1950s:  Era of Conformity?
A.P. U.S. History – Noontime Seminar
1.  Causes of Conformity - Political

a.  Grew out of the fear of communism.  Can be seen in many different examples:

1. HUAC (House Committee on Un-American  Activities) – began in 1938 – but truly became strong by 1948)

a. Hollywood was encouraged to make moral films – Ben Hur, The Ten Commandments
2. Smith Act – 1940 – made being communist nearly impossible by making the teaching of communism against the law.

3. Executive Order 9835 – required a loyalty oath and questionnaire

4. Taft-Hartley Act – required union officials to sign a non-Communist affadavit

5. And then Alger Hiss – a well-known liberal who lied under oath to hide his association with known/former Communist Whittaker Chambers.  If Hiss was a Communist, who else was?

a. Rosenburgs – furthered the fear.  Here were spies in an atomic facility.

6. Internal Security Act of 1950 – had a “concentration camp” provision – government kept a list of 26,000 people who could be relocated in case of outbreak of war.

7. 1952- U.S. withheld passports of anyone there was a reason to believe was in the Communist Party or whose conduct “abroad is likely to be contrary to the best interest of the U.S.”– Arthur Miller wasn’t allowed to travel to see “The Crucible” be performed

8. McCarthyism – began as a communist witchhunt, but turned into a liberal witchhunt.  Ambassador to Ethiopia was recalled because he had Adlai Stevenson over for dinner.
a.  “Hold our hearings, get these people in public session, have them claim the Fifth Amendment, have the witnesses name them as Communists, have them fired.” (Roy Cohn, associate of McCarthy)

B.  This anti-Communist fear was so pervasive that it spilled into other arenas of American life

1.  1950s Religious Revival – appears to owe a lot of its growth to the fear of communism.  Billy Graham exorted people to embrace religion as a way to show what America was about.  Communists didn’t “have religion” so if we did – all of us – we’d all be fighting the war against communism.


2.  The Catholic Church as its own advocates as well

3.  1950s saw legislation which placed “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance and required all money to have “In God We Trust” on it.

C.  This 2nd Red Scare was different from the first – much more targeted at all Americans and not simply at foreigners – although that element still existed with laws like the Smith Act and the 1952 Internal Security Act which withheld passports.

D.This pervasive fear of communism spread by the government might help explain some of the conformity in the 1950s.  If you didn’t conform politically, then perhaps you might be in some sort of danger.  What better way to show that you weren’t a risk than by living a life like everyone else?

2.  Social Conformity 

A. The television played a big role in this, but so did suburban life and the lifestyle surrounding it in the 1950s

1.  Television created true homogeneity of brands.  People were watching the same programs and the programmers were deciding what you watched.  Some were very concerned about television and its effects on people

a. Television definitely reinforced conformist stereotypes – shows such as Leave it to Beaver, Father Knows Best, I Love Lucy – served to simply reinforce stereotypes of the TYPICAL family  
b. The Quiz Show Scandals of the 1950s show that programmers didn’t care about the quality of the program or the consequences…they just cared about advertising – which leads us to believe they felt ok about the whole conformity.

c.  Movies and television were a way for the anti-communist propaganda to be put out there (movie reels, episodes of the Twilight Zone)

2.  Suburban life was very routinized – cocktail parties (alcohol consumption went WAY UP in the 1950s) and neighborhood get togethers.  Over 95% of those of marrying age were married.  

B. Track Housing – “Levittown” – same looking houses closely knit.  They’ve existed since the 1950s and while they certainly help conformity they don’t create it.

C. Women at Home – most women held the belief again that their place was the home – even Adlai Stevenson, a Democratic candidate for President publicly stated this opinion, “the assignment for you as wives and mother…in the living room with a baby in your lap or in the kitchen with a can opener in your hand.”

1.  2/3 of women who enrolled in college dropped out without receiving their degree leading to the stereotype of a woman attending college to find a husband.

D. Low immigration since 1924 had slowed new cultures and other things which may have lessened the idea of conformity.  Third and fourth generation immigrants had begun to assimilate

3.  Economic Conformity – the middle class rose, incomes rose, unionism went down (mostly because workers were content with their status – Taft-Hartley didn’t seriously injure unions the way labor leaders feared it would.

4.  Non Conformity in the 1950s

A.  Women at Work – Women did not totally leave the work force after WWII – over 50% of the women in the work force were married – this signaled a shift in the relationship that would continue for years to come.

B.  Other Social Movements


1.  Rise of Rock n’ Roll


2.  Beat Generation – writers (Jack Kerouac), poets (Allen Ginsberg), and artists (Jackson 

Pollack and Mark Rothko)

3.  Hugh Hefner published Playboy Magazine

4.  Catcher in the Rye published

C.  Activism was present in the 1950s

1. Civil Rights Movement – Rosa Parks led to creation of SCLC, and CORE had already been around since the early 1940s.  In the late 50’s SNCC would also show up.

a. The best example of this can be seen in the Warren Court and its decisions from 1954-1969

2. Early Gay rights movement
3. Movement for meaningful television production

a. The head of the FCC in 1961 dared someone to watch TV all day – “I can assure you that you will observe a vast wasteland.”
4. Environmental movement – Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring – called for different methods of pest control (other than DDT)

5. John Kenneth Galbraith’s The Affluent Society challenged distribution of wealth

