The 1950s in America
SUMMARY STATEMENT: 

The 1950s is a study in contrasting views of what it means to be a “loyal” or “good” American.  People of different ages, races and backgrounds defined themselves (and others) by not only what they did or believed or what they looked like or who they were, but just as powerfully defined themselves and others by who they were not and what they did not do or did not believe or what they did not look like.  In short, a constant theme of the 1950s was a powerful pre-occupation with conformity with the overall social norm with an abhorrence or fascination with those who rebelled against the status quo.
Ideological/Theological Document # 1. Speech of Joseph McCarthy, Wheeling, West Virginia, February 9, 1950
The great difference between our western Christian world and the atheistic Communist world is not political, gentlemen, it is moral . . . .
Today we are engaged in a final, all-out battle between communistic atheism and Christianity . . . .

Ladies and gentlemen, can there be anyone tonight who is so blind as to say that the war is not on?  . . .Unless we face this fact, we shall pay the price that must be paid by those who wait too long. 

The reason why we find ourselves in a position of impotency is not because our only powerful potential enemy has sent men to invade our shores . . . but rather because of the traitorous actions of those who have been treated so well by this Nation. It has not been the less fortunate, or members of minority groups who have been traitorous to this Nation, but rather those who have had all the benefits that the wealthiest Nation on earth has had to offer . . . the finest homes, the finest college education and the finest jobs in government we can give. 

This is glaringly true in the State Department. There the bright young men who are born with silver spoons in their mouths are the ones who have been most traitorous. . . . 

I have here in my hand a list of 205 . . . a list of names that were made known to the Secretary of State as being members of the Communist Party and who nevertheless are still working and shaping policy in the State Department. . . . 

As you know, very recently the Secretary of State proclaimed his loyalty to a man guilty of what has always been considered as the most abominable of all crimes—being a traitor to the people who gave him a position of great trust—high treason. . . . 

He has lighted the spark which is resulting in a moral uprising and will end only when the whole sorry mess of twisted, warped thinkers are swept from the national scene so that we may have a new birth of honesty and decency in government. 

Source: http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6456
Senator McCarthy gave this speech in order to gain attention for himself and his political career.  He did not create the Red Scare or “McCarthyism” as it was called.  Instead he took advantage of the paranoia associated with the Cold War, the fear that there were enemies within who would destroy the country by their secret allegiance to the Soviet Union.  McCarthy became the foremost practitioner of the technique of obtaining political prominence through the power of accusation.  By cloaking himself in the aura of Christianity to combat the enemy, he defies any good Christian to oppose him, for by doing so, by implication, is to oppose the work of the righteous.
The Enduring Vision, pp 579-580, 585.

Cultural Document # 2  The Crucible by Arthur Miller, first performed September, 1953.
Act Three
Excerpt 1:

Hathorne’s Voice
Now, Martha Corey, there is abundant evidence in our hands to show you have
given yourself to the reading of fortunes.  Do you deny it?

Martha Corey’s Voice
I am innocent to a witch.  I know not what a witch is.
Hathorne’s Voice
How do you know, then, that you are not a witch?

--------------------------------------------
Excerpt 2:

Hale
There is prodigious fear of this court in the country –

Danforth
Then there is prodigious guilt in the country. Are you afraid to be questioned 
here?

Hale
I may only fear the Lord, sir, but there is fear in the country nonetheless.

Danforth
(angered now): Reproach me not with the fear in the country, there is fear in the
country because there is a plot to topple Christ in the country!

Source: http://books.google.com/books?id=6fpzY7MygR0C&printsec=frontcover&dq=the+crucible#PPP1,M1
These excerpts from Miller’s play illustrate his intention to portray the two major issues of McCarthyism.  The first is the dilemma of the accused – how to defend oneself against the charge of being disloyal.  To deny the charge would mean death.  But to repent, one would have to accuse others.  The other central issue is the pervasive fear that makes the accusers powerful and renders the accused helpless.
Although, only two people were literally executed during the Red Scare, and there were few actual trials in court, people’s lives were ruined by the accusations witnesses gave during testimonies before investigation committees in the House and the Senate.
Social Document #3 Good Housekeeping magazine January, 1950 (left), Ken and Barbie dolls by Mattel Toy Company (right)
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Image 19: Good Housekeeping.
January 1950, 167
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Source left: http://www.clotheslinejournal.com/Icon19.jpg
Source right: http://ecx.images-amazon.com/images/I/51N0TKEwcSL._SL500_AA280_.jpg
The above images illustrate one of the types of conformity dominant in the 1950s as women were expected to maintain a particular set of characteristics.  The women’s house dress was designed for the wife to have a loose fitting dress that gave her mobility and “breathability” while performing the strenuous tasks of housekeeping, while still allowing her to look very feminine when her husband came home.  The “circle skirt” with slips underneath was a popular choice for teen girls so that they could show a sufficient amount of leg for the purpose of appealing to the opposite sex but maintaining some measure of modesty while, as Barbie illustrates above, performing some ancillary service in praise of the “really important” work of the male (Ken, the football star).
History of Women in America, chapter 17

