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 In the opening scene of Nicholas Ray’s Hollywood classic about white youth rebellion in 

the suburbs of Southern California, Rebel Without A Cause’s, Jim Stark, who has just been 

picked up by the police for public and underage intoxication, is met by his parents and 

grandmother who are bickering.  As his mother and grandmother lambast his father for poor 

parenting skills, Jim’s face, turning red with tension, explodes with, “You’re tearing me apart!”1  

The scene, which has gone on to live in Hollywood lore, was more than a demonstration of skills 

learned at the Actor’s Studio or a homage to Brandoesque angst, viewed through the context of 

suburban juvenile delinquency and youth culture during the 1950s, the expression illustrates the 

angst and confusion felt by children of affluent suburbs, where the nuclear family was supposed 

to be the epitome of familial perfection.2  Jim Stark reveals that the nuclear family was anything 

but perfection; true to its name, though not the meaning nuclear was meant to convey, it was a 

nuclear bomb, ripe with tense discontent and discomfort born out of a new social environment 

that didn’t fit with prescribed normative notions about space and its relationship with identity. 

 Rebel Without A Cause is an important film, not for its iconic characters and memorable 

scenes, but for its investigation of youth culture in the suburbs of Southern California, where 

suburbanization had dominated the postwar years, and where an emphasis on traditional norms 

and values were strict.  These spaces were supposed be a white middle class retreat from the 

anxieties and worries that inhabited the modern city.3  The film reveals that within these spaces, 

anxiety took on a different form.  Though based on a 1940s book and produced in 1955, Rebel 

Without A Cause remains useful today to understanding youth culture and rebellion in the 

                                                 
 1 Nicholas Ray, Rebel Without A Cause (Burbank: Warner Brothers, 1955). 
 2 Roger Ebert, “Rebel Without A Cause,” Roger Ebert, https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/great-movie-

rebel-without-a-cause-1955 
 3 Eric Avila, “Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight: Film Noir, Disneyland, and the Cold War 
(Sub)Urban Imaginary,” Journal of Urban History 31, no. 1 (2004): 11. 
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suburbs beyond the context of its creation and release; it can be viewed to illustrate similar 

themes related to anxiousness and a lack of belonging that have continued to plague suburban 

youth throughout the rest of the twentieth century.4 

 In 1986 Agent Orange, a hardcore punk band born out the discontent breeding Southern 

California suburbs, released its second album titled, This Is The Voice.  Featured on the album is 

“Tearing Me Apart,” and though not explicitly related to Rebel Without A Cause, the song 

echoes Jim Stark’s confusion, illustrating the angst of suburban kids living in a world where they 

are torn between two paths of living.5  A space where youth are caught between pursuing a 

“traditional” life or struggling for a life that fit with the reality of one’s lived experiences.  This 

is a common theme that becomes apparent when examining youth culture in spaces like suburban 

Southern California, a place where traditional norms and values are ingrained in society and 

culture.  Youth are faced with the decision to either accept the status quo, or struggle attempting 

to live alternatively.  Punk culture in these spaces were not satisfied with traditional modes of 

living characterized by consumption and tradition and instead sought to do something about it.  

They felt they didn’t belong and so they sought to search for it in people and in spaces outside 

the home, and outside mainstream society and culture.  Just as Jim Stark leaves home, if only for 

a night, to find solace and belonging in friends experiencing the same social breakdown that he 

was experiencing living in the suburbs, suburban punks in 1980’s Southern California did the 

same.  Instead of being continuously torn apart, stuck between external pressures and the 

pressures of one’s heart, both rebels sought to choose a path that fit better with what they 

desired. 

                                                 
 4 Ebert. 
 5 Agent Orange, This Is The Voice, Enigma Records, 1986, CD. 
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 Punk arrived in Southern California in 1976 after spending a year or so bouncing back 

and forth between New York and London.6  Eventually, the music found a scene in Los Angeles 

in the form of such bands as X and the Germs.  Though these bands more closely resembled the 

English model, they would eventually take on their own style and aesthetic, drawing heavily on 

local glam rock music and even exhibiting roots in Venice Beach’s bohemian art scene and gay 

performance culture.7  As punk rock grew in popularity through infamous west coast 

performances by bands like the Sex Pistols, The Damned, and the aforementioned Germs, in 

typical Los Angeles fashion, the music spread throughout the region’s vast sprawl.8  As the 

music was adopted throughout the spread, it gave birth to a faster, more “authentic,” and 

aggressive punk rock called hardcore, which was not a product of Southern California’s “urban 

bohemian enclave” but one born out of the region’s “sprawling suburbs.”9   

 Of these suburbs, the scene found a surprisingly eager audience in Orange County, the 

rapidly developing county on the southern periphery of Los Angeles, a place that saw its 

population grow exponentially in the postwar years due to help from federal housing policies and 

federal defense funds.10  This newly developed region offered a fresh start and a blank slate for 

those who saw the urban environment as immoral and lacking virtue: as urban historian Eric 

Avila explains, “the very newness of Orange County’s suburban communities created a cultural 

space for the resurrection of traditional social values that seemed to dissipate within the 

promiscuous spaces of the noir city.”11  Unsurprisingly this area took on a staunchly conservative 

