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Résumé

Cette theése espere contribuer a 1’histoire socio-culturelle du couple américain apres la
Seconde Guerre mondiale. En discutant du récit national au travers d’aspects qui sont
souvent considérés comme évidents — générations, age, situation géographique, relation
entre individu et institutions, entre cultures locales et nationales —, ce travail essaie de
nuancer ces catégories qui en sont venues a représenter les années 1950 et 1960, tout
comme I’omniprésence du discours sur la culture nationale. Le mariage, la famille, le
genre, la sexualité, les sorties en couple (dating), de méme que les pratiques sexuelles et
la culture des jeunes forment le cadre grace auquel cette étude essaie d’éclairer la norme
incarnée par le couple blanc hétérosexuel de classe moyenne. En introduisant deux villes
du Nord-Ouest des Etats-Unis — Boise dans 1’Idaho et Portland dans 1’Oregon — dans une
réflexion portant sur le récit national, cet essai tente d’élargir ’histoire locale de ces
deux villes et de complexifier I’analyse des conventions sociales. L’histoire orale
associée a des documents issus des archives d’universités locales et d’annuaires étudiants
(yearbooks) ont permis d’observer comment I’expérience d’Américains « ordinaires »
tour a tour différe du récit national ou s’en approche, et ce dans des villes qui, jusqu’a
présent, ont été peu étudiées concernant la période et les thémes choisis. Les chiffres des
recensements, comme les documents et les discours politiques de 1’époque étayent le
modele répandu du couple-type américain, alors que 1’étude des films éducatifs, des
livres de bonnes maniéres et des rubriques de chroniqueurs démontrent le processus au
travers duquel cet idéal s’est imposé et a été construit. Ce modéle connait un age d’or
pendant la « longue décennie » des années 1950. Dans la mémoire collective, il constitue
alors le dernier phare d’une certaine tradition familiale mais aussi peut-&tre son point de
rupture. Cette these défend I’idée que cet archétype n’était ni traditionnel ni catalyseur de
bouleversements. Le couple blanc et hétérosexuel de classe moyenne était plutdt le point
culminant de facteurs politiques, sociaux, économiques et culturels qui ont finalement
¢branlé le couple « traditionnel », ce modéle ayant échoué a véritablement incarner les
idéaux de la nation qu’il était supposé représenter. A la fin de la « longue décennie » des
années 1950 cette norme représentait un statu quo, alors que les jeunes qui devaient
perpétuer son héritage avaient consciemment et inconsciemment déja commencé a saper
ses fondations.

Mots-clés : culture nationale — récit national — les années 1950 — le couple américain — mariage
américain — famille américaine — dating — genre / rapports sociaux de sexe — sexualité —
pratiques sexuelles — Boise, Idaho — Portland, Oregon
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Abstract

This thesis hopes to contribute to the socio-cultural historiography on the post-WWII
American couple. In putting the national narrative into a discussion with some of its oft
assumed aspects—generation, age, location, the individual and the institution, and local
and national cultures—, this work attempts to provide nuance to the categorical
definitions that have come to characterize the 1950s and the 1960s as well as the
pervasiveness of the national culture’s voice. Marriage, family, gender, sexuality, dating,
sexual activity, and youth culture are the framework through which this study has tried to
elucidate the standard embodied in the white, middle-class, heterosexual couple. In
incorporating two cities in the North-West U.S.—Boise, Idaho and Portland, Oregon—
into a discussion about the national narrative, this dissertation tries to widen their local
histories and complexify national convention. Oral histories paired with documents from
the local universities’ archives and yearbooks have allowed for this work to look at how
“average” Americans’ experiences differed from and coincided with the national
narrative in places that have so far received very little scholarly attention, about the
period and themes under study. Census data, scientific studies, political documents and
speeches substantiate the pervasiveness of the “All-American couple,” while educational
films, etiquette books, and advice columns have made it possible to explore the process
through which the ideal came into being. This model experienced a heyday during the
long 1950s. Dominant memory tells us that it was either the last beacon of familial
tradition or the breaking point for change. This dissertation contends that the archetype
was neither traditional nor the catalyst for change. Rather the white, heterosexual middle-
class couple was a culmination of political, social, economic, and cultural factors that
ultimately undermined the “traditional” couple because it failed to truly embody the
ideals of the nation it was purported to represent. By the end of the long 1950s, this
model had become the status quo, but the young people who were to carry it into the

future had consciously and unconsciously began chipping away at its foundations.