Cultural Document # 4 Movie Poster “Rebel Without a Cause” originally released 1955, reproduced in this form for recent DVD distribution.
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http://www.darrenbyrne.com/gallery/albums/userpics/10001/JamesDean.jpg
As opposed to the “good girl” such as Barbie or Annette Funicello, a popular cultural icon of the 1950s was the “bad boy.”  This character would illustrate the anxiety and anger associated with trying to fit in to a conformist culture.  Leather jacket, white T-shirt, blue jeans, pompadour haircut with a “ducktail” back, and motorcycle were all accoutrements associated with bad boys whether on the screen or on the street.  “Good boys” who wanted to venture away from the button down shirt and pressed slacks “uniform”, might temporarily take on an aura of independence by adopting one or more of these accessories. The two essential bad boys in film were James Dean in “Rebel without a Cause” (above) and Marlon Brando in “The Wilds Ones.”

Notice the tag line at the bottom of the poster posing the warning to all parents, that even their children were in danger of seduction to the depravity of nonconformity that tempted them.

Cultural Document # 5 Catcher in the Rye by JD Salinger, published 1951.
IF YOU REALLY WANT TO HEAR about it, the first thing you'll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all before they had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don't feel like going into it, if you want to know the truth. In the first place, that stuff bores me, and in the second place, my parents would have about two hemorrhages apiece if I told anything pretty personal about them. They're quite touchy about anything like that, especially my father. They're nice and all-I'm not saying that-but they're also touchy as hell. Besides, I'm not going to tell you my whole goddam autobiography or anything. I'll just tell you about this madman stuff that happened to me around last Christmas just before I got pretty run-down and had to come out here and take it easy.
The opening lines of this novel bring the reader into the world of Holden Caulfield, its major protagonist, introducing his shocking language, his resistance to the ordinary and the conventional, and the ultimate result of his struggle to “be himself” in a conformist world. The price Holden pays for not being able to adjust to a life of hypocrisy and pretension is not merely expulsion from school, but psychological breakdown.  As with James Dean in Rebel without a cause, Caulfield presents something of a cautionary tale of the dangers inherent in not fitting in.  Like Dean and Brando, parents find his manner and language revolting.  They fear, for the same reasons, that young people would find (and still find) his story compelling and seductive.
Banks, Bryan. “JD Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye”  http://www.tmtm.com/sides/catcher.html
Cultural Document # 6 “Jailhouse Rock” Words and Lyrics by Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, Performed by Elvis Presley, originally released September 1957.
Source: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tpzV_0l5ILI
Perhaps the most “visible” method of youthful rebellion against the culture of their parents, as is most often the case, came in the form of music.  Following a long tradition dating back to Ragtime in the late 19th century, young people developed a fascination for music with its roots in the culture of African Americans.  Rock and Roll was, at its heart, Rhythm and Blues performed by white boys.  One of the attractions of African-American inspired music for the youth of white middle class America in any age has been not only the powerful and, to white ears, unusual rhythms but the allure of “forbidden fruit” – the separation of white and black America that made black artistic expression “dangerous” and exotic.  The unique rhythm and the appeal of the forbidden also combine in the sexuality of Rock, both overtly and subtly.  It is not called “Rock” and “Roll” as a reference to geography and baking.
Political Document # 7 Executive Order “Providing Assistance for the Removal of Obstruction of Justice within the State of Arkansas President Dwight D. Eisenhower, September 1957.
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Source: http://www.archives.gov/global-pages/larger-image.html?i=/historical-docs/doc-content/images/eisenhower-little-rock-order-l.jpg&c=/historical-docs/doc-content/images/eisenhower-little-rock-order.caption.html
Following the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka Kansas (1954), politicians in southern states used a variety of means to oppose integration.  Although the city Board of Education in Little Rock, Arkansas (unlike so many other school boards around the south) decided it was the right thing to allow black students to attend formerly all white Central High, the Governor ordered the state national guard to prevent black students from registering at the school.  The above order by Eisenhower, represents the first time since Reconstruction that National troops were used to force a state government to implement civil rights laws.
The Enduring Vision, p. 587

