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REBEL WITHOUT A CAUSE AND AMERICAN
YOUTH CULTURE IN THE 1950-S

The article is focused on social, cultural and political aspects of the film «Rebel
Without a Cause» through the lens of the historical significance of the period it was
made in. The findings show that the film not only deals with the classic questions
of juvenile delinquency in the 1950s America, but also manifests the existential
questions of the Cold War era in its exploration of identity and masculinity of ju-
venile and youth American culture in general. While previous studies on the film
were concentrated mainly on the psychological question of juvenile delinquency,
this work explores the relationship between the cultural images and the fatalistic
political situation in the early Cold War years in suburban American families.

Issue presentation, its topicality and connection with research work.
An initial understanding of Nicholas Ray’s now classic Rebel Without
a Cause can be summarized in its capitalization of contemporary attitudes
concerning juvenile delinquency, the birth of inexplicable teenage rebellion
and the evolving concepts of masculinity and conformity. Delving deeper
into the film’s explicit themes, an even more disturbing portrait of America
in the midst of an existential crises emerges - not only are the characters
(and ultimately audiences) struggling with themselves and the society they
are a part of, they are attempting to come to terms with an unimaginable
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reality of the constantly imminent personal, as well as collective, death
in the Cold War era [2, p. 303]. The film itself has gained an eerie aura of
being cursed, as inexplicable and unnatural death plagued the stars of the
film just as much as their characters (car accident, drowning, murder) [4,
pp. 1-17]. The idea of audiences in 1955 viewing this film with the main
star having recently perished in a tragic car accident, added to the film’s
cult status, forever enshrining James Dean as a pinnacle of teenage angst
and rebellion [Ibid. ]. In this way, Rebel Without a Cause is not only part
of a larger cultural movement of its time - it helped define, focus and
project the movement itself.

The topicality of the article is substantiated by the fact that generational
ruptures, existential crises and family ideals set in the context of a confused
post-war reality and a people attempting to redefine themselves are all fea-
tured in Rebel, as a product of its time, providing a jarring look at America
in an extreme time of uncertainty in the middle of the 20" century.

The purpose of the article lies in exploring the relationship between
the cultural images and the fatalistic political situation in the early Cold
War years in suburban American families.

The priority of the author of the article is to explore the now clichéd
topics of identity, change of familial roles and a teenager’s place in society
through the prism of societal and cultural stereotypes of both post-war and
contemporary America.

The overview. Although a cycle of juvenile delinquent dramas preceded
Rebel Without a Cause, none of them focused on the youth themselves. In so-
ciology and general understanding at the time, this problem of rebellious
teenagers seemed completely irrational and unfounded and was presented
as a problem for the parents, therefore seen and thought about through
their point of view [4, pp. 116-120]. Rebel capitalizes on this environment
and turns the spotlight on the delinquents themselves, making the youth
in the audience not only relate to the likes of Jim, Judy and Plato, but
use their stories as an introspection to perhaps find out the cause or goal
of their own rebellion. Judy and Plato’s dramas reflect specific archetypes
that were greatly feared and scarcely understood in this time. The overly
independent, sexually determined female and the borderline homosexual
psychopath are concepts that are presented as easily solvable [Ibid., p. 134] -
if parents give proper attention and love to their young daughters they
won’t seek to be loved elsewhere therefore falling into trouble; if parents
are present and engaged in a young boy’s life he will not act out and shoot
puppies or turn to an «unnatural» sexual expression as a means of crying
out for help. Jim Stark’s central dilemma - his inner struggle as represented
in his rebellion against conformist views of suburban, middle-class America
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and his confusion over realistic and ideal masculinity [Ibid., pp. 131-146] -
has an even greater implication beyond the individual. In his struggle to
understand his mold and the man he is meant to become, the film parallels
an America attempting to cast off its idealistic past to emerge as a respon-
sible world power [Ibid., pp. 153]. The political implications of Rebel are
perhaps overlooked in favour of the social and cultural lessons, but cast
an important and central shadow over the entire film.

