everyone’s world has been rocked by the Covid-19 crisis, the destabilization experienced by young people is particularly intense. It comes at a time when they are just beginning to discover themselves, following a path into adulthood that, for all it has never been smooth, has been laid down since their birth in a world they are beginning to discover but do not yet truly know. The smashing of this path, and the uncertain social and economic future that lies ahead, is now their reality. While older generations seek to understand times of crisis by drawing on their experience of previous social shocks, the young have no basis for such comparisons, and are forced to make meaning of the experience simply through living it.




  The popular ‘generation labels’ we have today have stuck because they capture something real – the shift between old and new worlds, brought about by traumatic historical events. That is why we have the ‘Generation of 1914’, symbolically marked by the trauma of the First World War; the ‘Greatest Generation’, symbolically elevated by the victory against fascism; the ‘Baby Boomers’, symbolically spaced out by the cultural upheavals of the Sixties; and the ‘Millennials’, coming of age in the aftermath of the terror attacks of 9/11. Despite their widespread use, these labels reflect a very particular set of ideas about the generations with which they are associated – generally speaking to a middle-class cultural sensibility, forged in early adulthood, which later comes to be associated with the Zeitgeist.




  As such, the labels also conjure up moments in history. As Shaun Scott writes in Millennials and the Moments That Made Us, the descriptor ‘Millennial’ is not only a ‘noun that refers to an age cohort’:




 

    It is also an adjective that refers to a historical situation defined by the technology, politics, and pop culture of the 21st century. One can speak of ‘Millennials’ as a group, and also refer to a ‘millennial’ era that previous generations are also living through. Not everybody is a Millennial, but we’re all passing through a millennial moment in history.9







  Scott notes that those who passed through the ‘millennial moment’ at the point where they were coming of age have a particular, formative experience of this period. How they make sense of and express that experience then gains significance as they go on to write the next chapter in history. For example, the historian Robert Wohl writes of the common ‘conscious[ness] of generational unity’ that distinguished the interwar period from ‘any era before or afterwards’. The intellectuals of the ‘Generation of 1914’ saw themselves as ‘wanderers between two worlds’ – a time of great crisis, bringing an urgent sense of destruction but, also, renewal.10




  The Corona Generation, too, will find itself wandering between two symbolic universes – between the norms and ideas that provided structure and meaning to Life Before Corona, and those that come to shape Life After Corona. We can hope that the privations of lockdown will be temporary – school will start up again, kids will be able to see their friends again, the parties can resume, and they will begin the next stage of their lives. Although they will never get back the Big Moments they have missed, there will be many others still to come. But the cavalier way in which adult society has suspended its central responsibility to guide and educate young people through periods of crisis will have a significant symbolic effect. In this sense, this book is as much about how adults have come to think about young people as it is about how the Corona Generation might come to think about itself.




  Emma’s lockdown reflections: The suspension of normal life


  

  For me, the cancellation of exams was a huge deal. The work that had been put in seemed worthless and the activities which dominated my time were cancelled. My evenings, and now days, have turned into a loose end. The last few days have been a new concept of time; as days are longer than before, it leaves us to wonder how long this particularly unstable structure will last and what the days ahead will be filled with – most likely to be tedious tasks and useless boredom.
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