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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

""Perhaps this is our strange and haunting paradox here in America—we are fixed 

and certain only when we are in movement." -Thomas Wolfe, You Can't Go Home Again 

(Wolfe 179) 

The American Dream 

The American Dream is a dream of movement. It is a dream of upward mobility; 

a dream of living a somehow better, richer, fuller life than the one your parents lived. It 

is an idea that, at the beginning of the 21 st Century, is almost universally understood by 

three generations of Americans, having been a part of our consciousness from the day we 

were bom. This phenomenon was formed in what is now known as the Post-War Era: 

the period during the late 1940's and 50's of great optimism and economic prosperity that 

followed World War II. People began to look to their future with a new confidence and 

a new set of expectations. This was the birth of the American Dream. 

At the core of the American Dream is individualism. One's own hard work, 

education, thrift, and careful planning should be the only road to success and economic 

well-being. There are several standard expectations of the American Dream. Among 

them are: a "good" job with the possibility for advancement; increased affordability of 

life's luxuries; benefits such as health insurance and vacation time; discretionary income 

to be used for travel and leisure; middle class status; the ability to send one's children to 

college so that they might live the American Dream; and finally, owning the home of 



one's dreams (Peterson 1994). This paper will primarily address the expectation of 

home-ownership and its implications for society. 

The American Dream Home 

Everyone has a vision of the home, should circumstances permit, that they would 

ideally like to live in. For a variety of reasons, many of us seem to come up with the same 

vision. This is the American Dream Home. The home that middle class people dream of 

living in during any given period in history is a mirror for the social and political climate 

of the day. The middle class distinction is important because the American Dream Home 

is not the sophisticated spectacle of high art and modem innovation of glossy magazine 

shots. On the contrary, it is a slice of "real" life; it reflects art, design, architecture, and 

technology as it trickles down to the masses. 

This classic dream home is an important part of the American consciousness in 

that it embodies the ideal middle class lifestyle. The exterior fa9ade represents the way 

people would like their friends and neighbors to see them. Through its style, it displays 

nostalgia for the past as well as the degree of the owners' willingness to accept modem 

aesthetics. The interior, though also something of a status symbol, is more personal. It 

reflects the way a family actually lives day to day and the things that are important to 

them. The layout for the house is the blueprint for their everyday activities, while the 

fumishing and finishes are evidence of their background, taste, and personality. 

Quite a lot is expected of our homes. As Daniel J. Boorstin said in his book. The 

Image,"'... we expect our house not only to shelter us, to keep us warm in the winter and 

cool in the summer, but to relax us, to dignify us, to encompass us with soft music and 



interesting hobbies, to be a playground, a theater, and a bar"(Boorstin 3). While it 

reflects our personalities, the home a person lives in also has a profound effect on the 

owner's emotional well-being. Being the place an individual begins and ends the day. the 

home has a great potential to help or hinder mood, to promote convenience or frustration, 

and to either add stress or relieve it. 

The American Dream Home is a hideout as well as a showcase; it is an indicator 

of society as much as an influencer on it; universal and unique; desire and reality. In the 

1950's, all these contradictions came together for the young generation that was just 

starting out in the world at that time. Although the idea of the Post-War dream home has 

undergone monumental changes over the years, it still lives on today as a classic example 

of American middle class idealism. 



CHAPTER II 

THE CULTURE OF THE POST-WAR ERA 

""The standardized American is largely a myth created not least by Americans 

themselves." -Irwin Edman, The Uses of Philosophy (Edman 38) 

Characteristics of the Generation 

The young adults of the Post-War Era are known as the Pre-Depression 

Generation. Their parents were the flamboyant, restless flappers and speak-easy patrons 

of the 1920's. Idealistic and change oriented, they were known as the "lost generation." 

In contrast, the offspring of the lost generation spent their childhood in the midst of the 

pessimism of the Great Depression, and in their young adult years they faced the 

seriousness of war. making them conservative and conformative. They came home after 

World War II to a booming economy and a new, reserved optimism. These returning 

soldiers, for the most part, married young and then went back to college. Thanks to the 

veteren"s benefits program, which was an attempt to keep veterans happy and prevent 

protests the likes of which had occurred following World War 1, a college education was 

possible for the first time for the majority of the middle class, rather than being a 

privilege reserved for the wealthy. These same young newlyweds subsequently had an 

unprecedented number of children, found stable jobs and created flourishing suburbs 

(Satin 14). 

They were the leaders of a new era of conservative Republicans, faced with the 

new-found capacity to destroy life with the atomic bomb and a terrifying fear of 



communism. '"Peace and Prosperity" was much loved General Dwight D. Eisenhower's 

campaign slogan who served two terms as the first Republican president in twenty years. 

Tele\ ision and the new interstate highway system unified the nation into one community 

like never before making "'togetherness" the buzz-word of the day. Domesticity and 

family values reigned supreme (Phillips 27). 