                                                 
 6 Dewar MacLeod, Kids of the Black Hole: Punk Rock Postsuburban California (Norman, OK: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 2010), 16. 
 7 MacLeod, 26-27.  
 8 MacLeod, 44. 
 9 Ryan Moore, Sells Like Teen Spirit: Music, Youth Culture, and Social Crisis (New York: New York 
University Press, 2010), 53.  
 10 Avila, 10. 
 11 Ibid., 11. 
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and normative way of life.  It might seem odd then that an environment built upon a “return to 

normalcy” would attach itself to an emerging culture that called for a rejection of social norms, 

but what becomes apparent is that the story of punk rock in conservative Orange County and 

suburban cities throughout Southern California, was the perfect breeding ground for a culture 

build on rejection to take hold.12  In areas that emphasize norms between races and sexes and the 

importance of the nuclear family and traditional roles between husbands and wives, and parents 

and kids, it makes sense that a punk culture would emerge, after all, “punk was about rebellion, 

about standing against prevailing norms or music, style, and behavior.”13 

 Although suburban Southern California in the postwar era is largely characterized by an 

emphasis on order and traditional norms and values, in the late 1970s and early 1980s the region 

fostered an alienated youth culture centered around punk rock music that rejected these norms 

through occupying various spaces: communal living spaces, music clubs, and circulating 

publications. In doing so, they sought to obtain something outside the superficiality of 

mainstream culture and society that could give them some sense of meaning and belonging.  

Looking at cultural productions about the scene, and the cultures desire for spaces to belong 

within a highly privatized region that stigmatized outsiders, one gains insight into the reasons 

why and examples of how youth in suburban Southern California revolted. What emerges is a 

culture that valued spaces to gather and network, and that the struggle to establish and maintain 

physical spaces relegated many punk youths to find their voice and bond within literary free 

spaces. Even in places where the idealized American postwar suburban family lifestyle seemed 

                                                 
 12 Ibid., 4. 
 13 Mike Boehm, “Faces of O.C.’s Punk Scene: Youths Looked at Their Suburbia; They Didn’t Like What 
They Saw, and They Told the World,” Los Angeles Times, July 30, 1989. 
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to be realized, youth culture in the suburbs were dissatisfied and so they rejected these norms by 

searching for their own spaces to belong. 

 Despite images of nihilism and mindless violence that get associated with punk culture, 

recent studies of the culture in Southern California reveals a more complex, thoughtful, and 

divisive scene that was closely tied to the local spaces it arose from and one that sought to create 

a new culture built upon mainstream rejection that was reacting to postmodern developments by 

adopting roles as producers in an increasingly consumerist society.   

 Some of the most popular histories of punk in Southern California have come from non-

academics.  Steven Blush’s American Hardcore: and Marc Spitz’s We Got the Neutron Bomb: 

The Untold Story of L.A. Punk, both written by journalists with close ties to the punk scene, are 

among the most popular of them, as well as the documentary adaptation of Blush’s study, by 

Paul Rachman: American Hardcore: The History of American Punk Rock 1980-1986.  Relying 

heavily on oral histories and interviews, these works offer insight through thoughtful 

retrospectives from many of the major players, revealing important developments that shaped 

punk rock in the region.  All conveniently situate their narrative by themes, and more 

importantly, for our purposes, by region.14  Blush’s American Hardcore explains the emergence 

of hardcore punk and how it was intimately tied to Southern California suburbs, before infecting 

the nation.  Blush illustrates how though “counterculture seemed unthinkable in law-and-order 

Orange County…American Hardcore was born of the boundless suburbia.”15  Informing us of 

                                                 
 14 Steven Blush, American Hardcore: A Tribal History (Port Townsend, WA: Feral House, 2001). Mike 

Spitz and Brendan Mullen, We Got the Neutron Bomb: The Untold Story of L.A. Punk (New York: Three 
Rivers Press, 2001). Paul Rachman, American Hardcore: The History of American Punk Rock 1980-1986 
(Culver City: Sony Pictures, 2006). 

 15 Steven Blush, American Hardcore: A Tribal History (Port Townsend, WA: Feral House, 2001), 80. 



 7

the ways in which punk spread throughout these regions, highlighting the popularity of radio 

programs and fanzines.16 

 Like Blush, Spitz divides the Orange County scene between the affluent beach cities, like 

Huntington Beach, and more working-class neighborhoods, like Fullerton, located in the center 

of the county.  The distinctions between these two areas can be magnified to illustrate larger 

tensions that bubbled up within the scene nationwide, as violence and exclusivity, which has 

been closely accredited to scenes in suburban beach cities like Huntington Beach, emerged and 

threatened to undermine the ideals of the scene. This division is central to Spitz’s We Got the 

Neutron Bomb, which fully embraces the oral history model, exclusively utilizing interview 

segments to tell the story of Los Angeles punk rock.  Most notable about Spitz’s telling, is a 

focus on these tensions within the scene, a tension that he highlights as a divide between Orange 

County and Los Angeles.  In addition to becoming “more of a macho testosterone overdriven 

thing,” hardcore punk in the suburbs like Huntington Beach, “killed off the original open 

interpretation of punk concept.”17  These studies illuminate a scene that was strive with division 

and one that was fragmented, strife with tribalism and localism. 

 In addition to these more popular examinations, recent academic scholarship has emerged 

to place the early punk scene within a historical context.  Dewar Macleod’s Kids of the Black 

Hole: Punk Rock in Postsuburban California, is an insightful investigation that illustrates the 

geographical ties of punk rock in suburban Southern California and its postmodern disillusion.18  

As the prototypical postmodern city, Los Angeles is one characterized by sprawl, fragmentation, 

                                                 
 16 Ibid., Steven Blush’s critically acclaimed oral history on the hardcore subgenre of punk that emerged out 
of the suburbs of Southern California credits local radio show KROQ’s Rodney on the Roq with acting as “a cultural 
lifeline to the kids of LA’s boundless burbs and as a catalyst for the emerging movement.” 
 17 Mike Spitz and Brendan Mullen, We Got the Neutron Bomb: The Untold Story of L.A. Punk (New York: 
Three Rivers Press, 2001), 224. 
 18 MacLeod. 
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and the decentralization of power.  MacLeod takes this analysis and focuses on the development 

of exurbs, or edge cities, that he deems “postsuburbia,” which gave rise to feelings of isolation 

and alienation amongst youth that found in punk rock something to alleviate their boredom and 

discontent; an outlet to express anxieties and angers.19  MacLeod’s study complicates our 

understanding of punk’s developments by situating the scene within a postmodern milieu that 

was uniquely Southern Californian and one that fostered a culture based on negation born out of 

a postmodern alienation. 

