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B
etw

een 1945 and 1960, a pervasive ico-
nography of w

hite, m
iddle-class dom

es-
ticity circulated w

idely in various m
edia and becam

e 
instantiated in m

illions of new
 hom

es across the U
nited 

States. This book exam
ines the w

ays textual and visual 
representations of those houses continuously and reflex-
ively created, re-created, and reinforced m

idcentury no-
tions about racial, ethnic, and class identities—

specifi-
cally, the rightness of associating w

hite identities w
ith 

hom
eow

nership and citizenship. By looking carefully at 
house form

 and at representations of house form
, I seek 

to understand the w
ays in w

hich postw
ar dom

estic en-
vironm

ents becam
e poignant ciphers for w

hiteness, af-
fluence, belonging, and a sense of perm

anent stability. 
The house and garden, and their representations, there-

fore appear as the m
aterial dim

ensions through w
hich 

racial and class identity and difference are recursively 
constructed, assum

ed, and negotiated.
M

uch (but not all) of the m
aterial that form

s the ba-
sis for the analysis in this book is utterly com

m
onplace, 

ubiquitous, and accessible: m
ass-circulation m

agazine 
and catalog articles and im

ages; builders’, architects’, 
and trade journals; advertisem

ents; ordinary household 
objects and artifacts; and the kinds of ordinary houses 
and gardens seen in nearly every suburb and sm

all tow
n 

in the U
nited States. They constitute an enorm

ous body 
of seem

ingly m
undane representations and m

aterial 
form

s that are (or w
ere) often encountered, view

ed, 
and experienced as part of the ordinary activities of 
everyday life—

“seam
lessly sutured into the m

aterial 

Introduction

facin
g

A
n ordinary postw

ar house, 
U

rbana, Illinois. D
ate and 

architect unknow
n. 

Photograph by the author.
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practices of ordinary life,” as Robert H
arim

an and John 
Lucaites put it. 1 A

nd because they are so pervasive and 
seem

ingly ordinary as to becom
e critically unobserved, 

these representational and m
aterial form

s constitute 
pow

erful ideological devices. They have m
uch to tell us, 

not only about the w
ays such representations, objects, 

and sites constructed and reinforced specific national 
policies and econom

ic and social structures, but also 
about how

 they served as justification and substantia-
tion for w

ays of im
agining A

m
ericans of various racial, 

ethnic, and class backgrounds at m
idcentury.

I am
 particularly interested here in understanding 

how
 these fam

iliar im
ages, w

ords, objects, and sites op-
erated—

and perhaps continue to operate—
to construct 

a sense of the raced and classed past, present, and even 
future. A

s W
. J. T. M

itchell w
rote nearly tw

enty years 
ago, w

e m
ust ask not sim

ply w
hat representations m

ean 
but “w

hat they do in a netw
ork of social relations” in or-

der to understand m
ore fully the w

ays representations 
“w

ork in our culture.” M
itchell urges us to understand 

all representations as “relay m
echanism

s in exchanges 
of pow

er, value, and publicity” and to consider in our 
analyses the roles played by the know

ledge industries 
that produce these representations. 2 That is one par-
ticular goal of this study.

This book focuses exclusively on houses and rep-
resentations produced during the fifteen-year period 
bracketed by the end of W

orld W
ar II and the beginning 

of the 1960s. M
any of the issues I exam

ine—
concerns 

for dom
estic privacy, cleanliness, order, and fam

ily to-
getherness, to nam

e a few
—

are not unique to this pe-
riod. In fact, m

ost have roots that can be traced to at 
least the nineteenth century if not earlier, and num

er-
ous architectural historians have indeed studied those 
issues in relation to A

m
erican house form

 in the nine-
teenth and early tw

entieth centuries. 3 H
ow

ever, signifi-
cant changes in the econom

y and culture of the im
m

e-
diate postw

ar period m
ake this fifteen-year span ripe 

for a focused study that exam
ines the particular w

ays 
in w

hich those concerns w
ere renew

ed and played out 
w

ithin the context of the private single-fam
ily hom

e. 
The postw

ar econom
ic boom

 and the federal financ-
ing and m

ortgage insurance program
s that m

ade that 
housing available to m

illions of first-tim
e hom

eow
n-

ers created fertile ground for a renew
ed and often re- 

articulated focus on the links am
ong hom

eow
nership, 

citizenship, and racial and class identity. They also led 
to a significant rise in the production of representations 
related to the iconographic field that is m

y focus here. 
In the chapters that follow

, I exam
ine the houses m

ade 
possible by those federal program

s, and I also exam
ine 

the reasons behind the rearticulation of specific values 
and ideals.

The fifteen-year period that fram
es this study is also 

especially w
ell suited to an exam

ination of the links 
am

ong houses, representations, and race, for this w
as 

a tim
e of significant shifts in racial thinking. Through-

out this book, I use the term
 race to indicate a set of 
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socially constructed categories that are, like the built 
environm

ent, based in hum
an experience, historically 

contingent, and rooted to questions about the form
a-

tion of identities. In exam
ining these issues, I join a 

grow
ing num

ber of scholars w
ho study the connections 

that exist betw
een the spatial w

orld/built environm
ent 

and the construction of race and w
hite identities. Like 

them
, I seek to understand the w

ays in w
hich pow

er 
and injustice operate so that I can contribute to dis-
m

antling them
. I do this for several reasons. First, I 

believe, as does M
atthew

 Jacobson, that “racism
, as 

A
lexander Saxton w

rites, is ‘fundam
entally a theory of 

history.’ . . . It is a theory of . . . w
ho belongs and w

ho 
does not, of w

ho deserves w
hat and w

ho is capable of 
w

hat.” If, as Jacobson insists, it is the historian’s task “to 
discover w

hich racial categories are useful to w
hom

 at 
a given m

om
ent, and w

hy,” then w
e m

ight productively 
ask ourselves w

hat w
hiteness m

eant, w
hat it stood for, 

and w
hat it em

bodied in the postw
ar housing m

arket. 4 
Like Jacobson, I also believe that because “race is a pub-
lic fiction” (in the sense that it is a highly fluid social 
construction) that is also “a kind of social currency,” 
evaluations of the w

ays race is defined, expressed, and 
represented in the public sphere becom

e crucial to an 
understanding of the persuasive pow

er and influence of 
the iconographic fields that pertain to race and w

hite-
ness. 5 To borrow

 the w
ords of M

ichael O
m

i and H
ow

-
ard W

inant, it is not possible “to acknow
ledge or oppose 

racism
 w

ithout com
prehending the sociohistorical con-

text in w
hich concepts of race are invoked.”

6 I seek here 
to elucidate one such sociohistorical context. I w

ill say 
m

ore about this in the text that follow
s.

Second, I engage these very charged questions 
about race and w

hiteness because I believe that ar-
chitecture and the visual w

orld alw
ays belong to and 

circulate w
ithin—

indeed construct—
the political, eco- 

nom
ic, and social w

orlds in w
hich w

e live. A
rchitecture 

is not benign, even (and som
etim

es especially) w
hen  

it is spectacularly beautiful or w
hen it is so ordinary 

w
e hardly notice it. A

nd architecture is about race 
even (and perhaps especially) w

hen it is situated in 
an all-w

hite suburb—
a fact that architectural histo-

rians have tended to overlook com
pletely. I therefore 

w
rite against these beliefs, but also against the strong 

current of discourse that continues to be produced in 
m

any professional schools of design that encourages 
future architects, planners, and landscape architects 
to ignore issues pertaining to social justice and the 
built environm

ent and to relegate questions about race 
and its social, econom

ic, and political im
plications to 

the outer peripheries or com
pletely outside their class-

room
s, studios, and practices. If it seem

s to som
e read-

ers that I see race everyw
here in this study, perhaps m

y 
view

 can serve as a necessary corrective to the exten-
sive body of architectural histories that have seen race  
now

here.