Success and Prestige 

Probably partly causing and partly caused by the prevailing affluence of the time, 

a^strong success ethic took hold during the Post-War Era. The desire for success had 

come to be regarded as an important, admirable, personality trait.] In a 1973 study of 

back issues of The Saturday Evening Post and Reader's Digest (two periodicals thought 

to be an accurate reflection of popular opinion). Lawrence Chenoweth defines some of 

the changing ideas about success. According to the study, in the 1930's ambition and 

salesmanship were mentioned as two of the most important requirements for success. By 

the 1950's these two qualities had been replaced by courage and virtuous character 

(Chenoweth 179). This change of attitude demonstrates how important and even moral 

the idea of success had become. 

With the emphasis on success comes the increased significance of prestige and 

images. Even the word "prestige" and its positive connotation is a Twentieth-Century 

American invention (Boorstin 246). Advertisements of the time proliferated the idea that 

prestige as well as popularity, emotional gratification, and a sense of advancement could 

be obtained through the consumption of goods (Chenoweth 137). Status and 

consumption, encouraged by government propaganda, became synonymous as the house 



a family owned and the car they drove became more and more important as a symbol of 

their success. 

Conformity and Unity 

Akin to the struggle for success during the 1950's was the propagation of the 

concept of conformity. In the name of conformity McCarthyism weeded out people who 

held different views from the majority and purged the media of dissenters, while the 

educational s\ stem perpetuated conformity. Religious uniformity was encouraged 

through daily prayer in schools and the phrase "one nation under God" was added to the 

Pledge of Allegiance. An article in Life magazine chronicling commencement speeches 

made to the graduating class of 1957 suggested that the orators actually encouraged 

rebellion in this generation. They spoke against "pattemization," manipulation, and over-

organization. IBM President Tom Watson, Jr. in his speech at DePauw University 

articulated contempt for "a "silent generation', more concemed with security than 

integrity...with conformity than performing, with imitating than creating" (Satin 166). 

Although these speakers viewed conformity in a negative light, it was what was being 

highly sought after by the middle class. As regional and demographic differences 

disappeared, for the first time, American had achieved the tme homogeneity that we take 

for granted today. 

The Role of Women 

Although social change was beginning to take root in America, the 1950's were 

the last stand of traditional gender roles before the women's movement genuinely took 



hold. The Post-War idea of women's "liberation" was innovation in kitchen appliances 

which partially freed them from domestic chores that were still considered to be wholly a 

woman's responsibility. However, there was no shortage of domestic chores for women 

in the 1950's. The Baby Boom was in full swing in America's suburbs where a million 

babies were being bom each year and the number of families having three and four 

children soared. For the first time in this country, the birth rate was highest for the 

segment of the population with the most education. Educated and affluent, young 

families were not deferring marriage and children for as long as previous and subsequent 

generations would. Growing suburbs became harmonized communities of young 

families. In 1950, 27 percent of the suburban population was under the age of fourteen, 

while well over half the women were under the age of forty (Satin 107). On the other 

hand, after their stint in the workplace during World War II. women were beginning to 

gain more of a voice in society. In a 1951 Time magazine article, a Minneapolis priest 

lamented: ""The young American male is increasingly bewildered and confused by the 

aggressive, coarse, dominant attitudes and behavior of his women. 1 believe it is one of 

the most serious social traits of our time—and the one that is certain to have the most 

serious social consequences" (Satin 7). Popular opinion, however, was strongly against 

any feminist ideas or actions. In an attempt to free up jobs for returning GI's. many 

pregnant or married women were fired, while some jobs were officially designated for 

males only. 



CHAPTER 111 

THE ECONOMICS OF THE POST-WAR ERA 

"The dynamics of capitalism is postponement of enjoyment to the constantly 

postponed future." -Norman O. Brown (Quoteland) 

Prosperity 

Underlying all of the trends of the 1950's, including changes in the American 

Dream Home, was the overwhelming economic prosperity of the period. Since much of 

Europe's manufacturing capacity was devastated by war, the United States became a 

thriving manufacturer in the Post-War years. By 1947, America was producing half of the 

world's manufactured goods: 57 percent of its steel, 43 percent of its electricity, 62 

percent of its oil, and 80 percent of its automobiles (Phillips 11). For the US government, 

this new-found prosperity meant nearly single-handedly funding a war in Korea, 

spending 300 billion dollars on national defense, and 50 billion dollars to help rejuvenate 

Westem Europe (Satin 16). America's days as the benevolent, care-taker of democracy 

were reaching a peak. 

For middle-class workers, this meant a plethora of available jobs as well as 

growing income potential. Over eight million more people had paying jobs by the end of 

the Fifties than at the beginning. As a result, consumer culture thrived. Workers put 

their hard-eamed money back into the economy with the purchase of such luxuries as air-

conditioning, television sets, and power lawn mowers for their growing families. 

Americans also purchased 25 million new cars during this decade and, thanks to Gl loans 



of one dollar down, half of all families owned their own homes (Satin 17). The suburbs 

became an important market in America, as retail store followed their patrons outside the 

cities and formed the beginnings of our modern shopping malls. Furthermore, 

improvements in insurance and Social Security as well as medical advances such as the 

Polio vaccine alleviated many financial worries about illness and retirement that had 

previously plagued families, and freed up more of their income for immediate spending. 