 Taking this concept further, Ryan Moore’s “Postmodernism and Punk Subculture: 

Cultures of Authenticity and Deconstruction” emphasizes the social crisis brought on by 

deindustrialization and a postmodern culture that fostered an identity crisis, as people struggled 

to find meaning in an increasingly meaningless and fragmented world characterized by 

consumerism.20  As Moore explains, “many of these punk rock bands have personified the 

boredom and purposelessness of suburban youth socialized to be spectators and consumers, and 

the spastic flow of their music and musical careers dramatizes that fragmentation of 

experience.”21  The emergence of youth punk culture within Southern California, thus, reflects a 

larger trend of disgruntled youth living in an increasingly meaningless society that emphasized 

consumption as a means of identity formation.  What is remarkable about punk youth is that 

these kids looked at mainstream society and did not like it, they saw the culture as phony and 

fake and so, as Moore demonstrates, they sought to deconstruct it and to search for authenticity.  

Authenticity would be central to the goals of punks within the newly formed hardcore subgenre 

emerging out of the Southern California suburbs which searched “for authenticity and 

                                                 
 19 MacLeod, 76. 
 20 Ryan Moore, “Postmodernism and Punk Subculture: Cultures of Authenticity and Deconstruction,” 
Communication Review 7, no. 3 (2004): 305-327. 
 21 Moore, 307.  
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independence from the culture industry.”22  These kids wanted to bring humanity back to culture 

and they were not content to be passive spectators or consumers, but instead aimed for something 

real.  

 Echoing this search for the authentic can be seen in another recent study that illustrates 

the centrality of production in punk culture, further proving that punk kids in Southern California 

were not going to sit idly by and consume a culture that they didn’t identify with, they were 

going to actively participate by creating their own culture.  Though postmodern environments 

may aim to turn one into a mindless consumer, Kevin Mattson’s essay “Did Punk Matter?: 

Analyzing the Practices of a Youth Subculture During the 1980s,” shows how “young people 

forged a robust community of producers through independently creating musical commodities.”  

Similar to counterculture activists of the postwar era highlighted by historian like Joshua Clark 

Davis who wanted to instill humanity into a capitalist system run amuck with industrial 

robotism, Mattson’s punks sought to do the same.23  They aimed to “renew sincerity in cultural 

productions” and to challenge the dominate control of the corporate market in America.”24  

These young punks saw the world they lived in and were dissatisfied with the seemingly 

commodification of everything and “instead of relying upon corporations to do it for them,” they 

seized control of production to create their own culture and “forge their own identities and 

cultural products.”25 

 This study aims to build upon the ideas of MacLeod, Moore, and Mattson and situate the 

emergence of punk rock in Southern California as one influenced by the environment, socially 

                                                 
 22 Ibid. 
 23 Joshua Clark Davis, From Head Shops To Whole Foods: The Rise and Fall of Activist Entrepreneurs 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2017), 3. 
 24 Kevin Mattson, “Did Punk Matter?: Analyzing the Practices of a Youth Subculture During the 1980s,” 
American Studies 42, no. 1 (Spring 2001): 72. 
 25 Mattson, 73. 
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and culturally, that it found itself in.  Most significantly, what this study hopes to contribute to 

the study of punk culture in Southern California is the concept of space as a valuable commodity 

in which the freedom to express oneself is protected through obtaining and maintaining free 

spaces. These “free spaces,” which have been central to works by many scholars of 

countercultural movements, are often secured through capitalist means which is particularly 

useful to understanding punk youth culture in highly privatized regions like suburban Orange 

County.26 Following the passage of Proposition 13 in 1978, the state of California saw the 

reallocation of public funds for spaces like schools and other public facilities leave the public 

sector and line the pockets of private homeowners.27  As public space for youth to gather became 

harder and harder to come by, scholars like Macleod have argued punk culture acted as a tool to 

poach power through the occupation of spaces.28  This study aims to build upon these concepts 

by investigating the struggle for free spaces experienced by youth culture in suburban Southern 

California, as well as to highlight what these spaces meant to a youth that felt disconnected, 

alienated, and isolated.  

 To begin with, it is important to investigate just exactly what these youth were 

disgruntled about.  Symptomatic of the alienation and isolation brought on by the postmodernity 

of Southern California, punk youth were experiencing a lack of belonging and connection.  Not 

able or willing to buy into the emphasis of consumption as a means of finding meaning, these 

youth were increasingly uncomfortable with their place in society.  Looking at cultural 

                                                 
 26 Joshua Clark Davis, 19-21. Davis explains that “the idea of free space lives on in the more common term 
safe space, a similar concept of creating areas that welcome people who face widespread harassment and 
oppression.”  
 27 Mike Davis, City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (London: Verso Books, 1990), 182-
183. See also, Moore’s “Postmodernism and Punk Subculture: Cultures of Authenticity and Deconstruction,” 316. 
Sarah Schrank, Art and the City: Civic Imagination and Cultural Authority in Los Angeles (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 158. 
 28 MacLeod, 113-115.  Macleod argues that “if in postsuburbia power is exercised through space, hardcore 
punks attempted to intercede in their communities through spatial practices.” 
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productions about youth in the suburbs is a useful tool to understanding the reasons behind the 

angst and discontent of so many young people.  Stepping out of the punk scene, it becomes 

apparent that what this study is really about is youth culture.  For these purposes it is valuable to 

look at cultural productions, in this case, films about these kids, to understand anxieties about 

juvenile delinquency but also to understand why they rebelled at all.  Such cultural spaces are of 

significance because they introduce us to reasons behind the rebellion, reasons that reveal 

themselves to stem from a dissatisfaction with family life and a lack of belonging in which the 

disgruntled youth of the suburbs are cast out to take part in an exploration for connection outside 

normative understandings of family, cast out to wander and search for free spaces, where 

belonging and purpose could be found and formed, and where harassment ceased to exist.  

