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So, should we talk about it?

 



Generational Conflict: A call for Reconciliation  

Be cool

Young generation's idea of individual freedom has become a contested issue of late and, for a 

parental generation to intervene in this is a venture full of hazards. The battle lines are drawn 

across 'your idea of freedom' versus 'my idea of freedom', and the weapon of choice in this battle 

is an argument called 'generational gap'. By deploying this, the young ones are canceling 

anything that doesn't agree with their narrative of freedom.  

Dislike, block and troll are the three weapons of cancel culture, and youth use them often on 

digital platforms. Can you really shake hand with a clinched fist? Parents, exasperated with the 

ways of their children ask themselves. 'Oh, we cannot follow your youthful ways...they say'. 

'You will never because you belong to the past generation. What do you know about our intimate 

concerns? We have our own ways of living and it's about time you understand them. Learn to be 

cool Dad and Mom'.... they tell their parents.  

Parents who are in their late fifties and early sixties and can't stop obsessing about their stressed 

out children are bewildered by this advice. It looks as if they have laid their arms down before 

their children. The parental despair in this matter is deep indeed.   

The interesting thing about generational conflict is, the old lose it every time and the young win 

it always. Has anyone ever heard of young losing it to old? Never has that happened, not even in 

fiction. It was always the other way round. Parents know this intuitively so they reach out for a 

truce with their children. Yet, the young perceive their old as thorns in their sides. This 

asymmetry of relationship raises some serious questions about the role of parenting and family in 

the lives of young people.  

Has the institution of family on its way out? 

Some fiction writers, painters, poets and activists say that family as an institution is dead. It is 

their hope to disengage themselves from the suffocating norms of family because for them 

individual freedom is sacrosanct and non-negotiable. The institution of family smothers human 

freedom and hence must die, they say. This woke argument misses the caring role of family.  

But for the parental support, the family edifice will tumble down with disastrous consequences 

for children. To use a common metaphor, parenting is what water is to a sapling. You deny water 

and the plant is wilted. Remember Mowgly in 'The Jungle Book'?  None of us would like to 

share that fate because he is more of a mammal and less of a man.  



Freedom from the family bond is an imagination fit only for fiction. But ordinary people neither 

read fictions nor do they live fictitiously. Being realistic they are down to earth and cherish the 

institution of family. They also know they could be lonely without it.  

Ordinary men like to construct rather than deconstruct the idea of family. However, a handful of 

articulate people love to deconstruct and critique this idea. Their critical discourse resonates in 

the upper echelons of society, but most people live and negotiate with family. They know how to 

live with others more than what to know in socio-political theory.  

Let us, for the sake of example, assume the demise of family. What then will follow? Will the 

babies stop getting born? Will the sexual instinct of men and women extinguish? Will all men 

become transgender? No sensible man will brook such madcap possibilities. Nature, to be sure, 

will run its course, and men will be men, women will be women and children will be children. 

This biological order will be preserved within the four walls of family. 

Children grow either in nuclear family or in extended family. Rebels who don’t agree with both 

raise their children in communes. Communes are built upon common beliefs of its members. 

They are an innovation of the institution of family, not its denigration. The moral of the story is: 

human kind has not been able to provide alternative to the institution of family ever since he 

came out of his prehistoric cave.  

But we can't go back to cave again. So family will abide for a long time to come. Those who 

wish its demise will have to come up with more creative alternative. The only way in which 

family will come to extinction is when men and women lose their fertility. The day that happens, 

there will be no family. 

Limits to freedom  

The trajectory of man's freedom from the beginning to this day has been linear and progressive. 

The journey was from less to more freedom. So, how does one make sense of the situation? Does 

freedom mean unbridled expression of one's primary instinct? Does it mean a binary of 'your 

freedom versus my freedom'? What if my freedom infringes upon your freedom? Am I also 

responsible for your freedom as I fight for my own? These questions stare at you while you feel 

agitated with the discourse on individual freedom.  

