History 199 - Group Presentation Project

For February 5, 2009
This week we will be doing some readings and watching an episode of Mad Men all of which are either documents from the 1950s or attempts to understand that era in American cultural and economic history.  It is during this period that America fully moves into a “consumer” economy driven by household goods, automobiles, brand names, and the association of status and class with material items.

On the one hand this era is considered a kind of golden age because many Americans rose to become members of the middle class.  The homogenization and smoothing over of ethnic differences also helped create a cultural consensus in America.  On the other hand, the period was a time of sharp gender and racial division.  How one sees the period depends upon how one values these issues.

For this project, I am dividing the class into six groups.  Each group should expect to have a short presentation on their findings including any visual or video materials.  Each group will hand in a two page summary of their analysis.  Where possible, the analysis should relate to the readings for the week, especially the Marchand essay “Visions of Classlessness.” 

Group One – Mad Men shows how people in 2009 see the world as it existed about fifty years ago.  How does this compare with how people saw themselves?  Find an episode of a situation comedy or other show from this era (something like Leave it to Beaver).   Does it portray a kind of American ideal and how does it match with the vision of Mad Men.

Group Two – The automobile sector was and remains an important consumer industry.  Find some print or television advertisements and consider what was being sold and how.  Also consider to whom they were being sold.  A good start for this would be to view the “Wonderful New World of Ford” video on YouTube.

Group Three – While tobacco advertising is forbidden now, it was once advertised as a safe product.  Mad Men shows the transition away from doctor testimonials.  Find some in print or video.  Hint: Find the Flintstones ad for Winston cigarettes.

Group Four – If the ideal for the family of this era was to have the father work and the woman stay at home, an incentive was the development and marketing of household appliances such as washing machines, stoves, dishwashers etc.  Find advertising that tries to appeal to women and consider how it is done.

Group Five – Two of the articles we are reading deal with the birth of advertising directed solely at young consumers.  Find advertising that falls into this category.  How are products being promoted?  Are these ads hooked into traditional culture or are they flirting with rock and counterculture?

Group Six – The 1950s and early 1960s mark the beginning of the Space Race and the introduction of the television into people’s everyday lives meant that technology was seen as both common and exotic, representing something society aspired to and science promised.  Find advertising that presents its products as being modern, “space age,” and links technology to progress.  The Ford advertisement in Group Two could get a second look here.

