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Abstract 

The United States finished the Second World War as the wealthiest country in the 

world and as one of two superpowers. In the Cold War environment that developed 

between the US and the Soviet Union the US military took on a role of increasing 

importance and gained prestige in society as a benevolent defender of freedom. This 

importance and prestige resulted in the military becoming influential in the 1950s 

over the shape of the economy, the design of consumer products and even civilian 

society itself through the atomic bomb. Eisenhower’s Massive Retaliation policy 

required expenditure on new weapons technology which saw defence spending and 

research and development provide employment through private corporations. This 

expenditure and other military related spending such as housing loans through the GI 

Bill proved vital to the growing economy. The new military technologies perfected 

with this expenditure, such as the jet fighter and various rockets, were often copied 

in the design of consumer goods, such as cars, which proliferated due to the 

economic wealth of the time and often these consumer goods were made by the same 

companies that made the newest jet fighters and rockets. The wealth and abundance 

of consumer goods in the US in the 1950s was in itself a soft-power weapon as 

shown at the American Exhibition in Moscow in 1959. With the atomic bomb the 

military, through Civil Defense drills, influenced civilian society as a whole. 

Everyday concerns were tempered by the fear of nuclear war while debate 

surrounding the issue was deemed unpatriotic. Through Civil Defense drills, every 

civilian had a role to play in a Manichean Cold War context that allowed no room to 

debate the influence the military was having on the economy, on consumer product 

design, and vitally on society itself.  
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Introduction 

In 1948 George Kennan, director of policy planning at the US State Department, 

stated that America had 6.3% of the world’s population but 50% of the world’s 

wealth in her possession. This startling wealth ensured that the 1950s was a time of 

great prosperity and abundance in the US. Despite the effects that this great wealth 

had on US society, the 1950s is often only remembered for the Korean War, the Suez 

Crisis and the launching of Sputnik. While these were extremely important events, a 

significant trend that ran through the decade was the involvement of the military in 

everyday civilian life. This relationship manifested itself in the military being 

somewhat idealised throughout the decade, enjoying a prestige and confidence that 

was lost as the Vietnam War escalated throughout the 1960s. It was seen as the 

arbiter of advanced technology, technology which promised so much for the 

individual civilian consumer but which was often being used in the Cold War 

defence arsenal. The military played a role in the growing economy of the time 

through defence expenditures while it also played a role in the design of consumer 

goods which were marketed on the back of the prestige the military enjoyed as being 

products that derived their technology from the defence industry. The military was 

also integral to the development of atomic technology, the resulting nuclear arms 

race contributing to the development of the Interstate Highway System while Civil 

Defense programmes and fallout shelters formalised the Cold War landscape and the 

role of the military as the national protector. Indeed it seemed that the military was a 

pillar of life in the US throughout the 1950s 

 The booming economy of the 1950s was characterised by a growing GDP 

and a constant increase in people’s incomes despite a brief recession in 1958. While 
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this growth is often attributed to personal savings that had been built up since the 

Second World War, a deeper reason also applies. Dwight D. Eisenhower, generally 

regarded as a fiscally conservative President, was elected on the premise of reigning 

in and controlling the US defence budget after the huge outlays of the Korean War. 

He regarded the gargantuan defence expenditures of that war as unsustainable but 

ultimately as the 1950s wore on government defence expenditure increased in 

response to threats of a “bomber gap” developing between Moscow and Washington 

and later a “missile gap” as the government contracted private companies such as 

Boeing, Convair, Lockheed, Motorola and even Chrysler to develop new aircraft and 

rockets to fill the, later discredited, defence “gaps”. In the zero-sum Cold War 

environment Washington could ill afford to fall behind Moscow in any military area 

but this expenditure also assisted in fuelling economic growth and high employment. 

National security relied also on a booming economy but defence expenditure could 

drive a prosperous economy while at the same time shoring up Cold War defences. 

As such, if defence expenditures had been radically slashed then the economy as a 

whole would have suffered, derailing growth while also derailing national security. 

The large role the military thus played in the economy through defence expenditures, 

and their subsequent role in employment, is quite important for it signals the 

development of the military-industrial complex. It also shows the transfer of 

government wealth to the private sector through defence expenditures as many 

military contractors, while household names for their consumer wares, were private 

corporations. At a time when the US was continually insisting that Moscow was 

rapidly building up its military power it was government expenditure on defence that 

kept many employed and allowed them to consume the products made by companies 

on the government defence expenditure payroll. 
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 The influence of the military did not end at the economy however for it was 

also felt in the design of consumer goods such as cars and household appliances. 

With the military, through defence expenditures, being at the forefront of advanced 

technology in the Cold War, many consumer products derived their designs from 

technological military items. One such item was the fighter jet, a weapon that 

became increasingly important throughout the 1950s as air power became a crucial 

Cold War asset. The sharp angles of the new jets directly influenced car design in 

particular with General Motors stylist Harley Earl pioneering the development of the 

tailfin on the rear of his line of automobile designs. Car manufacturers marketed the 

technology and style of their cars as having originated in military technology. This 

fascination with military technology was also a factor in the design of household 

appliances and the proliferation of the push-button as a technological feature. 

Modern kitchens took on a squarer, more scientific look than their Soviet 

counterparts which seemed to lag many years behind while push-button controls 

became more popular on appliances amid the propagation of rockets as a new 

military technology due to the use of push-buttons in rockets. The Kitchen Debate, 

which took place amid a show of US abundance at the American Exposition in 

Moscow, seemed to show the many differences between Soviet and US life with 

Nixon putting it to Khrushchev that what the Soviets really wanted was competition 

in household goods and not in rockets and weapons.  However Washington was 

competing in both arenas because both arenas were so interlinked – military 

technology influenced consumer products while the consumption of consumer goods 

further fed the US economy leading to a society where the purchase of a tail-finned 

car was counted as a contribution towards US victory in the Cold War through 

abundance and material wealth. 
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Two more significant items associated with military technology in the 1950s were 

the atomic bomb and the Interstate Highway System. Atomic technology was both a 

source of great fear but also fascination. It could be both destructive and unendingly 

useful with predictions of a nuclear future where cars would never need refuelling 

and energy would be extremely cheap. Within the Cold War context of atomic 

warfare Civil Defense drills in schools and in cities had the effect of enlisting every 

civilian in the Cold War. Drills and other preparatory work familiarised people with 

the concept of atomic war and while this did not make it less frightening, it made it 

seem as if it were a part of everyday life and as such it was not questioned until the 

late 1950s while the argument to ban atomic weapons only gained traction in the 

1960s. Fallout shelters, although never as popular as Washington would have liked, 

were another example of the domestication of atomic warfare and the tacit 

acceptance of the atomic bomb due to it being an item of military technology and as 

such for the good of the national interest, something not many would rail against for 

fear of being accused of harbouring un-American sentiments. The atomic bomb itself 

was indeed one of the main inspirations behind the building of the Interstate 

Highway System. Built to evacuate cities in the event of atomic attacks, they were a 

prime example of the link between the economy, the military and the civilian. The 

Interstates would serve the purpose of evacuating cities but not only that, they would 

also ensure that armies could be efficiently transported throughout the country. 

Eisenhower appointed a director of General Motors, Lucius Clay, to oversee a 

committee to recommend the system, showing a clear trust in the interests of 

corporations while at the same time ensuring that the military would also gain.  

 Overall the 1950s was a decade in which the military was shown to be a 

pillar of American society. It boosted economic growth through defence expenditure, 
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influenced consumer product designs and was even considered to be a top priority in 

the building of the new Interstate road network. Military technology was flaunted as 

being desirable because ultimately the technology would trickle down to consumer 

goods. The influence the military had on society had many implications. It 

contributed to the economy relying on the development of both military and 

consumer products for growth; it domesticated the Cold War through the promotion 

of military technology and design as a means by which to make consumer products 

more advanced while through Civil Defense and the atomic bomb, it brought about a 

more conformed society in which the principles the US wished to spread worldwide, 

became strained.  
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Chapter One 

The American Economy and Cold War Defence 

The United States emerged victorious from the nuclear ash clouds that marked the 

final end of the Second World War. It was now the world’s richest nation, its vast 

mainland, industrial and commercial centres all unharmed by the aerial bombing that 

had so devastated the European continent, the Soviet Union, and of course Japan and 

other Asian and African countries. Through massive war time production, huge 

government outlays of capital, the full employment that the war engendered and the 

lack of goods to buy with the subsequent savings, America had driven itself out of 

the Great Depression and into a post-war era of unprecedented prosperity. This 

chapter contends that the government through defence and other expenditures aided 

this economic prosperity in the 1950s. President Eisenhower’s Massive Retaliation 

policy required newer military technologies prompting defence expenditures to be 

funnelled through private contractors such as Westinghouse, Motorola, Boeing, 

Chrysler and General Electric who were to be cornerstones in the development of 

military technology. This expenditure was of course influenced by the US military 

which meant that in turn it also influenced the economy as a whole, by continually 

seeking new and better weapons and technology through scares such as the bomber 

gap and the missile gap. Although Eisenhower is viewed as a fiscal conservative who 

cut defence budgets, he never cut them as radically as is often believed, one reason 

being that they were a vital provider of employment through the private military 

contractors his administration was friendly with. As President of Columbia 

University Eisenhower had formed the American Assembly “in which he hoped the 

leaders of business, labor, government and the professions would meet to study and 
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plan cooperatively for the future”.1 The creation of the American Assembly was an 

early adage of his belief that corporations were to be the driving force of the 

American economy but only if that economy was kept stable through some 

government intervention. Although a proclaimed conservative, Eisenhower believed 

in cooperation between government and industry in order to better coordinate the 

economy but with the military so intertwined with that same economy, it had a 

pressing influence also. However expenditures did not stop at weapons for federal 

spending was also lavished on education due to fears that the US was falling behind 

the USSR in science and mathematics education, subjects vital for Cold War military 

technology. Federal assistance was also available for home buying showing that 

President Eisenhower was not as much of a financial conservative as his rhetoric 

may have suggested. In essence the prosperity of the 1950s was assisted by 

government expenditure not just on housing and education but for the most part on 

defence for this was where the most money was spent and where the influence of the 

military was most felt in the Cold War context of the time. 

 

 The Origins of Massive Retaliation – Finance and Policy 

President Truman had declared in his March 12 1947 address to a joint session of 

Congress that, “at the present moment in world history nearly every nation must 

choose between alternative ways of life. The choice is too often not a free one” .2 

This Manichean statement defined the Cold War as a battle between East and West, 

                                                           
1 Robert Griffith, ‘Eisenhower and the Corporate Commonwealth’, The American Historical Review 1 
(1982), pp. 87 – 122: 91. 
2 Truman, Harry S, ‘Address Before a Joint Session Of Congress’. Speech, Address to Congress, 
Washington DC. March 12, 1947. 
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as a battle between two sets of coherent ideas emanating from two distinct places, an 

idea that was shown as misperceived as time went on. While the description served 

Truman well in gaining Congressional support for US aid to Greece and Turkey in 

two early Cold War proxy battles it was also an oversimplification and committed 

the US to support any ally that purported itself to be anti-Communist. The 

publication, approval and implementation of NSC-68, a document almost as 

Manichean as the Truman Doctrine itself was to be the blueprint on which the policy 

of containment was to be built in the early 1950s while the first test of the hydrogen 

bomb which Truman had given approval to was conducted in 1952. These moves set 

the US in an aggressive posture in a Cold War that was beginning to heat up. This 

heating up was accelerated greatly by the beginning of the Korean War and the first 

major test of the policy of containment. With UN-mandated American entry Truman 

immediately increased defence spending to $430.8 billion in 1951, hitting a peak the 

next year of $566.8 billion (in constant value 2007 dollars).3 Eisenhower fought his 

election campaign in 1952 riding on what seemed a public wave of dissatisfaction 

with such massive federal spending. While Truman’s Korean War defence spending 

was indeed unprecedented in the years immediately after World War Two, it 

probably did not give a true picture of what that containment policy would actually 

cost in a timeframe not burdened by a ground war in South East Asia. The problem 

with that same policy however was that there was always the risk that another 

ground war could occur and cost just as much for it pledged to attempt to stop the 

advances that communism was deemed to be making worldwide. This required a 

broad and expensive commitment, one that Truman encapsulated in his address to 

                                                           
3 Warren Wheeler, ‘The American Defense Budget’, 18 September 2007, Centre for Defense 
Information (online). Available: 
http://www.cdi.org/PDFs/Defense%20Spending%20Over%20Time.pdf 
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Congress in 1947. For Eisenhower this was a major problem because, as per his 

campaign, he promised to reduce federal spending but yet still wanted a strong 

national defence.   

Eisenhower had served within the US military since before the Second World 

War and could remember well the days of a small military and a limited government 

in Washington. These were the roots of his apparent fiscal conservativism and some 

of the reason for his criticism of the Truman administration’s foreign policy. Another 

criticism was rooted in the Republicans election campaign which deemed the 

containment policy to be immoral, promising that the US, under Eisenhower, would 

regain the initiative in the Cold War through a “policy of boldness”.4 Eisenhower 

believed that military spending by Washington could actually detrimentally affect 

the broader economy, insisting that a “strong defense had to be built on the back of a 

strong economy”.5 A new defence policy would have to be brought to the table in 

order to allow the US to indeed regain the Cold War initiative in the face of the 

perceived Soviet threat while at the same time cutting back on the huge government 

outlays of the second Truman administration. This policy was to become known as 

both the ‘New Look’ and ‘Massive Retaliation’ and it was to mark a huge break 

from the containment policy of the Truman years. These two policy terms are often 

used interchangeably but both had different aims. The ‘New Look’  was Eisenhower's 

policy to reduce federal spending on the military by reorganising the military 

services to avoid duplication occurring between the Air Force, Navy and Army. The 

‘New Look’ then was almost more like a spring clean in comparison to the change in 

posture that the ‘Massive Retaliation’ policy was to bring about. In fact Eisenhower 

                                                           
4 Samuel F. Wells, Jr., ‘The Origins of Massive Retaliation’, Political Science Quarterly 1 (1981), pp. 
31 – 52: 32. 
5 J. Ronald Oakley, God’s Country: America in the Fifties (New York: Dembner Books 1986), p. 211. 
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seemed to despise the slick rhetoric that surrounded the ‘New Look’ as he insisted 

that very little would actually be changed.6 What would change however would be 

America’s commitment to its Allies as it was now going to rely on the policy of 

Massive Retaliation in order to ward off the Soviet threat. This policy was first 

outlined by Eisenhower in his State of the Union address of January 7, 1954. In this 

speech Eisenhower stated that “We shall not be aggressors, but we and our allies 

have and will maintain a massive capability to strike back”.7 The Korean War had 

taken its toll on Washington, and indeed on the American people, and not only was 

Eisenhower determined not to be involved in a ground war in such a far flung part of 

the world, but so were the chiefs of staff of the armed forces. As such then the old 

Truman era policy of containment by meeting aggression head on was being 

replaced by a strategy that instead relied less on ground troops and more on nuclear 

deterrence. Moscow or Peking could now be deemed legitimate targets for US 

atomic weapons should Communist moves have been seen as overly aggressive by 

those in Washington. Eisenhower had long since determined that any war between 

the US and the USSR would not be confined to exchanges of conventional weapons. 

Rather it would almost definitely involve a nuclear exchange due to the development 

of nuclear and thermonuclear weapons by both Washington and Moscow during the 

Truman years. It was with this that Eisenhower was quoted as saying he would allow 

tactical nuclear weapons to be used in battle “just as exactly as you would use a 

bullet or anything else”.8 While there was much to fear from these new weapons of 

                                                           
6 Elmo Richardson, The Presidency of Dwight D. Eisenhower (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 
1979), p. 65. 
7 Dwight D. Eisenhower, ‘State of the Union’. Speech, Address to Congress, Washington DC, 7 
January 1954. 
8 Campbell Craig, Destroying the Village: Eisenhower and Thermonuclear War (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1998), p. 52. Eisenhower made this remark during the First Taiwan Strait 
Crisis over Quemoy and Matsu when the usage of atomic weapons against China was under serious 
consideration by Washington.  
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mass destruction, the mere threat of them had assisted in ending the Korean War. 

Secretary of State Dulles had stated that “the US was seriously considering using 

atomic weapons”9 in order to bring an end to Chinese aggression during the first 

Quemoy-Matsu crisis and again it seemed that the use of the nuclear deterrent, as per 

the policy of Massive Retaliation, played a role in ending that crisis. A major 

weakness of Massive Retaliation was that no one was completely sure just when 

atomic weaponry would indeed be used because allies of the US wondered just when 

the US itself would risk its own survival in deploying atomic weapons in their 

support. However NSC 162/2, the document that firmly outlines Eisenhower’s 

defence vision, insisted that “the maintenance of a sound, strong and growing 

economy”10 was of paramount concern as a national security issue. In this sense 

Massive Retaliation, despite its shortcomings, was still deemed the best approach 

because it was assumed that the US would always maintain an advantageous lead in 

the production of nuclear weapons. NSC 162/2 stated that the US should “conduct 

and foster scientific research and development so as to insure superiority in quantity 

and quality of weapons systems”.11 This was a requirement of the Massive 

Retaliation policy because the nuclear deterrent it relied on could only be so if there 

existed a massive lead in the US development of nuclear weaponry and its associated 

delivery systems.  

