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  SUBURBAN LIFE       In the aftermath of World War II, suburban development experienced explosive 

growth—a result of the absence of housing construction during the war and the rapid population 

growth after it. This 1952 photograph, commissioned by  Life  magazine, shows a traffi c jam of moving 

vans helping families settle in a new suburban development in Lakewood, California.    ( J.R. Eyerman/Time 

Life Pictures/Getty Images)
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    F AMERICA WAS EXPERIENCING a golden age in the 1950s and early 1960s, as 

many Americans believed at the time and many continue to believe today, 

it was largely a result of two developments. One was a booming national 

prosperity, which profoundly altered the social, economic, and even

physical landscape of the United States as well as the way many Americans 

thought about their lives and their world. The other was the continuing struggle 

against communism, a struggle that created considerable anxiety but that also 

encouraged some Americans to look even more approvingly at their own 

society. 

  The politics of the 1950s seemed in many ways to refl ect the combination 

of self-satisfaction and anxiety that affl uence and the Cold War had encouraged. 

Differences between the two major parties were muted, and voters crossed party 

lines in their affection for the man who led the nation through most of the fi fties: 

Dwight D. Eisenhower, the former war hero who, as president, wanted nothing so 

much as to avoid confl ict and create stability. There were, to be sure, many critics of 

American life in these years, but their infl uence was mostly limited to the margins 

of the nation’s culture and did not signifi cantly disturb the calm at the center. 

  In retrospect, many of these marginalized critics appear to have understood 

the state of American life far better than those who so confi dently celebrated the 

national purpose, for there were serious social problems that most Americans 

failed to see. More than 30 million Americans (20 percent of the population) 

continued to live in poverty in the 1950s, according to some measurements. 

Signifi cant minorities—most prominently the 10 percent of the American people 

who were black, but also Latinos, Asians, Indians, 

gays and lesbians, and others—continued to suffer 

social, political, and economic discrimination. Many American women were 

beginning to chafe at the obstacles to their personal and professional growth. The 

very things that made America seem so successful in the 1950s also contributed, 

in the end, to bringing the nation’s social problems more sharply into focus. 

Gunnar Myrdal, a Swedish sociologist who had spent years studying life in the 

United States, wrote in 1944: “American affl uence is heavily mortgaged. America 

carries a tremendous burden of debt to its poor people.” The efforts to pay that 

debt, and others, would ultimately help move the nation into the more turbulent 

era of the 1960s. 

      But even in the 1950s, the fi rst signs of the changes to come could be seen. A 

growing number of young Americans began to express their disillusionment with 

what they saw as the shallowness and oppressiveness of their culture. Women 

moved into the work force in increasing numbers. The Supreme Court confronted 

some of the most profound injustices in American history, and at the same time 

African Americans became increasingly vocal and active in their criticism of 

racial injustice and inequality. The smooth surface of American public life could 

not always obscure a growing restlessness.    

Affl uence and InequalityAffl uence and Inequality

S I G N I F I C A N T  E V E N T S

 1946 ◗ Dr. Benjamin Spock publishes Baby and Child Care

 1947 ◗ Jackie Robinson becomes fi rst African American to 
play in Major Leagues

  ◗ Construction begins on Levittown, New York

 1948 ◗ UAW and General Motors agree to automatic 
cost-of-living increases for auto workers

  ◗ United Nations votes to partition Palestine and 
create state of Israel

 1950 ◗ David Riesman publishes The Lonely Crowd

 1951 ◗ J. D. Salinger publishes The Catcher in the Rye

 1952 ◗ Eisenhower elected president

 1953 ◗ Economic recession begins

  ◗ Saul Bellow publishes The Adventures of Augie 
March

  ◗ Earl Warren becomes chief justice

  ◗ Truce ends Korean War

  ◗ CIA helps engineer coup in Iran

  ◗ Oppenheimer denied security clearance

  ◗ Stalin dies

 1954 ◗ Supreme Court rules in Brown v. Board of 
Education

  ◗ Democrats regain control of Congress

  ◗ Army-McCarthy hearings; Senate censures 
McCarthy

  ◗ France surrenders at Dien Bien Phu; Geneva 
agreement partitions Vietnam

  ◗ United States helps topple Arbenz regime in 
Guatemala

 1955 ◗ Labor organizations reconcile and form AFL-CIO

  ◗ Supreme Court announces “Brown II” decision

  ◗ Montgomery bus boycott begins

  ◗ Eisenhower and Soviet leader Bulganin meet in 
Geneva

 1956 ◗ Federal Highway Act passed

  ◗ Eisenhower reelected president

  ◗ Suez crisis

  ◗ Soviets crush Hungarian revolution

 1957 ◗ Postwar baby boom peaks

  ◗ Economic recession begins

  ◗ Labor racketeering investigations focus on 
Teamsters

  ◗ Soviet Union launches Sputnik

  ◗ Jack Kerouac publishes On the Road

  ◗ Little Rock school desegregation crisis

  ◗ Civil rights act passed

 1958 ◗ American manned space program founded

  ◗ National Defense Education Act passed

  ◗ American marines land in Lebanon

 1959 ◗ Castro seizes power in Cuba

  ◗ Nikita Khrushchev visits United States

 1960 ◗ U-2 incident precipitates collapse of Paris summit

 1961 ◗ Yuri Gagarin of Soviet Union becomes fi rst man in 
space

  ◗ Alan Shepard becomes fi rst American in space

  ◗ United States breaks diplomatic relations with 
Cuba

  ◗ Eisenhower gives farewell address

 1962 ◗ Michael Harrington publishes The Other America

 1969 ◗ Americans land on moon

  ◗ UMW president “Jock” Yablonski murdered

I

bri38559_ch28_778_809.indd Page 779  10/6/08  8:00:12 PM user-s178bri38559_ch28_778_809.indd Page 779  10/6/08  8:00:12 PM user-s178 /Volumes/203/MHSF070/mhbri13%0/bri13ch28/Volumes/203/MHSF070/mhbri13%0/bri13ch28



780 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 “THE ECONOMIC MIRACLE”  

 Among the most striking features of American society in 

the 1950s and early 1960s was a booming economic 

growth that made even the heady 1920s seem pale by 

comparison. It was a better balanced and more widely dis-

tributed prosperity than that of thirty years earlier, but it 

was not as universal as some Americans liked to believe.  

 Sources of Economic Growth 
 Between 1945 and 1960, the gross national product grew 

by 250 percent, from $200 billion to over $500 billion. 

Unemployment, which during the Depression had averaged 

between 15 and 25 percent, remained throughout the 

1950s and early 1960s at about 5 percent or lower. Infl ation, 

in the meantime, hovered around 3 percent a year or less. 

    The causes of this growth and stability were varied. 

Government spending, which had ended the Depression 

in the 1940s, continued to stimu-

late growth through public fund-

ing of schools, housing, veterans’ benefi ts, welfare, the 

$100 billion interstate highway program, which began in 

1956, and above all, military spending. Economic growth 

was at its peak (averaging 4.7 percent a year) during the 

fi rst half of the 1950s, when military spending was high-

est because of the Korean War. In the late 1950s, with 

spending on armaments in decline, the annual rate of 

growth declined by more than half, to 2.25 percent.  

       The national birth rate reversed a long pattern of 

decline with the so-called baby boom, which had begun 

during the war and peaked in 1957. The nation’s popula-

tion rose almost 20 percent in the decade, from 150 mil-

lion in 1950 to 179 million in 1960. The baby boom 

contributed to increased consumer demand and expand-

ing economic growth. 

    The rapid expansion of suburbs—the suburban popula-

tion grew 47 percent in the 1950s, 

more than twice as fast as the 

population as a whole—helped stimulate growth in sev-

eral important sectors of the economy.  The number of pri-

vately owned cars (essential for most suburban living) 

more than doubled in a decade, sparking a great boom in 

the automobile industry. Demand for new homes helped 

sustain a vigorous housing industry. The construction of 

roads and highways stimulated the economy as well.  

     Because of this unprecedented growth, the economy 

grew nearly ten times as fast as the population in the 

thirty years after the war. And while that growth was far 

from equally distributed, it affected most of society. The 

average American in 1960 had over 20 percent more pur-

chasing power than in 1945, and more than twice as 

much as during the prosperous 1920s. By 1960, per capita 

income was over $1,800, $500 more than it had been in 

1945. The American people had achieved the highest stan-

dard of living of any society in the history of the world. 

       The Rise of the Modern West 
 No region of the country experienced more dramatic 

changes as a result of the new economic growth than the 

American West. Its population expanded dramatically; its 

cities boomed; its industrial economy fl ourished. Before 

World War II, most of the West had been, economically at 

least, an appendage of the great industrial economy of the 

East—providing it with raw materials and agricultural 

goods. By the 1960s, some parts of the West were among 

the most important (and populous) industrial and cultural 

centers of the nation in their own right. As during World 

War II, much of the growth of the West was a result of fed-

eral spending and investment—on the dams, power 

stations, highways, and other infrastructure projects that 

made economic development possible; and on the military 

contracts that continued to fl ow disproportionately to fac-

tories in California and Texas, many of them built with 

government funds during the war. But other factors played 

a role as well. The enormous increase in automobile use 

after World War II—a result, among other things, of subur-

banization and improved highway systems—gave a large 

stimulus to the petroleum industry and contributed to the 

rapid growth of oil fi elds in Texas and Colorado, and also to 

the metropolitan centers serving them: Houston, Dallas, 

and Denver. State governments in the West invested heavily 

in their universities. The University of Texas and University 

of California systems, in particular, became among the 

nation’s largest and best; as centers of research, they helped 

attract technology-intensive industries to the region. 
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THE AMERICAN BIRTH RATE, 1940–1960 This chart shows how the 

American birth rate grew rapidly during and after World War II (after 

a long period of decline in the 1930s) to produce what became 

known as the “baby boom.” At the peak of the baby boom, during 

the 1950s, the nation’s population grew by 20 percent. ◆ What 
impact did the baby boom have on the nation’s economy?

Government Spending

Suburban Growth
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    Climate also contributed. California, Nevada, and Arizona, 

in particular, attracted many 

migrants from the East because 

of their warm, dry climates. The growth of Los Angeles 

after World War II was a particularly remarkable phenom-

enon. More than 10 percent of all new businesses in the 

United States between 1945 and 1950 began in Los 

Angeles. Its population rose by over 50 percent between 

1940 and 1960.  

    The New Economics 
 The exciting (and to some, surprising) discovery of the 

power of the American economic system was a major 

cause of the confi dent tone of much American political 

life in the 1950s. During the Depression, politicians, intel-

lectuals, and others had often questioned the viability of 

capitalism. In the 1950s, such doubt virtually vanished. 

Two features in particular made the postwar economy a 

source of national confi dence. 

    First was the belief that Keynesian economics made 

it possible for government to regulate and stabilize the 

economy without intruding 

directly into the private sector. 

The British economist John Maynard Keynes had argued 

as early as the 1920s that by varying the fl ow of govern-

ment spending and taxation (fi scal policy) and manag-

ing the supply of currency (monetary policy), the 

government could stimulate the economy to cure reces-

sion, and dampen growth to prevent infl ation. The 

experience of the last years of the Depression and the 

fi rst years of the war had seemed to confi rm this argu-

ment. By the mid-1950s, Keynesian theory was rapidly 

becoming a fundamental article of faith—not only 

among professional economists but also among much 

of the public.  

     The “new economics,” as its supporters came to call it, 

fi nally won offi cial acceptance in 1963, when John Kennedy 

proposed a tax cut to stimulate economic growth.  Although 

it took Kennedy’s death and the political skills of Lyndon 

Johnson to win passage of the measure in 1964, the result 

seemed to confi rm all that the Keynesians had predicted: an 

increase in private demand, which stimulated economic 

growth and reduced unemployment. 

    As the economy continued to expand far beyond what 

any observer had predicted was possible only a few years 

before, more and more Americans assumed that such 

growth was now without bounds. By the mid-1950s, 

reformers concerned about pov-

erty were arguing that the solu-

tion lay not in redistribution but 

in economic growth. The affl uent would not have to sacri-

fi ce in order to eliminate poverty; the nation would sim-

ply have to produce more abundance, thus raising the 

quality of life of even the poorest citizens to a level of 

comfort and decency.  

 Ending Poverty Through 
Economic Growth 
 Ending Poverty Through 
Economic Growth 

    Capital and Labor 
 Over 4,000 corporate mergers took place in the 1950s; and 

more than ever before, a relatively small number of large-

scale organizations controlled an enormous proportion of 

the nation’s economic activity. This was particularly true in 

industries benefi ting from government defense spending.  

As during World War II, the federal 

government tended to award mili-

tary contracts to large corpora-

tions. In 1959, for example, half of all defense contracts 

went to only twenty fi rms. By the end of the decade, half 

the net corporate income in the nation was going to only 

slightly more than 500 fi rms, or one-tenth of 1 percent of 

the total number of corporations.  

