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10. “Looking for Work” is essentially the story of a single day. Write a narrative
of one day when you were eight or nine or ten; use details as Soto does to
give the events of the day broader significance.

What We Really Miss
About the 1950s

STEPHANIE COONTZ

Popular myth has it that the 1950s were the ideal decade for the Ameri-
can family. In this example of academic writing at its best, Stephanie Coont:
provides a clear, well-documented, and insightful analysis of what was really
going on and suggests that our nostalgia for the 1950s could mislead us
today. Stephanie Coontz is Professor of Family History at the Evergreen
State College in Olympia, Washington. An award-winning writer and na-
tionally recognized expert on the family, she has testificd before a House
Select Committee on familics, appeared in severdl television documentarics,
and published widely. Her books include Marriage, A History: From Obedi-
ence to Intimacy, or How Love Conquered Marriage (2005) and The Way
We Really Are: Coming to Terms with America’s Changing Families (1997),
Jrom which this selection is excerpted.

In a 1996 poll by the Knight-Ridder news agency, more Americans
chose the 1950s than any other single decade as the best time for children
to grow up.' And despite the research I've done on the underside of 19505
families, T don’t think it’s crazy for people to feel nostalgic about the period.
For one thing, it’s easy to see why people might look back fondly to a
decade when real wages grew more in any single year than in the entire ten
years of the 1980s combined, a time when the average 30-year-old man
could buy a median-priced home on only 15-18 percent of his salary.?

'Steven Thomma, “Nostalgia for 50s Surfaces,” Philadelphia Inguirer, Feb. 4, 1996. [All
notes are Coontz’s.]

*Prank Levy, Dollars and Dreams: The Changing American Income Distribution (New
York: Russell Sage, 1987), p. 6; Frank Levy, “Incomes and Income Inequality,” in Reynolds
Farley, ed., State of the Unfon: America in the 1990s, vol. 1 (New York: Russell Sage, 1095),
pp- 1-57; Richard May and Kathryn Porter, “Poverty and Income Trends, 1994, Washington,
D.C.: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, March 1996; Rab Nelson and Jon Cowan,
“Buster Power,” USA Weckend, October 14-16, 1994, p. 10.
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But it’s more than just a financial issue. When I talk with modern par-
ents, even ones who grew up in unhappy families, they associate the 1950s
with a yearning they feel for a time when there were fewer complicated
choices for kids or parents to grapple with, when there was more pre-
dictability in how people formed and maintained families, and when there
was a coherent “moral order” in their community to serve as a reference
point for family norms. Even people who found that moral order grossly
unfair or repressive often say that its presence provided them with some-
thing concrete to push against.

I can sympathize entirely. One of my most empowering moments
occurred the summer I turned 12, when my mother marched down to the
library with me to confront a librarian who’d curtly refused to let me check
out a book that was “not appropriate” for my age. “Don’t you ever tell my
daughter what she can and can’t read,” fumed my mom. “She’s a mature
young lady and she can make her own choices.” In recent years I've often
thought back to the gratitude I felt toward my mother for that act of trust in
me. I wish I had some way of earning similar points from my own son. But
much as I've always respected his values, I certainly wouldn’t have walked
into my local video store when he was 12 and demanded that he be allowed
to check out absolutely anything he wanted!

Still, I have no illusions that I'd actually like to go back to the 1950s, and
neither do most people who express such occasional nostalgia. For example,
although the 1950s got more votes than any other decade in the Knight-
Ridder poll, it did not win an outright majority: 38 percent of respondents
picked the 1950s; 27 percent picked the 1960s or the 1970s. Voters between
the ages of 50 and 64 were most likely to choose the 1950s, the decade in
which they themselves came of age, as the best time for kids; voters under
30 were more likely to choose the 1970s. African Americans differed over
whether the 1960s, 1970s, or 1980s were best, but all age groups of blacks
agreed that later decades were definitely preferable to the 1950s.

Nostalgia for the 1950s is real and deserves to be taken seriously, but it
usually shouldn’t be taken literally. Even people who do pick the 1950s as
the best decade generally end up saying, once they start discussing their
feelings in depth, that it’s not the family arrangements in and of themselves
that they want to revive. They don’t miss the way women used to be treated,
they sure wouldn’t want to live with most of the fathers they knew in their
neighborhoods, and “come to think of it” — I don’t know how many times
I've recorded these exact words — “I communicate with my kids much bet-
ter than my parents or gmndpmcnts did.” When Judith Wallerstein recently
interviewed 100 spouses in “happy” maumges she found that only five

“wanted a marriage like their parents’.” The husbands “consciously rejected
the role models provided by their fathers. The women said they could never
be happy living as their mothers did.™

Iudith Wallerstéin and Sandra Blakeslee, The Good Marriage: How and Why Love Lasts
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1995), p. 15,
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People today understandably feel that their lives are out of balance, but
they yearn for something totally new — a more equal distribution of work,
family, and community time for both men and women, children and adults.
If the 1990s are lopsided in one direction, the 1950s were equally lopsided
in the opposite direction.