 

 

                                                           
9 ‘Military: First Taiwan Straits Crisis’, GlobalSecurity.org (online). Available: 
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/ops/quemoy_matsu.htm 
10James S. Lay, ‘A Report to the National Security Council (NSC 162/2)’, National Security Council, 
Washington DC, 1953. Federation of American Scientists (online), pp. 1 – 27:6. Available: 
http://ftp.fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsc-hst/nsc-162-2.pdf 
11 Ibid., p. 7.  
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Military Research, the Economy and Employment 

NSC 162/2 stated that the US would need to continue its pursuit of ever more 

superior nuclear weapons while it also called for the maintenance of a sound 

economy as a prerequisite to the further development of its defences. This was 

echoed in Eisenhower’s now famous ‘Chance for Peace’ speech of April 16, 1953. In 

this speech he compared military and civilian spending lamenting that “the cost of 

one modern heavy bomber is this: a modern brick school in more than 30 cities...it is 

two fine, fully equipped hospitals”.12 There was a built in irony to this speech 

however because it was around this time that the infamous, and still serving, Boeing 

B-52 Stratofortress bomber was being readied for service with the US Air Force. It 

was developed to carry a nuclear weapons payload and cost an estimated $100 

million in research and development costs since its inception.13 It is no surprise then 

that Eisenhower mentioned in his 1954 State of the Union address that “as will be 

seen from the Budget Message on January 21, the airpower of our Navy and Air 

Force is receiving heavy emphasis”.14 This was the same year of the launching of the 

first nuclear powered submarine, the USS Nautilus. The New Look and Massive 

Retaliation policies were supposed to bring about savings in federal funds for 

defence but even with cutbacks it seemed that research and development was still an 

item on which the US was willing to spend lavishly. This expenditure on research 

would inevitably act as an economic stimulus but it was also an investment in 

national security.  

                                                           
12 Dwight D. Eisenhower, ‘A Chance for Peace’. Speech, Meeting of American Society of Newspaper 
Editors, Washington DC, 16 April 1953. 
13 Marcelle Size Knaak, Encyclopaedia of U.S. Air Force Aircraft and Missile Systems: Post-World 
War II Bombers 1945 – 1973 (Volume II), (Washington DC: Office of Air Force History, 1988), p. 
226. 
14 Eisenhower, ‘State of the Union’. 
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It was investment in research and development that resulted in the launching 

of such military showpieces as the USS Nautilus and of course the B-52 bomber and 

the Distant Early Warning line over the Arctic which would warn of incoming Soviet 

attacks. The DEW Line was a showcase of how closely the federal government could 

work with private civilian companies as Western Electric (a division of Bell 

Telephone) were awarded the contract to build the DEW Line after the decision was 

made for its construction in 1954.15 Not only was it a showcase of how the 

government and corporations worked together in the Cold War battle but it was also 

an example of how civilian orientated companies such as Bell Telephone could so 

easily be of military value. Later in the decade Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles 

would make the line almost obsolete but in the mid 1950s they were yet an item of 

intense research and were still some time away from being in any mature stage of 

development.  The atomic weapons of the Massive Retaliation policy would so be 

dropped by aircraft such as the B-52. The “heavy emphasis” that Eisenhower 

described in his State of the Union speech was worth an increase of $800 million in 

the Air Force budget for 1955.16 Strategic Air Command, the section of the Air 

Force which was tasked with the delivery of nuclear weapons to their targets would 

be granted much of this money as it set about building up its fleet of B-52’s. This 

aircraft was to be the most important weapon in General Curtis Le May’s Strategic 

Air Command but even as Eisenhower committed money through his budget for the 

Air Force and Navy, there were fears that it would still not prove a match for the 

Soviet Union’s own air force equivalents. The notion of a bomber gap had come 

about after the Soviet Air Force had flown their new Myasishchev M-4 Bison 

                                                           
15 George F. Lemmer, ‘The Air Force and Strategic Deterrence 1951 – 1960’, United States Air Force 
Historical Liaison Office, December 1967. National Security Archive (online), p. 48. Available: 
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/nukevault/ebb249/doc09.pdf 
16 Oakley, God’s Country, p. 212. 
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bomber at the May Day celebrations in Moscow in 1954. The M-4 seemed to be a 

much more advanced bomber than the US B-52 with General Twining of the US Air 

Force being quoted as saying that the May Day demonstrations were a “more 

important milestone than the knowledge of the first Soviet atom bomb explosion”.17 

Even though it was later revealed that the M-4 was in fact not comparable to the B-

52, General Twinings comments caused much concern and ultimately led to the 

presumption that there was indeed a bomber gap in existence between the US and the 

Soviet Union. In 1956 Le May testified before the US Senate Subcommittee on the 

Air Force (of the Committee on Armed Services) that “Russian plane production is 

rapidly outstripping ours”.18 Le May believed that this gap could only be overcome 

by an “increase in procurement orders (and) the further purchasing of more bombers 

and tankers” .19 It seemed then that the extra $800 million that Eisenhower earmarked 

for the Air Force in his 1955 budget was not going to be enough to safeguard 

America and the military would need more. 

Eisenhower had indeed brought about Massive Retaliation in an effort to give 

a new direction to US foreign policy but as a defence policy it did require new and 

more advanced weaponry and thus further expenditure. Despite Eisenhower wanting 

to reduce federal spending on defence, this need for new weaponry transferred 

federal funds to civilian companies, many of whom also made everyday consumer 

goods, who created employment through the new projects they had bid to work on. 

Despite a recession in 1958 economic growth was generally steady over 

Eisenhower’s two terms in office and this was attributable in many places to 

employment through defence spending in what was perhaps a form of military 
                                                           
17 Helen C. Allison, ‘News Roundup’, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, March (1955), p. 102.  
18 ‘Second Best In Air Is Not Good Enough’, Life Magazine, May 14 (1956), p. 53 
19 Ibid., p. 53, 56. 
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Keynesianism.20 At the same time research had to continue apace on newer systems 

to keep the US on an even keel with the Soviets in the Cold War race. This brought 

about considerable spending on research and development and thus on employment 

through what Eisenhower would later call the ‘military-industrial complex’. While 

Seattle benefitted from Boeing’s development of the B-52 bomber, San Diego was 

perhaps the region that benefitted the most from aerospace development in this era of 

the Cold War. Within the county of San Diego 75% of people employed in 

manufacturing jobs were involved in defence work. 21  Meanwhile, according to 

Stephen Whitfield, 50% of California’s workforce as a whole was employed, directly 

or indirectly in defence related industries through the mid and late 1950s.22 Convair, 

one of the most important aviation contractors in the 1950s conducted most of its 

research and development work in San Diego. This is worth noting because the B-58 

bomber was developed by Convair23 and while the bomber had many design 

difficulties, it was still funded by the Air Force due to the fact that $200 million had 

already been spent on its design and it was ruled too expensive to cancel.24 While 

Eisenhower had indeed promised that he would reduce waste in federal spending the 

B-58 project showed that his rhetoric did not always match his actions.  It cannot be 

denied that Eisenhower had not reduced government expenditure on defence 

compared to the gargantuan budgets of the Korean War years. However, defence 

spending, was still an extremely important component of the federal budget for in 

1954, the year the  B-52 was put into service, defence spending accounted for 65.7% 

                                                           
20 Alex Roland, ‘The Military – Industrial Complex’ in, Andrew J. Bacevich, The Long War: A new 
history of US national security policy since World War II, (New York, 2007), p. 354. 
21 James L. Clayton, ‘Defense Spending: Key to California's Growth’ , The Western Political 
Quarterly, 2 (1962), pp. 280 – 293: 288. 
22 Stephen J. Whitfield, The Culture of the Cold War (Baltimore, 1991), p. 75. 
23 Convair was, by 1954, a division of defence industry giant General Dynamics. 
24 Knaak, Encyclopaedia of U.S. Air Force Aircraft and Missile Systems, p. 352. 
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of total federal spending and it was still as high as it was in 1952 under Truman.25 If 

this spending had been dramatically cut then the whole of the US economy would 

have suffered simply because regions such as San Diego relied so much on this 

federal spending as influenced by military requirements in order to keep people 

employed and to keep the economy of the 1950s buoyant.  

With the ‘bomber gap’ still seen as a reality the military pushed for further 

research and development on all fronts in order to close the perceived gap and to 

ensure that they would not be caught on the wrong side of a new one. This included 

research funding requests for a nuclear powered aircraft due to Air Force sources 

holding information of a Soviet nuclear powered aircraft that was already in service. 

Funding for this project amounted to $1 billion up until its eventual cancellation in 

1961.26 Research and development funding was an important source of income for 

major corporations who stood to gain military contracts for successful products and 

eventually earn a profit on possible civilian spin offs. The Boeing 707, the plane 

credited with making widespread jet travel a reality, was a direct descendent of the 

B-52 bomber.27 As was shown earlier in this chapter the B-52’s development was 

funded by the government to the tune of $100 million but this military funding had 

an almost immediate crossover to civilian life. This funding however was not 

immense in the broader scale of research and development outlays. Even though 

defence research funding fell in 1954 to $1.38 billion from a 1952 high of $1.7 

billion, it was still the single largest area of research that Washington spent on as 
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directed by NSC 162/2.28 This led C. Wright Mills to write at the time about how the 

US was becoming a ‘permanent war economy’ even with Eisenhower’s promise of 

lower federal defence spending. This permanent war economy however was also 

seemingly a permanently prosperous economy with only three million unemployed 

in 1954 out of a labour force of about 65 million.29 While not all of these were 

employed in the defence industry, many had jobs due to the fact that Washington 

was assisting in keeping the economy buoyant through defence spending. With the 

Gross National Product of the US standing at $366.3 billion in 1954 and defence 

spending making up 12.8% of that figure, there would have been significant jobs 

losses had Eisenhower actually cut defence spending in the dramatic manner so 

many believe he did.30 Had this occurred the broader economy would not have been 

spared simply because it was now too entangled with military spending. Not only 

were there crossovers between military products and civilian products but now there 

was also a crossover between military and civilian economies too.  

 

The ‘Missile Gap’, Defence Expenditure and Corporations 

This crossover would continue through Eisenhower’s two terms of office and came 

to the fore once again when Sputnik, was launched into orbit by the Soviet’s new 

ICBM rocket, the R-7. The Air Force had been concerned about reports that the 

Soviet Union had been testing ballistic missiles since the early 1950s due to the fact 
                                                           
28 Division of Science Resources Studies, ‘Federal obligations for research and development, by 
character of work, R&D plant, and major agency: fiscal years 1951-2001’ , National Science 
Foundation (online). Available: http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/nsf01334/pdf/hista.pdf 
29Council of Economic Advisers. Economic Report of the President, ‘Table D-18.-Employment and 
unemployment, by age, and by sex for 20 – 64 age group, 1942 – 55’,1956, pp. 1 – 252: 184. Federal 
Reserve Archival System for Economic Research (online). Available: 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/publications/ERP/page/9380/1726/download/9380.pdf 
30 O’Sullivan and Keuchel, American Economic History, pp. 203, 213. 
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that soon after World War Two Washington had terminated research on US missiles 

because of post-war spending cuts. The bomber gap was of more immediate concern 

during Eisenhower’s first term in office but the notion of a missile gap also appeared 

during this first term. The head of the CIA, Allen Dulles, had stated that the reason 

U2 over-flights of the USSR had begun in 1955 was to investigate the possibility of 

advanced Soviet missile development.31 Even with the information that the over-

flights would have provided, the launching of the first Soviet ICBM followed by the 

launching of its first satellite, Sputnik, caused quiet alarm among the general public 

and surprise in the higher echelons of the government.  It was realised that if the 

Soviets could send an object into space then that same rocket could surely send a 

nuclear warhead to the other side of the world with Life Magazine warning that 

“Sputnik is not a weapon, but it has immense military meaning”.32  

The supposed bomber gap had strengthened Strategic Air Command and the 

aircraft corporations who competed to supply the aircraft that the US nuclear 

deterrent required. With the launch of Sputnik, that same aircraft-based deterrent was 

seen by many as under grave threat. Common sense indicated that it took a rocket 

just minutes to reach its target, that defence against one was non-existent, and that 

aircraft took much longer to reach their targets. Common sense then indicated that 

the Soviet Union had the upper hand in the nuclear balance of power. In this case 

however common sense was incorrect for it took many hours for the Soviet rockets 

to be readied for launching but this was not widely known at the time. The report, 

Deterrence and Survival in the Nuclear Age, more commonly known as the Gaither 

Report, indicated in 1957 that SAC was vulnerable to surprise attack, especially by 
                                                           
31 Roy E. Licklider, ‘The Missile Gap Controversy’, Political Science Quarterly 4 (1970), pp. 600 – 
615: 603. 
32 ‘Editorial: Common Sense and Sputnik’, Life Magazine , October 21 (1957), p. 35. 
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ICBM’s, during periods of lessened world tension when it was not at ‘alert’ status.33 

The report seemed to suggest that the US was falling far behind the Soviets in the 

race to build ICBM’s despite the US having started its own research in 1955 and that 

further funding was required in order to catch up. This clarion call originated with 

the members of the Security Resources Panel which drafted the report but these same 

people were the heads of companies who had strong ties with the military and stood 

to gain from extra spending. Four members were executives with Bell Telephone, the 

company so involved with the DEW Line, while Raytheon Manufacturing, 

Westinghouse and Hughes Aircraft, the company that had developed the US Air 

Forces’ first guided air-to-air missile, were all represented on the panel too further 

showing the link between government policy, defence, and corporations. This link, 

through the military, influenced the economy by creating employment through the 

military technology these companies were often contracted to develop.  

It was about four years before the publication of the Gaither Report that 

Motorola opened a research facility in Phoenix, Arizona. While San Diego was a hub 

for aircraft research, Phoenix came to be a hub of electronic and missile component 

research due to the presence of the US Army Electronic Proving Ground which was 

located at Fort Huachuca south of Phoenix.34 This base acted as a magnet for various 

corporations who located in Phoenix in order to be close to this facility due to the 

Army “stressing that proximity to the proving ground would be a positive factor in 

receiving government contracts”.35 This was again an example of the massive links 

                                                           
33 Security Resources Panel, ‘Deterrence and Survival in the Nuclear Age (The Gaither Report)’, 
Science Advisory Committee (Washington DC, 1957), pp. 1 – 34:5. National Security Archive 
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35 Ibid., p. 30. 
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that existed between the military and the various corporations who competed to 

acquire funding for various new weapons, aircraft and now, missile systems. As such 

the launching of Sputnik and the warnings of a supposed missile gap that followed 

would create further employment opportunities within the US defence industry 

among familiar contractors such as Convair, Lockheed, Boeing and indeed 

electronics firms such as Motorola and General Electric. While missiles had not been 

the top priority of Eisenhower, Sputnik made them so when he secured “$1.37 

billion for missile development and production”36 along with a defence budget of 

$44.4 billion in 1958. This was to be a year of recession in the world economy with 

about 5 million of the US workforce unemployed for the first half of the year after 

which unemployment fell, possibly due in part to greater federal expenditure used in 

closing the missile gap.37 In Phoenix the amount of government contracts among 

defence industry firms located there certainly assisted in keeping unemployment low 

for between 1956 – 1959 unemployment was 1% lower than the national average.38 

The companies that provided for this low level of unemployment were all involved 

in some way closing the perceived missile gap. General Electric had established a 

computer manufacturing facility in 1957 and with its links to Arizona State 

University it worked on the early ICBM problem of missile trajectory while 

AiResearch Manufacturing Company’s plant was directed “primarily towards 

military consumption”.39 Goodyear Aircraft Corporation, a subsidiary of the tyre 

conglomerate, also had a base in Phoenix which “shifted from manufacturing 

airframes to the production of missile ground support equipment”40 in the late 1950s, 
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just in time to help fill the missile gap. With the recession of 1958, if Eisenhower 

had again cut back on military spending, Phoenix and other such cities would have 

collapsed economically but the Cold War events of the time made sure that 

employment, and thus money, still abounded in areas of importance to the military. 

Avoiding an economic crisis through the indirect funding of employment was of 

course not the only benefit to the administrations expenditure. That expenditure, 

ultimately, had also to produce a response to Moscow’s triumphant space 

achievements and missile bluster. 