     A similar consolidation was occurring in the agricul-

tural economy. As increasing mechanization reduced the 

need for farm labor, the agricultural work force declined 

by more than half in the two decades after the war. 

Mechanization also endangered one of the most cher-

ished American institutions: the family farm. By the 

1960s, relatively few individuals could any longer afford 

to buy and equip a modern farm, and much of the 

nation’s most productive land had been purchased by 

fi nancial institutions and corporations. 

    Corporations enjoying booming growth were reluctant 

to allow strikes to interfere with their operations. As a 

result, business leaders made important concessions to 

unions. As early as 1948, Walter Reuther, president of the 

United Automobile Workers, obtained a contract from 

General Motors that included a built-in “escalator 

clause”—an automatic cost-of-living increase pegged to 

the consumer price index. In 1955, Reuther received a 

guarantee from Ford Motor Company of continuing wages 

to auto workers even during layoffs. By the mid-1950s,

factory wages in all industries had risen substantially, to 

an average of $80 per week. 

    By the early 1950s, large labor unions had developed a 

new kind of relationship with employers, a relationship 

sometimes known as the “post-

war contract.” Workers in steel, 

automobiles, and other large 

unionized industries were receiving generous increases 

in wages and benefi ts; in return, the unions tacitly agreed 

to refrain from raising other issues—issues involving con-

trol of the workplace and a voice for workers in the plan-

ning of production.  

     The economic successes of the 1950s helped pave the 

way for a reunifi cation of the labor movement. In Decem-

ber 1955, the American Federation of Labor and the Con-

gress of Industrial Organizations 

ended their twenty-year rivalry 

and merged to create the AFL-CIO, under the leadership of 

George Meany. Relations between the leaders of the former 

AFL and the former CIO were not always comfortable. CIO 

leaders believed (correctly) that the AFL hierarchy was 

Favorable Climate

Keynesian Economics

Corporate 
Consolidation

The “Postwar 
Contract”

AFL-CIO
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dominating the relationship. AFL leaders were suspicious 

of what they considered the radical past of the CIO leader-

ship. Even so, the union of the two great labor movements 

of the 1930s survived; and gradually tensions subsided.  

     Success bred corruption in some union bureaucracies. 

In 1957, the powerful Teamsters Union became the sub-

ject of a congressional investigation, and its president, 

David Beck, was charged with misappropriation of union 

funds. Beck ultimately stepped down to be replaced by 

Jimmy Hoffa, whom government investigators pursued for 

nearly a decade before fi nally winning a conviction against 

him (for tax evasion) in 1967. The United Mine Workers, 

the union that had spearheaded the industrial movement 

in the 1930s, similarly became tainted by suspicions of 

corruption and by violence. John L. Lewis’s last years as 

head of the union were plagued with scandals and dissent 

within the organization. His successor, Tony Boyle, was 

ultimately convicted of complicity in the 1969 murder of 

the leader of a dissident faction within the union. 

    While the labor movement enjoyed signifi cant success in 

winning better wages and benefi ts for workers already orga-

nized in strong unions, the major-

ity of laborers who were as yet 

unorganized made fewer advances. 

Total union membership remained relatively stable through-

out the 1950s, at about 16 million; and while this was in 

part a result of a shift in the work force from blue-collar to 

white-collar jobs, it was also a result of new obstacles to 

organization. The Taft-Hartley Act and the state right-to-work 

 Limited Gains for 
Unorganized Workers 
 Limited Gains for 
Unorganized Workers 

laws that it spawned made the creation of new unions more 

diffi cult. The CIO launched a major organizing drive in the 

South shortly after World War II, targeting the poorly paid 

workers in textile mills in particular. But “Operation Dixie,” 

as it was called, was a failure—as were most other organiz-

ing drives for at least thirty years after World War II.  

      THE EXPLOSION OF SCIENCE 
AND TECHNOLOGY  

 In 1961,  Time  magazine selected as its “man of the year” 

not a specifi c person but “the American Scientist.” The 

choice was an indication of the widespread fascination 

with which Americans in the age of atomic weapons 

viewed science and technology. But it was also a sign of the 

remarkable, and remarkably rapid, scientifi c and technolog-

ical advances in many areas during the postwar years.  

 Medical Breakthroughs 
 A particularly important advance in medical science was 

the development of new antibacterial drugs capable of 

fi ghting infections that in the past had been all but 

untreatable. 

    The development of antibiotics had its origins in the dis-

coveries of Louis Pasteur and Jules-François Joubert. Work-

ing in France in the 1870s, they 

produced the fi rst conclusive evi-

dence that virulent bacterial infections could be defeated 

by other, more ordinary bacteria. Using their discoveries, 

the English physician Joseph Lister revealed the value of 

antiseptic solutions in preventing infection during surgery.  

     But the practical use of antibacterial agents to combat 

disease did not begin until many decades later. In the 

1930s, scientists in Germany, France, and England demon-

strated the power of so-called sulfa drugs—drugs derived 

from an antibacterial agent known as sulfanilamide—

which could be used effectively to treat streptococcal 

blood infections. New sulfa drugs were soon being devel-

oped at an astonishing rate, and were frequently improved, 

with dramatic results in treating what had once been a 

major cause of death. 

    In 1928, in the meantime, Alexander Fleming, an English 

medical researcher, accidentally discovered the antibacte-

rial properties of an organism that he named penicillin. 

There was little progress in using penicillin to treat human 

illness, however, until a group of researchers at Oxford 

University, directed by Howard Florey and Ernest Chain, 

learned how to produce stable, 

potent penicillin in sizable en-

ough quantities to make it a practical weapon against 

bacterial disease. The fi rst human trials of the new drug, in 

1941, were dramatically successful, but progress toward 

the mass availability of penicillin was stalled in England 

because of World War II. American laboratories took the 

next crucial steps in developing methods for the mass 
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WORKERS REPRESENTED BY UNIONS, 1920–2001 This chart shows 

the number of workers represented by unions over an eighty-year 

period. Note the dramatic rise in the unionized work force during the 

1930s and 1940s, the slower but still signifi cant rise in the 1960s and 

1970s, and the steady decline that began in the 1980s. The chart, in 

fact, understates the decline of unionized labor in the postwar era, 

since it shows union membership in absolute numbers and not as a 

percentage of the rapidly growing work force. ◆  Why did unions 
cease recruiting new members successfully in the 1970s, and why 
did they begin actually losing members in the 1980s?
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production and commercial distribution of penicillin, 

which became widely available to doctors and hospitals 

around the world by 1948. Since then, a wide range of new 

antibiotics of highly specifi c character have been devel-

oped so that bacterial infections are now among the most 

successfully treated of all human illnesses.  

     There was also dramatic progress in immunization. The 

fi rst great triumph was the development of the smallpox 

vaccine by the English researcher Edward Jenner in the 

late eighteenth century.  A vaccine effective against typhoid 

was developed by an English bacteriologist, Almorth 

Wright, in 1897, and was in wide use by World War I. Vac-

cination against tetanus became widespread just before 

and during World War II. Medical scientists also developed 

a vaccine, BCG, against another major killer, tuberculosis, 

in the 1920s; but controversy over its safety stalled its 

adoption, especially in the United States, for many years. It 

was not widely used in the United States until after World 

War II, when it largely eliminated tuberculosis. 

    Viruses are much more diffi cult to prevent and treat 

than bacterial infections, and progress toward vaccines 

against viral infections—except for smallpox—was rela-

tively slow. Not until the 1930s, when scientists discov-

ered how to grow viruses in laboratories in tissue cultures, 

could researchers study them with any real effectiveness. 

Gradually, they discovered how to produce forms of a 

virus incapable of causing a disease but capable of trigger-

ing antibodies in vaccinated people that would protect 

them from contracting the disease. An effective vaccine 

against yellow fever was developed in the late 1930s, and 

one against infl uenza—one of the great killers of the fi rst 

half of the twentieth century—appeared in 1945. 

    A particularly dramatic postwar triumph was the devel-

opment of a vaccine against polio. In 1954, the American 

scientist Jonas Salk introduced an 

effective vaccine against the virus 

that had killed and crippled thousands of children and 

adults (among them Franklin Roosevelt). It was provided 

free to the public by the federal government beginning in 

1955. After 1960, an oral vaccine developed by Albert 

Sabin—usually administered in a sugar cube—made wide-

spread vaccination even easier. By the early 1960s, these 

vaccines had virtually eliminated polio from American life 

and much of the rest of the world.  

     As a result of these and many other medical advances, 

both infant mortality and the death rate among young 

children declined signifi cantly in the fi rst twenty-fi ve 

years after the war (although not by as much as in Western 

Europe). Average life expectancy in that same period rose 

by fi ve years, to seventy-one.   

 Pesticides 
 At the same time that medical researchers were fi nding 

cures for and vaccines against infectious diseases, other sci-

entists were developing new kinds of chemical pesticides, 

which they hoped would protect crops from destruction 

by insects and protect humans 

from such insect-carried diseases 

as typhus and malaria. The most famous of the new pesti-

cides was dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane, generally 

known as DDT, a compound discovered in 1939 by a 

Swiss chemist named Paul Muller. He had found that 

although DDT seemed harmless to human beings and 

other mammals, it was extremely toxic to insects. Ameri-

can scientists learned of Muller’s discovery in 1942, just 

as the army was grappling with the insect-borne tropical 

diseases—especially malaria and typhus—that threatened 

American soldiers.  

     Under these circumstances, DDT seemed a godsend. 

It was fi rst used on a large scale in Italy in 1943–1944 

during a typhus outbreak, which it quickly helped end. 

Soon it was being sprayed in mosquito-infested areas of 

Pacifi c islands where American troops were fi ghting the 

Japanese. No soldiers suffered any apparent ill effects 

from the sprayings, and the incidence of malaria dropped 

precipitously. DDT quickly gained a reputation as a 

miraculous tool for controlling insects, and it undoubt-

edly saved thousands of lives. Only later did scientists 

recognize that DDT had long-term toxic effects on ani-

mals and humans.   

 Postwar Electronic Research 
 The 1940s and 1950s saw dramatic new developments in 

electronic technology. Researchers in the 1940s produced 

the fi rst commercially viable televisions and created a 

technology that made it possible 

to broadcast programming over 

large areas. Later, in the late 1950s, scientists at RCA’s 

David Sarnoff Laboratories in New Jersey developed the 

technology for color television, which fi rst became widely 

available in the early 1960s.  

     In 1948 Bell Labs, the research arm of AT&T, produced 

the fi rst transistor, a solid-state device capable of amplify-

ing electrical signals, which was much smaller and more 

effi cient than the cumbersome vacuum tubes that had 

powered most electronic equipment in the past. Transis-

tors made possible the miniaturization of many devices 

(radios, televisions, audio equipment, hearing aids) and 

were also important in aviation, weaponry, and satellites. 

They contributed as well to another major breakthrough 

in electronics: the development of integrated circuitry in 

the late 1950s. 

    Integrated circuits combined a number of once-separate 

electronic elements (transistors, resistors, diodes, and oth-

ers) and embedded them into a single, microscopically 

small device. They made it possible to create increasingly 

complex electronic devices requiring complicated cir-

cuitry that would have been impractical to produce 

through other means. Most of all, integrated circuits 

helped advance the development of the computer.   

 DDT  DDT 

 Invention of Television  Invention of Television 

Salk Vaccine
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 Postwar Computer Technology 
 Prior to the 1950s, computers had been constructed 

mainly to perform complicated mathematical tasks, such 

as those required to break military codes. In the 1950s, 

they began to perform commercial functions for the fi rst 

time, as data-processing devices used by businesses and 

other organizations. 

          The fi rst signifi cant computer of the 1950s was the 

Universal Automatic Computer (or UNIVAC), which was 

developed initially for the U.S. Bureau of the Census by 

the Remington Rand Company. It was the fi rst computer 

able to handle both alphabetical 

and numerical information eas-

ily. It used tape storage and could perform calculations 

and other functions much faster than its predecessor, 

the ENIAC, developed in 1946 by the same researchers 

at the University of Pennsylvania who were responsible 

for the UNIVAC. Searching for a larger market than the 

census for their very expensive new device, Remington 

Rand arranged to use a UNIVAC to predict the results of 

the 1952 election for CBS television news. It would, they 

believed, produce valuable publicity for the machine. 

Analyzing early voting results, the UNIVAC accurately 

predicted an enormous landslide victory for Eisenhower 

over Stevenson. Few Americans had ever heard of a com-

puter before that night, and the UNIVAC’s television 

debut became, therefore, a critical breakthrough in pub-

lic awareness of computer technology.  