The widespread desire for consumer goods, pleasure, and immediate gratification that 

had developed during the Twenties and died out during the Thirties, had once again been 

rev ived (Chenoweth 56). 

The Growing Middle Class 

The very idea of middle-class status was, as it continues to be, an important part 

of the economic culture of the day. The middle class is the only class in American 

society that can be comfortably and openly discussed as a socio-economic distinction 

which people are proud to be a part of. Barbara Ehrenreich in Fear of Falling, says of the 

middle class that "their importance outweighs their numbers, for they are the trendsetters, 

the source of creative ideas need when society changes direction" (18). Even today, 

while the middle class comprises only 20 percent of the population, 80 to 90 percent of 

Americans describe themselves as middle class (Chenoweth 12). 

During the Post-War Era, the middle class blossomed. Between 1929 and 1960, 

the percentage of Americans earning what were then considered to be middle-class 

salaries rose from 9 percent of the populafion to 31 percent. The number of unskilled 

laborers dropped dramatically, and, in 1957. for the first time in the nation's history the 



quantity of white collar employees in the workforce out-numbered blue collar 

(Chenoweth 12). 



CHAPTER IV 

THE GROWTH OF THE SUBURBS 

"Suburbia is where the developer bulldozes the trees, then names the streets after 

them." -Bill Vaughn (Quoteland) 

History of Suburban Growth 

Throughout history, the people of the European upper class have largely preferred 

to make their homes in quiet country villas. This type of escape became even more 

desirable after the Industrial Revolution when cities by and large had become 

progressively more dirty and crowded. This trend gained popularity in the United States 

in the 1920's. but the suburban lifestyle was still mainly reserved for the upper middle 

class. The population of American suburbia increased 60 percent during this time, but 

depression and war meant that the real boom would not begin until the Fifties and would 

continue to the present day (Satin 104). Sixty percent of suburban housing units have 

been constructed since 1950, compared to 37 percent in urban areas, most of which is 

public housing projects (Palen 116). 

When the returning World War 11 soldiers began looking to buy homes for their 

growing families, they found that government sanctions on home-building during the war 

had left them little to choose from. The new interstate highway system, originally built to 

carry troops should war ever break out in the US, created easy transportation to the 

ouflying areas of major cifies. These factors led many young families, about 1,200,000 

each year to be exact, to opt to buy a new home in the suburbs. An official for the 



placement office at Stanford University said in 1951: '"Half the time a guy will turn 

down a good job because he has to work in the city.. .they all want to work down on the 

peninsula where they can have a little house in the country and play golf and tennis and 

live the good life" (Satin 5). 

The suburban ""good life" was quickly becoming the ideal lifestyle for many 

Americans. A series in Fortune magazine in 1953 entitled "The Transients" chronicled 

the suburban way of life. According to the author, William H. Whyte, Jr., residents of 

suburban developments found warmth, support, and acceptance to be valuable assets in 

their new communities. These residents cherished conformity and shunned outsiders, 

following whatever trends their neighbors set forth. (Satin 29) More recent studies, 

however, have shown that this uniform, anonymous space, disconnected from the hustle 

and bustle of the city can cause depression and isolation (Hayden 4). 

Several factors contributed to the growth of the suburbs. First of all, in the older 

cities in the northeastem United States, there was a shortage of available land within the 

city limits that had not already been developed, while government subsidized mortgages 

and lower taxes made new suburban homes economical Suburban homes were tailor-

made for the 10 million new households created by the marriage boom and the 

subsequent baby boom of the 1950's For these reasons, the American Dream Home 

became what it is still today: a newer, single-family house on its own lot outside the city 

(Palen 119). 
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Levittown: The Classic American Suburb 

Reflecting the conformity of their occupants, many of the suburban residences 

were indistinguishable tract houses. Levittown, New York, made famous by the 1967 

book by Herbert J. Gans entitled The Levittowners, exemplifies the stereotypical, 

homogeneous suburban community. It was the first in a series of many Levittowns to be 

built around the country by Levitt and Sons, Inc. as well as numerous similar 

developments. 

The original Levittown consisted of 11,000 nearly identical, two bedroom houses 

on identical 60 by 100 foot lots. Construction began in 1947 on the site of a former potato 

farm used a revolutionary, assembly-line techniques to build 180 houses a week while 

most builders completed about five homes a year. This increased efficiency and cut costs, 

while the community was planned around '"village centers'" to promote interaction 

between neighbors. Eager buyers lined up to purchase the homes, and Levitt sold 1,400 

on the first day (Mauro 2). Although the dull consistency of tract developments has often 

been dismissed as boring and its residents depressed and restless, Gans' study revealed 

the inhabitants to be overwhelmingly contented with their look-alike lifestyle. (Palen 

118) Understandably, for many of the new residents who had grown up in apartments in 

the boroughs of New York City, Levittown was something of a breath of fresh air (Hales 

3). 