Technological Document # 8 Explorer 1 satellite being exhibited by its designers. Launch date January 1958.
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Source: http://www.nasm.si.edu/exhibitions/GAL100/images/exp1team.jpg
Explorer 1 was the first artificial satellite successfully launched by the United States, but not the first artificial satellite ever launched. The Soviets had launched “Sputnik” in November 1957. The Soviets getting the first successful space flight combined with the spectacular failure of the American attempt in December 1957 generated fears that the USSR was ahead of the US technologically.  If combined with the heightened tensions over the development of nuclear bombs, the launching of Sputnik meant that the Soviets could use missiles to attack the United States rather than conventional bombers as used in World War II.  The crucial difference between the two is that an intercontinental missile could destroy its target, a city or a military base, within an hour of launch, whereas conventional bombers would take six or more hours to reach their targets.  The Soviets, it was feared, could destroy us before we even had a chance for a counterattack.  Following Sputnik, the US engaged in a massive campaign to provide national government assistance to state governments for the teaching of science and technology in the public schools and universities, a significant increase in the influence of the national government over the states.
The Enduring Vision, pp. 600-601

# 9 Economic Document: Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956
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Source: http://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=88#
The Interstate Highway System was created in the 1950s to serve two major functions, one economic, the other military.  Modeled on the German Autobahn, the Interstate Highways would provide a more efficient means of transporting goods on truck from city to city.  In addition, in the event of a defense emergency, troops could be moved quickly by land and, because the original act required some long stretches of highway to be straight, military transport, bombers, and fighter planes could use the highway for emergency runways.

The consequences of the Interstate System were not only on the more efficient movement of goods, but on the way people lived their lives.  Three important side effects of the Interstate system are

1. As cities grew in population and urban land became more expensive, middle class city workers found they could move to the cheaper land outside the city limits to live in larger homes at a fraction of the cost of a house inside the city.  Thereby did suburban real estate development become a major industry and a significant influence on the way people worked, lived and played.  
2. The former reliance on mass transit was now replaced by the personal transport of a car.  Anyone who lived in a suburb would now have to own a car.  Consequently support for mass transit (busses and commuter trains) began to wane.
3. The most expensive land needed for Interstate construction was in the cities.  Within the cities, the cheapest land typically was in the African-American residential sections.  Construction of Interstate highways thereby tended to destroy black communities as those neighborhoods with distinct characters and relationships would be divided by long stretches of impassable concrete.

The Enduring Vision, p. 585 

Ideological Document # 10   Howl (For Carl Solomon) by Allen Ginsberg (1926-1997), published in 1956.
I

I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness, starving hysterical naked,
dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn looking for an angry fix,

angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night,
who poverty and tatters and hollow-eyed and high sat up smoking in the supernatural darkness of cold-water flats floating across the tops of cities contemplating jazz,
who bared their brains to Heaven under the El and saw Mohammedan angels staggering on tenement roofs illuminated,
who passed through universities with radiant eyes hallucinating Arkansas and Blake-light tragedy among the scholars of war,
who were expelled from the academies for crazy & publishing obscene odes on the windows of the skull,
who cowered in unshaven rooms in underwear, burning their money in wastebaskets and listening to the Terror through the wall,
who got busted in their pubic beards returning through Laredo with a belt of marijuana for New York,
who ate fire in paint hotels or drank turpentine in Paradise Alley, death, or purgatoried their torsos night after night
with dreams, with drugs, with waking nightmares, alcohol and cock and endless balls,
incomparable blind streets of shuddering cloud and lightning in the mind leaping towards poles of Canada & Paterson, illuminating all the motionless world of Time between,
Peyote solidities of halls, backyard green tree cemetery dawns, wine drunkenness over the rooftops, storefront boroughs of teahead joyride neon blinking traffic light, sun and moon and tree vibrations in the roaring winter dusks of Brooklyn, ashcan rantings and kind king light of mind,
who chained themselves to subways for the endless ride from Battery to holy Bronx on benzedrine until the noise of wheels and children brought them down shuddering mouth-wracked and battered bleak of brain all drained of brilliance in the drear light of Zoo,
who sank all night in submarine light of Bickford's floated out and sat through the stale beer afternoon in desolate Fugazzi's, listening to the crack of doom on the hydrogen jukebox,

http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/15308
If James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause” represents the “bad boy” of middle America, Alan Ginsberg’s picture must be on the poster for “bad boy” of the intelligentsia. The Beat Poets, or simply “Beats,” or more broadly, the “Beat Generation,” whether in the poetry of Ginsberg or Lawrence Ferlinghetti, or the prose of William Burroughs or Jack Kerouc, gave voice to the outsider’s disdainful view of conventional politics and popular culture that made unhappy conformists of all it touched.  The above poem fairly well encapsulates the pointless striving for happiness in a consumer driven culture, the dehumanizing effects of life in the 9-5 business world, the perils of attempting to rise above the mundane through the altering of consciousness, and the ever present threat of nuclear annihilation.