 It is useful at this point to return to Nicholas Ray’s 1955 Hollywood classic, Rebel 

Without A Cause.  As the quintessential filmic representation of youth rebellion in the suburbs, 

Rebel Without A Cause is essential to understanding the discontent of suburban youth who were 

lacking a sense of connection at home and at school. Though released in 1955, as mentioned 

earlier, this film does much to deepen our understandings of youth culture in the suburbs of 

Southern California in subsequent decades.  The same feelings of isolation, confusion and lack of 

belonging, that were apparent in the 1950s are the same sentiments that punk culture offered to 

alleviate in the 1980s. A glowing example of this connection, is Penelope Spheeris’ 1984 cult 

classic, Suburbia, a film about discontented punk youth in suburban Los Angeles, who leave 

home to find a sense of belonging amongst fellow punkers.29  There are several parallels one can 

draw between Rebel Without A Cause and Suburbia, chief among these similarities is the search 

                                                 
 29 Penelope Spheeris, Suburbia. (Atlanta: New World Pictures, 1984). 
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for something to belong to outside oneself, an urge that stems from an unfulfilling family life, a 

discontent that can be traced to absent, abusive, or feminized fathers.   

 In Suburbia, the lead character, Evan, leaves home after a toxic interaction with his 

alcoholic mother who blames him for looking like his absent father. Fed up with the abuse, Evan 

leaves home.30  Evan’s lack of a father can be closely linked to the discontent felt by Rebel 

Without a Cause’s Plato, who’s absent parents have left him on his own and has driven him to 

look for parental figures outside the home.31 Though Plato’s admiration for Jim Stark has largely 

been attributed to a homosexual attraction, the obsession that Plato has for Jim can also be seen 

as a kid longing for a paternal role model.32  At one point, Plato dreams about the possibility of 

Jim as his father, “If only you could have been my dad,” only to get an uneasy stare from Jim.  It 

is blatantly obvious that Plato is a kid without any parental support and feeling alone and 

confused he searches for support outside his home.33 In another parallel, we see a punk leave 

home for the second time due to his discomfort and embarrassment with having a homosexual 

father.34  This can be seen as the dramatic extension of Jim Stark’s anxieties about his own 

father, who has been feminized by the domesticity of the suburbs, Jim feels embarrassed for his 

father and fears that he will be destined the same emasculation that his father received.  As a 

result, Jim acts out and feels the necessity to prove his masculinity to himself and the world, a 

desire to not appear as a “chicken.”35 

 In yet another similarity, Judy of Rebel Without a Cause can be seen as the 1950s version 

of Suburbia’s Sheila, the runaway punker who seeks shelter from her suburban nuclear family to 

                                                 
 30 Spheeris, Suburbia.  
 31 Ray, Rebel Without A Cause.  
 32 Ebert. 
 33 Ray, Rebel Without A Cause. 
 34 Spheeris, Suburbia.  
 35 Ray, Rebel Without A Cause. Chicken in this sense can be read to mean, not manly. 
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escape years of physical, sexual, and mental abuse from her father.36  Though the sexual abuse 

isn’t explicitly stated in Rebel Without A Cause, one can make careful assumptions that 

something inappropriate has occurred between Judy and her father.  A telling moment is at the 

dinner table in which Judy greets her father with a kiss on the lips causing him to lash out, 

explaining that she is “too old” for that type of behavior. When Judy goes to kiss him again, he 

slaps her, at which point Judy unleashes a torrent of confusion wandering what changed.  

Eventually Judy heads for the door, but not before exclaiming, “This isn’t my home!”37 In his 

2004 review of the film, famed film critic, Roger Ebert, speculates that  Judy’s father “is afraid 

of his sexual feelings for his daughter.”38 Whether it be just feelings or something more physical 

that is going on, whatever the case, Judy is running from an abusive household, just as Sheila 

does in Suburbia. 

 All of these characters, from both films, are victims of a broken family.  They all live 

within toxic nuclear family environments which have left them feeling alone, confused, and 

emotionally distraught.  In a space where they are supposed to feel safe, they felt betrayed, 

threatened and abused.  As a result, in both Rebel Without A Cause and Suburbia, the lead 

characters seek shelter amongst similarly distraught kids.  This is evident in the physical spaces 

the kids retreat to, physical shelters in which they create bonds that feel more familial than the 

bonds they felt with blood relatives. 