My freedom is entwined with the freedom of others is a fact no sensible person can deny. So, 

those who ask for it are expected to show a spirit of accommodation in their demand. Even the 

Constitution of India doesn't give you unrestricted freedom. It puts a cap of 'reasonable 

restrictions' on your demand. It says if your freedom is contrary to public morality, order or 

national security, then you can't demand it as your birthright.  



The interesting thing about freedom is, when it is asked, it is deemed less and when given, it is 

deemed more. Another peculiar thing about freedom is the person asking for it remains a 

member of society. This membership ensures some restrictions on individual freedom. To put it 

mildly, those who ask for it have to be responsible. Freedom without responsibility is like a can 

of petrol without its safety cap. Only a chaotic mind can dream of such a wild idea. Our daily life 

is structured because of some order born of responsibility. 

As the discourse of generational conflict is on, it is pertinent to know whether the aim of such a 

conflict is to strengthen or weaken the institution of family. When the approach is positive, the 

generational conflicts become amenable for resolution with both sides reaching a mutually 

respectable solution.  

A negative approach in this matter, however, would mean pressing for individual freedom at the 

cost of separation and alienation from family. Are young people willing for such an unhappy 

choice? It implies loneliness not just for them, but also for their parents. This makes the question 

of freedom even more intractable. Why has this situation come to such a pass? Could young and 

old generations have done better in this matter? These questions occur to us as we mull over the 

issue. The answer to them is not easy because the young generation is exposed to an experience 

which is diametrically opposite to the core experience of their parents. And hear in lies the catch.  

The younger generation, mostly, is techno savvy, the older is not. The younger one is practical, 

the older is emotional. The younger generation can be called 'techno beings' due to their 

exposure to the benefits of information technology whereas the older ones have lagged behind 

their children in this matter and have remained largely 'social beings'.  

A social being could be defined as someone who is fond of organic social ties, whereas the 

techno being prefers digitally modulated social interactions. This qualitative difference between 

the two kinds of beings has made the generational conflicts so exasperating. 

A Techno Being  

A person whose life is profoundly altered and influenced by the digital technology is a techno 

being. The college going, mobile wielding urban youth is a typical example of this. However, 

parents of these techno beings are either ignorant of technology or falter when they use it. These 

two generations stand on the two opposite poles of technical understanding. And this is the 

central issue of generational conflict. 

Very few of us could anticipate our addiction to android phones a decade ago. This device has 

altered the idea of our very being, our core instinct of existence. It has reconfigured our 

relationship with others. Our exposure to digital world and its ephemeral norms have brought 



about an unprecedented upheaval in our mental life. The disturbance is such that we have lost 

touch with what is real or actual. The rise of cold digital life and the fall of warm social life 

simultaneously is the hallmark of our time.  

In such a time a binary of 'dialogue versus contact' becomes a running theme of social 

communication. We also notice that the older people prefer organic ties while the younger ones 

prefer digital ties. This difference, it is suggested, holds the key to the generational conflict. 

Why make so much fuss about demise of dialogue in social sphere? Is not contact enough to 

bring two people together? Why should we have your mushy sentimentality to build our 

relationships with others? Young people ask this question to the horror of their parents. This 

question is symptomatic of a divide between the two generations. 

It is true that the seeds of dialogue are sown in nascent contact and there is every possibility of 

them being metamorphosed into real dialogue. But is that the aim of digital contact? The truth of 

the matter is, if things can work out by mere contact, why invest emotions in it? Ask the younger 

generation addicted to short cuts and quick fixes.  

The youth prefers functional contacts to emotional ones. This is the ruling norms on digital 

platform like whatsApp, face book and twitter. The young generation's idea of friendship is 

centered on working contact, not on dialogue. Those whose friends list consists of hundreds of 

friends can't afford the luxury of dialogue with each one on the list. Such efficient contacts begin 

with 'hi' and 'hallo' and usually terminate with a customary 'take care'. 

As man became machine  

About three decades ago the situation was favorable to dialogues in social sphere because society 

had not become so techno-centric. The cars and scooters had hit the road but not the computers. 

