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Abstract
COMMERCIAL FALLOUT:

THE IMAGE OF PROGRESS, THE CULTURE OF WAR,
AND THE FEMININE CONSUMER,
1939-1959
by
Cynthia Lee Henthorn

Advisor: Rosemarie Haag Bletter

This dissertation explores the role of consumer culture
in World War II by examining how and why wartime advertising
and commercial propaganda forged a link between the home,
the middle-class housewife, and the theatre of war, and
thereby set a precedent for the military rhetoric found in
many Cold War advertisements featuring the promises of a
super-powered domesticity that visually affirmed the
presumed moral authority of American capitalism and the
white, suburban middle class.

By investigating wartime advertisements and articles
found in women's magazines and business trade, design,
architectural, and pop-science publications, women's
recruitment and consumer war bond propaganda, and archival
documents, the dissertation argues that consumer culture,
the "consumer engineering" professions and the American
corporate infrastructure shaped the war's public image--an
aspect of World War II which has not been thoroughly

explored, especially from the vantage point of art history.
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This dissertation reveals the ulterior political
motives behind wartime commercial propaganda about the
product conversion and postwar reconversion processes
sponsored by corporate entities, including the War
Advertising Council, the National Association of
Manufactures, and many industrial designers. The American
corporate infrastructure sought to build middle- and
working-class confidence in big business and capitalism
through commercial imagery depicting how industry was
winning the war and would democratize higher standards of
living in peace, thereby attempting to undermine the
public's faith in the New Deal. The business community
sought to ensure that the free-enterprise system, corporate
authority, and a consumption-oriented society would prevail
over wartime collectivism and New Deal business regulations
by constructing an image of postwar progress in which a "new
and improved" America would emerge, "revolutionized" with
the technological advances, product designs, and
prefabrication building techniques developed for the war.

The dissertation also examines whether or not the
wartime promises for a "democratized" and "revolutionized"
domesticity came true after victory by exploring
representations of gender and class identity, forecasts for
the “"house of tomorrow," as well as the paradoxes behind
Levittown, the Atomic Age, and the role of African-American

consumers in the mainstream vision of postwar progress.
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INTRODUCTION

I. Statement of Thesis

It is one of the major ironies of human history that
modern war has contributed so much to material
progress. Barbaric and wasteful as the two wars of
this century have been, each has brought some
compensating gains that may be said toc make up in some
measure for the staggering loss in blood and treasure.

. . Science and industry have proved their amazing
ablllty to work together in the interests of
destruction. Their partnership, strong before the war,
has become stronger still. And now both have new tools
to work with. Anyone with a knowledge of these tools
can have no doubt that tremendous changes in American
living lie directly ahead. . . . Most of us have
realized that the war would bring new developments -
that this country could not take an active part in the
world conflict and remain the same. . . . These facts
alone mean a great abundance of beautiful, durable
articles for everyday use at a fraction of the cost of
prewar merchandise. [T]lhere are many more new
inventions and processes of almost equal importance now
being employed for war production . . . that will later
mean greater comfort and convenience than we have ever
dreamed possible. . . . The world we knew yesterday has
already Plipped around the corner and a new one
beckons.

The irony of gaining "great abundance," "greater
comfort and convenience" from the progress produced for war
was not lost on wartime visionaries, like Norman Carlisle
and Frank Latham, who found in the war's chaos a watershed
for technological advancement and its ensuing commercial

fallout. Their postwar forecast Miracles Ahead! merely

confirmed the prevailing wartime opinion that domestic,

1Norman V. Carlisle and Frank B. Latham, Miracles Ahead!

Better Living in the Postwar World (New York: MacMillan,
1944), 1, 5, 10. (My emphasis.)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduce

industrial, and economic problems would be conquered when
the military products employed for war came marching home
for use in peace.

How is it that the progress of war came to be
associated with "revolutionary" improvements in civilian
domestic life? Why was it assumed that victory on the
battlefield would translate into victory for higher
standards of living at home? This dissertation seeks to
explore those questions by examining the image of progress
fashioned in the United States during World War II, and by
investigating how the technological and scientific advances
geared for war became associated with domestic progress and
improvements for American women and their homes. Such a
study is significant, not only for bringing to light
documents and images long buried in the past, but it is also
revealing of American perceptions and assumptions about
progress in our own peacetime culture of war, which to this
day still look to military science and technology for
"miracles" that promise to "revolutionize" our lives.2

This dissertation will reveal who was responsible for

constructing and disseminating the wartime image of

’For an example of the "revolutionary" products we have
gained from the Cold War and the post-Cold War's military-
industrial complex, see: "Employing the Lessons of War to
Make Better Clothes," New York Times 20 November 1994, 11.