In 1958 the US launched its first satellite, Explorer 1, aboard the Jupiter 

missile in response to the launch of Sputnik some months before. The achievement 

came about in large part due to the typical Eisenhower policy of government 

friendship with big business. The rocket had been developed by the Chrysler 

Corporation which was awarded the contract for its development and production 

back in 1956.41 The new Secretary of Defence, Neil McElroy, who was previously 

chairman of Proctor and Gamble, used his business expertise to consolidate his 

department’s efforts into getting results from the Jupiter system rather than allowing 

each branch of the military to develop their own rockets.42 While McElroy had thus 

managed to push forward a successful missile and rocket programme, something his 

predecessor Charles Wilson had not done, he still predicted that come the early 

1960s the Soviets would have a 3 to 1 advantage over the US in the field of 

ICBM’s.43 This gap, it was of course suggested, could only be filled by the pouring 
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of more funds into missile programmes. The Atlas ICBM programme, planned to 

become operational in the early 1960s and which was developed by Convair in San 

Diego, was to be just this programme. While military plans scheduled 90 to be built 

by 1963, military sources insisted that production could be tripled to alleviate the 

missile gap if Eisenhower would spend $2.5 billion over a four year period.44 

However it wasn’t just the military that was prodding Eisenhower to invest more 

funds. Neither was it just the heads of corporations associated with defence 

production that had called upon Washington to fill the missile gap. The Democratic 

Party, the majority party in Congress from 1958, also put great pressure on the 

Eisenhower administration to continue, and increase, spending. John F Kennedy was 

a particularly hawkish member of the party and “in a speech to the Senate in August 

1958, he explicitly compared the 1950s in America to the 1930s in Britain”45, 

summing up the feelings behind the supposed missile gap of an America that was 

simply not ready for the Soviet threat. Kennedy wanted greater spending to offset the 

missile gap that he was so promoting with media columnist Joe Alsop. To this end 

he announced to the Senate, after first announcing his intention to run for the 

presidency, that the 1960 defence budget was “too low by a substantial margin”.46 

While the budget had indeed fallen slightly from a 1959 high of $46.6 billion, 

defence was still worth $45.9 billion in 1960, a miniscule drop compared to the 

increases which had brought it to the 1959 level.47 Kennedy’s bluster was only based 

on misinformation as he did not have access to national intelligence estimates which 

showed that within the administration itself there was a debate occurring over the 
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real size of the gap. In the February 1960 National Intelligence Estimate (NIE), it 

was predicted that the Soviets would have 35 missiles readied within weeks. The 

Director of Intelligence and Research at the State Department stated in NIE 11-8-61 

that the probable size of the Soviet ICBM forces in 1961 was 75 to 125 missiles.48 

No one was truly certain but the thought of a gap, especially after the launch of 

Sputnik, had provoked spending to occur. Christopher Preble wrote that Democrats 

such as Kennedy demanded higher defence spending in part to appeal to workers 

who were displaced due to New Look policies.49 However, as has been shown, the 

Eisenhower administration was quite willing to fight the Cold War by providing 

funds to private enterprise to build up the US military arsenal and in the process 

create employment which spurred economic growth.   

 

Economic Assistance, Education and Defence 

It could be argued that the two Eisenhower presidencies, while traditionally viewed 

as years of fiscal conservativism, were actually quite the opposite. Eisenhower did 

hold balanced budgets close to his heart but the military spending which his 

administration had committed to cutting never fell as dramatically as the rhetoric 

suggested and actually rose in the final years of Eisenhower’s second term due to the 

continuing fears of a US missile deficit viz-á-viz the Soviet Union. This military 

spending ended up accounting for 10.2% of the Gross National Product of the US by 

                                                           
48 Director of Central Intelligence. National Intelligence Estimate Number 11-8-61. ‘Soviet 
Capabilities For Long Range Attack’, 7 June 1961, pp. 1 – 46: 13. Central Intelligence Agency 
Electronic Reading Room (online). Available: 
http://www.foia.cia.gov/wizards/osi_pdf/nie_11_8_61.pdf  
49 Preble, ‘Who Ever Believed in the 'Missile Gap'?", p. 815. 



24 
 

1960.50 While this is a significant figure it does not account for government 

incentives for other areas of the US economy which made the 1950s one of the most 

prosperous decades in American history.  The GI Bill, which only expired in 1956, 

the role of the Federal Housing Authority in encouraging the building of new 

housing stock, the National Defense Education Act of 1958, and tacit government 

approval of the consolidation of large corporations, all made for an economy which 

was being government assisted even in areas not related to defence.  

In the aftermath of Sputnik not only was the US concerned about a missile 

gap but also about a possible knowledge gap between US academics and students 

and their Soviet counterparts. Eisenhower had stated that he wanted any response to 

Sputnik to preferably be a response that was purely scientific in nature (something 

the Explorer 1 satellite was but that its rocket was not due to its military design). In 

January 1958 the CIA issued a Scientific Intelligence Report entitled Long Range 

Capabilities of the Soviet Union in Major Scientific Fields 1957 – 1967. This report, 

much like the pronouncements about a missile gap, summarised that “at the end of 

this estimate period USSR research in chemistry and chemical engineering will be 

close to that of the United States...”.51 A related report expressed surprise that the 

Soviet Union could make such scientific and technological progress in an 

environment where academic freedom was so tightly regulated, an “atmosphere 

almost opposite to the one held so sacrosanct by most Western researchers”.52 What 
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Sputnik had done was kick-start a debate on education in the US and brought many 

to wonder if the US education system was good enough to produce scientists and 

engineers of a high enough calibre to design and build the scientific, electronic and 

military equipment that would be needed to keep the US as the primary superpower. 

The launching of Sputnik was enough of a blow to national prestige without it being 

repeated over and over in several fields of technology as some were fearing. Due in 

some part to reports predicting that the Soviets would soon catch up to the US in 

scientific education and research, the National Defense Education Act was passed by 

the US Congress with most of its funding being funnelled into education in science 

and technology as was needed to ensure an education gap would not appear. This 

massive federal intervention in the education system would probably not have 

occurred if not for the catalyst of Sputnik and the national security implications it 

held. Thus, the military and defence overtones of the bill did not end with the title of 

the act itself. A large chunk of the bill, $280 million, was dedicated to match state 

funds for facilities and materials geared towards the sciences and to mathematics.53 

These areas were of particular importance with the CIA having crediting the Soviets 

for their “exceptionally high capability in...mathematics...(with) increased utilization 

of mathematics...in the development of weapons systems”.54 Individuals receiving 

any monies through the bill had to sign a clause affirming loyalty to the United 

States and had to swear that they had never been involved in any subversive 

activities, evidence of the paranoia that was still rife throughout the US about 

possible Soviet influences.55 Not only had Sputnik prompted the US to spend more 

on missile technology and to commit itself to a space race but now it had also caused 
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Eisenhower’s conservative administration to commit to “the most significant federal 

educational legislation since...the Civil War”.56  

Larger than the National Defense Education Act though was the GI Bill, 

officially known as the Servicemen's Readjustment Act. While it was passed in 1944 

under the administration of Roosevelt, it was an important element of the economy 

of the 1950s and can justifiably be seen as another method of government 

intervention to keep the economy booming even if one was to concentrate solely on 

the effect it had on housing the population of the time. With so many military 

personnel coming back from the battles of World War Two many were in search of 

housing, a search that did not abate in the immediate years after the war for in the 

1960s economist Harold Vatter estimated that one quarter of America’s housing 

stock was actually only built in the 1950s57 - this resulted in 11 million new homes 

built between 1948 and 1958.58 This should not be surprising considering that with 

the growing economy of the 1950s, more people were employed and more had the 

means to buy a house of their own than in the preceding two decades which had been 

interrupted by an economic depression and a world war. Owning your own home 

was seen as economically sensible and also patriotic for “no man who owns his own 

house and lot can be a communist”59 so proclaimed developer William Levitt. 

Private property after all was antithetical to Communism. Professor Milton 

Greenberg has written that the GI Bill turned the American people into “stakeholders 
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(and) self-reliant property owners”.60 The most important way that the GI Bill 

managed to achieve this feat was by acting as the tool that opened the credit market 

to so many willing house buyers. It did this by guaranteeing mortgages taken out by 

veterans, commonly known as VA loans due to them being administered through the 

Veterans Administration. Due to the guarantee on VA loans banks and other 

financial institutions could feel more comfortable in allowing many budding 

homeowners to take out mortgages because if the homeowner defaulted then the 

government, as guarantor of at least half of the mortgage, would step in and repay 

the guaranteed amount. In this way banks were sure of getting at least half of their 

money back in the unlikely event of a default, and on lower priced homes where the 

guarantee extended over most of the purchase price, they could be sure of the full 

loan amount. With so many homes being built through the 1950s it is difficult to 

argue that the VA loan was not effective – in fact it was actually “one of the 

principle sources of home financing”.61 It is important to remember that this source 

of credit was only available to veterans and thus the military’s influence was being 

felt in the important economic sector of house building and buying. Another 

important source of finance was the Federal Housing Administration’s own loan 

guarantee programme. Interestingly these were ranked as the number two source of 

finance for homes, VA loans being number one, by the magazine Popular Mechanics 

(whose readership would have been composed of a sizeable chunk of young males 

preparing to settle down and purchase a home). FHA loans were again given out by 

banks and other such institutions but up to 80% of the loan could be insured by the 
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FHA.62 This provided a safety net in order to ensure credit could flow to those who 

wanted to buy a home. The safety net, although woven before Eisenhower took 

power, was still maintained by his reputedly conservative administration. Kiplinger’s 

Finance wrote in its June 1952 issue that “the main thing to remember about VA and 

FHA loans is that they are meant to protect lenders – not (the buyer)”63 – in essence 

the government would guarantee the supply of money to private institutions such as 

banks, thus protecting them.  As large purchases, such as homes, required credit, 

Washington needed to ensure that credit would be readily available in order to 

ensure economic growth. By providing two such important sources of credit for new 

home buyers the government was, per extension, acting as a stimulus and 

accelerating the growth of the economy through its own means. However this 

government expenditure could not have occurred were it not related to national 

security for the GI Bill and the associated VA loans served only military personnel 

and veterans.     

Conclusion 

The economy of the 1950s was not completely perfect with some minor dips in 

growth and a recession occurring in 1958, but overall the economy grew larger, 

accelerating towards the massive growth rates achieved under more spend-thrift 

administrations such as Kennedy’s and Johnson’s in the 1960s. The need for the US 

to have the strongest military force possible was a key driving factor in this growth 

as it accounted for much of the money that the government contributed towards the 

economy and as such then it accounted for the many jobs that that economy 

provided. President Eisenhower was indeed fiscally conservative but during his two 
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administrations massive amounts of government funds were granted to various 

industries in order to ensure that the US was ahead in the military-technological Cold 

War with a strong economy influenced by the defence establishment and military 

requirements. This funding was often reactionary, driven by fears of a bomber gap 

and later a missile gap. Even though claims relating to these fears were largely 

unfounded, they were the catalyst that ensured the funding for such items as the B-52 

bomber and the Jupiter missile, creating not just many jobs but also new 

technologies that contributed to the idealisation of the military as a technological 

leader throughout the decade.  Associated with defence spending the Eisenhower 

administrations continued the generous economic stimuli within the GI Bill. It 

practically guaranteed credit flow through VA loans and FHA insured loans in order 

to encourage more to own their own homes and the economy to continue its 

expansion due to these military-related loans. However, in a marked difference to the 

Soviet Union, this equated to the transfer of government money to private 

companies, companies with whom the government developed close relationships 

with but yet this was influenced by the military due to the VA and FHA loans being 

targeted at veterans. The relationship between business, government and military 

was perhaps a hallmark of Eisenhower’s own political stance as he trusted the 

father’s of industry64 when seeking opinions on how the country should be run. This 

was shown early in his career by his creation of the American Assembly. Essentially 

the economy of the 1950s, as fed by government interventions, laid the basis for the 

proliferation of wealth while maintaining the image of the US as a benevolent 

military power on the good side in the Cold War battle. This was a major factor in 

people being receptive to companies involved, and actively showing, their 
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involvement in both the domestic economy and the military economy. This in itself 

was vital for the influence that military technology would have on consumer goods 

throughout the 1950s leading to the idealisation of the US military through consumer 

product design and the domestication of the Cold War itself.    
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Chapter Two 

American Design and the 1950s Cold War 

Just as ever fast fighter jets and more powerful rockets promised much to the US 

defence establishment in the way of national security, they also helped to keep high 

employment and economic stimulation through government spending as a fact of life 

in the 1950s. However these two new items of military technology would also prove 

quiet influential in the area of design. Consumer products such as cars, houses and 

even home appliances would all take their styling cues from the jets and rockets. 

Cars were designed with tailfins echoing those on jet fighters while home appliances 

were designed with push buttons following on from their use in missile and rocket 

technology. This concept of design following military technology was occurring due 

to the growing idealisation of the military in the Cold War battle but also because the 

military was the technological leader of the time. Home appliance companies and car 

manufacturers, many of them also being major defence contractors, marketed their 

consumer wares as being developed from military technology. Consumers wanted 

the very latest technology and with the military generally seen as being the arbiter of 

technology, consumer products copied military items by borrowing design cues or 

basing their functionality on technological principles used by the military. The 

implications of this were stark. Throughout the decade there came a growing overlap 

between the civilian/consumer economy and the military economy due to this 

technological fanaticism and the fact that many companies involved in missile or jet 

development were also manufacturing and marketing cookers, televisions and cars. 

This was important for these same corporations gained from higher defence 

expenditures linking the betterment of consumer goods with improvements in their 
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military items. The line then between civilian and military, in what was a relative 

peace time after the Korean War, was continually blurred resulting in the principles 

Washington was claiming to protect from Soviet threats often being cast aside in 

order to better face that assumed threat. In peculiar ways US foreign policy was 

expressed through car design, housing and home appliances building up to the 

infamous Kitchen Debate due to the influence of military technology on everyday 

life. This chapter will first explain the idealisation of the US military before then 

discussing the role of the military in car design with the advent of the tailfin while 

housing will be examined as a Cold War weapon before home appliances and the 

Kitchen Debate are then examined. These issues are important for they call into 

question the differentiation made at the time between Washington and Moscow. It 

was in making the differentiation that values and freedoms were often lost and in 

which a strong military, technology and intense patriotism by both the citizen and 

the corporation were strengthened resulting in the idealisation of the armed forces 

and the shaping of the character of the 1950s. 

 

The Ideals of Militarism 

The military items that companies such as General Electric, Boeing, Chrysler and 

others produced, were seen by the public as being at the very pinnacle of American 

technology. The US had emerged victorious from World War II through the 

mushroom cloud of the atomic bomb and its associated, almost mystical technology. 

It was technology harnessed through the military that had helped bring a swift end 

through just two bombs to the war in the Pacific. As frightening and powerful as the 

atomic bomb was it showed just what science and technology could create and 
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without a war then surely it could do so much more for peaceful purposes. However 

war soon cropped up again with heavy American involvement in the Korean War 

while the overarching Cold War stand-off with the Soviet Union continued. Thus the 

military was to continue in its role as the arbiter of technology and did so enjoying 

“tremendous prestige...largely unchallenged”1 throughout the decade. With so much 

money being devoted to military research ($1.2 billion in 1951 alone2) it was perhaps 

inevitable that the defence industry would lead the way in visible technological 

breakthroughs. The breaking of the sound barrier by the Bell X1 aircraft of the US 

Air Force in 1947 was one such technological breakthrough and was a milestone in 

flight for it was only at the beginning of the century that flight had become a reality. 

The fact that the military had brought this about was significant for surely this meant 

that that same establishment was capable of delivering more breakthroughs. These 

breakthroughs might eventually filter down to the level of the average consumer but 

in the mean time technology, specifically military technology, was touted as the 

means by which the US would defend itself against the Soviet Union.  

While jet aircraft had been developed during World War II, it was not until 

the late 1940s that they truly began to dominate the skies in a way that made the 

propeller aircraft of the war seem slow and outdated. Propeller driven aircraft were 

not the stars of the Korean War but rather fighter jets such as the F-86 Sabre3 were. 

This fighter with its wings swept back to a vee was the US answer to the Soviet Mig-

15 and was heralded with playing a major role in US battle victories with its record 

                                                           
1 Whitfield, The Culture of the Cold War, p. 59. 
2 Division of Science Resources Studies, ‘Federal obligations for research and development, by 
character of work, R&D plant, and major agency: fiscal years 1951-2001’, National Science 
Foundation (online). Available: http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/nsf01334/pdf/hista.pdf 
3 The F-86 Sabre was designed and built by North American Aviation.  
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holding speed of 670mph4. The fact that a US aircraft was winning on the frontlines 

in the battle against perceived Communist aggression was significant in engendering 

faith in the brilliance of American military technology.  Polls conducted by the 

Gallup group showed that a considerable amount of people were of the belief that the 

US was entering World War Three through the Korean War with 53% of people 

believing this to be the case in July 1950 and 49% in September 19515. With so 

many people imagining that a full war scenario was to come, the military’s image as 

protector of the United States continued to be admired and idealised as the good and 

noble side in the Cold War. This idealised protector was thus associated with 

advanced technology resulting in the American public being quite enthusiastic about 

consumer products that borrowed from military technology or styling. In this way 

the military took on a central role in everyday life, a strange notion when the US 

entered what should have been considered peacetime after the Korean War ended. 

