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“Some women marry houses.

It's another kind of skin; it has a heart,
a mouth, a liver and bowel movements.
The walls are permanent and pink.
See how she sits on her knees all day
Faithfully washing herself down.
Men enter by force, drawn back like Jonah
into their fleshy mothers.
A woman is her mother.
That's the main thing.”
(Anne Sexton)



1 Introduction

In the course of North American literary as wellcasematic history, novels and
movies have always been dealing with family livad gender roles. However, the concept
of suburbia as deeply tied to the American famig lbeen established as a genre of its
own not until the end of the Second World War, wtika suburban boom and the
propagation of the constructed suburban familytetiato provide material for cultural
historians and writers. Apart from the initial emence of suburban literature after World
War Il that automatically implied a portrayal oetfamily’s inherent distribution of gender
roles, suburbia seems to remain a popular and Apgeeoncept for today’s readers,
writers and viewers alike.

Apparently, it is the image of the American houdewhat has become the object
of interest as far as today’s popular culture iscesned. Thereby, the portrayal of women
varies to a great extent, illustrating both tramhiil homemakers in the suburbs such as in
WB’s 7" Heaven or, as in the TV seriebhe Good Wifecompletely perverts the original
meaning of the subordinate housewife, displaying Wwoman’s goodness not through
domestic contribution, but via her use of profesalaskills as a lawyer to get her husband
out of prison. Considering the successful TV ser¥ssperate Housewivesvhich
satirically illustrates the housewives’ lives tipaimarily revolve around gossip, scheming
and the burdens of raising children, while, atshee time, exposing some sort of female
bonding, it becomes clear that, despite the sheafsical tone, the interconnectedness of
the suburban sphere with the role of women still {goint of interest for today’s society.
Other TV productions such as Sam Mend&sierican Beautpr the adaptation of Jeffrey
Eugenide’sThe Virgin Suicidediave succeeded in exposing suburbia’s destructide a
illusive side, while Mendes also displays the reaerof constructed gender roles,
portraying the wife as an ambitious realtor, whgrbkr husband fails at embodying the
prototypical suburban patriarch.

However, the portrayal of the suburban housewife: the alleged family patriarch
have not just been exposed as unsustainable cotsstrutoday’s literature and film, but
were already contested right at the time when & said to be most celebrated, the 1950s
and early 1960s. Richard Yatd3evolutionary Roadrom 1962, for instance, illuminates
the falsehood of postwar suburban promises on tleehand, while, on the other hand,
revealing to what extent the prefabricated gendésrof the Cold-War nuclear family

indeed remain mere roles that provide space fopeteion and destruction. His work,
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amongst others, has thus functioned as a sortadiecfor suburban literature, while Sam
Mendes’ adaptation in 2008 has given proof to wdreent the topic of distorted role
patterns, the exposition of people’s, particulasigmen’s disillusionment, as well as the
situation of the American housewife in general, aentimeless phenomena that justifiably
keep being examined in American Studies.

The current popularity of AMC’81ad Menhighlights people’s fascination with the
1950s and 1960s even today, while the TV seriestess is probably rooted in its highly
critical portrayal of the Cold-War years. Providitig viewer with a wide range of female
characters that all contribute to the perceptionhef decade’s complexity and upcoming
turmoil, Mad Men despite its primary purpose of entertaining iisiance, thus deserves
to be classified as a genuine mirror of the 196@@kta be examined as far as its exposition
of women’s situation is concerned. The TV seriestrpgs the prototypical suburban
housewife on the one hand, while, on the other halhastrating the situation of
workingwomen in New York City. Questions arise a&s hHow the different female
representatives of both home- and working sphepe aoith their existence in a male-
dominated world and to what extent they develogawor of their independence in the
course of the first two seasons.

This paper investigates the role of the suburbamséwife as primarily mediated
through film and fiction during the time right afté/orld War 1l up to the early 1960s. In
doing so, an overview of the Cold-War phenomenaprdcede a close examination of the
representation of women as both housewives andimgwiomen. Hereby, this paper
primarily focuses on Yatefkevolutionary Roé on the one hand, and a media analysis of
AMC’s Mad Menon the other hand, while particularly dealing witle Cold-War era’s

complexities as far as women'’s realities are carexr
2 Cold - War Phenomena

When investigating postwar American society, ithe Cold War that emerges as
the prevailing motif for any kind of analysis. Aftthe Second World War, the United
States found themselves in steady conflict with ¢dbexmunist Soviet Union. National
rehabilitation and a booming economy were constamtershadowed by “the destructive
power of the Soviet Union,” (Lichtman 40) since fimmunism represented the ultimate
threat to peace, prosperity, and the American ‘ofdife”” (Matthews 9).

