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munist threat at home and abroad 
had been grossly overblown. As the 
country moved into the 1960s, anti-
Communism became increasingly 
suspect, especially among intellectu-
als and opinion-shapers.

THE POSTWAR ECONOMY: 
1945-1960

In the decade and a half after 
World War II, the United States ex-
perienced phenomenal economic 
growth and consolidated its position 
as the world’s richest country. Gross 
national product (GNP), a measure 
of all goods and services produced 
in the United States, jumped from 
about $200,000-million in 1940 to 
$300,000-million in 1950 to more 
than $500,000-million in 1960. 
More and more Americans now 
considered themselves part of the 
middle class.

The growth had different sourc-
es. The economic stimulus provided 
by large-scale public spending for 
World War II helped get it started. 
Two basic middle-class needs did 
much to keep it going. The number 
of automobiles produced annually 
quadrupled between 1946 and 1955. 
A housing boom, stimulated in part 
by easily affordable mortgages for  
returning servicemen, fueled the  
expansion. The rise in defense 
spending as the Cold War escalated 
also played a part.

After 1945 the major corporations 
in America grew even larger. There 
had been earlier waves of mergers in 
the 1890s and in the 1920s; in the 

1950s another wave occurred. Fran-
chise operations like McDonald’s 
fast-food restaurants allowed small 
entrepreneurs to make themselves 
part of large, efficient enterprises. 
Big American corporations also de-
veloped holdings overseas, where la-
bor costs were often lower.

Workers found their own lives 
changing as industrial America 
changed. Fewer workers produced 
goods; more provided services. As 
early as 1956 a majority of employ-
ees held white-collar jobs, working 
as managers, teachers, salesper-
sons, and office operatives. Some 
firms granted a guaranteed annual 
wage, long-term employment con-
tracts, and other benefits. With such 
changes, labor militancy was under-
mined and some class distinctions 
began to fade.

Farmers — at least those with 
small operations — faced tough 
times. Gains in productivity led 
to agricultural consolidation, and 
farming became a big business. 
More and more family farmers left 
the land.

Other Americans moved too. 
The West and the Southwest grew 
with increasing rapidity, a trend that 
would continue through the end 
of the century. Sun Belt cities like 
Houston, Texas; Miami, Florida; Al-
buquerque, New Mexico; and Phoe-
nix, Arizona, expanded rapidly. Los 
Angeles, California, moved ahead of 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, as the 
third largest U.S. city and then sur-
passed Chicago, metropolis of the 
Midwest. The 1970 census showed 
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that California had displaced New 
York as the nation’s largest state. 
By 2000, Texas had moved ahead of 
New York into second place.

An even more important form of 
movement led Americans out of in-
ner cities into new suburbs, where 
they hoped to find affordable hous-
ing for the larger families spawned 
by the postwar baby boom. Develop-
ers like William J. Levitt built new 
communities — with homes that 
all looked alike — using the tech-
niques of mass production. Levitt’s 
houses were prefabricated — partly 
assembled in a factory rather than 
on the final location — and modest, 
but Levitt’s methods cut costs and 
allowed new owners to possess a part 
of the American dream.

As suburbs grew, businesses 
moved into the new areas. Large 
shopping centers containing a great 
variety of stores changed consumer 
patterns. The number of these cen-
ters rose from eight at the end of 
World War II to 3,840 in 1960. With 
easy parking and convenient eve-
ning hours, customers could avoid 
city shopping entirely. An unfortu-
nate by-product was the “hollowing-
out” of formerly busy urban cores.

New highways created better ac-
cess to the suburbs and its shops. 
The Highway Act of 1956 provided 
$26,000-million, the largest public 
works expenditure in U.S. history, to 
build more than 64,000 kilometers 
of limited access interstate highways 
to link the country together.

Television, too, had a powerful 
impact on social and economic pat-

terns. Developed in the 1930s, it was 
not widely marketed until after the 
war. In 1946 the country had fewer 
than 17,000 television sets. Three 
years later consumers were buying 
250,000 sets a month, and by 1960 
three-quarters of all families owned 
at least one set. In the middle of the 
decade, the average family watched 
television four to five hours a day. 
Popular shows for children included 
Howdy Doody Time and The Mickey 
Mouse Club; older viewers preferred 
situation comedies like I Love Lucy 
and Father Knows Best. Ameri-
cans of all ages became exposed to  
increasingly sophisticated advertise-
ments for products said to be neces-
sary for the good life.