 One of the most famous scenes of Rebel Without A Cause is when Jim, Judy, and Plato, 

in an attempt to escape the torment of school bullies, take refuge in an abandoned mansion in the 

Hollywood Hills.  While at the mansion, the worries of these kids seem to disappear as they play 

                                                 
 36 Spheeris, Suburbia. 
 37 Ray, Rebel Without A Cause. 
 38 Ebert. 
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house with one another, mimicking the American Dream of becoming homeowners and even 

assuming traditional family roles with Jim and Judy acting as the loving parents and Plato the 

obedient son.  During their brief reprieve in the comfort of the mansion, they sadistically joke 

about drowning babies like kittens and mock the patronizing attitudes they receive from their 

parents, parents who don’t listen, who only talk.39   

 This connection is the most obvious parallel between Suburbia and Rebel Without A 

Cause.  Similarly, in Suburbia, the runaway punkers find solace in an abandoned suburban home 

that has been marked for demolition to make room for Southern California’s expanding freeway 

system.40  In the home these kids, who have branded themselves, literally and figuratively, “The 

Rejected,” similarly play house and create bonds that they were not afforded as members of a 

rejected youth.  In a scene in which the punks are urged to return to their families, the kids 

respond, “Families? Everyone knows families don’t work.”  To which another punk echoes, 

“Yeah! This is the best home most of us ever had. Besides, if we didn’t have each other, we 

wouldn’t have anything.”41 

 These cultural productions closely resemble the reality most suburban punks found 

themselves facing.  Though mainstream music may have been the “common denominator,” as 

many scholars have noted, however, most of these kids were doing more than rebelling against 

popular music, they were searching for family, searching for a place to belong.42  Squatter 

residents were an actual thing during the early days of punk rock in Southern California; places 

like Hollywood’s Canterbury Apartments and Hermosa Beach’s “The Church” acted as 

                                                 
 39 Ray, Rebel Without A Cause. The mansion is hinted at earlier in the film when Plato tells Jim, “If you 
don’t want trouble, I got a place we can go.” 
 40 Spheeris, Suburbia. The freeway referenced in the film is Southern California’s 605 freeway. 
 41 Ibid. 
 42 Mike Boehm, “Kids of the Black Hole: The 1970s Were Waning When Orange County’s Punk Rock 
Scene Roared Its Dark, Hostile Message,” Los Angeles Times, July 23, 1989. 
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communes and escapes for many disgruntled suburban youth.43  Of the most famous of the 

squatter homes, Fullerton’s Black Hole, demonstrates exactly what these communal living 

spaces meant to punks.  In a 1989 profile on the Orange County scene, Los Angeles Times 

journalist, Mike Boehm, writes that “the Black Hole was a refuge,” a place where punks “could 

hang out with fellow punks and be free for a time from the ridicule and abuse that most of 

Orange County’s punks were subjected to in those early punk days.” As for reasons why they left 

their homes, Frank Agnew, member of Orange County punk icons, Adolescents, in the same 

profile explains, “It was a lack of attention, and they found it at the Black Hole. It had nothing to 

do with social stratification or social classes. It was all lack of a family. None of us had a close 

family.”44 

 Unfortunately, these private spaces would not last forever.  The idyllic family 

environment found in the mansion by Jim, Judy, and Plato would be interrupted by the 

harassment of bullies; the squatter punk paradise of “The Rejected” would end with the death of 

Evan’s little brother, Ethan, after, a group of adults dedicated to community safety arrived to 

eradicate the punks from their makeshift home.45  And just as art often mimics reality, reality 

often mimics art and the Black Hole would be shut down after numerous complaints.46  The 

search for spaces to gather and form meaningful bonds depicted in cultural productions about the 

scene closely resemble the reality of the experiences many suburban kids encountered.  Analysis 

of these spaces illuminate the reasons many kids in the suburbs were attracted to punk rock; 

along with being a rejection of mainstream music, it was also a rejection of normative notions 

about family, normative notions that had failed many suburban youths.  

                                                 
 43 MacLeod, 37. 
 44 Boehm, “Kids of the Black Hole.”  
 45 Spheeris, Suburbia. 
 46 Boehm, “Kids of the Black Hole.” 
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 What also becomes apparent through analysis of these cultural spaces, is that outcasts in 

suburban Southern California were not free from harassment.  Whether from their parents or 

from the outside world represented by the popular thugs of Rebel Without A Cause or the 

cowboy jocks of Suburbia, punk kids were faced with daily harassment for how they dressed and 

the music they listened to.  Few public spaces were safe for the early punkers; they were 

harassed by parents, peers, and police.  Of the few places to afford protection from ridicule were 

music clubs which offered spaces to gather and commune over a shared appreciation for music 

and a place for identity formation.  Though even these spaces would be short lived. 

 Besides cultural representations that shed light on the importance of space to punk 

culture, examinations of club in Southern California suburbs illustrate the need and desire for 

community in the form of physical spaces and the struggle suburban punks had in maintaining 

such spaces to gather and express themselves.  Early on in the scene, punk bands and fans had 

difficulties finding spaces to gather and listen to music.  Besides a few clubs in Hollywood, 

punks were forced into the underground and to rely on private parties to perform.47  This was 

particularly true in the suburbs of Southern California and especially true in places like 

conservative Orange County.  Most bands in Orange County were excluded from the Los 

Angeles scene and were forced to create their own scene.  Tony Cadena pragmatically explains 

this development when he states, “We had to create our own scene because we didn’t have the 

transportation or financial capacity.”48   

 Early on this usually took the form of house parties, but eventually Orange County punk 

would find its first home in Costa Mesa’s The Cuckoo’s Nest.  Located in a small town that 

bordered beach cities, Newport Beach and Huntington Beach, Jerry Roach opened The Cuckoo’s 

                                                 
 47 Randy Lewis, “Group’s Themes Hit Far From Home,” Los Angeles Times, April 2, 1982. 
 48 Blush, 98. 
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Nest in 1976.  Established first as a beer bar and rock club, by 1980 the club was “the biggest 

haven for punk rock outside Los Angeles.”49  In its heyday the club hosted some the nation’s top 

punk acts, including The Ramones, Black Flag, and TSOL.50  The times, however, would not last 

very long.  As fast as the Cuckoo’s Nest rose to prominence within the scene, it found itself 

under the attack of city officials and law enforcement as complaints by neighbors continued to 

mount.  Citing violence and vandalism, the Costa Mesa city council revoked the club’s 

entertainment license in the early spring of 1981.51  Following a “limited stay” granted by the 