     Remington Rand had limited success in marketing the 

UNIVAC, but in the mid-1950s the International Business 

Machines Company (IBM) introduced its fi rst major data-

processing computers and began to fi nd a wide market 

THE SALK VACCINE Dr. Jonas Salk, a medical researcher at the University of Pittsburgh, developed in the mid-1950s the fi rst vaccine that proved 

effective in preventing polio. In its aftermath, scenes similar to this one—a mass inoculation of families in a school gymnasium in Kansas—

repeated themselves all over the country. A few years later, Dr. Albert Sabin of the University of Cincinnati created a vaccine that could be 

administered more easily, through sugar cubes. (March of Dimes Birth Defects Foundation)

UNIVAC
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for them among businesses in the United States and 

abroad. These early successes, combined with the enor-

mous amount of money IBM invested in research and 

development, made the company the worldwide leader in 

computers for many years. 

   Bombs, Rockets, and Missiles 
 In 1952, the United States successfully detonated the fi rst 

hydrogen bomb. (The Soviet Union tested its fi rst H-bomb 

a year later.) Unlike the plutonium and uranium bombs 

developed during World War II, the hydrogen bomb 

derives its power not from fi ssion (the splitting of atoms) 

but from fusion (the joining of 

lighter atomic elements with 

heavier ones). It is capable of producing explosions of 

vastly greater power than the earlier, fi ssion bombs.  

 The Hydrogen Bomb  The Hydrogen Bomb 

     The development of the hydrogen bomb gave consid-

erable impetus to a stalled scientifi c project in both the 

United States and the Soviet Union—the effort to develop 

unmanned rockets and missiles capable of carrying the 

new weapons, which were not suitable for delivery by air-

planes, to their targets. Both nations began to put tremen-

dous resources into their development. The United States, 

in particular, benefi ted from the emigration to America of 

some of the German scientists who had helped develop 

rocketry for Germany during World War II. 

    In the United States, early missile research was con-

ducted almost entirely by the Air Force, and there were sig-

nifi cant early successes in developing rockets capable of 

traveling several hundred miles. But American and Soviet 

leaders were both struggling to build longer-range missiles 

that could cross oceans and continents—intercontinental 

THE DAWN OF THE COMPUTER AGE This massive computer, powered by tubes, was part of the fi rst generation of mainframes developed after 

World War II. They served mostly government agencies and large corporations. By the 1990s, a small desktop computer could perform all the 

functions of this huge computer at much greater speed. (Hagley Museum and Library)
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ballistic missiles, or ICBMs, capable of traveling through 

space to distant targets. American scientists experimented 

in the 1950s with fi rst the Atlas and then the Titan ICBM. 

There were some early successes, but there were also 

many setbacks, particularly because of the diffi culty of 

massing suffi cient, stable fuel to provide the tremendous 

power needed to launch missiles beyond the atmosphere. 

By 1958, scientists had created a solid fuel to replace the 

volatile liquid fuels of the early missiles; and they had also 

produced miniaturized guidance systems capable of ensur-

ing that missiles could travel to reasonably precise destina-

tions. Within a few years, a new generation of missile, 

known as the Minuteman, with a range of several thou-

sand miles, became the basis of the American atomic weap-

ons arsenal. American scientists also developed a nuclear 

missile capable of being carried and fi red by submarines—

the Polaris, which could launch from below the surface of 

the ocean by compressed air. A Polaris was fi rst success-

fully fi red from underwater in 1960. 

       The Space Program 
 The origins of the American space program can be traced 

most directly to a dramatic event in 1957, when the 

Soviet Union announced that it 

had launched an earth-orbiting 

satellite— Sputnik —into outer space. The United States 

had yet to perform any similar feats, and the American 

government (and much of American society) reacted to 

the announcement with alarm, as if the Soviet achieve-

ment was also a massive American failure. Federal policy 

began encouraging (and funding) strenuous efforts to 

improve scientifi c education in the schools, to create 

more research laboratories, and, above all, to speed the 

development of America’s own exploration of outer 

space. The United States launched its first satellite, 

 Explorer I,  in January 1958.  

     The centerpiece of space exploration, however, soon 

became the manned space program, established in 1958 

through the creation of a new agency, the National Aero-

nautics and Space Administration (NASA), and through the 

selection of the fi rst American space pilots, or “astronauts.” 

They quickly became among the nation’s most revered 

heroes. NASA’s initial effort, the Mercury Project, was 

designed to launch manned vehicles into space to orbit 

the earth. On May 5, 1961, Alan Shepard became the fi rst 

American launched into space. But his short, suborbital 

LAUNCHING A SATELLITE, 1961 Four years after the 

successful Russian launching of the satellite Sputnik in 1957 

threw Americans into something close to a panic, a Thor-

Able Star rocket takes off from Cape Canaveral, Florida, 

carrying an American satellite. The satellite contained a 

nuclear generator capable of providing it with continuous 

power for its radio transmitters. (National Archives and 

Records Administration)

The Shock of Sputnik
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the development of the “space shuttle,” an airplane-like 

device launched by a missile but capable of both navigat-

ing in space and landing on earth much like a conventional 

aircraft. The fi rst space shuttle was successfully launched in 

1982. The explosion of one shuttle,  Challenger,  in January 

1986 shortly after takeoff, killing all seven astronauts, stalled 

the program for two years. Missions resumed in the late 

1980s, driven in part by commercial purposes. The space 

shuttle launched and repaired communications satellites, 

and inserted the Hubble Space Telescope into orbit in 1990 

(and later repaired its fl awed lens). But problems continued 

to plague the program into the early twenty-fi rst century. 

    The space program, like the military development of 

missiles, gave a tremendous boost to the American aero-

nautics industry and was responsible for the development 

of many technologies that proved valuable in other areas.     

 PEOPLE OF PLENTY  

 Among the most striking social developments of the 

postwar era was the rapid expansion of a middle-class 

lifestyle and outlook to large groups of the population 

APOLLO 11 Edwin (“Buzz”) Aldrin is photographed 

by his fellow astronaut Neil Armstrong in August 1969, 

when they became the fi rst humans ever to set foot on 

the surface of the moon. They traveled into orbit around 

the moon in the spaceship Apollo 11, and then traveled 

from the spaceship to the moon itself in a “lunar module,” 

which they then used to return to the ship for the journey 

home. (NASA)

fl ight came several months after a Soviet “cosmonaut,” Yuri 

Gagarin, had made a fl ight in which he had actually orbited 

the earth. On February 2, 1962, John Glenn (later a United 

States senator) became the fi rst American to orbit the 

globe. NASA later introduced the Gemini program, whose 

spacecraft could carry two astronauts at once. 

    Mercury and Gemini were followed by the Apollo pro-

gram, whose purpose was to land men on the moon. It had 

some catastrophic setbacks, most 

notably a fi re in January 1967 that 

killed three astronauts. But on July 20, 1969, Neil Armstrong, 

Edwin Aldrin, and Michael Collins successfully traveled in a 

space capsule into orbit around the moon. Armstrong and 

Aldrin then detached a smaller craft from the capsule, 

landed on the surface of the moon, and became the fi rst 

men to walk on a body other than earth. Six more lunar 

missions followed, the last in 1972. Not long after that, how-

ever, the government began to cut the funding for missions, 

and popular enthusiasm for the program began to wane.  

     The future of the manned space program did not lie pri-

marily in efforts to reach distant planets, as originally envi-

sioned. Instead, the program became a modest effort to 

make travel in near space easier and more practical through 

 The Apollo Program  The Apollo Program 
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previously insulated from it. The new prosperity of social 

groups that had previously lived on the margins; the 

growing availability of consumer products at affordable 

prices and the rising public fascination with such prod-

ucts; and the massive population movement from the cit-

ies to the suburbs—all helped make the American middle 

class a larger, more powerful, more homogeneous, and 

more dominant force than ever before.  

 The Consumer Culture 
 At the center of middle-class culture in the 1950s, as it 

had been for many decades before, was a growing absorp-

tion with consumer goods. That was a result of increased 

prosperity, of the increasing variety and availability of 

products, and of advertisers’ adeptness in creating a 

demand for those products. It was also a result of the 

growth of consumer credit, which increased by 800 per-

cent between 1945 and 1957 through the development 

of credit cards, revolving charge accounts, and easy-

payment plans. Prosperity fueled the automobile industry, 

and Detroit responded to the boom with ever-fl ashier styl-

ing and accessories. Consumers also responded eagerly to 

the development of such new products as dishwashers, 

garbage disposals, televisions, hi-fi s, and stereos. To a large 

degree, the prosperity of the 1950s and 1960s was con-

sumer driven (as opposed to investment driven). 

    Because consumer goods were so often marketed (and 

advertised) nationally, the 1950s were notable for the rapid 

spread of great national consumer 

crazes. For example, children, ado-

lescents, and even some adults became entranced in the 

late 1950s with the hula hoop—a large plastic ring kept 

spinning around the waist. The popularity of the Walt 

Disney–produced children’s television show  The Mickey 
Mouse Club  created a national demand for related products 

such as Mickey Mouse watches and hats. It also helped 

produce the stunning success of Disneyland, an amusement 

park near Los Angeles that re-created many of the characters 

and events of Disney entertainment programs.  

        The Landscape and the Automobile 
 The success of Disneyland depended largely on the ease 

of highway access from the dense urban areas around it, 

as well as the vast parking lots that surrounded the park. 

It was, in short, a symbol of the overwhelming infl uence 

of automobiles on American life and on the American 

 Consumer Crazes  Consumer Crazes 

THE FIFTIES FAMILY This advertisement for a combination 

television and record player presents a popular image of 

the middle-class family of the 1950s—a professional father 

relaxing in front of the television with two well-dressed 

children, his glamorous wife serving drinks and presiding 

happily and benignly over the evening. Television marketing 

stressed the power of the new medium to bring families 

together for shared entertainment experiences. (Gaslight 

Archives)
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landscape in the postwar era. Between 1950 and 1980, 

the nation’s population increased by 50 percent, but the 

numbers of automobiles owned by Americans increased 

by 400 percent. 

    The Federal Highway Act of 1956, which appropriated 

$25 billion for highway construction, was one of the most 

important alterations of the national landscape in modern 

history. Great ribbons of concrete—40,000 miles of 

them—spread across the nation, spanning rivers and val-

leys, traversing every state, and 

providing links to every major 

city (and between cities and their suburbs). These high-

ways dramatically reduced the time necessary to travel 

from one place to another. They also made trucking a 

more economical way than railroads to transport goods to 

markets. They made travel by automobile and bus as fast 

as or faster than travel by passenger trains, resulting in the 

long, steady decline of railroads.  

     Highways also encouraged the movement of economic 

activities—manufacturing in particular—out of cities and 

into surburban and rural areas where land was cheaper. 

The decline of many traditional downtowns followed. So 

did the growth of what eventually became known as 

“edge cities” and other new centers of industry and com-

merce outside traditional city centers. 

    The proliferation of automobiles and the spread of 

highways also made it easier for families to move into 

homes that were signifi cant distances from where they 

worked. This enabled many people to live in larger houses 

with larger lots than they could have afforded previously. 

 Interstate Highways  Interstate Highways 

Garages began to be built onto houses in great numbers 

after World War II, and such suburban amenities as swing 

sets, barbecues, and private swimming pools became 

more common as backyards became more the norm. The 

shift of travel from train to automobile helped spawn a 

tremendous proliferation of motels—26,000 by 1948, 

60,000 by 1960, well over 100,000 by 1970. The fi rst Holi-

day Inn (launching what would soon become the largest 

motel chain in America) opened along a highway con-

necting Memphis and Nashville, Tennessee, in 1952. Drive-

in theaters—a distinctively American phenomenon that 

had begun to appear in the 1930s—spread rapidly after 

the war. There were 4,000 drive-ins by 1958. 

    The automobile also transformed the landscape of 

retailing. It encouraged the creation of fast-food chains, 

many of which began with drive-in restaurants, where 

customers could be served and eat in their cars. The fi rst 

drive-in restaurant (Royce Hailey’s Pig Stand) opened in 

Dallas in 1921, followed later in the decade by White 

Tower, the fi rst fast-food company to create franchises. 

Ray Kroc’s McDonald’s opened 

its fi rst outlets in Des Plaines, Illi-

nois, and southern California in 1955. Five years later, 

there were 228 McDonald’s outlets; and over the decades 

that followed, McDonald’s franchises spread throughout 

the nation and abroad—making the “golden arches” the 

most recognizable symbol of food in the world. Large 

supermarket chains—catering to customers with 

automobiles—replaced smaller, family-owned markets in 

town centers. Large shopping centers and malls moved 

INTERSTATES The interstate highway system changed 

the physical landscape of the United States. Its great, 

sprawling ribbons of concrete—such as this one on Long 

Island—sliced through cities, towns, and rural areas. 

But its biggest impact was in facilitating the movement 

of urban populations out of cities and into increasingly 

distant suburbs. (Ewing Galloway)

Fast Food
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the center of retailing out of cities and into widely sepa-

rate complexes surrounded by large parking lots.  

    The Suburban Nation 
 By 1960, a third of the nation’s population was living in 

suburbs. Suburbanization was partly a result of important 

innovations in home-building, which made single-family 

houses affordable to millions of people. The most famous 

of the postwar suburban developers, William Levitt, made 

use of mass-production techniques to construct a large 

housing development on Long Island, near New York City. 

