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Abstract

The aim of this article is to present the background and conditions in which the members of so-
called Generation X grew up. The term Generation X is used to describe people born between 1965 
and 1978 who lived in an unfriendly society which led a self-destructive life. The article further 
centers on the analysis of the lyrics of the Seattle music scene bands that reflect the feelings and 
problems of the young people.
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Introduction
The goal of this article, along with presenting the political situation in which children 
of the Generation x era grew up and introducing Generation x itself, is to point out the 
importance of their music, as it focuses on grunge – a subgenre of rock typical of this 
generation. 

The main part of the article is then dedicated to the analysis of the lyrics of the songs 
that resonated with the feelings experienced by many teenagers, particularly those coming 
from broken families, at a time of growing unemployment, poverty and increased drug use 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s. For the analysis I choose songs by three Seattle grunge 
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bands – Nirvana, Alice in Chains, and Pearl Jam. I choose these particular bands because 
I think the lyrics of their songs capture the spirit of Generation x in the best way. 

In the very last part of the article I will briefly address the significance of Kurt Cobain 
and discuss the reason why the grunge era is so far the last clearly distinguishable move-
ment in rock music.

The socio-economic situation in the u.s.A. in the 1980s and 1990s
Members of every generation have their own fears and expectations. Their opinions and 
actions are influenced by the society they are a part of. Hence it is necessary to provide 
a political and social background which should help us understand the problems young 
Americans were facing and fighting against in the 1980s and at the beginning of the 1990s.

The 1980s were characterized by the presidency of Ronald Reagan, who entered office 
in 1981. In order to fulfill his campaign promises of renewed prosperity, a decrease in 
inflation and lower taxes he introduced “Reaganomics” – a policy which was supposed 
to heal the American economy. However, a year after it had been introduced, the country 
found itself in the worst economic crisis since the 1930s. The reason for this failure was 
that while on the one hand there were large tax cuts, on the other there was enormous 
military spending. These two factors combined and caused the largest ever deficit to date. 
Moreover, Reagan offered help only to those whom he called “truly needy”. This meant 
that help was available only to people unable to work because of disability. Reagan’s 
recovery plan ended in a growth of unemployment, homelessness and business bankrupt-
cies. By 1983, over fifteen percent of the population was living under the poverty line 
(Brownlee and Graham 184). 

During the 1980s, drugs became one of the most visible and discussed issues in the 
United States. The Reagan administration decided to deal with the problem through the 
slogan “Just say no”, and President George H. W. Bush, who succeeded Reagan in 1989, 
promised that the drug problem would be his domestic priority. However, to prevent cities 
from being terrorized by street gangs and drug dealers, he decided to focus on arresting 
and indicting dealers and suppliers instead of informing people about the possible dangers 
drug use brings. As a result, about 375,000 babies were born addicted to cocaine or heroin 
in 1989 (Donaldson 240).

Moreover, Bush did not succeed in bringing down poverty (the second of his main 
domestic priorities), which remained the main issue during his presidency. People suf-
fering from poverty were dependent on government welfare checks and lived in inhuman 
conditions. For most of these people there was no way to escape and their dependency on 
the state had become permanent (Tindall, Shi 1258).

George H. W. Bush was succeeded by Bill Clinton, who entered office in 1993, at 
the time of a massive expansion of the personal computer and the Internet. However, for 
those who were poor and did not have the opportunity to work with new technologies, 
this meant nothing but an intensification of their unsuccessful future. Computers became 
essential for gaining educational and economic success. Hand in hand with this goes the 
fact that computers also widened the gap between the rich and the poor. Besides poverty, 
other problems that remained unresolved were unemployment, illiteracy and urban decay 
(Whitfield 131).
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generation X
The term Generation x1 was coined by the Canadian writer Douglas Coupland in his book 
entitled Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture. He portrayed young people born 
between the thirteen-year span of 1965 to 1978 as unproductive outcasts with no intention 
of achieving any goals in life but enjoying a materialistic lifestyle (67).