H
arris interior FIN

AL.indd   3
1/9/13   10:55 AM



4
 

 |  
Introduction

popular m
edia. This iconography, as I w

ill show
, w

as 
not regionally specific, but existed and circulated in 
m

edia intended for a nationw
ide audience.

C
ertainly, a regionally specific study w

ould yield 
im

portant findings. It m
ight engage the w

ays in w
hich 

specific local im
m

igrant com
m

unities influenced house 
form

 and housing m
arkets, and it m

ight also elucidate 
som

e im
portant w

ays in w
hich racial categories—

in-
cluding w

hiteness—
m

ight be inflected by regional his-
tories. But that is not m

y task here. A
lthough C

alifornia, 
for exam

ple, w
as a veritable laboratory of experim

enta-
tion in postw

ar house and garden design, new
 housing 

appeared nationw
ide after 1945, and som

e of the m
ost 

interesting developm
ents that w

ere truly intended for a 
m

ass audience (as opposed to experim
ents in high-style 

design, paid for by w
ealthy patrons or m

useum
 spon-

sorship) happened all over the country. The M
idw

est, 
for exam

ple, w
as an im

portant location for the develop-
m

ent of new
 housing ideas for the average buyer. The 

participants in the U
niversity of Illinois Sm

all H
om

es 
C

ouncil produced an extraordinary num
ber of experi-

m
ental houses and studies of postw

ar dw
ellings, and 

they dissem
inated plans both locally through circu-

lars and nationally through m
agazines such as Popular 

M
echanics. 7 A

s a result, experim
ental houses w

ere con-
structed throughout C

hicago’s hinterlands, and readers 
across the U

nited States purchased plans from
 m

ag- 
azines and follow

ed their do-it-yourself construction  

T
H

E
 O

R
D

IN
A

R
Y

 P
O

S
T

W
A

R
 H

O
U

S
E

A
lthough num

erous studies have focused on the his-
tory of housing segregation and the history of subur-
ban planning in w

hich those practices are em
bedded, 

no previous studies have addressed the specific w
ays 

in w
hich ideas about the racialization of such houses 

w
ere com

m
unicated and circulated or their potential 

im
pact on the construction of A

m
erican culture. This 

book does so, by exam
ining a range of published texts, 

im
ages, m

edia form
s, and houses them

selves, m
ining 

the w
ealth of inform

ation em
bedded in such sources. 

U
nlike the typical narratives of architectural history, 

w
hich norm

ally include w
ell-know

n architects, w
ealthy 

clients, and sensational houses, this book takes an ap-
proach that is far less glam

orous but certainly m
ore rel-

evant to a broad spectrum
 of A

m
erican lives. I focus 

here prim
arily on ordinary houses—

that is, houses that 
w

ere not designed by architects as custom
 hom

es but 
w

ere instead designed and built by m
erchant builders 

or developers for a m
ass audience or by hom

eow
ners 

for them
selves. Instead of adopting a regional focus, I 

have chosen a national scope for this study, using a set 
of broad them

es to structure m
y analysis. I do this be-

cause, as stated earlier, I am
 interested in understand-

ing the form
ation of an A

m
erican iconography of race 

and class as it related to postw
ar houses and hom

eow
n-

ership and as it circulated in various form
s of m

ass and 

facin
g

Popular and shelter m
agazines 

prom
oted a range of hom

e styles 
as acceptable for their readers. 
C

ourtesy of Popular M
echanics; originally 

published in the O
ctober 1957 issue.

H
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guides. M
oreover, research villages constructed in Il-

linois and M
ichigan and publicized in national shelter 

and w
om

en’s m
agazines spread innovative construction 

ideas throughout the region, and early suburbs such as 
Park Forest, Illinois, gained acclaim

 and publicity for a 
range of innovations that received coverage in the na-
tional m

edia, including television.
M

erchant builders such as the Levitts published 
their designs in both popular and trade m

agazines. 
Their designs and construction ideas circulated rap-
idly throughout the country, and they w

ere used and 
adapted by builders nationw

ide. 8 Indeed, builders relied 
on these m

agazines to help them
 learn about the m

ost 
significant housing trends in various regions, w

hich 
they then replicated in their ow

n locales. The houses 
they produced m

ay not have appeared as identical rep-
licas of those they aim

ed to copy, but the ideas about 
houses circulated nationally. Those ideas—

those rhe-
torical strategies—

are m
y focus in this book. Because 

interesting developm
ents in ordinary house construc-

tion occurred nationw
ide, I avoid concentrating on any 

particular region.
M

y criteria for including houses in this study are as 
follow

s: they had to have been at least intended for an 
im

agined m
ass audience of m

iddle-class hom
eow

ners, 
and they had to have been priced w

ithin reach of m
ost 

m
iddle-class A

m
ericans during the fifteen-year period 

exam
ined. The price ranges for such ordinary houses 

varied to som
e extent and depended prim

arily on loca-

tion, just as they also increased over the period of the 
study. The U

.S. census for 1950 found that the national 
m

edian value of urban and rural nonfarm
 dw

ellings w
as 

$7,354. By 1960, the m
edian value of a sim

ilarly located 
hom

e ow
ned by w

hites rose to $12,900, but the m
edian 

value for a “nonw
hite” hom

e in the sam
e period w

as 
only $6,700. 9 The C

ensus Bureau’s figures can serve as a 
fair guide for the price ranges for the houses considered 
in this book, except for those built by architects as part 
of special developm

ents or projects that w
ere m

eant as 
experim

ents that w
ould eventually translate to a m

ass 
housing m

arket. The census figures also bluntly indi-
cate the vast disparity in property values that existed 
betw

een hom
es ow

ned by w
hites and hom

es ow
ned by 

anyone identified as nonw
hite.

Instead of avant-garde plans and dram
atic settings, 

I exam
ine plans for com

m
on houses and dw

ellings in-
tended to be com

m
on houses. I look at the clever w

ays 
ordinary builders and hom

eow
ners found to store all 

the new
 item

s fam
ilies acquired for their m

odest dw
ell-

ings and the cultural dim
ensions and significance of 

taste and display as upw
ardly m

obile citizens adapted 
their living conditions to the new

 and largely optim
istic 

consum
er w

orld of the 1950s. Instead of high-style de-
sign, then, I largely exam

ine the w
ays ordinary house 

form
 and its representations served as an index of iden-

tity, authenticity (how
ever constructed), and belonging 

during a tim
e of cultural transition vis-à-vis notions of 

race/ethnicity and m
iddle-class identity.

H
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A
lthough I intend this prim

arily as a study of or-
dinary houses, this book also includes som

e exam
ples 

of dw
ellings that w

ere designed by w
ell-know

n archi-
tects and that w

ere a cut above w
hat could be strictly 

designated as ordinary. C
ustom

-designed houses w
ere 

and still are the exception in the A
m

erican cultural 
landscape, and m

ost A
m

ericans of the postw
ar period 

could not afford them
. H

ow
ever, the ideals presented in 

popular publications, on television, and through tours 
of custom

-designed houses affected the w
ays A

m
eri-

cans considered and understood their ow
n, m

ore ordi-
nary dw

ellings and their ow
n racial and class identities.  

