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Domestic Trends of the 1950’s Documents 
Directions:  To the right of each document, explain how the Baby Boom, Conformity, Consumerism and 

Suburbanization of the period are revealed. Also, comment on what is interesting or surprising to you. 

 
Historical Statistics on Birth Rate and New Housing Starts for selected years:  
Year  # of Births per 1,000      Total Housing Starts 

1935   18.7             216,000 

1940   19.4            530,000 

1945   20.4           325,000 

1950   24.1                       1,410,000 

1955   25.0          1,630,000 

1960   23.7          1,230,000 

1965   19.4            890,000 

1970   18.4            745,000 

 

 

Comparative Statistics:  Suburbs vs. Central Cities in 1957.   

 

     Suburbs         Central Cities 

Median age    31         34 

% of population under 14   30         21 

% of population that is native-born white 87                65 

% of adult males who are married  90         63 

% of adult females who are married 88         62 

% of adults working in “white collar” job 37         19 

% of adults working in clerical/service jobs 28         48 

Median yearly family income (in 1990 $) $38,000        $28,500 

Average years of education for adults 13.5         10.5 

 

 

Excerpt from The Fifties:  The Way We Really Were 

 On July 3, 1950 William J. Levitt was pictured on the cover of 

Time magazine.  The portrait showed him standing in from of a neat 

row of identical boxlike houses set up like Monopoly pieces on land 

newly bulldozed to a uniform flatness.  The cover caption read 

"HOUSE BUILDER LEVITT:  For Sale:  A New Way of Life."  Levitt, 

who called his construction  firm “the General Motors of the housing 

industry," brought mass production techniques to house building.  First 

on Long Island and later outside of Philadelphia, he turned farmlands 

into giant “Levitt-towns”.  His houses were unvarying in floor plan, 

though there were seven exterior color choices, mostly pastels.  Lots 

were uniform size with a tree planted every 28 feet (two and 1/2 trees 

per home).  "The best houses in the U.S.," bragged Levitt of his picture-

windowed boxes that came complete with refrigerator, stove, 

dishwasher in each kitchen, and a TV built into every living room.  

Deeds to Levitt's houses put many restrictions on homeowners for the 

“benefit of the community”.  For example, deeds specified that lawns 

were to be mowed at least once a week in season, and laundry could be 

hung only on rotary racks, not on clotheslines, and never on weekends. 

  Demand for Levitt's houses ran far above supply despite their 

small size and homogeneous floor plan.  Other builders were quick to 

adopt his techniques across the nation.  Typical tract home developers 

would buy up open land with access to one of the newly built  highways 

as cheaply as possible, clear it of any material impediments such as 

trees, bushes, flowers, hills, swamps, even streams.  Then they would 

construct a few model houses to show prospective buyers.  Most homes 

were sold to eager buyers before they were even actually completed.  

Profits were high and the name “Levittown” became synonymous with 

the new “cookie cutter” suburbs that sprang up around the nation. 

 



Excerpt from The Split Level Trap (1962)  The "Gimme" Kids 

 Too many of the problems of suburban youngsters, both boys 

and girls, springs at least in part from the fact that society is too giving 

to them.  The feeling in the air is that children and teenagers need a 

steady diet of “love” - which today often means coddling, protection 

from any sort of unpleasant experience and being showered with 

material gifts.  Many suburban parents have a notion that it will harm 

their children to say “no” to them, to frustrate their desires, to repress 

their urges or to spank them. 

 This excess of giving springs from many causes.  One is 

prosperity itself.  In this age where the fruits of prosperity can 

seemingly be plucked from trees, the old virtues of hard work and 

sacrifice developed during less bountiful and more trying  times - no 

longer seem important.  Many parents fail to teach to their own 

children the virtues they were forced to learn in the past. 

              The combination of this "giving" attitude and the lack of 

masculine firmness have resulted in suburbs populated with spoiled, 

lazy and materialistic children.  No one cracks down on the youngsters 

or makes them work for what they receive.  They are inconsiderate of 

others because they have not been made to consider anything but their 

own desires.  They are "gimme" kids. 

 . . . a recent survey found that in the suburbs of New York 

City,  teenage crime has been increasing at a faster rate than the 

overall teenage population, and faster than teenage crime in the city.  

Social workers in the area generally said they sensed the increase in 

youthful offenses involved mainly alcohol and petty crime in the 

suburbs.  Several noted that the vast majority of suburban youngsters 

who found trouble with the law came from "good homes", which 

suggests that the increase in teenage delinquency is not primarily a 

matter of economic deprivation. 

 

 

Excerpt from Television Myth and the American Mind (1985) 
 Television's version of suburban life of  the 1950's was most 

clearly presented in the situation comedy (“sit-com”).  In these idealized 

versions of “average” life, the suburb was a magic space between the 

backwards countryside and the chaotic, often dangerous inner city.  It was 

a place where sanity prevailed, a place of full employment, white middle 

class family’s clean streets and green lawns bordered by white fences or 

neatly trimmed hedges.  This was a world cut off from the larger social 

problems of racial tension, decaying urban centers or the Cold War 

tension with its constant threat of nuclear annihilation.  Television's myth 

of the suburbs had become an idealized representation of the quality of life 

desired by upwardly mobile white Americans during the period.   

 Of all the suburban-middle class T.V. comedies of the 1950's, 

four stand out as the significant examples of the genre:  The Adventures 

of Ozzie and Harriet, Father Knows Best, Leave It To Beaver, and  I 

Love Lucy.  All four of these programs were comedies of reassurance.  

Beneath their cute situations that were always resolved in 23 minutes, 

was a neat and uniform worldview.  Everything worked out in the end 

with a laugh to reassure viewers.  The world of Ozzie and Harriet and 

the Beaver was fair, honest and stable, nothing was left unresolved.  
   

 

 

Information from a nationwide poll taken in September, 1956 

% of all American who have a T.V. in their home:     62% 

% of people in rural communities (under 15,00) with T.V.'s   43% 

% of people in large central cities (over 100,000) with T.V.'s  71% 

% of people in suburban communities(15,000 to 100,000)  with T.V.'s   86% 
 

 

 

 



Excerpt from The Crack in the Picture Window (1957) 

Note:  "Rolling Knolls" represents a typical suburb of the 1950’s. 

 In Rolling Knolls there were no husbands.  Men were 

overnight lodgers or casual weekend guests.  They left each morning 

for the city, which satisfied their need for change and the company of 

other adults.  They seldom visited their business acquaintances 

socially, for these acquaintances might live many miles away in some 

other development at the far end of the metropolitan sprawl.  Husbands 

came to Rolling Knolls to eat and sleep, and when they left in the 

morning, the ownership of Rolling Knolls passed by default to 

countless young mothers.   The average woman who lived there was 

better educated than a typical city woman, but at the same time a great 

majority of the young mothers in Rolling Knolls are full time 

housewives. 

 At first glance, one might expect a high percentage of these 

better-educated women to put their training to use in the workforce, but 

the opposite was the case.  Most agreed that the move to the suburbs 

was "for the children's sake" and was followed by a decision to give up 

any job or profession to become a full time housewife.  However, many 

women admitted to feeling isolated and dissatisfied from time to time. 
 

Picture in Life Magazine, January 12
th

, 1962 

 
 

 