On American militarization, see: Michael S. Sherry, In
the Shadow of War: The United States Since the 1930s (New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995). (This book
examined later.)
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progress, such as that depicted in Miracles Ahead and other
forms of commercial propaganda. I examine how and why the
advertising industry, the design profession, and
manufacturers of domestic products helped shape American
wartime propaganda and the meaning of American participation
in the war effort to further their own political and
commercial agendas. Much of the commercial wartime media
were concerned with the Depression's stagnating standards of
living, uneven distributions of technological progress, and
a housing shortage crisis left over from the First World
War. Consequently, the housing problems exacerbated by the
Depression, and the middle-class fear of diminishing
domestic standards and social values, dominated much of the
business community's discourse during the war, and as a
result a great deal of commentary and speculation evolved
about deriving benefits for improving society and igniting
economic prosperity by harnessing the lessons of war to the
production of "revolutionary" consumer products and houses
in peace.

Herein lies the key to the image of progress from this
period. The war was looked to as a remedy for irrevocably
solving pre-war domestic dilemmas and for assuaging pre-war
fears as they pertained to class disparities, standards of
living, and the home. As a result, the progress generated
by war was considered as the ingredient for attaining

"revolutionary" higher domestic standards and elevating the
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moral stature of low-income families by giving them
affordable access to the domestic affectations of the white
middle class.

A major aspect of this dissertation is to show how
military ordnance and wartime developments in science and
technology were justified and glorified not only as signs of
progress, but also as vehicles for resuscitating the
American public's faith in the "Machine Age" and free
enterprise system that had been shattered by years of
economic depression. Therefore, I will be emphasizing the
mystique and symbolic value attributed to perceptions of
progress instead of tabulating the tangible consequences of
wartime developments in science and technology that led to
new consumer products for the Cold War era.

Equally important to the study of the image of wartime
progress is a critical examination of what “revolutionizing"”
domesticity and housing actually entailed. Throughout the
dissertation, I will emphasis how the link between women,
the home, and the progress of war conveyed an image of
"revolutionized" and "liberated" domesticity, but,
paradoxically, entrenched conventional assumptions about
gender and limited women's participation in the roles
traditionally dominated by men.

This dissertation will explore both the utopian
promises and the after effects of wartime progress, and how

they renewed and strengthened stereotypical perceptions of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



class, race, and femininity in American society during the

1940s and 1950s.
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II. Methodology

Before outlining the dissertation's chapters and
explaining my work's relationship to past scholarship, let
us examine how this study begins within and then moves
beyond the parameters of art historical methodology. While
industrial design and housing histories (and even film) have
found a welcome haven in the discipline of art history,
advertising, publicity, and commercial imagery are sometimes
still treated as the illegitimate offspring of American
visual culture. This is an unfortunate oversight because
the advertising industry, design, film, and housing
professions do not function in a vacuum, but rather interact
and feed off each other's established idioms. As a result,
the commercial motivations and products--let alone the
histories--of these professions overlap.3

In this particular study, I am placing less

significance on stylistic attribution and more significance

3The following books are examples of how American visual
culture (including design and advertising) is now being
explored in a broader commercial context, which includes the
examination of its interrelationship to the aforementioned
image-producing industries:

Michele H. Bogart, Artists, Advertising, and the Borders
of Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995); Pat
Kirkham, Charles and Ray Eames: Desiqgners of the Twentieth
Century (London and Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1995); Jeffery
Meikle, Twentieth Century Limited: Industrial Design in
America, 1925-1939 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
1979); Meikle, American Plastic: A Cultural History (New
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1995); Terry Smith,
Making the Modern: Industry, Art, and Design in America
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1993).
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on the way in which the commercial representation of houses
and domestic products (i.e., architecture and design) in

advertising function as persuasive media. Conceptions of

progress are represented not only by a physical object or a
graphic rendering, but rather involve a discourse about a
complex of attitudes, which can be found not only in
pictures of objects, but also in texts. As a result, I am
interested in the ways in which certain objects and
structures were promoted and perceived within the context of
an ideological debate over how progress was defined,
especially during World War II. This study is not concerned
with the stylistic references or conventions in commercial
representations, but rather'is geared to examining the
messages such imagery conveyed, especially about progress,
class, and gender, and how they communicated and shaped

certain social ideas.4

‘Due to the parameters I have set for this dissertation,
I was unable to make a complete study of the typographic and
layout design conventions in advertising at this time.
However, in a future publication of this work, I plan to
include an examination of the visual conventions employed by
the advertising industry, and reveal what techniques were
unique to this era.

