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Introduction  

The Words from California Project documents the words associated with California and 

explains how these words offer insight into the diverse culture and people of California. There 

are so many ways words can be utilized, it is only right that this project will analyze a number of 

different sources. Along with that, each source will be compared within its own category and 

ultimately brought together to illustrate the number of different cultures that make up California. 

With that said, this project will analyze songs, poetry, California slang, place names and news 

articles. There are many other sources that could be used, but this project will focus on a number 

of different artifacts from each section to illustrate the different cultures that are brought into 

California.  

Music 

 Lyrics have a poetic way of explaining 

culture. There are so many different genres and 

bands, it’s impossible to not get insight on someone’s 

life through their lyrics. A number of bands and 

artists that come from California are recognizable 

from one song, even one note. These bands so an 

excellent job in using their words and their language 

to demonstrate the culture that surrounds and inhabits 

California.  

The Red Hot Chili Peppers are a staple of 

California. They have a number of songs that are not 

only easily detectable, but also about the one and only 



Golden State. Anthony Kiedis, the lead singer, wrote a book about his upbringing and his 

experiences with the band. Scar Tissue isn’t like other memoirs or autobiographies; this book 

tells a compelling story about the struggles that Kiedis faced and how he somehow made it to the 

top with his band. His youth was so different than one that a child growing up today would 

encounter. He was born and raised in Michigan, but moved out to California when he was 12 to 

live with his dad. Even at such a young age, Kiedis can remember his first time smoking weed. 

His father had offered him a joint, and he recalls thinking that “being in this new environment 

made me adventurous” (Kiedis 2004). He goes into more detail about how California made him 

feel new and that he could try and do a number of new things. The use of this type of language 

and using words like “adventurous” enhance the idea that California is a free spirited place to 

live. Kiedis may not have been born in California, but his coming of age period happened there 

which impacted his way of talking. Through his autobiography, he is able to demonstrate the 

language and subsequently the culture that is present in California.  

When the band formed in 1983, Kiedis was not only the front man, but the song writer as 

well. His songs were filled with his experiences in California, and many of them were even given 

titles that had to do with California. The song “Tell Me Baby” which was on the album Stadium 

Arcadium maybe does not have a title that corresponds with the state, but the first lines reads 

“They come from every state to find some dreams were 

meant to be declined” (Red Hot, 2006). With this lyric, 

Kiedis was able to portray the classic thought that there 

are so many people that go to Hollywood to chase their 

dream and end up getting denied. Young people far and 

wide who want to be singers know that they have to 



make it to Los Angeles in order to make it big, but so many of them end up coming up short. The 

way Kiedis says that they were meant to be declined brings up this sense of despair and sadness 

that must be present at some points in life. Kiedis brings to light the darker side of California and 

the music industry. These words help enhance the fact that not everything is sunshine and surfing 

in California, that there is significant struggle as well. This feeling of despair and even wonder is 

found later in the song when Kiedis writes “This town was made of many things” (Red Hot, 

2006), which can be interpreted to mean that there are so many people and histories that make up 

the cultures present in Los Angeles. Thinking about it in a deeper sense, this lyric can mean that 

there are so many other things present in Los Angeles, not just the palm trees and beaches. There 

is a darker side to California that Kiedis is able to portray in his lyrics.  

Through his music, Kiedis was able to portray the darker side of California. The words he 

uses illustrate the idea that there is a darker side within the California image. With his book and 

his music, Kiedis proves that California is a place of despair, hope, and recovery.  

San Francisco is the home of the iconic Golden Gate Bridge along with many social 

movements and pop icons. The band Journey was formed in San Francisco in the 70s. This band 

is one of the most successful American rock bands of all time thanks to their jazz-infused rock 

sound that had not been heard before. The lead singer of the early band, Steve Perry, comes from 

Portuguese parents and had one hell of a journey (pun intended) to get to the successful career he 

found in San Francisco. Before he was in Journey, Perry was in a few other bands with friends 

from high school and college. These bands gave him that head start that so many others don’t get 

to have, but unfortunately they never worked out. Perry remained friends with the members, but 

almost gave up music when his old bassist Richard Michaels got killed in a car accident (K. 

1985). This was the second one of his old bandmates that was killed by drinking too much and 



driving too fast, and it all became too much for Perry to handle. In the grand scheme of things, he 

wound up signing with Journey and dedicating his album to the two friends that he lost.  