C
ustom

-designed houses thus have a place in this book, 
especially those that w

ere intended to serve as m
odels 

A
n ordinary postw

ar house, 
U

rbana, Illinois. D
ate and 

architect unknow
n. N

ote 
the picture w

indow
 and the 

storage w
all that supports 

the shed roof of the carport. 
Photograph by the author.
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for m
ass com

m
unity builders. But I also exam

ine houses 
built from

 stock plans that could be purchased through 
the m

ail from
 m

agazines or lum
ber com

panies. O
cca-

sionally, therefore, the nam
es of w

ell-know
n architects 

appear, especially those w
ho w

ere truly and persistently 
interested in building hom

es for the m
asses.

D
espite the suburban locations of m

ost of the houses 

and gardens that form
 this book’s subject, this is not 

a history of suburban planning and developm
ent; that 

subject has received significant scholarly attention else-
w

here. 10 I also largely avoid the usual subjects of subur-
ban vernacular histories sim

ply because they too have 
already received the attention of scholars of m

idcentury 
dom

esticity: W
illiam

 Levitt’s housing tracts thus re-

C
oncrete block house, 1949. 

Im
m

ediate postw
ar m

odels 
frequently included less 
than 1,000 square feet of 
space and had traditionally 
configured plans. C

ourtesy 
of Popular M

echanics; originally 
published in the M

ay 1949 issue.
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ceive less attention here, but houses by unknow
n devel-

opers, law
ns, television program

s, m
agazine advertise-

m
ents, and questions about the storage and display of 

m
aterial artifacts receive m

ore.
U

biquitous though they m
ay be in the N

orth A
m

eri-
can suburban landscape, postw

ar houses have been the 
subject of very few

 studies, especially from
 the perspec-

tive I take here. The corpus of scholarly literature that 
exam

ines the specific m
aterial qualities of ordinary 

postw
ar houses is surprisingly sm

all, and studies that 
include analyses of the race and class dim

ensions I 
privilege here are virtually nonexistent. 11 Indeed, the 
real paucity of rigorous scholarly studies that focus on 
the history of ordinary postw

ar houses posed a signifi-
cant challenge as I conducted research for this book. 
Because so little scholarship exists on ordinary postw

ar 
dw

ellings, I have m
ade efforts to elucidate the form

s 
and spaces typical of so m

any of these hom
es. A

lthough 
recent scholarship by historians has included extensive 
discussion of the social production of space, few

 histori-
ans have actually looked at the concrete nature of space 
itself in that production process. In this book I exam

ine 
the spaces, surfaces, m

aterials, form
s, and enclosures of 

our everyday lives and the w
ays they, along w

ith their 
representations, contribute to cultural constructions of 
racial and class identities. M

oreover, in exam
ining the 

visual culture related to postw
ar housing and interiors, 

I have found that issues related to class, race, and gen-
der are central. Identity politics is a hallm

ark of post-

w
ar A

m
erican life, and to ignore this issue w

ithin the 
context of the m

idcentury house seem
s, at least to m

e, 
im

possible.

T
H

E
 C

U
L

T
U

R
A

L
 W

O
R

K
  

O
F

 R
E

P
R

E
S

E
N

T
A

T
IO

N
S

This book exam
ines the cultural w

ork perform
ed by 

houses and dom
estic artifacts intended for a m

iddle-
class audience and by textual and visual representa-
tions of those houses that entered m

ainstream
 culture 

betw
een 1945 and 1960 in the U

nited States. A
s such, it 

is intended as a contribution to various fields of inquiry 
that exam

ine the production of A
m

erican (U
.S.) cul-

tural iconography and its im
pact on A

m
erican cultural 

form
ations. Q

uestions about residential architecture 
rem

ain at the book’s core, but this is not a traditional 
architectural history of postw

ar houses in the U
nited 

States, although I hope it m
ight point to som

e new
 di-

rections for the production of scholarship in that field. 
Instead, this book exam

ines the roles of the visual and 
m

aterial fields related to postw
ar houses in constituting 

and reinforcing ideas about race, ethnicity, and class in 
A

m
erican postw

ar culture as they related to ideas about 
hom

eow
nership.

Like som
e scholars w

orking in the fields of A
m

erican 
studies, visual culture studies, m

aterial culture stud-
ies, com

m
unication, and rhetoric (am

ong others), I am
 

particularly interested here in the sym
bolic practices,  

H
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iconographic form
ations, and rhetorical strategies em

-
bedded in the visual field created betw

een 1945 and 
1960 that included houses as a prim

ary subject. The idea 
that the visual and m

aterial fields possess constitutive 
pow

er related to the form
ation of identities (personal, 

fam
ily, com

m
unity, national) that are deeply linked to 

the construction of race, class, and gender has becom
e 

an acknow
ledged com

m
onplace am

ong scholars in the 
above-listed fields during the past decade. 12

A
s w

ith other rhetorical form
s, such as public dis-

course, I use the evidence m
arshaled herein to under-

stand—
as have scholars such as Robert H

arim
an and 

John Louis Lucaites—
the w

ays that cultural ideals cir-
culate through “structures of representation that can 
be labeled rhetorical, ideological, aesthetic, political, 
and m

ore. Public texts are com
plex m

ediations of ex-
perience. In every case the focus is on how

 the m
aterial 

practice enables and constrains actors and audiences 
alike as they try to acquire know

ledge, apply values, 
and otherw

ise do the w
ork of m

aking agreem
ents and 

building public consent.”
13 In short, this book aim

s to 
understand how

 these im
ages, texts, objects, and sites 

functioned in the creation and substantiation of specific 
form

s of U
.S. culture and cultural life in the second half 

of the tw
entieth century.

Studies that link visual culture to rhetorical suasion 
are, in general, m

ore easily found and perhaps m
ore 

w
ell-know

n than studies that include analyses of build-
ings and designed landscapes as rhetorically pow

erful 

tools that actively shape history and culture. H
ow

ever, 
studies of the latter type are not absent, and a signifi-
cant corpus of scholarship on the architectural history 
of all periods, produced in the past thirty years (and 
even earlier), points tow

ard the im
portance of the built 

environm
ent in shaping public opinion, perception, and 

belief about a range of cultural conditions. W
e m

ight 
profitably call these studies in “spatial rhetoric(s),” but 
they all fall neatly w

ithin the purview
 of the increas-

ingly m
ethodologically capacious field of architectural 

history. The approach I take in this book builds on and 
contributes to this tradition of scholarship, using ordi-
nary houses and gardens as the focus for understand-
ing the rhetorical w

ork perform
ed by the built w

orld 
instead of exam

ining m
ore elite spaces such as palaces, 

villas, grand estates, churches and cathedrals, national 
capitals, and m

unicipal and governm
ent buildings. I do 

not contend that buildings/houses are experienced in 
the sam

e w
ays as visual or textual representations—

 
indeed, they are seen, experienced, and understood in 
highly com

plex and m
ultiple w

ays that are likew
ise his-

torically contingent—
but I exam

ine them
 here as m

a-
terial facets of a com

plex iconographic field that also 
includes visual and textual representations of houses.

G
iven this focus, readers w

ill rightfully ask ques-
tions about the specific w

ays various audiences m
ay 

have received and understood these m
ultiple form

s. 
H

ow
 m

uch can w
e really assum

e or know
 about the im

-
pacts of sets of im

ages (for exam
ple) on specific or even 
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vaguely defined audiences of m
idcentury A

m
ericans? 