The process of industrialization had begun but no one knew about information technology. Our 

social life was rich with organic 'one to one' relationship, but the word 'social media' meant 

nothing to us. All this has irreversibly changed in the last twenty years. 

About two decades ago people used to meet each other as social animals and a lot of jostling, 

pushing and slapping each other in jest came naturally to us. We used to touch one another, hug 

and smell each other freely. But this has become a rarity today. We acquired the norms of social 

distancing much before the corona virus made us afraid of each other. This is the beginning of 

the end of 'social animal' and raise of a new species called the 'digital animal'. 

The transition from social to digital is now complete and the techno savvy young generation, 

digitally empowered but organically impoverished is posing a threat to the edifice of family. 

These avid video gamers and Netflix watchers have reversed the order of natural cycle of day 



and night. This multicultural brigade of identity hunters are prowling in the darkness of night on 

the digital high way in search of information, stimulation and entertainment. Their idea of social 

contact is restricted mostly to digital sphere where they either follow each other or unfollow one 

another.  

The upshot of this transition is the loss of warmth and the coming of new ice age in the sphere of 

human relationships. This is precisely the calamity of our time. Do our young ones too feel this 

transition to be as calamitous as their parents think? If yes, then there is some hope in resolving 

the generational conflict. 

In our time most young people prefer to meet each other on digital platform through chatting 

rather than meeting physically. Considering the huge numbers on friends list, it could take a life 

time to meet all these 'friends' physically. The twin watchwords on digital platform are 'hi' and 

'hallo' and this quick mode of communication is proving to be mutually useful for both the 

parties. Interestingly such curt courtesies work as both the parties have to manage hundreds of 

'social contacts' of their bucket list.  

The three words 'hi', 'hallo' and 'take care' have never sounded as hollow as they sound today. 

And then there are emoticons to boost the scanty human communication. Do our young people 

also find this scantiness a problem? If yes, then we may be able to resolve the generational 

conflict, otherwise not.  

This techno-orientation in human relationship does not exclude the physical friendship. The 

young ones too have their close friends who meet each other in parties thrown by their peers. 

They too have their own share of fun and frolic. But given the choice, some would prefer to text 

each other. It is a common sight that when four friends meet up, each one is busy texting 

someone else who is not present there. Ironically, someone who is present on the scene is not 

seen and someone who is absent on the scene is seen by the mobile wielding techno-beings. Such 

absurdities have become a part of our everyday life and we don't even laugh at it! 

The young generation of yesterday was qualitatively different from the young generation of 

today. We could say that the youth of yesterday was more inclined to the mode of social beings, 

whereas the youth of today has ceased to be so.  

And this is the aching nerve of generational conflict. A social being of yesterday is an entity 

entirely different from the techno being of today. We may say the sentimental parental 

generation had all the trappings of 'social being' whereas the pragmatic young generation of 

today is steeped into 'techno being'.  



It would be quite innovative for an Indian social scientist to study 'the decisive role of digital 

technology in shaping the generational conflict of today'. This research is crying for attention 

because our very existence, our very being is formed and deformed by newer technological 

advances of the day.  

It appears as if, our being, our sense of existence is at loggerheads with our gadgets. But as you 

can't go back to cave again, similarly you also can't go back to pre-technological era. We have to 

make do with what is at hand. This will test our imagination and creative patience particularly 

that of young generation's. 

Once you know the impact of technology on human relationship, it would then provide new 

insights into the ongoing generational conflict. It would throw light on why the old and the 

young together have hit the wall of mutual communication.  

All these conflicting issues have created an unprecedented psychological stress in most 

households irrespective of their economic, cultural or educational differences. We are witnessing 

an almost similar nature of generational conflicts raging in urban and semi urban settings.  

Such heart wrenching conflicts are not a happy thing to happen and their fair adjudication eludes 

solution. The justice for one generation could result into injustice for the other. This is most 

distressing, thinks the old generation. Does the young generation too feel this distress? If yes, 

then, there is hope. If not, then how do we solve the most pressing problem of our age? Can the 

new generation remain indifferent to this question? 