A future study will also examine the difference in visual
conventions that may have been employed by magazines targeted
to diverse audiences. In Chapter 6, I have made distinctions
between the ways in which women's magazines represented images
of the postwar "house of tomorrow," versus the business press'
renderings. However, in my next study, I plan to compare the
layout and typographic design conventions emplayed by
individual magazines (such as Life compared with Better Homes
& Gardens)--instead of just examining the contrasts between
the different magazine categories.

Furthermore, many of these advertisements were printed
anonymously without reference to the designer (although the
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I stress again that I am examining a perception of
progress, and as a result, my study is more concerned with
how concepts of "proper" domesticity and the home were part
of the wartime perception of progress. The "image of
progress," which this dissertation seeks to reveal and
study, does not always refer to a physical structure or
object, but rather deals with the embodiment of cultural
assumptions and ideals. Although it relies on concrete
sources and refers to actual historical figures, this study
offers a history of responses and critiques of an abstract
ideal; it is concerned with a popular perception toward a
definition of what constituted progress, and how it was

publicized during World War I1.°

business press usually provided an index of ad agencies and
their clients, as did annual year books). As a result, I did
not uncover each artist for every ad illustrated or referred
to in this dissertation, but in a future study, I will try to
uncover some of these identities.

5My study of visual culture, its commercial

manifestations, and social meanings has been shaped by my
exposure to a variety of sources, but this dissertation's
approach to consumer culture, advertising, and design as
persuasive media has been especially influenced by the
historical methodologies used in the following:
Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the
Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, Random
House, 1979); Siegfried Giedion, Mechanization Takes Command:
A Contribution to Anonymous History (New York and London: W.
W. Norton, 1948); Lewis Mumford, Technics and Civilization
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Company, 1934); Warren 1I.
Susman, Culture as History: The Transformation of American
Society in the Twentieth Century (New York: Pantheon Books,
1984).

My method and interests have also been influenced by my
association with Stuart Ewen, whose writings and teachings on
the social history of consumer culture have broadened my
conception of the media and the ideas that I have used to
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Consequently, I am interested in discovering the

intention behind an image in an ad, or a product or house's

design by examining the message it conveyed within a
commercial, social, and political context. Thus, in order
for us to understand how advertisements, products, and house
designs are themselves images of progress, it is important
to examine debates and archival material from the various
industries that shaped, disseminated, and packaged them as
validations of modernity and presumed mobility into the
middle class.

The arena where this study takes place resides in an
on-going public, governmental, and corporate debate where
the concept of home and ideals about progress conjoined. As
a result, I will be examining visual and textual material
that takes part in this debate, and much of it will derive
from persuasive media focused on product and house design.
Because I am interested in the commercialized image of
progress, I will be examining images and texts from articles
and advertisements found in women's, trade, business, and

science magazines as well as promotional booklets produced

expand my work in art history. See for example Ewen's
following books: Captains of Consciousness: Advertising and
the Social Roots of the Consumer Culture (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1976); with Elizabeth Ewen, Channels of Desire: Mass
Images and the Shaping of American Consciousness (1982;
reprint, Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota
Press, 1992); All Consuming Images: The Politics of Style in
Contemporary Culture (New York: HarperCollins, Basic Books,
1988); PR! A Social History of Spin (New York: HarperCollins,
Basic Books, 1996).
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by the advertising industry, designers, architects,
manufacturers, and other members of the business community
during the war. I am interested in how news, corporate
propaganda, and promotional advertising about wartime
ordnance, production, and product development were
communicated to the public and how such military products
were bestowed with an aura of the miraculous and
revolutionary.

Although I have limited my study to print media, I do

6; nor is a hierarchy made

not rank one medium over another
between text and visuals--both are vehicles for conveying
images and ideals about progress, thus both are equally
significant for my purpose. This point is important,
especially for a study of advertising imagery from this era,
because the pictures in the ads do not function as
narratives by themselves, but rather, similar to cartoon
strips, their full meaning is very dependent on the ad's
extended text. By looking at the total message communicated

in this visual/textual nexus, the significance of these ads’

role in conveying the business community's political agenda

6The image of progress developed during the war, which
linked domesticity with militarization, was prevalent
throughout several media.

