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The image of generations – The generation of images 

The problem of generation in the approach of visual culture 

 

Abstract 

 

The present research aims at the analysis of cultural conditions of communication among 

generations in terms of the pictorial turn. My initial supposition is that treating the generation and 

the image problem jointly highlights the dinamic and continuous nature of both concepts, and it 

offers practical assistance in the enhancement of efficiency of the communication among 

generations. The philosophical and the contemporary image theory approach of the generation 

concept and of the generation problem serves a double purpose: on the one hand it offers a deeper 

understanding of the being of the generation and helps in the clarification of the prejudices through 

the reconsideration of the generational relations and through the postmodern paradigm review of 

the queries of the generational shifts; on the other hand it underlines the necessity of the formation 

of a more conscious visual culture in the elder generation as well as in the upcoming one. 

The problem of generations will be presented through some concrete image analyses, 

starting with the notion of biological generation across of the social and philosophical generation 
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concept. The present research demonstrates that the sensual images in the traditional sense can even 

display intricate philosophical contents, they can assist in understanding the problem of 

generations, but on the other hand the „static images” vehicled by the generation theories may 

hinder or misdirect the generational communication. The „generation of images” helps us see the 

„image of generations” in an unobscured way. 

The recent visual culture research raises several problems related to generation. 

Neurobiologists, informaticians, art historians work on deciphering the power of image and its 

influence on the upcoming generations. The problem of generational communication in the context 

of visual culture can be discussed only from an interdisciplinary perspective. On the one hand the 

issues related to generations arise in the context of social sciences, on the other hand the philosophy 

being „focused entireness” comprises the demand of interdisciplinarity. As nowadays visuality is 

specifically in the center of attention, it is imperative to approach the question of generations from 

the perspective of visual culture theories, because this construction is able to anayse those human 

relations, which have come into existence through the „creations” taking effect inside and among 

cultures. Visual culture research as research theory specifically offers the analysis of visuality, its 

substance and fuctioning by applying the approaches of all the sciences handling visuality, without 

being solely determined by these. Visual culture research is research theory, research subject and 

research method at the same time. 

Human experience has become visual and visualised in a way never experienced before – 

predicates Nicholas Mirzoeff. The citizens of the industrial and postindustrial societies live today in 

visual cultures to such an extent that at this point the present is clearly detached from the past. The 

globalization of visuality requires new means of understanding.  The approaches anaysing the 

visual creations, their way of functioning and their effect are crucial from the perspective of the 

present research: art history and theory, film and media theory, critical theory, cultural 

anthropology, sociology and psychology. The studies of art philosophy, visual anthropology and 

the phenomenological researches of visual experience, which perceive and display the image as a 

process, being in interaction and in terms of intersubjectivity, are of great importance.   

The title of my thesis is not a simple game of notions. The analysis of the correlative 

connotations of the image and generation notions is not a matter of fashion or style – or rhetorical 

artifice –, but it implies the moment of cognition. When we cognize the implications of notions – 

states Gadamer – we realise that the connotations of the expression enhance the lucidity of the 

expression. The research requires of philosophy concepts which are scientifically rewievable, 

therefore it is not a negligible logical task to remark the interference among words of various 

lingoes, technical terms and word-plays of everyday language use.  Furthermore Gadamer presents 

the problem of the universality of cognition and that of the truth of the method through the example 
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of cognition. Gadamer’s image ontology, his view of the image and its mode of existence plays a 

crucial role in the comprehension of the generational problems in terms of visuality. 

For the structure of my thesis I considered the problem-centered approach suitable.  On the 

one hand the generational and historical divisions into periods present the generation in such rigid 

images, that they hinder seeing the question of generations in its depth and reality. On the other 

hand the historical outline of the theories focusing on the image and on the generation exceeds not 

only the limits of the research but it is also an impossible task to fulfill. The chronological ranking 

of the problems has been of great help in the systematization of the studied themes.  

The first chapter traces the characteristics of visual culture and it is centered on those turns 

and question generated by these, which signal more trenchantly the problems related to the turns; at 

the same time the word „turn” itself indicates that the notion of „turning away from” implies the 

entity that we turn away from and the one that we turn to. The starting point of the pictorial turn is 

the linguistic turn, which is related to the crisis of the world pictures, crisis of the totalizing grand 

narratives. As a matter of fact, the boundaries in the generational shift work as connectors. The 

visual theories which argue for the continuity of images play an important role in terms of the 

generational problems, such as the theories referring to the mode of existence of images, to the 

inseparability of words and images, of image–body–medium, theories that allow of creating an 

anthology of images and generations as entities existing in time. 