The Age of Abundance in post-war America brought in a re-imagination
and crisis of the American dream [1, p. 26]. «Did the American dream mean
success through individual competition in a wide-open free market-place?
Or was the dream only of the abundance the American-market place
had made possible - the suburban American dream of two cars in every
garage and a refrigerator-freezer in every kitchen?» [Ibid. ]. America had
been through two wars, a Depression and was amidst an uncertain new
conflict against Communism. Perhaps the American people had grown
weary of the fighting and the competitive work in the traditional sense,
allowing themselves the chance to settle down and enjoy this abundance.
In Rebel, this is reflected in the family values of primarily Jim’s character -
the house, the car, the clothes. When Jim’s father exclaims «Don’t I buy you
everything you want?» he is speaking with the voice of the adults of the
1950s, attempting to understand teenage rebellion. This idea of the kids
having everything and not understanding or appreciating what the prior
generation went through to ensure it, and the failure to present a valid ex-
cuse for delinquency in the first place, contributed to this widely accepted
idea of «without a cause» [4, p. 118].

The gist. As Rebel Without a Cause explores the now clichéd topic
of identity and a teenager trying to find their place in society while all the
adults in the world don’t understand, it acts as a microcosm that reflects
the larger significance of the 1950s white masculine culture experiencing
a sense of identity crisis [4, pp. 118-121]. The emasculation that was a topic
of immense fear in the 1950s is reflected in Jim’s father as a man incapable
of standing up to his wife, or standing up for his son having lost the viril-
ity, strength and stability that has ideally been synonymous with the «true
man» ideal [3]. The roots of this emasculation had been grounded decades
prior, as Jon Mitchell remarks, «During WWI, the American woman was
called upon to do men’s work...the great depression gave women an eco-
nomic excuse to introduce their husbands to dirty dishes and diapers...
Only since the end of WWII has the American woman had a chance to...
enjoy her now dominant position» [4, p. 132]. Jim needs his father to be that
kind of rugged, strong, ruthless man that he believes is the true definition
of masculinity; instead he is presented with a man in an apron on his knees
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at the service of the female that did this to him in the first place. «What
do you do when you have to be a man?» says Jim as he values honesty,
sincerity, honour - what he thinks are ideals that a real man is supposed
to value. Being called «chicken» deeply wounds him and pushes him into
an irrational state of mind. Judy’s father is presented as this idealistic type
of «man’s man» uncomfortable with his daughter’s new found sexuality.
Jim attempts to showcase his manliness with Buzz and the kids and needs
his father to acknowledge that he is doing the right thing by being a man
and doing what he has to do for honour. When that reassurance does not
come, it provides Jim with all the more reason to do it, not wanting to be
like his father, a chicken, rejecting his true image and calling as a man.

This new notion of the woman as independent and in charge, is very
much evident in the example of Jim’s household, was incompatible with
the post WWII attempt at resolidification of American society by means
of «re-invocation of the gender stereotypes of breadwinning father and
housemaker mother» [3]. The nuclear family was a new ideal, entrenching
domesticity as the desired outcome of life. A functioning home, defined by
clear roles of the parents, was seen as a way of preserving a functioning
democratic republic [Ibid. ]. This confusion over masculinity and familial
roles permeates Jim’s story and is further presented in Plato’s erratic be-
haviour and implicit sexual confusion. At first glance, it would seem as if
Rebel endorses these values, considering that Jim’s father’s emasculation
is treated as a joke and clear role reversal, which is deemed unacceptable.
However, a different interpretation could support the view that the film
more subtly rejects these norms and historic images of societal and cultural
stereotypes. By accepting his father’s coat in the end, by returning to the
«normalcy» of the family after a night of rebellious and erratic behaviour,
it’s not that Jim is falling into the conformity that seems required of him by
the times (son coming back into the family, understanding that obedience
is the only way to restore normalcy). Rather, Jim can be seen as matur-
ing, having evolved from the beginning to the end, now understanding
the parental point of view better and seeing his father as not so much
emasculated and «chicken» but as a new, evolved figure of a man - one
who values rational thought, provides material and emotional support for
his children, and acts like a good husband [4, p. 132].