What most people really feel nostalgic about has little to do with the
internal structure of 1950s families. It is the belief that the 1950s provided a
more family-friendly economic and social environment, an easier climate in
which to keep kids on the straight and narrow, and above all, a greater feeling
of hope for a family’s long-term future, especially for its young. The contrast
between the perceived hopefulness of the fifties and our own misgivings
about the future is key to contemporary nostalgia for the period. Greater
optimism did exist then, even among many individuals and groups who
were in terrible circumstances. But if we are to take people’s sense of loss
seriously, rather than merely to capitalize on it for a hidden political agenda,
we need to develop a historical perspective on where that hope came from.

Part of it came from families comparing their prospects in the 1950s to
their unstable, often grindingly uncomfortable pasts, especially the two hor-
rible decades just before. In the 1920s, after two centuries of child labor
and income insecurity, and for the first time in American history, a bare
majority of children had come to live in a family with a male breadwinner, a
female homemaker, and a chance at a high school education. Yet no sooner
did the ideals associated with such a family begin to blossom than they were
buried by the stock market crash of 1929 and the Great Depression of the
1930s. During the 1930s domestic violence soared; divorce rates fell, but
informal separations jumped; fertility plummeted. Murder rates were
higher in 1933 than they were in the 1980s. Families were uprooted or torn
apart. Thousands of young people left home to seek work, often riding the
rails across the country."

World War II brought the beginning of economic recovery, and people’s
renewed interest in forming families resulted in a marriage and childbearing
boom, but stability was still beyond most people’s grasp. Postwar communi-
ties were rocked by racial tensions, labor strife, and a right-wing backlash
against the radical union movement of the 1930s. Many women resented
being fired from wartime jobs they had grown to enjoy. Veterans often came
home to find that they had to elbow their way back into their families, with
wives and children resisting their attempts to reassert domestic authority. In

!

*Donald Hernandez, America’s Children: Resources from Family, Government and the
Economy (New York: Russell Sage, 1993), pp. 99, 102; James Morone, “The Corrosive Politics
of Virtue,” American Prospect 26 (May-June 1996), p. 37; “Study Finds U.S. No. 1 in Vio-
lence,” Olympian, November 13, 1992. See also Stephen Mintz and Susan Kellogg, Domestic
Revolutions: A Social History of American Family Life (New York: The Free Press, 1988).
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ROGER. ReALIZES A CHERISHED CHILPHoOD
MEMORY 1S ACTUALLY A SCENE FROM AN
Owp MovieE.

one recent study of fathers who returned from the war, four times as many
reported painful, even traumatic, reunions as remembered happy ones.’

By 1946 one in every three marriages was ending in divorce. Even
couples who stayed together went-through rough times, as an acute housing

William Tuttle, Jr., “Daddy’s Cone to War”: The Second World War in the Lives of
America’s Children (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).
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shortage forced families to double up with relatives or friends. Tempers
frayed and generational relations grew strained. “No home is big enough to
house two families, particularly two of different generations, with opposite
theories on child training,” warned a 1948 film on the problemis of modern
marriage.®

So after the widespread domestic strife, family disruptions, and vio-
lence of the 1930s and the instability of the World War II period, people
were ready to try something new. The postwar economic boom gave them
the chance. The 1950s was the first time that a majority of Americans could
even dream of creating a secure oasis in their immediate nuclear families.
There they could focus their emotional and financial investments, reduce
obligations to others that might keep them from seizing their own chance at
a new start, and escape the interference of an older generation of neighbors
or relatives who tried to tell them how to run their lives and raise their kids.
Oral histories of the postwar period resound with the theme of escaping
froni in-laws, maiden aunts, older parents, even needy siblings.

The private fanily also provided a refuge from the anxieties of the new
nuclear age and the cold war, as well as a place to get away from the political
witch hunts led by Senator Joe McCarthy and his allies. When having the
wrong friends at the wrong time or belonging to any “suspicious” organiza-
tion could ruin your career and reputation, it was safer to pull out of groups
you might have joined earlier and to focus on your family. On a more posi-
tive note, the nuclear family was where people could try to satisfy their Jong-
pent-up desires for a more stable marriage, a decent home, and the chance
to really enjoy their children.

The 1950s Family Experiment

The key to understanding the successes, failures, and comparatively
short life of 1950s family forms and values is to understand the period as
one of experimentation with the possibilities of a new kind of family, not as
the expression of some longstanding tradition. At the end of the 1940s, the
divorce rate, which had been rising steadily since the 1890s, dropped
sharply; the age of marriage fell to a 100-year low; and the birth rate soared.
Women who had worked during the Depression or World War 11 quit their
jobs as soon as they became pregnait, which meant quite 4 few women
were specializing in child raising; fewer women remained childless during
the 1950s than in any decade since the late nineteenth century. The timing
and spacing of childbearing became far more compressed, so that young
mothers were likely to have two or more children in diapers at once, with no
older sibling to help in their care. At the same time, again for the first time
in 100 years, the educational gap between young middle-class women and
men increased, while job segregation for working men and women seems to

&“Marriage and Divorce,” March of Time, film series 14 (1948).
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have peaked. These demographic changes increased the dependence of
women on marriage, in contrast to gradual trends in the opposite direction
since the early twentieth century.’

