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B@hen Douglas Coupland published
I \is first novel, Generation X, he

: could hardly have predicted the
reception it would get. “Generation X" has
oclipsed itself as simply the title of a popu-
lar bool:; rather it has been adopted inio
the canan of North American cultural liter-
acy as the definitive statement of the
worldwview of a specific generation. The
term has slipped smoothly into common
parlanee, nudging out Time magazine's
“twentysomethings” and Richard
Linkiater's “slackers™ as the maniker of
chaite for the post-boomer generation.
The book Generation X, with its catalogue
of witty aphorisms in the margins of each
page, has infiltrated North American lexi-
con to a degree far outstripping iis actual
readership. Like the Bible, The Communist
Manifesto ot The Clusing of the American
Mind, Generation X does nol have to be
sead to be “known.”

Given the astounding reception
accorded 1o Generation X, it comes as no
surprise that John Fraser, the then editor
of Saturday Night magazine, referred to
Coupland as “The Dalai Lama of
Generation X” {(March 89, 1994). While
not wishing to diminish the impact of
Goupland upon North American popular
cultute—he who is reqularly solicited to
write for youth market magazines such as
Wired {1).S.) and Shift (Canada)—it would
seem premature to deify him as the voice
of a generation. The slippage between
Generation X and Coupland, while under-
standable, overestimates the rote of the
authar of a tract whose time had come.
Lose the title and the marginal aphorisms,
and Coupland is the author of just another
witly novel of contemporary youth anomie,
a sort of Sharmpoo Planet, Volume 1.
Coupland (and/or his publisher) showed

great marketing sense by plugging his anti-
commodity narrative into a sleek commodi-
ty form. This hitchhiker's guide to the new
generafional world-view offers the type of
sound-hite wisdom which marketers and
journalists require to ply their trade.

While “generation X” has taken on a
life of its own, the fallout of Generation X
spurred a small publishing beom in 1994,
targeted principally to a youth audience.
The GenX Reader, edited by Douglas
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Rushkoft, is the most comprehensive vol-
ume of genX lore for one-stop shoppers.
Rushkoft has assembled a collection of
fiction and non-ficiion pieces, including
canonical tracis by writers such as
Coupland and Richard Linkiater and
excerpls from both mainstream (i.e.. Elle.
Rolling Stone and Newsweek] and alierna-
tive {i.6., BOING! bOING! and the / Hate
Brenda Newsletter) publications. To get
an averview of “generation X" as dis-
course, The GenX Reader serves as @
good starting point.

The most critical rendering of the
“generation X phenomenon is
Generation Ecch! The Backlash Staris
Here by Jason Cohen and Michael
Krugman. What Cohen and Krugman
share with Xer luminaries such as
Coupland and Linklater is a wry and irrev-
erent sense of humor, but they focus their
analysis on the very fexis of “generation
X." Cohen and Krugman point out that
the texts of “generation X,” which “seem
to validate conservative old fart Allan
Bloam's bellyaching about the accelerat
ing vapidity of postTV youth and their
complete fack of depth, smarts, feeling or
history,” serve to support contemporary
moral panic about youth, While their Xer
tone grows wearisome, Cohen and
Krugman submit their encyclopedic knowl-
edge of genX pop culture texts to sharp
critical analysis.

A clue to the problem of generalizing
X is given in one of the many provocative
essays in Next: Young American Writers on
the New Generation, edited by Fric Liu. In
“Trash that Baby Boom,” lan Williams

argues that “the only peaple willing to burn .

the calories to bitch in public about the
perils of being directionless and apathetic
possess far too much direction and gump-
lion 1o come close to representing the kind
they call their own.” Liu’s coliection is
wide-ranging and ecleciic, with a focus on

contradictory political posiiions and identi- -

fiesin-process. Given that most genX litera-
ture is really about the contemporary ethos

of white middle-class males, this collection, £

which is spiit along gender and race lines,
is remarkably representative.
In his contribution to this volume,

“Generation Mex,” Lalo Lopez argues that '

there i a tendency in the white middle
class cultural mainstream to speak in uni-
versal terms about things which are ulti-
mately culturally and ethnically specific.