Being perceived by conformist society as futureless losers, x’ers (as members of Gen-
eration x are often called) despised it. And if there was anything that played a key role 
in defining the bleak attitude of Generation x toward society, it was music. Hand in hand 
with this goes the enormous importance of music icons and the influence they had on the 
target group. In the late 1980s and early 1990s a new genre of rock ‘n’ roll emerged; it 
originated in Seattle and it was called grunge. The term grunge has its roots in a slang word 
“grungy”, meaning dirty, old, and beaten-up. Originally, grunge described the sound of the 
loud, raw, jarring electric guitar. However, the word was soon used to describe the shaggy 
hair, flannel shirts and ragged jeans worn by the musicians and their fans, and, as time went 
by, it became used to describe a general attitude toward life (Pendergast 1255). With its 
roots in punk and garage rock and being part of the alternative rock music scene, grunge 
contrasted a loud, driving rock sound evoking feelings of anger, fear, and rebellion with 
soft and quiet melodies evoking feelings of sadness, alienation, loneliness, and depression.

As music was of such importance, there is no wonder that since its start in 1981, Music 
Television (MTV) had been one of the most important television channels of the late twen-
tieth century. MTV managed to pull together the two most important developments in 
popular culture during the post-World War II era: rock ‘n’ roll and television. As a result 
it subsequently became the main media representative of youth culture. Moreover, the 
popularity of MTV among young people had an enormous impact on the music industry 
as the video clips for the songs became an extremely important part of getting music to 
the listeners. 

In October, 1991, “Smells Like Teen Spirit” – a song by the Seattle band Nirvana – 
debuted in the U.S. charts. Jeff Gordinier, an American essayist, describes the premiere of 
the song as “[s]omething that will always loom large in the Gen-x brainpan. Here’s where 
the x’ers take over … This is the sound of a generation” (9). 

The video clip of the song takes place in a high school gymnasium. The band is playing 
in the middle surrounded by bleachers full of “disaffected youths”. There is also a team of 
cheerleaders with the red anarchy symbol stitched to their uniforms. At the end of the song, 
the youths charge to the floor and, while Kurt Cobain2 is screaming “A denial”, destroy the 
set. Kyle Anderson, an assistant editor at Spin3 magazine, summarizes the importance of 
the song by saying that “[v]ideos where young people rebel and destroy things were noth-
ing new, but it’s actually more important to notice what the kids aren’t doing – they aren’t 
giving a damn. They look bored, even as the band rocks out in front of them” (50–51).

The lyrics of the song resonate with feelings many young people had at that time:

It’s fun to lose and to pretend
And I forget just why I taste
Oh, yeah, I guess it makes me smile
I found it hard, it’s hard to find
Oh well, whatever, nevermind
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These lines imply feelings of alienation and confusion. The act of “not giving a damn”, 
pointing to the nihilistic attitudes of x’ers, can also be seen there. 

The lines “Our little tribe has always been / And always will until the end”, as well as 
the line “Here we are now, entertain us”, imply that the people of Generation x were and 
would be visible and that attention should be paid to what they felt. The very last line of 
the song, “A denial”, which is repeated nine times, describes Generation x’s stance toward 
the government and society, denying the attempts at putting x’ers aside. This song was 
revolutionary because it showed the people that they were not alone. There was someone 
who felt the same way. Those were the reasons why the song became the anthem of Gen-
eration x.

With the song being an instant success, Cobain felt his band was being pushed into 
supporting a youth revolution against the oppression and neglect of the society. In the eyes 
of angry and frustrated teenagers he soon became the unofficial spokesman for Generation 
x. He expressed his protest against the pressure people were putting on him by saying: 
“How dare you put that kind of fucking pressure on me. It’s stupid” (qtd. in Gordinier 15). 
He expressed this feeling even in “Smells Like Teen Spirit” in a line saying “I feel stupid 
and contagious”. In a 1992 interview Cobain added: “I’m a spokesman for myself. It just 
so happens that there’s a bunch of people that are concerned with what I have to say. I find 
that frightening at times because I’m just as confused as most people. I don’t have answers 
for anything. I don’t want to be a fucking spokesperson” (qtd. in Wise 228).