Key words: national culture — national narrative — the long 1950s — the American couple
— American marriage — American family — dating — gender — sexuality — sexual practices
— Boise, Idaho — Portland, Oregon
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Introduction

The American postwar era, 1945-1974, has been given great scholarly and social
importance. It was at this time that a true national narrative began to emerge and the
particularities of localities were swept aside as a relatively homogenous national identity
took root in the nation (Bailey 1999). This, of course, did not begin in 1945. The
political, economic, and cultural discourses that had helped define the United States as a
modern nation can be traced back to the beginning of the twentieth century, and in some
cases to the founding of the nation. This had a profound effect on the private lives of
Americans and came to a head during the postwar era as the nation contended with the
uncertainties that the Great Depression and World War II had left in their wake and the
fear that the Cold War engendered. At the same time, the United States entered into a
period of unprecedented prosperity: the economy shifted away from the primary and
secondary sectors and the service sector and white-collar employment boomed.
Economic opportunity abounded, especially for the white, middle class, leading to
greater levels of consumption, more leisure time, and an overall higher standard of
living. In the immediate aftermath of the War, Americans worried that the economy
would slide back into a recession at the same time that they feared that the newfound
affluence would prevent future generations from learning the sacrifices and commitment
that American democracy would demand of them. As such, the private lives of
Americans took on a great deal of public importance. It is this point of contact—where
the individual and the nation’s interests became one—that informs the basis for this
dissertation.

Marriage and family became central tenets to the underwriting notions of what it
meant to be American. Politically and economically, the nuclear family model—
embodied by a heterosexual couple living with their children in an isolated dwelling—
extolled the virtues of democracy and capitalism. Marriage had a long history of
representing the political foundations on which the country was founded—freedom of
choice, consent, and equality (Cott, 2000). In the postwar incarnation, the married
couple, living in a single-family home, challenged the Soviet model of multi-generational
households. The economy was heavily based on the importance that Americans would
accord to the home and family. Culturally, marriage and family became fundamental to
one’s purpose in life. Marriage was the marker that one had finally reached adulthood

and, thus, became the representative point of departure for the pursuit of the good life.
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This was predicated on the idea that men and women would marry and then have
children, reinforcing the primacy of heterosexuality and procreation and, therefore acting
to exclude homosexuals, lifelong bachelors and bachelorettes, and the infertile from
being part of the postwar American project. Suspicion was cast on gay men and lesbians
as well as unmarried adults for supposedly not wanting to embrace the values of the
nation. As such, playing one’s role as a heterosexual man or woman became tantamount
to securing one’s place in one’s community and society as a whole. Since marriage and
the family took on such significance during the long 1950s—frequently defined as the
period between 1945 and the early 1960s—one might expect that the establishment of the
couple—through the practice of dating—would have been equally imbued with such
cultural, political, and economic importance. Dating, in a way, can be taken as the means
through which young people would demonstrate their intentions to fulfill their future
roles as husbands and wives. But it was also a site for young people to take small steps
away from the norm, in a seemingly inconsequential way. As the political, economic, and
cultural rhetoric of the postwar era implored young people to accept their roles as
engaged citizens, few anticipated that youth would make it so personal and in subtle
ways rewrite public and private engagement.

This dissertation will focus on what might conventionally be called mainstream
Americans and conventions of the postwar era, with a particular emphasis on the long
1950s. At the heart of this analysis are the white, heterosexual, middle-class couple;
white, heterosexual middle-class youth; and therefore, white, middle-class norms. The
reason for this is that the period under study and the construction of the national narrative
put forth these identities as the basis for the model to emulate. The long 1950s have been
remembered as culturally homogeneous times.! Though this was certainly true to an
extent, such representations oversimplify an incredibly complex period of time. I hope to
show the extent to which the national narrative was transposed into the private, personal
experience of the individual and the ways young people consciously and unconsciously
contested this narrative in their daily lives. I will do this by looking at a variety of

political, economic, and cultural sources as well as individual accounts that make the

' Of course, many studies have demonstrated that a lot of people were actually outside of the national
narrative and did not conform to the dominant model, including gay men and lesbian women as well as
unmarried adults as was just said, and also many ethno-racial minorities and the poor. See for example
John D’Emilio’s Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities (1983), Lizabeth Cohen’s 4 Consumer’s Republic
(2003), and Michael Harrington’s The Other America (1962).



picture of marriage, family, gender, sexuality, dating, and sexual activity more nuanced.
The goal is to provide a deeper understanding of the weight of societal norms and the
seemingly unimportant ways that people transformed them. This, of course, is not to
undermine the more open contestations of political, economic, gender, racial/ethnic
inequality that occurred at this time and that ultimately culminated in “The Movement”
of the 1960s. Rather it is an attempt to create a bridge between these allegedly disparate
periods, to create a link between the push for marginalized groups to be included in the
American promise and the undercurrents of mainstream culture that made some of those
cultural changes seem like the natural progression of the United States fulfilling its
democratic promise.