States Lopez:

For the Gringorder, there’s golta be
haby boomers and thirtysomethings,
Generation Xers and slackers. I'd
fike to be a slacker, but my family
would kick my ass. A poor Mexican
worrving about esoferic emotions
like angst? Get a job, *mijo.”

Of course, the term “generation” is imprecise
at the best of times. Issues of difference,
whether in terms of class, race, gender or
sexuality, are systematically excluded by this
generalizing term which puts everybody in
the same boat. By ignoring questions of dit
ference, the problems of disaffected white
males can monopolize the cultural main-
streamn. On the other hand, if Sfackers and
Generation X are taken precisely as lexis
ahout disaffected white boys, if issues of dit-
ference are foregrounded, they can be taken
as starting points for some productive analy-
ses. Perhaps it is simply the case that the
loud, protracted whine of “generation X is
an ethos shared by young while males, those
very people who were socialized to expect
social power and privilege to come easily.
What is the nature of this genera-
tional lament? The Christian Slater char-

- acter in the movie, Pump Up the Volume!

U 890}, captures well the purperted histor-
ical angst of North American youth so
central to GenX lore:

There's nothing to do anymaore.
Everything decent’s been done. Alt
the good themes have been used up
and turned into themeparks. So |
don’t find it cheerful to live in the
middle of a totally exhausted decade
when there’s nothing to look for
ward to and no one to look up to.

But the Christian Slater character is not a
bona fide slacker, preferring to change his
conditions by orchestrating his fellow high
school students to rebel against the
oppressiveness of their school. Slackers is
_aﬁlm about a group of white youth, living
in the late 1980s of Reagan’s America, in
a condition of anomie and despair. The
narrative of the film lazily wanders from
one youth to another:

S.enme old same old... just lollygag-
ging argund. Still unemployed.
P'm in this band... We're the
Ultimate Losers now. And, ah, the
singsr’s still a jork.

Along the way, the viewer s treated to a
mix of random insights which do litidle Lo
explain the situation, but rather reveal pes-
simism and disdain.

One of the most significant contribu-
tions 1o the generational lament of white
youth—and one which reveals the gender
bias of genX lore—is Late Bn’oomer‘s~
Coming of Age in Today’s America: The
Right Place at the Wrong Time by Bavid
Lipsky and Alexander Ahrams. Perhaps the
comment on the dust jacket that this boak
offers “constructive, non-confrontational
analysis™ and the pictures of two clean-
cut young whites in suits should offer a
warning, but nothing would quite prepare
a reader for this: “Didn’t we imagine that
we’'d have money, and houses, and fami-
lies of our own, as we approached the
end of our twenties? Didn't we imagine
we'd be easy in our lives—that life would
be an affair of lawns and washed cars and
coming in through the front doors of our
houses?” Despite the theme of lament for
privilege lost, this book is loaded with
research data on the new hard times for
youth; nonetheless these two go-getters,
worried as they are about the relative
costs of a new Mustang and university
tuition, seem hardly affected.

Two other energetic white boys, Rob
Nelson and Jon Cowan, teamed up to
write Revolution X: A Survival Guide for
Our Generation. Nelson and Cowan,
founders of the grassroots, “nonpartisan”
“Lead... Or Leave” network, defy the genX
stereotypes of fatalistic stackerdom to pro-
mate political engagement an the part of
U.S. youth. They take aim at important
social issues of the day such as the envi-
ronment, crime and the debt; they
attribute the latter to U.S. military spend-
ing, tax breaks fo the rich and "middle-
class welfare.” They espouse a contradic-
tory politics congruent with a middle-class
life-style that buys into the material bene-
fits of mainstream culture without com-
pletely selling itself out:

Mo fire hoses, tear gas, police
dogs, or riots. Let’s face it: Most of
us aren’t looking for unnecessary
confrontation. A generation that
reads Details and Spin, waiches
“Melrose Place,” *Seinfeld,” and
“The Simpsons,” and waits in line
for the StairMaster after work is

probably net going to be taking to
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the streets with guns or Molotov
cockiails anytime soon. And why
should we? Just because we’re
not prepared io die to eliminate
the national debt or wipe out
poverty doesn’t mean we can’t get
involved in changing the country
and protecting our future.