The second chapter outlines the approaches of different sciences focusing on the generation 

and the generational shift, identifying those instances where the question of generations points to 

visuality. Such instances are the approach determined by the generational paradigm, the cultural 

patternedness, the generational identity, the ideology, etc. Any empirical approach of the 

generational reference of the human existence attracts the attention to two important points – states 

Veress Károly – the relation to time, as well as to the relations among individuals, respectively the 

connections resulting from the combination of these. The generational relations as relations existing 

in time are at the same time visually determined too, not only under the contemporary visual 

circumstances referred to as the new epoch of images, but also in the dimensions of existence at all 

times.  

The generational existence extracts the human existence from the authentic temporal 

existence, time becomes objectified in the generation. Each generation is an embodiment of the 

objectified time. A generation turns into the image of its own era. At the same time the generational 

existence is related to the elemental historicity of human existence: a generation grows into an 

inherited existential interpretation. The images are historically accessible patterns of the 

generational state of being. 
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The third and the fourth chapters thematically group those research directions, which 

display the generation as a rigid image or as a dependance of the visual technologies. The 

enumeration starting with the generational labels and continuing with various movements, world 

pictures and ideologies leads to that range of generational theories, which – in the past 20 years 

almost exclusively – identify the generations with the continuously appearing generation of visual 

technologies. I tried to perform the classification so that to emphasize those main characteristics, 

which reveal the pitfalls of the above mentioned generational approaches, nevertheless, I also try to 

find in these images the possibility to step out of the frame and to point out the continuity of the 

generational existence. The section about the generational memory studied in the chapter focusing 

on the image of the generations reinforces this supposition. 

The fourth chapter contains concrete analyses of images (interpretations of works). Each 

image tries to map the concept of the generation. My supposition is that each image illustrating the 

generational existence reveals the historicity of the generation, its process character, which is 

exposed also in its visuality. I interpret the presented works as metapictures of the generational 

state of being. At the same time each work highlights a specific approach of the generation concept: 

these images display the biological, family- and social visual representations of the generation 

concept, while the topical issuess appearing in the various perspectives emerge too: the identity, the 

self-concept, the memory and the question of memory. 

Consequently it can be concluded, that the visual culture – as W. J. T. Mitchell also states – 

rests not only on the interpretation of images, but also on the description of that social field, which 

incorporates the constructions of look, identity, memory and imagination. The aim of my research 

has been to reveal the generational references of the visual culture theories. I have been trying to 

unravel the way the social phenomena become visually embodied in the generations and in their 

representations, and the way the practices of the acquisition of knowldge and of the visual 

cognition work in the generational existential processes. My initial hypothesis has been that we 

must look for the roots of the visual culture research in the social intersubjective relations. The 

generational experience becomes visualized in the generational approach, in the behavioural 

patterns and in the generational ideologies. The generations reveal themselves as visual culture 

carriers too. During the study of the generational problem it has become clear that the scientific 

researches might take on an ideological form when defining the generational problem. The 

generation researches have been characterized by the belief in development, in the generational 

evolution rooted in the enlightenment, which comprehends the prospects directed towards the 

future generation, but it also comprises the fear that the upcoming generations will not be able to 

measure up to the theoretically ever-increasing expectations. 
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Related to the image and visuality I have tried to take account of every factor, which 

appears as a problem in the context of the image concept regarding the visual culture research. I 

have come to the conclusion that the generations are connected to all types of images, including the 

physical pictures, as works of art, the various visual technologies and the mental and verbal images 

too. 

The generational issue is related to the issue of images and visuality in a two-fold measure: 

on the one hand the generations can be considered as image consumers, on the other hand they may 

become embodied in the images as subjects of concrete physical pictures, or they turn into 

mediums, bodies of images in their own physical way of being. 

For one thing I have presented in the fourth chapter in detail that the relation of the 

generations with the physical images is carried, according to the contemporary generation 

researches, by its definiteness or (definition?) by the newest digital technologies. It can be noted, 

that in the horizon of these investigations the generations can be defined in terms of the amount and 

the kind of images they consumed or are consuming. The raised issue is strongly connected to the 

critical culture studies, being extended in terms of every visual technology.  

On the other hand the generations can become objectified in the physical images, as photo-

„models”, or as themes of work of arts. The social photographs of the generational manifestations 

represent a specific kind of the generational images. They are superficial, but they still reveal some 

substantial features. In this sense those types of images are also important, which form the group of 

the illegitimate images. These are those verbal (labels, stigmata, ideologies) or mental images 

(conceptions, imaginary images, memories, pictures of the future), through which the generations 

reveal themselves in the concrete form of images, which are though not perceived in their physical 

sense. 

