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The 1950s were a time of great change and development in America—recovery from a 

world war, the creation and use of new technology, shifting gender roles, and the growth of a 

consumerist culture impacted Americans and how they functioned in society. Particularly 

prominent during this time were the looming threats of the nuclear age: nuclear weapons and 

their testing, Cold War tensions and fears of communist weaponry, and the worries that come 

with making a country safe and stable during uncertain times. Out of these fears and tensions, a 

new emphasis was placed on a certain type of American family: the nuclear family. The 

prevailing view in America after the war ended was that a stable family meant a stable country, 

and a stable family consisted of a breadwinning father, housewife mother, and two to four well-

educated and well-mannered children. While this ideal was set in place by government action 

and propaganda immediately following World War II and was further encouraged in the media, 

the nuclear family was more complicated than Americans liked to think, particularly the women 

of the nuclear family. It was women, as the traditional keepers of the domestic sphere, who were 

delegated the task of creating a stable, happy family during these years and maintaining the 

traditional domestic role of the housewife. But what were these nuclear age women truly like? 

Popular magazines from this time period, both women’s and general interest magazines, help 

shed light on this question, particularly through their advertisements geared toward women and 

their articles written by women. Looking through the lens of New Historicism, one begins to 

understand how the literature and images presented in magazines were heavily influenced by the 

featured characteristics of the 1950s: Cold War tensions, an emphasis on the family, nuclear 

weapons fears, consumerism, and capitalism. John Brannigan explains that “new historicism is a 

mode of critical interpretation which privileges power relations as the most important context for 

texts of all kinds”—in 1950s America, men were given the power, as breadwinners and 
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protectors, while women were pigeonholed into the homemaker role, and these roles and 

gendered power relations were influenced by the prevailing ideology of the time: that the nuclear 

family, and all of its members in their proper roles, were key to creating a safe and happy 

America. But magazines presented contradictory images of women, revealing the uncertain 

nature of the time, through the advertisements that promoted domesticity and the women-

authored articles that promoted a wider world for women. While advertisements reinforced the 

idea that women could shelter their family from the problems of the nuclear age by remaining in 

the home, articles written by women about issues pertaining to nuclear weapons showed that 

many women questioned the validity of the housewife role and the stereotypes of the nuclear 

family, and that they wanted a chance to speak out about the issues and stake a place for 

themselves outside of the home. 

To understand the importance of the stereotypical nuclear family and the 1950s 

housewife, one must first understand how these ideas came to be. After America dropped the 

bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and news came of nuclear weapons technology in other 

countries, America placed a new emphasis on how to deal with the bomb:  

From the Pentagon to the household, from the boot camp to the schoolyard, 

Americans were enthralled by efforts to devise strategies for preparing for and 

surviving weapons aimed at civilians and for coping with a horror of the bombs 

that was understood both as a destabilizing repercussion of their past use and an 

anticipation of their future deployment. (Zarlengo 928)   

The government created new plans for restructuring cities to be better suited for a potential 

nuclear attack and the resulting temporary time period that would be spent in fallout shelters 

before returning to the cities. The idea of urban dispersal, a plan to properly space out cities to 
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maximize efficiency and stability in the case of a nuclear attack, led to the creation of suburbs 

(Zarlengo 932-933) and a nationwide housing boom (Clifford 171). Suburbs consisted of single-

family homes, and this changed many families from living in an extended family setup to a 

nuclear family setup, where gender normative roles were highly encouraged.  

The move to suburbia in the late 1940s and early 1950s gave families a new role in civil 

defense—family households were regarded as key to keeping America safe and providing 

protection against the threat of nuclear warfare. Throughout the postwar years, the Federal Civil 

Defense Administration played a major role in promoting civil defense. It distributed pamphlets 

throughout the 1950s titled, “’Atomic Survival’ (1951), ‘Survival Under Atomic Attack’ (1951), 

‘Survival City’ (1955), and ‘Individual Protection Against Atomic Attack’ (1958)” (Titus, 74) to 

schools and organizations, and these pamphlets, designed to show the devastation of atomic 

attacks and urge people to protect themselves, made their way home to families. Many 

government pamphlets urged men, as the heads of families, to construct fallout shelters and be 

prepared to protect their families from the dangers that would result from the atomic bomb 

