
Chapter 3 

Redefining the American Dream  
“We have rejected the discredited theory that the fortunes of the Nation should be in the hands 
of a privileged few. We have abandoned the "trickle-down" concept of national prosperity. 
Instead, we believe that our economic system should rest on a democratic foundation and that 
wealth should be created for the benefit of all… I recommend, therefore, that the Congress enact 
new tax legislation to bring in an additional $4 billion of Government revenue. This should come 
principally from additional corporate taxes. A portion should come from revised estate and gift 
taxes. Consideration should be given to raising personal income rates in the middle and upper 
brackets.” President Harry S. Truman. 

 
"There are five principal issues before the country: "The socialization of industry, the 
socialization of medicine, the socialization of education, the socialization of labor, and the 
socialization of security. If we lose on any of these five fronts, it is only a question of time before 
we have lost them all. Only through education and the pressure which the people can exert on 
our own politicians can we hope to prevent this country from becoming a totalitarian state." 
Howard Pew. 

 
 

A New Way of Life 

As William Jaird Levitt returned home from his service in the Navy, he realized that millions of 
other young men and women would also be returning from the war and that they would need 
housing. Bill and his father, Abraham, had a small construction company building high-end houses 
in New York before the war. But Bill had the remarkable insight to understand that the massive 
demand of returning American soldiers would lead to a need for a new kind of affordable housing… 
and lots of it. With over 12 million active duty men and women serving in the armed forces a 
housing shortage crisis ensued as hundreds of thousands of returned each month.i 

During his time in the Navy, Bill had worked in the Seabees, the “Construction Battalion,” where 
he gained considerable experience building warehouses and barracks under extreme conditions – 
and often in a hurry.  Bill's basic idea was to set up a 'Fordist’ style construction system in which 
home construction would be made more efficient by making every house the same.  By the time 
his company had mastered the process, they were able to reduce homebuilding to just 27 steps and, 
eventually, build a new house every 16 minutes. The first “Levittown,” with 17,000 identical 
homes, was ready for sale in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, in 1947.  The homes sold for $6990 and 
were completely move-in ready and fully equipped - including modern appliances. The suburb was 
born.ii 

Many Baby Boomers eventually came scoff at the “sameness” of this new suburban ideal, but their 
parents loved it. At the time, it was considered a good thing to be like your neighbors.  The modern 
notion of American individualism (where everyone thinks they are special and different from 
everyone else) had yet to be invented.  This was an era where Americans were building a sense of 
common identity and common purpose. Quite simply, being different was looked down on as being 
“odd.” 
 
Before the war, most Americans lived in rural small towns or in dense urban areas. But as these 
cities became more crowded and more diverse, they became less attractive. Anxious to embrace 
the new prosperity that the post-war years would bring, white Americans wanted to live in a society 
in which everyone was pretty much alike.iii “I think it was that sense that Americans did really like 
the comfort of having what the other guy had, but yet they could put a little fence around it and say, 



‘this is mine.’’ iv Jane Stern, author of Social Encyclopedia shares, “that is really a particular form 
of American genius to say, ‘this is yours, this is mine, but we are still all the same.”’ v 
 

Having lived through the Great Depression and World War II, the Boomers parents were naturally 
conservative. They believed in a common good and collective identity. They felt that everyone was 
better off if people cooperated, worked together, and, in a very real sense, tried to have what 
everyone else had. These attitudes and behaviors help explain the massive success of the American 
economy in the 1950s in part because they allowed companies to build more effective and efficient 
production techniques and offered them massive and rather homogeneous consumer markets. From 
Levittown to Coca-Cola, Americans wanted what other Americans wanted. At the same time, they 
were not only willing, but in some sense eager, to follow the rules - just as they had done during 
the war.  
 

America was the wealthiest country in the world. Possessing only 6% of the world’s population, 
the United States produced 50% of the world's goods.  Still, "Americans felt poor and were afraid 
to spend the newfound money on the products they had before them."vi  During the war, the 
government had borrowed billions of dollars to fund their wartime campaigns in Europe and Asia.  
Now it was time to pay it back.  While some argued that taxes should be cut after the soldiers 
returned home so they could enjoy the full fruit of their victory, the "responsible" view was that 
taxes should remain high until the fiscal house could be brought back to order.  At the same time, 
America needed new roads, canals, and colleges all across the country.  

The tough times of their youth also taught them to be cautious and essentially conservative.  The 
heydays of the Great Gatsby, speakeasies and flappers, may have been good for some. But it was 
not good for most.  No one could have predicted the phenomenal economic prosperity the following 
decades would bring, but they hoped that life would be better for them and their children. Ironically, 
the result was that they could be both conservative in their personal behavior and attitudes and at 
the same time remarkably permissive towards their kids.vii  

This was not the 21st century.  Instead of putting extra cash in people's pockets with significant tax 
cuts, most people thought it would be more prudent to use this money to invest in the future in the 
hopes of ensuring a better life for their children.  

 

i On November 11th, 1945, the New York Times reported with the headline, "Army returning 500,000 from 
Europe this Month." They also reported an excess of the half-million men brought home in November, over 
350,000 were returned to the United States in October. 3,059,000 servicemen and women were stationed in 
Europe on V-E day. George Horne, 'Army Returning 500,000 from Europe This Month', The New York 
Times,  (1945)..  
ii Time Magazine called Bill Levitt as one of the "100 most important men in the 20th century," 'Time 100 
Persons of the Century', in TIME Magazine, (TIME Magazine, 1999)..  
iii One of the first rules of Levitt and Levittown was that no black Americans, or for that matter Jews, were 
allowed. This is especially ironic since Bill Levitt himself was Jewish. 
iv David  Halberstam, 'The Fifties: Selling the American Way', in The Fifites, (CTV Television Network & 
The History Channel, 1997), p. 48 Minutes. 
v David Halberstam, 'The Fifties: The Fear and the Dream', in The Fifties, (United States: CTV Television 
Network  
The History Channel  1997), p. 1:34:50., 19:05.  
vi Interestingly, one of the best-selling books from 1952 to 1955 was Reverend Norman Vincent Peale’s 
"The Power of Positive Thinking." This book sold like hotcakes as its author, who was sometimes called 
"the prophet of profitability," argued for the "virtue of money." The book offered a simple help guide to 

 



 
make people feel better about themselves and their consumption habits. Norman Vincent Peale, The Power 
of Positive Thinking,  (1954)..  
vii Alan Petigny offers a compelling and sophisticated analysis of the inner conflicts facing the post-war 
generation in his, The Permissive Society. In this book, Petigny tries to dispel the notion that this was 
merely a country of the "Organization Man."  His focus is not generational, but the implications of his 
analysis of these inner conflicts are compelling Alan Cecil Petigny, The Permissive Society : America, 
1941-1965,  (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 1941-1965.  For a less sophisticated and less 
sympathetic view in a similar vein see, the recent book, by Bruce Gibney, A Generation of Sociopaths 
Bruce Gibney, A Generation of Sociopaths : How the Baby Boomers Betrayed America, First edition. edn 
(New York: Hachette Books, 2017)..  


