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History H598.02

THE “FIFTIES”: LIFE IN THE UNITED STATES, 1948-1963

Spring 2007
David Stebenne

240 Dulles, 292-5359

Stebenne.1@osu.edu

Office hours: Wednesdays, 3:30-5:00 p.m.,

or by appointment

COURSE REQUIREMENTS: Attendance at all class meetings and active participation in class discussions; a short (3-4 page) seminar paper prospectus due at my office by 4:00 p.m. on Friday, April 20th; a first draft of a twenty-page research paper due at my office by 4:00 p.m. on Friday, May 18th; and a final draft due at my office by 4:00 p.m. on Monday, June 4th.

BASIC COURSE THEMES AND QUESTIONS


Understanding the period in American history that we call the Fifties poses a major challenge for students of the nation’s past.  In part that is because the Fifties is still recent enough that there are many Americans alive today who experienced it firsthand.  The tendency in such circumstances is to generalize from one’s own experience, which can lead to a distorted, or at least incomplete, understanding of the past.  The closeness of the 1950’s to the present also complicates our efforts to understand it in another way.  During the 1950’s, American life first assumed a shape that is familiar to most Americans even today.  In a very real sense, the 1950’s was the beginning of life in our own time.  For that reason, achieving a sense of historical perspective on the Fifties is harder than doing so is for earlier periods in American history.


There are other obstacles to obtaining a clear understanding of what life in the 1950’s was like.  One has to do with the process of social change that began in the early 1960’s and continued for the next three decades.  Many of the reforms that began in the 1960’s were intended by their creators to address what they saw as the least attractive aspects of life in the Fifties.  One result has been to emphasize in history texts, movies and popular culture more generally the shortcomings of American society during that time.  What has been obscured in the process is a more complete and balanced picture of life in the 1950’s.  The period’s complex, even contradictory, character has also made the task of understanding it difficult.  Although a time of great international tensions and fear of nuclear war, many Americans during the 1950’s enjoyed far more security, economic and psychological, than they have since.  A period of anti-radical hysteria, the Fifties was also one in which support for the welfare state, high and progressive taxation, and labor unions was much greater than today.  While a sharp increase in childbearing, the so-called “baby boom,” took place during the 1950’s, at that same time married women streamed into the paid labor force in unprecedented numbers.  One could find many more examples to illustrate that same basic point.


A final source of difficulty in understanding the 1950’s has to do with periodization.  We often tend to think of decades as having their own special character, but rarely does a major historical event or phenomenon fit neatly into a single decade.  For example, we tend to think of the Great Depression as having taken place during “the Thirties,” but it actually began in the late 1920’s and lasted into the early 1940’s.  The 1950’s was a similarly “long” decade, which began in the winter of 1948 and stretched on into the spring of 1963.  When Americans talk about what was distinctive about life in “the Fifties,” they usually are referring to events that took place during that longer period of time.


The obstacles to understanding what American life in the 1950’s was really like loom large for students of American history.  Yet, the basic question remains: what was “the Fifties” about?  More specifically, what were the distinctive features of life during that time, and how did they relate to one another? 

READING ASSIGNMENTS

Assignments should be completed prior to the Monday class meetings during which those assignments will be discussed.  All of the books listed are available for purchase at SBX.  A copy of each of the assigned books will also be placed on closed reserve at the Sullivant Library, 110 Sullivant Hall.

Mar. 28  Introduction and library tour

               no reading assignment

Apr. 4  The Emergence of a Large Peacetime Military Establishment,

            Collective Security Agreements and Their Consequences

            Michael J. Hogan, A Cross of Iron: Harry S. Truman and the Origins


of the National Security State (1998), chaps. 1-8


Questions to consider: 1)Why did the United States abandon its long-


standing policies of a small peacetime military establishment and no peacetime

            alliances during the late 1940’s and early 1950’s?  2)What were the most
            significant consequences of those policy changes for the way Americans lived
            in the Fifties?

Apr. 11  “Modern” Republicanism

              Fred I. Greenstein, The Hidden-Hand Presidency: Eisenhower as Leader (1994),
  preface, prologue, chaps. 1-5


  Questions to consider: 1)How did the Eisenhower administration differ


  from Roosevelt’s and Truman’s?  2)What were the defining attributes

  of Eisenhower-era Republicanism?
Apr. 18  An Urban Society?
              Michael Johns, Moment of Grace: The American City in the 1950’s (2004)
  Questions to consider: 1)What was life like in American cities from the late

  1940’s through the early 1960’s?  2)How did the rise of suburbia then begin

   to change major metropolitan areas?
   Reminder: seminar paper prospectus due at my office by 4:00 p.m. on

   Friday, April 20th
Apr. 25  The Advent of Television

              Karal Ann Marling, As Seen on TV: The Visual Culture of Everyday Life
              in the 1950’s (1994), chaps. 1-7
              Questions to consider: 1)What effects did the emergence of television have
              on American life during the 1950’s?  2)What do the TV shows and commercials

              of that era tell us about the Fifties’ system?