(Zarlengo 939). Women too were given an important role in civil defense, their prescribed role 

as homemakers viewed as vital to the survival of their families: “the American household, run by 

housewives, had become an agency of the nation, patriotism a domestic duty, and housework a 

civic obligation with grave consequences” (Zarlengo 941). Women were hailed as peacemakers 

and their domestic abilities were praised in the media as useful in a time filled with fear of a 

nuclear attack: “Housewives repeatedly read that their unpaid and undervalued domesticity had 

world-shaping significance, a message meant to encourage them to stay home” (Frobish 115). In 

the event of a nuclear attack, while men were to build and protect the fallout shelter, women 

were expected to make use of their domestic skills and make the shelter comfortable—by 
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cooking and cleaning, as well as entertaining their family and encouraging them to be moral in 

chaotic times (Zarlengo 941). Women’s role as mother became important for securing a 

promising future: “If women fulfilled their domestic roles, as adapted to the atomic age, they 

would rear children who would avoid juvenile delinquency (and homosexuality), stay in school, 

and become future scientists and experts to defeat the Russians in cold war” (May 104). By 

emphasizing women’s supposed talent at practicing all things domestic and their role as makers 

and keepers of peace, as well as emphasizing the importance of perfect, prepared families, and 

sharing that vision with the country, the government protected itself and the American people 

from the insecurities they faced in the years after the war and this brought back a sense of control 

during uncertain times.  

 During the years after the war, as the government put pressure on families to become the 

support structure for America, so too did the government, and the media, place pressure on 

women to be the domestic pillar of the family. But while atomic age women were being told to 

stay within the domestic realm, other avenues were opening up to them, particularly in politics, 

reform movements, and a more liberal and sexualized media. And while the government and 

media tried to show a stable, happy America, problems such as divorce, juvenile delinquency, 

and sexually transmitted diseases were present in society. These issues, along with the larger 

issues of the Soviet Union’s nuclear weapons program, communism, and the Cold War, as well 

as technology and industry advancements, impacted American families and housewives. 

America was changing and “…domestic and international conditions posed serious problems for 

American society…this period [was] one of ‘transition, confusion, and turmoil’ threatened by 

new weapons which would ‘test the very survival of the human race’” (Frobish 160).   
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 During the postwar years, magazines became the popular, go-to literature to read to get a 

glimpse at what women were concerned with, or perhaps more accurately, what society thought 

or wanted women to be concerned with. Women’s magazines, like Ladies’ Home Journal and 

Family Circle, featured recipes and fashion advice alongside articles written by women about 

divorce, world affairs, and political involvement, and they were peppered with advertisements 

for the latest technology to improve the life of homemakers. Popular and general interest 

magazines, like Harper’s Magazine and Coronet, included many articles written by men on an 

array of topics, but often featured one or two articles written by women about the issues they 

were concerned with, often issues that had nothing to do with cooking or cleaning. Magazines 

encouraged a contradictory image of women as homemakers and women as active members in 

society through their advertisements and the topics covered by women in the articles they wrote 

for these publications (Meyerowitz 1458). While women’s magazines in particular were littered 

with advertisements for beauty products, kitchen appliances, and foods, as well as articles about 

fashion, marriage, and homemaking, some women writing in to these magazines were interested 

in bigger issues—issues that took them out of the home. In their letters to magazines, women 

often complained that the romantic short stories featured in them were trite, that the magazines 

devoted too much time to fashion and food, and that they wanted to learn more about important 

issues America was facing (Walker, Shaping Our Mothers’ World 12). Women submitted short 

stories—about romance, society, and family—and also sent in poetry, which touched on an array 

of emotions and issues. And while women writers in women’s magazines predominantly wrote 

about domestic life, more and more women, in both women’s magazines and general interest 

magazines, expressed concerns in their articles over personal, political and international issues, 

and these concerns were coupled with concerns about issues revolving around all things atomic. 