Due to the American fear of an atomic attack on plagt of its enemy, the
government “embarked on a series of civil defemsgatives”, including the building of
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so-called bomb shelters that did not just “pronjjgerotection and the comforts of home,
but also marked its owners as patriotic” (Lichtrd@). Yet, as Tony Shaw points out, cold
wars “are fought in part through words and image&9) which explains and
simultaneously emphasizes the ubiquitous propagasdéhe central part of American
politics during the Cold War decades. Following Bissstatement, the essential conflict of
the Cold War was not solely based on an externaingnn the form of an atomic threat,
but rather on “perceived internal dangers,” (Mayont¢ward 10) referring to the
predominant belief that the spirit of the Sovietiddn“could be anywhere and anyone”
(Matthews 9). The Cold War was to a great extenidaological war and, therefore, in
order to maintain national stability, politics issantly tried to undermine the ever-present
insecurity evoked from outside by systematicallsersjithening American society from
within. From this angle, the one institution thasacapable of not just acting out, but also
overtly exhibiting the particular American valudsat could foster and demonstrate the
nation’s stability to the opposing side, was “tbdealogical heart of America,” (Lichtman
42) the family.

The idea of the intact American family was acconiga by the home the family
inhabited, which functioned as a “psychologicaltfess against the uncertainties and
anxieties of the age” (42-43). This matches Elainger May’'s observation of the
American nation, especially the young generatiat tilas about to settle down to family
life, as not just being “homeward bound, but [Jeat®und to the home]” (Homeward 15).
The so-called politics of “domestic containmentiigireferred to “the way in which public
policy, personal behavior, and even political valueere focused on the home”
(Homeward 14). Essentially, the family functionesl & realm in which all members of
society could feel comfortable and satisfied withit current situations, so that “domestic
containment [...] undermined the potential for pobtiactivism and reinforced the chilling
effects of anticommunism and the cold war consénsimmeward 14).

Taking into account the concurrent emergence ofntiass media throughout the
1950s, “it seemed almost impossible not to be teddh some way by the barrage of the
official and unofficial Cold War publicity [...] [meang that] virtually everything [...]
assumed political significance and hence potegtaduld be deployed as a weapon both
to shape opinion at home and to subvert sociebesad” (Shaw 59). What Tony Shaw
tries to underline is the undeniable propagandistittire of Cold-War politics during the
postwar decades. Under Senator Joseph McCarthiame, the government conceived a

great amount of measures that were to foster fastdlility and thus the American values

5



as immune to the destructive force of communisnt. iRetance, the building of the
aforementioned bomb-shelters was only one out afymido-it-yourself’- activities that
were supported by all kinds of media. Displaying tonstruction of those bomb shelters
as a sort of family adventure that did not justchion as a life saver but also as a supporter
of family togetherness (cf. Lichtman 41) revealswibat extent government tried to
transfer political issues on the family. As far the propagation of bomb shelters is
concerned, Lichtman talks about their sole “symbaecurity [...] and [the shelters’]
paradoxical space that domesticated war by miitagithe family home” (51).

A similar philosophy was advocated by the evolvirend of barbecuing that was
supposed to bring “families, neighborhoods, and roomties together and give[] each
individual a distinct job [which made it] anotheeapon in the battle against dangerous
elements seeking to undermine national stabiliatthews 11-12). In fact, barbecue was
probably the most generic leisure activity in pastwAmerica, as it fostered people’s
“potential for creative authority and territorialastery — traits markedly not communist”
(12).

Although the government tried to propagate the baimélter by any means, less
than three percent of Americans actually constduciee in their yards. Barbecue on the
other hand certainly has been a more successfupaigm during Cold-War years,
whereby Kristin Matthews points out that “while bacue culture promoted itself as a
weapon against communism, its insistence on thesessary’ function also worked to
reinforce the anxiety it was attempting to ameliera the first place” (14).

When trying to give a brief but precise overview what American Cold-War
Culture was like, two specific elements ought tmdtin the center of analysis. No matter
if the so-called “McCarthyism” as “the most obvidosm of domestic manifestation of the
Cold War,” (Hartman 85) or the ‘kitchen debate’voeén then Vice-President Nixon and
Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, where “Nixon sted that American superiority in the
Cold War rested not on weapons, but on the seabendant family life of modern
suburban homes,” (May, Homeward 17-18) it becontmsonis which concepts of that era
play a key role in gaining knowledge on how postwaciety behaved: The suburban

space and the role of the suburban housewife.
2.1 Suburbia

As a key concept of American history, suburbia fe®ived much attention ever

since its evolvement in the late" 8entury. Even today the notion of American subairbi



“still evokes a specific and culturally powerfule@’ (Hebel 187). TV series such as
“Desperate Housewives” or “Weeds” reveal the cuyeof the concept and the thorough
and complex reception it has undergone so far. Miagcthese series or other productions
such as “American Beauty” or Sofia Coppola’s adigaof Jeffrey Eugenide’s “The
Virgin Suicides”, it also becomes evident that gbiai was and is not just the familial
haven it pretends to be, but rather embodies a wadge of somewhat contradictory
notions that do illuminate its idyllic site, whilat the same time, unfolding its illusive
character. However, as Margaret Marsh rightly c&irfliving in the suburbs meant
something different in each period of suburban @ghéw188). Therefore, the seeming
simplicity of the suburban idea deserves to be alegeaccording to the specific periods it
was and is situated in. In this chapter, a briefcdption about how suburban territories
started to develop in the United States precedeattempt to unfold the core ideas behind
the emergence of what Scott Thomas calls “The drit@ates of Suburbia” (Thomas qtd.
in Hebel 184). Here, the focus shall primarily die the suburban sprawl following World
War Il and its related construction of the Ameri¢damily during the Cold War era.

