


The end of WWII led to an era of 
wealth & spending in the 1950s:

The war stimulated 
the economy 
& ended the 

Great Depression

High wages, service pay 
for soldiers, & war bond 

investments gave 
Americans money to spend

The economic 
boom allowed 

Americans 
to enjoy 

the highest 
standard 

of living in 
the world 



Consumerism returned in the 1950s because 
for the 1st time since the 1920s Americans  
had money and access to consumer goods

People rushed to buy 
new goods like cars, TVs 

& hi-fi record players

Credit became available 
(The 1st credit card was 

created in 1950) 

Advertisers used 
newspaper ads, radio, 

& new TV commercials to 
market goods to 

Americans

Franchises offered people 
across the country the 

same products 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ckjIbT1bUos


Americans produced a “baby boom” in the 1950s, 
leading to the largest generation in U.S. history

In 1957, a baby was 
born every 7 seconds

The return of soldiers 
from war led to an 

increase in marriages & 
a rise in the birthrate



The baby boom led to a demand for new baby 
products, schools, & homes for growing families 



Suburbs boomed in the 1950s

Suburbs offered 
peace of mind, 

affordable homes, 
& good schools

The majority of Americans 
worked in cities but wanted 
the security of suburbs for 

their families



The GI Bill of Rights offered returning soldiers 
cheap loans for new homes & tuition for college 



The desire for homes in the suburbs led to massive 
communities like Levittown in NY• 1 story high

• 12’x19’ living room

• 2 bedrooms

• tiled bathroom

• garage

• small backyard

• front lawn



Suburbs changed American life

Suburbs increased 
America’s need for 

cars & highways 

Churches, schools, grocery 
stores, & shopping centers were 

build to service the suburbs

Southdale Shopping Center (Minnesota)  the 1st enclosed, air-conditioned mall

But, the migration to the 
suburbs was mostly by 

white families; “White flight” 
to the suburbs left African 
Americans in urban areas



In the 1950s, Americans 
bought cars in record numbers

The growth of suburbs, 
creative advertising, 
easy credit, & cheap 

gasoline led to a car boom

Congress added 41,000 
miles of expressway 
with the Interstate 

Highway Act in 1956

Automobile companies 
made big, powerful, 

flashy cars 





Watch this video and identify 3 characteristics 
of life in America in the 1950s 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a4TLSBolPVc


“Automania” transformed America

Americans were more mobile, took long-distance 
vacations, & lived further from their jobs



“Automania” transformed America

Cars led to drive-thru restaurants & drive-in movies



Watch this video and identify 3 characteristics 
of life in America in the 1950s 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Y1__b6uyxg&list=PLA7BAE66430F2A32E


Americans enjoyed new forms of entertainment

Television boomed as 
Americans watched kids’ 
shows, comedies, news 

reports, westerns, & variety 
shows

TV ownership 
jumped from 9% in 

1950 to 90% by 1960 
(45 million)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=REjmIdpAHsw

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DIslhp9vqqw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m-wErh2qp2o
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hpb0d61yEv4&list=UUtP4hdLEzPZV3ZLnZRmEQXA&feature=c4-overview
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=REjmIdpAHsw


Businesses took 
advantage of TV to 

advertise goods to buyers



Music changed in the 1950s

“Doo-wop” music dominated  the early 1950s…

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jXq8oQ5DNbQ&list=PL2BA329BE5C9B4614


Music changed in the 1950s

…but, was 
challenged in 
popularity by 

rock n’ roll

Rock n’ roll was 
inspired by 

black artists, 
but Elvis Presley 
made it popular 

among the youth

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sGZm7EOamWk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z3-OaNevkfg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z3-OaNevkfg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LvKDr8AgvK8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LvKDr8AgvK8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xbfMlk1PwGU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xbfMlk1PwGU


This rock ‘n’ roll 
music is a SIN!

Rock scared parents who thought 
the fast beats were immoral

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3PdVqWuqUsI


Teenagers were an important force in the 1950s

Suburban teens had leisure time & money to spend

What to do on a Date - 1950

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O_BCDzJA69E


Teenagers were an important force in the 1950s

Businesses targeted teenagers, selling 
billions of dollars of “cool” consumer goods



Hollywood movies targeted teens & 
made films about “juvenile delinquency”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wXRgAXU1-T4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=egYRUxyN_kM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=egYRUxyN_kM


The “ideal man” was provider & boss of the house

TV, movies, & advertising in the 1950s 
promoted conformity & stereotypes



The “ideal woman” was a housewife & mother

TV, movies, & advertising in the 1950s 
promoted conformity & stereotypes





The media promoted women as mothers & 
homemakers, but almost 40% of mothers had jobs



Well-Defined Gender Roles

The ideal modern woman married, cooked and 
cared for her family, and kept herself busy by 
joining the local PTA and leading a troop of 
Campfire Girls.  She entertained guests in her 
family’s suburban house and worked out on the 
trampoline to keep her size 12 figure.