This fi rst “Levittown” (there would later be others in New 

Jersey and Pennsylvania) consisted of several thousand two-

bedroom Cape Cod–style houses, 

with identical interiors and only 

slightly varied facades, each perched on its own concrete 

slab (to eliminate excavation costs), facing curving, tree-

less streets. Levittown houses sold for under $10,000, and 

they helped meet an enormous and growing demand for 

housing. Young couples—often newly married war veterans 

eager to start a family, assisted by low-cost, government-

subsidized mortgages provided by the GI Bill (see p. 765)—

rushed to purchase the inexpensive homes, not only in the 

Levittowns but in similar developments that soon began 

appearing throughout the country.  

         Why did so many Americans want to move to the sub-

urbs? One reason was the enormous importance postwar 

Americans placed on family life after fi ve years of disrup-

tive war. Suburbs provided families with larger homes than 

they could fi nd (or afford) in the cities. Many people were 

attracted by the idea of living in a community populated 

largely by people of similar age and background and found 

it easier to form friendships and social circles there than in 

the city. Women in particular often valued the presence of 

other nonworking mothers living nearby to share the tasks 

of child raising. Another factor motivating white Americans 

to move to the suburbs was race. There were some African-

American suburbs, but most suburbs were restricted to 

whites—both because relatively few blacks could afford to 

live in them and because formal and informal barriers kept 

AN EARLY MCDONALD’S The new automobile-centered landscape of postwar America transformed many patterns of life, including eating, as 

this early McDonald’s in Des Plaines, Illinois, suggests. Ray Kroc bought the company in 1955 from the McDonald brothers, who had founded 

it several years earlier, and expanded it to create fast, convenient restaurants for people moving from place to place by automobile. (The early 

competition was the older drive-ins.) Today, McDonald’s operates restaurants in most countries in the world, many of them in cities. But it 

remains a fi xture of American car culture as well. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

“Levittown”
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out even prosperous African Americans. In an era when the 

black population of most cities was rapidly growing, many 

white families fl ed to the suburbs to escape the integration 

of urban neighborhoods and schools. 

    Suburban neighborhoods had many things in common 

with one another. But they were not uniform. A famous 

study of one Levittown revealed a striking variety of occu-

pations, ethnic backgrounds, and incomes there. Still, the 

Levittowns and inexpensive developments like them ulti-

mately became the homes of mainly lower-middle-class 

people one step removed from the inner city. Other, more 

affl uent suburbs became enclaves of wealthy families. In 

virtually every city, a clear hierarchy emerged of upper-

class suburban neighborhoods and more modest ones, 

just as such gradations had emerged years earlier among 

urban neighborhoods.   

 The Suburban Family 
 For professional men (many of whom worked in the city, at 

some distance from their homes), suburban life generally 

meant a rigid division between their working and personal 

worlds. For many middle-class, married women, it meant 

increased isolation from the workplace. The enormous cul-

tural emphasis on family life in the 

1950s strengthened popular prej-

udices against women entering 

the professions, or occupying any paid job at all. Many 

middle-class husbands considered it demeaning for their 

wives to be employed. And many women themselves shied 

away from the workplace when they could afford to, in 

part because of prevailing ideas about motherhood that 

seemed to require women to stay at home full-time with 

their children.  

     One of the most infl uential books in postwar American 

life was a famous guide to child 

rearing: Dr. Benjamin Spock’s 

Baby and Child Care,  fi rst published in 1946 and reissued 

(and revised) repeatedly for decades thereafter. Dr. Spock’s 

approach to raising babies was child-centered, as opposed 

to parent-centered. The purpose of motherhood, he taught, 

was to help children learn and grow and realize their 

potential. All other considerations, including the mother’s 

own physical and emotional requirements, should be sub-

ordinated to the needs of the child. Dr. Spock at fi rst envi-

sioned only a very modest role for fathers in the process of 

child rearing, although he changed his views on this (and 

on many other issues) over time.  

     Women who could afford not to work faced heavy 

pressures to remain in the home and concentrate on rais-

ing their children. But as expectations of material comfort 

rose, many middle-class families needed a second income 

to maintain the standard of living they desired. As a result, 

the number of married women working outside the home 

actually increased in the postwar years—even as the 

social pressure for them to stay out of the workplace 

grew. By 1960, nearly a third of all married women were 

part of the paid work force.   

 The Birth of Television 
 Television, perhaps the most powerful medium of mass 

communication in history, was central to the culture of 
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CHICAGO’S ANNEXATIONS AND THE SUBURBAN NOOSE This map uses 

Chicago as an example of two important processes in the growth of 

American cities—municipal consolidation and suburbanization. In 

1837, Chicago consisted of a small area on the shore of Lake Michigan 

(represented by the small dark orange area on the right center of the 

map. Over the next fi fty years, Chicago annexed an enormous amount 

of additional land around its original borders, followed by a few smaller 

annexations in the twentieth century. At the same time, however, many 

of the areas around Chicago were separating themselves from the 

city by incorporating as independent communities—suburbs—with 

a particular wave of such incorporations in the fi rst decades of the 

twentieth century, continuing into the 1990s. A map of New York, and 

of many other cities, would reveal a similar pattern. ◆ What were 
the consequences for the city of its legal and fi nancial separation 
from so many suburban communities?

Dr. Benjamin Spock
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the postwar era. Experiments in broadcasting pictures 

(along with sound) had begun as early as the 1920s, but 

commercial television began only shortly after World 

War II. Its growth was phenomenally rapid. In 1946, there 

were only 17,000 sets in the country; by 1957, there were 

40 million television sets in use—almost as many sets as 

there were families. More people had television sets, 

according to one report, than had refrigerators. 

    The television industry emerged directly out of the 

radio industry, and all three of the major networks—the 

National Broadcasting Company, the Columbia Broadcast-

ing System, and the American Broadcasting Company—

had started as radio companies. Like radio, the television 

business was driven by advertising. The need to attract 

advertisers determined most programming decisions; and 

in the early days of television, sponsors often played a 

direct, powerful, and continuing role in determining the 

content of the programs they chose to sponsor. Many 

early television shows bore the names of the corporations 

that were paying for them: the GE Television Theater, the 

Chrysler Playhouse, the Camel News Caravan, and others. 

Some daytime serials were actually written and produced 

by Procter & Gamble and other companies. 

    The impact of television on American life was rapid, 

pervasive, and profound. By the late 1950s, television 

news had replaced newspapers, magazines, and radios as 

the nation’s most important vehicle of information. Televi-

sion advertising helped create a vast market for new fash-

ions and products. Televised 

athletic events gradually made 

professional and college sports 

one of the most important sources of entertainment (and 

one of the biggest businesses) in America. Television 

entertainment programming—almost all of it controlled 

by the three national networks and their corporate spon-

sors—replaced movies and radio as the principal source 

of diversion for American families.  

     Much of the programming of the 1950s and early 1960s 

created a common image of American life—an image that 

was predominantly white, middle-class, and suburban, and 

that was epitomized by such popu-

lar situation comedies as  Ozzie 
and Harriet  and  Leave It to Bea-

ver . Programming also reinforced the concept of gender 

roles that most men (and many women) unthinkingly 

embraced. Most situation comedies, in particular, showed 

families in which, as the title of one of the most popular put 

it,  Father Knows Best,  and in which most women were 

mothers and housewives striving to serve their children and 

please their husbands. But television also conveyed other 

images: gritty, urban, working-class families in Jackie Gleason’s 

 The Honeymooners;  the childless show-business family of 

the early  I Love Lucy;  unmarried professional women in  Our 
Miss Brooks  and  My Little Margie;  hapless African Ameri-

cans in  Amos ’n’ Andy . Television not only sought to create 

an idealized image of a homogeneous suburban America. It 

also sought to convey experiences at odds with that image—

but to convey them in warm, unthreatening terms.  

     Yet television also, inadvertently, created conditions 

that could accentuate social confl ict. Even those unable to 

share in the affl uence of the era could, through television, 

acquire a vivid picture of how the rest of their society 

lived. Thus at the same time that television was reinforc-

ing the homogeneity of the white middle class, it was also 

contributing to the sense of alienation and powerlessness 

among groups excluded from the world it portrayed.   

 Travel, Outdoor Recreation, 
and Environmentalism 
 The idea of a paid vacation for American workers, and the 

association of that idea with travel, had entered American 

culture beginning in the 1920s. But it was not until the 

postwar years that vacation travel became truly wide-

spread among middle-income Americans. The construction 

of the interstate highway system contributed dramatically 

to the growth of travel. So did the increasing affl uence of 

workers, which made it possible for them to buy cars. 

    Nowhere was this surge in travel and recreation more 

visible than in the nation’s national parks, which experi-

enced the beginnings of what became a permanent 

surge in attendance in the 1950s. People who traveled to 

national parks did so for many reasons—some to hike 

and camp; some to fi sh and hunt (activities that them-

selves grew dramatically in the 1950s and spawned a 

large number of clubs); some 

simply to look in awe at the land-

scape. But whatever their motives, most visitors to 

national parks came in search less of conventional recre-

ation than of wilderness. The importance of that search 

became clear in the early 1950s in the fi rst of many bat-

tles over development of wilderness areas: the fi ght to 

preserve Echo Park.  

     Echo Park is a spectacular valley in the Dinosaur 

National Monument, on the border between Utah and 

Colorado, near the southern border of Wyoming. In the 

early 1950s, the federal government’s Bureau of 

Reclamation—which had been created early in the cen-

tury to encourage irrigation, develop electric power, and 

increase water supplies—proposed building a dam 

across the Green River, which runs through Echo Valley, 

so as to create a lake for recreation and a source of 

hydroelectric power. The American environmental move-

ment had been relatively quiet since its searing defeat 

early in the century in its effort to stop a similar dam in 

the Hetch Hetchy Valley at Yosemite National Park (see 

p. 590). But the Echo Park proposal helped rouse it from 

its slumber. 

    In 1950, Bernard DeVoto—a well-known writer and a 

great champion of the American West—published an 

essay in  The Saturday Evening Post  titled “Shall We Let 

Them Ruin Our National Parks?” It had a sensational 

Social Consequences 
of Television

Television’s 
 Homogenizing Message

Echo Park
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impact, arousing opposition to the Echo Valley dam from 

many areas of the country. The Sierra Club, relatively quiet 

in previous decades, moved into action; the controversy 

helped elevate a new and aggres-

sive leader, David Brower, who 

eventually transformed the club into the nation’s leading 

environmental organization. By the mid-1950s, a large 

coalition of environmentalists, naturalists, and wilderness 

vacationers had been mobilized in opposition to the dam, 

and in 1956 Congress—bowing to the public pressure—

blocked the project and preserved Echo Park in its natural 

state. The controversy was a major victory for those who 

wished to preserve the sanctity of the national parks, and 

it was an important impetus to the dawning environmen-

tal consciousness that would become so important a 

decade and more later.  

    Organized Society and Its Detractors 
 White-collar workers came to outnumber blue-collar 

laborers for the fi rst time in the 1950s, and an increasing 

proportion of them worked in corporate settings with 

rigid hierarchical structures. Industrial workers also con-

fronted large bureaucracies, both in the workplace and 

in their own unions. Consumers discovered the frustra-

tions of bureaucracy in dealing with the large national 

companies from whom they bought goods and services. 

More and more Americans were becoming convinced 

that the key to a successful future lay in acquiring the 

specialized training and skills necessary for work in large 

organizations. 

    The American educational system responded to the 

demands of this increasingly organized society by experi-

menting with changes in curriculum and philosophy. Ele-

mentary and secondary schools gave increased attention 

to the teaching of science, mathematics, and foreign lan-

guages (particularly after the 

launching of the Soviet Union’s 

 Sputnik )—all of which educators 

considered important for the development of skilled, spe-

cialized professionals. Universities in the meantime were 

expanding their curricula to provide more opportunities 

for students to develop specialized skills. The idea of the 

“multiversity”—a phrase fi rst coined by the chancellor of 

the University of California at Berkeley to describe his 

institution’s diversity—represented a commitment to mak-

ing higher education a training ground for specialists in a 

wide variety of fi elds.  

     The debilitating impact of bureaucratic life on the indi-

vidual slowly became a central theme of popular and 

scholarly debate. William H. Whyte Jr. produced one of the 

most widely discussed books of the decade:  The Organi-
zation Man  (1956), which attempted to describe the spe-

cial mentality of the worker in a large, bureaucratic setting. 

Self-reliance, Whyte claimed, was losing place to the ability 

to “get along” and “work as a team” as the most valued trait 

 Growth of Specialized 
Education 
 Growth of Specialized 
Education 

in the modern character. Sociologist David Riesman had 

made similar observations in  The Lonely Crowd  (1950), in 

which he argued that the traditional “inner-directed” man, 

who judged himself on the basis of his own values and the 

esteem of his family, was giving way to a new “other-

directed” man, more concerned with winning the approval 

of the larger organization or community.  