A
s H

arim
an and Lucaites note: “This issue w

ill alw
ays 

rem
ain a m

atter of debate . . . [one] that should be hap-
pening continually. H

ealthy dem
ocracies are those 

w
here citizens are accustom

ed to arguing thoughtfully 
about how

 they are influenced.” M
ultitudes of individ-

ual responses m
ay be im

possible to recover, but they 
are also not necessarily relevant to m

y task. Instead, I 
seek to understand the operation of the evidence I have 
herein m

arshaled in the form
ation of a U

.S. public cul-
ture. I w

ant to know
, as do H

arim
an and Lucaites, how

 
these m

ultiple form
s

reproduce ideology, com
m

unicate social know
l-

edge, shape collective m
em

ory, m
odel citizenship, 

and provide figural resources for com
m

unicative ac-
tion. . . . W

hat is im
portant in this view

 is to recog-
nize how

 the dom
inant codes articulate dom

inant 
social relationships and that the distinctive ideo-
logical effect is the form

ation of subjective identity 
consistent w

ith that social structure. . . . the com
-

bination of m
ainstream

 recognition, w
ide circula-

tion, and em
otional im

pact is a proven form
ula for 

reproducing a society’s social order. 14

M
idcentury A

m
ericans m

ay or m
ay not have ques-

tioned the pervasive w
hiteness of the subjects portrayed 

in association w
ith m

ass-circulated im
ages of houses, 

for exam
ple, and they m

ay or m
ay not have em

braced 

the various practices that resulted in a largely segre-
gated m

idcentury housing m
arket. But they certainly 

view
ed those im

ages w
ithin the com

plicated historical 
context of the pre–civil rights U

nited States. M
y point 

is not that all view
ers shared a com

m
on perception of 

these im
ages, but that, as M

artin Berger has recently 
noted, “they built their distinctive visions on a shared 
racial bedrock that few

 w
hites questioned.”

15 A
m

ericans 
m

ost certainly view
ed their w

orld variously, yet it w
as 

also com
m

onplace at m
idcentury (as it in som

e respects 
rem

ains) for them
 to construct their w

orld around the 
then accepted social, econom

ic, and political construc-
tions of race. It is therefore safe to say that the w

ays 
A

m
ericans read im

ages of all kinds w
as influenced not 

just by w
hat they saw

 on the page or on the television 
screen but also by their ow

n racial values and by the 
historical circum

stances of their m
om

ent.
I am

, therefore, specifically interested in the m
e-

chanics of the operation of this ideological field. Instead 
of the m

ore com
m

on theoretical form
ulations that posit 

the necessity for unveiling or unm
asking ideologies that 

are im
agined to be hidden in com

pletely naturalized, 
and therefore invisible, cultural form

s, I adopt instead 
Slavoj Žižek’s notion of ideological cynicism

. Žižek es-
sentially form

ulated a critique of M
arx’s w

ell-know
n 

statem
ent about ideology from

 Capital (“They do not 
know

 it, but they are doing it.”). For Žižek, M
arx’s 

ideological fram
ew

ork depends on a subjective naïveté 
that can neither see nor recognize the supposed reality 
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that is being m
anipulated or distorted. H

e claim
s that 

later critics of M
arx, such as m

em
bers of the Frankfurt 

School, productively com
plicated M

arx’s form
ulation 

by em
phasizing the im

portance of not sim
ply “throw

-
ing aw

ay the distorting spectacles of ideology; the m
ain 

point is to see how
 the reality itself cannot reproduce 

itself w
ithout this so-called ideological m

ystification. 
The m

ask is not sim
ply hiding the real state of things; 

the ideological distortion is w
ritten into its very es-

sence.”
16 Žižek, how

ever, takes this one step further in 
his form

ulation of ideological cynicism
, w

hich is based, 
in part, on the w

ritings of Peter Sloterdijk. Žižek w
rites:

The cynical subject is quite aw
are of the distance 

betw
een the ideological m

ask and the social real-
ity, but he none the less still insists upon the m

ask. 
The form

ula, as proposed by Sloterdijk, w
ould then 

be: “they know
 very w

ell w
hat they are doing, but 

still, they are doing it.” C
ynical reason is no longer 

naïve, but is a paradox of an enlightened false con-
sciousness: one know

s the falsehood very w
ell, one 

is w
ell aw

are of a particular interest hidden behind 
the ideological universality, but still one does not 
renounce it. 17

A
nd he later states: “Belief supports the fantasy w

hich 
regulates social reality.”

18

In this book, then, I em
ploy Žižek’s theoretical 

fram
ew

ork to exam
ine the w

ays a specific ideological 

and rhetorical field regulated the social realities of race 
and class as they intersected w

ith the realm
 of postw

ar 
dom

esticity and the residential sphere. I assert and at-
tem

pt to dem
onstrate in the pages that follow

 that a 
pervasive iconography of w

hite, m
iddle-class dom

es-
ticity that circulated w

idely in various m
edia and that 

becam
e instantiated in thousands of houses nationw

ide 
served to reinforce and to continuously and reflexively 
create and re-create m

idcentury notions about racial 
and class identity, and specifically about the rightness 
of associating w

hite identities w
ith hom

eow
nership and 

citizenship. Like Sloterdijk and Žižek, I do not presum
e 

that A
m

ericans w
ere naive or com

pletely unable to see 
or recognize the exclusionary rhetoric that w

as em
bed-

ded in these cultural form
s. Instead, I w

ork from
 a belief 

that the vast m
ajority of m

idcentury A
m

ericans knew
 

and deeply understood the econom
ic value, political au-

thority, and social clout invested in w
hite identities; that 

w
hite A

m
ericans of European descent w

ere likew
ise so 

com
m

itted to the national form
ulation of w

hiteness 
that they saw

 it everyw
here, acknow

ledged it only in 
exceptional instances, and participated in the privileges 
it conveyed largely w

ithout question; that they under-
stood the racial logic of the segregated housing m

arket 
and its long-term

 im
plications for them

selves and their 
fam

ilies; that, in short, “they knew
 very w

ell w
hat they 

w
ere doing, and still, they w

ere doing it.”
19

I do not state this as an indictm
ent, or as an assum

p-
tion that all A

m
ericans w

ere or are openly or even con-
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sciously racist, although m
any scholars w

ho study race 
claim

 that to live as a w
hite person in the U

nited States 
is to be unable to escape a range of fundam

entally racist 
practices. W

hat I do assert, follow
ing the w

ork of those 
sam

e scholars, is that w
hite A

m
ericans have tended 

not to see, think about, or acknow
ledge their unearned 

privileges, nor have they tended to exam
ine the w

ays 
in w

hich their w
hite identities are socially constructed 

and culturally reinforced. In short, w
hite A

m
ericans 

have seen them
selves as entirely unracialized, their 

spaces as race-neutral. This book aim
s to contribute to 

the literature that exam
ines the social construction of 

w
hite identities and the vast and com

plicated im
plica-

tions that dism
antling w

hiteness holds for the attain-
m

ent of social, econom
ic, and political justice in the 

U
nited States.