Schiavoni 7 

 

 Women’s magazines in the 1950s generally followed similar layouts, featuring sections 

devoted to fashion, cooking, home décor, health and beauty, family matters, and general interest 

articles, all of which encouraged the domestic. While these articles are a strong indicator of how 

American society, via its media, sought to foster the domestic ideal in women during this decade 

of change, it is easiest to see what domestic visions women faced by looking at the 

advertisements featured in these magazines. The most popular items to advertise were kitchen 

appliances, particularly new or more widely available technologies such as dishwashers and 

refrigerators that were created and modified as a direct result of wartime technology (Walker, 

Shaping Our Mothers’ World 34). These products, like “The New Deepfreeze Refrigerator [that] 

wins ‘Oscars’ from homemakers…America’s most important audience!” (Deepfreeze 129), 

along with advertisements for washing machines, pressure cookers, and food processors, 

appealed to the domestic side of women and tried to convince them that these amazing new 

technologies could make their workload easier, when in reality, it only set up a higher standard 

for housework which kept women chained to the home (Walker, Shaping Our Mothers’ World 

35 & Zarlengo 941). Other products, like household cleansers and brand name foods, fostered 

the ideal of the healthy, happy family. A Clorox advertisement from a 1953 issue of Family 

Circle declared “When your bathroom is CLOROX-clean, it’s safer for your family’s health!” 

(Clorox 34), and this acts as an example of America’s promotion of healthy, “normal” families. 

Other popular products advertised were items that pointed out that, though women were the ones 

doing the housework, they deserved to feel beautiful and confident too, especially so that they 

could keep the attention of their husbands and continue to excel in their housework. An 

advertisement for Campana’s Italian Balm hand cream from a 1953 issue of Family Circle 

recognized that women were busy using their hands—to scrub pots, cut vegetables for a meal, 



Schiavoni 8 

 

and fold towels—and offered them relief for those overworked hands, saying “If housework is 

part or all of your day, better be choose-y about hand lotion. The ‘glamour’ kind is fun while 

you’re sweet and single—but gather up a husband and a household and see what happens!” 

(Campana 97). Advertisements in women’s magazines like Ladies’ Home Journal and Family 

Circle encouraged and often celebrated women as homemakers, positioning their homemaker 

role in society as vital and urging women to take advantage of those new and useful technologies 

that resulted from wartime technology and industry in order to better protect and support their 

families.  

 General interest magazines, such as Harper’s Magazine and Coronet, though they were 

not explicitly marketed at women, still appealed to women as homemakers in many of their 

advertisements. Like women’s magazines, general interest magazines featured advertisements 

for appliances, beauty products, and food items. A 1955 advertisement in Harper’s Magazine for 

Bell Telephone System, featuring the smiling face of a well-made-up woman, appealed to the 

housewife looking to lighten her workload and protect her family: “[Bell Telephone System’s 

service is] advantageous to you [the housewife] because it saves time, steps and trouble. Runs 

errands. Helps with the shopping. Stands guard over your home. Keeps you in close touch with 

relatives and friends” (Bell Telephone System1)—it does it all, and for a “bargain” (Bell 

Telephone System1). The telephone, an ever-advancing technology, was highly advertised 

during the 1950s, and this advertisement targeted a major user: the housewife. She could use the 

phone to call the repair man or chat with friends, but it would also serve a security purpose—

perhaps, in the event of a nuclear attack, a warning system or security person would call the 

home on the phone, warning the housewife of the impending danger. For those women lacking in 

homemaking and womanly skills deemed necessary for raising a stable family, an advertisement 
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in a 1959 issue of Coronet, titled “You Can Be Magnetically Attractive,” offered them the 

chance to take a course that promised to make them perfect: “You can become a charming 

woman, an adored sweetheart, a good mother, a desirable wife. Exciting course answers personal 

problems on grooming, conversation, diet, exercise, skin & hair care,” (Magnetically Attractive 

203). It told women that even a woman lacking in housewife skills and the feminine arts could 

learn about and succeed at fulfilling the 1950s housewife ideal. As was seen in women’s 

magazines, general interest magazines featured advertisements for new and revised technology 

and products geared toward the home and the homemaker, reinforcing the domestic ideal that 

was so prevalent at the time. 

 While advertisements in both women’s and general interest magazines offer a look at 

how magazines encouraged the domestic in their women readers, it is by looking at the articles 

featured between those pages of advertisements that one can see a move to break away from the 

domestic sphere, causing a contradictory image of women to be portrayed in these magazines. 