The enthusiasm with which military technology, and specifically jet fighters, was 

greeted with was fed by ever newer jets breaking speed records as the US aircraft 

manufacturers competed furiously against their Soviet counterparts. The Douglas 

F4D Skyray was one such jet and an astute example of how companies funded 

through the defence budget contributed to the continuing idealisation of the military. 

The F4D Skyray was holder of the world flight speed record in 1953 flying at 753.4 

miles per hour at 100 feet and was developed as a carrier based plane for the US 

Navy.6 The headlines that this record generated garnered Douglas with much 

publicity of which they contributed to with their own advertisements for the F4D 

containing instructions on how to apply to be an aviator in the US Navy. The same 

                                                           
4 Eddie Rickenbacker, ‘From Kitty Hawk to Jets’, Popular Mechanics, January (1952), p.150. 
5 Steve Crabtree, ‘The Gallup Brain: Americans and the Korean War’, 4 February (2003), Gallup 
(online). Available: http://www.gallup.com/poll/7741/gallup-brain-americans-korean-war.aspx 
6 ‘Fastest Flight Yet, A Streak In The Sky’, Life Magazine, 19 October (1953), p. 145. 
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plane with which the record was set was even flown at an exhibition in Chicago in 

November 19537 showing that the military was quite keen on showcasing the 

weapons it intended to use should that World War Three have occurred. This 

showcasing of military technology again fed public admiration of the military as the 

protector of the nation and developer of technology while also helping to legitimate 

defence expenditures. Even though the jet fighter was the primary technological 

symbol throughout much of the 1950s this did not prevent companies outside of the 

field of aviation from openly promoting their associations with the military in order 

to convey to the public that they too were technological leaders. Indeed many of the 

promotions that various companies ran actually associated those same companies 

with not just the military in general but specifically military aviation. One such early 

advertising campaign was run by Raytheon, 

supplier of equipment to the US Air Force, 

in which a parallel was drawn between the 

reliability of their consumer television sets 

and their military equipment with the tagline 

“leaders in peace or in war”.8 A different 

version of the advert showed military 

personnel gathered around a sophisticated 

radar screen in order to convey the message 

that a Raytheon TV was a product of military 

technology and as such was surely the most advanced available. IBM conducted 

similar advertising campaigns during the middle of the decade equating their data 

processors as being essential to the design of US military aircraft with it stating that 

                                                           
7 ‘Fastest Plane Flies in Nov. 8 Glenview Show’, Chicago Tribune, 20 October (1953), p. n/a. 
8 Advertisement, Life Magazine, 18 September (1950), p. 7. 

Raytheon Advertisement (Life Magazine) 
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“ these five leading aircraft companies get things done at 14,000 operations a second 

with giant IBM Electronic Data Processing Machines”.9 The five aircraft companies 

mentioned were each represented not by civilian aircraft but by their latest military 

offerings.10 One of the best known brands of the time was General Electric who had 

a heavy presence in the military and in the home. They also stoked public 

enthusiasm towards military technology and did so in a way that was broader than 

other companies simply because the GE product range was so vast with them making 

everything from jet fighter engines to light bulbs to refrigerators. Their advertising 

attempted to link all of them and importantly to link the ideal of military technology 

through private enterprise to the safety and security 

of the United States against the supposed threat of 

Communism. A 1952 GE advertisement contained a 

picture of a Boeing B-47 bomber (whose engines 

were made by GE) next to a television with a 

tagline of “more fight per pound – more TV per 

dollar”.11 This is one of the most evident linkages 

made between military technology and consumer 

products but it was done so in the name of freedom 

for a later advertisement in Life Magazine told the story of GE’s involvement with 

Strategic Air Command stating that “General Electric is proud that it shares the Air 

Force’s grave responsibility: that of...keeping America free”.12 It was significant that 

                                                           
9 Advertisement, Scientific American, January (1955), pp. 50, 51. 
10 Only one of the companies, North American Aviation, did not have a civilian aircraft to market and 
thus feature in the advertisement showing that each manufacturer was eager to promote their more 
technologically advanced military aircraft. 
11 Advertisement, Life Magazine, 19 May (1952), p. 4. 
12 Advertisement, Life Magazine, 6 September (1954), p. 36. This same advertisement also contained 
a section encouraging scientists “not already engaged in defense work” to apply for positions within 
GE while also stating that to the “young, alert college or high-school graduates the United States Air 

General Electric Advertisement                        
(Life Magazine) 
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such a detailed advertisement was placed in a general family news magazine such as 

Life Magazine because it showed that GE was attempting to target a wide range of 

readers, and indeed voters. This same advertisement stated that America’s freedom 

may one day rely on the SAC and with GE as a pivotal supplier it stood to gain from 

public support for defence projects manifesting itself as enthusiasm for technology 

and specifically military technology. Essentially this was a private company taking 

on the mantle of co-defender of a nation because the economic system of that nation 

was considered the only one in which it could thrive. GE’s slogan, “progress is our 

most important product”, encompassed all of its products, equating the design of a 

more powerful jet engine to the sharpening of an image on a television set in a 

“vague promise that the sum total of GE’s research (and) manufacturing would 

constitute progress”.13 Nearly all companies that could reasonably market their 

products as having been developed through military technology did so because it was 

believed this would improve sales. Consumers played their part in the Cold War by 

buying products that were so influenced by the military whether through product 

features, design or marketing. This was patriotic for if one was not to buy then one 

was not partaking in the economic system and as such could be seen as communist. 

Consumption then masqueraded as patriotism keeping the economy buoyant but 

much of the money being spent by consumers had originated from the government 

anyway due to so many being paid by companies funded through defence 

expenditure. What this was , was a crossing of the military and consumer world to a 

point where they were blurred – many of the same companies were making military 

and consumer products and linking them together in order to sell not just the product 

but the idea of a more secure America through defence expenditure being filtered 
                                                                                                                                                                    
Force offers one of the most satisfying, rewarding careers possible” showing a distinct streak in the 
private sector to support military jobs. 
13 Thomas Hine, Populuxe (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1987), p. 59. 
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through these same companies. This was the military-consumer complex.14 

However, the trend of military technology in consumer products was not just 

confined to those companies directly involved in both defence work and consumer 

product development and neither was it confined to just advertisements. Due to the 

public’s enthusiasm for military technology the very designs and characters of cars, 

houses and indeed even kitchens were to become changed, adopting lines and 

equipment that drew their inspiration from the military. These fixtures of the 

American landscape were to be consumer weapons in the Cold War, at once feeding 

the economy while also feeding the American public’s desire for technology as 

standing “ for something fundamental to the postwar understanding of national 

identity: a sense of freedom (and) technological mastery...”.15  

 

Cars and Cold War Design 

In the automobile industry the influence of military technology was expressed 

mainly through design with various features of the car 

explained as being derived from aircraft engineering. 

The first car of the post-war era to be directly influenced 

by military technology, was the luxury 1948 Cadillac 

made by General Motors. Harley Earl, the chief stylist at 

General Motors, had reputedly seen a Lockheed P-38 fighter aircraft in a hangar 

during World War Two and was moved to design the Cadillac with a feature that 

                                                           
14 Thomas Hine, “Design and Culture...Masters thesis idea”. Email to author. 16 March (2010). 
 
15 Karal Ann Marling, As Seen On TV: The Visual Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950s (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1994), p. 255. 

Lockheed P-38 (www.aviationspectator.com) 
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would echo this aircraft.16 This feature would be the tailfin. The tailfin was directly 

inspired by the rounded twin tailfins of the P-38 itself and allowed the Cadillac to 

maintain a relatively rounded shape much like pre-war cars. However the advent of 

the tailfin was to combine with the new concept of dynamic obsolescence in offering 

a new look of military technology every year in order to ensure that sales remained 

high. After all, technology did not freeze in time and each manufacturer had to be 

seen to be providing the latest technology but also there was a market for the release 

of new models every year due to a booming economy due in large part to military 

expenditure. Often the updating of a model was purely stylistic ensuring that a new 

model was released every year much the opposite to cars in the USSR. While the 

Soviets were being accused of making aggressive moves in the Cold War through a 

supposed build up of its bomber force resulting in the so-called bomber gap, its cars 

were decidedly utilitarian. However, American cars continued to take styling cues 

from the military reflecting the growing influence the military seemed to be having 

on everyday life, a situation the US found antithetical in the USSR but which was 

occurring at home through the free market.  

The 1948 Cadillac, began the age of the tailfin by “taking a leaf from aircraft 

design”17, but had fallen far behind the times only a few years later. The P-38 was a 

propeller powered aircraft18and by the 1950s was no longer technologically 

advanced meaning that cars now had to associate themselves with jet aircraft in order 

to be seen as advanced. This transfer from propeller to jet, indeed military to 

everyday product, was done for the most part through design. In the early 1950s the 

tailfin began to develop, slowly growing taller and more defined following the 

                                                           
16 Hine, Populuxe, p. 83. 
17 ‘Power in Sleek Package’, Popular Science, April (1948), p. 125. 
18 The propeller engines of the P-38 were actually built by General Motors, the manufacturer of the 
Cadillac brand showing again a link between the military and consumer economies. 
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sharper lines of the newer jets. The new phenomenon of the Dagmar was also 

introduced on the 1953 Cadillac and spread throughout many of Detroit’s products. 

Dagmar’s were attached to the front of the car protruding from the bumper and were 

designed like “bullets”19 as 

Popular Mechanics described 

them in a preview of that years 

car models. However as 

militaristic as these items were 

they were not necessarily 

derived solely from the jet 

fighter. However a particular 

jet fighter may take more credit than most for influencing the ever sharper lines of 

the cars of the 1950s. This jet fighter was the Douglas F4D Skyray, pride of the US 

Navy’s fleet of aircraft.20 Harley Earl had reportedly seen a picture of the Skyray in a 

newspaper and ripped it out to use as inspiration for his next line of cars.21 No longer 

were cars just going to contain sections of jet inspired design but now all lines of the 

jet fighter would be echoed in cars. They would slant to a sharp point at the front, 

with a stance that made the car seem ready to move. The 1954 GM Firebird 1 was 

just such an embodiment and although just a concept car, it combined the idea of a 

car with the design of a jet. It did this to a point where the car really was but a faint 

idea for without wheels one could mistake it for a small fighter jet sitting on the 

ground. The very nature of concept cars as showpieces of design shielded from the 

market pressures subject to mass-produced products meant that GM could afford to 

be quite imaginative with the Firebird 1. It is interesting to note that the most 
                                                           
19 Siler Freeman, ‘Parade of 1953 Cars’, Popular Mechanics, February (1953), p. 106. 
20 The F4D Skyray held the world speed record over a continuous circuit upon its release.  
21 Hine, Populuxe, p. 85. 

The 1953 Cadillac: Note the bullet-like Dagmars at the front and 
the rear tailfins (www.cartype.com). 
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imaginative product GM had produced in 1954 was so influenced by the jet fighter 

for it confirms the association between military technology and consumer products. 

One year earlier GM CEO Charlie Wilson had become Eisenhower’s Secretary of 

Defence blurring the lines between the realms of corporation and government after 

stating that “what was good for our country was good for General Motors, and vice 

versa”.22 Virulent anti-Soviet policies and an idolisation of the military, encouraged 

in part through the designs of its cars, would thus enhance GM’s profits.  While GM 

helped foster the consumer-military relationship against the Soviets, it was never 

publicised about how GM was the second 

largest planned economy behind the 

USSR nor how its market share was equal 

to its competitors combined.23 This would 

have contradicted Eisenhower’s urgings 

that economic growth through a 

competitive and free market was the best weapon with which to fight the Cold War. 

An idolisation of the military and a public predisposed to high defence budgets 

however would serve GM better than a truly free market of which the US economy 

was supposedly built on. The Firebird 1 was a physical manifestation of this, a 

concept that linked a consumer product so closely to the military that it was difficult 

to tell them apart and this would continue throughout the rest of the decade. 

Drawing on concept cars such as the Firebird 1, the production models for 

1955 were truly cars of the jet age with angular jet-like profiles.24 Chrysler were 

perhaps the manufacturer who most endearingly embraced the new trend towards 

                                                           
22 Whitfield, The Culture of the Cold War, p. 74. 
23 Ibid., p. 74. 
24 Hine, Populuxe, p. 87. 

The GM Firebird 1 with its single tailfin and 
wings at the sides (www.cartype.com) 
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military technology when they announced their new models as having been designed 

through a philosophy named the Forward Look. Cars of the Forward Look had a 

central line which sloped forwards from the rear tailfins giving the car a “poised and 

eager look”.25  The Imperial, Chrysler’s luxury model, was one of the first 

manifestations of this design but its name is as worthy of discussion as much as its 

design for Washington often accused Moscow of harbouring imperial tendencies as 

regards the spread of communism. Not only this but the concept of imperialism was 

incompatible with American ideals as it subjugated other people and brought reward 

not based on merit. Thus naming a luxury car the “Imperial” should not have been 

palatable but in the 1950s this link to a colonial past was highlighted perhaps to 

differentiate further between the US and Moscow. It may also have alluded to US 

ambitions in spreading it’s economic model worldwide but either way it was strange 

choice in the context of a US that preached about protecting it’s ideals from 

communist influences.  

The Imperial also had tailfins but with rear lights mounted on the top of each 

fin like gun sights. Indeed these 

lights were described as such in the 

car’s sales brochure with it stating 

that, “a true mark of 

distinction...gun-sight taillights that 

grace the...high-swept rear 

fenders”.26 This overt militarism 

placed as objects on a luxury car should not be surprising considering that it was in 

                                                           
25 Ibid., p. 100. 
26 ‘Imperial’ (Brochure), Chrysler Corporation, Detroit (1956), p. 8. Available: 
http://imperialclub.com/Yr/1956/Brochure/Page08Big.jpg  

The rear of the 1955 Imperial showing one of the 
gun-sight tail lights (www.imperialclub.com). 
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this period that the notion of the bomber gap was being widely discussed. The Soviet 

Union was believed to possess more bombers than did the US and although this was 

incorrect, and was proved so, it did, as described in chapter one, generate enough 

debate to bring about increases in defence spending, particularly for the Air Force. 

This was alluded to in President Eisenhower’s 1954 State of the Union speech 

making it no coincidence that the Convair F-102 jet fighter/interceptor became a 

mainstay of the Air Force by 1955/1956. The F-102 was the sharpest looking jet of 

its time with a sleek, sharp nose 

tapering only gradually to the tip 

while at the rear its central tailfin 

was long and the wings were 

expansive triangles known as delta-

wings.  The cars introduced by the 

Detroit manufacturers from 1955 onwards seemed to strive to be as sharp looking as 

the F-102 was. Chrysler’s Imperial, while not quite as sharp as it eventually 

developed to be, was still part of the Forward Look design theme, the theme itself 

having borrowed from lines found on jets such as the F-102 and explained to be an 

aid in the aerodynamic stability of the car, much like how tailfins stabilises aircraft.27 

Another significant car of 1955 was the Ford Thunderbird. Its name was derived 

from the F84F Thunderjet fighter and advertisements wrote of its “Trigger-Torque 

power”.28 Now drivers could pump money into the economy in return for cars that, 

although could not fly, looked like they might, and although could not shoot, still 

carried gun sights and triggers.  

                                                           
27 Alan Hess, Googie Redux: Ultramodern Roadside Architecture (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 
2004), p. 141. 
28 Advertisement, Life Magazine, 13 June (1955), p. 26. 

The Convair F-102 jet (www.militaryfactory.com) 
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The influence of the jet fighter heightened throughout the latter years of the 

1950s as tailfins became ever taller. GM stylist Harley Earl had stated that the tailfin 

was an “extra receipt for (customers) money in the form of visible prestige marking 

for an expensive car”.29 This philosophy goes some way to explaining why tailfins 

appeared on luxury models like the Cadillac and the Imperial. However the later 

years of the 1950s saw the low-priced 

models of the big manufacturers gain 

tailfins just as imposing as the ones on 

luxury models. One low priced car that 

did not follow this was the Volkswagen 

Beetle a car with styling in no way 

influenced by the military. It was cheap 

but it irked Detroit as it’s buyers could 

typically have afforded more expensive 

cars, like a tail-finned Cadillac, but 

were “shirking their civic duty”30 by buying something that was completely 

unrelated to military technology or Detroit’s place in the Cold War. Chrysler’s low 

priced Plymouth model had tailfins with its advertisements stating that it was 

designed with Flight Sweep styling where the car sloped from the rear to a sharp 

point at the front. The Plymouth was almost everything the Beetle was not in that it 

was designed with obvious military influences and was marketed as such. While the 

Plymouth came from Detroit, supposedly a beacon of capitalism, it was the Beetle 

that was a fine demonstration of the type of capitalism that Eisenhower advocated in 

rhetoric but not in practice – it won market share by being better than other cars but 

                                                           
29 Marling, As Seen On TV: The Visual Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950s, p. 142. 
30 David Halberstam, The Fifties (New York: Fawcett Columbine, 1994), p. 639. 