    Novelists, too, expressed misgivings in their work about 

the enormity and impersonality of modern society. Saul 

Bellow produced a series of novels— The Adventures of 
Augie March  (1953),  Seize the Day  (1956),  Herzog  (1964), 

and many others—that chronicled the diffi culties American 

Jewish men had in fi nding fulfi llment in modern urban 

America. J. D. Salinger wrote in  The Catcher in the Rye  

(1951) of a prep-school student, Holden Caulfi eld, who was 

unable to fi nd any area of society—school, family, friends, 

city—in which he could feel secure or committed.    

 The Beats and the Restless Culture 
of Youth 
 The most caustic critics of bureaucracy, and of middle-

class society in general, were a group of young poets, 

writers, and artists generally 

known as the “beats” (or, deri-

sively, as “beatniks”). They wrote 

harsh critiques of what they considered the sterility and 

conformity of American life, the meaninglessness of Ameri-

can politics, and the banality of popular culture. Allen Gins-

berg’s dark, bitter poem “Howl” (1955) decried the “Robot 

apartments! invincible suburbs! skeleton treasuries! blind 

capitals! demonic industries!” of modern life. Jack Kerouac 

produced what may have been the bible of the Beat Gener-

ation in his novel  On the Road  (1957)—an account of a 

cross-country automobile trip that depicted the rootless, 

iconoclastic lifestyle of Kerouac and his friends.  

     The beats were the most visible evidence of a wide-

spread restlessness among young Americans in the 1950s. 

In part, that restlessness was a result of prosperity itself—

of a growing sense among young people of limitless pos-

sibilities, and of the declining power of such traditional 

values as thrift, discipline, and self-restraint. Young middle-

class Americans were growing up in a culture that encour-

aged them to expect wholly fulfi lling lives; but of course 

they were living in a world in which almost all of them 

experienced obstacles to complete fulfi llment. Yet, youth 

in the 1950s never staged rebellions as widespread or as 

bitter as those of the 1960s. 

    Tremendous public attention was directed at the phe-

nomenon of “juvenile delinquency,” and in both politics 

and popular culture there were dire warnings about the 

growing criminality of American youth. The 1955 fi lm 

 Blackboard Jungle,  for example, was a frightening depic-

tion of crime and violence in city schools. Scholarly studies, 

presidential commissions, and journalistic exposés all 

contributed to the sense of alarm about the spread of 

Sierra Club Reborn

The Beat Generation’s 
Critiques
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delinquency—although in fact youth crime did not dra-

matically increase in the 1950s. 

    Many young people began to wear clothes and adopt 

hairstyles that mimicked popular images of juvenile 

criminal gangs. The culture of alienation that the beats 

so vividly represented had counterparts even in ordinary 

middle-class behavior: teenage rebelliousness toward 

parents, youthful fascination with fast cars and motorcy-

cles, and the increasing visibility of teenage sex, assisted 

by the greater availability of birth-control devices. The 

popularity of James Dean, in such movies as  Rebel With-
out a Cause  (1955),  East of Eden  (1955), and  Giant
(1956), conveyed a powerful image of youth culture in 

the 1950s. Both in the roles he played (moody, alienated 

teenagers and young men with a streak of self-destructive 

violence) and in the way he lived his own life (he died 

The most popular show in the history 

of television began as an effort by a 

young comedian to strengthen a dif-

fi cult marriage. In 1950, 38-year-old 

Lucille Ball—whose fi fteen-year movie 

career had never quite launched her to 

stardom—was performing in a popular 

weekly CBS radio comedy, My Favorite 
Husband, in which she portrayed a 

slightly zany housewife who tangled 

frequently with her banker husband, 

played by Richard Denning. The net-

work proposed to transfer the show 

from radio to television. Lucy said she 

would do so only if she could replace 

Denning with her real-life husband of 

ten years, Desi Arnaz—a celebrated, 

Cuban-born bandleader whose almost 

constant traveling was putting a strain 

on their marriage. Network offi cials 

tried in vain to talk her out of the 

idea. Arnaz had no acting experience, 

they told her. Lucy herself recognized 

another reason for their reluctance: 

the radicalism of portraying an ethni-

cally mixed marriage on the air. Her 

radio show, she later said, had “fi rmly 

established my type of man . . . as a 

nice gent from Minneapolis . . . a typical 

Midwestern American . . . not—great 

heavens—Desi Arnaz from Cuba.” But 

she held her ground.

 On Monday, October 15, 1951, in 

the 9 P.M. time slot that Lucille Ball 

would dominate for years, the fi rst 

episode of I Love Lucy was broadcast 

over CBS. Desi Arnaz played Ricky 

Ricardo, a Cuban bandleader and 

singer who spoke, at times, with a 

comically exaggerated Latin accent. 

Lucille Ball was Lucy Ricardo, his 

stage-struck and slightly dizzy wife. 

Performing with them were William 

PATTERNS OF POPULAR CULTURE

Lucy and Desi

LUCY AT HOME Although Lucy and Desi at 

fi rst portrayed a childless, ethnically mixed 

couple living in a Manhattan apartment, 

many of the comic situations in the early 

years of the show were purely domestic. 

Here, Lucy, wearing an apron, deals with 

one of her many household predicaments 

with the extraordinary physical comedy that 

was part of her great success. Desi, watching 

skeptically, was a talented straight man to 

Lucy’s zaniness. (Photofest)

VITAMEATAVEGAMIN  One of the most popular episodes of I Love Lucy 

portrays Lucy at a trade show promoting a new health product called 

“Vitameatavegamin.” In the course of the show, she herself drinks a great deal 

of the concoction, which has a high alcohol content and leaves her hilariously 

drunk. (Photofest)
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Frawley and Vivian Vance, who played 

their neighbors and close friends, 

Fred and Ethel Mertz. In the premiere 

episode, “The Girls Want to Go to a 

Nightclub,” Ricky and Fred want to 

go to a boxing match on the night of 

Fred and Ethel’s anniversary, while the 

wives are arranging an evening at a 

nightclub. The men and women battle 

each other ridiculously, but no one 

really wins.

 The opening episode contained 

many of the elements that character-

ized the show throughout its long 

run and ensured its extraordinary 

success: the remarkable chemistry 

among the four principal actors, the 

unexpected comedic talent of Desi 

Arnaz, and most of all the brilliance 

of Lucille Ball—who proved herself 

one of the great comic actors of her 

time. She was a master of physical 

comedy, and many of her funniest 

moments involved scenes of absurdly 

incongruous situations (Lucy work-

ing an assembly line, Lucy stomping 

grapes in Italy). She had a remarkably 

variable voice, and her characteristic 

yowl of frustration became one of 

the most familiar sounds in American 

culture. She was a beautiful woman, 

but she never hesitated to make her-

self look ridiculous. “She was every-

woman,” her longtime writer Jess 

Oppenheim once wrote; “her little 

expressions and infl ections stimulated 

the shock of recognition in the 

audience.”

 But it was not just the great talents 

of its cast that made I Love Lucy such 

a phenomenon. It was the skill of its 

writers in evoking some of the most 

common experiences and desires of 

television viewers in the 1950s. The 

wives demanded more attention from 

their husbands and more glamour in 

their lives. Lucy, in particular, mined 

the frustrations of domestic life for all 

gave birth to her real son and second 

child—CBS aired a previously fi lmed 

episode of the fi ctional Lucy giving 

birth to a fi ctional son, “Little Ricky” 

Ricardo, before one of the largest 

audiences in television history. “Little 

Ricky” became a continuing character 

in the show.)

I Love Lucy (and its successor, 

The Lucille Ball–Desi Arnaz Comedy 
Hour) was the most-watched show 

on television from its fi rst weeks in 

1951 until the fi nal episode in 1960. 

Organizations rescheduled meetings, 

politicians postponed speeches, taxi 

drivers and other workers changed 

their shifts to avoid competing with 

Lucy. The great Marshall Field depart-

ment store in Chicago posted a sign in 

its window stating: “We love Lucy, too, 

so we’re closing on Monday nights.” 

During a typical broadcast, up to two-

thirds of the televisions in America 

were tuned to Lucy.

 Lucille Ball remained a major televi-

sion star for nearly twenty years after 

I Love Lucy left the air. She died in 

1989. Desi Arnaz, whom Lucy divorced 

in 1960, remained for a time one of 

Hollywood’s most powerful and suc-

cessful studio executives as the head 

of Desilu Productions. And nearly sixty 

years after the fi rst episode of I Love 
Lucy aired, the series remains extraor-

dinarily popular all over the world—

shown so frequently in reruns that in 

some American cities it is sometimes 

possible to see six Lucy episodes in a 

single evening. “People identifi ed with 

the Ricardos,” Lucille Ball once said, 

“because we had the same problems 

they had. We just took ordinary situ-

ations and exaggerated them.” In the 

process, I Love Lucy revealed many of 

the dilemmas of 1950s domestic life 

and established the pattern for the 

long and popular history of television 

situation comedies.

they were worth, constantly engag-

ing in zany and hilarious schemes to 

break into show business or some-

how expand her world. The level-

headed husbands wanted calm and 

conventional domestic lives—and 

time to themselves for conspicuously 

male activities: boxing, fi shing, base-

ball. In the fi rst seasons, the fi ctional 

couples lived as neighbors, without 

children, in a Manhattan apartment 

building. Later, like so many of the 

show’s viewers, Lucy had a child 

and they all moved to the suburbs. 

(The show used Lucy’s real-life preg-

nancy on the air; and on January 19, 

1953—only hours after Lucille Ball 

PROMOTING THE SHOW The marriage of 

Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, which paralleled 

the television marriage of Lucy and Ricky 

Ricardo, was one of the most effective 

promotional devices for I Love Lucy. Here, 

Lucy and Desi pose for a promotional still—

one of many they made for advertisements, 

magazine covers, and posters until their 

marriage (and the show) dissolved in 

1960. (Photofest)

in 1955, at the age of 24, in a car accident), Dean became 

an icon of the unfocused rebelliousness of American 

youth in his time.   

 Rock ’n’ Roll 
 One of the most powerful signs of the restiveness of 

American youth was the enormous popularity of rock ’n’  

roll—and of the greatest early rock star, Elvis Presley. Pres-

ley became a symbol of a youthful determination to 

push at the borders of the conventional and acceptable. 

His sultry good looks; his self-

conscious effort to dress in the 

vaguely rebellious style of urban gangs (motorcycle jack-

ets and slicked-back hair, even though Presley himself 

was a product of the rural South); and most of all, the 

open sexuality of his music and his public performances 

Elvis Presley
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made him wildly popular among young Americans in the 

1950s. His fi rst great hit, “Heartbreak Hotel,” established 

him as a national phenomenon in 1956, and he remained 

a powerful fi gure in American popular culture until—and 

indeed beyond—his death in 1977.  

     Presley’s music, like that of most early white rock musi-

cians, drew heavily from black rhythm and blues tradi-

tions, which appealed to some 

white youths in the early 1950s 

because of their pulsing, sensual 

rhythms and their hard-edged lyrics. Sam Phillips, a local 

record promoter who had recorded some of the impor-

tant black rhythm and blues musicians of his time (among 

them B. B. King), reportedly said in the early 1950s: “If I 

could fi nd a white man with a Negro sound, I could make 

a billion dollars.” Soon after that, he found Presley. But 

there were others as well, among them Buddy Holly and 

Bill Haley (whose 1955 song “Rock Around the Clock”—

used in the fi lm  Blackboard Jungle —served to announce 

the arrival of rock ’n’ roll to millions of young people), 

who were closely connected to African-American musical 

traditions. Rock drew from other sources too: from country 

western music (another strong infl uence on Presley), from 

gospel music, even from jazz. But its most important infl u-

ence was its roots in rhythm and blues.  

     The rise of such white rock musicians as Presley was a 

result in part of the limited willingness of white audi-

ences to accept black musicians. But the 1950s did see a 

growth in the popularity of African-American bands and 

singers among both black and white audiences. Chuck 

AMERICAN BANDSTAND One of the most popular television programs among young people in the 1950s (and into the 1960s) was American 
Bandstand, which combined the new popularity of television with the new popularity of rock ’n’ roll. Dick Clark, the engaging host of the 

show, shown here holding a microphone and sitting among members of his audience, became one of the best-known promoters of rock music 

in America. (Hulton/Archive/Getty Images)

Rock ’n’ Roll’s Black 
Roots
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Berry, Little Richard, B. B. King, Chubby Checker, the 

Temptations, and others—many of them recorded by the 

black producer Berry Gordy, the founder and president 

of Motown Records in Detroit—never rivaled Presley in 

their popularity among white youths. But they did 

develop a signifi cant multiracial audience of their own. 