The meaning of the concept of the image as a representation in the existential interpretation 

„from generation to generation” is formulated principally in the generation interpretation of the 

Jewish - Christian culture. My research is defined by a question sprung from the inner image, 

namely how the  world picture of a culture – in the present case the world view of the jewish 

christian culture – determines the image of the generations, and what happens with this image with 

reference to interculturality, in the era of the globalisation of the images. Various questions, 

concerns emerge from the subject, having in view the generations holding on to traditions. But 

from another perspective the Christian world picture often appears in the image of the demand of 

entireness, of the cultural universality, of the highness-conscience, which makes inercultural 

communication impossible in space and time. According to my hypothesis the openness of the 

European cultural tradition reveals itself forcefully in the visual and generational approach of the 

Jewish - Christian culture.  The positive aspects of the pictorial turn in their origin can be found in 
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the visual approach of the Bible, and this has been until today a reliable reference to know one’s 

way around in the multitude of images. The generational and intercultural communication is 

conditioned amid the challenges of the visual technologies too. As we can see, the issue of 

generations is related to any radically different use of the image concept, and these usages pose 

specific questions to be urgently answered in terms of the generational problem. 

In the contemporary generation theories, with the problematisation of the image–text 

dichotomy, the western text-centered culture projects its reservations, fears related to the images on 

the younger generations. The pictorial turn poses a problem in two senses regarding the upcoming 

generations: on the one hand by means of the excessive spread and use of the images, on the other 

hand due to the replacement of the „world-as-a-text” by the „world-as-a-picture”. The pedagogical, 

cognitive psychological disquisitions on the threaths of the cultural studies, which accordingly 

effect the athrophy of the language and of the abstract thinking, are particularly important; in a 

similar manner the newest technologies functioning as memory prosthesis threaten the integrity of 

the memory. 

Further problems are generated by those questions related to visuality, which concerning the 

generations manifest themselves in the concepts of look, face and power in the critical cultural 

researches marking the specific direction of visual cultural studies. The question of look can be 

problematized also in relation to the generational social photograph: how do I see, regard a 

generation. As far as the eye of the camera is at least that much detectable, as the photographed 

object itself, it means in terms of generation, that I perceive my generation as well as the preceding 

one from the perspective of my own generation. So in the look of the viewer their own generational 

belonging can be detected too. It can also be observed in the case of portraits, that the subject of the 

photograph looks at the person who is actually taking the photograph, possibly they look back the 

way they are looked at, or the way they are desired to look. In the statically recorded images – may 

that be a concrete physical picture, a mental or verbal image – the subordinated status of the viewed 

to the viewer, its object-existence deprived of the free cognition becomes often self-evident. The 

generation is consigned to the look which is looking at them, and usually desiring to own them. 

This relation may intensify the hierarchical rapports based on the social habits and practice among 

the generations: we can talk, in the sense mentioned above, about the relations of child-parent, 

disciple-teacher, young-elderly. But while in the archaic societies and in the modern era the 

previous generations, the elderly occupy the higher position in the hierarchy, today we witness the 

formation of a conversed hierarchy, just thereby that the visual culture of the younger generation is 

more developed, they are more proficient in handling the visual technologies. This way the 

discourses about the generations carry the prejudices towards the other’s inferiority. The verbal 

images, the generational ideologies being transformed into images, which have streamed in the 
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everyday discourse through the pedagogical and sociological theories, may harm the self-

perception of the generation of a certain epoch. 

In terms of the generations, the issue of generation does not concern only the observing of 

the political-economical power standing behind the technological mediums or the cognition of the 

power of images (as visual media). The upcoming generation must be protected not only from the 

power of the media, but also from the power of the negative utopian images projected on them. 

What kind of marks does the education, the role model leave in a generation? Whose interest is 

represented in a certain generation view or epoch picture? As no image is void of the power 

relations, is not the same what kind of picture do we look at or „believe” in. The images take effect 

on us, influence us, they force their point of view on us. The images are able to appoint the 

viewer’s physical, social, cultural-intellectual position. The images construct relations among us.  

Regarding the power of images I would like to emphasize those approaches which view the 

modernist image- and mediacriticism in a critical way. I argue for the plurality of views against the 

totalization of the image and the spectacle, and I underline the idea that this plurality is materialized 

in the embodiment of the generational existence. My purpose is not only to attenuate the rhetoric 

which assumes the power of images. Moreover I consider essential to clarify the question of power 

of the images, not principally the extent of the power – as Mitchell formulated too – but the way the 

power of images works. Mitchell encourages us to question what the images want. In this manner 

he holds a mirror in front of us, in which we can see our own image. In the institutionally 

formulated willingness, in the image mirrored in it, our own face becomes visible. 

In the visual appearance of the generations the real nature of the images comes into sight, 

the fact, that the images have no limit, that the frame is not the boundary of the image. The images 

are not objects confined in themselves, as the generations are not entities locked in themselves. The 

structure of the generational shift has no trenchant limits. The boundary does not only separate, but 

it also connects. Each image is a link to another one. In this sense the generations reveal themselves 

as metapictures. 

At the same time the study of the visual representation of the generations indicates that, 

paradoxically, we consider the images of the generations only from the outside, we objectify them. 

The visual culture researches, the understanding of the concept and functioning of the image helps 

us realise, that we are represented in the image too. 
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