Growing up during the presidency of Ronald Reagan, members of Generation x had 
to face a lot of problems and insecurities. The rising rates of divorce and separation, as 
well as the obsessive work ethic that led many parents to place more importance on their 
careers and materialistic goals rather than on their families, had created a growing percent-
age of both single-parent and dysfunctional households. As a result of this fact, x’ers were 
growing up in complete disharmony in their family unit (Wolfe 61).

If there is a song that symbolizes the struggles of teenage people in a world where no 
one tried to understand their problems and everyone either overlooked or despised them, 
it is a song by another Seattle band, Pearl Jam, called “Jeremy” (1991). The song begins 
with portraying a young boy drawing a picture of what he imagines his life should be like. 
He wants to mean something in the world and longs for recognition and respect from the 
people around him:

At home
Drawing pictures
Of mountain tops
With him on top
Lemon yellow sun

But as the song progresses we learn that neither his mother nor his father care about him 
and his feelings. He has been neglected throughout his childhood and does not feel loved 
by anyone. As a result the child feels humiliated and useless:

Daddy didn’t give attention
To the fact that mommy didn’t care
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King Jeremy the wicked
Ruled his world

The second verse of the song describes Jeremy as the target of bullying at school. The 
unusual feature of the verse is that it is told from the point of view of the bully, not Jeremy. 
The bully speaks about the boy who at least at first sight seemed innocent and tame:

Clearly I remember
Pickin’ on the boy
Seemed a harmless little fuck

But then the bully realizes that what he has done to Jeremy throughout the years combined 
with the neglect and indifference he felt from his parents hurt Jeremy much more than 
anyone expected:

But we unleashed a lion
Gnashed his teeth

How could I forget
He hit me with a surprise left
My jaw left hurting
Dropped wide open
Just like the day
Like the day I heard

Daddy didn’t give affection
And the boy was something that mommy wouldn’t wear
King Jeremy the wicked
Ruled his world

The song ends in an absolutely unexpected way. Jeremy, being frustrated and humiliated, 
comes to a classroom, opens his mouth, puts a gun in it and shoots himself in front of his 
classmates. His suicide is expressed by the line “Jeremy spoke in class today“, which con-
cludes the song. The line is plain and simple. It shows Jeremy being in control of his life 
for the very first time. He takes responsibility for his own life and kills himself in front of 
everyone to show the inner strength he has developed in the course of time.

The theme of the song is disturbing enough as it shows how far dysfunctional family 
and school problems can go. The fact that is even more disturbing is that the song is based 
on a real event. In 1991, a 16-year old boy named Jeremy Wade Delle shot himself in front 
of his classmates in Richardson, Texas (Miller). Eddie Vedder, Pearl Jam’s lead singer and 
songwriter, read the article in the newspapers and decided to write a song about it.

The song itself was a subject of controversy because there were people who thought it 
glorified suicide and therefore disapproved of it being played on the radio. Vedder had to 
explain that in no way did he mean to glorify suicide and that he just wanted to stress the 
problem of teenage people who are being bullied at school and have no one to talk to at 
home. He also wanted to point out the consequences of such neglect and oppression. 
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The lyrics of the song resonated with the feelings of the members of Generation x 
as it spoke directly to them and represented something they understood and could relate 
to. There were many young people that lived in similar conditions and experienced what 
Jeremy had to go through. Many of them found no comfort at home (either because their 
parents were divorced or because they paid no attention to what their children felt) and 
as a result they felt alienated and uprooted. Kurt Cobain (1967–1994), whose parents 
divorced when he was seven years old, said in an interview that:

Every parent made the same mistake. I don’t know exactly what it is, but my story 
is exactly the same as ninety percent of everyone my age. Everyone’s parents got 
divorced and everyone’s personalities are practically the same. There’s just a handful 
of people my age, there’s maybe five different personalities and they’re all kind of 
intertwined with one another. (qtd. in Wise 153–154)