I have referred to a white, middle-class, heterosexual couple as the epitome of the
“American way of life.” The reason for doing this is in part because of the predominance
of the domestic ideal that emerged in the postwar era. This was based largely on a return
to a form of the Victorian “doctrine of separate spheres” and the “cult of domesticity”
that came into being after the War. As it manifested in the late 1940s, the doctrine of
separate spheres attempted to assert the primacy of a male breadwinner and a female
homemaker, a reincarnation of the gender organization for many middle- and upper-class
families during the Victorian era.” I stipulate that this was a variant of the doctrine of
separate spheres because the status of women had changed greatly during the first half of
the twentieth century. Women’s economic, political, and social rights were no longer
framed so tightly within a legal discourse that kept them quite as dependent on men.
More women worked; women could vote; and “proper” female sexuality was no longer
seen as an absolute abnegation of desire. As such, women, especially middle-class

women, were less confined to the private sphere of the home than their Victorian

* The Victorian era is commonly understood to have begun by the mid-nineteenth century and to have
declined by the century’s end. The “doctrine of separate spheres” asserted that the external world of work
and business should be the man’s domain because it was harsh, competitive, and full of temptation, while
the internal world of the home should be where women strove to provide their families with the moral
fortitude necessary to go out into the world. This was based on the belief that women were morally
superior to men, though weak and susceptible to the temptations of the world. “True womanhood”
reinforced the separation of men and women into private and public spheres as women were encouraged to
cultivate characteristics that would ensure their morality, both in terms of religious piety and sexual
purity. The “cult of domesticity” was born out of the rise of the market economy, when wages were
necessary and so work had to be performed out of the home. The home, thus, became an escape from the
harshness of the outside world and it was a woman’s job to ensure the home was a refuge. See, Stephanie
Coontz’s Marriage, A History (2005), Kevin J. Mumford’s chapter “‘Lost Manhood Found: Male Sexual
Impotence and Victorian Culture in the United States” or Jesse Battan’s chapter “‘The Word Made Flesh’:
Language, Authority, and Sexual Desire” both can be found in American Sexual Politics (1993), edited by
John C. Fout and Maura Shaw Tantillo.



counterparts. The doctrine of separate spheres was always a mutual articulation of gender
and sexuality: men were men because they did not behave like women, but desired
women while women were women because they did not behave like men, but desired
men. This co-dependent definition of one’s gender role made it so that one’s sexuality, or
sexual orientation, was commonly understood as an extension of both one’s biological
sex—physical genitalia—and one’s gender—one’s masculine or feminine performance
(Butler 1990)—, which was seen as sufficient justification for insisting on the fact that
one must accept their larger economic, political, and social roles in life as complimentary
to their gendered counterpart. Since women’s place in society had changed so drastically’
and because heterosexuality was seen as a mandate through which one was meant to
express physical desire, the mid-century “doctrine of separate spheres” relied heavily on
rearticulating a “cult of domesticity.” If women were to be persuaded to stay at home, in
light of the fact that housework had lost much of its economic importance for the family,
their role had to be imbued with significance, including as consumers (Cohen 2003).
Within this framework, heterosexuality, was cast as a cultural imperative to attain the
normative experience. Popular psychological understandings of homosexuality asserted
that deviating from the heterosexual directive meant one had failed to become a “man” or
“woman” as one’s sexual desires sprung not from biology or social role, but from
arrested psychosexual development. These “sick” individuals could seek treatment, and
some were forcefully treated, so they, too, could seek out fulfillment and happiness
through the companionship of someone of the opposite sex, through procreation and
devotion to family and home.

The emblematic nature of class and race in defining the ideal couple speaks to
other cultural imperatives present during the postwar era. The rapid growth of the middle
class meant that larger numbers within the American population could identify as being
relatively affluent. As the United States was fighting a war for the “hearts and minds” of
every citizen of the world, it was particularly important that “average” Americans were
enjoying the highest standard of living in the world. Breaking down the divide between

the wealthiest and the poorest segments of society, the booming American middle class

’ Though I previously mentioned changes that occurred at the beginning of the twentieth century, WWII
repositioned women in American society. Women were asked to perform men’s jobs as part of the war
effort on the home front, which changed the image of women, up to a point. When veterans returned from
the War women were still expected to relinquish traditional male jobs. See Emilie Yellin’s Our Mothers’
War: American Women at Home and at the Front in World War II (2005) or Allan M. Winkler’s Home
Front U.S.A: America during World War II (2012).



spoke to the supremacy of capitalism and its ability to spread equality through freedom
of choice and markets rather than an authoritarian regime. Additionally, the rise of the
middle class on the heels of two decades of insecurity reassured Americans that
capitalism could solve the problems of economic hardship and political instability.

Being white has a long history of being the ideal skin tone in the United States.
Despite the advances that African Americans had achieved since the end of the Civil War
in 1865, their economic, political, and social positions continued to reassert the
government’s and the white populace’s position that race should be a defining factor in
who had access to the nation’s spoils. Legal and de facto segregation limited job
opportunities, housing, and African Americans’ political voice. Though the nation had
just fought a War against institutionalized eugenics, the color of one’s skin continued to
determine whether or not the promises of democracy would be extended to every
individual. In looking at the domestic ideal as a white, heterosexual, middle-class couple
then, it becomes evident that the “true” American citizen looked and acted a certain way.
A growing middle class and the induction of some white ethnics—Poles, Italians, Irish,
and Jewish people, for example—into that body were meant to boast of the country’s
ability to extend equality and freedom to the masses, regardless of those who were left
out.