Throughout the dissertation I will refer to certain
wartime films and cartoons, but because of the overwhelming
wealth of print material generated during the war, I have
concentrated mostly on magazines and books simply for the sake
of limiting the size of the dissertation at this point.
However, in a future publication of this dissertation, I would
plan to use more non-print examples.
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becomes very clear.

My interest lies in drawing from all the visual and
textual evidence I can glean about a given period or topic.
I am not inclined to tailor my study around material derived
from only the professions which are specifically geared to
generate visual culture. As a result, I have gathered
writings from home economists, corporate leaders, government
officials, women's and trade magazine editors, science
journalists, manufacturers as well as ad men, designers, and
architects.! The importance behind the information I have
gathered, no matter the source, and no matter if they are
advertising images or copy, is derived from what it tells me
about the concepts and perceptions under study.

Because my dissertation is concerned with the way in
which domesticity and the progress of war were conjoined, I
will be looking at many architectural sources for domestic
housing, but my objective is not to write a history of
wartime architecture. The aspects of housing in which I am
interested revolve around interior planning, especially that

of kitchens and bathrooms, instead of the overall

7Although women were prevalent in the advertising
industry, as evident by the existence of professional
organizations, like the Advertising Women of New York, I will
refer to those who worked for ad agencies or departments that
were involved with design, copy writing, and the selling and
organizing of ad space, as "ad men" for the sake of simplicity
and because it was a term used by the industry to refer to
members of both genders in its industry. This terminology
will distinguish those working for ad agencies from
"advertisers," who were the clients.
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architectural structure or community layout. References
will also be made to architectural idioms that conveyed
ideas about progress and encouraged conformity as well as a
nostalgia for tradition. In addition, I will look at how
certain isolated architectural features were used in media
to mold public opinion regarding prefabricated housing.
Therefore, for the purposes of this study, I will not be
emphasizing the historical development of architectural
features, but rather I will focus on the housing field's
response to the social needs for efficiency design and the
interaction between housework, the interior layout, domestic
appliances, and the myth of labor saved.

Furthermore, this study is not a history of industrial
design in the conventional sense. Because I am fashioning
this dissertation from the study of consumer culture, I am
more concerned with the commercial responses and social
issues within the industrial design field, rather than the
aesthetic responses that surfaced in a given product's
appearance. Therefore, I will be looking at the industrial
design profession's contribution to the issues in the
housing industry, such as prefabrication, higher domestic
standards, and lowered costs. I am interested in designers'
responses to the New Deal, as well as to the pre-war and
wartime housing crisis, and designers' reactions to rising
levels of cleanliness and the drive for rational planning in

household work spaces. Consequently, the study of
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individual products and their surface styles are not the
focus of my intent.

Lastly, this is not a history of advertising. Although
I do refer to historical developments in that industry
during the war, I have not organized my entire study around
them. The image of progress generated and disseminated by
the advertising industry cannot be looked at only as a
phenomenon of that profession, because it is a by-product of
more than one industry and is influenced by responses from
the client and consumer as well. A study of the image of
progress involves an examination of not only perceptions of
science and technology, but also the role of corporate
authority in shaping public awareness and attitudes.
Consequently, this study examines advertising within the
larger context of corporate capitalism and the business
community's political and economic agendas.

Accordingly, this dissertation is not about only one
profession's wartime accomplishments because all the
aforementioned industries, along with manufacturers,
scientists, government officials, and consumers left their
mark on the image of progress that emerged during the war.
This study is about tracing the history of an image, a way
of seeing that surfaced during the war, whose imprint still
haunts our perceptions about progress today.

As a result, this dissertation is not intended to carve

out a specialized niche in design, architecture, or
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advertising history, but rather by drawing material from
these sources and others, I will provide a historical
investigation of how several professions and industries
worked together in order to solidify, popularize and
disseminate a particular image of progress. In the design,
advertising, and housing professions this image of progress
was developed in order to make a profit and undermine
adversaries. Therefore, it is important for me to look at
the social, political, and commercial context into which
these professions fit, rather than examining their products
strictly as a backdrop to art history's canon or a given
individual's career.

My dissertation approaches design and architecture as
the product of a consumer culture--a business venture--
subject to the shifting currents in the
social/political/economic systems that affect fashion
trades, aesthetic trends, and their industries. This study
emphasizes how the industrial design profession, and
architecture too, operates within consumer culture, and does
not just passively reflect values and beliefs of a society
through the objects their members fashion, but as a
business, these industries actively function as potent
instruments in communicating social conventions and
reinforcing them. Because designers and architects help in
selling products, like advertising, they also assist in

selling, and thus transmitting ideas. Accordingly,
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examining home and product designs as active participants in
business and consumer culture requires a study of the
commercial language that verbally defined what ideas a given
design was expected to communicate and what conventions it
was required to preserve. Such a commercial language is
also buttressed by a political ideology, and as a result,
consumer culture, like design and architecture, will be
considered within the context of its political ken.