While women’s magazines in particular featured a majority of articles about domesticity—

whether it was articles about how to save your marriage, how to cook a turkey, or how to plan 

the perfect Christmas party—they were also periodically broken up by articles, written by 

women, about issues outside of the domestic sphere, like political involvement, careers, and 

education reform (Kaledin 104). A more expansive look into these non-domestic articles reveals 

women’s growing concerns with issues relating to the postwar era, like the use of nuclear 

weapons and the growing threat of the Cold War (Walker, “Women’s Magazines” 8). While not 

as common in magazines as other non-domestic issues, articles and fiction written by women 

about radioactivity, the Cold War, nuclear weapons and their use, and apocalyptic fears did show 

up in some magazines and showed that women were indeed interested in these issues that so 
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impacted the decade in which they were living. Staying at home, being a dutiful and patriotic 

housewife in order to protect the family and country, was not enough for some women—they 

wanted to talk about and engage with nuclear issues. Dorothy Thompson, a regular columnist for 

Ladies’ Home Journal and a contributor to other magazines, wrote numerous articles about all 

things atomic throughout the 1950s. She had gained notoriety for her reporting on Hitler and the 

Nazis in the 1930s, but wanted to write about new subjects and attract a different audience in the 

postwar years, so she voiced her support for nuclear disarmament and frequently discussed the 

Cold War in her work (George Washington University). Laura Fermi, wife of famous Manhattan 

Project scientist Enrico Fermi, also wrote articles for various magazines, sharing stories about 

the bomb, her life with Enrico, and the nuclear advancements that were being developed 

throughout the 1940s and 1950s. These two were perhaps the most vocal of women writers on 

nuclear issues, but a handful of others, including Dorothy Day and Freda Kirchway, discussed 

the issues in various magazines, showing that women were interested in dealing with the bomb in 

ways that took them away from the home.   

 In 1953, Dorothy Thompson wrote an article for Ladies’ Home Journal called “Can the 

Cold War be Ended?”, an article that revealed her fears of the possible results an atomic war and 

her frustration with and opinion of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet 

Union. While she said she did not believe in the possibility of a third world war, she did argue 

that the Cold War was, in a sense, World War III, with the “battles consist[ing] of political 

advances or retreats, with each side cautious of any step that might provoke a general 

conflagration” (Thompson, “Cold War” 11), and she argued that the Cold War situation was due 

to the technological advances of modern warfare. She illustrated what might become of the 
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world should the United States and the Soviet Union start launching nuclear weapons at each 

other and her description offers a grim outcome: 

It would result in millions of deaths and more millions of incurable casualties. It 

would uproot and displace millions of population, straining upon the very fabric 

of human society. The destruction of sources of supply for even minimum 

necessity would turn normally law-abiding people into mobs of plunderers. 

Families would be separated and hordes of waifs created, driven to crime for 

sheer survival. (Thompson, “Cold War” 11) 

She went on to discuss the problems that would likely be faced by both the United States and the 

Soviet Union in terms of controlling their people and creating a sense of order, as well as gaining 

support from allies. She ended this look into a possible nuclear apocalypse by asking: “But just 

what political objective would be accomplished?...What would the ‘victor’ do with his 

inheritance of rubble, disease, roving bandits, disorganization and insanity?” (Thompson, “Cold 

War” 100). She argued that the United States and the Soviet Union needed to realize that, while 

they were world superpowers, they were not the only two countries in the world and the world 

“can neither be Russified nor Americanized without perpetual force” (Thompson, “Cold War” 

103). She called for a rethinking of the Cold War and the problems that could come of it and 

echoed the concerns Americans had of a nuclear attack and unending Cold War. 

