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Generation Jan: The Xers as Middle Children

By Matt Henry

Introduction: Marcia, Marcia, Marcia!

Every generation has their collective texts, that collection of pop culture media that binds the generational cohort together, and ultimately brands them. The Baby Boomers had Elvis, The Mickey Mouse Club, and James Dean. Generation X had new wave music, the films of John Hughes, and The Transformers. Generation Y (or the Millennials as many prefer, because they’re just too special to be compared to anyone else) has hip hop, Pokemon, and Dude, Where’s My Car? As much as these artifacts are influenced by focus group research on their respective audiences, they also create and perpetuate influences on their respective audiences. It’s that awkward conundrum of the chicken and egg that pop culture scholars spend their careers trying to pinpoint. Did the American family of the baby boom create the Cleavers, or did the Cleavers create the portrait of the American family, as television audiences tried to emulate what they saw? Did John Hughes know kids like Farmer Ted and Samantha Baker, and thus base the characters on real people, or did his media interpretation of upper middle class midwestern adolescents instead create a generation of teenagers who took their identity cues from his films—much as Madonna single-handedly saved the lace-glove and plastic bangle bracelet industry in 1984 by spawning a horde of wannabes.

Of the pantheon of Gen X pop culture media, few artifacts are as pervasive as The Brady Bunch. Movies were often limited in scope of influence because of monetary access for tickets, and video games had a merciless appetite for quarters. While music was more pervasive, the top-40 format ensured the eventual antiquation of popular songs, to make room for new ones, making recorded media the only real way to have constant access to a shared song. Recorded media, again, required money to possess and play. But broadcast television was free, and by the 1970s most families not only had one television, but several families had at least one television for the kids as well—a convenient way for the Boomers to pacify and occupy their brood when the presence of children just became too “heavy” or otherwise inconvenient. Whether by intention or fate, The Brady Bunch became a staple of the Gen X television diet.

Early Xers saw the show in first run on the networks. Middle and later Gen Xers would find that the show was often their afterschool babysitter, watching it (first in syndication and later in basic cable) as latchkey kids. As the Boomers transitioned from children and adolescents into parents, it was clear that most hadn’t abandoned the spoiled and entitled nature of their youths. 

You broke or otherwise lost interest in your Barbie/G. I. Joe? It’s okay, here’s a new one! became Your husband/wife is a drag? It’s okay, go find one that isn’t! 
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