The culture of the suburbs like Levittown became vastly standardized. Men went 

off to work everyday leaving women to care for the children and socialize with the other 

wives in the neighborhood. A "keeping up with the Joneses" attitude prevailed, as young 

women in Levittown complained about using up all their leisure time keeping their 



composition floors as shiny as their neighbors' (Close 18). By order of William Levitt, 

clothes could not be dried outside, no fences could be erected, and Levitt himself 

supervised uniform lawn cutting (Mauro 2). Social and cultural differences among 

residents were rare, as one woman remarked: "Everybody is about the same age. Their 

children are about the same age. Their jobs are alike. They are white collar. There 

aren't any older people. There aren't any Negroes. When our children start to school, 

they still won't know anybody any different from what they are themselves. The place is 

too big to be so much the same" (Close 18). 

The Levittown house was not, undoubtedly, most people's dream home. It was 

small and of questionably sound construction. However, it did offer several modem 

conveniences such as radiant floor heating, automatic washing machines, electric stoves 

and refrigerators, and a free television set with the purchase of every home. Most 

residents did not consider Levittown to be their permanent home. As one couple said, 

"None of us feels we're going to stay here for good, though we may not move for ten 

years—or the rest of our lives for that matter"' (Close 19). Many of them, though, did stay 

to renovate and expand their original homes as they grew older and more financially 

secure. The Levittown of today, after its fiftieth anniversary in 1997, is still thriving 

with over 50,000 residents, but hardly recognizable as the phenomenon it once was 

(Mauro 3). The houses that once sold for $2,000 are now worth $200,000 and their 

cookie-cutter uniformity has been all but remodeled completely away. 

14 



CHAPTER V 

THE 1950'S AMERICAN DREAM HOME 

"A home is not a mere transient shelter: its essence lies in the personalities of 

the people who live in it." -H.L. Mencken (Quoteland) 

Convenience 

The Post-War Era introduced the fast-paced lifestyle that Americans are 

accustomed to today. Living in the suburbs, the typical working father now had a 

moming and evening commute to contend with, in addition to working harder to support 

a larger family and to afford all the modem conveniences they now considered necessary. 

The addition of a second car to many households in the later years of the era would 

demand the invention of places to go and schedules to meet throughout the day, while 

television was just beginning its monopoly of people's time. This increasingly 

complicated modem standard of living called for an efficient, streamlined, easy-to-

maintain home. New technology was just in time to meet many of these needs. 

Appliances such as electric ranges, refrigerators, and vacuum cleaners simplified 

housework, while modem materials such as plastic, vinyl, and fiberglass used in 

everything from flooring to furniture to dishes made maintenance easier. 

Modernization 

Fifties homes and the furnishings within were built to be sturdier and more 

practical, with less senfiment than ever before. This era in the history of art. and in turn 

architecture and design of all sorts, marks the beginning of American modemism. Artists 
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no longer sought to refer to the styles of the past: this was a purely forward looking 

aesthetic. The molded plywood and fiberglass, and steel and leather fumiture of Charles 

and Ray Fames exemplify the style of the day. The affluence of the time lead to emphasis 

on materialism, modernization, and progress. The design aesthetic of the period is 

exemplified by Disneyland, and cars with large, flamboyant tail fins. Modem style, which 

had existed in Europe since the tum of the century, finally made its way into mainstream 

America. This was due largely to the fact that many European designers and artists fled 

war-tom Europe for the US in the 1940's and brought modem style with them. Gone 

were the flowery flounces of the Victorian Age: all areas of design exhibited a space-

age, contemporary look (Phillips 13). 

The Introduction of The Picture Window 

As previously mentioned, prestige and status among one's neighbors and 

associates was quickly becoming central to the lives of many people. Because of this, 

people required that their homes be a showcase of their personal successes. The 

expansive front porch had once been the symbol of American residential architecture. It 

was a place for meeting, socializing, and playing an active part in one's community. In 

the 1950's, however, the front porch was replaced by the picture window. The picture 

window became a stage for displaying wealth, as neighbors could gaze admiringly into 

one another's seldom-used-but-highly-decorated front rooms (Boorstin 259). 

The picture window also symbolizes a loss of privacy, as one's neighbors were, in 

some way, being let into a family's life by being allowed to see into their home. The 

post-war suburbs were said to have inaugurated a casual way of life, in which friends and 
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neighbors could come and go, and jeans and sportswear were appropriate attire. More 

open floor plans in homes were also an outgrowth of this phenomenon of the informal 

lifestyle. Residences now required fewer doors to separate their individual activities and 

define spatial use. Friends were brought to the kitchen table to chat instead of the formal 

parlor. The more relaxed ranch house or split-level design replaced the eight room, two-

story colonial home of the upper class (Satin 104). 