Ever since evolution, man has been having a liner journey and thousands of generations of 'social 

animals' have come and gone. Between each of these generations, the raging of generational 

conflict cannot be denied. It means, such conflicts were as old as man. So when we talk about 

such conflict, we are talking about a biological imperative. It is natural for parents to give tender 

loving care to their children and equally natural for the young children to resist their parental 

authority. But such biological imperatives get dissolved seamlessly as the children in course of 

time grow into adulthood, assume responsibility of their lives and learn to moderate their intense 

longing for individual freedom.  

This new responsibility makes the rebel of yesterday, a conformist of today. But this is not 

ironical as some would make it sound; it is the most natural thing to occur in biological sphere. If 

you wish to raise a successful family, then better be a conformist than a rebel says the biological 

imperative.  

Adulthood necessarily means learning to negotiate with life. The predominantly dependent 

relationships become transactional as the child grows into an adult. This rule was followed by all 



the 'social animals' so far. The question is, whether the same rule applies to our mobile wielding 

'techno animals'? It would serve the generational conflict well, if it does. 

It must be noted that the techno being's idea of individual freedom is digitally constructed and 

not born out of concrete reality. Those titillating but flickering digital images of love, liberty, 

freedom and zest on screen are carefully sequenced to entice the avid young viewers. They hit 

the viewers where they should, and make them willing foot-soldiers of digital culture. Those 

ghosts like images on the digital screen are a trick of light and sound. But these images are 

addicting. They create an illusion of reality for the viewer. These images also push him into the 

darker realm of social amnesia where he forgets his immediate social reality. 

Disappearance of real to background and emergence of hyper-real to the foreground defines our 

digital culture. But those who are addicted to digital entertainment do not see the obvious. They 

are happy to receive what they get and happier still to forward what they consume, without any 

value addition to the original clip or audio.  

The digital culture, it must be stated, makes the viewer a real sucker. He takes but doesn't give 

and he hands over what he doesn't make. This militates against the norms of authentic culture 

where as a condition to participate in it; you have to give in order to receive. Most techno-beings 

have become suckers in this sense without ever knowing that they suck. It requires a little self 

knowledge to acknowledge this. 

Why make such a big deal about digital life? The young may ask furiously. It is a big deal 

because those images make you forget who you are. They create an illusion which is another 

word for confusion. Until this confusion is sorted out, the problem of digital mode of being will 

not be understood fully. And unless that is addressed the festering issue of generational conflict 

will remain as intractable as ever. 

Appearance and reality 

Ever since man came out of his prehistoric cave philosophers have been mulling over the 

question of what is appearance and what is reality? This question has not lost its philosophical 

hallow notwithstanding our current technocratic and digital advancement.   

But the same could sound funny to most people, young and old alike because it's utility in our 

time is suspect. What do you do when you know what is real and what is unreal? The young 

people may ask impatiently. Well, you can orient your life towards what is true and jettison what 

is untrue could be the simple answer.  

If you can't discriminate between the two, then you have a long way to realize your human 

potentials. Without going into the nitty-gritty of this philosophical question, let us be pragmatic 



and say that the direct physical contact is real and the indirect digital contact is an appearance. 

We can also say that the real is livelier than the digital and hence preferable.  

To understand the logic of 'appearance versus reality' binary, a close look at our day to day 

experience will be useful. This would involve sifting through our everyday experiences into two 

categories, digital and real or visceral and cerebral. Put the real in one box and digital in another. 

This experiential audit will give us an insight into our digitally controlled life style. 

As has been indicated before, the digital culture is a one way route where you only receive and 

don't give. In real culture you receive and give simultaneously. Watching a Netflix show and 

attending a political rally are two different experiences stimulating two different centers in the 

brain. Only receiving digital inputs impoverishes a person but giving something in return 

enriches him immensely. This ensures the person's cultural growth. 