THE FAIR DEAL

The Fair Deal was the name given 
to President Harry Truman’s domes-
tic program. Building on Roosevelt’s 
New Deal, Truman believed that the 
federal government should guaran-
tee economic opportunity and social 
stability. He struggled to achieve those 
ends in the face of fierce political op-
position from legislators determined 
to reduce the role of government.

Truman’s first priority in the 
immediate postwar period was to 
make the transition to a peacetime 
economy. Servicemen wanted to 
come home quickly, but once they 
arrived they faced competition for 
housing and employment. The G.I. 
Bill, passed before the end of the war, 
helped ease servicemen back into ci-
vilian life by providing benefits such 

CHAPTER 12: POSTWAR AMERICA



OUTLINE OF U.S. HISTORY

269

as guaranteed loans for home-buy-
ing and financial aid for industrial 
training and university education.

More troubling was labor unrest. 
As war production ceased, many 
workers found themselves without 
jobs. Others wanted pay increases 
they felt were long overdue. In 1946, 
4.6 million workers went on strike, 
more than ever before in American 
history. They challenged the automo-
bile, steel, and electrical industries. 
When they took on the railroads and 
soft-coal mines, Truman intervened 
to stop union excesses, but in so do-
ing he alienated many workers.

While dealing with immediately 
pressing issues, Truman also provid-
ed a broader agenda for action. Less 
than a week after the war ended, he 
presented Congress with a 21-point 
program, which provided for pro-
tection against unfair employment 
practices, a higher minimum wage, 
greater unemployment compen-
sation, and housing assistance. In 
the next several months, he added 
proposals for health insurance and 
atomic energy legislation. But this 
scattershot approach often left Tru-
man’s priorities unclear. 

Republicans were quick to attack. 
In the 1946 congressional elections 
they asked, “Had enough?” and vot-
ers responded that they had. Re-
publicans, with majorities in both 
houses of Congress for the first time 
since 1928, were determined to re-
verse the liberal direction of the 
Roosevelt years.

Truman fought with the Congress 
as it cut spending and reduced taxes. 

In 1948 he sought reelection, despite 
polls indicating that he had little 
chance. After a vigorous campaign, 
Truman scored one of the great up-
sets in American politics, defeating 
the Republican nominee, Thomas 
Dewey, governor of New York. Re-
viving the old New Deal coalition, 
Truman held on to labor, farmers, 
and African-American voters.

When Truman finally left of-
fice in 1953, his Fair Deal was but 
a mixed success. In July 1948 he 
banned racial discrimination in fed-
eral government hiring practices and 
ordered an end to segregation in the 
military. The minimum wage had 
risen, and social security programs 
had expanded. A housing program 
brought some gains but left many 
needs unmet. National health in-
surance, aid-to-education measures, 
reformed agricultural subsidies, and 
his legislative civil rights agenda 
never made it through Congress. 
The president’s pursuit of the Cold 
War, ultimately his most important 
objective, made it especially difficult 
to develop support for social reform 
in the face of intense opposition.

EISENHOWER’S APPROACH

When Dwight Eisenhower suc-
ceeded Truman as president, he  
accepted the basic framework of gov-
ernment responsibility established 
by the New Deal, but sought to hold 
the line on programs and expendi-
tures. He termed his approach “dy-
namic conservatism” or “modern 
Republicanism,” which meant, he ex-
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plained, “conservative when it comes 
to money, liberal when it comes to 
human beings.” A critic countered 
that Eisenhower appeared to argue 
that he would “strongly recommend 
the building of a great many schools 
... but not provide the money.”

Eisenhower’s first priority was 
to balance the budget after years of 
deficits. He wanted to cut spending 
and taxes and maintain the value of 
the dollar. Republicans were willing 
to risk unemployment to keep infla-
tion in check. Reluctant to stimulate 
the economy too much, they saw 
the country suffer three economic 
recessions in the eight years of the 
Eisenhower presidency, but none 
was very severe.

 In other areas, the administra-
tion transferred control of offshore 
oil lands from the federal govern-
ment to the states. It also favored pri-
vate development of electrical power 
rather than the public approach the 
Democrats had initiated. In general, 
its orientation was sympathetic to 
business.

Compared to Truman, Eisen-
hower had only a modest domes-
tic program. When he was active 
in promoting a bill, it likely was to 
trim the New Deal legacy a bit — as 
in reducing agricultural subsidies 
or placing mild restrictions on la-
bor unions. His disinclination to 
push fundamental change in either 
direction was in keeping with the 
spirit of the generally prosperous 
Fifties. He was one of the few presi-
dents who left office as popular as 
when he entered it.