The Case House Study Program 

The Case Study House program, initiated in 1945 by John Entanza, editor of Arts 

and Architecture, in many ways exemplified the American Dream Home of the Post-War 

Era. The program consisted of thirty-six middle-class houses which served as prototypes 

for mass-produced constmction like William Levitt's, and more importantly, a new way 

of life. According to the architects, open plans would promote harmony and eliminated 

Victorian-Era formality, while modem materials created a contemporary feel and an 

increase in window space blurred barriers between indoors and out. The program 

symbolized the American public's unprecedented embracing of modem high art and 

architecture and putting it to practical use as the middle class became more college 

educated (Phillips 28). 
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"If it keeps up, man will atrophy all his limbs but the push-button finger." -Frank 

Lloyd Wright (Quoteland) 

Technological Advancements 

The Post-War Era marked the birth of what we know today as the modem 

technological age. This is mostly because engineers and scienfists had worked diligently 

to improve military manufacturing during World War 11 and, with the war over, they 

began to apply the new discoveries they had made to consumer products. Suddenly, 

modem gadgets became the most desired possessions for the American public. Slowly 

these inventions filtered into American homes until they became commonplace. 

However, in the 1950's they were far from being commonplace; they were extremely 

sought-after. 

As with many aspects of their lives, the people of the day looked to the 

technological future with optimism. They expected the new devices that were entering 

the consumer market to significantly improve their lives by cutting the time spent on 

menial tasks, allowing them more time for leisure, as well as enhancing this extended 

leisure time. A 1958 article in Cosmopolitan proclaimed "men of today are busily 

creating gadgets that will relieve women of tomorrow of virtually every household chore 

but the diaper switch (Goldberg 66)." Ignoring the sexist comment, if only this statement 

were true. In the world of today, which is filled with contraptions the people of the 

1950's ne\er dreamed of, this assumption seems very naive. Vacuum cleaners, 

dishwashers, washing machines, refrigerators, gas-powered lawn mowers and television 



sets were a dream to home-owners in the fifties, whereas today, they are taken for 

granted. Technology, while truly making many daily activities more convenient, also 

creates its own demands on a person's time. If anything, the everyday life of today's 

family has been made more complicated, not simpler, due to technology. However, for 

the family of the 1950's, modem appliances were a symbol of many of the things they 

valued the most: success, modemism, and a bright future. 

"Creature Comforts" 

People's lives in the Post-War era, to be sure, were becoming more comfortable 

as the world became more and more human-directed, and drew further and further away 

from nature. Indoor areas were beginning to be climate controlled so that people spent 

Omore time inside. Time that was once spent walking would now be spent in the luxury 

of one's own automobile. Everywhere there were signs of a more comfortable, man-

made world. 

An article in a 1959 issue oi House Beautiful identified some of the most favored 

modem devices that made people's lives more restful and relaxed. Some of the items that 

were revolutionary at the time have become ridiculously commonplace today: adjustable 

beds, electric blankets, whirlpool baths, water softeners, swimming pools, electric 

massagers, outdoor speakers, remote controls, inflatable vinyl pillows for traveling, 

recliners and disposable diapers are no longer thought of as the rare luxury items they 

once were ("Twenty-Six Creature Comforts Rated High by Fifty-Eight People" 79-80). 

Hopes for The Future 
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Speculation on what the homes of the future would be like was a popular pastime 

during the Post-War Era. Many people were bewildered by the technology they were 

now being exposed to and wondered how far it would go. Although no one could have 

envisioned what the computer would do to the world, many of their predictions were 

uncannily correct, while some were mere space-age fantasies. 

A 1954 book by Victor Cohn entitled 1999-Our Hopeful Future recorded what 

one man's expectations were for homes by the year 1999. Flat television sets that would 

hang on a wall, motion sensor lights, cordless power tools, nuclear power plants, solar 

energy, and manufactured homes are just a few of Cohn's predictions that have come 

true. Some of his predictions, however, are products that have yet to catch on in the 

popular consumer market. Lawn mowers and vacuum cleaners that perform their jobs 

unattended are actually now being used in industrial settings, atomic ray preserved food 

to replace refrigerators is now a controversial new product, and houses made of plastic 

bricks have come to be in the form of concrete mixed with recycled soda bottles. 

"And the kitchen, 'Ah!', one can hear the future housewife's joyous 

exclamations" (Cohn 39). The majority of improvements in the home seemed to center 

around the kitchen and relieving the housewife of some of her duties. While kitchens 

have come a long way since the fifties, domestic chores still exist to be done within them. 

Several of Cohn's predictions for the kitchen, however, are some of the most sought after 

items by today's designers. Stainless steel countertops, work islands, cork flooring, ice 

dispensers, non-stick pans, and of course, electric appliances all make an appearance in 

designer showroom kitchens of 2000. 