The majority of this work endeavors to provide a more extensive questioning of
how transformative the long 1950s were, which means that at some point some of the
effects they had on people’s private lives in the mid- to late-1960s must be analyzed too.
My interest in such a perspective comes from the diametrical opposition, frequently used,
to pit the 1950s and 1960s against one another. In the following chapters, I attempt to
provide an overarching theoretical framework that bridges the 1950s and 1960s, going
beyond the oversimplified equation of cause and effect, the establishment versus the
revolution, or tradition opposed to change. In focusing on issues of time (most notably
the age of those affected by the postwar norms), the self (the making of an individual’s
story and the nation’s), and place (from both the local and national levels as well as
perspectives from both individuals and institutions), I have tried to show the connections
that nuance the seemingly fixed paradigm surrounding America’s golden age and her
supposed nascent social consciousness. These two moments in time are known for their
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“exceptionalism,” which is represented in the media and reproduced by many public
figures, from politicians to religious leaders. The “exceptional” vision of the 1950s and

1960s demonstrates how these times are understood in popular imagination. Both



decades are frequently contrasted with the past and the future. The 1950s are seen as the
purported pinnacle of family togetherness and happiness, while the 1960s are
characterized by mass rebellion, battles for freedom, and times of letting go. Both eras
are harked back to with nostalgia: the decade for which one longs usually depends on
one’s political outlook. Somehow both decades are simultaneously conveyed as separate
from and the epitome of the common experience. All of this makes it difficult to identify
whether or not the elements that characterize each period were seen and experienced in
most American towns and cities or not. I believe time, the self, and place can best be
explored when analyzed within the context of the quotidian. My work will focus on
dating, morality,® sexuality, and marriage. These themes are nearly ubiquitous to every
time and society; they straddle the private and the public; they define the construction of
the self; they are all at once the essence of an individual and a society as well as the most
ordinary of human experiences.

The national narrative of the postwar era has commonly been spoken about in
terms of generations. Youth culture necessarily plays a very important role in forming a
generational experience that would demarcate young people coming of age in the postwar
era from other age cohorts.” Concurrently, youth coming to the fore as a cultural fixation
was in some ways a response to changing societal life trajectories that increasingly
looked at adolescence as a formative period of life and thus marked off the teenage years
as a period when young people would begin the transition towards adulthood. Such a
time was the opportunity for adolescents and young adults to be incrementally exposed to
mature situations and behaviors, which would in turn prepare them for taking the reins
when they reached adulthood. This transitory phase began at adolescence and was

believed to continue until one married, as matrimony was seen as the last step towards

* This term will be examined as it is produced in a dialectic relationship between the private and the
public domains. Morality, in my work, becomes an issue of social importance when private acts enter
public discourse, which then attempts to code what is and is not appropriate by assigning value-laden
labels and creating social mores that valorize and stigmatize certain behaviors. Furthermore, I will nuance
morality in regards to individuals’ religious beliefs as their doctrine expressly defines what is moral and
amoral. Puritanism, when used, will be cast then within this framework as a reference to strictly held
religious dogma that delineates proper deportment.

> The notion of generations has been used in various ways in the writing of history in the past few years.
See for example Michel Winock’s L’Effet de 8a génération (2011), which looks at generations of
intellectuals; Jean-Frangois Sirinelli’s “Génération, générations” (2008), which talks about the various
experiences and references of those involved in the May 1968 revolution in France, even though they
were labeled as one more or less homogeneous generation; or Héléne Le Dantec-Lowry and Ambre Ivol’s
Generation of Social Movements (2015), which examines generations of activists in the United States and
France.



full maturity (May 1988, 31; 91). Invented in 1944, the word teenager attests to the
growing significance of age in defining one’s social experience. Properly defined, a
teenager was someone between the ages of 13 and 19 (Blaszczyk 2009, 218). Though a
whole range of social experts—sociologists, psychologists, marketers, pundits, and law
enforcement officials—weighed in on the ways in which this life stage was distinctive
from others, young people’s growing access to public entertainment and accommodations
from the 1920s on provided them with the space for a youth culture to be born (Borrie
2007, 29). Like all social phenomena, youth culture came from those it concerned,
developed in response to social, economic, and demographic factors, and was seized
upon and perpetuated by culture makers. This began with the growing presence of dance
halls and amusement parks in the 1910s (Peiss 1994, 280-281). The emblematic “flapper
and sheik” stood out as cultural icons to emulate and scrutinize in the 1920s (Nash 2006,
18). Beth Bailey notes in From Front Porch to Back Seat that by the late 1930s
adolescents were acutely aware of how their cohort thought and behaved nationwide
(1988, 4). By the 1940s, advertisers had taken notice of the burgeoning youth culture and
sought to tap into youths’ potential buying power by creating a youth-specific market
that would cater to their interests (Cohen 2003, 318-319; Bailey 1988, 56). The
proliferation of autonomous cultural spaces, a growing consciousness of national
convention, and the development of a teen market helped to elaborate a unique set of
cultural codes that would make American youth stand out as an exceptional element of
the postwar era. By the beginning of World War I, there is evidence that young people
had delineated boundaries for youth culture in terms of “language, customs, and
emotional traumas” (Cohen 2003, 319). After the War, young people had more social and
geographic opportunities for mobility that increased their access to autonomous cultural
spaces and their exposure to growing national institutions as well as a national culture
(Bailey 1999, 6). The expanding numbers of students in high school and college—
enrollments in high school more than doubled, graduation rates nearly tripled, and the
number of bachelor’s degrees increased by six-fold between 1944 and 1970—meant that
more and more young people would come into contact with the dominant youth culture
(U.S. Census Bureau 1975, 368; 379; 385). Furthermore, the emerging consumer ethos of