The result was that family life and gender roles became much more
predictable, orderly, and settled in the 1950s than they were either twenty
years earlier or would be twenty years later. Only slightly more than one in
four marriages ended in divorce during the 1950s. Very few young people
spent any extended period of time in a nonfamily setting: They moved from
their parents’ family into their own family, after just a brief experience with
independent living, and they started having children soon after marriage.
Whereas two-thirds of women aged 20 to 24 were not yet married in 1990,
only 28 percent of women this age were still single in 1960.%

Ninety percent of all the households in the country were families in the
1950s, in comparison with only 71 percent by 1990. Eighty-six percent of all
children lived in two-parent homes in 1950, as opposed to just 72 percent in
1990. And the percentage living with both biological parents — rather than,
say, a parent and stepparent — was dramatically higher than it had been at
the turn of the century or is today: seventy percent in 1950, compared with
only 50 percent in 1990. Nearly 60 percent of kids —an all-time high—
were born into male breadwinner—female homemaker families; only a mi-
nority of the rest had mothers who worked in the paid labor force.?

If the organization and uniformity of family life in the 1950s were new,
so were the values, especially the emphasis on putting all one’s emotional
and financial eggs in the small basket of the immediate nuclear family.
Right up through the 1940, ties of work, friendship, neighborhood, ethnic-
ity, extended kin, and voluntary organizations were as important a source of
identity for most Americans, and sometimes a more important source of
obligation, than marriage and the nuclear family. All this changed in the
postwar era. The spread of suburbs and automobiles, combined with the
destruction of older ethnic neighborhoods in many cities, led to the decline

"Arlene Skolnick and Stacey Rosencrantz, “The New Crusade for the Old Family,” Amer-
ican Prospect, Summer 1994, p. 65; Hemandez, America’s Children, pp- 128-32; Andrew
Cherlin, “Changing Family and Household: Contemporary Lessons from Historical Research,”
Annual Beview of Sociology 9 (1983), pp. 54-58; Sam Roberts, Who We Are: A Portrait of
America Based on the Latest Census (New York: Times Books, 1995), p. 45.

"Levy. “Incomes ancl Income Inequality,” p- 20; Arthur Norton and Louisa Miller, Mar-
riage, Divorce, and Remarriage in the 1990s, Current Population Reports Series P23-180
(Washington, D.C.: Bureau of the Census, October 1992); Roberts, Who We Are (1995 ed.),
pp- 50-53. .

Dennis Hogan and Daniel Lichter, “Children and Youth: Living Arrangements and Wel-
fare,” in Farley, ed., State of the Union, vol, 2, P- 99; Richard Gelles, Cantemporary Families: A
Sociological View (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 1995), p. 115; Hernandez, America’s Children,
p- 102. "The [act that only a small percentage of children had mothers in the paid labor force,
though a full 40 percent did not live in male breadwinner~female homemaker families, was
because some children had mothers who worked, unpaid, in farms or family businesses, or
fathers who were unemployed, or the children were not living with both parents.
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of the neighborhood social club. Young couples moved away from parents
and kin, cutting ties with traditional extrafamilial networks that might com-
pete for their attention. A critical factor in this trend was the emergence of
a group of family sociologists and marriage counselors who followed Talcott
Parsons in claiming that the nuclear family, built on a sharp division of labor
between husband and wife, was the cornerstone of modern society.

The new family experts tended to advocate views such as those first
raised in a 1946 book, Their Mothers’ Sons, by psychiatrist Edward
Strecker. Strecker and his followers argued that American boys were infan-
tilized and emasculated by women who were old-fashioned “moms” instead
of modern “mothers.” One sign that you might be that dreaded “mom,”
Strecker warned women, was if you felt you should take your aging parents
into your own home, rather than putting them in “a good institution. ..
where they will receive adequate care and comfort.” Modern “mothers”
placed their parents in nursing homes and poured all their energies into
their nuclear family. They were discouraged from diluting their wifely and
maternal commitments by maintaining “competing” interests in friends,
jobs, or extended family networks, yet they were also supposed to cheerfully
grant early independence to their (male) children — an emotional double
bind that may explain why so many women who took this advice to heart
ended up abusing alcohol or tranquilizers over the course of the decade.'

The call for young couples to break from their parents and youthful
friends was a consistent theme in 1950s popular culture. In Marty, one of
the most highly praised TV plays and movies of the 1950s, the hero almost
loses his chance at love by listening to the carping of his mother and aunt
and letting himself be influenced by old friends who resent the time he
spends with his new girlfriend. In the end, he turns his back on mother,
aunt, and friends to get his new marriage and a little business of his own oft
to a good start. Other movies, novels, and popular psychology tracts por-
trayed the dreadful things that happened when women became more inter-
ested in careers than marriage or men resisted domestic conformity.

Yet many people felt guilty about moving away from older parents and
relatives; “modern mothers” worried that fostering independence in their
kids could lead to defiance or even juvenile delinquency (the recurring
nightmare of the age); there was considerable confusion about how men
and women could maintain clear breadwinner-homemaker distinctions in a
period of expanding education, job openings, and consumer aspirations.
People clamored for advice. They got it from the new family education spe-
cialists and marriage counselors, from columns in women’s magazines, from
government pamphlets, and above ,all from television. While 1950s TV
melodramas warmed against letting anything dilute the commitment to get-
ting married and having kids, the new family sitcoms gave people nightly

PEdward Strecker, Their Mothers' Sons: The Psychiatrist Examines an American Prob-
fem (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1946), p. 209.
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lessons on how to make their marriage or rapidly expanding family work —
or, in the case of I Love Lucy, probably the most popular show of the era,
how not to make their marriage and family work. Lucy and Ricky gave
weekly comic reminders of how much trouble a woman could get into by
wanting a career or hatching some hare-brained scheme behind her hus-
band’s back.