CHAPTER VII 
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COMPARISON TO THE DREAM HOME OF TODAY 

•"A generation which ignores history has no past and no future."—Robert 

Heinlein, The Notebooks ofLazurus Long (Heinlein 1995) 

A Changing Society 

Demographically, the face of America has come full circle since the Post-War 

Era. The young parents of the 1950's are now elderly, while their children, the Baby-

Boomers, make up the huge middle aged population. The young adults of today are what 

is known as the Baby-Bust Generation. The golden age of domesticity is long since 

gone, as the Baby-Busters delay marriage longer, have less children and postpone them 

longer, live altemative lifestyles, and more of both single and married women are 

entering the workplace (Palen 183). According to the 1990 census, families with 

children are now just barely in the majority over childless families, and the number of 

single parent families has dramatically risen (Peterson 184). Projected numbers for the 

2000 and 2010 censuses conclude that the total number of households will increase by 

7.5 million, while married couples and single parents with children stay about the same 

and married couples with no children increase. The number of men and women living 

alone or with roommates will also be on the rise (Hawkins, et al. 165). 

The Baby-Bust Generation, also known as Generation X and the MTV 

Generation, is now, in the year 2000, in the shoes of the Pre-Depression Generation fifty 

years ago as young adults starting out in the world. These two generations are different 

in countless ways. The Pre-Depression Generation, bom before 1930, has witnessed a 
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world of social, technological, and economic change in their lifetime (Hawkins, et 

al.l66). They have been through wars and peace, depression and prosperity, the advent 

of television, computers and rock and roll. Now, nearing the end of their lives, they have 

the same conservative, cautious, traditional view they began their joumey with. 

The Baby-Busters, on the other hand, have a completely different outlook. This 

generation, bom between 1965 and 1980, came of age during a recession, mostly with 

dual-career households and often with a single parent. Because of this, their concept the 

of family is much more broad, including step-parents, half-siblings, live-in lovers, and 

countless others. The Baby-Busters' outlook on the future is often bleak as they deal with 

reduced expectations with respect to salaries and career opportunities, this being the 

worst job market since the Great Depression of the 1930's. A deteriorating natural 

environment, the AIDS epidemic, and a staggering national debt leaves little for this 

generation to be optimistic about. A higher percentage of Baby-Busters than any other 

generation went to college, but a higher percentage also failed to eam a degree. Cynical, 

materialistic, and impatient, the Baby-Busters' tastes are for anything that rejects their 

parents' tastes (Hawkins, et al.l66). 

While togetherness and conformity may have been the buzz-words of the Fifties, 

the Baby-Busters speak in opposite terms about diversity, globalization, multi-

culturalism. and pluralism. They accept, even celebrate, racial, ethnic, social and 

political differences. One factor that contributes to this is the phenomenon of modem 

communication, the Intemet. The Internet, as well as increasingly free global trade 

agreements, have lead to the idea of the "global village." As barriers disappear, not only 

have people become more accepting of differences, but differences are actually reduced. 
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What marketers refer to as the ""Coca-colaization" of the world has contributed to 

increased cultural homogeneity that has more than just a little bit of an American flavor 

(Phillips 335). So, while tolerance is on the rise, the need for tolerance decreases as 

varied cultures become more and more the same. 

Economic Changes 

The American economy, growing from the end of World War II to the mid-

1970's, leveled off and has only very recently begun to change for the better. Ironically, 

The demographic group that has seen the most economic growth in terms of family 

income according to the 1990 census, is the elderly group: the Pre-Depression 

Generation. Households headed by a single mother experienced the smallest increase 

with little to no financial betterment. Over fifty percent of mothers with children and 

seventy percent of mothers of teenagers are now in the workforce, compared to less than 

twenty percent in 1947 (Peterson 63). 

As mentioned at the beginning of this paper, the American Dream is one of 

upward mobility. As this dream came true for many people and fell through for others, 

the middle class has declined over the past few decades. Now defined as families with 

incomes between 25,000 and 75,000 dollars per year, the middle-class decreased by 

almost ten percent between 1970 and 1990, while the upper class increased by over forty 

percent and the lower class increased by almost five percent (Peterson 71). The increase 

in the upper class is mainly attributed to middle-aged and older, well-educated, upper-

middle-class professionals attaining success in their careers. The increase in the ranks of 

the lower class ascribed mostly to downward mobility of divorced, single mothers and 
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victims of corporate down-sizing. Although many people are enjoying success, one must 

be concemed that the gap is widening between the rich and the poor. 

Today" s Dream Home 

Expectations for the dream home of the year 2000, in a certain sense, have not 

changed much since the Post-War Era. People are still looking for the most up-to-date, 

efficient, and technologically advanced design to meet the needs of their family and the 

constraints of their budget. Now, however, changes in society as well as inventions, 

advancements, and trends, put a new spin on the same old ideas. 

In terms of style, post-modemism has taken over where modemism left off. A so-

called eclectic look combines antiques and elements from the past with modem designs 

and components from other cultures. As a matter of fact, 1950's designs and variations 

thereof are some of the most sought after home fumishings at this tum of the century. 

Many art historians argue that the 1950's was the peak of American, Twentieth Century 

high art and culture, so it is understandable that the designs produced in that era would be 

rediscovered by the American public. Perhaps, with the many disheartening tums society 

and the economy has taken in the past fifty years, people have become nostalgic for a 

time when family values and domesticity ruled and life seemed much simpler. 