Direct participation is the precondition of real culture but the same cannot be said about digital 

culture. And yet the viewer in digital culture gets completely absorbed in the experience. The 

love and loss, the high and low and the anger and passions on the screen shake him from inside 

out. But these digitally made emotional storms are essentially borrowed from outside. They 

make the viewer forget the real storms which rage within him. If he became aware of the storms 

within, he would be in a commanding position in his life for sure.  

The generational conflicts become intractable as parents are unable to forget the residual 

memory of real culture, and their young offsprings swear by the digital culture. The father is 

unaware about his son's belief systems, and the son is indifferent to his father's core faith. It is a 

fact that a conflict between the two generations of the same culture is easy to resolve than 

conflict between two generations following two different cultures. When later is the case, 'cancel 

culture' comes into play. 

In the pre-globalization era vertical social hierarchy still ruled and the old people learnt to 

suppress their emotions and remained tight lipped about their anxieties. But post globalization 

era created a world of social media where WhatsApp and Face Book became the tools of self 

expression. The new generation acquired these tools and learnt to articulate their suppressed 

emotions. And yet there is hardly any meeting ground between the two. We are witnessing a 

peculiar phenomenon of suppression of emotion by parents and free expression of emotion by 

their young children. This is the paradox of our techno time.  

The upshot of this conflict is there for everyone to see. More and more people are complaining 

of emotional stress. This has created traction for 'new age gurus' yoga teachers, nutritionists, 

fitness trainers etc. In addition to these wizards, there is also an increasing demand for the 

professionals like psychiatrists, clinical psychologists and family counselors. All these people 



may differ in their qualifications, but they agree with one another on what ails our young 

generation. It is the mental stress, they say in one voice.  

The epidemic of mental stress is spreading and young people are falling for this. Our prehistoric 

ancestors were exposed to severe stress thousands of years ago. For them to live each day was to 

fight death every day. Our young ones, thankfully, are spared of this life and death moments. Yet 

no one can guess what causes stress in out fun-loving, techno-savvy digital generation. It looks 

like anything can trigger stress in youthful mind. It is about time we address this issue 

objectively and holistically.  

Human Condition: 

We should be sensitive while dealing with stressful condition of our young people is the popular 

clinical refrain today. Our mental health experts keep telling us not to be judgmental about 

youth. 'Don’t have confrontation with youth, have dialogue with them' they urge us.  

But we forget that youth is a stage in human development like any other. However, the pop 

psychology and psychiatry privileges this stage over other stages of development. Such a youth 

centric discourse sounds good, but may not help them because instead of teaching youth to 

develop resilience through resistance, it mollycoddles them. This is a shortsighted view of the 

problem. 

A longsighted view would mean treating the human condition holistically and acknowledging 

that being human involves going through four different stages like childhood, youth, adulthood 

and old age. Each of these stages comes with its peculiar problem and no stage is superior to 

other. Mental health professionals would do well if they take totality of human condition into 

account. But today no popular clinical discourse seems to be taking this holistic view. It remains 

firmly rooted in clinical intervention by dispensing drugs ignoring a philosophical or spiritual 

approach. 

Such a fragmented clinical view may appeal youth, but may not help mitigate the generational 

conflict. What could help in this matter is to acknowledge the fact that human nature particularly 

that of youth has undergone a sea change over the last two decades due to technological 

advances. The younger techno-animals of today are arraigned against the older social animals of 

yesterday in the domestic setting because they are strangers to each other.  

This could be attributed to the glittery notion of individual freedom peddled by market economy 

and competitive commerce. The ubiquitous market forces encourage corrosive individualism 

among the youth. An example from consumer culture would make this point clear.  



Spicy chips called 'Kukure' are a favorite snack of young generation. This fast food comes with 

an interesting tag line: 'टेढा है फिर भी मेरा है'. It is crooked but it is mine, says the carefree 

youth teasingly.  

This tag line is a metaphor for the new version of individual freedom. No offence is intended 

here, but when young people ask freedom from the old ones, are they asking for Kukure or 

something else? is a question that our youth need to answer. 