At the time, everyone knew that shows such as Donna Reed, Ozzie and
Harriet, Leave It to Beaver, and Father Knows Best were not the way fami-
lies really were. People didn’t watch those shows to see their own lives
reflected back at them. They watched them to see how families were sup-
posed to live — and also to get a little reassurance that they were headed in
the right direction. The sitcoms were simultaneously advertisements, eti-
quette manuals, and how-to lessons for a new way of organizing marriage
and child raising. I have studied the scripts of these shows for years, since I
often use them in my classes on family history, but it wasn’t until I became a
parent that I felt their extraordinary pull. The secret of their appeal, I sud-
denly realized, was that they offered 1950s viewers, wracked with the same
feelings of parental inadequacy as was I, the promise that there were easy
answers and surefire techniques for raising kids.

Ever since, I have found it useful to think of the sitcoms as the 1950s
equivalent of today’s beer ads. As most people know, beer ads are con-
sciously aimed at men who aren’t as strong and sexy as the models in the
commercials, guys who are uneasily aware of the gap between the ideal
masculine pursuits and their own achievements. The promise is that if the
viewers on the couch will just drink brand X, they too will be able to run
10 miles without gasping for breath. Their bodies will firm up, their com-
plexions will clear up, and maybe the Swedish bikini team will come over
and hang out at their place.

Similarly, the 1950s sitcoms were aimed at young couples who had mar-
ried in haste, women who had tasted new freedoms during World War II
and given up their jobs with regret, veterans whose children resented their
attempts to reassert paternal authority, and individuals disturbed by the
changing racial and ethnic mix of postwar America. The message was clear:
Buy these ranch houses, Hotpoint appliances, and child-raising ideals; relate
to your spouse like this; get a new car to wash with your kids on Sunday
afternoons; organize your dinners like that —and you too can escape from
the conflicts of race, class, and political witch hunts into harmonious families
where father knows best, mothers are never bored or irritated, and teenagers
rush to the dinner table each night, eager to get their latest dose of parental
wiscom.

Many families found it possible to put together a good imitation of this
way of living during the 1950s and 1960s. Couples were often able to con-
struct marriages that were much more harmonious than those in which they
had grown up, and to devote far more time to their children. Even when
marriages were deeply unhappy, as many were, the new stability, economic
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security, and educational advantages parents were able to offer their kids
counted for a lot in people’s assessment of their life satisfaction. And in some
matters, ignorance could be bliss: The lack of media coverage of problems
such as abuse or incest was terribly hard on the casualties, but it protected
more fortunate families from knowledge and fear of many social ills."!

There was tremendous hostility to people who could be defined as
“others”: Jews, African Americans, Puerto Ricans, the poor, gays or lesbians,
and “the red menace.” Yet on a day-to-day basis, the civility that prevailed in
homogeneous neighborhoods allowed people to ignore larger patterns of
racial and political repression. Racial clashes were ever-present in the
1950s, sometimes escalating into full-scale antiblack riots, but individual
homicide rates fell to almost half the levels of the 1930s. As nuclear families
moved into the suburbs, they retreated from social activism but entered
voluntary relationships with people who had children the same age; they
became involved in PTAs together, joined bridge clubs, went bowling.
There does seem to have been a stronger sense of neighborly commonali-
ties than many of us feel today. Even though this local community was often
the product of exclusion or repression, it sometimes looks attractive to mod-
ern Americans whose commutes are getting longer and whose family or
work patterns give them little in common with their neighbors.!?

The optimism that allowed many families to rise above their internal
difficulties and to put limits on their individualistic values during the 1950s
came from the sense that America was on a dramatically different trajectory
than it had been in the past, an upward and expansionary path that had
already taken people to better places than they had ever seen before and
would certainly take their children even further. This confidence that
almost everyone could look forward to a better future stands in sharp con-
trast to how most contemporary Americans feel, and it explains why a
period in which many people were much worse oft than today sometimes
still looks like a better period for families than our own.

"For discussion of the discontents, and often searing misery, that were considered nor-
mal in a “good-enough” marriage in the 1950s and 1960s, see Lillian Rubin, Worlds of Pain:
Life in the Working-Class Family {(New York: Basic Books, 1976); Mirra Komarovsky, Blue
Collar Marriage (New Haven, Conn.: Vintage, 1962); Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound:
American Familics in the Cold War Era (New York: Basic Books, 1988).

See Robert Putnam, “The Strange Disappearance of Civic America” American
Prospect, Winter 1996. For a glowing if somewhat lopsided picture of 19505 community soli-
darities, see Alan Ehrenhalt, The Lost City: Discovering the Forgotten Virtues of Conmunity
in the Chicago of the 1950s (New York: Basic Books, 1995). For a chilling account of comnuni-
ties uniting against perceived outsiders, in the same city, see Arnold Hirsch, Making the Sec-
ond Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940-1960 {Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1983). On homicide rates, see “Study Finds United States No. 1 in Violence,” Olympian,
November 13, 1992; New York Times, November 13, 1992, p. A9; and Douglas Lee Eckberg,
“Estimates of Early Twentieth-Century U.S. Homicide Rates: An Econometric Forecasting
Approach,” Demography 32 (1995), p. 14. On lengthening commutes, see “It’s Taking Longer
to Get to Work,” Olympian, December 6, 1995.
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Throughout the 1950s, poverty was higher than it is today, but it was
less concentrated in pockets of blight existing side-by-side with extremes of
wealth, aiid, unlike today, it was falling rather than rising. At the end of the
1930s, alrnost two-thirds of the population had incomes below the poverty
standards of the day, while only one in eight had a middle-class income
(defined as two to five times the poverty line). By 1960, a majority of the
population had climbed into the middle-income range.