-- Life magazine, 1956

Marilyn
Monroe

The ideal 1950s man was the provider, protector, 
and the boss of the house.   -- Life magazine, 1955



HOW TO BE A GOOD WIFE

Home Economics High School Text 

Book, 1954
• Have dinner ready. Plan ahead, even the night before, to have a 

delicious meal, on time. This is a way of letting him know that 

you have been thinking about him and are concerned about his 

needs. Most men are hungry when they come home and the 

prospect of a good meal are part of the warm welcome needed. 

• Prepare yourself. Take 15 minutes to rest so that you'll be 

refreshed when he arrives. Touch up your makeup, put a ribbon 

in your hair and be fresh-looking. He has just been with a lot of 

work-weary people. Be a little gay and a little more interesting. 

His boring day may need a lift. 

• Clear away the clutter. Make one last trip through the main part 

of the home just before your husband arrives, gather up 

schoolbooks, toys, paper, etc. Then run a dust cloth over the 

tables. Your husband will feel he has reached a haven of rest 

and order, and it will give you a lift, too. 

• Prepare the children. Take a few minutes to wash the children's 

hands and faces (if they are small), comb their hair, and if 

necessary change their clothes. They are little treasures and he 

would like to see them playing the part. 



• Minimize all noise. At the time of his arrival, eliminate all 

noise of the washer, dryer, dishwasher, or vacuum. Try to 

encourage the children to be quiet. Be happy to see him. 

Greet him with a warm smile and be glad he is home. 

• Some don'ts: Don't greet him with problems or 

complaints. Don't complain if he is late for dinner. Count 

this as minor compared with what he might have gone 

through that day. Make him comfortable. Have him lean 

back in a comfortable chair or suggest he lie down in the 

bedroom. Have a cool or warm drink ready for him. 

Arrange his pillow and offer to take off his shoes. Speak 

in a low, soft, soothing and pleasant voice. Allow him to 

relax and unwind. 

• Listen to him. You may have a dozen things to tell him, 

but the moment of his arrival is not the time. Let him talk 

first. 

• Make the evening his. Never complain if he does not take 

you out to dinner or to other places of entertainment. 

Instead, try to understand his world of strain and 

pressure, his need to be home and relax. 

• The Goal: Try to make your home a place of peace and 

order where your husband can renew himself in body and 

spirit. 



1950s Theme Was 

Conformity
• Obey Authority.

• Control Your Emotions.

• Don’t Make Waves.  Fit in 

with the Group.

• Don’t Even Think About Sex!!!



TV, movies, & advertising in the 1950s 
promoted conformity & stereotypes

But, 1950s stereotypes were 
not accurate of most Americans

Behavioral Rules of the 1950s:
 Obey authority.

 Control Your emotions.

 Fit in with the crowd.

 Don’t even think about sex!!!

Changing Sexual Behavior:
Sexologist Alfred Kinsey 
revealed that premarital 
sex & extramarital affairs 

were common in the 1950s

Playboy’s first publication, 1953



The “beat movement” rejected conformity

“Beatniks” were artists 
& writers who lived 
non-conformist lives

They rejected the 
suburbs, consumerism, 

& “regular jobs”

Led by Jack Kerouac, the beats inspired the 
“hippies” of the 1960s

"They were like the man with the dungeon stone 
and gloom, rising from the underground, the 

sordid hipsters of America, a new beat generation 
that I was slowly joining."

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bVOXxDV5BdI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YWjRgzFeE_8


African American civil rights leaders 
began to challenge segregation laws 

In 1947, Jackie Robinson 
integrated professional 

baseball  

In 1954, in Brown v 
Board of Education, 
the Supreme Court 

integrated public schools

In 1955, Martin Luther 
King, Jr. emerged as the 
leader of the civil rights 

movement 



On the surface, the 1950s were about calm and 

conformity, but there were social tensions beneath 

the surface. Hollywood produced sci-fi movies as 

metaphors.  Aliens and monster are metaphors for 

whom????

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WFnSxeDfENk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WFnSxeDfENk




Closure Activity 
■Create a chart in your notes that 

compares America in the 1950s to today

–What are the biggest similarities 
between the 1950s & today? 

–What are the biggest differences?

1950s Today

•

•

•

•

•

•



Closure Activity 

■1950s sensory figures:

–Create a sketch a person in the 1950s 

–In the space surrounding your figure, 
describe the things that your character 
sees, hears, smells, feels, & thinks 

–Your sensory figures should include 
information about as many aspects of 
life in America during the 1950s 
(include both domestic & foreign affairs)