In 1954, Laura Fermi wrote a two part article for The New Yorker about her life during 

work on the Manhattan Project, focusing on the struggles she and her husband faced in America 

living as enemy aliens while also being engaged in the American war effort, as well as her 

difficulty dealing with the secrecy surrounding the atomic projects with which her husband was 

involved. Her article offered a different perspective of all things nuclear—hers was a story about 
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the secrecy and the awe surrounding the creation, testing, and use of the bomb, rather than a 

story about fear of the bomb and its results. She began the article by sharing a letter written by 

Professor George B. Pegram about her husband, Enrico Fermi, briefly discussing his work with 

the physics surrounding atomic weaponry and praising him for his commitment to science and 

his hopefully soon-to-come American citizenship (Fermi, “Manhattan District” 25). The letter 

was important—evidence of Enrico Fermi’s loyalty to the United States—and it drew Laura 

Fermi into a discussion about how she and her family got to America from Italy and the struggles 

they faced in 1941, when they were almost immediately declared enemy aliens due to the recent 

declaration of war on Italy. The family lived briefly in New York, then moved to New Jersey for 

a period of time, and this was where the secrecy began—Fermi attended some of her husband’s 

physics lectures and read some scientific reports in the newspapers, but she said “soon, a 

voluntary system of censorship was established, and the lid of secrecy fell over nuclear physics” 

(Fermi, “Manhattan District” 30). As Italians new to America and officially declared enemy 

aliens, the family faced some problems with discrimination and distrust from the community, 

much like suspected communists and Russian immigrants faced during the 1950s, as Cold War 

and nuclear tensions flared. After miscommunication and travel issues, the family moved to 

Chicago, the place where Fermi said began the greatest period of secrecy in their lives, as her 

husband began work on research that would contribute to the development of the atomic bomb 

(Fermi, “Manhattan District” 36). To explain the degree of secrecy she faced during the war 

years, she described a dinner party she hosted for some of the scientists and their spouses in 1942 

and the great confusion she faced when each of her scientist guests congratulated her husband, 

but no one would explain why or would offer only humorous and untrue reasons (Fermi, 

“Manhattan District” 36-37). It was not until two and a half years later that she found out what 
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all of the congratulating was about: “On the afternoon of that day—December 2, 1942—under 

Enrico’s direction, the first self-sustaining chain reaction in history had been achieved” (Fermi, 

“Manhattan District” 39). Her husband had been involved in a key event in the history and 

creation of the atomic bomb, and she did not find out about it until long afterward. Similar 

stories came from the wives of scientists at Los Alamos, who were later joined by Laura Fermi, 

and who faced intense secrecy about the atomic bomb as well. Two of them, Jane S. Wilson and 

Charlotte Serber, compiled the stories of the wives and their secretive lives at Los Alamos, years 

after atomic bomb development was over (Wilson and Serber). The problems with secrecy and 

the bomb impacted not only these women, but unsuspecting Americans during the 1940s and 

even in the 1950s, as radioactivity attracted a degree of secrecy. Fermi’s article reached many 

readers in the decade after the creation of the bomb, refocusing on the bomb as a now not-so-

hidden deadly device, but a device that still held secrets.  While the issues Fermi faced were 

primarily issues faced in the 1940s, they still impacted her in the 1950s, prompting her to share 

her story about the history of nuclear weaponry, an issue that was still impacting Americans 

every day, with the Cold War and nuclear weapons development and testing ongoing.   

  Dorothy Thompson continued to express concern about the bomb in her magazine 

submissions, writing a short opinion piece about disarmament in Time magazine in 1955. She 

said that many people calling for disarmament were considered idealists, but she agreed 

completely with their desire for the deactivation and removal of nuclear weapons from 

everywhere in the world: 

Total, universal, simultaneous disarmament, to be completed within a definite 

time, ending armies, navies, and air forces, conscription and the manufacture of 

conventional and unconventional weapons, is the only disarmament that requires 
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minimum external control. It would solve the dilemma of firepower versus 

manpower. (Thompson, “Disarmament” 27) 

Her fears of an apocalypse and her concerns over the threat of nuclear weapons being used as a 

way to wage a catastrophic war between the United States and the Soviet Union were the very 

fears causing people to turn to the traditional, nuclear family as a support system during these 

troubling times. 

 In her article, “Radioactivity and the Human Race,” published in Ladies’ Home Journal 

in 1956, Dorothy Thompson looked beyond the threat of nuclear weapons as explosively 

destructive, and looked into a less visible, but equally deadly, effect of the bomb: radioactivity. 