the postwar era had a tremendous effect on youths as consumption and commodities



became a major part of participating in youth culture (Bailey 1988, 56).° Exposure to
national trends through magazines, radio, television, and Hollywood films encouraged
young people to use consumer goods to express “‘independent taste’” (Blaszczyk 2009,
217).” Cars, clothes, and records became a central part of expressing one’s place in the
youth culture while magazines told young people “what to buy, what to do, and what to
like” (Bailey 1988, 56). Though youth culture, and national culture for that matter, might
have been expressed as a mass phenomenon, this does not mean that all American youth
had the same access to the mass cultural experience. As Lee Borrie notes in his doctoral
dissertation on teenage rebellion, the overarching umbrella used to describe American
youth at that time was “riven with many axes of social difference” that necessarily
undermine the universality of a term like youth culture (2007, 28). He stipulates that
one’s gender, race, class, and/or geographical location affected one’s experience. Any
one, or any combination of these social identities could disrupt an individual’s access to
youth culture defined largely by white, middle-class, late teen, urban and suburban boys
(ibid., 28-29). Nevertheless, during the twentieth century, national culture became
increasingly democratized as educational levels climbed and more Americans had leisure
time and disposable incomes to participate in public entertainments (Bailey 1988, 7).

In spite of the differences that limited one’s ability to participate in creating the
norm, Borrie insists on the fact that young people shared a communal identity that

separated this new generation from its forbearers (2007, 28-29). This was, after all, the

6 Although consumerism became the ultimate material expression of the middle-class lifestyle, played an
enormous role in the creation of youth cultures, and was probably the greatest generator of actual material
culture, consumer culture will only have a secondary role in my work. Regina Lee Blaszczyk’s American
Consumer Society (2009) and Lizabeth Cohen’s 4 Consumer’s Republic (2003) have heavily influenced
my discussion and understanding of consumerism during this era. Though postwar consumerism can be
seen as a real tipping point for the cultural transformations undertaken at that time, I have chosen to look
at consumerism as part of a larger discourse that helped to bolster the abstract values underwriting the
family. The reason for this was because in terms of material culture I wanted to look at objects produced
by individuals, like yearbooks and life histories. I thought these types of cultural productions might
provide some explanation for why things were the way they were as well as show points of digression
from the norm. This is not to say that consumer culture only speaks of the majority. Lizabeth Cohen
wonderfully demonstrates the ways in which African Americans’ use of consumer rights became an active
staging ground for them to demand citizenship rights. My interest really was focusing on marriage, the
family, and dating as it appears in material culture and microstoria. According to Michael Werner and
Bénédicte Zimmerman the pragmatism inherent in adopting a micro perspective while analyzing historical
phenomena is that it can enrich traditional categories of historical study and help them evolve (2003, 21).

" This became a hallmark of 1950s market segmentation. Coined by Wendell Smith in 1956, market
segmentation was seen as an alternative to creating one homogenous mass market. In targeting different
types of buyers, advertisers and producers responded to and created demand for products that catered to
particular interest groups, or market segments. This gave products more salability and provided steadier
profits for companies through the creation of ever-expanding consumer markets (Cohen 2003, 295-298).
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first generation to grow up in an environment that promised abundance and liberty for
all, at the same time, that nuclear annihilation loomed on the horizon (ibid., 29). Borrie
positions American youth culture within a framework of agency and constraint. On the
one hand, young people were the ones who created and defined their own cultural spaces,
while on the other, one’s locality, race, gender, locality, and age—how far along one was
in their adolescence—acted to define one’s access to youth cultural spaces (ibid.).
Borrie’s study looks at youth culture through the larger containment narrative of the
postwar era as it was presented in popular culture productions like films and television
series. His argument hinges on the tensions of the era that left the American public in
limbo: Would the future be brighter? Or a nuclear wasteland? Would postwar prosperity
ensure upward mobility and create a more egalitarian society? Or would affluence lead to
decadence and moral decay? The postwar consensus depended on stability and yet the
political, economic, and social landscapes were in flux. Borrie makes the argument that
this tension was apparent in the supposed generational divide that emerged during the
1950s. He writes:

The baby boom generation was pivotal to the nation’s mythology, constantly feted
by youth-specific organizations, educational institutions and consumer markets as
an exalted segment of the population who were crucial to America’s future
prosperity. Yet, ironically, teenagers were vilified for their attempts to establish a
unique, distinctive generational identity and cultural autonomy to which they were
told that they were entitled (ibid., 32-33)

