
America was experiencing a 

golden age in the 1950s and 

early 1960s, as the United States 

entered into a period of Booming 

national prosperity and a 

struggle against communism that 

seemed to unite people in a 

common cause.  



 From 1949-1969 
America experienced 
uninterrupted 
economic growth. 
Why? 
1. Government 

Spending 
 Schools 

 Housing 
 Veterans benefits 

 Welfare 

 $100 Billion inter-state 
highway system 

 Above all: Military 
Spending 



2. The Baby-Boom (1940-1960) 
caused the nation’s 
population to grow 20% in 
ten years, and created 
increased consumer 
demand and economic 
growth 

3. The rapid expansion of the 
suburbs 
› Stimulated the automobile 

industry 

› Stimulated the 
housing/construction industry 

4. The American people had 
achieved the highest 
standard of living of any 
society in the history of the 
world. 



 The American West benefitted more than any 
other region in the country.  

 Keynesian Economics was the belief that 
government spending and taxation (fiscal 
policy) and the managing of the money supply 
(monetary policy) could promote permanent 
prosperity.  

 Many people believed that permanent 
economic stability and prosperity was at hand. 



 Over 4,000 corporate 
mergers took place in the 
1950s as a small number of 
large-scale organizations 
controlled an enormous 
proportion of the nation’s 
economic activity; 
especially industries 
benefitting from defense 
spending. 

 By the end of the 1950s, half 
of the net corporate 
income was going to 500 
conglomerates/firms which 
were .1% of the total 
corporations in America. 



 Big business cooperated with the large 
labor unions in The “Postwar Contract” in 
which workers received generous wages 
and benefits as long as they did not ask 
for control of the workplace or a part in 
planning production. 

 Union membership went from an all-time 
high of 36% of the labor force in 1953 to 
31% by 1959 as more jobs were replaced 
by automated production. 



 In 1955, the AFL and CIO 
merged into one union 
under the leadership of 
George Meany 

 Success of some labor 
unions bred stagnation 
and corruption as the 
Teamsters and United 
Mine Workers had some of 
their leaders convicted of 
major crimes.  



 Huge medical 
breakthroughs were 
made in the 
development of 
antibiotics and vaccines.  
1. Penicillin was widely used 

to treat bacterial 
infections 

2. Immunization against 
bacterial and viral 
diseases 

3. Jonas Salk invented a 
vaccine against polio, 

4. Average life expectancy 
rose five years to 71 

 



 DDT became a major pesticide as its 

long term toxic effects were not known 

at the time.  

 



 Televisions were invented in the 1940s but 

became widely available in the 1950s and 

color television became all the rage by the 

1960s 

 

 

 

 In 1948, Bell Labs (AT&T) invented the first 

transistor which revolutionized the 

electronics industry.  

 



 Integrated circuits led to 
the development of the 
computer, UNIVAC, was 
the first significant 
computer used by the 
U.S. Bureau of the 
Census.  

 IBM became the 
worldwide leader in 
computers as they sold 
data-processing 
computers to 
businesses.  

 



 In 1952, America detonated a Hydrogen 

Bomb, and then developed I.C.B.Ms to 

deliver the incredibly powerful weapon. 

(Intercontinental ballistic missiles). 

 

 



 In 1957, the Soviet Union 

put the first earth orbiting 

satellite called Sputnik 

into space.  

 Sputnik sparked a huge 

outpouring of money 

and resources into a 

space program 

developed in 1958 

called NASA, National 

Aeronautics and Space 

Administration 

 

 



 Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo programs were 

successful in putting men into space and 

eventually landing Neil Armstrong on the 

moon on July 20th, 1969 

 NASA eventually developed a reusable 

spacecraft known as The Space Shuttle.  

 

 



 Historian Richard 
Hofstadter wrote in The 
American Political Tradition 
that Americans have 
“shared a belief in the 
rights of property, the 
philosophy of economic 
individualism, the value of 
economic competition; 
they have accepted the 
economic virtues of 
capitalist culture as 
necessary qualities of 
man.” 

 

 



 The prosperity of the 1950s and 60s was largely 

driven by the consumer.  

 By 1960, 1/3 of America’s population was living in 

suburbs.  

 William Levitt helped to mass produce affordable 

homes in the suburbs for under $10,000. These 

early developments were called “Levittowns” 

 

 



 The prevailing gender roles 
of the 1950s were that 
women should stay at 
home and take care of the 
family and not work.  

 However, by 1960 1/3 of 
married women worked so 
that families could maintain 
their desired standard of 
living.  

 Dr. Benjamin Spock wrote a 
book called Baby and Child 
Care which was very child-
centered and advocated 
mothers helping their 
children to learn, grow, and 
reach their fullest potential 

 

 



 Televisions 
1. 1946 = 17,000 sets → 1957 = 40,000,000 sets 

2. Most powerful medium of mass communication ever 

3. NBC, CBS, and ABC all grew out of radio stations 

4. Revolutionized news and sports 

5. Sitcoms typically portrayed white, middle-class, and 

suburban families where the women were housewives 

striving to serve their children and please their husbands 

 

 



 Vacation Travel became 
widespread among many 
Americans in the post-war years 
and many visited National Parks.  

 The Sierra Club reemerged as 
the nation’s leading 
environmental organization and 
worked to protect national parks 
and draw attention to other 
environmental issues. 

 The federal government started 
to spend more money on 
education as a result of Sputnik; 
math, science, and foreign 
languages were emphasized. 
 

 



 Writers like Saul Bellow and J.D. Salinger 

expressed misgivings about the enormity and 

impersonality of modern society.  