Unmarried people were hardly sexually abstinent in the 1950s, but
the age of first intercourse was somewhat higher than it is now, and despite
a tripling of nonmarital birth rates between 1940 and 1958, more than
70 percent of nonmarital pregnancies led to weddings before the child was
born. Teenage birth rates were almost twice as high in 1957 as in the
1990s, but most teen births were to married couples, and the effect of teen
pregnancy in reducing further schooling for young people did not hurt
their life prospects the way it does today. High school graduation rates
were lower in the 1950s than they are today, and minority students had far
worse test scores, but there were jobs for people who dropped out of high
school or graduated without good reading skills — jobs that actually had a
future. People entering the job market in the 1950s had no way of knowing
that they would be the last generation to have a good shot at reaching
middle-class status without the benefit of postsecondary schooling,

Millions of men from impoverished, rural, unemployed, or poorly edu-
cated family backgrounds found steady jobs in the steel, auto, appliance,
construction, and shipping industries. Lowei-middle-class men went further
on in college during the 1950s than they would have been able to expect in
earlier decades, enabling them to make the transition to secure white-collar
work. The experience of shared sacrifices in the Depression and war, rein-
forced by a New Deal-inspired belief in the ability of government to make
life better, gave people a sense of hope for the future. Confidence in govern-
ment, business, education, and other institutions was on the rise. This gen-
eral optimism affected people’s experience and assessment of family life. It is
no wonder modem Americans yearn for a similar sense of hope.

Buit before we sign on to any attempts to turn the family clock back to
the 1950s we should note that the family successes and com munity solidari-
ties of the 1950s rested on a totally different set of political and economic
conditions than we have today. Contrary to widespread belief, the 1950s
was not an age of laissez-faire government and free market competition. A

.

"The figures in this and the following paragraph come from Levy, “Incomes and Income
Inequality,” pp. 1-57; May and Porter, “Poverty and Income Trends. 19947 Reynolds Farley,
The New American Reality: Who We Are, How: We Got Here, Where We Are Going (New
York: Russell Sage, 1996), pp. 83-85; Gelles, Contemporary Familics, p- 115; David Grissmer,
Sheila Nataraj Kirby, Mark Bender, and Stephanie Williamson, Student Achicvement and the
Changing American Family. Rand Institute on Education and Training (Santa Monica, Calif.:
Rand, 1994), p. 106.
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major cause of the social mobility of young families in the 1950s was that
federal assistance programs were much more generous and widespread
than they are today.

In the most ambitious and successful affirmative action program ever 30
adopted in America, 40 percent of young men were eligible for veterans’
benefits, and these benefits were far more extensive than those available to
Vietnam-era vets. Financed in part by a federal income tax on the rich that
went up to 87 percent and a corporate tax rate of 52 percent, such benefits
provided quite a jump start for a generation of young families. The GI bill
paid most tuition costs for vets who attended college, doubling the percent-
age of college students from prewar levels. At the other end of the life span,
Social Security began to build up a significant safety net for the elderly, for-
merly the poorest segment of the population. Starting in 1950, the federal
government regularly mandated raises in the minimum wage to keep pace
with inflation. The minimum wage may have been only $1.40 as late as
1968, but a person who worked for that amount full-time, year-round,
earned 118 percent of the poverty figure for a family of three. By 1995, a
full-time minimum-wage worker could earn only 72 percent of the poverty
level M

An important source of the economic expansion of the 1950s was that
public works spending at all levels of government comprised nearly 20 per-
cent of total expenditures in 1950, as compared to less than 7 percent in
1984. Between 1950 and 1960, nonmilitary, nonresidential public construc-
tion rose by 58 percent. Construction expenditures for new schools (in dol-
lar amounts adjusted for inflation) rose by 72 percent; funding on sewers
and waterworks rose by 46 percent. Government paid 90 percent of the
costs of building the new Interstate IMighway System. These programs
opened up suburbia to growing numbers of middle-class Americans and
created secure, well-paying jobs for blue-collar workers.'®

Government also reorganized home financing, underwriting low down
payments and long-term mortgages that had been rejected as bad business
by private industry. To do this, government put public assets behind hous-
ing lending programs, created two new national financial institutions to
facilitate home loans, allowed veterans to put down payments as low as a

MWilliam Chafe, The Unfinished Journey: America Since World War 11 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1986), pp. 113, 143; Mare Linder, “Eisenhower-Era Marxist-Confiscatory
Taxation: Requiem for the Rhetoric of Rate Reduction for the Rich,” Tulane Law Review 70
(1996), p. 917; Barry Bluestone and Teresa Ghilarducci, “Rewarding Work: Feasible Antipoverty
Policy,” American Prospect 28 (1996), p. 42; Theda Skocpol, “Delivering for Young Families,”
Anierican Prospect 28 (1996), p. 67.