Chrysler Flight Sweet advertisement showing its 
cars juxtaposed with a fighter jet 
(www.imperialclub.com). 
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one Detroit executive called its buyers “gray flannel non-conformists”.31 With the 

military so entwined with Detroit’s cars through design, to conform was to be part of 

the consumer mass in the Cold War but to be the opposite meant that you were a 

non-participant and as such unpatriotic. To be patriotic one’s car had to show an 

appreciation of military technology and so it had to have tailfins.  

The tailfin on GM’s Firebird II for 1956 was as high as a small aircraft’s and 

was hydraulically operated. The car was powered by a gas turbine engine featuring 

two massive air scoops at the front in which turbine blades, like those on a jet, spun. 

A development of the Firebird I, this concept car was made of titanium like an actual 

jet.32 It featured a bubble canopy, much like that in which a fighter pilot would be 

positioned.33 It did not look quite as radical as the Firebird I but this model could 

make the whole family feel as if they were fighter pilots and besides, retail cars had 

become progressively more jet-like since the first Firebird so the gap between 

fantasy and reality had closed quite a bit. This gap seemed to be a narrower one than 

the so-called missile gap which appeared with the launch of Sputnik in 1957. 

Chrysler in the same year was selling its Forward Look/Flight Sweep cars with the 

tagline of “Suddenly It’s 1960”.34 In the field of missile production America was 

certainly not wishing it to be 1960 for by then it was believed that the Soviet Union 

would have a large lead in the development of missiles but Chrysler ran with the 

tagline for its cars in order to project a futuristic image. While people did not relate 

cars to rockets as much as with jets, simply due to jet fighters being a more common 

technological marvel at the time, the imagery was indeed there. Chrysler paid heed 

                                                           
31 Halberstam, The Fifties, p. 639. 
32 Hine, Populuxe, p. 90. 
33 ‘This Year’s Crop of Dream Cars’, Popular Mechanics, February (1956), p. 187. 
34 Advertisement, Life Magazine, January 7 (1957), p. 32.  
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to this as a major contractor in the development of ICBM’s using rockets as part of 

its own advertising campaign for the Forward Look. It’s Redstone and Jupiter C 

rockets formed the basis for the Juno 1 rocket that launched America’s first satellite. 

The advert that celebrated this combined the image of three rockets with a list of the 

cars Chrysler manufactured and an explanation that “once again the world is shown 

that inventiveness and productivity thrive best in the climate of freedom”.35 The 

message being conveyed was that Chrysler was defending US freedom with such 

pioneering rockets and that by 

association their cars were also 

pioneering and advanced.36 In an 

effort to confirm this close 

relationship between car and rocket, 

the end of the advert stated “This is 

the Forward Look of the Chrysler 

Corporation – builders of Plymouth, 

Dodge, De Soto, Chrysler, Imperial 

and Redstone and Jupiter”.37 One 

could certainly not buy a Redstone 

or Jupiter rocket from a Chrysler 

dealer but they were included with the car models that you could in order to confirm 

the crossover between consumer product and military technology. By purchasing 

from a corporation that was filling the missile gap then consumers could be sure of 

                                                           
35 Advertisement, Life Magazine, February 17 (1958), p. 27. 
36 Ironically the Redstone, Jupiter C and Juno 1 rockets were all direct ancestors of the German V-2 
rocket designed by Werner Von Braun which, had this been accounted for, would have had 
implications in that these rockets, once fired at Allied troops and civilians, were now the design basis 
for rockets that were tasked with defending the US from communism. 
37 Advertisement, Life Magazine, February 17 (1958), p. 27 (italics in original advertisement print). 

The Chrysler Forward Look rocket advertisement 
(Life Magazine). 
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their place in the Cold War. Civilians were no longer separate from the military in 

this with the president of the American Historical Association announcing that 

“...total war, whether it be hot or cold, enlists everyone...”.38 This appropriated 

people’s own opinion on affairs between Washington and Moscow, enlisting them 

into a war that no one had yet pulled the trigger on. If one were to oppose their role 

in this war then surely they were un-American – this ran against US principles of 

freedom but it was a symptom of the crossover between consumer economy and 

military economy. Both economic sectors were entwined but civilian freedoms were 

not compatible with military duties so the only way a civilian could really play their 

part was through consumption, again feeding that economic link and furthering the 

zeal for military technology in everyday life. 

The car that best embodied the design trends that evolved from military 

technology was the Cadillac of 1959. This luxury car contained Dagmars at the front, 

a roof that seemed to be 

cantilevered from the rear allowing 

the windshield to wrap back around 

the side of the car along with 

tailfins that were the tallest and the 

sharpest yet. The Cadillac was seen 

as the car driven by a person who 

had reached the top of their profession but yet it was also the most militaristically 

influenced car. One particular print advertisement showed the rear of the Cadillac 

sweeping into a yellow sky, its rear lights leaving straight red trails of light behind it 
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The 1959 Cadillac complete with the tallest tailfins yet, 
bullet-like tail lights, wrap around windshield and 
Dagmars (www.plan59.com). 
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as if it were a fighter jet with its afterburners turned on.39 The defence budget of 

1959 was the highest in years standing at $46.6 billion in order to placate those who 

were calling Eisenhower weak for allowing a supposed missile gap to appear. The 

Cadillac was the automobile match of this budget being the biggest yet and 

containing every conceivable military inspired design item.  

 

Houses, Soft Power and Design 

America’s idealisation of the military ensured that products such as cars drew 

inspiration for their designs from such technological items as fighter jets and rockets. 

Housing, as permanent and stationary, rarely followed suit and so even though much 

of America’s housing stock was built in the 1950s, few of the houses built by 

developers such as Levitt can easily be said to reflect military design. Nevertheless 

these houses were an integral part of the Cold War battle for suburban housing was a 

practical showpiece of US capitalism as it was abundant and affordable for a 

swelling middle class in contrast to the situation in the USSR where a housing crisis 

was still in existence. A generous government assisted scheme of VA and FHA loan 

guarantees that accounted for between 40% and 50% of all home sales between 1947 

and 1957, ensured that developers had a market to cater to. 40 In the Soviet Union 

housing was state provided while the concept of the home in the US was that of a 

private space separate from the state. However with such state assistance in the 

actual purchasing of homes the gulf between the two systems was not as large as it 

was made out to be, although the state assistance in the US was never seriously 

considered as socialistic.  Neither was there a huge gulf in the design of housing 

                                                           
39 Advertisement, Life Magazine, 2 March (1959), p. 53. 
40 Hine, Populuxe, p. 51. 
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between both nations for suburban houses were designed relatively simply in order 

to aid their mass production, something the Soviet Union wanted to copy, albeit with 

apartment style dwellings, in order to end its aforementioned housing problems.41  

One of the consequences of the development of housing was it enabled the 

US to conduct a psychological battle for the hearts and minds of populations outside 

of the US whom Washington believed 

also wanted Levittown-style houses in 

their nations. William Levitt’s statement 

that “no man who owns his own house 

and lot can be a Communist...he has too 

much to do”42 was significant. It was 

hoped this would prove true outside of the US for if private home ownership took 

hold in nations where Communism threatened then surely ordinary people would 

either be too prosperous or too busy to support it. Suburbia “promised a seemingly 

infinite site for consumption”43 so by encouraging the spread of private housing 

abroad through its examples of abundance brought about by capitalism, it was also 

creating markets for US goods. Within the US itself the private home was sacred for 

it was separate from the state, and centred on the family as the supposed building 

block of American society. Indeed Eisenhower wanted to bring Khrushchev on a 

tour of Levittown, New Jersey in order to show that “it was a town 

                                                           
41 In fact, delegations from the Soviet Union visited the US on several occasions in order to see house 
building projects and on one such occasion the Soviet Minister of Construction I.K. Kozuilia actually 
bought a full suburban house. The house was built in San Pablo, California and was a split level 
design – Kozuilia had it disassembled and exported to the Soviet Union showing just how much 
Moscow wanted to learn from US house designs in order to try and fulfil its own housing 
requirements [Greg Castillo, Cold War on the Home Front: The Soft Power of Midcentury Design 
(Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press, 2010), p. 134]. 
42 Raphael, ‘The Body Electric’, p. 126. 
43 Dina Smith, ‘Mobility – Movable Containers: Cold War Trailers and Trailer Parks’, in Douglas 
Field (ed.), American Cold War Culture (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), p. 79. 

A typical, Levitt style, suburban housing 
development (www.nytimes.com). 
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universally...inhabited by workmen”.44 This sweeping statement was incorrect but it 

sums up the intention of Washington to use the American suburban house as a Cold 

War weapon as it would push Khrushchev to provide similar comforts for his 

citizens. In order to further this the US government sponsored several exhibitions of 

model homes at trade fairs abroad. These fairs, to which thousands of people 

attended, gave Washington the chance to show how technology had changed the 

American way of living. One such fair occurred in Valenica, Spain in 1955 for which 

the US contributed an exhibition entitled Technology in Everyday Life. This 

juxtaposed a furnished suburban residence with industrial research exhibits to 

demonstrate how American technological advances had changed lifestyles for the 

better.45 Better housing and technological progress, it seemed, had to go hand in 

hand. Living in an American house was a showcase of what was then being dubbed 

as “People’s Capitalism”46, in an effort to make the economic system seem fairer in 

the eyes of the rest of the world. This was ironic in that if the system had indeed 

been a fair one then surely it would not have required such marketing for it would 

have been self-evident. In 1956, the Advertising Council, lauded as “one of our great 

agencies for the preservation of free government” 47 by Eisenhower, collaborated 

with the US Information Agency to organise an exhibition called “People’s 

Capitalism – A New Way of Living”48 which contained a model house based on an 

average American family’s own home. It was explained that these model homes 

were to be found in suburbs scattered across the US linked to cities through the 
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automobile. The message being put across, through housing, was that America was 

becoming a class-less society, leading the magazine House Beautiful to state that 

“our homes are all on one level, like our class structure”.49  As such it seemed the US 

had an economic system that other nations should emulate but it was not explained 

that much of the house buying was a result of direct government influence through 

military related (VA/FHA) loans. In 1959 Vice President Nixon explained to Nikita 

Khrushchev that a house, much the same as the People’s Capitalism house, could be 

bought by the average worker for $100 a month over a 25 to 30 year period.50 This 

was correct for many but America was by no means class-less, leading economist 

Paul Samuelson calculating at the time that “if we made an income pyramid out of 

child’s blocks, with each portraying $1,000 of income, the peak would be far higher 

than the Eiffel Tower, but almost all of us would be within a yard of ground”.51 This 

image of a rich elite suited Soviet propaganda perfectly and so Washington needed 

to portray its system as class-less in order to prevent developing nations from 

rejecting their capitalist model. The model house featured in the People’s Capitalism 

exhibition was by no means class-less either for it was donated by US Steel, a 

corporation that did not see to it that its black workers were allowed to live in the 

community built for US Steel workers from which this model home had been 

taken.52 This was quite disadvantageous to the US, painting a picture of a segregated 

America where not all people were free but as Greg Castillo states, “the privatization 

of federal propaganda efforts had made it impossible to insulate the nation’s 

reputation from that of a corporate donor”.53 It was true that housing in America was, 
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at the time, still highly segregated so in this respect the US Steel donation painted an 

accurate, if uncomfortable picture for an administration that instead wanted the focus 

to lay on suburbs of modern houses occupied by ordinary people filling them with 

new consumer appliances. These modern suburbs, segregated or not, would in 

themselves be a marketplace for the sale of items such as cookers, refrigerators and 

other products that were being advertised as essential to the modern home. A house 

no longer existed in order to give basic shelter and provide warmth, it now existed as 

a Cold War weapon and an entity to sell new household products to. 

Appliances, Push-Buttons and the Cold War 

Houses were very important purchases for people in the 1950s and played a role in 

the soft Cold War but perhaps more important were the products that were bought 

and installed in these same, almost always suburban, houses. These products were 

relatively mobile, followed the concept of dynamic obsolescence, underwent styling 

changes almost every year and were considered replaceable. As such household 

appliances were much like the cars of the time. Indeed they were often built by 

subsidiaries of automobile manufacturers and defence contractors with GM sending 

both its cars and Frigidaire home appliances on a forty-four city tour in 1950 as 

related products.54 However they often had a lot more in common with the military 

than simply being manufactured by defence contractors. With the constant tension of 

the Cold War in the background home appliances, just as cars had done, followed the 

technological trends of the military. After all, the military was the technological 

leader of the time and manufacturers needed home appliances to be everyday 

showpieces of technological superiority. On the broader scale better equipped homes 

and kitchens would show just how advanced America was compared to the Soviet 
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Union. It seemed that while Communism was a quicker system for sending satellites 

into orbit, American capitalism was quicker at churning out pushbutton washing 

machines and colour televisions, a theme that formed the basis of the so called 

Kitchen Debate between Nixon and Khrushchev in 1959.  

If the car was the consumer manifestation of the fighter jet then the kitchen 

and the appliance within it were to be the base headquarters in the consumer Cold 

War battle. Just as there were concept cars that were supposed to foretell what 

automobiles would be like in a few years time, there were also dream kitchens that 

were examples of what technology would bring to the home in a few short years. The 

road to this had begun in the post war period as kitchens became more electrified so 

that such items as kettles and cookers could run from a wall socket and not require 

coal or wood. How could America win the Cold War with cookers that were wood 

fired when its jets ran on kerosene and its radars on electricity? Beginning in the 

early 1950s electricity was being sold as the ideal way to make kitchen-work easier 

through such things as the GE All-Electric Kitchen which was advertised from 1950 

onwards. This kitchen featured an automatic washer which, “at the touch of a dial”55, 

was able to wash and rinse various clothes. In a few years dials would be replaced by 

push-buttons which did an identical job but which had a closer relationship to the 

continuing modernisation of the military. Earlier in this chapter General Electric’s 

role as a major defence contractor was discussed and it is 

important to remember that often the role played by them in 

defence was linked with the role they played in everyday life 

through such things as the GE All-Electric kitchen. This kitchen 

was a precursor to the GE-led promotion Live Better Electrically  
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which urged people to turn over their whole houses to electricity so that they could 

cook, wash and heat their home through the power of electricity.56 This promotion of 

appliances and electricity culminated in the US buying 75% of all appliances in the 

world through the decade.57 This massive consumption correlated with the amount of 

houses being built and bought in the 1950s, a decade during which a whole quarter 

of US housing stock (up to the 1960s) was built58, and of course helped to further 

drive an economy being primed by defence expenditure. Often this defence 

expenditure was being funnelled through the same companies promoting new 

kitchen appliances.  

The consumption of kitchen appliances was, in part, being driven by the 

unveiling of showcase kitchens such as the RCA/Whirlpool Miracle Kitchen which 

was showcased throughout 

state fairs in the US in 1956 

and even made its way to 

Sokolniki Park for the 

Kitchen Debate in 1959. Even 

though many of the 

appliances in this kitchen did 

not actually work or were not 

in production, RCA and Whirlpool asserted that, “when enough people indicate a 

desire to buy one of the model appliances...those appliances will be engineered for 
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production”.59 The assertion was bold, essentially saying that no hurdle was too 

difficult to overcome and if people were willing to pay for a product, no matter how 

peculiar, it could indeed be made. Just as the military chiefs could direct defence 

expenditure towards outrageous items such as atomic powered aircraft, then 

everyday consumers could ask for items such as robotic floor cleaners and ultrasonic 

washing machines. All of these strange and fantastically futuristic items would be 

made by the private sector, by corporations such as GE60 and sold to the consumer, 

be it a household family or the US government itself through what can be termed as 

the military-consumer complex. In the same year that the Miracle Kitchen was first 

showcased the concept of the push-button was beginning to become a commonality 

on any appliance that was deemed as technologically advanced. Following on from 

the push-button appliances moved from a curved and streamlined style to designs 

that were more squared off and sheer. This gradual style change occurred at the same 

time that tailfins on cars entered their climactic period in design importance. Push-

buttons had been a feature on some home appliances from the early 1950s but it was 

later in the decade that they began to proliferate, replacing old fashioned gauge dials. 