THE CULTURE OF THE 1950s

During the 1950s, many cul-
tural commentators pointed out 
that a sense of uniformity pervaded 
American society. Conformity, they 
asserted, was numbingly common. 
Though men and women had been 
forced into new employment pat-
terns during World War II, once the 
war was over, traditional roles were 
reaffirmed. Men expected to be the 
breadwinners in each family; wom-
en, even when they worked, assumed 
their proper place was at home. In his 
influential book, The Lonely Crowd, 
sociologist David Riesman called 
this new society “other-directed,” 
characterized by conformity, but 
also by stability. Television, still very 
limited in the choices it gave its view-
ers, contributed to the homogenizing 
cultural trend by providing young 
and old with a shared experience re-
flecting accepted social patterns.

Yet beneath this seemingly 
bland surface, important segments 
of American society seethed with  
rebellion. A number of writers,  
collectively known as the “Beat Gen-
eration,” went out of their way to 
challenge the patterns of respect-
ability and shock the rest of the 
culture. Stressing spontaneity and 
spirituality, they preferred intuition 
over reason, Eastern mysticism over 
Western institutionalized religion.

The literary work of the beats 
displayed their sense of alienation 
and quest for self-realization. Jack 
Kerouac typed his best-selling novel 
On the Road on a 75-meter roll of 
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paper. Lacking traditional punctua-
tion and paragraph structure, the 
book glorified the possibilities of the 
free life. Poet Allen Ginsberg gained 
similar notoriety for his poem 
“Howl,” a scathing critique of mod-
ern, mechanized civilization. When 
police charged that it was obscene 
and seized the published version, 
Ginsberg successfully challenged 
the ruling in court.

Musicians and artists rebelled as 
well. Tennessee singer Elvis Presley 
was the most successful of several 
white performers who popularized 
a sensual and pulsating style of Af-
rican-American music, which began 
to be called “rock and roll.” At first, 
he outraged middle-class Ameri-
cans with his ducktail haircut and 
undulating hips. But in a few years 
his performances would seem rela-
tively tame alongside the antics of 
later performers such as the British 
Rolling Stones. Similarly, it was in 
the 1950s that painters like Jackson 
Pollock discarded easels and laid out 
gigantic canvases on the floor, then 
applied paint, sand, and other mate-
rials in wild splashes of color. All of 
these artists and authors, whatever 
the medium, provided models for 
the wider and more deeply felt social 
revolution of the 1960s.

ORIGINS OF THE CIVIL 
RIGHTS MOVEMENT

African Americans became in-
creasingly restive in the postwar 
years. During the war they had chal-
lenged discrimination in the mili-

tary services and in the work force, 
and they had made limited gains. 
Millions of African Americans had 
left Southern farms for Northern cit-
ies, where they hoped to find better 
jobs. They found instead crowded 
conditions in urban slums. Now, 
African-American servicemen re-
turned home, many intent on reject-
ing second-class citizenship.

Jackie Robinson dramatized the 
racial question in 1947 when he 
broke baseball’s color line and be-
gan playing in the major leagues. A 
member of the Brooklyn Dodgers, 
he often faced trouble with oppo-
nents and teammates as well. But an 
outstanding first season led to his 
acceptance and eased the way for 
other African-American players, 
who now left the Negro leagues to 
which they had been confined.

Government officials, and many 
other Americans, discovered the 
connection between racial problems 
and Cold War politics. As the leader 
of the free world, the United States 
sought support in Africa and Asia. 
Discrimination at home impeded 
the effort to win friends in other 
parts of the world.

Harry Truman supported the 
early civil rights movement. He per-
sonally believed in political equality, 
though not in social equality, and 
recognized the growing importance 
of the African-American urban vote. 
When apprised in 1946 of a spate 
of lynchings and anti-black violence 
in the South, he appointed a com-
mittee on civil rights to investigate 
discrimination. Its report, To Secure 
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These Rights, issued the next year, 
documented African Americans’ 
second-class status in American life 
and recommended numerous fed-
eral measures to secure the rights 
guaranteed to all citizens.

Truman responded by sending 
a 10-point civil rights program to 
Congress. Southern Democrats in 
Congress were able to block its en-
actment. A number of the angriest, 
led by Governor Strom Thurmond 
of South Carolina, formed a States 
Rights Party to oppose the president 
in 1948. Truman thereupon issued 
an executive order barring discrim-
ination in federal employment, or-
dered equal treatment in the armed 
forces, and appointed a committee 
to work toward an end to military 
segregation, which was largely ended 
during the Korean War.

