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The 1950s:
Conformity, Complacency and Contentment
Read the following collection of documents from the 1950s. As you read, answer the accompanying questions that explore the period and assess the validity of the following statement:
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Document A: President Eisenhower’s First Inaugural Address, 1953

1. How would you explain Eisenhower’s central message? How does Eisenhower view each individual’s role in the economic success and social stability of the country?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Document B: John Keats, The Crack in the Picture Window, 1956.
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2. Explain the “gender divide” that is described by Keats. Can these gender roles be viewed as a reaction to the earlier decline of the family that accompanied industrialization? Why or why not? __________________________________________
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____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Document C: (1) Anne Kelly, “Suburbia – Is It a Child’s Utopia?” New York Times Magazine, February 2, 1958.

(2) Dwight MacDonald, “A Caste, a Culture, a Market,” New Yorker, November 22 1958.
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3. Explain the “squeeze” put on suburban children. Can this be viewed as a valid reaction to industrialization’s effects on children decades earlier? Why or why not?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Document D: Russell Lynes, A Surfeit of Honey, 1953.


4. Define the word ‘surfeit.’ Why is Lynes critical of the economic growth during the 1950s? How does the title of this work relate to Lynes’ criticism?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Document E: Adlai Stevenson’s Commencement Address to women graduates at Smith College, June 6, 1955.

5. According to Stevenson, how did typical suburbs shape women’s attitudes?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Document F: James Wechsler, Reflections of an Angry Middle-Agerd Editor, 1958.


6. How has the US’ foreign policy, particularly the practice of brinkmanship, influenced American ideals and society during the 1950s?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Document G: Hal Himmelstein, Television Myth and the American Mind, 1984.


7. How did the television unify Americans during the 1950s?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

Document H: TV News journalist Edward R. Murrow’s speech to Radio and Television News Directors Association in Chicago, 1958.


8. Why can it be said that television was central to American culture in the 1950s?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________



( Extended Response:

In a well-developed, organized response, assess the validity of the following statement using information from the documents and your knowledge of American history:

The postwar era witnessed temendous economic growth and rising social contentment and conformity. Yet in the midst of such increasing affluence and domesticity, social critics expressed a growing sense of unease with American culture in the 1950s.

The postwar era witnessed temendous economic growth and rising social contentment and conformity. Yet in the midst of such increasing affluence and domesticity, social critics expressed a growing sense of unease with American culture in the 1950s.





We must be willing, individually and as a Nation, to accept whatever sacrifices may be required of us… Patriotism means equipped forces and a prepared citizenry. Moral stamina means more energy and more productivity, on the farm and in the factory. Love of liberty means the guarding of every resource that makes freedom possible, from the sanctity of our families and the wealth of our soil to the genius of our scientists. And so each citizen plays an indispensable role. The productivity of our heads, our ahnds and our hearts is the source of all [strength].





In [suburbia]… there were no husbands. Men were overnight lodgers or casual weekend guests. They left each morning for the city, which satisfied their need for change… They seldom visited their business acquaintances socially, for [they] might live miles away in some other development… Husbands came to [the suburbs]… to eat and sleep, and when they left in the morning, ownership of [the suburbs] passed by default to a matriarchy.





(1) Pressures on children to conform, to be popular, to achieve and generally to fit in with the group amount to a squeeze… They have no time left for daydreams…





Suburban life for children is over-organized; the father has little time at home because of commuting demands; the mother becomes sole disciplinarian… materialism is glorified, with sports cars, patios, hi-fi and country clubs… 





(2) … a recent survery found that in the suburbs of New York teenage crime has been increasing faster than the teenage population… The report continued: “Social workers… sense an increase in youthful offenses involving alcohol and sex… Several noted that… 10,000 youngsters in trouble came from… ‘good homes’





Put in its rudest terms, prosperity produces not only plenty, but curiously empty values and a national uneasiness. It produces strange kinds of personal economic competition in which symbols like the automobile and the freezer represent a burning desire for status. Cars get gaudier; hi-fi sets get hi-er; beer can openers become mink-bearing, open fields are swallowed up to make future slums, slums are torn down to make parking lots…





Many women feel frustrated and far apart from the great issues and stirring debates for which their education has given them understanding and relish. Once they read Baduelaire. Now it is the Consumer’s guide. Once they wrote poetry. Now it’s the laundry list. Once they discussed art and philosophy until late in the night. Now they are so tired they fall asleep as soon as the dishes are finished. There is, often, a sense of contraction of closing horizons and lost opportunities. They had hoped to play their part in the crisis of the age. But what they do is wash the diapers.





I think there are values that have transcended these difficult and complicated conditions of human existence… There is the right, thank God, for all of us to scream and shout and do anythign we damn please in public. There is also, I think, the responsibility for us to try to give to the people in our society some sense of what matters and what is important and what we care about…People say so often that there are no issues any longer, that everything was settled by the New Deal… that that there really aren’t any great differences in political life. To some extent that’s true. Yet we live in a time when there are two things that seem to me to be worthy of everything within us.





One is the fact that there is something called the hydrogen bomb which can make a mockery of anything we call civilization. The other is the quest for human equality which has become the dominant and decisive issue of our lifetime.





The suburban-middle-landscape television comedy was a comedy of reassurance. Beneath its funny situations, involving the often inexplicable, illogical actions of cute kids who refused to become adults, was a very nearly uniform world view that telvision executive Sprague Vonier once termed the “urban outlook.” The urban outlook framed a world in which principles of fair play prevailed; judges were sober, lawyers were intelligent and honest, police were calm, understanding and above all, incorruptible…





One of the basic troubles with radio and TV news is that both instruments have grown up as an incompatible combination of show business, advertising and news. Each of the three is a rather bizarre and demanding profession… The top management of the networks… has been trained in advertising, research, sales or show business… They also make the final and crucial decisions having to do with news and public affairs. Frequently they have neither the time nor the competence to do this…


Sometimes there is a clash between the public interest and the corporate interest… Upon occasion, economics and editorial judgment are in conflict… [We need to] get up off our fat surpluses and recognize that TV in the main is being used to distract, delude, amuse and insulate us… This instrument can teach, it can illuminate; it can even inspire. But it can do so only to the eztent that humans are tdetermined to use it to those ends…
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