    The rapid rise and enormous popularity of rock owed 

a great deal to innovations in radio and television pro-

gramming. By the 1950s, radio stations no longer felt 

obliged to present mostly live programming. Instead, 

many radio stations devoted themselves almost entirely 

to playing recorded music. Early in the 1950s, a new 

breed of radio announcers, known now as “disk jockeys,” 

began to create programming aimed specifi cally at 

young fans of rock music; and when those programs 

became wildly successful, other stations followed suit. 

 American Bandstand,  a televised showcase for rock ’n’ 

roll hits that began in 1957, featured a live audience 

dancing to recorded music. The show helped spread the 

popularity of rock—and made its host, Dick Clark, one 

of the best-known fi gures in America among young 

Americans. 

    Radio and television were important to the recording 

industry, of course, because they encouraged the sale of 

records, which was increasing rapidly in the mid- and late 

1950s, especially in the inexpensive and popular 45 rpm 

format—small disks that contained one song on each side. 

Also important were jukeboxes, which played individual 

songs on 45s and proliferated in soda fountains, diners, 

bars, and other places where young people were likely to 

congregate. Sales of records increased threefold—from 

$182 million to $521 million—

between 1954 and 1960. The 

popularity of rock music was the driving force behind 

that increase. So eager were record promoters to get their 

songs on the air that they routinely made secret payments 

to station owners and disk jockeys to encourage them to 

showcase their artists. These payments, which became 

known as “payola,” produced a briefl y sensational series of 

scandals when they were exposed in the late 1950s and 

early 1960s.  

      THE “OTHER AMERICA”  

 It was relatively easy for white, middle-class Americans in 

the 1950s to believe that the world they knew—a world 

of economic growth, personal affl uence, and cultural 

homogeneity—was the world virtually all Americans 

knew; that the values and assumptions they shared were 

ones that most other Americans shared too. But such 

assumptions were false. Even within the middle class, 

there was considerable restiveness—among women, intel-

lectuals, young people, and others who found the middle-

class consumer culture somehow unsatisfying, even 

stultifying. More importantly, large groups of Americans 

remained outside the circle of abundance and shared in 

neither the affl uence of the middle class nor its values.  

 On the Margins of the Affl uent Society 
 In 1962, the socialist writer Michael Harrington created a 

sensation by publishing a book 

called  The Other America,  in 

which he chronicled the continuing existence of poverty 

in America. The conditions he described were not new. 

Only the attention he was bringing to them was.  

     The great economic expansion of the postwar years 

reduced poverty dramatically but did not eliminate it. In 

1960, at any given moment, more than a fi fth of all 

American families (over 30 million people) continued to 

live below what the government defi ned as the poverty 

line (down from a third of all families fi fteen years before). 

Many millions more lived just above the offi cial poverty 

line, but with incomes that gave them little comfort and 

no security. 

    Most of the poor experienced poverty intermittently 

and temporarily. Eighty percent of those classifi ed as poor 

at any particular moment were likely to have moved into 

poverty relatively recently and might move out of it again 

as soon as they found a job—an indication of how unsta-

ble employment could be at the lower levels of the job 

market. But approximately 20 percent of the poor were 

people for whom poverty was a 

continuous, debilitating reality, 

from which there was no easy escape. That included 

approximately half the nation’s elderly and a large propor-

tion of African Americans and Hispanics. Native Americans 

constituted the single poorest group in the country, a result 

of government policies that undermined the economies of 

the reservations and drove many Indians into cities, where 

some lived in a poverty worse than that they had left. These 

were the people Harrington had written about in  The 
Other America,  people who suffered from what he called 

“a system designed to be impervious to hope.”  

     This “hard-core” poverty rebuked the assumptions of 

those who argued that economic growth would eventually 

lead everyone into prosperity; that, as many claimed, “a ris-

ing tide lifts all boats.” It was a poverty that the growing 

prosperity of the postwar era seemed to affect hardly at all.   

 Rural Poverty 
 Among those on the margins of the affl uent society were 

many rural Americans. In 1948, farmers had received 

8.9 percent of the national income; in 1956, they received 

only 4.1 percent. In part, this decline refl ected the 

steadily shrinking farm population; in 1956 alone, nearly 

10 percent of the rural population moved into or was 

absorbed by cities. But it also refl ected declining farm 

prices. Because of enormous sur-

pluses in basic staples, prices fell 

33 percent in those years, even 

 The Other America  The Other America 

“Payola” Scandals

Persistent Poverty

Declining Agricultural 
Prices
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though national income as a whole rose 50 percent at 

the same time. Even most farmers who managed to sur-

vive experienced substantial losses of income at the 

same time that the prices of many consumer goods rose.  

     Not all farmers were poor. Some substantial landown-

ers weathered, and even managed to profi t from, the 

changes in American agriculture. Others moved from con-

siderable to only modest affl uence. But the agrarian econ-

omy did produce substantial numbers of genuinely 

impoverished people. Black sharecroppers and tenant 

farmers continued to live at or below subsistence level 

throughout the rural South—in part because of the mech-

anization of cotton picking beginning in 1944, in part 

because of the development of synthetic fi bers that 

reduced demand for cotton. (Two-thirds of the cotton acre-

age of the South went out of production between 1930 

and 1960.) Migrant farmworkers, a group concentrated 

especially in the West and Southwest and containing many 

Mexican-American and Asian-American workers, lived in 

similarly dire circumstances. In rural areas without much 

commercial agriculture—such as the Appalachian region 

in the East, where the decline of the coal economy reduced 

the one signifi cant source of support for the region—

whole communities lived in desperate poverty, increas-

ingly cut off from the market economy. All these groups 

were vulnerable to malnutrition and even starvation.   

 The Inner Cities 
 As white families moved from cities to suburbs in vast 

numbers, more and more inner-city neighborhoods 

became vast repositories for the poor, “ghettos” from 

which there was no easy escape. The growth of these 

neighborhoods owed much to a vast migration of African 

Americans out of the countryside (where the cotton 

economy was in decline) and into industrial cities. More 

than 3 million black men and 

women moved from the South to 

northern cities between 1940 and 1960. Chicago, Detroit, 

Cleveland, New York, and other eastern and midwestern 

industrial cities experienced a great expansion of their 

black populations—both in absolute numbers and, even 

more, as a percentage of the whole, since so many whites 

were leaving at the same time.  

     Similar migrations from Mexico and Puerto Rico 

expanded poor Hispanic neighborhoods at the same time. 

Between 1940 and 1960, nearly a million Puerto Ricans 

moved into American cities (the largest group to New York). 

Mexican workers crossed the border in Texas and California 

and swelled the already substantial Latino communities of 

such cities as San Antonio, Houston, San Diego, and Los 

Angeles (which by 1960 had the largest Mexican-American 

population of any city, approximately 500,000 people). 

    Why these inner-city communities, populated largely by 

racial and ethnic minorities, remained so poor in the midst 

of growing affl uence has been the subject of considerable 

debate. Some critics have argued that the new migrants 

were victims, in part, of their own pasts, that the work hab-

its, values, and family structures they brought with them 

from their rural homes were poorly adapted to the needs of 

the modern industrial city. Others have argued that the 

inner city itself—its crippling poverty, its crime, its violence, 

its apparent hopelessness—created a “culture of poverty” 

that made it diffi cult for individuals to advance. 

    Many others argue that a combination of declining 

blue-collar jobs, inadequate support for minority-

dominated public schools, and barriers to advancement 
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AFRICAN-AMERICAN MIGRATION, 1950–1980 Although there had 

been a substantial migration of African Americans out of the South 

and into northern industrial cities around the time of World War I and 

again during World War II, that process accelerated in the thirty years 

after 1950. By 1980, fewer southern states had black populations that 

accounted for 25 percent or more of their total population than in 

1950. In the rest of the country, the number of states whose black 

populations exceeded 5 and 10 percent (the states shaded orange and 

purple) greatly increased. ◆ What were some of the factors that 
produced the African-American migration in this period?

Black Urban Migration
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rooted in racism—not the culture and values of the poor 

themselves—was the source of inner-city poverty. It is 

indisputable that inner cities were fi lling up with poor 

minority residents at the same time that the unskilled 

industrial jobs they were seeking were diminishing. 

Employers were relocating factories and mills from old 

industrial cities to new locations in suburbs, smaller cities, 

and even abroad—places where the cost of labor was 

lower. Even in the factories that remained, automation 

was reducing the number of unskilled jobs. The economic 

opportunities that had helped earlier immigrant groups 

to rise up from poverty were unavailable to most of the 

postwar migrants. Nor can there be any doubt that his-

toric patterns of racial discrimination in hiring, education, 

and housing doomed many members of these communi-

ties to continuing, and in some cases increasing, poverty. 

        For many years, the principal policy response to the pov-

erty of inner cities was “urban renewal”: the effort to tear 

down buildings in the poorest and 

most degraded areas. In the twenty 

years after World War II, urban renewal projects destroyed 

over 400,000 buildings, among them the homes of nearly 

1.5 million people. In some cases, urban renewal provided 

new public housing for poor city residents. Some of it was 

considerably better than the housing they left; some of it 

was poorly designed and constructed, and deteriorated rap-

idly into dismal and dangerous slums. Urban renewal was, 

on the whole, better at eliminating “blights” than at helping 

the people who lived in them. In many cases, urban renewal 

projects replaced “slums” with middle- and upper-income 

housing (part of an often futile attempt to keep middle-class 

people from leaving), offi ce towers, or commercial build-

ings; in Los Angeles, a baseball stadium for the Los Angeles 

Dodgers, recently relocated from Brooklyn, was erected on 

the site of a Mexican barrio.  

      THE RISE OF THE CIVIL 
RIGHTS MOVEMENT  

 After decades of skirmishes, an open battle began in the 

1950s against racial segregation and discrimination. 

Although white Americans played an important role in 

the civil rights movement, pressure from African Ameri-

cans themselves was the crucial element in raising the 

issue of race to prominence.  

 The  Brown  Decision 
and “Massive Resistance” 
 On May 17, 1954, the Supreme Court announced its decision 

in the case of  Brown  v.  Board of Education of Topeka . In 

considering the legal segregation of a Kansas public school 

system, the Court rejected its own 

1896  Plessy  v.  Ferguson  decision, 

which had ruled that communities 

could provide blacks with separate facilities as long as the 

facilities were equal to those of whites.  

     The  Brown  decision was the culmination of many 

decades of effort by black opponents of segregation, and 

particularly by a group of talented NAACP lawyers, many 

of them trained at Howard University in Washington by 

the great legal educator Charles Houston. Thurgood 

Marshall, William Hastie, James Nabrit, and others spent 

years fi ling legal challenges to segregation in one state 

after another, nibbling at the edges of the system, and 

accumulating precedents to support their assault on the 

“separate but equal” doctrine itself. The same lawyers fi led 

the suits against the school boards of Topeka, Kansas, and 

several other cities that became the basis for the  Brown  

decision. 

    The Topeka suit involved the case of an African-

American girl who had to travel several miles to a segre-

gated public school every day even though she lived 

virtually next door to a white elementary school. When 

the case arrived before the Supreme Court, the justices 

examined it not simply in terms of legal precedent but in 

terms of history, sociology, and 

psychology. They concluded that 

school segregation infl icted unac-

ceptable damage on those it affected, regardless of the 

relative quality of the separate schools. Chief Justice Earl 

Warren explained the unanimous opinion of his col-

leagues: “We conclude that in the fi eld of public educa-

tion the doctrine of “separate but equal” has no place. 

Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.” The 

following year, the Court issued another decision (known 

as “ Brown  II”) to provide rules for implementing the 1954 

order. It ruled that communities must work to desegre-

gate their schools “with all deliberate speed,” but it set no 

timetable and left specifi c decisions up to lower courts.  

       In some communities—for example, Washington, 

D.C.—compliance came relatively quickly and quietly. 

More often, however, strong local opposition (what came 

to be known in the South as 

“massive resistance”) produced 

long delays and bitter confl icts. Some school districts 

ignored the ruling altogether. Others attempted to cir-

cumvent it with purely token efforts to integrate. More 

than 100 southern members of Congress signed a “mani-

festo” in 1956 denouncing the  Brown  decision and urg-

ing their constituents to defy it. Southern governors, 

mayors, local school boards, and nongovernmental pres-

sure groups (including hundreds of “White Citizens’ 

Councils”) all worked to obstruct desegregation. Many 

school districts enacted “pupil placement laws” allowing 

school offi cials to place students in schools according to 

their scholastic abilities and social behavior. Such laws 

were transparent devices for maintaining segregation; 

but in 1958, the Supreme Court (in  Shuttlesworth  v.  Bir-
mingham Board of Education ) refused to declare them 

unconstitutional.  

“Separate but Equal” 
Doctrine Overturned
“Separate but Equal” 
Doctrine Overturned

 “Massive Resistance”  “Massive Resistance” 

“Urban Renewal”

Brown v. Board of 
Education
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     By the fall of 1957, only 684 of 3,000 affected school 

districts in the South had even begun to desegregate their 

schools. In those that had complied, white resistance 

often produced angry mob actions and other violence. 