This leads me to an important methodological
disclaimer. When I describe a given technological
development or product as "revolutionary," I, myself, am not
supporting that claim, but rather, in such a statement, I
intend to reveal the perception of that development as it
was valued and understood within the context of its time.
One of the complexities behind studying the history of
science and technology (and their public image) is trying to
avoid succumbing to "technological determinism," a
historical method and point of view which claims that
"changes in technology," including science, "cause social
changes,"” and that these changes operate independently and
autonomously "'outside' of society, literally or

n8

metaphorically. The opposing point of vie, non-

determinism, as it were, claims that the "characteristics of

8Donald MacKenzie and Judy Wajcman, eds., The Social
Shaping of Technology: How the Refrigerator Got its Hum
(Philadelphia: Milton Keynes and Open University Press, 1985),
4. For a thorough examination of this issue, see MacKenzie
and Wajcman's introductory essay.
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a society play a major part in deciding which technologies
are adapted.“q

My thesis does not intend to provide a revisionist
reading of technological determinism, but rather to look at
the mystique of wartime science and technology that easily
lends itself to the technological-determinist point of view.
Despite scholarly attempts to question technological
determinism, progress is still commercially advertised as
"revolutionary," "liberating," and a catalyst for social and
domestic change.10 I am interested in the perception of
progress as such, and how it was defined during the war.
Therefore, I will be reporting, as it were, on the
perceptions of wartime progress that were technological-
determinist in nature. I will be examining the
technological-determinist reaction to wartime "miracles" of
production, and exploring why they were attributed with the
power to "revolutionize" the home, and thus presumably
improve the entire world. Because the technological-
determinist point of view shapes the image of progress, it
also defines the promises attributed to "revolutionary"

advances. Therefore, I intend to explore the promises

YIbid., 6.

Wpewis Mumford's Technics and Civilization is one example
of this scholarship. See also Mumford's The Myth of the
Machine, 2 vols. (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1964-
66); Neil Postman, Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to
Technology (New York: Randam House, 1992); Stephen M.
Fjellman, Vinyl Leaves: Walt Disney World and America (Oxford,
Boulder, Colo., and San Francisco: Westview Press, 1992.)
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offered behind the technological-determinist image of
progress.

Interestingly, the technological-determinist perception
of progress from this time period focused attention on
"women's work" and household technology. Throughout the
1920s and 1930s, electricity, automatic appliances, and
"streamlined" designs were credited with alleviating the
burden of household drudgery for those who could afford the
new technologies. Yet, the myth of household progress blurs
the fact that the labor process only changes as a result of
new automatic devices; the cooking, housework, and child
care still need to be done. And despite the fact that
advertisers claimed that their products saved time for more
leisurely pursuits, the reality was that the "revolutionary"
household technologies were accompanied by new chores and
higher standards of cleanliness, which middle-class
proprieties demanded be met.

Wartime advertising of new household "miracle" products
and appliances, which were intended to be available after
victory, fell into the technological determinist trap. War
production, and its stimulus to scientific and technological
development, was credited, by advertisers, with launching
the greatest household revolution of all time. Therefore,
not only was war perceived as the impetus for progress, but,
as this dissertation will assert, such concepts of progress

were paradoxically associated with ideals about women's
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supposed "liberation.®"

No war can be examined without tracing its roots in
diplomacy and global rivalries before a given conflict.
Likewise, nc image of war's perceived progress can be
examined without understanding the ideals about progress
prior to mobilization for defense. Therefore, this
dissertation will also periodically look at the
technological-determinist definition of progress which

11 In so doing, I will show that

existed before the war.
the prevailing pre-war social attitudes toward progress
actually helped shape the idea that the war would
"revolutionize" the home and American society after victory.
The following chapter outline will briefly show how I
apply this methodology and how I arrived at my conclusions
through examining various issues and facets of World War II

media that popularized an image of domesticity and

femininity that was linked with the progress of war.