Computers and missiles became more commonplace in the military in the late 1950s 

as well and these items did not use gauge dials like older weapons but rather 

pushbuttons. Thomas Hine wrote that “the Populuxe period linked household 

conveniences...with military strength, and the push button was the metaphor 

that...forged that emotional link”.61 He was correct in linking the pushbutton and 

subsequent household conveniences with military strength for it was only in the late 
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1950s as pushbuttons came to be integral to new military technology that they came 

to be seen almost universally on home appliances. In the realm of defence 

technologies it actually seemed as if the pushbutton made any ethical questions about 

atomic warfare almost irrelevant for everyone pushed buttons in their kitchen so a 

button for missiles was no different. With missiles, once someone pressed the button, 

the missile could not be stopped, nor would its deadly blast be seen from the launch 

site. In 1957 the US installed Matador nuclear missiles in Germany, announced by 

Popular Science with the headline, “Our Push-Button A-Bomb Is Ready”.62 In the 

same month Life Magazine ran a story detailing the air defence of America through a 

massive pushbutton computer system.63 The pictures showed banks of SAGE 

computers (built by IBM) and as such it was not completely unrelated to the 

Frigidaire Kitchen of the Future. People were encouraged to be proud of the new 

type of A-bomb just as they were to be proud of their dream kitchen. The Frigidaire 

kitchen (not too dissimilar to the RCA/Whirlpool Miracle Kitchen) was featured in 

the short film Design for Dreaming.64 In the kitchen a woman is shown dancing in 

amazement at the new technology of pushbuttons singing, “no need for the bride to 

feel tragic, the rest is push button magic”65 as a full refrigerator turns through its 

shelves at the push of a button. It was significant that GM featured a kitchen in a film 

primarily about its cars. To be truly modern and patriotic one could not simply buy a 

modern car complete with tailfins but one also had to ensure that their household 
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appliances were modern for “the same technological might that kept the armed 

forces poised to do battle...also kept the kitchens of America squared off...”.66  

In the early 1950s household appliances were generally curvaceous and 

streamlined in their appearances with a lot of chrome attached to them in an effort to 

give the appliance a sense of importance in the home. This styling trend loosely 

followed the cars of the early 1950s which, while beginning to sprout tailfins, had 

embraced chrome trim as a standard item of luxury. This curvaceous styling was 

patriotically American according to the editor of the magazine House Beautiful, 

Elizabeth Gordon, who stated that the new squarer designs of appliances were 

actually a form of cultural propaganda from cultural dictators, stopping just short of 

accusing modernist designers of being Communist.67 This was quite ironic 

considering that East German authorities were at the time deploring modernists as 

enemies of socialism.68 Even with Gordon’s condemnation of the modernist style of 

squared off designs, the trend continued in the latter years of 1950s resulting in 

kitchens that looked scientific and integrated.  No longer did manufacturers add 

extraneous amounts of chrome to appliances because due to the prosperity of the 

time, consumers were already used to “gorp covered...refrigerators”69 or other 

appliances. Pushbuttons did not contain the ambiguity of a dial for a button was 

either exactly on or off. Buttons were scientific and advanced and the sheer and 

serious styling suited this mode perfectly. In fact the exactness of pushbuttons was a 

selling point often used by companies with a Hotpoint cooker advertisement in 1955 

boasting that all one had to do was “touch a button for exact heat...ends all 
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guesswork...” .70 These scientific pushbuttons and styling cues combined to make the 

Soviet equivalents of US home appliances look exceedingly old hat at the Soviet 

Exhibition in New York in 1959.  

This exhibition was to coincide with the American exhibit to take place in 

Sokolniki Park, Moscow in the same summer. Displays of Soviet consumer 

appliances took pride of place among various items of great engineering and 

scientific interest with models of Sputnik hanging from the ceilings. As discussed in 

the first chapter the launching of Sputnik sparked intense concern in the US for it 

seemed that Soviet technology, for a variety of reasons, was beginning to outpace 

US technology. With so many products being sold on the basis of them being 

technologically advanced concern set in as it seemed that perhaps US technology 

was not as advanced as thought. After all, the US had not launched a satellite, 

Moscow had, and by extension Moscow’s consumer technology would perhaps be 

more advanced than that of the US. This proved not to be so as the Soviet goods 

were “laughably out of date and wholly lacking in style” .71 Perhaps this was so due 

to a lack of technology and styling trends filtering from the military economy to the 

civilian consumer economy in the USSR much as what was happening in the US. 

The fact that Soviet consumer goods seemed to be some years behind their US 

counterparts was a relief to those who visited the fair. America needed to feel better 

about itself in comparison to the Soviets such was the effect that Sputnik had on US 

prestige. However even the reassurance that American consumer goods were better 

than their Soviet counterparts was not going to be enough to calm what was now a 

“jumpy sort of place”.72 Not only had Sputnik dented US confidence but more Soviet 

                                                           
70 Advertisement, Life Magazine, April 25 (1955), p. 98. 
71 Ruud van Dijk, Encyclopedia of the Cold War (New York: Routledge, 2008), p. 511. 
72 Marling, As Seen On TV: The Visual Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950s, p. 251. 



59 
 

spacecraft were being launched, all seemingly better than the ones the US was 

working on. As technology was integral to US identity then it seemed as if that 

identity was directly challenged by Sputnik. A missile gap was again being talked 

about while Democrats were questioning just how prepared America’s defences were 

in the face of bluster from Khrushchev. Meanwhile, the Soviet economy was 

continuing to grow apace while the US, despite high military spending, went through 

a recession a year before the Soviet Exhibition of 1959. These factors combined to 

make the American Exhibition an important event. It was at this exhibition that the 

US was to try and retake the initiative in the Cold War through consumer goods and 

design.  

 

Vice President Nixon flew to Moscow to attend the American exhibition in 

the shadow of a Soviet economy that was growing at a rate much faster than the US. 

Industrial production was growing at about 10% per annum in 1956 compared to a 

4.2% rate in the US.73 Khrushchev unveiled his 1959 – 1965 economic plan and 

predicted that by 1970 the USSR would have the highest standard of living in the 

world and thus the nation would achieve victory over capitalism.74 Sputnik seemed 

to have been the culmination of many years of hard fought economic growth and if 

Khrushchev’s new plan was accurate the Soviets would soon be equal in the 

consumer goods sectors. This would be disastrous for the US as other nations would 

see communism as ever more attractive compared to the US economic system 
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resulting in a loss of credibility and even identity for Washington prided itself on the 

abundance its economic system provided. Not only this but it also result in the loss 

of markets for US manufacturers who would, by then it seemed, be far behind their 

Soviet rivals. It was in this unsteady context that the American Exhibition was held. 

With so much uncertainty the exhibition had to be a triumph of American 

technology. Nixon needed to move the Cold War debate away from Soviet successes 

towards an American strong suit, the technology and design of consumer goods, a 

shift in the debate from the relative strength of rockets to the relative merits of 

washing machines.75 American success in the 1950s had been marked by tail-finned 

cars, pushbutton appliances and the proliferation of new housing in the suburbs. 

These everyday products were to be what the exhibition was about and would help it 

to become a Trojan horse within Moscow. The Soviet Exhibition had concentrated 

mainly on the USSR’s scientific achievements but the American Exhibit was most 

definitely focused on consumer goods showing somewhat different national values – 

the Soviets advances in science and engineering being communal rather than 

consumable which best describes US consumer wares. In order to show this Nixon 

was ably assisted by many US corporations who had contributed to the exhibition 

displaying once again the strong link between major corporations and the White 

House. IBM, RCA and Chrysler were among the 450 companies that became 

involved resulting in the exhibition making a reality of Eisenhower’s vision of 

“harnessing business and industry to complement the nation’s overseas cultural 

policy”.76 The opening section of the exhibition featured an audiovisual presentation 
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by Charles and Ray Eames inside the Buckminster Fuller77 designed geodesic dome.  

This contained seven giant screens showing scenes of everyday life in order to 

“create visual proof of the abundance of American society”.78 Upon exiting the dome 

the IBM RAMAC computer, was 

in place to answer questions 

visitors may have wanted to ask 

about America. As a 

technological display this was 

impressive but still these were 

not everyday consumer items. 

The everyday items were to be found in the kitchen of the model suburban house 

donated by All-State Homes. 

 

This typical suburban house had a GE fitted kitchen with washer-dryer, a 

dishwasher and a refrigerator-freezer; all of the goods needed to show that America 

was indeed the land of abundance.79 The kitchen was modern but not a futuristic 

dream kitchen. Even so Khrushchev was suitably unimpressed exclaiming to Nixon 

that “all newly built Russian houses will have this equipment”.80 He was also 

suspicious of the quality, claiming that at the end of the mortgage payments the 

house would need replacing. It indeed seemed that American consumer goods had 

managed to shake the Soviet leader much as Sputnik had shaken the US leadership 
                                                           
77 Buckminster Fuller had, in the 1930s, designed a housing design known as the Dymaxion House 
which was prefabricated, assembled quickly on its site much like the Soviet prefabricated techniques 
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but Khrushchev had a point for new cars were built in order to make a person 

unhappy with their current model in order to perpetuate the US economic cycle – in 

this context his suspicions are understandable but denied by Nixon. The next kitchen 

the pair visited was the RCA/Whirlpool Miracle Kitchen. This featured a robotic 

floor cleaner, a dishwasher that moved to collect dishes from the table and a 

pushbutton control centre.81 Greg Castillo argues that it provided a case study of 

capitalist excess resulting in Khrushchev enquiring if it also had “...a machine that 

puts food in the mouth and pushes it down?”.82 Khrushchev may have been correct 

in stating that this kitchen had no real use but it was one of the peaks of the link 

between military and consumer items. Most of the technology that powered it had 

origins in the military and the kitchen itself was paying homage to technology, going 

above and beyond what a kitchen was really required to do. This was the irony of the 

American exhibition as a whole. Nixon had “lauded the American standard of living 

(and) depicted the Russian space programme in purely militaristic terms”.83 He had 

not seemed to realise that many of the American consumer goods had their design 

and technological origins in military technology while neither did he mention the 

relationship between the arms race and American prosperity.84 Nixon had asked 

“isn’t it better to talk about the relative merits of washing machines than the relative 

strength of rockets...isn’t this the kind of competition you want?”85 Khrushchev was 

angry that the US was engaging in both types of competition, believing that one type 

of washing machine was enough as long as it worked, a view that correlated with 

Benjamin Franklin’s invitation for immigrants “to cross the Atlantic to enjoy ‘a 
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happy mediocrity’” .86 A “happy mediocrity” surely did not mean dozens of models 

of washing machines, changing every year in order to make the owner purchase 

anew. This was the only way of generating fresh profits annually in an economy that 

so linked both the consumer and defence sectors and it was explained that this 

abundance was proof of the greatness of the American system. Not only were 

missiles and jet fighters a defence against other nations but so was this abundance as 

it “challenged every other political system...to do the same for its citizenry”.87 This 

abundance, so well displayed at Sokolniki Park helped to restore US pride after 

Sputnik. Time Magazine stated that Nixon had “managed in a unique way to 

personify a national character proud of peaceful accomplishment, sure of its way of 

life, confident of its power under threat” .88 This was somewhat hyperbolic for if 

Americans had indeed been so sure about peaceful accomplishments then why did 

John Kennedy campaign on a premise that complacency had come from abundance, 

abundance Nixon was encouraging? Still, Nixon did rankle Khrushchev and the 

exhibition had displayed the abundance of the US system while also taking the 

limelight away from Sputnik just as the US space programme was becoming a 

success. In this sense it was a triumph, it was the Trojan horse in which the ideal 

American life was shown and also in which the influence of corporations on 

Eisenhower’s foreign policy was revealed. Nixon had carefully kept the consumer 

products on display separate from the military economy which so influenced them 

but yet still managed to depict the Soviet space programme in militaristic terms. This 

denied the casual relationship between the military and the US economy as a whole 

and denied the more obvious relationship between military technology and consumer 
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product design in an effort to maintain an air of innocence over US prosperity. 

Indeed it seemed America could do no wrong. 

 

 Conclusion 

The 1950s is often seen as a time of wide eyed optimism but in reality it was a time 

of great suspicion as to the US position in a still new and developing Cold War. The 

military was idealised in its role as protector of the US but the contradiction was that 

the ideals it protected were often cast aside in the rush to appear as patriotic in 

defence of those same ideals. Cars designed to appear similar to jet fighters were of 

no practical use, the technologies they did test often never again appearing but at the 

time they had to be shown in order for that same corporation to be seen as cutting-

edge. US citizens were often taught to be aware of Soviet propaganda but in truth a 

lot of the advertising by private corporations who received substantial defence 

monies could be described as being propaganda as well such as Chrysler’s advert 

celebrating its achievement with rocket and ICBM development. This was implicitly 

linked to the cars it built and many other corporations did likewise in order to boost 

sales but it only stoked a public often unwilling to question just how Washington 

was conducting itself in the Cold War for to do so would have been unpatriotic and 

perhaps to the detriment of defence contractors. The belief was that the US economic 

system was morally superior to that of Moscow’s and the US attempted to show this 

at trade fairs using housing and its associated luxuries as a soft weapon. However, 

the economic system, although producing huge prosperity, did not spread it evenly 

and it did so through defence spending and not just through normal economic 

activity. This was not ever really mentioned with no connection ever been drawn 

between consumer products and the military. A connection was very much in place 
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though for both the consumer and military economies not only shared monies and 

corporations but also both economies now also shared technologies and designs. 

What they could never share were freedoms for in this both sectors are incompatible. 

Still, in the 1950s they were sometimes cast aside in order for them to be protected 

by the same companies who brought the pushbutton ICBM and the gun-sight tailfin 

to market.  
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Chapter Three 

Atoms, Interstates and the Cold War 

Atomic research and the Interstate Highway System were two more concepts that 

intersected between everyday life and the defence sector. The idealisation of military 

technology through the transfer of this technology, aesthetically and otherwise, to 

consumer products assisted in shaping society to become more homogenous and 

conformist within the Cold War context of the US system versus the ‘other’ of 

Soviet Communism. As has already been discussed the fighter jet was the 

preeminent technological symbol of the military. However following on from 

Sputnik and the preceding civilian interest in rockets and missiles, the atom became 

a new technological item that captured the public’s imagination. The atomic bomb 

had helped to win the war against Japan and it was now America’s, and the Soviet 

Union’s, most potent Cold War weapon. While it’s destructive power was immense 

and there existed a real fear of this weapon in the Cold War context, there was also a 

public wonder about peaceful uses for the atom as an energy force. The implications 

that the power of the atom held for American society were numerous. It caused fear 

and fascination in almost equal measure but yet the power of it had been released 

and used by the military and it still quietly threatened the very existence of the life 

that Americans felt the atom could better. As atomic bombs, and later the more 

powerful hydrogen bombs, were tested in the Nevada desert and on islands in the 

Pacific Ocean in response to similar Soviet tests, people became more accustomed to 

bomb drills, fallout shelters and Burt the Turtle, a government sponsored 

advertisement character, who urged all to “duck and cover”. Ultimately Americans 

could not be completely free from the threat of nuclear annihilation and as this threat 
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grew civilian society became more conformist and more militaristic in order to save 

the way of life that the bomb could destroy. It became so through bomb drills in 

schools, a growing Civil Defence programme and the encouragement of 

homeowners to build fallout shelters but yet the same atom was to inspire various 

designs in the consumer products sector that were deemed futuristic and also it 

promised to provide cheap energy for homes, cars and planes. It seemed that a dream 

and a nightmare had intersected but what had really done so, again, was military 

technology and civilian life. The Interstate Highway System was another area where 

both sectors intersected and was directly related to the atomic bomb. If cities were 

atomically attacked then the Interstates would speed their evacuation but also they 

would allow the efficient movement of troops through the nation if that came to pass. 