I agree with his overall assertion that youth were set apart through social, educational,
and economic opportunities, and were encouraged to see themselves as representing a
break with the past, at the same time adults consistently intervened in youth-specific
behaviors and spaces to police youth culture. Still, I take issue with Borrie’s very strictly
defined use of generation. However useful a specified cohort is meant to be, I think
Borrie hits on something even more important in identifying generational belonging: self-
identification with the group (ibid., 28-29). Pitting the baby boom generation against the
previous generation furthers the narrative that one generation was responsible for, as one
of my interviewees put it, “the most enormous transition in social history” (Deborah,
2013).® Not only does such hypothesizing obfuscate the role of larger social phenomena,

it de-historicizes a crucial moment in the making of the nation, rendering the postwar era

¥ As will be explained shortly, I conducted interviews with people born between 1922 and 1955, who were
teenagers and young adults in the 1950s and 1960s.
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inert. Though there is merit in trying to identify when exactly such drastic change began,
such labeling tends to freeze actors in time and space, rather than provide a nuanced
fluidity to the historical lens. Concerning the postwar era, when it comes to discussing
generations, this seems particularly true. The use of a generational divide is endemic to
work on this timeframe, much of which seems to foster the idea that there was a decisive
split between the 1950s and the 1960s, each decade being embodied by a different
generation. As an example of how this appears in academic work, I would like to
compare Lee Borrie’s definition of who he is studying with Elaine Tyler May’s in her
book, Homeward Bound. In both works, the use of generation seems quite subjective and
appears to be used more to make the period distinctive and/or to critique its shortcomings
than to provide a holistic vision of the era. In both works, the authors focus on a
generational cohort through which they can demonstrate the ubiquity of containment.
Borrie’s work focuses on 1950s teenage delinquency. Using James Gilbert’s book on the
juvenile delinquency hysteria between 1953 and 1958, Borrie fits the boomers perfectly
into this timeframe by fixing the first year of the baby boom as 1940.° He substantiates
this with a quote by J. Edgar Hoover who warned against the rising tide of juvenile
delinquency throughout the 1940s and specifically identified those susceptible to
degeneracy as those “new citizens born between 1940 and 1950 (as cited in Borrie 2007,
39). This is a convenient application of the baby boom generational label as those born in
1940 would become teens precisely in 1953. However, defining the baby boom
generation as such is not universally agreed upon. In fact, in 2014 the U.S. Census
released a population estimate and projection in which the baby boom is identified as
beginning in mid-1946 and ending in mid-1964 (Colby and Ortman 2014, 2). If Borrie
used this definition then, hardly any boomers would have actually been of the right age to
take part in defining the teen delinquency of the 1950s. Elaine Tyler May, on the other
hand, attempts to paint a picture of the “new” “white middle-class family of the 1950s”
based on data collected for the Kelly Longitudinal Study (May 1988, 13).'° This is

problematic, however, because even though she defines them as the “first” to adhere to

? Gilbert’s book is Cycle of Outrage: America’s Reaction to Juvenile Delinquents in the 1950s (1986).

' The Kelly Longitudinal Study was conducted by University of Michigan psychologist, E. Lowell Kelly,
who was interested in marital compatibility. 600 white middle-class men and women, 300 couples, were
given questionnaires between 1935 and 1938. Twenty years later, 512 of the original sample participated
in a second questionnaire sent out in 1955. The numeric data from the questionnaires and standardized
psychological measures for both periods at digitized as part of the Murray Research Archive at Harvard
University.
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“the new domestic ideology” of the 1950s, the participants were contacted to participate
because they had announced their engagement in local New England newspapers in the
mid- to late-1930s (ibid., 14; 31). In discussing the initial research purposes of the Kelly
Longitudinal Study, May explains that the greatest extensive surveying took place in
1955 when “most of the respondents had been married for at least a decade and were
rearing their baby-boom children in suburban homes” (ibid., 14)."' Though May’s work
has been described as standing “virtually alone in its attempt to subject the family
experience to sustained historical analysis,” it might also be seen as circumscribing the
1950s generation as distinct from that of the 1960s (Hunter 1991, 526). She presents
those who were parents during the 1950s as the true adherents to the containment
narrative. Additionally, her description allows for a generational line to be drawn within
the established middle-class family. May expands on this when she classifies the youth of
the 1960s as being more like their grandparents than their parents. She contends that both
the grandparents’ and children’s generations rebelled against sexual, marital, social, and
political norms (May 1988, 8). While the in-between generation conformed to their
expected roles. As I shall demonstrate in my discussion on marriage, however, much of
the impetus for cultural change via matrimony was initiated by young couples marrying,
not by firmly established couples. What is so interesting in both Borrie’s and May’s
treatment of their target groups is that they want to show that their generational
classification makes their populations particular. To do this, they provide explicit
definitions of who those people were. In Borrie’s case, his definition can be contested
based on the fact that he does not use a commonly understood time parameter for the
baby boomers, while May’s work might not fully take into account the age cohort driving
change. Both seem to reinforce the narrative that an insurmountable generational chasm
developed at this time and yet, neither of them agrees where that divide should begin. In
order to avoid the problematic nature of defining the postwar generation(s), I would like
to look at the cultural elements of group cohesion and belonging that might be seen as
typical of youth, in general. It is my argument that many people who lived through the
postwar era chose which social and political elements that cohered with their own sense
of self. From the life histories I collected in Portland, Oregon and Boise, Idaho while

doing research for this thesis, some of those people who were born in the 1920s and