Revolution X offers an extensive
resource list for political action including
addresses and phone numbers of advoca-
cy groups, politicians, and both main-
stream and alternative media. Unfortun-
ately, though it is hipper and more street
wise than Late Bloomers, it is cut from the
same cloth. While Lipsky and Abrams
might vote Repubiican, Nelson's and
Cowan’s "post-partisan” revelution is con-
tent to get youth out to the baliot box, pre-
sumably to vote Demecrat.

The problem with Slackers and
Generation X, to name the two most influ-
enttal renderings of the North American
post-Fordist generation, is that they substi-
tute anthropological and literary insight

for historical rigour. While genXers are in
a unique posilion to reconsider the down
sides of “free-market” capitalism, their
spokespersons have rushed to character
ize them as shallow, apathetic social drop-
outs. The fall-out of this new mythos has
been a string of lamentable movies;
aggressive fast-paced ad campaigns pro-
duced by an industry bewilderad by
Coupland’s claim that “we are not a tar-
get market”; the appropriation by the
music, felevision and fashion industries of
grunge rock and fashion as a kind of ur-
moment of the whole phenomenon; and
the emergence of Seattle as a new cultur-
al mecca, a San Francisco of the 90s.

As the 90s wear on, however, “gener-
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ation X” appears ¢ be falling into dis-
favour. If there was ever a subculiural
moment assaciated with it, its bricoleurs
have moved on to new, more fertile ter
rain. To his credit, Coupland wor’t answer
a question with the phrase “generation X"
in it. And advertising executives, ever the
perceptive ethnographers, are searching
for new answers. Already in the spring of
1994, a Coca-Cola marketing executive,
Sergio Zyman, asserted that “Generation X
came. [l took a few breaths. And it went.
Generation X doesn’t exist—and barely
ever did” (Toronto Star, March 21, 1994).
As if to punctuate the end of an era, the
news emerged barely three weeks later
that “generation X" had a martyr, Kurt
Cobain, whao left behind him a legacy of
pain and torment.

If the New York publishers, who were
in the process of unleashing a small “gen-
eration X" publishing boom, feared they
had missed the boat, they didn’t tet on.
The GenX Reader, Gengration Ecchi, Next,
Late Bloomers and Revolution X arrived
and departed quietly from bookstore

shelves, Despite its bring-hackthe-80s
ethos of individualism and greed, it was
Late Bloomers that attracted some critical
attention, thanks to a pre-publication
excerpt in Harper’s (July 1994). Lipsky
and Abrams presented some media analy-
sis which showed that, until 1990, major
newspapers and magazines had portrayed
youth as confident, ambitious, deter
mined, fiercely selfreliant and even “older
than they used o be.” Suddenly, in 1990,
this all changed. Time published a cover
story entitled “Proceeding With Caution”
which characterized youth as paralyzed
shirkers, who were “overly sensitive at best
and lazy at worst” and for whom “secend
best seems just fine.” Fortune, which had

lauded young people in the late 80s, promptly adopted
this same tene. To explain this editorial shift, Lipsky and
Abrams pointed out that 1 million jobs were lost to youth
between May 1980 and May 1991, Somewhat tongue-in-
cheek, they asked whether the new editorial stance on
youth was an act of “unconscious kindness™; “after ail, if
we had never cared about carears and material success,
it wouid be less disturbing for us—and for the country—
when we didn’t achieve them.”

While Lipsky and Abrams perceptively demonsirate
the impact of a changing economy on youth in general
and on the discourse of youth in particular, their beok
shows that they are principally concerned about how that
changing economy would squelch their own material
aspirations. Nonetheless, to begin 10 answer the question
of what was “generatian X,” the impact of a changing
economy on youth must be foregrounded. But, given the
malleability of the term “youth,” and given the gender
and ethnicity of most of the genX pundits, the question
that follows is which “youth” are we talking about? As
Leslie Savan writes in The Village Voice: “there’s no
Malcolm X in Generation X—except when an ad is deliber-
ately “multi-cultural”; the X of the media mind means
almost entirely grungy white youth” (August 24, 1993).
To test this hypothesis, take a careful look at the curent
Molson “| am Canadfan” campaign, which barrows all
the elements of LS. genX ads.