Many white parents simply withdrew their children from 

the public schools and enrolled them in all-white “segre-

gation academies”; some state and local governments 

diverted money from newly integrated public schools and 

used it to fund the new, all-white academies. The  Brown  

decision, far from ending segregation, had launched a pro-

longed battle between federal authority and state and 

local governments, and between those who believed in 

racial equality and those who did not. 

    The Eisenhower administration was not eager to com-

mit itself to that battle. The president himself had greeted 

the  Brown  decision with skepticism (and once said it had 

set back progress on race relations “at least fi fteen years”). 

But in September 1957, he faced a case of direct state defi -

ance of federal authority and felt compelled to act. Federal 

courts had ordered the desegrega-

tion of Central High School in Lit-

tle Rock, Arkansas. An angry white mob tried to prevent 

implementation of the order by blockading the entrances 

to the school, and Governor Orval Faubus refused to do 

anything to stop the obstruction. President Eisenhower 

fi nally responded by federalizing the National Guard and 

sending troops to Little Rock to restore order and ensure 

that the court orders would be obeyed. Only then did Cen-

tral High School admit its fi rst black students.  

    The Expanding Movement 
 The  Brown  decision helped spark a growing number of 

popular challenges to segregation in the South. On 

December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks, a black woman, was 

arrested in Montgomery, Alabama, when she refused to 

give up her seat on a Montgomery bus to a white passen-

ger. Parks, an active civil rights leader in the community, 

LITTLE ROCK An African-American student passes by 

jeering whites in Arkansas on her way to Little Rock 

Central High School, newly integrated by federal court 

order. The black students later admitted that they had 

been terrifi ed during the fi rst diffi cult weeks of integration. 

But in public, most of them acted with remarkable calm 

and dignity. (Bettmann/Corbis)

Little Rock
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had apparently decided spontaneously to resist the order 

to move. Her feet were tired, she later explained. But black 

leaders in Montgomery had been waiting for such an inci-

dent, which they wanted to use to challenge the segrega-

tion of the buses. The arrest of this admired woman 

produced outrage in the city’s African-American commu-

nity and helped local leaders organize a successful boycott 

of the bus system to demand an end to segregated seating. 

    The bus boycott owed much of its success to the prior 

existence of well-organized black citizens’ groups.  A black 

women’s political caucus had, in fact, been developing 

plans for a boycott of the segre-

gated buses for some time. They 

seized on Rosa Parks as a symbol 

of the movement. Once launched, the boycott was almost 

completely effective. Black workers who needed to com-

mute to their jobs (of whom the largest group consisted of 

female domestic servants) formed car pools to ride back 

and forth to work, or simply walked, even at times over 

long distances. The boycott put economic pressure not 

only on the bus company (a private concern) but on many 

Montgomery merchants as well. The bus boycotters found 

it diffi cult to get to downtown stores and tended to shop 

instead in their own neighborhoods. Still, the boycott 

might well have failed had it not been for a Supreme Court 

decision late in 1956, inspired in part by the protest, that 

declared segregation in public transportation to be illegal. 

The buses in Montgomery abandoned their discriminatory 

seating policies, and the boycott came to a close.  

     As important as the immediate victories of the Mont-

gomery boycott was its success in elevating to prominence 

a new fi gure in the movement for civil rights. The man 

chosen to head the boycott movement after its launching 

was a local Baptist pastor, Martin Luther King Jr., the son of 

a prominent Atlanta minister, a powerful orator, and a gifted 

leader. At fi rst King was reluctant to accept responsibility 

for the movement. But once he accepted the role, he 

became consumed by it. 

    King’s approach to black protest was based on the doc-

trine of nonviolence—that is, of passive resistance even in 

the face of direct attack. He drew 

from the teachings of Mahatma 

Gandhi, the Indian nationalist 

leader; from Henry David Thoreau and his doctrine 

of civil disobedience; and from Christian doctrine. And he 

produced an approach to racial struggle that captured 

the moral high ground for his supporters. He urged African 

Americans to engage in peaceful demonstrations; to allow 

themselves to be arrested, even beaten, if necessary; and 

to respond to hate with love. For the next thirteen years—

as leader of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, 

an interracial group he founded shortly after the bus 

boycott—he was the most infl uential and most widely 

admired black leader in the country. The popular movement 

he came to represent soon spread throughout the South 

and throughout the country.  

 Martin Luther King’s 
Strategy 
 Martin Luther King’s 
Strategy 

     Pressure from the courts, from northern liberals, and 

from African Americans themselves also speeded the pace 

of racial change in other areas. One important color line had 

been breached as early as 1947, when the Brooklyn Dodg-

ers signed the great Jackie Robinson as the fi rst African 

American to play Major League baseball. By the mid-1950s, 

blacks had established themselves as a powerful force in 

almost all professional sports. Within the government, Presi-

dent Eisenhower completed the integration of the armed 

forces, attempted to desegregate the federal work force, and 

in 1957 signed a civil rights act (passed, without active sup-

port from the White House, by a Democratic Congress) pro-

viding federal protection for African Americans who wished 

to register to vote. It was a weak bill, with few mechanisms 

for enforcement, but it was the fi rst civil rights bill of any 

kind to win passage since the end of Reconstruction, and it 

served as a signal that the executive and legislative branches 

were beginning to join the judiciary in the federal commit-

ment to the “Second Reconstruction.”   

 Causes of the Civil Rights Movement 
 Why did a civil rights movement begin to emerge at this 

particular moment? The injustices it challenged and the 

goals it promoted were hardly new; in theory, African 

Americans could have launched the same movement fi fty 

or a hundred years earlier, or decades later. Why did they 

do so in the 1950s and 1960s? 

    Several factors contributed to the rise of African-

American protest in these years. The legacy of World 

War II was one of the most important. Millions of black men 

and women had served in the 

military or worked in war plants 

during the war and had derived from the experience a 

broader view of the world, and of their place in it.  

     Another factor was the growth of an urban black middle 

class, which had been developing for decades but which 

began to fl ourish after the war. 

Much of the impetus for the civil 

rights movement came from the 

leaders of urban black communities—ministers, educators, 

professionals—and much of it came as well from students 

at black colleges and universities, which had expanded sig-

nifi cantly in the previous decades. Men and women with 

education and a stake in society were often more aware of 

the obstacles to their advancement than poorer and more 

oppressed people, to whom the possibility of advancement 

may have seemed too remote even to consider. And urban 

blacks had considerably more freedom to associate with 

one another and to develop independent institutions than 

did rural blacks, who were often under the very direct 

supervision of white landowners.  

     Television and other forms of popular culture were 

another factor in the rising consciousness of racism among 

blacks. More than any previous generation, postwar  African 

Americans had constant, vivid reminders of how the white 

 Legacy of World War II  Legacy of World War II 

 Urban Black 
Middle Class 
 Urban Black 
Middle Class 

Montgomery Bus 
Boycott
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majority lived—of the world from which they were effec-

tively excluded. Television also conveyed the activities of 

demonstrators to a national audience, ensuring that activ-

ism in one community would inspire similar protests in 

others. In addition to the forces that were inspiring African 

Americans to mobilize, other forces were at work mobiliz-

ing many white Americans to support the movement once 

it began. One was the Cold War, which made racial injus-

tice an embarrassment to Americans trying to present their 

nation as a model to the world. Another was the political 

mobilization of northern blacks, who were now a substan-

tial voting bloc within the Democratic Party; politicians 

from northern industrial states could not ignore their 

views. Labor unions with substantial black memberships 

also played an important part in supporting (and funding) 

the civil rights movement.     

 EISENHOWER REPUBLICANISM  

 Dwight D. Eisenhower was the least experienced politi-

cian to serve in the White House in the twentieth century. 

He was also among the most popular and politically 

successful presidents of the postwar era. At home, he pur-

sued essentially moderate policies, avoiding most new 

initiatives but accepting the work of earlier reformers. 

Abroad, he continued and even intensifi ed American com-

mitments to oppose communism but brought to some of 

those commitments a measure of restraint that his succes-

sors did not always match.  

 “What Was Good for . . . General Motors” 
 The fi rst Republican administration in twenty years staffed 

itself with men drawn from the same quarter as those 

who had staffed Republican administrations in the 1920s: 

the business community. But by the 1950s, many business 

leaders had acquired a social and political outlook very 

different from that of their predecessors. Above all, many 

had reconciled themselves to at 

least the broad outlines of the 

Keynesian welfare state the New 

Deal had launched. Indeed, some corporate leaders had 

come to see it as something that actually benefi ted them—

by helping maintain social order, by increasing mass pur-

chasing power, and by stabilizing labor relations.  

     To his cabinet, Eisenhower appointed wealthy corpo-

rate lawyers and business executives who were not 

apologetic about their backgrounds. Charles Wilson, 

president of General Motors, assured senators consider-

ing his nomination for secretary of defense that he fore-

saw no confl ict of interest because he was certain that 

“what was good for our country was good for General 

Motors, and vice versa.” 

    Eisenhower’s consistent inclination was to limit federal 

activities and encourage private enterprise. He supported 

the private rather than public development of natural 

resources. To the chagrin of farmers, he lowered federal 

support for farm prices. He also removed the last limited 

wage and price controls maintained by the Truman admin-

istration. He opposed the creation of new social service 

programs such as national health insurance. He strove con-

stantly to reduce federal expenditures (even during the 

recession of 1958) and balance the budget. He ended 1960, 

his last full year in offi ce, with a $1 billion budget surplus.   

 The Survival of the Welfare State 
 The president took few new initiatives in domestic policy, 

but he resisted pressure from the right wing of his party 

to dismantle those welfare policies of the New Deal that 

had survived the conservative assaults of the war years 

and after. Indeed, during his term, he agreed to extend the 

Social Security system to an additional 10 million people 

and unemployment compensa-

tion to an additional 4 million, 

and he agreed to increase the 

minimum hourly wage from 75 cents to $1. Perhaps the 

most signifi cant legislative accomplishment of the Eisen-

hower administration was the Federal Highway Act of 

1956, which authorized $25 billion for a ten-year project 

that built over 40,000 miles of interstate highways—the 

largest public works project in American history. The pro-

gram was to be funded through a highway “trust fund,” 

whose revenues would come from new taxes on the pur-

chase of fuel, automobiles, trucks, and tires.  

     In 1956, Eisenhower ran for a second term, even 

though he had suffered a serious heart attack the previ-

ous year. With Adlai Stevenson opposing him once again, 

he won by another, even greater landslide, receiving 

nearly 57 percent of the popular vote and 457 electoral 

votes to Stevenson’s 73. Democrats retained the control 

of both houses of Congress they had won back in 1954. 

And in 1958—during a serious recession—they increased 

that control by substantial margins. 

   The Decline of McCarthyism 
 The Eisenhower administration did little in its fi rst years 

in offi ce to discourage the anticommunist furor that had 

gripped the nation. By 1954, however, the crusade against 

subversion was beginning to produce signifi cant popular 

opposition—an indication that the anticommunist pas-

sion of several years earlier was beginning to abate. The 

clearest signal of that change was the political demise of 

Senator Joseph McCarthy. 

    During the fi rst year of the Eisenhower administration, 

McCarthy continued to operate with impunity. But in January 

1954 he overreached himself when he attacked Secretary 

of the Army Robert Stevens and the armed services in 

general. At that point, the administration and infl uential 

members of Congress organized a special investigation of 

the charges, which became known as the Army-McCarthy 

 Federal Highway Act 
of 1956 

 Federal Highway Act 
of 1956 

Business Leaders’ 
New Outlook
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THE ARMY-MCCARTHY HEARINGS Senator Joseph McCarthy uses a map to show the supposed distribution of communists throughout the United 

States during the televised 1954 Senate hearings to mediate the dispute between McCarthy and the U.S. Army. Joseph Welch, chief counsel for the 

army, remains conspicuously unimpressed. (Bettmann/Corbis)

hearings. They were among the 

fi rst congressional hearings to be 

nationally televised. The result 

was devastating to McCarthy. Watching McCarthy in 

action—bullying witnesses, hurling groundless (and often 

cruel) accusations, evading issues—much of the public 

began to see him as a villain, and even a buffoon. In 

December 1954, the Senate voted 67 to 22 to condemn 

him for “conduct unbecoming a senator.” Three years later, 

with little public support left, he died—a victim, appar-

ently, of complications arising from alcoholism.  

      EISENHOWER, DULLES, 
AND THE COLD WAR  

 The threat of nuclear war with the Soviet Union created a 

sense of high anxiety in international relations in the 

1950s. But the nuclear threat had another effect as well. 

With the potential devastation of an atomic war so enor-

mous, both superpowers began to edge away from direct 

confrontations. The attention of both the United States 

and the Soviet Union began to turn to the rapidly escalat-

ing instability in the nations of the Third World.  