In the quote Cobain talks of the people who share his experience of being a child from 
a divorced marriage. It proves that he was not alone and that the majority of young people 
of his age had the very same experience. The divorce of his parents was a traumatic expe-
rience for Cobain and had an enormous impact on the shaping of his personality. He later 
expressed his feelings about it in a song called “Serve the Servants” (1993). The line “That 
legendary divorce is such a bore” shows how Cobain perceived the divorce. In the very 
same song, he also expressed his feelings toward his father:

As my bones grew they did hurt
They hurt really bad
I tried hard to have a father
But instead I had a dad

I just want you to know that
I don’t hate you anymore
There is nothing I could say
That I haven’t thought before

In the years after his parents’ divorce, the emotionally devastated Cobain started skip-
ping school and began experimenting with drugs. Opiates like marijuana, LSD and later 
heroin helped him forget about his stressful home life (Azerrad 34). As a result, he devel-
oped a drug addiction, which can be seen in some of his songs; particularly in a song called 
“Dumb” (1993) where he sings:

My heart is broke
But I have some glue
Help me inhale
And mend it with you
We’ll float around
And hang out on clouds
Then we’ll come down
And have a hangover
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In this song the urge to escape from everyday struggles is visible as Cobain wants to “hang 
out on clouds” and then “have a hangover”. He does not want to think about his real life 
problems; he wants to build a world where he can go and be free of trouble that his life 
on earth brings. The other song that reflects his addiction is “Pennyroyal Tea” (1993) and 
its lines “I’m on warm milk and laxatives / Cherry-flavored antacids”, which may refer to 
the condition of his body suffering from heroin withdrawal. One of the known effects of 
heroin withdrawal is constipation, hence the “warm milk and laxatives”. There are other 
lines in the song referring to heroin addiction, but these lines seem to confirm the notion 
that this song is primarily about the withdrawal.

As a result of Cobain’s ongoing drug use, conflicts with his mother intensified. As his 
behavior toward his mother became unbearable, she evicted him from their home. Having 
no place to go, Cobain was forced to live on the streets (True 15). Seven years later, he 
described this experience in one of his most famous and haunting songs called “Something 
in the Way” (1991). The following lines, full of loneliness and despair, show the mental 
state he was in and the impact living on the streets had on him: 

Underneath the bridge
The tarp has sprung a leak
And the animals I’ve trapped
Have all become my pets
And I’m living off of grass
And the drippings from the ceiling
But it’s okay to eat fish
‘Cause they don’t have any feelings

Cobain’s search for comfort and escape from the struggles of everyday life in drugs was 
nothing out of the ordinary as many children became involved with them. Marijuana was 
a part of the teenage years of x’ers. However, marijuana was not always the only drug 
children encountered. In many cases it led to hallucinogens like LSD and mescaline and 
later to harder substances such as cocaine, methamphetamine and heroin. Heroin seemed 
to be the perfect drug choice for Generation x. Known as a drug of solitude and isolation, 
heroin offered an escape from the alienated world (Furek 2). Moreover, an active pursuit 
of self-destruction caused by its use was part of the philosophy of nihilism and self-hatred 
typical of the members of Generation x. Apart from Cobain there were dozens of grunge 
musicians addicted to heroin. The best-known ones were singers Andrew Wood and Layne 
Staley.4

Plenty of Layne Staley’s lyrics were heavily influenced by his heroin addiction. For 
instance all of the lyrics on Alice in Chains’ second album Dirt focus on emotionally heavy 
topics like depression, anger, death, and mainly drug use. In the song “Junkhead” (1992) 
he presents his drug use as something extraordinary. Moreover, unlike some drug addicts, 
he is fully aware of his addiction and he does not regret it. The lyrics also glorify drug 
users and show that Staley despises the society for being too shallow:

Seems so sick to the hypocrite norm
Running their boring drills
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But we are an elite race of our own
The stoners, junkies, and freaks