“Generation X,” as a cultural phenemenon, corre-
sponded to a great extent to a period of mourning of
young white males who had been socialized to expect
easy access to privilege and power, even if enly the mid-
dleclass American Dream; today even that seems almaost
unattainable. While the economic conditions that gave
tise to “generation X” are shared by all youth, those nam-
ing and being named by the phenomenon were predomi-
nanily white and male. The texts that they created or in
which they were represented reflect that fact.
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he Ontarie Institute for Studies in Educarion seeks

applicants for a tenure-stream faculty position in the
area of Adult Learning and the Workplace (including
Developing Human Reseurces) within its Department of
Adult Education (Ref, 3/5/77a). A doctorate in Adult
Education or a related field with a record of research, acade-
mic publications and teaching relevant to this field are
requirements for this position and are necessary to qualify
the successful applicant for membership in the Universicy of
Toronw’s School of Graduate Studies. The successful appli-
cant should be well grounded in the theory and practice of
adulr learning and teaching and should be familiar with che
relevant literature on organizational development, change
and leadership. Expertise in both gquandrative and qualitative
research would be highly desirable.

preferred specialization would be in Diversity and the

Workplace and experience with organizations secking to
diversify their work forces to include more visible minorities,
indigenous peoples, persons with disabilities and women
would be an asset.

en OISE merges with the University’s Faculty of
Education to hecome OISE/UT ir July 1996 it is
expected that most faculty members will contribute to both
graduate and pre-service teacher education programs. This
appointment will be at the rank of Assistant or Associate
Professor depending on qualifications and experience. The
expected starting date is July 1, 1996 or as can be arranged,

and is subject to budger approval.

Inn accordance with Canadian immigration vegulations, this
advertisement is directed to Canadian citizens and permanent
residents of Canada. Alse in accordance with principles of
employment equity, we particularly welrome applications from
persons with disabilities, persons of aboriginal heritage, visible
minoritics and women.
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Stephanie Grant, The Passion of Alice. New York:
Houghton Mifflin Cempany, 1995.

The premise of this novel - . :
a bulimic - supplants the gambit of the movie, Pm(?f—a blind
photographer taking incriminating pictures—as hawr]g the
Calchi}asl “nook” off all late twentieth century narratives. The
Passion of Alice, a first novel, is somewhat rough-hewn.
Regardless, it imporlantly avoids two traps: undisgorged treat:
ment-centre realism or schematic One Flew Over the Cuckoo's
Nest symbolism. The novel compellingly mixes horror and
comedy, insight and voyeuristic fare.
About anorexics the narrator offers the following:

“pogple think that anorexics
imaging ourselues fat and gdigl
away invisihle fiab. But people
aye airaid of the trulh. We pre-
for ourselves ihis way, hoiled-
down bone, essence. My
favorite cocking metaphor
(unfortunate perhians) applies:
notl reduce, clariy. | now
exacily what 1 look jike, wagnnui
nyperbele. Every inch of Skin,
each muscie, each bone.”

Also dispassionately, Alice recounts bulimic Maeve's rationale
for throwing up in handhags instead of toilets:
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“1 got tired of putiing my face
where other people shit,” she
sqid. “It was giving me oW
seif-estesm.”

Although the title hints at religion (the passion) and fahle
(Alice}, the pleasure of the text is produced by less grandlose,
more intimate strategies. Alice’s long, difficult stay in the hos-
pital (where most of the action takes place) doesn’t translate
into fongueurs for the reader. /S.F.

James Lulle, Media, Communication, Culture: A Global
Approach. New York: Columbia University Press, 1935.