R
A

C
E

/E
T

H
N

IC
IT

Y
 A

N
D

 S
P

A
C

E

It m
ay seem

 strange to search for the spatial cues of 
racial/ethnic construction in the banal, and seem

ingly 
benign, setting of the ordinary house. M

oreover, som
e 

historians w
ill find the analysis of racial and class for-

m
ation that I attem

pt here uncom
fortable, as m

uch of 
w

hat I exam
ine is, to som

e extent, literally invisible, as 
w

ith the absence of nonw
hites in m

ass-m
edia im

ages of 
new

ly constructed postw
ar houses. Yet that very invis-

ibility, as I have m
entioned above, is one of the key sig-

nals that indicates the operation of racialization in the 

popular consciousness. 20 If historians have too rarely 
exam

ined space and the built environm
ent as critical 

agents in the form
ation of culture, architectural and 

landscape historians have far too seldom
 considered 

race in the developm
ent of their historical narratives. 

That space is constitutive of culture is now
 a w

idely 
accepted notion am

ong scholars in the hum
anities; by 

extension, space is equally significant in the construc-
tion of ideas about race and identity, since these are cul-
tural products as w

ell. This line of inquiry has becom
e 

the focus of im
portant w

orks by geographers and by 
scholars in the fields of A

m
erican studies and ethnic 

studies. Scholars in all fields w
ho study race now

 fol-
low

 the m
odel for understanding racial form

ation that 
is perhaps best know

n from
 the w

ork of M
ichael O

m
i 

and H
ow

ard W
inant, w

ho assert that race m
ust be un-

derstood as

an unstable and “decentered” com
plex of social 

m
eanings constantly being transform

ed by politi-
cal struggle. . . . race is a concept which signifies and 
sym

bolizes social conflicts and interests by referring to 
different types of hum

an bodies.  A
lthough the concept 

of race invokes biologically based hum
an character-

istics (so-called “phenotypes”), selection of these 
particular hum

an features for purposes of racial 
signification is alw

ays and necessarily a social and 
historical process. . . . there is no biological basis for 
distinguishing am

ong hum
an groups along the lines 
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of race. Indeed, the categories em
ployed to differen-

tiate am
ong hum

an groups along racial lines reveal 
them

selves, upon serious exam
ination, to be at best 

im
precise, and at w

orst com
pletely arbitrary.

O
m

i and W
inant posit their theory of racial form

ation 
“as the sociohistorical process by w

hich racial catego-
ries are inhabited, transform

ed, and destroyed.”
21

G
eographers such as D

avid D
elaney, Audrey K

o-
bayashi, Linda Peake, Laura Pulido, R

ichard Schein, 
O

w
en D

w
yer, Laura Barraclough, Jam

es D
uncan, and 

N
ancy D

uncan have all contributed to our understand-
ing “of how

 space w
orks to condition the operation of 

pow
er and the constitution of relational identities . . . 

[ and to] help to highlight the critical im
portance of 

racialized space to other aspects of A
m

erican life.”
22 

These scholars have exam
ined at m

ultiple scales the 
com

plex relationships that exist betw
een space and the 

construction of race, but it is m
ore usual to see such 

studies conducted at the scale of the nation, the state, 
or the city. This book aim

s instead, and som
ew

hat un-
usually, to focus on both the m

icroscale of the house 
and its m

aterial artifacts and the m
acroscale of the na-

tionw
ide circulation of ideas about race and housing.

A
lthough m

y focus here is on houses of the postw
ar 

era, by 1945 the connections forged am
ong hom

eow
n-

ership, w
hite identities, and citizenship had existed for 

decades in the U
nited States, w

ith the precise align-

m
ent of w

hite identities and ideas about hom
e shifting 

according to both tim
e and locale. A

 fairly large body of 
m

ultidisciplinary scholarship already exists that links 
design, construction, hom

eow
nership, and hom

e fur-
nishing to identity form

ation. Scholars in fields such 
as cultural geography, anthropology, and environm

ent/
behavior research acknow

ledge that, as Jam
es D

un-
can and D

avid Lam
bert have w

ritten, “hom
es . . . are 

prim
arily sites in w

hich identities are produced and 
perform

ed in practical, m
aterial and repetitively re- 

affirm
ing w

ays.”
23 The representations I exam

ine here 
both announced and replicated these. A

nd the idea 
that residence is a crucial site for racial identity form

a-
tion is borne out by the w

ork of scholars such as D
avid 

Freund, w
ho has exam

ined the links betw
een hom

e-
ow

nership and w
hite identities, and K

aryn Lacy, w
hose 

m
iddle-class black subjects in her ethnographic study 

all believed that “black social spaces and residential 
places [are] crucial sites for the construction of black 
racial identities.”

24 W
ith the increase in popular m

edia 
directed at new

 and prospective hom
eow

ners, the m
e-

dia and hom
eow

ners becam
e m

utually related actors: 
m

edia inform
ed and hom

eow
ners/builders perform

ed 
ideas related to race and class that w

ere recursive and 
m

utually constitutive.
If hom

eow
nership w

as historically the single m
ost 

im
portant sym

bol of achievem
ent and belonging, it 

w
as not alw

ays or necessarily sym
bolic of m

iddle-class 
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identity, but w
as instead m

ore deeply connected to 
notions of security for earlier im

m
igrants and w

ork-
ing-class A

m
ericans of the late nineteenth and early 

tw
entieth centuries. H

om
eow

nership served as a safe-
guard against the vicissitudes of unfair landlords, un-
predictable rents, and hom

elessness. A
 hom

e of one’s 
ow

n could also serve as a predictable and safe bank, an 
investm

ent that represented security against uncertain 
tim

es. O
w

ning a house w
as the surest w

ay to cem
ent 

one’s (and one’s fam
ily’s) inclusion in the nation. 25 But 

the race riots that took place in cities such as D
etroit 

and C
hicago in the 1910s and 1920s indicate that ideas 

about hom
eow

nership as an exclusively w
hite privi-

lege w
ere already deeply em

bedded in the A
m

erican 
consciousness by those early decades of the tw

entieth 
century; indeed, A

m
ericans w

ere by that tim
e w

illing 
to resort to violence to protect that notion. 26 A

s D
avid 

Roediger has indicated, racially restrictive covenants 
that barred anyone not identified as w

hite from
 pur-

chasing hom
es in specific neighborhoods existed from

 
the 1870s. They arose largely from

a specific fear of black residents and exem
pted new

 
im

m
igrants from

 restrictions. .  .  . U
nder law

, the 
vast m

ajority of new
 im

m
igrants w

ere secure in 
their C

aucasian identities. .  .  . The principal excep-
tion in this regard w

as the exclusion of Jew
s, espe-

cially from
 som

e new
 suburban developm

ents and 

rental properties. . . . By far the m
ost im

portant fea-
ture of the covenant w

as its firm
 linking of w

hite 
racial status w

ith property. . . . It w
as precisely in 

the autom
atic connection of w

hite and neighbor 
that restrictive covenants, and Jim

 C
row

 housing 
generally, m

ost poisoned new
 im

m
igrant attitudes 

regarding race. 27

N
o study of postw

ar dom
estic environm

ents in the 
U

nited States should exclude race, even if racial differ-
ence is seldom

 actually pictured in representations of 
dom

esticity from
 the period. Its very absence speaks re-

m
arkably loudly, once w

e begin to look and read m
ore 

carefully. A
nyone w

ho spends any tim
e at all exam

ining 
the literature from

 the period m
ust com

e aw
ay w

ith a 
pow

erful sense of the consistent character of the sub-
jects depicted. O

ver and over, the houses and gardens 
are peopled by w

ell-dressed, w
ell-groom

ed w
hites. This 

is, of course, not surprising since, w
ith relatively few

 
exceptions, w

hites w
ere the only people w

ith access to 
new

 suburban housing in this period. A
dvertisers and 

publishers understandably targeted the m
arket they 

understood to be cultivable, expandable. A
s advertis-

ing specialist A
rthur D

ix w
rote in 1957, “A

dvertising  
should be directed at those w

ho buy.”
28 A

nd those w
ho 

bought new
 houses w

ere largely w
hite. Som

e new
 

housing did exist for inner-city nonw
hites as the re-

sult of slum
 clearance associated w

ith urban renew
al 
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abo
ve  The cover illustration for the O

ctober 1957  
issue of Popular M

echanics depicts w
hite hom

eow
ners  

w
ith their property. C

ourtesy of Popular M
echanics.

