
America in the 1950s
Society & Culture



Economic Boom
• 1945-1970s: greatest 

economic prosperity 
in the nation’s 
history

• Peaked in the 1960s

• Americans had the 
most wealth of any 
people in the history 
of the world



“GI Bill”
• Officially the 

Servicemen’s 
Readjustment Act

• $ for returning vets for 
vocational training, 
tuition for college, low-
interest mortgages for 
homes, etc.

• Helps send more 
Americans to college 
than ever before

• By the mid-1950s, 60% 
of Americans are 
considered part of the 
“middle class”



Post-War Prosperity
• People want to enjoy the 

good life; much like post-
WWI

• Prosperity of the 1950s 
and 1960s is consumer-
driven (rather than investment-
driven)

• Main-stream cultural 
image of good life:
– Owning a house w/ a lawn 

and a “white picket fence”
– Married with “2.5-kids”
– Women return to 

traditional roles
– (Retreat from “Rosie the 

Riveter” & return to the 
“Cult of Domesticity”)



“Age of the Automobile”
• Federal goal to connect all cities above pop. of 50,000

• Federal Highway Act of 1956: $25 mil. for new highways

– Revenue earned by excise taxes

• Cars are affordable to the middle class

• Movement to the suburbs now possible

• “Sunday Drives”

• Tourism becomes a growing industry

• Pollution will become an issue that raises concern





Moving to the Suburbs
• More homeowners

• More white families 
begin moving out of 
the city to the suburbs 
(housing communities 
outside of cities)

– “Great White Flight”

• “Levittown” (suburb 
community of 
“assembly line” made 
homes) are the 
epitome of new 
suburban life







“Little Boxes”



Television Changes American 
Culture

Households that 
own TVs:

– 1950 = 3.9%
1960 = 86.7%

– Instrumental 
in spreading 
“mainstream” 
cultural ideals 
about family, 
gender roles, 
morality



A “Time of Conformity”
• Many people 

sought to be like 
the main stream 
cultural ideal

• This leads to an 
emphasis on 
materialism 
“Keeping up 
with the 
Joneses”





Women at Work
• Women encouraged to 

“Give your job to a vet!” 
after WWII

• However, younger 
women were joining the 
job force in higher rates 
than ever before

• Shift to clerical and 
service work

• Many people needed 2-
income households to 
buy the material goods 
they felt that they should 
have



Rebellion
• Despite many 

Americans 
“buying-in” to 
mainstream 
cultural ideals of 
the 1950s, many 
felt alienated by 
these ideals

• Groups feeling 
underrepresented/
misrepresented
– Women
– Minorities
– Adolescents 



• Many women who 
remained at home 
felt stifled by their 
roles

• The abuse of 
psychotropic 
drugs increased 
from WWII until 
the mid 1960s 
(Soldiers, 
beatniks, 
“Mother’s Little 
Helpers” for 
housewives)

• Overprescribed  
by doctors and a 
lack of FDA 
regulation



Betty Freidan and 
the Feminine 
Mystique: 

– Subject: “The 
problem that 
has no name” 
aka the lack of 
fulfillment 
experienced 
by many 
housewives

– The beginning 
of the 
women’s 
rights 
movement of 
the 1960s



Dr. Kinsey
• Biologist at Indiana University and “father of the 

sexual revolution”

• Wrote best-selling books about sexual behavior

• Controversial material garnered through interviews

• Later studies would conduct research through 
experimentation



The “Baby Boom” causes new child-rearing theories to circulate

Gone are the “Spare the rod, 
spoil the child” days



Dr. Benjamin Spock
• “Baby and Child 

Care”

• “Parenting” to 
Spock was moreso 
“mothering”

• Babies need love 
and comfort, not 
restriction and 
harsh discipline

• Advice: “Trust your 
instinct”

• Pressure on women 
to stay home and be 
the caregivers



Teen Conformity

• Many youth 
sought to 
emulate the 
stereotypes of 
the main stream

 Dressed alike

• Hung out at the 
soda shop, etc.



Teenage Rebellion



Music
• Term “Disc Jockey” 

conceived

• “Rock and Roll” is born: an 
amalgamation of genres -
mainly blues and country

• White performers like Elvis 
Presley and Jerry Lee Lewis 
rise to prominence by 
emulating the style of black 
musicians

• Elvis, known as “The King” 
shocked traditionalists

• Other big names: Chuck 
Berry, Little Richard, the Big 
Bopper, and Ritchie Valens



Literature

• Poets and writers 
who rejected 
contemporary 
American society

• Alan Ginsburg —
“Howl”

• Jack Kerouac– On 
The Road

• Arthur Miller –
Death of a 
Salesman



“Beat Generation”



Hollywood 
Reinforces 
Morality 

and Gender 
Roles

Marlon Brando and 
James Dean personified 
the “rebel” youth





Marilyn Monroe and Elizabeth Taylor are type cast into particular 
roles



Doris Day and Audrey Hepburn are the archetype of the 
mainstream ideal “woman”



Science Breakthroughs

• Salk Vaccine—1954 
prevents Polio

• DDT— chemical 
pesticide that protected 
crops from pests and 
prevented diseases 
caused by insects (such 
as Typhus and Malaria)

– Later was it found to be 
toxic to humans and 
animals



The “H-Bomb”

• Hydrogen 
Bomb (The 
“Super”)

• Edward 
Teller

• 1952

• Increases 
anxiety and 
paranoia of 
nuclear 
fallout



Fallout Shelters
• Fear of nuclear war during the Cold War led many 

Americans to build private bomb shelters



Joseph McCarthy & The Second Red Scare 
-Republican senator from Wisconsin; 1950 he gave a speech alleging a list of known 
American communists
-Called on Americans to report suspected communists
-House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) formed to investigate “Enemies 
from within”

-“Hollywood Ten”, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, Alger Hiss all came under fire
-Nixon gains notoriety on the committee 

-Modern-day “Witch-hunt”; earned the nickname “McCarthyism” (1947-1957)
-McCarthy’s extreme accusations eventually turned public opinion against him
-“Pinks” would be blacklisted from work, society, etc. for suspected activity