Supreme Court that lasted a few months, in which club owners argued that the revocation was a 

violation of the first amendment, the initial decision revoking the club’s license was upheld due 

to perceived dangers that the club posed to the “general welfare” of the city.52 

 The attention and restrictions on the permit made business nearly impossible to continue, 

as crowds shrank exponentially.53  Despite protests amongst punks, and the club owner’s 

willingness to work with the city, neighboring complaints which claimed punk rock was to 

blame were too much to overcome.54  Though undeniably violent and reckless, the scene never 

had a chance to survive in Costa Mesa and the case has been called “a test case for punk music,” 

in the area.55  Viewing it has a gauge revealed that the scene had grown too fast and the available 

spaces to perform and gather were far and few between, a sentiment which was echoed by local 

beach punkers: “We have a large-scale problem as opposed to a small-scale problem. The issue 

                                                 
 49 Herman Wong, “Embattled Punk-Rock Club Still Open-Barely,” Los Angeles Times, December 4, 1981. 
 50 Jonathan W.C. Mills, Clockwork Orange County: The Rise of West Coast Punk Rock! (Los Angeles: 
Endurance Pictures, 2012). 
 51 Jerry Hicks, “City Revokes Punk Music Club’s Permit,” Los Angeles Times, February 25, 1981. 
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was that the county needed facilities to handle the growth of punk music in Orange County.”56  

Unfortunately the city wasn’t willing to accommodate the growth of a bourgeoning home-grown 

culture, which reads ironically when one learns that Costa Mesa is a city that “considers itself the 

cultural center of Orange County.”  Perhaps this city motto may require an asterisk, one that 

could mark the sentiments of councilwoman Norma Hertzog, who during hearings over the 

club’s permit proclaimed, “We don’t want all the culture.”57  If the Cuckoo’s Nest were a test 

case for punk to flourish in Orange County, the test came back an emphatic failure. 

 The Cuckoo’s Nest demise cannot be solely blamed on out of touch authority figures or 

conservative neighbors; the club undeniably fostered a reckless and violent environment.  The 

club was the birth place of slam dancing, a punk rite of passage in which audiences collide with 

one another and in which a bloody nose or a broken bone was a badge of honor.58  The club 

patrons certainly acted disrespectfully toward neighboring businesses, though not always entirely 

unprovoked, but what investigation of this club does for us is not to justify the club’s existence 

or argue against its closure, but it serves to highlight the lack of space available to accommodate 

a culture that was growing and growing fast.  One can make the case that if there were more 

spaces for punks to gather and perform, it is possible that confrontations and reckless incidents 

would have diminished.  Though, as will be discussed later, punk culture had an increasing 

problem with violence, and the spaces to accommodate were becoming less and less.  But what if 

the violence was tamed?  Would that be enough to assuage fears of a bubbling counterculture in 

Orange County?  This brings us to a tamer space that opened three years after the closure of The 

Cuckoo’s Nest. 
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 If The Cuckoo’s Nest was Orange County’s first punk club, Huntington Beach’s Safari 

Sam’s was the county’s “most adventuresome and eclectic.”59  Originally established as a 

restaurant in 1984, club owners, Sam Lanni and Gil Fuhrer “shifted its forces to music.”60 Safari 

Sam’s offered a space for various forms of expression; it did not strictly promote music, it also 

was a place for poetry and theatre.  Unfortunately, combined with noise complaints from 

neighboring businesses and a city redevelopment plan, Safari Sam’s would find itself facing the 

same fate of The Cuckoo’s Nest.61  A nearly year-long battle to renew the club’s entertainment 

license ended with its denial following complaints about noise and vandalism from neighbors 

accusing the club and its patrons for business struggles.62  Eventually, legal proceedings would 

be too much to overcome and Safari Sam’s would close down by the end of 1986.63 

 What is important about the closure of Safari Sam’s is not only to illustrate another punk 

rock space closing, it is useful here because it illustrates what spaces like Safari Sam’s meant to 

local punk bands and fans.  It also illustrates the lack of interest city officials had in helping 

clubs like Safari Sam’s survive due to the limited revenue the club brought into the city.  1986 

was a bad year for music clubs in Huntington Beach; along with Safari Sam’s, the city saw the 

closure of the city’s most well-known club, the Golden Bear, as well as the closure of several 

smaller music spaces.64  Despite the closure of Safari Sam’s seemingly being a grain of sand 

amongst a beach of Orange County club closures, something about Safari Sam’s resonated with 

the youth of the city. As the club battled the city for rights to host live entertainment, the club 
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owners were backed by hundreds of fans and musicians who attended protests and silent vigils at 

city hall. In addition, musicians like legendary Orange County punk band Social Distortion, 

provided performances at benefit shows in order to assuage rising legal costs in the battle against 

the city.65  This support was “indicative of the special relationship between Safari Sam’s, its 

entertainers and its clientele.”66  

 No more apparent is this connection evident than in the mock funeral the owners and 

supporters held following the official closure of the club.  Unable to “pay the rent on the building 

without revenue from their eclectic bookings,” Safari Sam’s was forced to give in and close its 

doors.  The “funeral” featured, “a small band of musicians” who “played a funeral march as four 

‘pall bearers’ hosted the makeshift casket and led a procession of nearly 100 mourners to a fire 

ring on Huntington Beach, where the coffin was ceremoniously burned.” Along with the casket, 

also burned was a copy of the constitution which seemed as a final middle finger to city officials 

who had, according to club owners, trampled on their rights to operate.  The procession 

concluded fittingly with a “New Orleans-style, post-funeral parade” back to the site of the club.67 