Jocl Tarr, “The Evolution of the Urban Infrastructure in the Nineteenth and Twenticth
Centuries,” in Royce Hanson, ed., Perspectives on Urban Infrastructure (Washington, D.C.:
National Academy Press, 1984); Mark Aldrich, A History of Public Works Investment in the
United States, report prepared by the CPNSAD Research Corporation for the U.S. Depart-
ment of Commerce, April 1980.
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dollar on a house, and offered tax breaks to people who bought homes. The
National Education Defense Act funded the socioeconomic mobility of
thousands of young men who trained themselves for well-paying jobs in
such fields as engineering,'®

Unlike contemporary welfare programs, government investment in
1950s families was not just for immediate subsistence but encouraged long-
term asset development, rewarding people for increasing their investment
in homes and education. Thus it was far less likely that such families or indi-
viduals would ever fall back to where they started, even after a string of bad
luck. Subsidies for higher education were greater the longer people stayed
in school and the more expensive the school they selected. Mortgage
deductions got bigger as people traded up to better houses.'”

These social and political support systems magnified the impact of the
postwar economic boom. “In the years between 1947 and 1973, reports
economist Robert Kuttner, “the median paycheck more than doubled, and
the bottom 20 percent enjoyed the greatest gains.” High rates of unioniza-
tion meant that blue-collar workers were making much more financial
progress than most of their counterparts today. In 1952, when eager home
buyers flocked to the opening of Levittown, Pennsylvania, the largest
planned community yet constructed, “it took a factory worker one day to
earn enough money to pay the closing costs on a new Levittown house, then
selling for $10,000.” By 1991, such a home was selling for $100,000 or more,
and it took a factory worker eighteen weeks to earn enough money for just
the closing costs.'®

The legacy of the union struggle of the 1930s and 1940s, combined
with government support for raising people’s living standards, set limits on
corporations that have disappeared in recent decades. Corporations paid 23
percent of federal income taxes in the 1950s, as compared to just 9.2 per-
cent in 1991. Big companies earned higher profit margins than smaller
firms, partly due to their dominance of the market, partly to America’s post-
war economic advantage. They chose (or were forced) to share these extra
earnings, which economists call “rents,” with employees. Economists at the
Brookings Institution and Harvard University estimate that 70 percent of
such corporate rents were passed on to workers at all levels of the firm, ben-
efiting secretaries and janitors as well as CEOs. Corporations routinely
retained workers even in slack periods, as a way of ensuring workplace

’

"®For more information on this government financing, see Kemeth Jackson, Crabgrass
Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985);
and The Way We Never Were, chapter 4.

YJohn Cook and Laura Sherman, “Economic Security Among America’s Poor: The
Impact of State Welfare Waivers on Asset Accumulation,” Center on Iunger, Poverty, and
Nutrition Policy, Tufts University, May 1996. -

Robert Kuttner, “The Incredible Shrinking American Paycheck,” Washington Post
National Weekly Edition, November 6-12, 1995, p. 23; Donald Bartlett and James Steele,
America: What Went Wrong? (Kansas City: Andrews McMeel, 1992}, p. 20.
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stability. Although they often received more generous tax breaks from com-
munities than they gave back in investment, at least they kept their plants
and employment offices in the same place. AT&T, for example, received
much of the technology it used to finance its postwar expansion from pub-
licly funded communications research conducted as part of the war effort,
and, as current AT&T Chairman Robert Allen puts it, there “used to be a
lifelong commitment on the employee’s part and on our part.” Teday, how-
ever, he admits, “the contract doesn’t exist anymore.”?

Television trivia experts still argue over exactly what the fathers in
many 1950s sitcoms did for a living. Whatever it was, though, they obviously
didn’t have to worry about downsizing, If most married people stayed in
long-term relationships during the 1950s, so did most corporations, sticking
with the communities they grew up in and the employees they originally
hired. Corporations were not constantly relocating in search of cheap labor
during the 1950s; unlike today, increases in worker productivity usually led
to increases in wages. The number of workers covered by corporate pension
plans and health benefits increased steadily. So did limits on the work week.
There is good reason that people look back to the 1950s as a less hurried
age: The average American was working a shorter workday in the 1950s
than his or her counterpart today, when a quarter of the workforce puts in
49 or more hours a week.*

So politicians are practicing quite a double standard when they tell us
to return to the family forms of the 1950s while they do nothing to restore
the job programs and family subsidies of that era, the limits on corporate
relocation and financial wheeling-dealing, the much higher share of taxes
paid by corporations then, the availability of union jobs for noncollege
youth, and the subsidies for higher education such as the National Defense
Education Act loans. Furthermore, they’re not telling the whole story when
they claim that the 1950s was the most prosperous time for families and the
most secure decade for children. Instead, playing to our understandable
nostalgia for a time when things seemed to be getting better, not worse,
they engage in a tricky chronological shell game with their figures, diverting
our attention from two important points. First, many individuals, families,
and groups were excluded from the economic prosperity, family optimism,