Are you happy? I am, man

Content and fully aware
Money, status, nothing to me
‘Cause your life is empty and bare

The song also suggests that people that have nothing to do with drugs will never under-
stand what it is like to be a “junkie”. The lyrics also imply that if the non-addicted peo-
ple unchained their minds and liberated themselves from their conformist attitudes, they 
would surely become one of them:

You can’t understand a user’s mind
But try, with your books and degrees
If you let yourself go and opened your mind
I’ll bet you’d be doing like me
And it ain’t so bad

Another song off of the Dirt album called “Hate to Feel” (1992) implies that Staley has 
come a long way from glorifying heroin to the phase of awareness of the effect the drug 
has on him. The lyrics show that a person who once felt the ecstasy and emotional freedom 
heroin brings has now become fully dependent on it:

Pin cushion5 medicine
Used to be curious
Now the shit’s sustenance

In the song “Dirt” (1992) Staley once again expresses his agony of being addicted to 
the substance that has taken control over his life. The lyrics also evoke the feelings of 
despair as Staley says he does not want to live anymore because his life has been literally 
destroyed by the drug:

I have never felt such frustration
Or lack of self control
I want you to kill me
And dig me under, I wanna live no more

You, you are so special
You have the talent to make me feel like dirt
And you, you use your talent to dig me under
And cover me with dirt

“God Smack” (1992), another song from Dirt, shows that Staley is starting to regret his 
involvement with heroin. The song also shows a very important factor concerning people 
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addicted to drugs. For many of them the drug becomes some kind of religion and they tend 
to worship it like God:

What in God’s name have you done?
Stick your arm for some real fun
So your sickness weighs a ton
And God’s name is smack for some 

Alice in Chains’ guitar player Jerry Cantrell, who, along with the other members of the 
band, unsuccessfully tried to convince Staley to fight his “demon” and to live a life free 
of heroin, sums up the overall feel of the album as follows: “It’s a dark album, but it’s not 
meant to be a bummer. It starts out with a really young, naïve attitude in “Junkhead”, like 
drugs are great! Then it progresses, there’s a little bit of realization of what it’s about … 
and that ain’t what it’s about” (qtd. in Yarm 380). Cantrell’s words imply that although 
drugs and the ecstatic effect they have on a human body and mind may seem very attrac-
tive to those whose life feels senseless, their real effect is a complete destruction of people 
who are not cautious enough and get caught in their trap. 

Obviously, drugs and heroin in particular are not exclusively linked with Generation x 
and grunge bands. Many musicians like Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Keith Richards, Bob 
Dylan, Eric Clapton and others were addicted to the drug in the past. However, it can be 
said that, with grunge musicians and young people coming from a broken home and look-
ing for comfort and understanding, heroin became the most popular drug in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s and thus can be considered as the drug of Generation x.

The lives of three major personalities of the grunge movement and entire Generation 
x were destroyed by drugs. Andrew Wood died in 1990, Kurt Cobain in 1994 and Layne 
Staley in a way closed the circle when he died in 2002. But it was the death of Kurt Cobain 
that struck both the grunge movement and Generation x the most. 

As has already been mentioned, Cobain was perceived by young people as a spokes-
man for their generation. Cobain, however, did not know how to cope with such respon-
sibility and the pressure that it brings, and committed suicide. It is extremely important 
to point out that although drugs played a significant part in his deteriorating mental and 
physical health, it was something or someone else that pulled the trigger.