 Dulles and “Massive Retaliation” 
 Eisenhower’s secretary of state, and (except for the presi-

dent himself ) the dominant fi gure in the nation’s foreign 

policy in the 1950s, was John Foster Dulles, an aristocratic 

corporate lawyer with a stern moral revulsion to commu-

nism. He entered offi ce denouncing the containment poli-

cies of the Truman years as excessively passive, arguing 

that the United States should pursue an active program of 

“liberation,” which would lead to a “rollback” of commu-

nist expansion. Once in power, however, he had to defer 

to the more moderate views of the president himself. 

        The most prominent of Dulles’s innovations was the 

policy of “massive retaliation,” which Dulles announced 

early in 1954. The United States would, he explained, 

respond to communist threats to its allies not by using 

conventional forces in local confl icts (a policy that had 

led to so much frustration in Korea) but by relying on “the 

deterrent of massive retaliatory power” (by which he 

meant nuclear weapons). In part, the new doctrines 

refl ected Dulles’s inclination for tense confrontations, an 

approach he once defi ned as “brinksmanship”—pushing 

the Soviet Union to the brink of 

war in order to exact conces-

sions. But the real force behind 

Army-McCarthy 
Hearings

 Economic Benefi ts of 
“Massive Retaliation” 
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the massive-retaliation policy was economics. With pres-

sure growing both in and out of government for a reduc-

tion in American military expenditures, an increasing 

reliance on atomic weapons seemed to promise, as some 

advocates put it, “more bang for the buck.”  

    France, America, and Vietnam 
 What had been the most troubling foreign policy con-

cern of the Truman years—the war in Korea—plagued 

the Eisenhower administration only briefl y. On July 27, 

1953, negotiators at Panmunjom fi nally signed an agree-

ment ending the hostilities. Each antagonist was to with-

draw its troops a mile and a half from the existing battle 

line, which ran roughly along the 38th parallel, the pre-

war border between North and South Korea. A confer-

ence in Geneva was to consider means by which to 

reunite the nation peacefully—although in fact the 1954 

meeting produced no agreement and left the cease-fi re 

line as the apparently permanent border between the 

two countries. 

    Almost simultaneously, however, the United States was 

being drawn into a long, bitter struggle in Southeast Asia. 

Ever since 1945, France had been attempting to restore its 

authority over Vietnam, its one-time colony, which it had 

been forced to abandon to the Japanese toward the end 

of World War II. Opposing the French, however, were the 

powerful nationalist forces of Ho Chi Minh, a communist 

determined to win independence for his nation. 

    Early in 1954, 12,000 French 

troops became surrounded in a 

disastrous siege at the village of Dien Bien Phu. Only Amer-

ican intervention, it was clear, could prevent the total col-

lapse of the French military effort. Yet despite the urgings 

of Secretary of State Dulles, Vice President Nixon, and oth-

ers, Eisenhower refused to permit direct American military 

intervention in Vietnam, claiming that neither Congress 

nor America’s other allies would support such action.  

     Without American aid, the French defense of Dien Bien 

Phu fi nally collapsed on May 7, 1954, and France quickly 

agreed to a settlement of the confl ict at the same interna-

tional conference in Geneva that summer that was con-

sidering the Korean settlement. The agreement marked 

the end of the French commitment to Vietnam and the 

beginning of an expanded American presence there (see 

pp. 826–827).   

 Cold War Crises 
 American foreign policy in the 1950s rested on a reason-

ably consistent foundation: the containment policy, as 

revised by the Eisenhower administration. But the nation’s 

leaders spent much of their time reacting to both real and 

imagined crises in far-fl ung areas of the world.  Among the 

 Dien Bien Phu  Dien Bien Phu 

EISENHOWER AND DULLES Although President Eisenhower himself was a somewhat colorless television personality, his was the fi rst 

administration to make extensive use of the new medium to promote its policies and dramatize its actions. The president’s press conferences 

were frequently televised, and on several occasions Secretary of State John Foster Dulles reported to the president in front of the cameras. Dulles 

is shown here in the Oval Offi ce on May 17, 1955, reporting after his return from Europe, where he had signed the treaty restoring sovereignty to 

Austria. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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Cold War challenges the Eisenhower administration con-

fronted were a series of crises in the Middle East, a region 

in which the United States had been little involved until 

after World War II. 

    On May 14, 1948, after years of Zionist efforts and a 

dramatic decision by the new United Nations, the nation 

of Israel proclaimed its indepen-

dence. President Truman recog-

nized the new Jewish homeland the next day. But the 

creation of Israel, while it resolved some confl icts, created 

others. Palestinian Arabs, unwilling to accept being dis-

 Recognizing Israel  Recognizing Israel 

placed from what they considered their own country, 

joined with Israel’s Arab neighbors and fought deter-

minedly against the new state in 1948—the fi rst of several 

Arab-Israeli wars.  

     Committed as the American government was to Israel, 

it was also concerned about the stability and friendliness 

of the Arab regimes in the oil-rich Middle East, in which 

American petroleum companies had major investments. 

Thus the United States reacted with alarm as it watched 

Muhammad Mossadegh, the nationalist prime minister of 

Iran, begin to resist the presence of Western corporations 

in his nation in the early 1950s. In 1953, the American CIA 

joined forces with conservative Iranian military leaders to 

engineer a coup that drove Mossadegh from offi ce. To 

replace him, the CIA helped elevate the young Shah of 

Iran, Muhammad Reza Pahlevi, from his position as token 

constitutional monarch to that of virtually absolute ruler. 

The Shah remained closely tied to the United States for 

the next twenty-fi ve years. 

    American policy was less effective in dealing with the 

nationalist government of Egypt, under the leadership of 

General Gamal Abdel Nasser, which began to develop a 

trade relationship with the Soviet Union in the early 

1950s. In 1956, to punish Nasser for his friendliness 

toward the communists, Dulles 

withdrew American offers to 

assist in building the great Aswan Dam across the Nile. A 

week later, Nasser retaliated by seizing control of the Suez 

Canal from the British, saying that he would use the 

income from it to build the dam himself.  

     On October 29, 1956, Israeli forces attacked Egypt. The 

next day the British and French landed troops in the Suez 

to drive the Egyptians from the canal. Dulles and Eisen-

hower feared that the Suez crisis would drive the Arab 

states toward the Soviet Union and precipitate a new world 

war. By refusing to support the invasion, and by joining in a 

United Nations denunciation of it, the United States helped 

pressure the French and British to withdraw and helped 

persuade Israel to agree to a truce with Egypt. 

    Cold War concerns affected American relations in Latin 

America as well. In 1954, the Eisenhower administration 

ordered the CIA to help topple the new, leftist government 

of Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán in Guatemala, a regime that 

Dulles (responding to the entreaties of the United Fruit 

Company, a major investor in Guatemala fearful of Arbenz) 

argued was potentially communist. 

    No nation in the region had been more closely tied to 

America than Cuba. Its leader, Fulgencio Batista, had ruled 

as a military dictator since 1952, when with American 

assistance he had toppled a more moderate government. 

Cuba’s relatively prosperous economy had become a vir-

tual fi efdom of American corporations, which controlled 

almost all the island’s natural resources and had cornered 

over half the vital sugar crop. American organized-crime 

syndicates controlled much of Havana’s lucrative hotel 

and nightlife business. In 1957, a popular movement of 

 Suez Crisis  Suez Crisis 

THE STATE OF ISRAEL The prime minister of Israel, David Ben-Gurion 

(left), watches the departure of the last British troops from Palestine 

shortly after the United Nations approved (and the United States 

recognized) in 1948 the existence of a new Jewish state in part of the 

region. (Bettmann/Corbis)
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resistance to the Batista regime began to gather strength 

under the leadership of Fidel Cas-

tro. On January 1, 1959, with 

Batista having fl ed to exile in Spain, Castro marched into 

Havana and established a new government.  

     Castro soon began implementing drastic policies of 

land reform and expropriating foreign-owned businesses 

and resources. Cuban-American relations deteriorated 

rapidly as a result. When Castro began accepting assis-

tance from the Soviet Union in 1960, the United States cut 

back the “quota” by which Cuba could export sugar to 

America at a favored price. Early in 1961, as one of its last 

acts, the Eisenhower administration severed diplomatic 

relations with Castro. Isolated by the United States, Castro 

soon cemented an alliance with the Soviet Union. 

   Europe and the Soviet Union 
 Although the problems of the Third World were moving 

slowly toward the center of American foreign policy, the 

direct relationship with the Soviet Union and the effort 

to resist communist expansion in Europe remained the 

principal concerns of the Eisenhower administration. In 

1955, Eisenhower and other NATO leaders met with the 

Soviet premier, Nikolai Bulganin, at a cordial summit 

conference in Geneva. But when a subsequent confer-

ence of foreign ministers met to try to resolve specifi c 

issues, they could fi nd no basis for agreement. Relations 

between the Soviet Union and the West soured further 

in 1956 in response to the Hungarian Revolution. Hun-

garian dissidents had launched a popular uprising in 

November to demand democratic reforms. Before the 

month was out, Soviet tanks and 

troops entered Budapest to 

crush the uprising and restore 

an orthodox, pro-Soviet regime. The Eisenhower admin-

istration refused to intervene.  

    The U-2 Crisis 
 In November 1958, Nikita Khrushchev, who had suc-

ceeded Bulganin as Soviet premier and Communist 

 Hungarian Revolution 
of 1956 

 Hungarian Revolution 
of 1956 

THE CUBAN REVOLUTION Fidel Castro is shown here in the Cuban jungle in 1957 with a small group of his staff and their revolutionary forces. 

Kneeling in the foreground is Castro’s brother Raoul. Two years later, Castro’s forces toppled the existing government and elevated Fidel to the 

nation’s leadership, where he remained for almost fi fty years. (Bettmann/Corbis)

Fidel Castro
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CONCLUSION

The booming economic growth of the 1950s—and the 

anxiety over the Cold War that formed a backdrop to it—

shaped the politics and the culture of the decade. For most 

Americans, the 1950s were years of increasing personal 

prosperity. Sales of private homes increased dramatically; 

suburbs grew precipitously; young families had children 

at an astounding rate—creating what came to be known 

as the postwar “baby boom.” After the end of the divisive 

Korean War, the nation’s politics entered a period of rela-

tive calm, symbolized by the genial presence in the White 

House of Dwight D. Eisenhower, who provided moderate 

and undemanding leadership through most of the decade.

 The nation’s culture, too, helped create a broad sense 

of stability and calm. Television, which emerged in the 

1950s as the most powerful medium of mass culture, pre-

sented largely uncontroversial programming dominated 

by middle-class images and traditional values. Movies, 

theater, popular magazines, and newspapers all generally 

contributed to a broad sense of well-being.

 But the 1950s were not, in the end, as calm and con-

tented as the politics and popular culture of the time 

suggested. A powerful youth culture emerged in these 

years that displayed a considerable level of restiveness 

and even disillusionment. African Americans began to 

escalate their protests against segregation and inequal-

ity. The continuing existence of widespread poverty 

among large groups of Americans attracted increasing 

attention as the decade progressed. These pulsing anxi-

eties, combined with frustration over the continuing 

tensions of the Cold War, produced by the late 1950s 

a growing sense of impatience with the calm, placid 

public culture of the time. That was one reason for the 

growing desire for action and innovation as the 1960s 

began.

Party chief earlier that year, renewed the demands of 

his predecessors that the NATO powers abandon West 

Berlin. When the United States and its allies predictably 

refused, Khrushchev suggested that he and Eisenhower 

discuss the issue personally, both in visits to each oth-

er’s countries and at a summit meeting in Paris in 1960. 

The United States agreed. Khrushchev’s 1959 visit to 

America produced a cool but polite public response. 

Plans proceeded for the summit conference and for 

Eisenhower’s visit to Moscow shortly thereafter. Only 

days before the scheduled beginning of the Paris meet-

ing, however, the Soviet Union announced that it had 

shot down an American U-2, a high-altitude spy plane, 

over Russian territory. Its pilot, Francis Gary Powers, 

was in captivity. Khrushchev lashed out angrily at the 

American incursion into Soviet air space, breaking up 

the Paris summit almost before it could begin and with-

drawing his invitation to Eisenhower to visit the Soviet 

Union. 

    After eight years in offi ce, Eisenhower had failed to elim-

inate, and in some respects had actually increased, the ten-

sions between the United States and the Soviet Union. Yet 

Eisenhower had brought to the Cold War his own sense of 

the limits of American power. He had resisted military inter-

vention in Vietnam. And he had 

placed a measure of restraint on 

those who urged the creation of 

an enormous American military establishment. In his fare-

well address in January 1961, he warned of the “unwar-

ranted infl uence” of a vast “military-industrial complex.” His 

caution, in both domestic and international affairs, stood in 

marked contrast to the attitudes of his successors, who 

argued that the United States must act more boldly and 

aggressively on behalf of its goals at home and abroad.                 

Eisenhower’s 
Restraint
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