righ
t  The cover illustration for the O

ctober 1954 issue of Popular 
M

echanics features w
hite hom

eow
ners. C

ourtesy of Popular M
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program
s. These program

s led to large-scale m
inority 

housing displacem
ent across the country and the sub-

sequent “solution” of new
 housing in high-rise public 

housing projects. M
oreover, exam

ples existed of black 
housing developm

ents that w
ere constructed during 

the postw
ar period, along w

ith scattered developm
ents 

that w
ere unrestricted. 29 But the spatialized A

m
erican 

D
ream

 of the single-fam
ily detached hom

e rem
ained 

prim
arily, 

to 
use 

Roediger’s 
term

s, 
“w

hite, 
unless 

m
arked otherw

ise.”
30

H
O

U
S

IN
G

 A
N

D
 R

A
C

E

The fifteen-year period that fram
es this study is espe-

cially w
ell suited to an exam

ination of the links be-
tw

een housing and race. The years leading up to the 
civil rights m

ovem
ent saw

 the em
ergence and ascen-

dancy of the idea of ethnicity as at least a partial re-
placem

ent for som
e racial categories, specifically those 

pertaining to Jew
s. 31 A

s O
m

i and W
inant have noted, 

ethnicity theory em
erged in the 1920s, challenging the 

then prevailing notions of race that w
ere based in bio-

logical argum
ents and in social D

arw
inist theories. 32 

But the postw
ar period saw

 the decisive shift tow
ard 

ethnicity as a substitute for these older m
odels of race 

thinking, resulting in part from
 U

.S. reactions to the  
H

olocaust. 33 Ideas about race and ethnicity are fluid, 
but this specific shift is significant because it resulted 
in w

hat M
atthew

 Jacobson has called “a com
pelling 

A
n advertisem

ent for R
anger hom

es in 1954 features w
hite  

hom
eow

ners and their guests. C
ourtesy of the D

’A
rcy C

ollection of  
the C

om
m

unications Library of the U
niversity of Illinois at U

rbana–C
ham

paign.
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indeterm
inacy” to som

e racialized questions. Instead 
of a U

nited States shaped exclusively by a black/w
hite 

binary, Jacobson’s w
ork proposes a m

ore com
plicated, 

nuanced, and fluctuating w
hite/other binary. Indeed, 

the production and constitution of racial binaries in the  
U

nited States is both ongoing and m
essy, but w

hat  
m

atters for this study is the role played by houses and 
the m

aterial and visual culture attendant to houses  
in the production of racial thinking. A

s recent scholar- 
ship indicates, w

hiteness is not defined by skin color 
alone, since appearance has not alw

ays determ
ined ra-

cial identity in the U
nited States or elsew

here. For ex-
am

ple, m
em

bers of the w
orking classes and im

m
igrant 

European w
orkers w

ere once regarded as other than 
w

hite and as biologically different. M
oreover, as K

aren 
Brodkin has dem

onstrated, Jew
s w

ere not considered 
“w

hite” in the U
nited States until som

etim
e after the 

im
m

ediate postw
ar period. The ability to ow

n a hom
e in 

the suburbs w
as a sign of belonging to the m

iddle class, 
and to belong to that class w

as to be further bleached. 
Indeed, Brodkin positions the suburbs as the site in 
w

hich Jew
s learned “the w

ays of w
hiteness” through the 

help of “radio, m
agazines, and the new

 TV.”
34 But they 

also learned those lessons from
 the spaces of the houses 

and gardens in w
hich they lived every day. H

ouses, and 
the literature and m

edia representations surround-
ing them

, coached im
m

igrants in the assim
ilation and 

w
hitening process. They defined expectations to live by 

through the spaces of daily dom
estic life and the ob-

jects and surfaces that filled those spaces. Representa-
tions of houses joined the houses them

selves to provide 
articulations of the expected and hoped-for occupants 
for postw

ar housing. That Jew
s and som

e other ethnic 
groups w

ere new
ly identified as w

hite during the 1950s 
w

as not the result of any broad societal acceptance of 
difference; rather, it w

as related to the groups’ ability 
and desire to assim

ilate and blend—
to becom

e w
hite. 35 

A
s I show

 in the chapters that follow
, the issues that 

resulted from
 this identity shift w

ere clearly legible in 
the literature, m

arketing, and form
s of ordinary houses 

and gardens.
If the form

ulation of w
hiteness varies according to 

tim
e and space, it is nearly alw

ays constructed against 
and through a set of im

aginary notions of w
hat it m

ight 
m

ean to be “other.” A
s Stuart H

all has w
ritten, racism

 
is a “structure of know

ledge and representations” that 
are based on ideas about and that are used to generate 
understandings of a fixed “us” in opposition to and in 
a separate space from

 “them
.”

36 Identity construction 
is a com

plex process, but it relies, at least in part, on 
“negotiations w

ith representational econom
ies” and 

determ
inations about w

hat one is not. 37 Since all iden-
tities rem

ain in flux, any such determ
ination depends 

on the creation of stereotypical im
ages, of an “ethnic 

absolutism
” that defies individuation and ultim

ately 
defies rights to hum

an dignity. 38 For exam
ple, for cen-
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turies blackness w
as both im

agined and represented in 
specific w

ays (described in chapter 1) that w
ere likew

ise 
linked to m

aterial, spatial, and of course corporeal at-
tributes. 39 M

y point is that the spectrum
 of signifiers 

through w
hich w

hiteness is created and re-created de-
pends on the ability of w

hites to identify w
hat they are 

not in equal m
easure to deciding w

hat they are, and 
that these signifiers have existed in the spatial and vi-
sual realm

 for centuries.

O
verw

helm
ingly, the evidence collected and exam

-
ined by historians in a range of fields now

 indicates that 
the private single-fam

ily hom
e on its ow

n lot in an ex-
clusive suburb signaled a specifically form

ulated kind of 
racial and class identity that w

as likew
ise inextricably 

linked to cultural authority. A
s D

avid Freund has dem
-

onstrated, “advocates of racial exclusion regularly used 
the term

s ‘hom
eow

ner,’ ‘citizen,’ ‘voter,’ and ‘w
hite’ in-

terchangeably,” and this conflation of the term
s cam

e 

A
n ordinary postw

ar house, 
U

rbana, Illinois. D
ate 

and architect unknow
n. 