 Not only do these examinations show that there was a lack of clubs for punk rock to 

flourish, but it also illustrates the communal spaces these clubs provided punkers, as retreats 

from the hostility of the outside world, a space to congregate and bond with like-minded 

disgruntled youth.  Furthermore, it shows what culture means in a region like Orange County; a 

region in which culture is only desired if it provides a monetary value.  This echoes the cultural 

analysis found in Mike Davis’ City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles, which 
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reveals the money motivating factor that boosters saw culture playing in the development of 

Southern California.  Davis shows us that culture was seen as a way to bolster property values, 

but in order for culture to be valuable it must be safe.68  In an insightful opinion piece in the Los 

Angeles Times about the closure of Safari Sam’s, club supporter William Jacobson points out this 

“dichotomy that exists in the attitudes cities have toward entertainment halls.”  He highlights the 

existence of Costa Mesa’s Pacific Amphitheater, a venue that is located within a residential zone, 

a venue that still exists today, which only remains because the revenue it brings to the city in the 

form of safe entertainment from the likes of Bon Jovi cover bands and Van Halen tribute acts.  

Meanwhile, as Jacobson continues to illustrate, “Safari Sam’s operated on a shoestring budget 

and is considered a minor annoyance in the city father’s dreams to construct a high-rise yuppie 

haven.”69   

 Without generating revenue and without fitting the county’s vision, punks were forced to 

struggle for space to congregate, thus revealing that within Orange County’s desire for order, 

existed no room for the norm shaking culture of punk rock.  It proved too disruptive, and even 

when then violence was tapered, too undesirable.  The only way for punk to survive in Orange 

County was either to sell out or recede deeper into the underground, an underground that could 

provide a safer space to express oneself and connect with like-minded punks. 

 As physical spaces continued to become sites of struggle and contestation, many punkers 

found solace in literary free spaces.  Countless fanzines emerged as tools that linked fragmented 

and dissipate punk scenes throughout Southern California and even across the country.70  These 
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spaces revealed to be the only truly safe space in which punks could express themselves and 

share ideas and concerns about their movement.  One of the most popular zines to cover the 

hardcore punk scene was Flipside, a fanzine, which began in 1977 by high school kids from 

Whittier, California.71  It is within the free spaces provided by fanzines like Flipside, that a 

philosophy emerges, a philosophy that sought to push the scene closer to a punk ideal that fought 

the rising violence and exclusivity that threatened to undermine the scene, while offering a free 

space to do so. 

 As a place to express concerns about the movement, one of the biggest threats that punks 

noticed was the increasing violence of the scene.  As has been discussed earlier and which has 

been illustrated in most histories of punk culture in Southern California, violence was a real issue 

that was dividing the scene.  Though not violent as a rule, the scene became stigmatized as a 

violent culture which, through continued sensationalistic media depictions, attracted more violent 

sects.72  Flipside featured a section titled, “Voices of the Readers,” which provided an open 

forum for young and old punks to express their ideas and concerns about punk culture.  The 

theme of violence comes up in multiple issues and it almost always illustrates a disdain and 

concern about what violence is doing to the scene.  One writer, who signs their name, “Valicity,” 

exclaims, “I am an ex-punk who dropped out of the scene because of all the fucked up trendy 

idiots who think that the only way to be cool is through destruction.”73  This sentiment echoes 

the concerns put forth by many within the culture who express unease about the scene attracting 

“surf jocks” who seem only interested in using the scene to act out aggression.74  Punk certainly 
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was a vehicle for aggression and angst, and slam dancing can definitely be viewed as an act of 

violence, but the difference is that slam dancing was a controlled violence, whereas the violence 

that was threatening the scene seemed to be leaning into gang violence, where punks fought for 

territory, or over differing ideologies of what punk should and shouldn’t be, or for just the fun of 

violence.  Another writer in Flipside points out that the violence has gone too far and what punk 

culture offered was being abused: “Punk rock is an excellent medium to display anger about our 

manipulated lifestyle, but there had to be a limit.”75 

 In addition to violence, punks writing in zines voiced concerns about the increasing 

exclusionary nature of the punk scene, one that flirted too closely at times with sexist, racist, and 

homophobic rhetoric.  Perhaps because punk culture lacked an authority figure, punk discourse 

was often left to mainstream media to control, a media that saw white kids wearing swastikas 

and immediately labeled the scene full of Nazi-punks.76  Though the culture was certainly, as one 

member of the scene described, a “full-on white suburbanite rebellion,” the scene was not 

exclusively white and though it definitely was coopted by Nazi’s, reading through zines reveals 

that the majority of punks were anti-racist, anti-sexist, and anti-homophobic.77 

 One of the most notable issues populating Flipside related to exclusionist rhetoric within 

the movement were concerns about racism.  One punk who signs off as “Georgie” challenges the 

racist discourse: “What does racism have to do with punk.  It doesn’t matter what color you are, 

just because your skin is black doesn’t mean you’re a dick.  We should fight against the system, 

not blacks, Mexicans, whites, Japanese, and Chinese.  It’s us punks against the establishment, we 
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should forget our races and revolt.”78  As this illustrates, punks saw racism as being a part of 

mainstream culture, a culture and social system that punks sought to overthrow.  By being racist, 

one was just buying into the mainstream “establishment.” Another punk, who wrote under the 

name, Mike Minzenberg, attacks racist punks as being sheep and subordinate to the system, as he 

compares wearing swastika to “sucking on your government’s cock.”79  These punks illustrate 

that racism, though certainly a feature of some strains of punk, was not a majority.  Most punks 

saw racism as synonymous with the system and were staunchly opposed to it. 