In peacetime though the Interstates would allow a speedy flow of commercial goods 

around the country and enable intercity transport to be easier. Another example of 

the contradictions within Eisenhower’s rhetoric, the Interstate Highway System was 

a massive federal programme, something that he as a conservative, would not have 

been expected to undertake. It also further illustrates the link between Eisenhower 

and the corporations whom he believed would underpin a strong economy for the 

Interstate system was heavily influenced by car manufacturers, trucking companies 

and other stakeholders. Again though, and as with the atom, it showed a striking link 

between civilian life and the military sector through economic matters and 

technology, a trait all too often charged at Moscow.  
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Atoms in Military and Civilian Life 

Although the jet fighter was the preeminent symbol of advanced technology through 

the 1950s, it was the atomic bomb and the hydrogen bomb that were the most deadly 

items in the possession of the US military. Through the Manhattan Programme the 

US had developed the first atomic bomb by splitting the atom to release the huge 

quantities of energy inside. Now, through the 1950s, this splitting of the atom was to 

be perhaps the most important process within the military as both Washington and 

Moscow tested nuclear devices in a deadly game of atomic sabre rattling. In June 

1946 Bernard Baruch, the first US delegate to the UN Atomic Energy Committee, 

presented a plan to control atomic energy, and thus the bomb, through an 

international Atomic Development Authority where the distribution of atomic 

resources would be made by majority rule. This would potentially allow Washington 

to control the cutting edge technology of atomic power around the world, including 

in the USSR, if it could garner the votes to do so.1 Moscow, understandably, would 

not agree to this plan because it would have engrained US leadership in atomic 

research, and potentially also then in weapons research. With the failure of the 

Baruch Plan the US Congress established the US Atomic Energy Commission and 

“under strong military pressure, the act prohibited an exchange of information on the 

use of atomic energy with any (other) nation”.2 This military pressure on keeping the 

secrets of the Manhattan Project firmly in US hands showed just how important the 

atom was to the military as a technological item. However the unilateralism that it 

had lobbied for would eventually end the monopoly that Washington had on the 

atomic bomb for in 1949 the Soviets tested their own atomic bomb, which both 

                                                           
1 Walter La Feber, America, Russia and the Cold War: 1945 – 2006 (Tenth Edition) (Boston: 
McGraw Hill, 2006), p. 48. 
2 Ibid., p. 48. 
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frightened and surprised the US. A future superpower war without atomic weapons 

was becoming unforeseeable and in an effort to keep ahead in the race President 

Truman in January of 1950 directed the Atomic Energy Commission and the military 

to begin development on the much discussed hydrogen bomb.3 Not only had the US 

effectively ended any plans for the destructive power of the atom to be kept within 

an international framework but it had also accelerated the nuclear arms race by 

beginning the development of the hydrogen bomb. Proponents of the bomb argued 

that the Soviets would develop it anyway but this would not have been the case had 

the US agreed to the implementation of controls on atomic research rather than 

proposing an unworkable plan, as in the case of Baruch’s, for a Western dominated 

organisation to decide upon nuclear power and research facilities based on strategic 

criteria and not on actual need.4 The casting aside of opportunities to foster peaceful 

research in an international scenario and the subsequent acceleration of the nuclear 

race show that the atom as a technological item was of massive importance to the 

military and even more so now that the Soviets also had the bomb and that the 

Korean War was ongoing.  

 With the explosion of Joe One, the US name for the first Soviet bomb, in 

1949, the US public had all due reason to be fearful.5 The American atomic 

monopoly was over and cities and towns had to comprehend the awful scenario of 

their areas being subject to atomic blasts. In an effort to prepare the population in 

case of atomic war the government released a booklet entitled Survival Under 

Atomic Attack which was perhaps the first effort it made in the post-war period at 

reactivating the Civil Defense network and thus pushing the US into a more war-

                                                           
3 Oakley, God’s Country, p. 44. 
4 La Feber, America, Russia and the Cold War, p. 48. 
5 They were not to know at the time that Joe One was not actually deliverable to the US via aircraft. 
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ready stance. At this point the subject of fallout was still not understood by the 

general population but this booklet assured people “regardless of what you may have 

heard or read concerning the dangers of radioactive clouds, after the first minute and 

a half there is actually little or nothing to fear” for the radioactive material would be 

spread too thinly.6 At no point in the explanation is the term “fallout” mentioned, 

and although it does explain radioactivity such as outlined above, it did so without 

telling the full truth, treating the bomb much like a conventional weapon only of 

larger power. Following on from this, in January 1951 President Truman created the 

Federal Civil Defense Agency (FCDA) to coordinate civilian responses to an atomic 

attack.7 The creation of this agency was an organisational acknowledgement that the 

US was indeed being put back on a war footing for the last time civil defence in 

America had been such an important asset was during the Second World War. No 

longer was the atomic bomb to be a technological item that only concerned the 

military but now it was to concern every civilian in the US for the means of civil 

defence called for an attitude of total war where every citizen would play their part 

by being constantly prepared for an attack, by obeying Civil Defense instructions 

and essentially by not questioning the concept of nuclear weapons and nuclear war. 

Professor Conyers Read, President of the American Historical Association had 

argued as such, saying in 1949 that “total war, whether it be hot or cold, enlists 

everyone and calls upon everyone to assume his part”.8 Enlisted personnel do not 

question orders and so Professor Read was essentially stating that civilians, who he 

considered to be enlisted personnel in the Cold War context, should not question the 

hypothesis surrounding the bomb. This declaration reflected not only a militaristic 

                                                           
6 Michigan Office of Civil Defense, ‘Survival Under Atomic Attack’, (Lansing: Government Printing 
Office, 1950), p. 22. 
7 JoAnne Brown, ‘”A is for Atom, B is for Bomb”: Civil Defense in American Public Education, 1948 
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8 Whitfield, The Culture of the Cold War, p. 58. 
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view of society from a leading academician but it also reflects the earlier Manichean 

statements of the Truman Doctrine. There was to be no middle ground and so no 

debate, citizens were either part of the Cold War effort or unpatriotic and possibly 

Communist. The placing of civilians on a war footing through Civil Defense then 

assisted in homogenising and militarising society. A very prominent example of civil 

defence in this early period of the 1950s was the film “Duck and Cover” staring Bert 

the Turtle. This was shown in schools throughout the US and instructed children on 

what to do in the event of a nuclear explosion. Much like the “Survival Under 

Atomic Attack” booklet, it did not mention fallout specifically but again was an 

effort at teaching survival techniques in the event of an atomic attack. Commendable 

in that it was educating children on how best to protect themselves, it must also be 

commented on how it refocused attention away from everyday life and set a clear 

task of survival in this new war-ready environment. With the threat of atomic war 

hanging overhead it was understandable that civil defence measures such as “Duck 

and Cover” were being distributed but, outside of Korea at this point, no actual 

fighting was occurring and as such no total war. The refocusing of civilian’s 

attention away from everyday life and towards a war that may or may not have 

occurred showed the influence that the military, through the bomb, held over society.  

Despite this the engagement of children in the new total-war environment 

came mainly through schools, beginning, prominently at least, with the “Duck and 

Cover” film and associated drills. In the shadow of the Soviet bomb test of 1949, the 

hopes that many held of international cooperation on atomic research, including 

Robert Oppenheimer, came to a close. Suggestions of such by intellectuals and 

educators, leading proponents of the internationalisation of atomic research in the 

immediate postwar period, began to dry up for fear of them being labelled as 
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Communist sympathisers, which in itself was an affront upon their right to free 

speech. The very fact that educators had supported the internationalisation of atomic 

research however drew the wrath of the likes of Allen Zoll, executive vice president 

of the National Council for American Education who also denounced federal aid to 

schools while the Employer’s Association of Chicago, among others, condemned 

school textbooks for harbouring collectivism among other complaints.9 It was 

against this backdrop that schools opened their doors to the efforts of civil defense in 

an effort to prevent further accusations of schools teaching so called un-American 

principles.10 Essentially schools had been forced into accepting civil defense 

procedures, not because of the worthiness of the procedures but rather to show that 

schools were engaging in their patriotic duty without question for fear of them 

coming under further attack from right wing critics. The lack of any serious 

questioning as regards federal civil defence programmes in schools was commented 

on by JoAnne Brown when she wrote that “what is striking about educators’ 

response to civil defense in the 1950s is its public uniformity, in contrast to the 

diversity of educational opinion on world affairs during the immediate postwar 

years...”.11 Going on this time scale the US attitude towards the atomic bomb and the 

discourse surrounding it, had changed from one of debate to one of uniformity 

largely because of red-baiting and other scare tactics. These attacks had cast aside 

principles of freedom in a hap-hazard manner and indeed brought schools into the 

total-war environment that had been brought about by the atomic bomb.  

The uniformity and lack of debate within society did not apply exclusively to 

educators and intellectuals however. For much of the 1950s the general public did 

                                                           
9 ‘Education: Our Enemies’, Time Magazine, 16 July (1951), p. n/a. Available: 
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not engage in vigorous debate about the atomic bomb. Rather the public feared it but 

seemed to shoulder the fear with a realisation that the situation within the Cold War 

framework, would not change soon, especially with the ongoing Korean War. 

Neither did members of the public want to be seen as unpatriotic by raising questions 

when so much Red-baiting was occurring. This fearful acceptance of the atomic 

bomb was shown when the Atomic Energy Commission tested a batch of atomic 

bombs in January 1951 on their proving grounds near Las Vegas. Life Magazine 

reported that the “explosions lit up half a million square miles (and) could be 

seen...even in San Francisco, 400 miles off” and that the tests “scared many right out 

of bed”.12 With the tests taking place so near to a major city, the blasts were easily 

seen and heard by many people, introducing them to the awesome power of the 

atomic bomb despite speculation that the explosions were actually quite low 

powered in that the test may have been for tactical nuclear weapons.13 As the first 

tests to take place on the mainland of the US since 1945 these were stark practical 

examples of why civil defence procedures were now of such high priority in schools 

and in everyday life. This military technology had crossed over to affect everyday 

life even without an actual atomic war, much like how military technology had 

crossed from jet fighters to cars. A series of tests were to continue at the Nevada 

Proving Ground after 1951 and with the election of President Eisenhower in 1952, 

rumours circulated that the atomic bomb might be used to bring an end to the war in 

Korea as part of the Massive Retaliation policy that Eisenhower was intent on 

implementing after the drafting of the policy’s founding document, NSC 162/2 in 

1953. The Massive Retaliation policy was perhaps the first foreign policy based 

around the atomic bomb and also the hydrogen bomb as a primary means of defence 
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with NSC 162/2 urging planners to consider nuclear weapons to be as available as 

other munitions.14 However this policy only accelerated the atomic rivalry between 

the two superpowers for it forced Moscow to ramp up development of its own 

nuclear force in order to keep pace with the US and this perpetuated the cycle. This 

perpetuation of atomic rivalry through the Massive Retaliation policy made nuclear 

weapons all the more important and kept nuclear weapons testing a priority 

culminating in the first testing of the Hydrogen Bomb by the US in 1953, followed 

just months later by a Soviet “super bomb”. The priority that nuclear testing enjoyed 

only served to further compound the idea that a future superpower war would be a 

nuclear war, thus emphasizing the importance of Civil Defense and a citizenry that 

would not overly question the US atomic programme but rather accept nuclear 

weapons as just another form of munitions as NSC 162/2 had outlined to the 

government. Although the hydrogen bomb project had begun under Truman, the fact 

that Eisenhower’s policy, as drafted in NSC 162/2, relied so heavily on atomic 

weapons ensured that the “super”, as it was dubbed, would be an integral part of the 

US arsenal.  

The testing of the H-bomb had occurred before Eisenhower had made his 

“Atoms for Peace” speech at the UN in which he called on all nuclear capable 

nations to dedicate some of their stockpile to an international agency for peaceful 

research. This speech, although having an influence on the later set up of the 

International Atomic Energy Agency, was, to an extent, contradictory, for it called 

upon the world to harness the peaceful uses of the atom for the betterment of 

humankind but yet this same President had overseen the, then, largest atomic 

explosion ever to occur. Eisenhower may have wanted to prevent the nuclear race 
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from becoming uncontrollable as the Soviets had just tested their first H-bomb in 

August, just months before his UN speech. However atomic technology, for all the 

intentions as regards peaceful uses, was to remain extremely important to the 

military with the launching of the USS Nautilus in 1954 as the first nuclear powered 

submarine. The Nautilus would also, much as discussed in chapter one, highlight the 

funding of private companies to engage in military technological research for it was 

Westinghouse that built the reactor for the Nautilus while General Dynamics, the 

parent of Convair, built the hull, while General Electric was contracted to build more 

reactors for further submarines.15 This defence expenditure would create 

employment so atomic technology was, in a sense, contributing to economic growth 

but it was also contributing to the militarisation of the economy at the same time. 

The Nautilus was one of the first pieces of practical military atomic technology to 

genuinely fascinate people. As Michael Sherry noted, many American civilians tried 

to “extract the virtues of war from war itself”16 but in this case they tried to do so 

from the technology of war. Fear of Soviet nuclear attack was a reality of everyday 

life but at the same time the technology behind the usage of the atom in the US 

military, such as with the USS Nautilus, was found to be fascinating.  Models of the 

submarine were sold through magazines such as Popular Mechanics and an article in 

the April 1953 issue explained how the submarine would be different to conventional 

boats. One question in the article asked, “Will it take supermen to run this super 

submarine?”17 The question was answered seriously because at the time atomic 

technology was difficult for many to comprehend and while the answer was a 

qualified “no”, the question itself points to the prestige the military enjoyed in 

                                                           
15 ‘Producing Atomic Power’, Kiplinger’s Personal Finance, December (1954), p. 12. 
16 Michael S. Sherry, In the Shadow of War: the United States since the 1930s (New Haven: Yale 
University Press), p. 3. 
17 C.B. Palmer, ‘They’re Building the A-Sub Like A Torpedo’, Popular Mechanics, April (1953), p. 
260. 



76 
 

civilian society – that of a technological national protector, not to be questioned but 

admired. There lay a curious parallel between the civil defence warnings detailing 

the fearful effects a bomb would have on a city and the exciting proclamations of 

new nuclear submarines and the advent of nuclear power generation. In equal 

measure people seemed to be both frightened and fascinated by the atom which 

reflected the Western-biased Baruch Plan of America having nominal control over 

the atom – fear existed of an atomic attack from the Soviet Union but yet people 

were not fearful, indeed they were often spellbound, by American uses of the atom in 

military technology which could inflict an atomic attack on the USSR. This lopsided 

thought was not called into question in a serious way until the next decade 

demonstrating that the military enjoyed much prestige in this decade and following 

from this had the ability to somewhat influence society through the fear and 

fascination associated with atomic technology.18 

The USS Nautilus was just one piece of new atomic technology for the Air 

Force, not to be outdone, was working on a nuclear powered bomber. Life Magazine 

declared that it was the “Age of the A-plane”19, it’s headlined article showing 

fanciful renderings of sleek bombers that were soon to be produced. The article 

mentions radiation, but not fallout, as a risk to the crew. Its tone was optimistic that 

this risk could be overcome, such was the optimism, but also reverence, of military 

technology at the time. However since the H-bomb tests and especially the Castle 

Bravo test of March 1954 during which a group of Japanese fishermen were exposed 

to radioactive fallout, fallout had become a public issue. While early civil defence 

information had not mentioned it, in 1955 it issued a booklet entitled “Facts about 
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Fallout” while advocating a national fallout shelter programme.20 A national fallout 

shelter programme never occurred principally due to cost but also because it may 

have been regarded as socialistic. Instead families were encouraged to build their 

own. Civil Defence director Leo Hoegh announced, “Every home a fortress...we 

strive to attain the freedom won so dearly by our pioneer forbears”.21 To this end in 

1959 the Office of Civil and Defense Mobilisation released the booklet “The Family 

Fallout Shelter” in 1959 with shelter plans included so all the family now had to do 

was gather materials and build.22 The fallout shelter was to be the new outpost on the 

frontier with the nuclear family as the pilgrim defenders of freedom against the new 

Indians, the Soviets. This was problematic though for fallout shelters were 

expensive. The freedoms of a post-atomic America then would only be carried by 

those able to carry the cost with only an estimated 5% of the population actually 

constructing shelters by decade’s end.23 The lack of a shelter programme can be 

explained by Eisenhower’s conservative fiscal outlook but it must also be 

remembered that his conservative fiscal outlook, at this point in the late 1950s, was 

giving way to a rising defence budget in response to the launch of Sputnik. Perhaps a 

nation underground was not a nation that was consuming in regular patterns and so 

an active defence policy of expenditure on military technology was favoured over a 

passive policy that planned for that new military technology being defeated by 

Soviet bombs. Even with this federal opposition to a government funded shelter 

programme, shelters were still heavily promoted and indeed a newlywed couple were 

sponsored by a shelter-builder to spend a fortnight in a shelter in order to prove that 
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“fallout can be fun”24 as Life Magazine wrote, somewhat cheekily. The fallout 

shelter though did not become ubiquitous despite the fear of the atomic and H-bombs 

but as an idea that achieved a relative popularity “the fallout shelter was a 

paradoxical space that domesticated war by militarizing the family home”.25 The US 

Cold War posture dictated that the family home, with a tailfinned car outside as 

homage to the latest jet fighter and the latest push-button cooker in the kitchen, 

should have a shelter, thereby forming the final act in militarising the home because, 

after all, so many of the products inside it, were also derived from active military 

technology. The fallout shelter had much in common with Civil Defense drills for it 

was a down-payment of faith in US military technology. In the same way Civil 

Defense drills had an influence on setting aside any debate about the usage of atomic 

weapons, fall-out shelters brought the potential reality of an atomic exchange to the 

home. Tail-finned cars and push button cookers may have reflected the active and 

aggressive US military technology but fallout shelters reflected the vulnerability of 

the US to Soviet attacks. It could be argued that it was this very reason why they 

never became popular and although cost was a significant factor, people did tend to 

focus more on the potential uses the atom had outside of the realm of the military.  

