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Portrait of Youth in the 90's:
Generational Experience and Fictional Nostalgia

Namog Kim, Dongguk University

Abstract

This study analyzes the generational identity and the politics of nostalgia as
represented in the literature of writers born in the 1970s who entered university
in the early 1990s. The 1990s in South Korea are commonly described through
narratives of cultural expansion, the rise of consumerism, and the advent of a
depoliticized era following democratization. Dominant discourses of the time
emphasized "self-development" and "individualization," often highlighting personal
agency over collective ideology. However, such narratives marginalize the generation
that entered university between 1989 and 1992. Unlike the iconic "386 generation"
who are symbolically linked to democratization, or the late-90s cohorts associated
with consumer identity, this group occupies a liminal and often neglected position.
The central memory repeatedly evoked in their literary works is "May 1991,"
referring to the wave of student self-immolations and the final mobilizations of
Hanchongryun (the South Korean Federation of University Student Councils).
This collective memory reflects a desire to reclaim and re-signify political
experiences of youth that have been erased or distorted in official historical
narratives. The nostalgia in their literature is not a sentimental return to the past
but rather a form of reflective nostalgia—a retrospective self-interrogation and
emotional reconstruction that enables the redefinition of generational identity.
Therefore, these acts of literary remembrance constitute the formation of an
emotional community grounded in shared affect, functioning as a form of "the
politics of nostalgia" that challenges dominant historical discourses and

reconstructs collective memory from the margins.

Keywords: 1970s Generation, University Students of the 1990s, Generation, Genera-
tional Experience, Generational Identity, Literary Nostalgia.Youth,
Politics of Memory.
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