 Another issue which emerges in the concerns of punks writing in the free spaces provided 

by Flipside, is the problem of homophobia.  Similar to racism, homophobia was labelled by 

many as being a part of an oppressive system in which punks were looking to overthrow.  One 

writer, who rails against racism and Nazi punks, accuses homophobic punks as being 

“brainwashed” by “society and religion,” which has made people think negatively about 

homosexuality.  They go on to express discontent and worries about punk losing its way: “I 

became punk because I’m sick and tired of fascist bigotry, and yet, I see so much of in the 

scene.”80  As the thoughts on racism reveal, homophobia was threatening to undermine the ideals 

of punk culture and examining zines offers insight into a safe space that allowed punks to 

express their views about the culture.  Reading on the history of punk in Greater Los Angeles 

and the scene’s early connections to gay performance culture, it becomes much more poignant 

when “Smegma” a punk of “Latin decent” claims that “people so apt [to use homophobic slurs] 

don’t seem to really know that homosexuality plays a bigger part in the movement than people 
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think.”81  This illustrates a disconnect that has left the scene lost and confused about what it is, a 

scene that was losing its way. 

 Although racism and homophobia have stigmatized punk culture, sexism is perhaps the 

biggest stigma punk culture has to overcome.  Though Southern California punk icons like X and 

Black Flag had female members, the scene was definitely dominated by young men.82  As the 

case is with racism and homophobia, sexism discussed in Flipside found itself as being 

compared to systematic oppressions that are perpetuated by a social system that promoted 

normative modes of living and behaviors, a system that punks were supposed to be fighting.  

This contradiction causes a writer, named “Nancy,” to question the motives of her fellow punks: 

“If punks are anti-society, fighting society’s stupid rules, don’t you realize that sexism is one of 

the oldest and most heavily enforced/repressive of them all?”83 

 The concerns that fill the pages of Flipside ultimately point to an envisioned punk ideal 

that reveals desires shared by punks to create something that was not separate from society but to 

create something that could infect significant social and cultural changes.  Throughout the reader 

sections, one begins to see a punk philosophy or ideal emerge.  Though punk culture was about 

individuality, it was not supposed to be as exclusive as it was becoming.  It was supposed to be 

open.  Often blamed by outsiders for creating a definition of punk sound and style, hardcore 

punk in the suburbs in its attempt to create a purer punk actually undermined the open ideals of 

the scene.  Many writers in Flipside express pessimism at achieving any real change because 

“the biggest concern in the punk scene is who looks the most hardcore.”84  Others claim the style 
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dogma created a “cannibalistic” culture that was “eating itself, ripping itself up in its silly desire 

to imitate itself.”85   

 Sentiments were not all pessimistic, however, many kids who wrote into Flipside, 

expressed desires and dreams of uniting the scene.  Many signed off with some variation that 

promoted “Anarchy and Peace.”86 Perhaps most ambitious was a call for action sent in by a 

group of punk girls from Del Mar, an affluent beachside community in north San Diego, that 

called themselves, “the new Vise girls.”  These girls sought to give punk “legitimate purpose and 

political beliefs.”  They expressed concerns that punk was becoming too selfish and that “in the 

beginning being punk meant you were an intelligent individual calling for political reformation, 

now it is a representation of illiterate fascism.”  Ultimately, these girls were calling for a 

unification amongst countercultures; from punks to hippies, to come together and “take action.”87  

What emerges is a punk ideal or philosophy existing within the free spaces of fanzine pages that 

can be described as a desire for a collective anarchism, a place where punks were aiming for 

“cooperation” not division, an expression of a communal anarchism in which anarchy and peace 

can coexist.88   

 In their search for spaces, these literary spaces provided the only truly free space for punk 

youth to gather, communicate, and share ideas. They provided a space away from the harassment 

of parents, city officials, law enforcement, and peers.  Though literary spaces can only do so 

much, by producing their own publications, punks in the suburbs were able to link isolated 

pockets of punkers throughout the fragmented, sprawling landscape of Southern California.  

Whereas physical spaces became more difficult to come by as media depictions of violence 
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attracted the attention of city officials and law enforcement, spaces like the pages of Flipside, 

were the only truly free space where punks could gather free of harassment. 

 In one of the most pivotal moments of Rebel Without A Cause, Jim Stark and leading 

bully, Buzz, are set to play a game of chicken, a game in which the two are to race toward the 

edge of a cliff in stolen cars; first one to jump out of the speeding car loses and gets deemed 

chicken.  Before they get in their cars, Jim approaches the cliff to get a glimpse of what is at 

stake, while there he is joined by Buzz and the two share a cigarette.  The relationship between 

the two up until this point had been characterized by confrontation and competition, but at the 

cliff, to Jim’s surprise, Buzz reveals to Jim, "You know something? I like you." To which Jim 

replies, “Why do we do this?”  Without skipping a beat, Buzz shrugs his shoulders and explains, 

“You gotta do something, now, don’t you?”89  Despite a postmodern environment in which youth 

were being groomed to passively observe and consume, punk youth looked at the culture around 

them and didn’t see anything worth consuming, and instead of numbly digesting the images and 

products presented to them they sought to create something new that fit better with the way they 

saw the world, and the way they wanted the world to be.  Like, Buzz, they couldn’t check out, 

they had to do something.  Instead of accepting their place, youth punk culture in the suburbs of 

Southern California sought spaces to express themselves and to secure a sense of purpose in an 

increasingly shallow and meaningless environment. Though philosophy of punk may not be clear 

at times and often gets described as nihilistic, and though punks most certainly went about living 

in destructive fashion, ultimately, what emerges is a culture that was about destruction of norms, 

socially and culturally, it was a destruction as the route to building something new and more 
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humane. They were victims of the phoniness and superficiality of a postmodern milieu on a 

search for something real.  They weren’t going to do nothing, they had to do something. 
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