11Although I will be referring to certain technological
and commercial developments that occurred during the 1920s and
1930s throughout the dissertation, I have chosen the date
"1939" for my title for the sake of convenience, and also
because it was the opening year of the 1930s last monument to
progress (the New York World's Fair) prior to America's
involvement in the war.
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III. Chapter Qutline

Chapter I, "Commercializing the War: Conversion and
Consumer Praogress," examines commercial propaganda
explaining the conversion of household appliances and
domestic products to military ordnance. Many of the
descriptions of wartime conversion examined in this chapter
were tailored to mesh with the domestic values,
sensibilities, and proprieties upheld by the middle class.
As a result, the war effort was sanitized for the home front
public's consumption through information packaged in the
form of advertising and commercial rhetoric. As this
chapter will show, such a sanitary image of modern warfare
served more than one propagandistic function. This chapter
will reveal that war information about the conversion
process was not only intended to restore consumer faith in
its country's ability to win a global war, but also re-open
channels of corporate influence in the routines of daily
life.

One of the problems facing business and government upon
America's entry into the war was the fear that the public
had lost its faith in "Machine Age" progress due to the
Depression, and thus would be unable to muster the
confidence in its industrial ability to win the war.
Furthermore, the U.S. had not engaged in any substantial
military research and development after World War I, unlike

Germany and Japan, and had to rely on the commercial
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products and manufacturing facilities that were already in
place. As a result, manufacturers, designers, and
government propagandists attempted to ignite public
confidence in wartime industry (and big business) by showing
where the source of America's industrial strength and
victory lay: the mechanized middle-class household, mass-
produced consumer products, corporate "scientific"
management, and free enterprise.

Because wartime publicity and advertising pictured
conversion as a process in which household goods, glamour
products, and appliances, etc. were marching off to war, it
is important to briefly trace the history of the domestic
progress and consumer culture that developed before World
War II. Furthermore, because so much of the industrial
production of the war, as well as women's role in the war
effort, relied on developments in “"scientific" management,
mass communication, mass merchandising, "rational"
efficiency design, sanitary engineering, mass-produced
convenience products, and mechanization, this chapter will
outline key pre-war developments that later chapters will
refer to again in relationship to the image of progress
disseminated during the war.

Chapter II, "The Arsenal of Domesticity," examines
women's conversion to the war effort and how femininity and
middle-class housework were used and promoted as the home

fronts' weapons of war. The purpose of this chapter is to
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show how advertising and wartime publicity associated the
home, "women's work," and household technology with a power
equal to the male contribution to victory. As a result,
this chapter will also deal with how government and
corporate publicity sought to recruit a vast untapped work
force for use in war production: middle-class housewives.
Such propaganda persuaded women who had never worked outside
the home that their homemaking skills could easily translate
into production for war, and thus contribute to victory in a
significant way.

Wartime officials and advertisers also recognized the
victory potential behind "recruiting" those middle-class
women whose family obligations barred them from factory
work. Thus, advertising and propaganda also showed how
housewives could help win the war by staying at home, and in
turn it trained, through women's magazines, a domestic
Quartermaster Corps, in which professional homemakers filled
their time with war-oriented household chores (such as
rationing and salvaging cooking grease) for victory, which
contradicted middle~class sensibilities about sanitation and
several years of inculcation in the commercial culture of
planned obsolescence. Thus, conventional middle-class
homemakers, no matter in what capacity they contributed to
the war effort, were equated with soldiers on the
battlefield, and in this respect, not only femininity, but

also both the social concept and private function of the
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home, became intricately tied with the cause of war and the
result of victory.

Consequently, sustaining the gender status quo, as this
chapter will show, was perceived as being important for the
war effort because it helped shore up a sense of stable home
and family life, despite the social changes and destructive
effects of the war. Traditional perceptions of femininity
fit well within this paradigm of "normalcy," and attention
to beauty and "proper" appearances were labeled as
significant facets of a woman's many patriotic duties.

Lastly, this chapter will show how wartime advertising
promoted women's reconversion back into the traditional
homemaker role and out of the male business of war, even
before victory was achieved. Advertising imagery sﬁowed how
women's roles in the postwar world would regress, while
their household technology supposedly would progress as a
result of wartime research and development.12

Chapter III, "Profits From Symbolism," and Chapter 1V,
"The Politics Behind Designing the Postwar 'World of
Tomorrow, '" examine the roles of the advertising and
industrial design professions during the war, and what

economic motives their clients--i.e., manufacturers--had in

l’while other books have focused on women's roles in the
war and the entrenchment of traditional femininity in the
postwar era, they have not looked at these issues as they were
communicated through advertising and other forms of commercial
propaganda. This distinction will be dealt with in the state
of scholarship section.
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continuing to advertise consumer products, which they were
no longer producing as a result of the war. I will examine
how these professions fit within the political/economic
context of the war in order to explain why there was so much
advertising and corporate propaganda generated during this
period, and what its political and economic significance
entailed. Consequently, these two chapters will show how
members of both the design and advertising fields (as well
as manufacturers) felt threatened by New Deal politics and
wartime regulations, which were perceived as detrimental to
the free-enterprise system as well as the "consumer
engineering" functions of the advertising and design
industries.

