
1953-1960: Happy Days 
 
By 1953, more than 50,000 Americans had been killed in the Korean 
War. 

 A truce was reached in the summer of 1953 

 Eisenhower tries to focus on a peaceful America 
 
Prosperous America 

 America becomes a consumer country 

 buying and selling more 

 for 1st time, more Americans working in white-collar jobs 

 Dr. Jonas Salk’s polio vaccine a major achievement in public 
health 

 
The “Organization Man” 

 conformity claims America 

 shirts came in all colors…as long as they were white 
 
A Step Backward for Women 

 by 1957, 97% of marriageable men and women…were married 

 women mostly did secretarial work 

 a women’s place was in the home 
 
Conformity in the Suburbs 

 All the houses looked the same 

 suburbs were a great place to raise children 

 life was centered around the home 

 “White-flight”: white middle class leave cities for suburbs.  
o Leave inner-cities black, brown, and broke   

 
Rise of the Middle Class 

 middle class grew by more than 1 million per year 
 
Keeping up with the Joneses- Consumerism 

 how much you bought became a symbol of success 

 Americans were buying more and more 

 everyone had to have a television 

 Planned obsolescence: manufacturers designed products             
to become obsolete- that is, to wear out or become outdated- in 
a short amount of time 

 
 
 



Love Affair with Television 

 TV becomes affordable and the demand for new programming 
rose 

 TV brought news, serials, comedies- “I Love Lucy” 

 by mid 1950’s, TV’s were in ¾ of American homes 
 
Rise of Commercials 

 television became the marketplace for salesman 
 
Pushing the boundaries of … sex! 

 Hugh Heffner publishes Playboy 

 Rock and Roll scares prude white women 
 
Rise of Rock n’ Roll- “the devil’s music” 

 music of the teen generation 

 Helped to break down racial barriers 
o developed out of black and white musical traditions, 

appealed to both races 

 risqué, suggestive messages 

 “rock and roll will make my daughter fall in love with black 
people” 
 

 
1956- Elvis takes the Scene 

 his haircut and hips spoke to rebellious youth across America 

 kids screamed with joy and parents screamed with fear 

 Appearance on Ed Sullivan show solidified his fame 

 ***Rock n Roll was the music of the generation*** 
 
The Beat Movement 

 challenged the conformity of the 50’s through lifestyle, poetry, 
literature 

 Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl” 
o “…the best minds of my generation destroyed by 

madness…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…” 

 
African Americans challenge the status quo 

 Racism and Discrimination still alive 



 The South still ruled by Jim Crow laws 
 
1954- Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas 

 Supreme Court rules segregation in public schools is illegal 

 Overturns Plessy v. Ferguson (separate but equal doctrine) 
 
Dec 1, 1955- Montgomery, AL 

 Rosa Parks refuses to give up seat to a white man on public 
bus 

 blacks organize bus boycott 

 Martin Luther King Jr. becomes leader of the movement 
o Encouraged nonviolent protest tactics, modeled on the 

example of Mohandas Gandhi 

 the peaceful protest lasted 381 days 

 Nov 13, 1956- Supreme Court orders the buses to desegregate 
 
1957- Little Rock, Ark 

 the “Little Rock Nine”- 9 African Americans try to enter Central 
High School 

 Gov. Faubus refuses entry 

 Pres. Eisenhower calls in 101st Airborne to escort the students 
and force the desegregation 

 *gave hope, reason to salute the flag for African Americans* 
 
 
Automobiles Change the Fabric of America- “Auto Mania” 

 become symbol of American life, extension of individual 
personality 

 every seventh job was related to automobiles 

 drive-ins, motels, fast food… 
 
 A New Cold War Strategy- “Massive Retaliation” 

 Sec. of State John Foster Dulles- “Local defenses must be 
reinforced by the further deterrent of massive retaliatory power.” 

o The threat of nuclear weapons during a crisis was more 
effective than relying on conventional forces 

 
Rebellion in Hungary 

 Brinkmanship- Eisenhower’s Cold War foreign policy. The 
willingness to go to the edge of all-out nuclear war to prevent 
the spread of Communism 

 Hungarians rose against Soviet oppressors 



 Looked to US for help- didn’t get it (we didn’t want a war with 
Soviets) 

 10,000 killed as the rebellion is crushed by Soviet tanks 

 The failure of the United States to help Hungary demonstrated 
the flaw with the policy of brinkmanship. 

 
Nuclear Arms Race 

 both US and Soviets get the hydrogen bomb 

 US test effects on troops at test sites 

 tests in Arizona were felt in New Jersey 
 
The Space Race Begins 

 US and Soviets begin building intercontinental ballistic missiles 
(ICBM) 

 
Oct 4, 1957- Sputnik I 

 Soviets successfully put satellite into orbit  

 Now Soviet missiles can hit the US 
 
July 25, 1959- The Kitchen Debate: VP Nixon and Soviet Pres. 
Khrushchev Meet 

 try to prove which country was better 

 ***showed US insecurity*** 
 
Effects of Sputnik 

 US citizens fear they can be hit with a nuclear weapon from 
space 

 US places new emphasis on math and science in schools 

 Eisenhower established National Aeronautics and Space 
Adminstration (NASA) 

o Directed $billions into missile development 