"Richard Barmet, “Lords of the Global Economy,” Nation, December 19, 1994, p. 756;
Clay Chandler, “U.S. Corporations: Good Citizens or Bad?” Washington Post National Weckly
Edition, May 20-26, 1996, p. 16; Steven Pearlstein, “No More Mr. Nice Guy: Corporate America
Has Done an About-Face in How It Pays and Treats Employees,” Washington Post National
Weekly Edition, December 18-24, 1995, P- 10; Robert Kuttner, “Ducking Class Warfare,” Wash-
ington Post National Weekly Edition, March 11-17, 1996, p. 5; Henry Allen, “Ha! $o Much for
Loyalty,” Washington Post National Weekly Edition, March 4-10, 1996, p-1L

*Whrenhalt, The Lost City, pp. 11-12; Jeremy Rifken, The End of Work: The Decline of
the Global Labor Force and the Dawn of the Post-Market Era (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons,
1995), pp. 169, 170, 231; Juliet Schorr, The Overworked American: The Unexpected Decline of
Leisure (New York: Basic Books, 1991).
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and social civility of the 1950s. Second, the all-time high point of child well-
being and family economic security came not during the 1950s but at the
end of the 1960s.

We now know that 1950s family culture was not only nontraditional; it
was also not idyllic. In important ways, the stability of family and commu-
nity life during the 1950s rested on pervasive discrimination against women,
gays, political dissidents, non-Christians, and racial or ethnic minorities, as
well as on a systematic cover-up of the underside of many families. Families
that were harmonious and fair of their own free will may have been able to
function more easily in the fifties, but few alternatives existed for members
of discordant or oppressive families. Victims of child abuse, incest, alco-
holism, spousal rape, and wife battering had no recourse, no place to go,
until well into the 1960s.%!

At the end of the 1950s, despite ten years of economic growth, 27.3 per-
cent of the nation’s children were poor, including those in white “underclass”
communities such as Appalachia. Almost 50 percent of married-couple
African American families were impoverished —a figure far higher than
today. It'’s no wonder African Americans are not likely to pick the 1950s as a
golden age, even in comparison with the setbacks they experienced in the
1980s. When blacks moved north to find jobs in the postwar urban manufac-
turing boom they met vicious harassment and viclence, first to prevent them
from moving out of the central cities, then to exclude them from public
space such as parks or beaches.

In Philadelphia, for example, the City of Brotherly Love, there were
more than 200 racial incidents over housing in the first six months of 1955
alone. The Federal Housing Authority, such a boon to white working-class
families, refused to insure homes in all-black or in racially mixed neighbor-
hoods. Two-thirds of the city dwellers evicted by the urban renewal projects
of the decade were African Americans and Latinos; government did almost
nothing to help such displaced families find substitute housing.2*

Women were unable to take out loans or even credit cards in their own
names. They were excluded from juries in many states. A lack of options
outside marriage led some women to remain in desperately unhappy unions
that were often not in the best interests of their children or themselves.
Even women in happy marriages often felt humiliated by the constant mes-
sages they received that their whole lives had to revolve around a man. “You
are not ready when he calls— miss one turn,” was a rule in the Barbie game
marketed to 1950s girls; “he criticizes your hairdo — go to the beauty shop.”

A For documentation that these problems existed, sce chapter 2 of The Way We Never Were.

*The poverty figures come from census data collected in The State of America’s Children
Yearbook, 1996 (Washington, D.C.: Children’s Defense Fund, 1996), p. 77. See also Hirsch,
Making the Second Ghetto; Raymond Mohl, “Making the Second Ghetto in Metropolitan
Miami, 1940-1960," Journal of Urban History 25 (1995), p. 386; Micaela di Leonardo, “Boys
on the Hood,” Nation, August 17-24, 1992, p. 180: Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, pp. 226-227.
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Episodes of Father Knows Best advised young women: “The worst thing
you can do is to try to beat a man at his own game. You just beat the women
at theirs.” One character on the show told women to always ask themselves,
“Are you after a job or a man? You can’t have both.”*

The Fifties Experiment Comes to an End

The social stability of the 1950s, then, was a response to the stick of
racism, sexism, and repression as well as to the carrot of economic opportu-
nity and government aid. Because social protest mounted in the 1960s and
unsettling challenges were posed to the gender roles and sexual mores of
the previous decade, many people forget that families continued to make
gains throughout the 1960s and into the first few years of the 1970s. By
1969, child poverty was down to 14 percent, its lowest level ever; it hovered
just above that marker until 1975, when it began its steady climb up to
contemporary figures (22 percent in 1993; 21.2 percent in 1994). The high
point of health and nutrition for poor children was reached in the early
1970s.%

So commentators are being misleading when they claim that the 1950s
was the golden age of American families. They are disregarding the number
of people who were excluded during that decade and ignoring the socio-
economic gains that continued to be made through the 1960s. But they are
quite right to note that the improvements of the 1950s and 1960s came to
an end at some point in the 1970s (though not for the elderly, who contin-
ued to make progress).

Ironically, it was the children of those stable, enduring, supposedly
idyllic 1950s families, the recipients of so much maternal time and atten-
tion, that pioneered the sharp break with their parents’ family forms and
gender roles in the 1970s. This was not because they were led astray by
some youthful Murphy Brown in her student rebel days or inadvertently
spoiled by parents who read too many of Dr. Spock’s child-raising manuals.