African Americans in the South 
in the 1950s still enjoyed few, if any, 
civil and political rights. In gener-
al, they could not vote. Those who 
tried to register faced the likelihood 
of beatings, loss of job, loss of credit, 
or eviction from their land. Occa-
sional lynchings still occurred. Jim 
Crow laws enforced segregation of 
the races in streetcars, trains, hotels, 
restaurants, hospitals, recreational 
facilities, and employment.

DESEGREGATION

The National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP) took the lead in efforts to 
overturn the judicial doctrine, es-
tablished in the Supreme Court case 

Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896, that seg-
regation of African-American and 
white students was constitutional if 
facilities were “separate but equal.” 
That decree had been used for de-
cades to sanction rigid segregation 
in all aspects of Southern life, where 
facilities were seldom, if ever, equal.

African Americans achieved their 
goal of overturning Plessy in 1954 
when the Supreme Court — pre-
sided over by an Eisenhower ap-
pointee, Chief Justice Earl Warren 
— handed down its Brown v. Board 
of Education ruling. The Court de-
clared unanimously that “separate 
facilities are inherently unequal,” 
and decreed that the “separate but 
equal” doctrine could no longer be 
used in public schools. A year later, 
the Supreme Court demanded that 
local school boards move “with all 
deliberate speed” to implement the 
decision.

Eisenhower, although sympathet-
ic to the needs of the South as it faced 
a major transition, nonetheless act-
ed to see that the law was upheld in 
the face of massive resistance from 
much of the South. He faced a ma-
jor crisis in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 
1957, when Governor Orval Faubus 
attempted to block a desegregation 
plan calling for the admission of nine 
black students to the city’s previ-
ously all-white Central High School.  
After futile efforts at negotiation, the 
president sent federal troops to Little 
Rock to enforce the plan.

Governor Faubus responded by  
ordering the Little Rock high schools 
closed down for the 1958-59 school 
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year. However, a federal court  
ordered them reopened the follow-
ing year. They did so in a tense at-
mosphere with a tiny number of 
African-American students. Thus, 
school desegregation proceeded at a 
slow and uncertain pace throughout 
much of the South.

Another milestone in the civil 
rights movement occurred in 1955 in 
Montgomery, Alabama. Rosa Parks, 
a 42-year-old African-American 
seamstress who was also secretary 
of the state chapter of the NAACP, 
sat down in the front of a bus in a 
section reserved by law and custom 
for whites. Ordered to move to the 
back, she refused. Police came and 
arrested her for violating the seg-
regation statutes. African-American 
leaders, who had been waiting for 
just such a case, organized a boycott 
of the bus system.

Martin Luther King Jr., a young 
minister of the Baptist church 
where the African Americans met, 
became a spokesman for the pro-
test. “There comes a time,” he said, 
“when people get tired ... of being 
kicked about by the brutal feet of op-
pression.” King was arrested, as he 
would be again and again; a bomb 
damaged the front of his house. But 
African Americans in Montgomery 
sustained the boycott. About a year 
later, the Supreme Court affirmed 
that bus segregation, like school 
segregation, was unconstitutional. 
The boycott ended. The civil rights 
movement had won an important 
victory — and discovered its most 

powerful, thoughtful, and eloquent 
leader in Martin Luther King Jr.

African Americans also sought to 
secure their voting rights. Although 
the 15th Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution guaranteed the right to 
vote, many states had found ways to 
circumvent the law. The states would 
impose a poll (“head”) tax or a lit-
eracy test — typically much more 
stringently interpreted for African 
Americans — to prevent poor Afri-
can Americans with little education 
from voting. Eisenhower, working 
with Senate majority leader Lyn-
don B. Johnson, lent his support to 
a congressional effort to guarantee 
the vote. The Civil Rights Act of 
1957, the first such measure in 82 
years, marked a step forward, as it 
authorized federal intervention in 
cases where African Americans 
were denied the chance to vote. Yet 
loopholes remained, and so activ-
ists pushed successfully for the Civil 
Rights Act of 1960, which provided 
stiffer penalties for interfering with 
voting, but still stopped short of au-
thorizing federal officials to register 
African Americans.

Relying on the efforts of African 
Americans themselves, the civil 
rights movement gained momen-
tum in the postwar years. Working 
through the Supreme Court and 
through Congress, civil rights sup-
porters had created the groundwork 
for a dramatic yet peaceful “revolu-
tion” in American race relations in 
the 1960s. � 9 