Unlike the design profession, however, the ad industry
had a more difficult time securing an acceptable role for
itself during the war. As a result of this dilemma, the
history of how this role developed will be examined at
length in Chapter III. Such a controversy did not exist for
the design profession although the anti-business, anti-
commercialism flak the ad industry received from certain New
Dealers and consumer advocates could have easily turned on
designers since the two "consumer engineering" professions
were interrelated.

Examining the role of the wartime advertising and
design professions in detail is significant for three main

reasons. First, such a study explains why there were so
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many advertisements and articles about postwar products at a
time when consumer spending was curtailed and conversion to
the war effort had left manufacturers with nothing concrete
to sell. Secondly, it shows how the ad industry became part
of the government's propaganda machine to sell civilians,
especially women, on the business of war (an aspect covered
in Chapter II). And third, it establishes the reasons for
the animosity between the New Deal and the business
community, hostilities which would motivate the ad industry,
designers, and manufacturers to plan postwar reconversion
schemes that were intended to undermine the basic tenets of
New Deal collectivism and "state capitalism."

Advertisers, ad agencies, and designers were largely
responsible for the news about how domestic products had
been converted to the war effort and how they were
undergoing an alchemical transformation that would ignite a
"revolution" in postwar domesticity after victory was
achieved. Advertising and promotional literature that
discussed the postwar world (while the war was still being
waged) harbored a variety of political agendas, which these
two chapters will cover.

As will be revealed throughout the dissertation,
wartime media encouraged Americans to believe that they were
fighting for a utopian, fantasy life generated by the
progress of war, which manufacturers would make available

once victory was achieved. Images of how American industry
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would not only win the war, but also automatically secure
higher standards of living in the postwar peace were not
only intended to shore-up the public's confidence in
industry's ability to win a global war (despite the fact
that it had not been able to avoid economic depression), but
also strengthen consumer faith in corporate authority and
the free enterprise system. Thus, visions of a utopian
postwar world built on the progress of wartime industry and
product development, as science writers Carlisle and Latham
had forecast, were not only about selling consumers the
business of winning a war, but also sought to entice them
with the perceived consumer benefits of capitalism, as
opposed to the state-~controlled economic plans of the New
Deal. While Chapters III and IV will examine the political
and economic ramifications of the advertising and design
industry's influence on the wartime forecasts about the
postwar world, Chapters V and VI will explore exactly what
the promises and images entailed.

Chapter V, "Out of the Crucible of War: Forecasting the
Postwar Commercial Fallout," and Chapter VI, "From
Submarines to Suburbs: Constructing the 'House of Tomorrow'"
examine the anticipated reversal of the conversion process:
dreams of reconverting progress from the battlefield back to
the female consumer and her home. These are the pivotal
chapters in the dissertation because they examine how the

"new and improved" postwar house and household products were
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touted as spoils won from the progress of war.

Chapter V analyzes forecasts for postwar products, such
as synthetic fabrics, plastics, and electronics, and shows
how the war was depicted as a product proving ground that
could only benefit the consumer in the postwar world.
Postwar forecasters for these industries claimed that if
synthetics, plastics, and electronics had stood the test of
war, then they were capable of "revolutionizing" domesticity
by dispelling filth and drudgery, and thereby could raise
standards of living to higher levels in peace.

Likewise, the blueprints for the postwar house, the
focus of Chapter VI, were used as means to rally consumer
support for the war effort and entice consumer anticipation
for a "better America" built with the material progress
generated with war production. According to wartime
visionaries' forecasts of the postwar world, the
revolutionary, automatic, push-button "house of tomorrow"
and the "kitchen of tomorrow" would become an affordable
reality for the masses as a result of wartime research and
development in the housing and domestic product industries.

This chapter will also refer to pre-war housing
experiments in standardization and prefabrication that were
converted to the war effort, and will show how their use in
war shaped the postwar "house of tomorrow." Consequently,
architects and designers relied on the housing research and

development mobilized for the war effort in order to attempt
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to make their pre-war blueprints for the "house of tomorrow"
materialize after victory.