 



 The most famous critics 
of the bureaucracy 
and middle class 
society were The 
“Beats” or “Beatniks”, 
who wrote about the 
sterility, conformity, and 
meaninglessness of 
American politics and 
culture.  
1. Allen Ginsberg poem 

“Howl” (1955) 

2. Jack Kerouac book “On 
the Road” (1957) 

 



 Juvenile Delinquency 
became a concern to 
some older Americans as 
young people started to 
dress disturbingly and 
James Dean’s A Rebel 
Without a Cause became 
an icon for a new youth 
generation.  
 

 



 Rock ‘n’ Roll became 
enormously popular with 
the youth of America. 
1. Origins are from black 

rhythm and blues 

2. Elvis Presley – most 
famous early star 

3. Radio and Television 
helped popularize the 
music genre 

4. Dick Clark and American 
Bandstand helped bring 
the new music into 
homes 

 

 



 Many Americans remained outside of the 

middle-class and did not share its affluence or 

values. 
1. In 1960, 1/5 of all Americans lived below the poverty line 

2. Elderly, African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans 

experienced the most wide-scale poverty 

 

Rural Poverty was substantial but some of the 

most grinding poverty was in the inner cities 

where “ghettos” emerged as whites moved 

to the suburbs and non-skilled industrial jobs 

were diminishing.  

 

 



 Rise of the Civil Rights Movement 

1. On May 17th, 1954, the 
Supreme Court announced its 
Brown v. Board of Education 
of Topeka  
› “Separate can never be equal” 

› Communities must work to 
desegregate their schools “with 
all deliberate speed” 

› The ruling met “massive 
resistance” in the South 

2. The Brown decision started a 
prolonged battle between 
federal authority and state 
and local governments. 

 

 



 Rise of the Civil Rights Movement 

3. President Eisenhower sent troops to Little 

Rock, Arkansas to force the state and local 

governments to comply with a federal 

court order to desegregate the schools.  

 

 

 



 Rise of the Civil Rights 
Movement 

4. On December 1st, 
1955, Rosa Parks 
refused to give up her 
seat and move to the 
back of the bus in 
Montgomery, 
Alabama 

5. A bus boycott was 
organized and the 
company abandoned 
their discriminatory 
policies. 

 

 
 

 



 Rise of the Civil Rights 

Movement 

6. During the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott, a civil rights leader 

was thrust into the limelight 

named Martin Luther King Jr. 

› His tactics were those of 

nonviolence 

› As the leader of the Southern 

Christian Leadership 

Conference (SCLC), Martin 

Luther King Jr. was the most 

influential and admired black 

leader in the country 

 

 

 



 Rise of the Civil Rights Movement 

7. In 1947, Jackie Robinson became the first 
African American to play professional baseball.  

 

 
 

 

 
 

8. Why was the civil rights movement launched in 
the 1950s and 60s??? 

› The legacy of service during WWII 

› A newly emerging urban black middle class 

› Television helped inspire whites and blacks to 
eliminate the social injustice of segregations 

 

 



 Eisenhower appointed wealthy corporate 

lawyers and business executives to his 

cabinet.  

 Charles Wilson, president of General Motors, 

was appointed Secretary of Defense. At his 

confirmation hearing he said…. 

 

 

 

“What was good for 

the country was 

good for General 

Motors, and vice 

versa” 



 Eisenhower consistently limited 

federal activities, and 

encouraged private enterprise.  

 He ended his presidency in 1960 

with a $1 Billion dollar budget 

surplus. 

 Eisenhower’s most significant 

legislative accomplishment was 

The Federal Highway Act of 

1956 which spent $25 billion for a 

10-year project that built 40,000 

miles of interstate highways 

 

 



 When Joseph McCarthy 
started to accuse people in 
the military The Army-
McCarthy Hearings were held 
and televised and the nation 
saw what a buffoon McCarthy 
was. 
› He was condemned by the 

Senate and censured 

 
 

 



 "Have you no decency sir?“ 

 Morrow "No Fear" 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fqQD4dzVkwk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vEvEmkMNYHY


 John Foster Dulles was 

Eisenhower’s Secretary 

of State and a 

corporate lawyer who 

hated communism. 

 Dulles advocated 

“Massive Retaliation” to 

communist threats and 

his foreign policy was 

known as 

“brinksmanship” 

 

 

 

 



 At a conference in Geneva the Korean War 

had been settled and it was also agreed to 

divide the French-Indo China into communist 

North Vietnam under Ho Chi Minh and a 

democratic South Vietnam under the pro-

American regime of Ngo Dinh Diem. 

 

 

 

 



 In 1953, American CIA 

engineered a coup that 
put The Shah of Iran in 

power and he would be 

a corrupt and brutal 
dictator that our nation 

supported for years.  

 In 1948, the nation of 
Israel was created and it 

will have numerous 

conflicts with its Arab 
neighbors including the 

1956 Suez Crisis. 

 

 

 

 



 The CIA orchestrated another coup of a 
“non-friendly” government in Guatemala in 
1954 

 On January 1, 1959, Fidel Castro came to 
power in Cuba and started to “nationalize” 
American businesses; Eisenhower cut  ties 
with the nation that then formed an alliance 
with the Soviet Union. 
 

 
 

 



 The relationship 
between the United 
States and Soviet 
Union deteriorated 
even further when the 
1956 uprising in 
Hungary was crushed 
by Soviet troops.  

 In 1960, the Soviet 
Union shot down a U-2 
Spy Plane over its 
airspace. 

 
 

 



 In his farewell address, Eisenhower 

ominously warned of the “unwarranted 

influence of a vast military industrial 

complex.” 

 

 