This loss for Perry brought inspiration to 

continue writing and singing. He went on to write a 

number of number one hits on the album Escape 

which hit platinum eight times. On this album, 

there is the one and only song “Don’t Stop 

Believing” which is one of the top selling tracks in 

digital history. To this day, this song is a rock 

anthem. It came out in 1981, and 35 years later 

people still know all the lyrics. When Perry writes “Some will win/Some will lose/Some were 

born to sing the blues” it implies that, yes, some people won’t be able to follow through with 

their dreams, but there is always hope. The title alone is enough to instill hope in the listeners. 

With this song Perry was able to show how California can be a place of hope, a place of 

inspiration. Perry uses a positive language to give the listeners an insight to the California that he 

has experienced.   

Both the Red Hot Chili Peppers and Journey brought a new sound to music. They are 

bands that everyone can recognize, whether they realize it or not. Their songs are known by so 

many, it’s no surprise they have stood the test of time. Musicians are always seen as icons and it 

is so infrequent that people remember that they are just people, like everyone else. Writing these 

songs about struggle provides as a 

reminder that their lives are painful too, 

it’s not just what we see on stage. These 



artists and lyrics also help portray the cultures that make up California. Anthony Kiedis was born 

and raised in Michigan, then moved to Los Angeles with his father and got himself into a little 

bit of trouble. His problems with drugs serve as a reminder that it can happen to anyone, but 

there is also the chance for recovery. The language he uses in his book and in his songs allude to 

the thought that California is a place of struggle, pain, and recovery. His words enhance this 

image to show that California is not all spotlights and glamour, there is a darker side to it all.  

Journey also shined a light on California with their music. Their new spin on rock with a 

jazz feel gave them the kick start they needed to make it big. Their anthem “Don’t Stop 

Believing” gave hope to people around the world to never give up, no matter how hard it gets. 

They were able to remind people that it gets hard for everyone, but nothing is impossible. This 

song has been used for decades since its release to instill hope not only in those who were teens 

when it was released, but teens that are growing up in the 2000s. With this song and this band, 

Steve Perry was able to show people young and old that there is hope for everyone.  

Both Kiedis and Perry brought their life struggles into the music and helped to represent 

the state of California with their own spins based on where they had been in life. Even though 

Kiedis took almost a pessimistic point of view on his experience with the music industry and 

Perry made sure to instill hope in others, the two bands are just two of the iconic that originate in 

California. Having so much experience with the state, these two artists were able to use language 

that would carry over into explaining what makes up California. These two artists were able to 

show that it is a place of real life struggle along with the chance to make a new beginning.  

 

Literature  



 For some, poetry is torture. For others, poetry is the only outlet. Either way, the ability to 

write and appreciate poetry is hard to come by. Poetry is an excellent way to use imagery and 

metaphor to eloquently describe scenery or situations to other people. Through poetry, so many 

poets are able to tell their stories of struggle and accomplishment with language that not only 

explains who they are as people, but how the places around them have influenced them as human 

beings.  

 Gary Soto is a man of many talents. He has written countless poems and being from 

California, they provide a wonderful insight to the working class of California. He was born 

from Mexican-American parents and raised in Fresno. Growing up, Soto was always a hard 

worker. He worked in the fields often, especially when his father died, and has little time to focus 

on his studies. Due to this, he fell behind in school and was never the best student. He found 

inspiration in high school when he learned about poetry. From here, he went on to go to college 

and even do some graduate work in English. He has written numerous poems that enhance the 

readers’ understanding of the working class in California 

during the 60s.  

 Within the book New and Selected Poems, a 

number of Soto’s works which shine a light on working 

class California that other people may not be able to do. 

His poem “Envying the Children of San Francisco”, Soto 

explains how hard it is for him to watch the children with 

seemingly better lifestyles go home. He writes “I want to 

know where/They’re going, what door they’ll push/Open 

and call home – The TV coming on, Milk, a cookie for 



each hand” (Soto 1995). Through these few lines of poetry, Soto was able to paint the picture of 

watching these children go into their homes where they will knowingly have the TV ready to be 

watched and warm desserts ready to be consumed. Soto always had to work hard to be able to 

help his family put food on the table, while the children of San Francisco had these luxuries. 

Soto uses phrases like “a cookie for each hand” to illustrate that children of San Francisco were 

used to having these luxuries. Through this, Soto is able to show the differences in two cultures 

of California. The language he uses is clearly from someone that’s on the outside looking in, and 

it makes it evident that there was a social divide in California in the 60s. He uses phrasing that 

has a saddening tone to heighten the understanding that for some, California was a place of work.  