Cinematically, Ray very tellingly presents the idea of conformity and a
sense of entrapment and phoniness in a remarkable visual way. The houses
are tightly pushed together, the fences keep the kids contained, the group
dynamics at school, and the issues of the families being pushed and blamed
on the children. The sense of claustrophobia is evident in the film and is
contrasted by the idea of spatial freedom and escape by the cliff («the bluff»)
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and the space show at the Planetarium. However, instead of representing
release and personal freedom, these two scenes have a perilous context as
Buzz dies going over the bluff and the space show reminds everyone of
the Cold War threat (and later hosts the deadly showdown between Plato
and the police). The existential implications of the Planetarium scene are
heavily loaded with nuclear analogies [4, pp. 153-155]. In an almost bibli-
cal way, the show previews the end of the world, a concept that 1950s
American youth would definitely equate with the ever-present nuclear
threat. The way Plato ducks behind the seats at the most climatic moment,
alludes to the «Duck and Cover» promotion at the time [Ibid., p. 155]. As
for the youth in general, it speaks to a more lasting themes throughout the
movie: living in the moment because you might be gone tomorrow. Jim
is portrayed as valuing the everyday experiences, with his clear refusal to
accept the adults in the film telling him the likes of «in 10 years it will pass»
or «you’ll see how foolish you were». «I want an answer now!» - Jim and
the rest of the youth in the mid-20* century America, is faced with not only
the dilemma of personal death, but the more biblical, extraordinary death
which gives their lives a sense of urgency and perhaps anxiety leading to
the «delinquency» in the first place.

Jim’s own evolution, in many ways, provides a reality check for the au-
dience - after all, these are just kids. The opening scene alone encompasses
most of Jim’s inner and outer struggle: while attempting to assimilate into
his role as manly and conforming, Jim is wearing a suit while lying on
the ground and being father-like to a toy monkey. His drunkenness is all
that the adults around him see, yet no one except perhaps the audience sees
the infantile regression of Jim’s character. Perhaps all he longs for is to play
with the toy monkey and drink his milk and not have to deal with all the
issues of growing up, like doing the right thing and becoming a man and
making friends and fitting in. Yet, this infantile behaviour changes, as he
gets closer to Judy, signifying an inevitable progression that comes with
being in a relationship [4, pp. 153-155]. The abandoned mansion becomes
an imaginary playground for an imaginary family - Jim, Judy and Plato
as a perfect suburban unit. Plato taken on the infantile characteristics, fur-
thering the infatuation and obsession with Jim while Jim and Judy leave
Plato (and their innocence) behind in search of something else, something
more mature. As Jim sheds the red jacket (perhaps in a way signifying
Communism as well) he sheds his irrational rebellion, accepting the new
dawn as a new understanding that change and not just rejection of society
is the key to his happiness. «If I had one day when I didn’t have to be all
confused and I didn’t have to feel that I was ashamed of everything. If I felt
that I belonged somewhere someplace. You know?» Jim’s wish comes true
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as he and Judy find each other, in a way conforming to the idea of belong-
ing and embarking on their own family experiment, but more importantly,
speaks to the original message of rebellion. Even though there may not be
a cause and known way to prevent it, the youth themselves can relate to
each other even if everyone else «just doesn’t understand». They are saved,
only not knowing whether they are saved for another day, or two or three
as death is constantly looming.

Conclusions (Results). Just as Jim tries to adapt to the changing dynam-
ics and roles of his life, America in the 1950s was attempting to change and
protect itself at the same time [3]. By reverting to stereotypical household
roles, the patriarchy and democratic republic was safe. By strengthening
the family unit, the nuclear and Communist threat seemed manageable.
Although a period of immense confusion and self-examination, America in
the mid 1950s was on a brink of a new dawn - and who better to lead it to
anew dawn than a new generation. A cliché today, the troubled teenager
at this time posed a new and uncertain problem for the American public,
and Rebel helped entrench and offer glimpses into this phenomenon.
The groundbreaking element however, lies in its vantage point: the film
arrived in the perfect moment of introspection to open the eyes of America
and see another side of the conflict, urging for rationality and maturity in
dealing with the youth and perhaps the greater political enemy as well.
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Y cmammi docaiokyromses coyianvii, KyAsmypHi i noAimuyHi acnexmu gpiibmy
«Bynmibrux oe3 npununu» (Rebel Without a Cause) kpiss npusmy icrmopuumo2o
ananrisy. Pesyavmamu docaioxents 006o0amy, w0 ¢pisom He Auute 0ae 6ionobioi
HA KAGCUYHT NUMAHHA 1000 nidaimixoBoi 3aouunnocmi 6 Amepuyi 6 50-x pp, aze
mMaKosx 0eMOHCIpPYE ex3ucmenyiini npobiemu nepiody «xoA00Hoi BitiHu», AKi
CIMOCYIOMIbCSA 0COOUCTNOCHIE, SMYIKHIHHA NI0ATMKIB 1a M0A00iXHOT AMepukaHcbkol
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KyAbmypu 3a2a40M. Y moi uac koau 6ci nonepedni docaioxenHs griasmy poxycy-
Baruica e0406HUM YUHOM HA NCUXOA0TYHOMY Achekmi nidAimKo60i 3404 UHHOCTHI,
Y yitl pobomi ybaea 30cepedrxena Ha COYiALbHO-NOATINULHOMY ACNEKMI, 4 came HA
36743KY Mix KyAbmypHuMu 00pasamu i (pamaricmuuHor noAmu4HoI0 CUMyayieio
HA No4aAmKyY «x0A00H0i iiinu» Y npoBinyinnii Amepuiyi.