The debate about fallout shelters continued in through the next decade but 

they were never built universally as many regarded survival in a fallout contaminated 

environment as worse than death itself. Rather than think too often about those such 

frightening aspects of the atom, people turned towards the potential that the atom 

held for everyday life and consumer products. With the news of a nuclear aircraft 

widely known, predictions were made that developments from that would assist in 

mass producing cars with small atomic reactors that would never need refuelling. 
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Again it was in the design of consumer products that people’s fascination with 

technology, in this case the atom, was shown but what was also shown was the 

domestication of something, that in the guise of the bomb, was frightening.26 By 

domesticating it through consumer design the atom was deemed as more familiar and 

so less frightening. The Hoover Constellation vacuum cleaner was one such design, 

its spherical shape, which floated on its own downward thrust of air, depicted the 

atom floating in its own space. One of the most famous examples of the atom in 

design however was the giant Atomium displayed at the Brussels World Fair in 

1958. This depicted an atomic structure, the balls representing atoms, joined by 

massive connecting rods dwarfing the fair stalls. The correlation between the 

immensity of an atomic cloud and the sheer immensity of the display seemingly 

went unnoticed. The display came straight from the science laboratory where atomic 

structures were depicted using spheres and rods. As it had come straight from the 

laboratory it was deemed technological and as such it captured people’s imaginations 

and further familiarised them with something both Cold War superpowers were 

using to develop new bombs capable of destroying whole cities. By domesticating 

the atom through design its association with the bomb was lessened and as such it 

became less frightening. Despite this the atom was largely a product of military 

technology and its use in design represented a crossover between this and everyday 

civilian products.  
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Interstate Highways and the Cold War 

Perhaps a more obvious crossover between military technology and civilian life than 

atomic designs was the Interstate Highway system that Eisenhower initiated as 

President. With American car buying reaching an all time high in the 1950s with 

vehicle sales doubling between 1945 and 195527, the existing roads struggled to 

cope. Not only were the existing roads uncomfortable to drive on but Eisenhower 

had stated in 1955 that they “would be the breeder of a deadly congestion within 

hours of an (atomic) attack”.28 It was this military thinking that prompted one of the 

largest expenditures on civilian infrastructure in US history resulting in the passing 

of the National Interstate and Defense Highways Act 1956. The Interstate system, 

like the atom, was to be an item that would cross between the military and everyday 

life while also boosting the economy and having the blessing of the business 

community. The head of the committee set up to study, and subsequently 

recommend the Interstate as a national project, was headed by former army general 

Lucius Clay, a director on the board of General Motors showing once again 

Eisenhower’s trust in the business community and Washington’s close ties to 

industry.  

While the new highways would have obvious benefits for everyday 

travelling, one of the main ideas behind them was the evacuation of people from 

cities in the event of a coming atomic war, as shown by Eisenhower’s remarks in 

1955. The US economy as a whole relied on commercial and industrial centres 

which were located, for the most part, in or around cities such as Detroit and New 

York. It was with this in mind that Popular Science wrote that “a number 1 military 
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requirement is...that they help keep war workers at production”.29 This missed a vital 

point however because in the event of an atomic war cities and industrials centres 

would have been some of the first targets and as such Eisenhower’s prediction that 

the older road system would only choke up and cause congestion in an evacuation 

would have proved true. The initiative with Interstates was to ensure that this 

congestion would not occur. The prediction that the new road network would keep 

people at work during war time however gives an indication as to contemporary 

thought on atomic warfare. War time production took place in cities during World 

War Two and early Civil Defense booklets treated the atomic bomb as being much 

like regular bombs but bigger. Predictions that the Interstates would be used to 

continue industrial production during war indicated that even though it would be an 

atomic war it would be quite survivable much like how a regular war was survivable 

with industrial and business activity continuing despite interruptions. With the larger 

H-bombs though whole cities could be obliterated by a couple of bombs and thus 

evacuation was a necessary, although oft unspoken of, procedure. It is interesting to 

note that Eisenhower had been presented with two options as regards civilian 

protection in a coming atomic war. Civil Defense experts had lobbied for a vast 

national shelter programme over the Interstate system but apart from protecting 

civilians the shelters had no other value.30 The Interstate network was different in 

that it had multiple uses, one of the most important being its potential military use. 

Both options would protect civilians to some extent but the choosing of the road 

network over shelters shows the Eisenhower administration’s willingness to boost 
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the economy through expenditure that also accommodated the military because “new 

roads, like other programs, would address (defense and prosperity)”.31   

 The development of the Interstate system did not just show Eisenhower’s 

willingness to boost the economy through government funding labelled as defence 

expenditure. The appointment of General Lucius Clay as head of the committee to 

oversee the feasibility of the Interstate system as a project gave another sign of his 

administration’s friendship with business. Indeed this friendship is again seen as 

being quite a valued one when one considers that Eisenhower had rejected the Civil 

Defense proposals in favour of a proposal that was being recommended by a member 

of the board of General Motors. GM stood to gain from the proliferation of a better 

road network which Clay would have known and as a former army general he would 

have been quite aware of the military value of a new road network also. The 

involvement of a former army general in such a huge government project also shows 

the prestige that the military held in this time period for not only was a former 

general now involved in recommending huge government expenditure but he was 

also a board member of a company that became America’s largest defence contractor 

in 1952.32 This huge government expenditure was to amount to $26 billion over ten 

years, a considerable boost for the economy but one that was duly supported by 

corporations and business groups. This massive spending ran counter to 

Eisenhower’s reputation as a fiscal conservative but because it was a programme that 

had military use and obvious benefits for the economy it could be justified.  

 It was this link between the economy, defence expenditure and military usage 

that gave the Interstate firm reasons for being. In the event of an atomic attack 
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populated areas could easily be evacuated while the armies moved easily from one 

area to another. As such it was intertwined with the atomic bomb for it was the bomb 

that necessitated the ability to quickly evacuate people in the event of an attack. 

However the actual cost of the project was an example of how government spending 

was used by the reputedly conservative Eisenhower administration to boost the 

economy while any questioning of that expense could be dampened due to the 

military uses that the Interstate system had in the Cold War.  

 

Conclusion 

The atom and the Interstate were two items of significant importance to the US in the 

1950s. The atom was both frightening and fascinating, promising a future of cheap 

energy and cars that never needed refuelling while at the same time being 

inextricably linked to the image of the mushroom cloud and the destruction which 

atomic bombs could rain down on cities throughout America. The new Interstate 

system meanwhile was to be the means of evacuation in case that rain of destruction 

ever became a reality in the Cold War. Both items, which are still very important 

today, came of age in the 1950s with the Interstate being initiated then and the atom 

first being used for commercial power generation in this decade also. Also, both 

items were directly linked to the military and were two of the most important 

examples of the links between military technology and everyday life in the 1950s. 

The power of the atom had been harnessed by the military in 1945 and was further 

harnessed in 1953 with the development of the H-bomb resulting in a nuclear 

weapons race with Moscow for which Washington prepared the US for through civil 

defense drills. This engagement of civilians in the Cold War effort had the effect of 
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ensuring that civilians conformed to the accepted views on atomic warfare for fear of 

being accused of having Communist sympathies. Later in the 1950s fallout shelters, 

which Washington encouraged families to build, domesticated the concept of atomic 

war, making it more familiar and as such, less likely to provoke resistance from a 

public which was still very much admiring of the military as the national protector. 

The Interstate Highway System was another example of the crossover between the 

military and everyday life, being enacted partly as a defence initiative and boosting 

the economy through the massive government expenditure thus associated. While it 

had obvious benefits to commerce, trade and travel, the Interstates had a purpose of 

evacuating people from cities in the event of an atomic attack. They also had the 

purpose of moving armies quickly around the country, making this massive 

infrastructure project a paragon of dual use technology where both civilians and the 

military would derive benefit. In this sense it bore another relationship to the atomic 

bomb for while the bomb was almost purely military, with the promise of civilian 

applications, the Interstates were for civilian use but with the promise of military 

applications should this be required. Overall these two items marked another 

intersection between the military and the civilian, atomic technology as military 

derived bringing about conformity through fear but fascination with its potential 

civilian uses while the Interstates promoted trade and boosted the economy but yet 

were grounded in their military applications.  
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Conclusion 

Prior to the Second World War the US military did not assume a very influential role 

in civilian society but with the ending of this war and the beginning of the Cold War 

the US military took on a much more active role within everyday civilian society. 

With the Cold War divide between Moscow and Washington growing throughout the 

immediate post-war years and the concept of containment being enshrined in the 

foreign policy of Washington through the Truman Doctrine and NSC-68, the 

military took on a role of ever increasing importance. The threat of Communism was 

considered to be a global one with the United States itself threatened by the spread of 

this ideology. The Soviet Union, as the supposed leader of this global spread of 

Communism, was continually seen as a militaristic state, the threat of which could 

only be managed by a strong opposing military. President Truman had stated of the 

Soviets that “only one language do they understand – ‘How many divisions have 

you?’”1 Meaningful diplomacy with Moscow to reduce Cold War tensions was not 

seen by Truman as a possibility and as a result the military took on the mantle of 

national protector within the framework of the containment strategy. The outbreak of 

the Korean War was one of the most obvious manifestations of the containment 

strategy and although this war and the containment strategy itself was to end under 

the new presidency of former army general Dwight D. Eisenhower, the role of the 

military as an influence upon everyday civilian society was to remain. 

 Throughout the 1950s the influence of the military on civilian society was 

revealed through the economy, through the association of military technology with 

everyday consumer goods and also through both the fear and fascination the public 

                                                           
1 Robert H. Ferrell, Harry S. Truman: A Life (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1994), p. 209. 
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held for the atom as the main ingredient of the atomic and hydrogen bomb. The 

massive defence spending related to Truman and the Korean War was seen by 

President Eisenhower as being unsustainable resulting in the introduction of his 

“Massive Retaliation” foreign policy which would rely more on the technology of 

nuclear weapons as a constant threat rather than on the massive troop outlays 

required of the older containment strategy. Even though this new policy was to offer 

the US security against Communism for less cost, the fall in defence expenditure was 

not as dramatic as is often stated. The Massive Retaliation policy, as stated in NSC 

162/2, required new weapons technologies to be developed thus requiring that 

Washington continue spending on defence related research and development. This 

defence expenditure was important to the economy as a whole because it was 

typically funnelled through private corporations and in cities such as Phoenix, 

Arizona, and San Diego, California, this expenditure accounted for a significant 

percentage of overall employment. In this way the military was extremely important 

to the broader economy whereby a dramatic cut in expenditure would have actually 

weakened the economy. The actual influence the military held was better shown by 

the increase in defence expenditures that were brought about by revelations of 

various defence “gaps”. The first of these was the “bomber gap” which was followed 

by the “missile gap” after the launch of Sputnik. The notion of a “bomber gap”, 

although false, was not questioned by the military but rather it was used as an 

opportunity to request further spending in the interests of national security. Similarly 

the launch of Sputnik and the findings of the Gaither Report encouraged further 

spending on missiles and rockets in order to fill a “missile gap” which was believed 

to be appearing between Moscow and Washington. This expenditure was a response 

to the US military playing on the supposed vulnerabilities of itself in the face of the 
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perceived Soviet threats thus influencing the broader booming economy as a whole. 

Beyond defence expenditures, government spending on VA loans and FHA home 

loans showed that the conservative Eisenhower administration was actually willing 

to intervene somewhat in the economy thus contributing to the general prosperity of 

that decade.  

 The Massive Retaliation policy’s reliance on technology as a means by which 

to maintain a deterrence against aggression from Moscow not only resulted in the 

military influencing the economy through defence expenditures but it also resulted in 

the military, through private corporations, developing the most advanced 

technologies of the time.  With a prosperous economy, due in some part to defence 

expenditures, consumers had more money to spend on everyday products, many of 

which were sold as having been developed through military technology. Various jet 

fighters and military missiles had been developed as a result of defence expenditures 

extended to cover the bomber gap and the missile gap and were regarded as the very 

pinnacle of technology. The military, as the idealised protector of the nation, had 

become the arbiter of technology through defence spending leading to it influencing 

various consumer designs and technology. It was in this way that cars came to be 

styled after jet fighters while on appliances such as cookers and washing machines, 

the push-button, as derived from missile technology, came to proliferate. This trend 

linked the civilian to the military through consumption as many of the corporations 

that produced these military-influenced consumer products were themselves private 

contractors for the military. As one General Electric advertisement stated, “More 

fight per pound...more TV per dollar”.2 Essentially increases in defence spending 

would ensure that the technology and design of consumer goods would in 

                                                           
2 Advertisement, Life Magazine, 19 May (1952), p. 4. 
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themselves be advanced as both were linked. Indeed, “what enhanced the home was 

not unrelated to what protected the homeland”.3 This however railed against 

Eisenhower’s rhetoric of less government expenditure resulting in a stronger private 

economy because in reality expenditure on defence was closely linked to the private 

economy through the corporations that were involved in both defence work and 

consumer product production. Thus, through design and technology, the military 

came to influence consumer products.   

 The abundance created through the booming economy of the 1950s actually 

came to be used as a soft power weapon by Washington even though that same 

abundance had much to do with the development of its own hard power military 

technology. This inherent contradiction was shown at the American Exhibition in 

Moscow in 1959 where Vice-President Nixon, depicted Sputnik in “purely 

militaristic terms”4 and asked Khrushchev, “isn’t it better to talk about the relative 

merits of washing machines than the relative strength of rockets?”5 The US had sent 

model homes full of push-button appliances to fairs around the world, as in Moscow, 

but in reality these same appliances were heavily related to the rockets Nixon spoke 

of because US consumer abundance was directly related to the arms race due to the 

booming economy which was being assisted by government defence expenditure. 

Abundance then was the combined result of the influence the military had on both 

the economy and on consumer design and technology. 

 The influence the military held did not end at the economy and consumer 

design and technology for it also held influence on society as a whole as shown by 

the atomic bomb. Much like the jet fighter and the rocket the atom was an item 

                                                           
3 Whitfield, The Culture of the Cold War, p.74. 
4Marling, As Seen On TV: The Visual Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950s, p. 277. 
5 Hine, Populuxe, p. 130. 
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which fascinated the general public in the 1950s. What the atom had in common 

with the jet fighter and the rocket was more than the jet and the rocket being 

potential delivery systems for an atomic bomb. Rather, like the jet fighter and the 

rocket, the atom was essentially a piece of military technology, one that was so vast 

in its destructive power that within the Cold War context it gave the military 

significant influence over society as a whole. Research funded by defence 

expenditure resulted in the beginning of the age of the nuclear submarine and 

civilian nuclear reactor for power generation and so uses for the atom sprung from 

the influence the military had within the economy in the context of the Cold War. 

The influence the military had on society revealed itself through civil defense drills 

and the lack of popular debate surrounding the usage of the bomb in the 1950s. As 

nuclear tests continued throughout the decade civil defense drills became part of 

everyday life due to the threat of Soviet attack. Even though technically the US was 

not at war for most of the 1950s the importance placed upon Civil Defense drills due 

to the atomic bomb engendered civilians to be part of the war effort. The 

encouragement of civilians to build family fallout shelters assisted in domesticating 

the bomb and thus making it more familiar and less frightening. Due to this the 

bomb became less exceptional leading to a dampening of popular debate on the 

purpose of the bomb allowing the military some influence on everyday society. The 

Interstate Highway System was a by-product of the atomic bomb for it was 

constructed in order to aid the speedy evacuation of cities in the event of an atomic 

attack and move armies quickly and efficiently. While the building of the Interstate 

Highway system would also aid commerce and cross-country travel, it was a prime 

example of the how the military economy and the civilian economy were so 

connected because it was built to serve both.  
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 Overall the 1950s was a decade in which the military enjoyed massive 

prestige and admiration in a Cold War context which had the effect of stultifying the 

questioning of the role it played. The advanced technology which was developed for 

it by private contractors was a consequence of defence expenditure which fed the 

growing economy of that decade. At the same time that technology, manifesting 

itself as the jet fighter, the rocket and atom, was idealised by the public and so 

influenced the design of consumer goods but yet that technology, in the shape of the 

atomic bomb, influenced society to conform, a trait that stifled debate and led to the 

temporary normalisation of the bomb as a weapon. However this influence that the 

military held was accepted due to the perceived threat of the Soviet Union. The 

abundance that people enjoyed under the US system as protected and influenced by 

the military could not be replicated elsewhere while the advanced military-derived 

technologies employed on everyday products, despite fear of the atomic bomb, 

added to people’s quality of life. The result of military influence was a state which 

was materially richer than its Cold War rival but also one that contradicted many of 

its own freedoms in allowing this same military influence.  
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