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Document #3 American Life and Advertising After WWII—1950’s

GI Bill: Veteran, men who served in war, had the opportunity to pursue a college education or train for a skilled occupation.  Before WWII, only the rich went to college.  Now more young Americans could become well educated or technically trained worker.  The government spent a lot of money on these veterans.  Veterans also received a one-year of unemployment money.  The GI Bill also provided loans for veterans to buy homes and start businesses.  Over 8 million veterans of WWII took advantage of these opportunities. 
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BABY BOOM: During the Great Depression and WWII, many Americans had to put off having families.  When men came home from war, birth rates increased.  By the 1950’s, the population in the U.S. grew by 29 million!  Most couples married young and had three children.  In addition to the baby boom, the economy grew, which meant more goods were produced and sold and more jobs were created.  Federal projects also increased factory production.  The government spent more money to build new roads, houses, and schools.  However, when the country became overpopulated and these children became old, it would be harder to provide retirement benefits.
.
SUBURBAN LIVING: People began to buy homes in the suburbs, communities outside the cities.  Builder, William Levitt, began his first big project in 1947 on Long Island, where he put up 17,000 new suburban homes. He called this project Levittown. In these areas, not only were the houses the same, but people were expected to look, act, and follow the same rules, which is known as conformity—Women were expected to go back to tradition roles of housewives and more men became white-collar workers, meaning that more had jobs as doctors, layers, managers, etc. rather than working in factories. African Americans were not allowed to own or rent in Levittown because he feared that if he sold to blacks, whites would not buy. Shopping centers with modern department stores sprang up near the suburban housing developments. No longer did consumers have to travel to the city to buy what they wanted. As a result, cities began to decline.  
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CAR CRAZY: During the 1950s, cars became more important to daily life. People living in the suburbs usually needed a car to drive to work. By 1960, 9 out of 10 families living in the suburbs owned a car.  Because there were more cars, the federal government built thousands of miles of highways. In 1956, Congress passed the Federal-Aid Highway Act. This called for a network of high-speed roads linking the nation. It set aside $41 billion to build 40,000 miles of highway. The new highway system boosted the economy. Americans could travel more easily for business or pleasure (only if they could afford a car). As a result, a new roadside culture of motels and fast-food restaurants came about. However, many Americans were stuck in traffic and the environment was affected by gas emissions. 
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Document #4 American Popular Culture and Leisure Time —1950’s

MUSIC: In the mid-1950s, a new type of music appeared. Rock-and-roll combined with the sounds of rhythm, blues, country, and gospel with a hard-driving beat.  Popular musicians were African American singers, Little Richard and Chuck Berry and country singer, Johnny Cash. No one attacked more attention than Elvis Presley.  His slick hair, side burns, and steamy dancing alarmed parents.  Adults worried that the music was too wild and would promote rebellion, sex, drugs, and violence. However, many teenagers liked rock-and-roll because it provided an opportunity for them to show their independence. Teenager was a word used in the 1950s to describe someone between 13 and 19 years old. 
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TELEVISION: In the 1950’s, TV’s were cheaper and almost everybody wanted one. TV brought news and entertainment into people’s homes. Commercials encouraged spending and buying. TV also convinced people they had to act and look a certain way, such as women should be thin, beautiful, and respect men and men had to be well-trimmed and make money. Many programs presented the same single view of the ideal middle-class family. Father knew best, mothers were loving and supportive, and children were always had to listen to what adults and parents told them. Western TV shows also became popular, such as the Lone Ranger and Gunsmoke. TV also celebrated traditional values: Truth, Justice, and the American way such as in Superman.
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TOYS, GAMES, AND CLOTHING: Many different toys and games came out in the 1950s that targeted what girls should play with and what boys should play with.  Barbie, the blonde vixen, was popular for girls. Barbie had different kind so clothes, dream houses, boyfriends, and convertibles. This was meant to teach girls how to behave. Boys, as well, had their toys, such as their small green army men and miniature racecars. The first Lego sets let kids build and destroy whatever they imagined. Play-doh, silly putty, hula hoops, Mr. Potato head, frisbees, and wiffle ball were all popular and Frisbees and hula hoops were meant to replicate UFOs. Other toys were designed to encourage exploration, science, engineering. Changes in clothing styles, specifically for teens, started to appear. Guys started wearing their hair longer with sideburns and slicked back with grease. They also wore jeans and leather jackets, and the girls wore ponytails, poodle skirts, pedal pushers and scarves.  
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SCHOOL LIFE: Although life in America was changing, there was much fear due to the build up of nuclear weapons. Fear of atomic war and Communist spreading marked the era and affected the decisions Americans made about their lives and futures. Children were learning about the end of the world.  They practiced drills where they had to hide under their desks and cover their head (duck and cover) to “protect” themselves from a nuclear attack by the USSR. Some Americans built fallout shelters to protect their families, while others shocked that people fear nuclear destruction, sought to live for the present.  