May 2  The Revival of Religious Observance

            Will Herberg, Protestant, Catholic, Jew: An Essay in American Religious

Sociology (1983), introduction, foreword, preface, chaps. 4-11


Questions to consider: 1)What explains the upsurge in church and synagogue


attendance during the 1950’s?  2)What role did religious observance play


in Americans’ lives then? 

May 9  Dissenters

            Joyce Johnson, Minor Characters: A Beat Memoir (1999)

Questions to consider: 1)What were urban bohemians of the 1950’s like?

            2)What were their main objections to the Fifties’ system?  3)What did 
            they propose as an alternative?

May 16  Cold War Scare: The Cuban Crisis and Its Consequences

                Aleksander Fursenko and Timothy Naftali, “One Hell of a Gamble”:
              Khrushchev, Castro, and Kennedy 1958-1964 (1997), introduction, chaps. 5-16

                Questions to consider: 1)Why did the USA and USSR become

              engaged in a confrontation over Cuba in October 1962?  2)What

              were the consequences of that confrontation for U.S.-Soviet

              relations?

  Reminder: seminar paper first draft due at my office by 4:00 p.m. on

  Friday, May 18th

May 23  A Pollution-Based Prosperity

  Rachel Carson, Silent Spring, (2002), chaps. 1-17 

              Questions to consider: 1)How did the rapid economic growth of the 1950’s

              affect the natural environment?  2)Did economic growth threaten to upset

              the balance of nature in ways harmful to human survival, as Carson argued?
May 30  The Civil Rights Movement Takes Off  

  Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years, 1954-1963,
  (1988) skim chaps. 1-17; read chaps. 18-22

              Questions to consider: 1)Why did the Kennedy administration

              change its civil-rights policy following the confrontation in Birmingham?

              2)What were the consequences of that policy shift?

  Reminder: seminar paper final draft due at my office by 4:00 p.m. on

  Monday, June 4th
ENROLLMENT: Every student must be officially enrolled in the course by the end of the second full week of the quarter.  No requests to add the course will be approved by the department chair after that time.  Enrolling officially and on time is solely the responsibility of each student.

RESEARCH PAPER ASSIGNMENT: Every student is required to write a twenty-page research paper that explores the Senate confirmation process experienced by a nominee to the President’s Cabinet during the years 1948-1962.  Students should select a nominee from the list circulated during the first day of class.  (No nominee will be the subject of more than one research paper; each student should have in mind a second and a third choice in the event his or her first choice is taken by someone else.)  Students will be expected to use the Congressional Record and the records of committee hearings in researching their papers.  Students should also use newspapers and other periodical sources, such as news magazines, as well as secondary sources such as unpublished Ph.D. dissertations, articles in historical journals and published books.

The subject of the paper will be more than a simple narrative account of the Senate confirmation process.  In addition, the paper should provide a brief biographical sketch of the nominee and place in context the issues raised by the confirmation process.  In other words, the paper should give a sense of who the nominee was at the time of his or her nomination, of the issues raised by the confirmation process and how they were related to important economic, political, social and cultural controversies of the time, and the reasons why the confirmation process reached the result that it did.  (And preferably do so in that order.)  In this way, students will write a paper that looks at an individual (the nominee) and a specific event (the Senate confirmation process) as a way of casting light on some of the important issues of a particular time.

Researching and writing the paper will be a three-part process.  After surveying the potential sources, students should first write a 3-4 page research paper prospectus that identifies the paper’s subject, lists the principal sources, both primary and secondary, on which the paper will be based, and discusses briefly the issues raised by the nomination process in this instance.  The prospectus, typed, double-spaced, with standard margins, font sizes and citation form (which will also be required for the first and final paper drafts), will be due at my office by 4:00 p.m. on Friday, April 20th.  (Students should consult the Chicago Manual of Style if they have questions about the paper’s format.)  Next, each student should do his or her research thoroughly and carefully, and then write a complete first draft of the paper, which will be due at my office by 4:00 p.m. on Friday, May 18th.  Third and finally, each student should revise the first draft in response to the written comments on his or her first draft.  The final draft is due in at my office by 4:00 p.m. on Monday, June 4th.

GRADING POLICIES: The various course requirements are weighted for grading purposes as follows: participation in weekly discussions: 20%; research paper prospectus: 15%; research paper first draft: 25%; research paper final draft: 40%.  If for any family or medical reason you are unable to turn in an assignment by the due date, you must contact me beforehand and have my consent to an extension.  No paper will be accepted after the stated due date unless agreement was reached with me before that due date.  Late work will be penalized.
DISABILITY SERVICES: Students with disabilities that have been certified by the Office for Disability Services will be appropriately accommodated, and should inform the instructor as soon as possible of their needs.  The Office for Disability Services is located in 150 Pomerene Hall, 1760 Neil Avenue; telephone 292-3307, TDD 292-0901.