B cmamuve uccaedylomcs coyuastsle, KyAbmypHbie U NOAUMUUeCKie acrek-
mul pusvma «Bynmaps 6es npuuunsi» (Rebel Without a Cause) cx6o3v npusmy
ucmoputeckozo anaiusa. Pesyasmamet pabomst nodmbepsxoarom udeto o mom,
41Mmo 3MoM (huAsM He 10AbKO Oaer omBenvl HA Kiaccuveckie 6onpockl 0 noo-
pocmkoboil npecrmyntnocmu 6 Amepuxe 6 50-x ee., HO maxoke deMOHCIpUpYer
npobaeMblL IK3UCTEHYUAALHOR0 NAAHA NEPUOOa «X0A00HOU BOTIHbL», KACAIOUjUECH
AUMHOCTU, BO3MYXKAHUA NOOPOCHIKOB U MOA00EIKHOT AMEPUKAHCKOU KYAbHIYpbL
8 yeaom. B mo Bpems, kax Bce npedvidyujuie ticcaedobanua 3moeo pussma pokycu-
pobBasucs erabHbim 00pasoM HA NCUXO0A0UUECKOU cocmabaatoueil nodpocnikobor
npecmynuocmu, 6 0aHHou padome BHUMAHUE COCPeOOINOUeHO HA COYUAALHO-
NOAUMUYECKOM acnekme, 4 UMEeHHO, HA CBA3U Mex0Y KYAbMYPHbIMU 00pasamiL
U pamasucmuyeckort NOAUMUUECKol cumyayuetl Ha4ala «xo0A00Hou BouHbL»
8 npoBunyuarvrotl Amepuxe.
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OCOBJIMBOCTI ETHOHAILIIOHAJIbHO{
ITOJIITUKU CPCP

Hocaioxyromuscsa MikHayioHarvhi Gionocunu 6 nepiod gynxyionybanna ma
posnady CPCP. Anaizyemscs cyms padancskol nosimuku «imnepii nosumubHoi
0if» w000 emHiuHUX 2pyn, nosimuxa «kopenizayii». BuBuenns ocobiubocmei
cyuacroi emuonosimuunoi cumyayii 6 Yxpaini

HocmimKeHHsIM IIMTaHHS eTHOHOHAIIOHAILHOI IIOJITUKM 3aMaJICS
P4 BUEHMX, cepefl HMX MOXXHa BUOUINTH K YKpaiHCBKMX, TakK i 3apy-
ObLKHMX BUeHMX, 30KpeMa, Iie: K. M. Birman, T. Maprun, A. Kammenep,
H. IT. IIunka, 1. A. MebHUK.

ITpobiiema peryioBaHHS eTHOHAIiOHAJIBHMX BiJHOCKHH IoOcimae
BaXKJIMBe Miclle Y CTPYKTYpi AepKaBHOT IOJIITHMKM abcoI0THOI OijIbIoc-
Ti Xpain cydacHoro csity. Hanpukinni XX - na novarky XXI cromirrs
BifOysIMcs 17106aJ1bHi colliaIbHO-eKOHOMIUHI Ta CyCIiIbHO-IOITUYHI
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