" This is another example of the usage of the baby boom cohort that contradicts Borrie’s definition.
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1930s—the prime age group for the return to domesticity in the 1950s—abhorred the
“prison” in which they were supposed to find so much satisfaction, while some of those
born in the 1940s and 1950s—the key age demographic for the explosiveness of the
1960s—felt very little affinity for the disruptiveness of the late 1960s and early 1970s
because the discontent felt like it was a world away and they were “very satisfied” with
their lives (Sandra, 2013; Susan, 2013)."> Not only do some people’s group identification
defy generational categorization, many of my interviewees actually expressed opinions
that show they had incorporated values from both eras. Sharon, a resident of Boise born
in 1947, concurred that “sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll” embodied the later era, though she
felt like a “bystander of that” as a conservative (2013). Like Beth Bailey, then, in Sex in
the Heartland (1999), I intend to demonstrate that the revolutions of the 1960s took root
in “widely shared values and beliefs and of major transformations in the structure of
American society” (5-6). I hope to create a bridge between “two” generations that were
actually moving in the same direction: towards more leniency in terms of social and
cultural conduct (moving from “misbehaving” but not acknowledging it to openly
contesting Victorian prudery'” and/or religiously-inspired morality) and greater notions
of personal freedom (breaking away from communities centered around the extended
family to a sort of idolization of the nuclear family unit, and then to an insistence on the
individual).

Throughout this thesis, the national narrative will be put side by side with two
communities: Boise, Idaho and Portland, Oregon. These two cities are located in the
northwest of the United States and have very little socio-cultural historical
documentation on marriage, dating, and the family during this era. Portland, Oregon and
Boise, Idaho are the largest population centers in their respective states. They are
interesting additions to the historiography of the era, first, because they provide different
perspectives on the geographical changes that were taking place at that time. Portland’s
changing demographics were akin to the growth that much of the nation experienced
after World War II—the city proper grew on average by 8.2 percent between the 1940
and 1970 censuses and the Standard Metropolitan Area increased in population by 20.8

"2 See Appendix 2 for information about each interviewees year of birth, location of birth, the interview
location, when the person arrived in Oregon or Idaho, and when they arrived in Boise or Portland.

" To further nuance the notion of morality, the references to Victorian manners and sexual norms point to
the nineteenth century’s lasting influence on perceptions of behavior and decency in spite of twentieth
century modernism. Victorian prudery is therefore employed to rekindle the legacy of restraint and
decorum vis-a-vis sexuality and sexual practices.

14



percent between 1960 and 1970 (U.S. Census Bureau 1970b, 2; U.S. Census Bureau
1973b, 13). The suburbs of Portland experienced massive amounts of growth between
1940 and 1970 (see Tables 8 and 9, p. 115-116).14 Boise, on the other hand, had no
suburbs to speak of, which was due to the fact that it was much smaller than Portland.
Portland had 305,394 inhabitants in 1940 and 382,619 in 1970, while Boise had 26,130
and 74,990 respectively (U.S. Census Bureau 1973a, 13; U.S. Census Bureau 1973a, 13).
Proportionately the city of Boise grew much more than Portland over that period of
time—49.8 percent—but that influx only happened between 1960 and 1970. Between
1950 and 1960, Boise’s population increased only by 0.3 percent (U.S. Census 1963, 15).
Additionally, much of Boise’s population changes can be attributed to the city’s
annexation of surrounding unincorporated localities between 1960 and 1970 (see Table 5,
p. 111). As such, Boise and Portland give a glimpse into the ways in which small
American cities and large American towns, outside of the places that have been more
traditional objects of study, fit into a national narrative that extolled the new American
way of life as a suburban phenomenon."

Another reason why Portland and Boise are interesting places to study during the
postwar era and in relation to the national narrative is that they were places in which the
inhabitants had access to a slew of both local and national experiences, which provided
for countrywide or regional cultures to coexist. Part of my interest as a researcher is to
analyze minor and major historical events away from the larger centers of activity in
order to gain insight into national and local narratives that provide complementary and
contrasting visions of the larger history of the United States. The presence of the
standard and the deviation allow for the notion of place to be analyzed as it manifests
itself in relation to the distinctiveness and similarity of the local and national scales.
Additionally, studying these two urban areas provides insight into the variations between
the institutional, semi-institutional, and private spheres. When I use the term place, I am
trying to employ a multiplicity of meanings: “a particular point in space,”—Boise, Idaho

and Portland, Oregon—*a building or area used for a specified purpose or activity,”—

'* This was restricted in 1973 when the Oregon State Senate enacted an Urban Growth Boundary that
requires each urban area to define how far from the central core the city can sprawl (Oates 2016).