Growing up with immigrant parents, Soto always had a rough life. To this day, people 

tend to assume that if you’re Hispanic, you’re not an American citizen. Back when Soto was 

growing up, it was just the same. He has jobs and was making money, he even knew English, yet 

he was still seen as illegal. In his poem “Mexicans Begin Jogging” he explains one experience 

with this stereotype. In this poem, Soto explains how one day while he was at work the border 

patrol showed up and his boss told them all to start running. One part of the poem reads “And I 

shouted that I was American. “No time for lies,” he said, and pressed / A dollar in my palm, 

hurrying me / Through the back door” (Soto 1995). He goes into further detail about how he and 

the rest of his coworkers ran so far that they were eventually in a neighborhood they did not 

recognize. He uses words like “amazed crowds” and “Houses where people paled” to allude the 

reader to believe he ran into a neighborhood that was predominantly white. This poem suggests 

that because Soto comes from Mexican cultures, assumptions are commonly made about him. 

The language he uses makes it clear that he was an outsider. Due to this, the reader gets an even 

greater feeling that Soto, and many other Mexican-Americans were seen as outsiders. The 



language that Soto uses makes it evident that there was some sort of social divide within the state 

and that they were getting discriminated against.  

Mary Austin is a writer that may not be from 

California, but her family moved there in 1888 when she 

graduated college. From there, Austin began writing about 

the nature of California. Amongst other things, she wrote 

about the deserts and how they were so much more than just 

hot sand. She emphasized the beauty within and how others 

should learn to appreciate that. In her book The Land of 

Little Rain, the self-titled work goes into great detail how 

beautiful and rich the deserts actually are. Within this piece, 

Austin describes why people would want to live in such a hot, dry place; she states “one does not 

wonder so much after having lived there” (Austin 1903). She continues to explain how much the 

deserts themselves have to offer by stating “the rainbow hills, the tender bluish mists, the 

luminous radiance of the spring, have the lotus charm” (Austin 1903). From here she goes on to 

say that workers who have lived in the desert can attest to the fact that they will always return. 

She writes that the air is the cleanest air breathed anywhere in God’s world and that the deserts 

tempt people to try to become rich through its resources. 

Austen provides insight to the culture that the deserts provide. A huge part of her works 

was learning about the Native American life in the Mojave Desert. Through this research, she 

was able to see what they see in the land and all it can offer. She uses her stories to portray how 

others see the barren wasteland that normally comes to mind when hearing the word “desert”. 

Her words allow the reader to look past the miles of sand and burning sun to see the true beauty 



that lies. She is able to show people that yes, deserts are hot, but there is so much more to be 

seen. She talks about the native flowers and animals that cover the ground, how the air is so pure, 

and how the desert can be used to its full potential. At the end of this work, she states “For all the 

toll the desert takes of a man it gives compensations, deep breaths, deep sleep, and the 

communion of the stars” (Austen 1903). I don’t think that anything can describe the beauty of 

the deserts better than the stars, especially in today’s culture where city lights drown out the 

stars. When Austen uses such beautiful words, it enhances the idea that the deserts really are 

something of wonder. They have so much to offer, which Austen makes extremely clear. Her 

sentence structure and choice of words makes even reading about deserts soothing rather than 

something of dread. The language and tone that are present throughout her writings provide a 

soft and calming atmosphere that allow the reader to understand how important the deserts really 

are. The deserts of California are not a force to be reckoned with – they are full of so many 

stories and resources that Austen portrays with a wonderful array of phrases and words that 

enhance the understanding of the reader.  

Place Names 



 Since Spain was the one who claimed land 

of California first, it makes sense that a majority of 

the names found in the state are Spanish. For 

example, places like San Francisco, San Jose, and 

Los Angeles all mean something different in 

Spanish and have a rich cultural history. For many, 

San Francisco is known as the culture capital of Norther California. So many social movements 

pass through and thrive in this bay area, it’s no surprise that San Francisco is seen as the hub of 

culture. In the 60s, hippie culture was blossoming, in the 90s, the internet took over, and today it 

is the home of the one and only Twitter. In a New York Times article titled “36 Hours in San 

Francisco”, Bonnie Tsui writes about her experiences throughout San Francisco over a three day 

period. She talks about places to go visit, how much money she spends, and how beautiful 

everything is. One place that she visits is Dolores Park which had recently gotten a huge 

remodeling job. Tsui states how the park may have changed, but something that hadn’t changed 

was “the diverse crush of humanity, and the excellent vistas of the San Francisco skyline” (Tsui 

2015). The language that Tsui uses, for example “diverse crush”, strengthen the idea that words 

can help explain what California is. When using such strong descriptive words, it is so much 

easier to make connections to the reader about the subject manner. In this case, using this 

language made it easier for the author to get her point across that California’s parks are 

breathtaking. The author uses phrasing that is easy to understand, but that also magnifies the 

beauty of the parks.  