Partly, the departure from 1950s family arrangements was a logical
extension of trends and beliefs pioneered in the 1950s, or of inherent con-
tradictions in those patterns. For example, early and close-spaced child-
bearing freed more wives up to join the labor force, and married women
began to flock to work. By 1960, more than 40 percent of women over the
age of 16 held a job, and working mothers were the fastest growing compo-
nent of the labor force. The educational aspirations and opportunities that
opened up for kids of the baby boom could not be confined to males, and

’

PSusan Douglas, Where the Cirls Are: Growing Up Female with the Mass Media (New
York: Times Books, 1994), pp. 25, 37.

AThe State of America’s Children Yearhook, 1966, p- 77: May and Porter, “Poverty and
Income Trends: 1994, p. 23; Sara McLanahan et al., Losing Cround: A Critique, University of
Wisconsin Institute for Research on Poverty, Special Report No. 38, 1985.
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many tight-knit, male-breadwinner, nuclear families in the 1950s instilled in
their daughters the ambition to be something other than a homemaker.?

Another part of the transformation was a shift in values. Most people
would probably agree that some changes in values were urgently needed:
the extension of civil rights to racial minorities and to women; a rejection of
property rights in children by parents and in women by husbands; a reac-
tion against the political intolerance and the wasteful materialism of 1950s
culture. Other changes in values remain more controversial: opposition to
American intervention abroad; repudiation of the traditional sexual double
standard; rebellion against what many young people saw as the hypocrisy of
parents who preached sexual morality but ignored social immorality such as
racism and militarism.

Still other developments, such as the growth of me-first individualism,
are widely regarded as problematic by people on all points along the
political spectrum. It’s worth noting, though, that the origins of antisocial
individualism and self-indulgent consumerism lay at least as much in the
family values of the 1950s as in the youth rebellion of the 1960s. The mar-
keting experts who never allowed the kids in Ozzie and Harriet sitcoms to
be shown drinking milk, for fear of offending soft-drink companies that
might sponsor the show in syndication, were ultimately the same people
who slightly later invested billions of dollars to channel sexual rebellious-
ness and a depoliticized individualism into mainstream culture.

There were big cultural changes brewing by the beginning of the 1970s,
and tremendous upheavals in social, sexual, and family values. And yes,
there were sometimes reckless or simply laughable excesses in some of the
early experiments with new gender roles, family forms, and personal expres-
sion. But the excesses of 1950s gender roles and family forms were every bit
as repellent and stupid as the excesses of the sixties: Just watch a dating
etiquette film of the time period, or recall that therapists of the day often
told victims of incest that they were merely having unconscious oedipal
fantasies.

Ultimately, though, changes in values were not what brought the 1950s
family experiment to an end. The postwar family compacts between hus-
bands and wives, parents and children, young and old, were based on the
postwar social compact between government, corporations, and workers.
While there was some discontent with those family bargains among women
and youth, the old relations did not really start to unravel until people began
to face the erosion of the corporate wage bargain and government broke its
tacit societal bargain that it would continue to invest in jobs and education
for the younger generation.

*For studies of how both middle-class and working-class women in the 1950s quickly
departed from, or never quite accepted, the predominant image of women, see Joanne
Meyerowitz, ed., Not June Cleaverr Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-1960
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994).



48

HARMONY AT HOME

In the 1970s, new economic trends began to clash with all the social

expectations that 1950s families had instilled in their children. That clash,
not the willful abandonment of responsibility and commitment, has been
the primary cause of both family rearrangements and the growing social
problems that are usually attributed to such family changes, but in fact have
separate origins.

=~

ENGAGING THE TEXT

According to Coontz, what do we really miss about the 1950s? In addition,
what don’t we miss?

In Coontz’s view, what was the role of the government in making the 1950s
in America what they were? What part did broader historical forces or
other circumstances play?

Although she concentrates on the 1950s, Coontz also describes the other
decades from the 1920s to the 1990s, when she wrote this piece. Use her
information to create a brief chart naming the key characteristics of each
decade. Then consider your own family history and see how well it fits the
pattern Coontz outlines. Discuss the results with classmates or write a jour-
nal entry reflecting on what you learn.

Consider the most recent ten years of American history. What events or
trends (for example, the 9/11 attacks, same-sex marriage legislation) do you
think a sociologist or cultural historian might consider important for under-
standing our current mythologies of family? How do you think our ideas
about family have changed in this decade?

EXPLORING CONNECTIONS

Compare Norman Rockwell’s enormously popular portrayals of family life
(pp- 22-24) with the account provided by Coontz. Do you think she would
call Rockwell's paintings “nostalgic”® What do we mean by this word?
Review “Looking for Work” by Gary Soto (p. 26). How does this narrative
cvoke nostalgia for a simpler, better era for families? Docs it reveal any of
the problems with the 1950s that Coontz describes?

EXTENDING THE CRITICAL CONTEXT

Coontz suggests that an uninformed nostalgia for the 1950s could promote
harmful political agendas. (See, for example, paras. 7 and 37.) Do you see
any evidence in contemporary media of nostalgia for the 1930s? Do you
agree with Coontz that such nostalgia can be dangerous? Why or why not?

Watch an episode of a 1950s sitcom (if possible, record it) such as Father
Knows Best, The Donna Reed Show, Leave It to Beaver, or I Love Lucy. Ana-
lyze the extent to which it reveals both positive and negative aspects of the
1950s that Coontz. discusses (for example, an authoritarian father figure, lim-
ited roles for wives, economic prosperity, or a sense of a secure community).
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