' Larger cities and suburban areas in the East, the Midwest, and the West Coast have tended to dominate
scholarly focus, with the exception of “Middletown”—the small city community that was the case study
published under the same title in 1929 by sociologists Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd. Similarly,
Southern cities were long ignored by research: they did not grow as fast in the depressed South. Still, see
for example John R. Stilgoe, Borderland: Origins of the American Suburb, 1820-1939 (1990).
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Boise State University and Portland State University, the cities’ state-sponsored higher
educational institutions—and even “the regular or proper position of something”—the
socially expected roles that people play and occupy (“Place,” 2004).'® In so doing, I hope
to add to the sociocultural history written about each city, presenting at the same time top
down and bottom up visions of each locality.

On the local level, this will best be exemplified through my use of university
archives, university yearbooks, and oral histories. This provides a dialectic angle of
analysis of the local communities as individuals and institutions interact. To create a link
between these cities and the national narrative, I have put these sources in communion
with more generalized sources, those directed at a national audience or those coming
from a larger sample size, like etiquette books and educational videos. I have also asked
some of the residents from both areas to talk about themselves in relation to the city and
their personal vision of the national narrative. Furthermore, the themes on which my
dissertation concentrates—dating and marriage—lend themselves to the analysis of space
as a concept, because they exist simultaneously within the public and private domains,
allowing for a discussion of convention and practice within fixed settings that mutually
shape one another.

In using oral histories, I hope to examine the ways in which individuals and the
nation construct and then transmit their stories. My research questions revolving around
the notion of the building of a generation are particularly important when it comes to
story making and storytelling. I am interested in how people write themselves into and
out of their own generation. I believe one way of accessing personal inclusions and
exclusions is by looking at the construction of the personal narrative. For my purposes, I
plan to focus on the way that local residents of Boise, Idaho and Portland, Oregon talk
about their lives during these moments in time. Part of my goal in gathering oral histories
was to talk to people who feel that their lives have been relatively normal and have thus
experienced what most people of their generation have. This goal seems contradictory, in
a way, as it hopes to emphasize the individual while simultaneously positioning them
within the larger framework of their time. It corresponds with my desire to question the

rigidity of the classification of the long 1950s and to answer the following questions:

' On place, see Miles Orvell and Jeffrey L. Meikle, Public Space and the Ideology of Place in American
Culture (2009) or Michel de Certeau’s discussion of space as a practiced place in L ’invention du quotidien
(1990), 172.
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does the national narrative lend itself to the general experience? Or has it become a story
of exceptionalism? Having chosen to focus on two small to mid-sized cities that were not
really noticed, and perhaps noticeable, during either period is an attempt to see how
pervasive nationalized culture had become and yet to discover the ways that people
deviated from it. Many of the oral testimonies that I gathered do not come from
individuals who were born in the area of interest, nor were they living there at the time
under study. This discrepancy should not undermine my goals because these people were
never meant to be the representatives of each city. My objective in doing oral histories
was to provide an individual’s perspective on the era and relate their individual
experience to the national one. I believe that using the term “oral histories” is probably a
better representation of my own research as I tried during my interviews to get my
participants to tell me their life stories while focusing on certain moments and themes in
their lives. As I completed my interviews, I certainly noticed differences between the
“types” of people who settled in Boise, Idaho and in Portland, Oregon. Twenty-four oral
interviews, however, do not allow me to claim that these individuals had the normative
experience or one that can even be generalized to their local environments. As such, I
plan to use oral histories gathered by other researchers as well—one that is locally
relevant, others that provide insight into thematic issues addressed—and the memoir of
one woman to try to create a connection between my participants and the wider American
experience. This will help me to have an actual picture of how the individual’s and
nation’s stories meld.

It is important to note that of the 21 interviews I conducted with 24 participants,'’
most of the people I interviewed in Boise and all of the people in Portland were white.
The white populations in both states and cities were by far the majority between 1950
and 1970. The 1950 Census reported Portland’s racial demographic make-up as 97.7
percent white (90.2 percent of whom were classified as Native white and 7.54 percent as
Foreign-born white), 1.55 percent black, and 0.72 percent other races (U.S. Census
Bureau 1952e¢, 51), while Boise’s was 99.1 percent white (95.5 percent of the city’s
population were Native-born Americans while 3.7 percent were of foreign-birth), 0.5

percent black, and 0.4 percent other races (U.S. Census Bureau 1952d, 42). Portland

"7 The discrepancy in number is due to the fact that three of the interviews were done with a married
couple, rather than one-on-one. On a technical level, this made transcribing the interviews slightly more
challenging, but in listening to the way people told their life story it was interesting to watch how one’s
spouse completed and contested the way things were remembered.
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showed slight shifts in its racial composition between 1950 and 1960. 97 percent of the
city’s inhabitants were white, while 2 percent were black, and 1 percent were of other
races. Boise shifted slightly in the other direction at the same time with its population
being 99.26 percent white, 0.26 percent black, and 0.48 percent other races. This can be
attributed in part to the annexation of suburban populations, rather than outmigration, as
non-white racial