Life today has become more and more casual, as have the spaces in which people 

live. The typical suburban family today will spend most of their time in a Great Room 

area which is a combination of kitchen, dining and TV viewing spaces, making little use 

of the formal dining and living rooms. However, suburban houses often put on a formal 

fa9ade, disguising the laid-back lifestyle lived within. A 1998 article by Barbara 
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Flanangan in Metropolis claims, "a chateau on a three-quarter lot may be the American 

dream, but it couldn't be less suited to the complex realities of modem life in the 'burbs'" 

(3). Most Americans' ideal suburban home still includes a grand foyer with a sweeping 

staircase and a chandelier suspended above. Conversely, formal visiting is no longer a 

part of everyday life, and close friends and relatives often use the garage entrance 

anyway. 

Convenience, which was just coming to be valued in the Fifties, is of utmost 

importance to today's family. With the increase in dual-income families and single-

parent households, people have little time for housekeeping. Space planning for the 

homes of 2000 makes expediency the top priority. Kitchens are arranged to minimize 

steps taken between major workstations, and new computerized refrigerators order 

groceries when supplies run low and call for repairs when needed. If people in the 

1950's spoke of push-button efficiency as the way of the future, today we could speak of 

point-and-click efficiency. 

Urban Renewal 

In reaction to the mass exodus to the suburbs in the Post-War Era, urban renewal 

has become of great interest today. A growing number of people's dream homes now 

consist of a gentrified downtown penthouse or an upscale loft in a former industrial 

building. Starting in the 1970, urban historians began to understand buildings, not just as 

architectural monuments, but as part of American social and political history (Hayden 3-

4). This led to an increased concentration on historic preservation and adaptive reuse of 

inner city structures that had formerly been abandoned or deteriorating. 
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An alternative to urban renewal but still a reaction to suburbanization is a 

movement termed New Urbanism. This concept has created idealistic towns such as 

Seaside and Celebration in Florida, as well as many others all over the country. These 

towns attempt to offer instant familiarity and comfort by replicating idyllic historical 

villages with shared spaces such as town squares to promote interaction between 

residents (Phillips 347). However, the high price of a home in these communities makes 

them highly exclusionary and not much of a reality for the middle class. 

Environmental Design 

The natural environment was not a concem for most designers in the 1950's. 

Farms and forests were destroyed with abandon in order to build the suburbs, and the 

land was manipulated to serve the builders' purposes. The practice of commuting from 

the suburbs to work in the city everyday increased dependence on fossil fuels. The idea 

that 'more is better' prevailed, as our dream homes and the possessions within them has 

become progressively larger over the years (Center for a New American Dream 1). 

In response to these trends, the concept of environmentally responsible design has 

been developed. Environmental design involves working with the land instead of against 

it. It places importance on conserving natural resources and protecting the earth's 

ecology (Hayden 4-5). 

There are countless ways which this philosophy can be enacted. From solar 

heating and cooling to energy efficient lighting, many things are being done to ensure a 

better balance between the natural environment and the built one. This leads to numerous 

new questions to consider when selecting the a home toda> as compared to the 1950's. 
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The size of house needed, the idea of sprawl and car-dependency, sustainability over 

time, and environmentally friendly construction methods all are factors to be taken into 

account when selecting or building today's dream home (Center for a New American 

Dream 2). 
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CHAPTER Vlll 

CONCLUSION 

"It is difficult to say what is impossible, for the dream of yesterday is the hope of 

today and the reality of tomorrow."—Robert H. Goddard (Quoteland) 

Dreams and Reality 

The discussions within this paper have primarily focused on the middle-class 

married couple with children because this demographic is often used as an indicator of 

the state of American society, as well as being widely revered as ideal. In realization that 

there are many other groups that make up our society with very different sets of dreams 

for their future, this one has been used to represent the quintessential visionaries of the 

American Dream. It is their dreams that guide the collective dreams of American culture. 

Their suburban homes are the castles that many of us will aspire to obtain. 

Nonetheless, many people will never quite live the life or own the home of their 

dreams. That is the source of much of the stress in our busy, modem lives, the 

discrepancy between promises and realities of our culture (Chenoweth 1). When 

individual effort does not lead to the desired outcome and the struggle to achieve success 

overshadows its benefits, what then is the meaning of the American Dream? 

The stereotypical suburban "good life" filled with mini-vans, soccer-moms, and 

contentment is, in reality, not without its problems. People often surrender their 

individuality and creativity to fit into suburbia's mold. Life becomes increasingly child-
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oriented and most of parents' time is spent shuttling children to various acfivities and 

otherwise fulfilling their needs. 

Women, in particular mothers, have been the people most closely associated with 

the home, as it has long been considered the female domain. The close emotional tie has 

historically been paralleled by a physical tie to the home with domestic work and child-

rearing, leading to a feeling of isolation an insignificance (Palen 197). The various 

hardships of single-mothers are also often overlooked in reference to the American 

Dream. 