 San Jose has so many qualities that make it such a unique place in California. Being in 

the center of Silicon Valley, the rich history can be seen downtown and throughout the city. 



Along with the history that San Jose has to offer, it is also one of the largest areas of Vietnamese 

population which brings an immense amount of culture to the city, especially compared to other 

cities and towns that litter not only California, but the nation as a whole (Places 2015). This San 

Jose website provides a rough background of the city along with links to get to know more. One 

of the links leads to the website about the New Almaden Quicksilver Mining Museum which is 

rich in cultural history of San Jose. In the description of the museum, the author writes that the 

museum “present visitors with an interesting array of exhibits about the history of mercury 

mining and the lifestyles of mining communities” (Places 2015). Through this website, readers 

are able to understand the history that made San Jose the place it is today. This website also used 

phrases like “diversity of people that once lived and worked together” to enhance the idea that 

there was a very unique group of people that lived in and made San Jose the city it is today. The 

simplistic wording of the website makes it easier to follow along with and understand the history 

of the town.  

 Another city that is full of culture and history is Los Angeles. This city is filled with art, 

music venues, hiking trails, beaches, historic landmarks, and so much more. It is constantly 

evolving and changing due to the constant change in atmosphere. So many people go to the one 

and only LA to get the “Californian experience”, but don’t realize what it has to offer. One blog 

post titled “21 Places Every Arts and Culture Lover Should Visit in Los Angeles” by Gabe 

Hirschowitz is pretty self-explanatory, but Hirschowitz writes about many different places that 

enhance the understanding of the culture 

present in Los Angeles. One place he 

describes is the Theatre at Ace Hotel, which is 

still used today for a number of different 



events. When describing this theater, he uses words like “burgeoning epicenter of art and modern 

entertainment” (Hirschowitz 2015). These words illustrate how vital Los Angeles is in producing 

and maintaining today’s entertainment. By using words that some may not use, or have even 

heard of, it emphasizes the point the author is trying to make – that Los Angeles is the hot spot 

for culture from today and its history. 

 

 

Californian Slang 

In every region of the United States, there are slang words that are not used anywhere 

else. Being in New England, people use “wicked” as a synonym for “extremely,” which is not 

what it actually means. California is a hot spot for new slang that will eventually make its way to 

the rest of the nation. With new generations creating new lifestyles, there are new words that will 

become common language. California is a hot spot for new slang due to the fact that Hollywood 

tends to create new ideas on what the popular culture is. It’s so unique that there are words that 

can explain a culture and how people tend to live their lives during a specific time period. Within 

popular slang, there are words that only Californians use, but there are also words that everyone 

else except Californians use – and they hate. If there’s one word that Californians hate, it’s 

“Cali”. According to the article “11 Signs You Were Born and Raised in California,” it’s like 

calling your mother by her first name. It makes sense if you think about it, how would you feel if 

everyone called your state by a shortened name? California is constantly in the spotlight and 

people everywhere try to feel involved and cool by saying Cali, but in reality, most Californians 

don’t say Cali.  



One word that has taken the world by storm is “stoked.” It was made popular in 

California in 1966 thanks to a classic surfing movie “The Endless Summer.” Since it was in a 

popular movie, it is only right that it became so popular across the world. In the dictionary, stoke 

means to stir or add fuel to something that is burning, but this form of the word has taken on a 

whole different meaning. When someone says they’re “stoked” about something, it means they 

are extremely excited for it. Stoked is making a comeback in today’s lingo across the nation 

thanks to the fact that kids are getting more and more into the pop culture of the 70s and 80s. 

Since this word is making a comeback into today’s language, it can suggest that the pop culture 

that was around in the 70s and 80s is starting to make a comeback into today’s culture.  

Common language is not only important in popular culture, but it is vital to defining one 

place from another. California has its own mixing pot of people and cultures that incorporate 

themselves into popular language. These slang terms are a way for other people to see what kind 

of place California is. Many of these terms originate from surfers and beaches – which is all 

California is, right? To people across the nation, the only way we get insight on what it’s like to 

live in California is through Hollywood – which picks up on these slang terms.  

Conclusions 

 There are so many ways to describe California, but words from all these different sources 

do an excellent job in explaining the cultures that make up California. There are so many ways 

words can be expressed, but these few types are some of the most evident. Through music, 

literature, name places, and common slang, people are able to try to understand the history 

behind California and the people who live there. This project aimed to bring together these 

different types of words in hopes to highlight what makes California so iconic.   
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