Living the American Dream: Postwar Affluence

(3/28/05)

I.   The Kitchen Debate and the Postwar Redefinition of Freedom

- 1959: American National Exhibit, Moscow, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev & U. S. Vice-President Richard Nixon

[image of Kitchen Debate – see outline distributed in lecture]

- “reflected the triumph during the 1950s of a conception of freedom centered on economic abundance and consumer choice within the context of traditional family life. . . .” (Foner, p. 937)
II.  Suburbia, Consumption, and the Postwar Economic Boom
- return to family life

- shadow of the Cold War: domestic containment

- pronatalism at home, fertility control abroad

- mass consumption as civic responsibility

- “war” measures: the G.I. Bill (1944), the Interstate Highway Act (1957), and the National Defense Education Act (NDEA)(1958)
III. Challenges to and Contradictions in the ‘50s Ideal

- youth culture: rock ‘n roll and Rebel Without a Cause
-  Playboy (1953)

- intellectual critique: David Reisman, The Lonely Crowd (1950); William H. Whyte, Jr., The Organization Man (1955); C. Wright Mills,  The Power Elite (1956); Vance Packard, The Hidden Persuaders (1957); Kenneth Galbraith, The Affluent Society (1958) 

- racial segregation & decline of American cities
- not June Cleaver: women in postwar America

IV.  “I came in Late, Which Was it That was Un-American – Women or Peace?” (Herblock cartoon, Washington Post, 12 Dec. 1962): Taking the Air Out of the Anti-Communist Crusade
- men with impeccable anti-communist credentials: “Ike” and Nixon

- massive retaliation = MAD = mutually assured destruction

- McCarthy reaches too high

- Stalin’s death, the end of the Korean War & the “thaw” under Khrushchev

- The Cold War gets hot, too hot: the Cuban Missile Crisis

- politicized domesticity: Women Strike for Peace (WSP), threat of nuclear war & HUAC
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