Photograph by the author.
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about in the postw
ar U

nited States as a result of care-
fully constructed governm

ent housing and econom
ic 

policies. 40

H
O

U
S

E
S

 A
N

D
 C

L
A

S
S

A
lthough questions about the form

ation of racial/eth-
nic identity are central to this book, questions about 
class structure and developm

ent are equally signifi-
cant. In his im

portant 1963 text on suburbia, sociolo-
gist W

illiam
 D

obriner took class as a given—
indeed, as 

the central category for analysis of postw
ar suburban 

life. H
e asserted that suburbs are highly variable com

-
m

unities and that the only m
eaningful analysis to be 

constructed is one based on class. Significantly for this 
study, he also noted that “hardly any aspect of m

aterial 
culture or social relationships escapes the om

nipresent 
and searching eye of evaluation. Religions, races, cities, 
nam

es, neckties, fam
ilies, occupations, neighborhoods, 

colleges, accents, m
anners, cars, haircuts, speech—

all 
are ranked on a subjective continuum

 of social values.”
41

W
hat D

obriner’s generation of scholars had yet to 
realize or articulate fully w

as the extent to w
hich race 

and class are deeply intertw
ined. Indeed, as Stuart 

H
all and Paul G

ilroy have w
ritten, “race is the m

odal-
ity in w

hich class is lived,” and “gender is the m
odal-

ity in w
hich race is lived.”

42 R
ace, class, and gender are 

m
utually constitutive categories in identity form

ation, 

and each can serve as an am
plifier for the others. Be-

ing poor, or fem
ale, for exam

ple, frequently am
plifies 

and m
ultiplies the racist practices enacted against per-

sons of color. 43 In this book, I show
 how

 houses and the 
visual and textual representations about houses served 
these 

m
odalities 

that 
continuously 

and 
reflexively 

linked race, class, and gender. A
s Susan Ruddick has 

w
ritten, shifting our

view
 of gender, race, and class as separate and dis-

tinct system
s to intersecting system

s has m
oved 

scholarship aw
ay from

 arid, endless debates that at-
tem

pted to identify w
hich system

 w
as predom

inant 
in the final instance. Scholars in black and cultural 
studies and black fem

inist w
riters have m

oved this 
analysis one step further, from

 an understanding of 
how

 gender, race, and class intersect w
ithin individu-

als in the structuring of social identities to an analy-
sis of how

 these positions interlock betw
een individu-

als, as notions of the appropriate roles and behaviors 
of different social groups have evolved in relation to 
one another, in w

hat they call interlocking system
s of 

oppression. 44

G
ender constructions are highly racialized, and in m

y 
analysis of space I aim

 to consider them
 consistently as 

such. The gendered aspect of dom
estic environm

ents 
has received far m

ore attention than issues pertaining 
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to class and especially to race, and this book’s focus is 
not specifically on gender. H

ow
ever, w

om
en w

ere the 
prim

ary daytim
e occupants of postw

ar houses, and, as 
such, they are im

plicitly key players throughout this 
book.M

uch like race, class is an inherently unstable cat-
egory for analysis. U

.S. census data suggest that social 
class and occupation (blue-collar versus w

hite-collar) 
are equivalent and correlated to incom

e. H
ow

ever, class 
form

ation and definitions of class in the postw
ar U

nited 
States w

ere far m
ore com

plex and fluid than these data 
m

ight suggest. A
lthough occupation, incom

e, and hom
e- 

ow
nership serve as significant m

arkers of both class 
and race in the U

nited States, none of these consti-
tute determ

ining factors for class identity, because 
both class and race w

ere and are social constructions 
forged through a range of com

plex everyday practices 
and group relationships, econom

ic structures, and m
a-

terial artifacts that serve as indexes of social status. In 
the postw

ar era especially, definitions of w
hat it m

eant 
to be “m

iddle-class” changed along w
ith a general in-

crease in econom
ic security for w

hites, an increase in 
disposable incom

e that led to greater access to m
aterial 

possessions that conveyed social status, and increased 
access to hom

eow
nership. 45 H

om
eow

nership alone con- 
stituted a specific m

eans for establishing status, and 
though it did not necessarily provide an im

m
ediate 

ticket to m
iddle-class identity, it certainly conferred 

a strong connection to at least the prom
ise of upw

ard 
m

obility and of acceptance into the dom
inant and 

grow
ing econom

ic m
ajority. 46 For those w

ho w
ere leav-

ing behind blue-collar and/or im
m

igrant backgrounds, 
the house becam

e a potent sym
bol of acceptance and 

an instrum
ent of aspiration to a broader range of op-

portunities. The configuration, decor, possessions, and 
m

aintenance of the house (and the labor involved in 
that m

aintenance) all provided opportunities to convey 
a range of im

ages and lifestyles. Inner-city apartm
ent 

dw
elling, noise, crow

ding, sm
ells, and m

anual labor all 
spoke of a w

orking-class past and ethnic origins. Little 
proclaim

ed w
hiteness, class stability, and citizenship 

quite like a house of one’s ow
n in the suburbs.

In this book, then, I also exam
ine the w

ays ordinary 
houses w

ere intended to transcend and even som
etim

es 
obscure m

iddle-m
ajority A

m
ericans’ low

er-econom
ic, 

w
orking-class, and ethnic or racial roots, and/or their 

efforts never to return to their prew
ar lives and condi-

tions. By looking carefully at house form
 and at repre-

sentations of house form
, I seek to understand the ex-

tent to w
hich postw

ar dom
estic environm

ents w
ere a 

poignant cipher for w
hiteness, at least m

odest affluence, 
citizenship, and a sense of perm

anence. The house and 
garden, and their representations, therefore appear as 
the m

aterial dim
ension through w

hich racial and class 
identity and difference are recursively constructed,  
assum

ed, and negotiated.
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Because class is an inherently fluid category—
one 

that is constantly being renegotiated and reconfig-
ured by individuals and by the societies and cultures 
in w

hich they are im
m

ersed—
it is also inherently diffi-

cult to discuss or analyze in concrete term
s. A

s Barbara  
Ehrenreich has indicated in her study of A

m
erican class 

form
ation:

C
lass is a notion that is inherently fuzzy at the edges. 

W
hen w

e talk about class, w
e are m

aking a gener-
alization about large groups of people, and about 
how

 they live and m
ake their livings. Since there 

are so m
any borderline situations, and since people 

do m
ove up and dow

n betw
een classes, a descrip-

tion like m
iddle class m

ay m
ean very little w

hen 
applied to a particular individual. But it should tell 
us som

ething about the broad terrain of inequality, 
and about how

 people are clustered, very roughly, at 
different levels of com

fort, status, and control over 
their lives. 47

C
lass also tells us about aspirations, about how

 
people conceptualize their identities, and about the dis-
tribution of pow

er at various scales. M
artha G

im
enez 

theorizes that it is “the connections betw
een class and 

experiences that gave rise to identity politics,” and she 
notes W

eber’s em
phasis on property ow

nership as key 
to “class situations” and the im

portance of “status situ-

ations.” O
f W

eber’s theory, G
im

enez w
rites that it is 

at the level of appearances and practices that “people 
spontaneously becom

e conscious of their place in the 
structures of inequality that produce and reproduce 
those appearances and shape their lives. M

ost people 
in the U

nited States seem
 to be W

eberians from
 birth, 

understanding class differences m
ainly in term

s of ‘life-
styles’ m

ade possible by their socioeconom
ic status . . . 

and m
em

bership in status groups such as gender, race, 
and ethnicity.”

48 In this book, by focusing on the house 
and its representations, I hope to elucidate som

e es-
sential aspects of class form

ation and its links to these 
lifestyles and appearances, along w

ith its links to ra-
cial and ethnic identity at the scale of the individual 
(though this is treated generically), the neighborhood, 
and the nation.