This introductory-level text on media and culture in the .
context of globalization is innovative in its integra'tion' of Latl_n
American theoretical perspectives into the usual media studies
canon of European and American works. Despite some rather
plodding chaplers, an extensive chapter on the movement{.s) of
culture in an era of economic glohalization is worth the ?rlce
ot admission. (Lulle introduces some vocabulary for deahng
with eulture going global: deterritorialization, transculturatl_on
and reterritorialization). While this is not the best introduction
to Latin American cultural theory, Lulle weaves the ideas of
Jesus Martin-Barbero, Nestor Garcia Canclini and others seam-

an anorexic falling in love with | lessly into his arguments, without paiting himself on the hack

far some subplot of “diici)\fgilhj._l'l;_4_4_f_

Sarah Schulman

Charles R. Acland, Youth, Murder, Spectacie: The
Cultural Politics of “Youth in Crisis.” Boulder:
Westview Press, 1994,

Given the growing hysteria over violent youth crime in
Canada, Acland’s detailed study of media coverage of a
“preppy murder” in New York’s Gentral Park is a very worth-
while read. Acland contextualizes his analysis of this case in a
broader discussion of representations of youth in film, on tele-
vision and in academic work to provide a framework for under-
standing the place of youth, and youthful excess, in popular
discourse. This book is well-written, theoretically astute and
politically significant. /MLH.

Sarah Schulman, Kaf Behemia. New York:
Duiton, 1995,

The words of this novel—like those of the title—qguirkily
do and den't go together. As de rigueur as a reference to a
Gregg Araki film and as conventional as a desire for
“daddy,” the components of Ratf Bohemia also do and don’t
mesh. Deliberately. queer and straight don’t mix, or at least
they co-exist awkwardly here. Schulman jams the machinery
that produces seamless fiction by giving three characters—
two leshians and a gay male (who dies of AIDS)—differenti-
ated and wry—comic—pathetic monologues. The novel clos-
es, curfously but aptly, with a “closeted” leshian's narrative
that marks the limits—in a hetero-oriented culture—of gay
speak, of queer culture.

Schulman’s New York—a cily often constructed in litera-
ture—also reads sharply, uniquely. It's a queer space that un-
writes, say, Paul Auster’s or Jay Mclnemey’s “big city.” /8.F.

Materialist Shakespeare: A History, ed. lve Kamps.
londen and New York: Verse Books, 1995,

Materialist Shakespeare: A History is not a history.
Though conceived as such and organized chronologically
from °77 to "94, it is really a culling “from the immense cor-
pus of materialist Shakespeare criticism essays that are not

- only of exemplary quality but also typical of specific kinds
-and, collectively. suggestive of the broad range of materialist
- practices in Shakespeare studies.”

The range includes feminist materialists, British cultural

- Materialists, and American new historicists, all reading

Shakespeare in the light of contemporary Marxist theories.
Materialist Shakespeare has lots of intriguing, important,
and difficult ideas, but only Kamps' introduction and Fredric
Jameson’s afterword are new. So why republish articles
already available in prominent journals?—to produce a text-
book for graduate seminars. This is the expressed aim of the
book. which seems designed to meet, as it were, traditional
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academic requirements for breadth and depth; hence, the edi-
tor's assurances that students and teachers will get materials
for an intensive look at one play (three essays on Othello), for
generic and historical coverage, and for study of “the most fre-
guently taught plays” (which, this book implies, we should
teach more often}. In this sense the volume is thoroughly con-
ventional. So too is the marketing hype, passed off as history,
about the “meteoric rise” of materialist criticism and its
“ascendancy . . . in Great Britain and the United States.” In
effect, readers are offered power, the power of being “where
it’s at” in the academies of the old empire and the new.
Although the packaging of the thirteen essays that make

up this volume is irritating, what’s in the package is worth-
while. The essays work against the grain of Shakespeare criti-
cism by challenging customary assumptions and readings, the
most disruptive being Alan Sinfield’s on Macbeth; Walter
Cohen's on The Merchant of Yenice; Michael Bristol's on the
“consoling and anaesthetic explanations” of Othello. Bristol
concludes that “Othello is a lext of racial and sexual persecu-
iion.” Lynda E. Boose reads the “silenced history of women’s
silencing” in The Taming of the Shrew. For others, such as
John Drakakis and Graham Holderness, not only early-mod-
ern, but also modern and postmaodern, social history plays in
and through the plays on the page, stage, and screen.
Together the contributors io Materialist Shakespeare demon-
strate the ideologicat clout of Shakespeare and, as such, his
abiding usefulness. /T.M.

Reviews by Stanley Fogel, Michael Hoechsmann |
and Ted McGee.