Racial and ethnic minorities, in particular African-Americans, were all but left out 

of the suburban movement for twenty years, although numbers of suburban African-

Americans have increased of late. Although the proportion of blacks living in the inner 

city is declining, it is still significantly higher than that of whites (Palen 198). However, 

the recent move of blacks to the suburbs represents the beginning of a melding together 

of the concept of the dream home across social barriers. 

The Future of the American Dream Home 

Just as designers of the 1950's imagined what life would be like today, many 

designers today are attempting to predict what life will be like in the 21 st Century. A 

1999 exhibit at New York's Museum of Modem Art entitled "The Un-private House" 

showcased architects' ideas of what important factors will affect the home of our future 

as media and technology blur the lines between the public and the private; the real and 

the virtual. 
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Themes of the exhibition included the loss of privacy when people's personal 

lives are increasingly contained in computer hard-drives and tele-commuting tums the 

home into a workplace. This may lead to obscuring of the barriers between the public 

world and the private home. At a time when one quarter of American households consist 

of one person and one half of households are couples without children living under the 

same roof, the need for privacy within the home and the traditional upstairs/downstairs 

separation is decreasing. Decline in the emphasis on the woman in her role of domestic 

caretaker may lead to reduced importance of the kitchen as the center of the home. 

Though the specifics of the American Dream Home have changed greatly since 

the idea's conception in the 1950's, the basic concept has remained the same. People 

long for their own personal space in the world that provides comfort, convenience, 

beauty, and prestige while meeting their everyday needs. In the future, these basic 

desires will probably stay the same. Undoubtedly, though, just as the dream home of 

today has changed in ways unimaginable to the people of the Post-War Era, our future 

homes will bring incredible new ways to fulfill our dreams. 

30 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Boorstin, Daniel J. The Image or What Happened to the American Dream. Antheneum: 
New York, 1961. 

Chenoweth, Lawrence. The American Dream of Success: The Search for Self in the 
Twentieth Century. Duxbury Press: Massachusetts, 1974. 

Close, K. "Young Families in 1950." Survey Jan. 1950: 17-22. 

Cohn, Victor. 1999—Our Hopeful Future. The Bobbs-Merrill Co.. Inc.: New York, 
1954. 

Edman, Irwin. The Uses of Philosophy. McGraw-Hill: Boston, 1965. 

Ehrenreich, Barbara. Fear of Falling: The Inner Life of the Middle Class. Harper
Collins: New York, 1990. 

Flanangan, Barbara. "The Suburban House Reconsidered." Metropolis, April 1998. 23 
Mar. 2000 <http:www.metropolismag.com/new/content/arch/ap98des.htm>. 

Gans, Herbert J. The Levittowners: Way of Life and Politics in a New Suburban 
Community. Columbia University Press: New York, 1967. 

Goldberg, H. "Push-Button Future." Cosmopolitan Jan. 1958: 66-71. 

Hales, Peter Bacon. "Levittown: Documents of an Ideal American Suburb." 2 Apr. 
2000 <http://www.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown.html>. 

Hayden, Dolores. "Social Responsibility and the American Landscape." The Chinese 
Academy of Building Research, Bejing, China. April 1980. 

Hawkins, Del I., Roger J. Best, Kenneth Coney. Consumer Behavior. Irwin/McGraw-
Hill: Boston, 1998. 

Heinlein, Robert A. The Notebooks of Lazarus Long. Pomegranate: New York. 1995. 

Mauro. Robert, "American's and My Hometown." 2 Apr. 2000 
<http://chelsea.ios.com/~mauro/levittwn.html>. 

Palen, J. John. The Urban World. McGraw-Hill Book Company: New York, 1987. 

Peterson, William C. Silent Depression: The Fate of the American Dream. W. W. 
Norton and Company: New York, 1994. 

31 

http:www.metropolismag.com/new/content/arch/ap98des.htm
http://www.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown.html
http://chelsea.ios.com/~mauro/levittwn.html


Phillips, Lisa. The American Century: Art and Culture 1950-2000. W.W. Norton and 
Company: New York, 1999. 

"Quoteland." 23 Mar. 2000 <http://www.quoteland.com/quotes/>. 

"Responsible Consumption at Home and with Family." The Center for the New 
American Dream. 24 Jan. 2000 <http://www.newdream.org/home/index.html>. 

Satin, Joseph, ed. The 1950's: America's "Placid Decade". Houghton Mifflin 
Company: Boston, 1960. 

""Twenty-Six Creature Comforts Rated High by Fifty-Eight People". House Beautiful 
Jan. 1959:78-85. 

'"The Un-Private House." The Museum of Modem Art, 1999. 13 Apr. 2000 
<http://www.moma.org/exhibitions/un-privatehouse/essay.html> 

Wolfe. Thomas. You Can't Go Home Again. Buccaneer Books: New York, 1940. 

http://www.quoteland.com/quotes/
http://www.newdream.org/home/index.html
http://www.moma.org/exhibitions/un-privatehouse/essay.html