A Dostoyveskian character comes to mind as we talk about the urge for individual freedom. In 

his novel 'Notes from Underground' an unnamed misanthrope retorts: 'my freedom does not just 

mean my welfare alone. It also means my freedom to destroy myself'. The same man, in the end 

warns the readers about the unbearable burden that comes with freedom. 'People who cry for 

freedom will be on their knees and urge their masters to bind them with the chains again if the 

real freedom is granted them'.  

This is the existentialist take on freedom. Those who know freedom from inside out know that it 

produces fear and trembling. Freedom is not free lunch; it is too complex an idea to be left to just 

one generation. It calls for deep reflection about human condition.  

And finally what do we do when we are free? This is the core question of freedom debate. 

Unless we have a credible answer to this question the issues of individual freedom and 

generational conflict will continue to elude us. 

Freedom is a composite deal. It comes with anxiety and responsibility. Freedom that comes 

without responsibility is a form of new slavery. Such a thing may produce short term pleasure, 

but will push its champion into the abyss of loneliness and alienation. To remain connected with 

one another in spite of social media is the challenge of our time. To find out one self is yet 

another challenge. Unless we know who we are, we can't know what kind of freedom is good for 

us.   

Who we are? 

It is a timeless question but worth our attention. The younger generation may feel this discourse 

tilted in favour of older generation. They may take offence to the metaphor of Kurkure and say 

they know the difference between fast food and freedom. They may also ask, what is this all 

about? Pitting one generation against another and being preachy is not exactly our idea of 

freedom, they might sulk and say. 

We are bogged down by global forces and are trying to garner new skill sets to be able to float in 

the turbid waters of uncertainty. You may preach to the birds if you like, but if you wish to 



address us, then understand our peculiar problems. Be a part of solution, not a part of our 

problem, the youth may retort in anger. 

With due considerations to their anxiety, let us try to know what is this beast called freedom? To 

know this we may have to become a little philosophical, a little more speculative. Are you ready 

for this adventure?   

Before we define freedom, let us see who is batting for this? Me. Who is this creature? Who am 

I? This question may sound a little trite, but it could open flood gates of self-enquiry. 

Who am I? Am I my face book profile? Stand in front of a mirror and ask this to yourself. Look 

deep into your own eyes and ask this question again. If the mirror tells you something else, then 

you have a new journey at your hand to find out who you are. There is immense scope for being 

philosophical in this journey. 

Am I as cool, as I say I am? Am I my social contacts? Am I those smart poses I strike in selfies? 

Am I someone who bats for free sex, orgies of pleasure and chemically augmented sense of 

bliss? Is the source of my freedom lies within me or it is outside me?  

The list of such searching questions could be made according to one's individualized inner drives 

and motives. But the crux of the matter lies in facing these questions with utmost sincerity. It is 

because we are grappling with the sacred idea of freedom that will take us to the core of our self 

identity.  

To reach at this core is to reach your own sense of being. All creatures from ant to antilope and 

from eel to elephant are endowed with the sense of being, but it is man who is self conscious 

about his own being. He strives to understand his own self by looking within. In philosophical 

lingo, it is called 'Self Realization'. Don’t be cowed down by this highfalutin sound. It means 

some hidden information about you and your sacred being.  

They say young generation has a stomach for risk taking and adventures. Finding out who you 

are? is an ultimate adventurous though it involves the risk of knowing your true nature. Such an 

adventure is bigger than fighting a tiger, chasing a king cobra or riding a motorbike at break neck 

speed. To reach a pinnacle of your own being through introspection is more rewarding than 

reaching an Everest peak. The pleasure is yours if you go for self-inquiry.  

Such an inquiry teaches you to differentiate between what is true and what is not true. It could 

also teach you to value real and shun digital. The raging generational conflict could abate if 

young and old start investigating into their own nature.  



What good is freedom if it keeps your lips parched and makes you heart melancholic? What has 

made our search for freedom futile in spite of our deep craving for it? What has been missing in 

our search? Did we ask the correct question? When young people start mulling over these 

questions, then we shall no more be talking about generational conflict but about the process of 

self-realization. 

And this will be cool! 

Vishram Gupte. 

Goa. 

 