A
ccording to R

ichard Polenberg, 1950s critics of 
suburban life such as W

illiam
 W

hyte believed that 
the suburbs w

ere places w
here “class distinctions dis-

solved and ethnic attachm
ents evaporated.” Polenberg 

notes that “class distinctions did not disappear in the 
suburbs. The range of classes w

as considerably nar-
row

er, how
ever, and the m

eans of telling them
 apart 

som
ew

hat m
ore difficult.” A

lthough “suburbs exhibited 
no single pattern w

ith respect to ethnic adaptation . . . 
[they w

ere] typified by a narrow
ing of the range of eth-

nic groups but not by any dim
inution of an aw

areness  
of differences w

ithin that range.”
49 Indeed, and contrary  
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to W
hyte’s assertion, aw

areness of differences could be  
categorized as acute in the suburban postw

ar context, 
w

hether that aw
areness extended to class, gender,  

sexuality, or ethnic and racial distinctions.

A
 N

O
T

E
 O

N
 S

O
U

R
C

E
S

D
espite m

y inclusion of descriptions of m
y grandpar-

ents’ house, w
hich I use to provide a detailed sense of 

one particular postw
ar house and because I believe m

y 
grandparents’ experience adds a degree of nuance to 
the black/w

hite binary that characterizes m
any studies 

of race and housing and helps to illustrate the contin-
gencies of Jew

ish identities w
ith regard to w

hiteness 
in this period, this book should not be m

istaken for 
an ethnographically based study, nor is it an econom

ic 
analysis of postw

ar housing. Trained as an architectural 
historian, and having spent m

uch of m
y career analyz-

ing prints, draw
ings, and photographs as w

ell as spaces, 
I have reached into a range of disciplines—

as noted 
above—

to obtain answ
ers to the com

plex questions I 
have form

ulated about postw
ar houses and the icono-

graphic field attendant to those houses. W
e certainly 

need ethnographic studies of postw
ar houses, just as 

w
e could benefit from

 som
e rigorously conducted eco-

nom
ic analyses of houses and the housing m

arket in 
the sam

e period. H
ow

ever, I am
 trained neither as an 

ethnographer nor as an econom
ist, and m

y skills are 

best put to use in the exam
ination of the visual, m

ate-
rial, and built w

orlds. I therefore rely here prim
arily on 

those form
s of evidence and leave it to future scholars 

w
ith expertise that extends beyond m

y ow
n to create 

studies based on ethnographic and econom
ic data.

O
rdinary house plans and docum

ents about such 
houses rarely find their w

ay into archives, so the tra-
ditional 

sources 
on 

w
hich 

architectural 
historians 

typically rely are seldom
 available for those w

ho w
ish 

to study these form
s. A

s exam
ined in detail in the 

chapters that follow
, a range of nationally circulating 

publications intended for both specialized and m
ass 

audiences serve as im
portant sources for this study, es-

pecially since I am
 concerned w

ith the construction of 
an A

m
erican iconography of race and class and its im

-
pact on the form

ation of U
.S. culture. A

lthough those 
prim

ary sources are im
portant to this study, I have 

also m
ade use of a w

ide range of archives and other 
resources for this project, including papers and collec-
tions m

aintained by the N
ational A

ssociation of H
om

e 
Builders; the M

useum
 of Television and R

adio/Paley 
C

enter for N
ew

 M
edia, N

ew
 York; the N

ational M
u-

seum
 of A

m
erican H

istory A
rchives C

enter; the H
orti-

cultural D
ivision of the A

rchives of A
m

erican G
ardens 

at the Sm
ithsonian Institution; the C

hicago H
istory 

M
useum

; the W
isconsin H

istorical Society A
rchives/

N
BC

 C
ollection; the C

ollege of Environm
ental D

esign 
A

rchives at the U
niversity of C

alifornia, Berkeley; the 
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H
untington Library Photographic C

ollection; the Fran-
cis Loeb Library Special C

ollections at H
arvard U

niver-
sity; the Sackler M

useum
 A

rchives; the Ryerson and 
Burnham

 A
rchive at the A

rt Institute of C
hicago; the 

U
.S. G

ypsum
 C

orporate A
rchives; the A

. Q
uincy Jones 

archives in the private collection of Elaine Sew
ell Jones 

(consulted before her death); the C
lare Barrow

s papers 
(in the private collection of her fam

ily); governm
ent 

docum
ents related to trading stam

p regulation; and the 
Building Research C

ouncil A
rchives at the U

niversity 
of Illinois. Som

e of these collections contain draw
ings, 

pam
phlets, and clippings related to postw

ar houses; 
others contain docum

entation about editorial processes 
at shelter m

agazines; som
e house rare film

 (now
 con-

verted to video or to digital form
ats) of early television 

program
m

ing concerning postw
ar houses and gardens; 

still others contain inform
ation about the intersection 

of corporate interests and the building industries w
ith 

the questions I ask here.
The inaccessibility of the corporate archives for 

som
e of the journals used in this study, such as H

ouse 
Beautiful  and Popular M

echanics, m
ade answ

ering som
e 

questions a real challenge. Fortunately, I w
as able to 

locate 
som

e 
im

portant 
prim

ary 
source 

docum
ents 

pertaining to editorial and m
anagerial decisions in al-

ternative locations. H
ouse Beautiful’s editor, Elizabeth 

G
ordon, for exam

ple, corresponded w
ith photogra-

phers such as M
aynard Parker and w

ith landscape ar-

chitects such as Thom
as C

hurch, so their archives also 
contain lim

ited G
ordon correspondence. G

ordon left a 
very sm

all collection of her papers to the archives of the 
Sackler and Freer G

alleries of A
rt/Sm

ithsonian Institu-
tion, and these also proved useful.

H
ouses them

selves constituted im
portant sources 

of inform
ation as w

ell, and I have draw
n on built ex-

am
ples w

henever it m
ade sense to do so. A

lthough cul-
tural and social historians are accustom

ed to regarding 
textual docum

ents alone as authoritative sources of 
evidence, historians of visual culture and the m

aterial 
environm

ent also regard buildings, artifacts, and visual 
representations as key form

s of evidence. H
ouse plans, 

for exam
ple, have m

uch to tell us about cultural values; 
so do household objects, gardens, advertisem

ents, and 
the m

yriad products of the shelter and advertising in-
dustries. M

oreover, the ubiquitous and ordinary form
s 

of the visual and m
aterial w

orld convey an enriched 
dim

ension to the histories of housing inequality and 
segregation in the U

nited States. Through these form
s 

of evidence, w
e can begin to understand not only the 

m
ore com

m
only studied historical structures that gov-

erned the postw
ar housing m

arket (banks, governm
ent 

agencies, real estate boards, construction industries) 
but also—

and equally im
portant—

the everyday forces 
that shaped and reinforced the ongoing acceptance of a 
system

 m
arked by deep inequality. By looking closely at 

w
hat som

e m
ight consider the detritus of everyday life, 
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w
e learn about the w

ays in w
hich everyday acts of par-

ticipation in a dom
inant culture are form

ulated, taken 
for granted, rehearsed, and enacted, and how

 the struc-
tures are reinforced.

I w
rote this book w

hile w
orking and living in U

r-
bana, Illinois, w

hich is a virtual laboratory of postw
ar 

house design. Every trip to the grocery store or w
alk to 

m
y office becam

e an opportunity to look at and pon-
der the variations displayed along the roadside. W

riting 
this book has helped m

e see that cultural landscape dif-
ferently. I hope the readers of this book w

ill patiently 
consider the history I present here, even if it offers an 
uncom

fortable view
 of their ow

n neighborhoods, and 
perhaps even of their ow

n houses.
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