However, it was not the products or house designs
themselves that would entice consumers to embrace the
business community's commercial plans for the postwar world,
but rather such products and household designs were sold as
ways to maximize domestic efficiency, cleanliness, raise
standards of personal hygiene, and facilitate a more
sanitary and well-ordered world automatically at an
affordable price. Thus, according to postwar forecasters,
the progress of war would democratize the wvalues and
cleanliness standards of the middle class by making
appliances, houses, and kitchens designed for effortless,
sanitary living within reach of the working class. The
progress of war was not solely perceived in terms of postwar
consumer bounty, but rather touted as the means to achieve a
cleaner, more rationally designed America after the war, and
to eradicate (through more affordable progress) the social
decay and chaos presumably fostered by filthy inner city
slums and inefficient, substandard housing. Chapters V and
VI will show how the war and its progress were perceived
(and promoted) as the ingredients for eradicating the social
strife, drudgery, ubiquitous unsanitary conditions, and
housing problems of the past by offering affordable access
to the domestic trappings of the middle class.

Chapter VII, "Postwar Progress: Myth or Reality?,"
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examines criticisms aimed at wartime advertising about the
postwar world and explores for whom the visions of
effortless living and democratized progress in the postwar
utopia were an illusion. Would freedom be gained and labor
saved from the reconversion of wartime progress to civilian
use in peace? Well before the war ended, skeptics
questioned and exposed the unrealistic predictions about
labor-saving houses and miraculous products intended for the
postwar world.

This chapter will also examine whether or not the
Levitts and their reconversion of wartime construction
techniques completely fulfilled the wartime forecasts about
prefabricated "miracle" suburban houses that were accorded
the ability to provide low-income families with access into
a higher class status.

African Americans, however, found that their country's
wartime production "miracle" did not live up to
expectations. While the white-dominated business community
recognized the rise in the black standard of living during
the war, it never include black Americans in its image of
the postwar progress publicized in the white mainstream
media. As this chapter will show, their exclusion from the
wartime image of the "world of tomorrow" was not limited to
the pages of magazines. Established racial attitudes
prohibited black Americans from white housing developments,

and thus limit their participation in the "democratization"
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of middle class suburbia.

The consequences of World War II and the image of
progress, which popular attitudes toward the war helped to
mold, did not stop in 1945 with the collapse of Nazi Germany
in May and the atomic bombing of Nagasaki and Hiroshima in
August that same year. Chapter VII will conclude by showing
how Cold War realities helped redefine the social meaning of
progress and the postwar "house of tomorrow."

Exploring the postwar visions myth will lead to the
dissertation's Conclusion, "Cold War Housework and the
Postwar Commercial Fallout," which briefly deals with issues
from the early Cold War era that reveal the social and
global consequences of wartime progress, and whether or not
the promises of a domestic "revolution" came true as
forecast.

Although I will not be exploring the early Cold War
years in detail, I have chosen to end my study in 1959
because it was the year of the U.S. trade exhibition‘in
Moscow. The purpose of this conclusion is to show how
military science and technology was associated with rising
standards of cleanliness and household efficiency, and in so
doing reveals how the culture of war became further
solidified in the culture of housework. The conclusion will
show how the commercial imagery and rhetoric of wartime
militarized domesticity was also utilized during the early

years of the Cold War in corporate propaganda which sought
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to undermine Communism with visions of "super-powered"
domesticity. During the Cold War, domesticity continued to
be "revolutionized" by the technological progress of war
because commercial product research and development was
dependent on financing through defense contracts. Thus, the
American military-industrial-complex was touted as the
"winning weapon" that infused progress into the Cold War
house.

The moral authority of a "super-powered" clean house
celebrated the capitalist way of life that helped achieve
it. In support of this thesis, the conclusion will recall
the Nixon/Khrushchev "kitchen debate," which took place at
the 1959 trade fair, where the technological rivalry between
the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. was discussed in terms of
household appliances and consumer products for the home.

The U.S. attempted to flaunt its "superiority" (both morally
and technologically) over the Soviets through displays of
consumer goods and a push-button kitchen, rather than a
military exhibition of rockets and bombs. Thus, the
"kitchen debate" will conclude the dissertation's focus on
the relationship between domestic progress and the culture

of war.
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IV. State of Scholarship

In recent years, scholarly interest in American
consumerism has burgeoned in several fields, but
conspicuously absent is a thorough assessment of consumer
culture, design history, and "consumer engineering"
practices in the context of World War II. Perhaps the lack
of attention given to wartime consumer culture, the
industrial design profession, and the latter's relationship
to the advertising of this era, has been 