She shared the results of research on radioactivity published in the preliminary report of the 

Genetics Committee of the National Academy of Sciences. According to Thompson, the report 

asked the question: “Are radiations from radioactive substances, such as radium, employed in 

medical diagnosis and treatment or released into the atmosphere in atomic-energy plants and 

laboratories—are these radiations humanly harmful?” (“Radioactivity” 11). The answer to this 

question was a resounding “yes.” A major problem they determined was that overexposure to 

any kind of high-energy radiation by people of child-begetting or child-bearing age could cause 

problematic gene mutations in their children. Thompson pointed out that while the scientists 

argued that radiation to anyone can be harmful—though they did not know at what level a 

dosage of radiation became lethal—they focused particularly on the problem of radiation-caused 

mutations carrying on through bloodlines and creating problems for future generations 

(“Radioactivity” 11). Thompson addressed concerns over radiation released by nuclear weapons 

in particular, citing the geneticist’s fear of the power of atomic weapons:  
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The geneticists do not even discuss the possibilities of the result of an atomic war 

as though the idea were too alarming to be contemplated. They confine 

themselves to the effects of the present weapon testing and its possible 

increase…” (Thompson, “Radioactivity” 14). 

She outlined recommendations from the scientists about radiation regulation, which involved 

more research, monitoring, better record-keeping, and the creation of organizations to deal with 

radioactivity concerns. During the 1950s, the government tried valiantly to reassure the 

population that every measure was being taken to prevent radiation leakage and exposure, and 

reports about nuclear weapons testing often mentioned some of the safety precautions taken 

regarding radioactivity (Titus 80), but it remained a major concern for many, as is evidenced by 

the scientists’ report. Thompson ended her piece with a quote by General Douglas MacArthur: 

“All war and preparation for war should be universally stopped. There should be total, universal 

and simultaneous disarmament” (“Radioactivity” 14). Her concerns about radioactivity, shared 

by and informed by geneticists and the scientists studying it, was linked to her desire for 

worldwide disarmament, a concept that many, fearful of Cold War tensions and the threat of 

nuclear warfare, welcomed.  

By looking at these magazine articles about atomic age issues, one can see that some 

women were concerned with issues that took them outside of the home and even beyond the non-

domestic realm of careers, politics, and reform—women like Dorothy Thompson, who reached 

millions of women readers through her monthly column in Ladies’ Home Journal as well 

through other articles, and Laura Fermi, who shed light on what life was like as a woman during 

nuclear weapons development, were among the growing number of women who were interested 

in nuclear technology and its role in 1950s America.  
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The end of World War II and the use of the first atomic weapons ushered in new changes 

and new concerns for Americans in the postwar era. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the 

government created and reinforced the ideal of the nuclear family as an institution that would 

stabilize the country during uncertain times and protect its people from all things atomic. Using 

educational pamphlets and urban planning, the government—particularly the Federal Civil 

Defense Administration—carved out roles for each member of the nuclear family that would 

contribute to the stability of the country, especially in the face of a potential nuclear attack. The 

role prescribed for women was that of the housewife, and the media played a large role in seeing 

that the domestic ideal was carried out. It is through looking at advertisements and woman-

authored articles in magazines, with consideration of New Historicism, that one can see how 

women and the nation responded to this domestic ideal as the key to national stability and 

protection against all things nuclear. Advertisements in women’s and general interest magazines 

encouraged domesticity, urging women to maintain a happy and healthy family. However, 

articles written by women in these same magazines showed that a growing number of women 

sought to move away from the domestic sphere in order to deal with bigger issues, and some of 

these women addressed the issues surrounding nuclear technology. These women moved beyond 

the idea that keeping a stable family would keep America safe and instead chose to speak out 

about nuclear issues, expressing their concerns, opinions, fears, and frustration over such issues 

as radioactivity, the secrecy still surrounding the bomb, and the prospect of nuclear war with the 

Soviet Union. These women were intelligent people with genuine concerns and a desire to learn 

more about nuclear issues, inform women about these issues, and fight these issues in ways other 

than keeping a clean house and happy family. The 1950s were a turbulent time, grasping at the 

family as the last hope for stability, and women navigated the murky waters of familial gender 
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roles by reading popular magazines, which simultaneously encouraged the prevailing ideal of the 

time—that women were most useful in the home, particularly during times of nuclear threat—

and that women could engage in bigger issues, like the threats of the nuclear age, by speaking 

out and educating other women.   
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