Fred Woodward, a regular contributor to the Rolling Stone6 magazine, depicts the char-
acter and significance of Kurt Cobain as follows:

Kurt Cobain never wanted to be the spokesman for a generation, though that does 
not mean much: Anybody who did would never have become one. It is not a role 
you campaign for. It is a thrust upon you, and you live with it. Or don’t. People 
looked to Kurt Cobain because his songs captured what they felt before they knew 
they felt it. Even his struggles – with fame, with drugs, with his identity – caught the 
generational drama of the time … At 27, Kurt Cobain wanted to disappear, to erase 
himself, to become nothing. His suicide was the ultimate cry of desperation and an 
act of anger. (8–9)

Woodward’s comment stating that Cobain’s suicide was both a “cry of desperation and 
an act of anger” proves that Cobain wanted to relieve the pressure that was put on him by 
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society. It was the expectations of the generation of people that looked at him as if he was 
an all-knowing divine presence. Yet Cobain was one of them. He was as confused as the 
people who looked up to him. He did not want to be someone who is expected to stand for 
the ideas of an entire generation. At the end of his life he was just a puppet of the corporate 
machinery of both the music industry and the mainstream audience that was attracted to 
him because of his success.

We can argue that a movement or even a generation cannot depend on only one person. 
But the fate of the grunge movement and Generation x shows exactly the opposite. With 
the death of Kurt Cobain the grunge era came to an end because it lost its unity. For both 
grunge and Generation x, Kurt Cobain represented a symbol, an icon people could look up 
to. When he died, there was no one to look up to anymore. Since his death, there has not 
been any musician of such importance to a particular group of people.

The question is why there has not been any such strong movement in rock music ever 
since the grunge era ended. The main reason for this may lie in the decay of art and perhaps 
more importantly in people’s needs to express their visions through art. According to the 
French philosopher and cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard, the decay of art is caused by 
mass culture and what it does to human perception. Baudrillard argues that mass culture7 
transformed the understanding of the temporality of a work of art. In the past, culture had 
its roots in the values that proved to be relevant over the course of time and to which the 
present referred. The work of mass culture does not carry any values and is not created to 
last. It has no history, nothing to refer to (91). It always exists only for a short period of 
time – with the key word of mass culture being “now” – and therefore it cannot be of any 
significant importance.

It can be concluded that people’s loss of desire to perceive art as something that would 
have a long-lasting impact on their minds and spirits subsequently leads to the fact that 
movements representing and embodying important values no longer have a chance to arise. 
Therefore, I believe the grunge movement could remain the last distinguishable movement 
for a very long time. 

Conclusion
The character of the American young people born between 1965 and 1978 and growing up 
in the 1980s and early 1990s was formed by uncertainty, disillusionment, poverty, neglect 
and oppression. They were rejected by the society, which thought of them as futureless 
losers who needed no care and attention. The youths, feeling betrayed, were trying to find 
the comfort in drugs and a self-destructive lifestyle.

The members of so-called Generation x, like many others before them, expressed their 
anger and discontentment through music. They even developed their very own sub-genre 
called grunge. The Seattle scene bands’ songs resonated with feelings many teenagers in 
the United States had at that time, so the youths could easily identify themselves with the 
musicians, who soon became the icons of the whole generation.

Kurt Cobain, the man who involuntarily became the spokesperson for the entire genera-
tion, did not know how to cope with fame and his position as an influential rock ‘n’ roll 
icon. His struggles with drug addiction, and his inability to be someone who is expected 
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to provide solutions to everyone’s problems, led him to suicide. His death ended the entire 
grunge era and resulted in a disintegration of the spirit of Generation x.

Notes
1 The origin of the term Generation x can be interpreted as follows: As the letter x is the math-

ematical symbol for unknown and represents an amorphous quantity, but can also be interpreted 
as to cross something out, the term Generation x defines an unknown group that could be rejected 
from society.

2 Kurt Cobain was Nirvana’s front man.
3 Spin is a music magazine founded in 1985.
4 Andrew Wood (1966–1990) and Layne Staley (1967–2002) were singers of Seattle bands 

Mother Love Bone and Alice in Chains respectively. Both of them died of a heroin overdose.
5 Pin cushion is a slang expression that stands for a person addicted to heroin. So pin cushion 

medicine stands for heroin itself. 
6 Rolling Stone is a U.S.-based magazine devoted to music, politics, and popular culture founded 

in 1967.
7 The expansion of mass culture is closely connected with globalization and the development of 

modern technologies such as the Internet.
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