2.1.1 Origins and Development

The reason for the emergence of suburban arehs driited States is rooted in the
nineteenth century. Following the European exangbléhe suburbanization of London,
Americans figured that with "the increasing comyuties [...] of city life, together with the
introduction of new transportation technologieshsas the railroad and the steam ferry,”
(Hebel 183) the foundation for a “commuter sociei83) was laid. Besides the
development of rather random suburban areas neailtoad lines, reputable architects of
the mid-nineteenth century such as Frederick Lamsidad envisioned an “aesthetic
impetus of the purposeful construction of picturesépouses and the conscious design of
idealized landscapes” (184).

The essential thought behind the expansion andishge of suburban territories
was probably the aim of separating people’s prafess sphere from their private,
regenerating space. Suburbs were supposed to prpemple with “the restful quiet of the
country” as opposed to the “dirt-laden, smoke-ladad evil-smelling” air of the urban
areas (Bouton gtd. in Fogelson 119). At the timwang the Civil War, Olmstead tried
to put his plan of an ideal suburb into action lgnping one of the most famous suburbs
in history: Riverside, lllinois. Functioning as arsof model suburb for those that were yet

to come, Riverside offered “spacious lots for seafamily residences with gardens and



lawns surrounding them, communal recreational sitesd convenient commuter
connections [which] made Riverside [...] the desirgohce for upper middle class
families” (Hebel 184). The idyll the suburb was gaped to provide its inhabitants with
also entailed the guarantee of “desirable compafigBouton qtd. in Fogelson 119).

According to Olmstead, undesirable people defirmmniselves through misbehavior, i.e.
“how they used (or, more precisely, misused) timel'lg124). However, this definition of

“undesirable people” should change in the courge@®d century.

At the turn of the twentieth century, a great numiésieAmericans considered the
city to be occupied by a radical working-class udf which made it appear dangerous to
peaceful family life (cf. Marsh 68). To middle-ckadmericans it became more and more
obvious that “the optimism of the past, that theagrcity could be reshaped to conform to
domestic and small town ideals, had come to seesplated” (69). The notion of a
peaceful, almost pastoral landscape contradictedcttimmon picture of the city as the
home of “feminists, radicals, and immigrants” (63hus, in order to prevent the new
suburban sphere from any kinds of annoyances, goat inserted so-called restrictive
covenants (cf. Fogelson 4). While these restristitemded to be euphemized as protective
measures (cf. 120), they also illuminate what RobBegelson calls a “deep-seated fear
that permeated much of American society in the lateeteenth and early twentieth
century” (24). What is striking is Fogelson’s obssion not just of the “fear of others,”
(123) but also of the “fear of one another” (13¥hose restrictions were developed in
order to keep the status quo and exclude undesigablps of people and even activities
from the community. What becomes fairly obviousehisrthe idea of homogeneity which
underlies the whole ideology of a suburban coNecthat deliberately chooses to live apart
from others and to ban those who seem inappropigaits idea of a good life. Thus, “at
the heart of [people’s mindset] was the assumpiiah heterogeneity was incompatible
with permanence, that a mix of races and classesim@mpatible with a ‘bourgeois
utopia”™” (Fogelson 136). In general, there were thads of restrictions that helped to
foster the homogeneous character of suburbia. |€&h&. Cheney summed them up,
claiming that “the racial restrictions prohibit[edi¢cupation of land by Negroes or Asiatics
[and] the minimum cost of house restrictions tedtife group the people of more or less
like income together [....]” (qtd. in Fogelson 136)s a consequence, subdividers
prevented Non-Caucasians from entering the subhylssmply not selling houses to them
and excluded people with a lower status by maliegrésidential objects unaffordable for
them (cf. Fogelson 132).



The time after World War | produced a “suburban rhooutdistancing anything
that went before it” (Marsh 129). Associated witistexpansion was the idea that owning
a home on American ground implied being a goodzeitiand a servant of American
values that needed to be strengthened once again2@). Undoubtedly, the housing
shortage prevalent during the years of war promtiteddea of a housing sprawl after the
war was over. During war years, the urban areas wadated to increasing racial tensions,
leading to “white residents [trying] to stem théux of blacks” (130). However, when the
war ended, the United States underwent a construbtbom, so that those who enjoyed a
respective income could move into the suburbansafeh 130). Besides the housing
boom, one could observe a slight shift of emphasihin American family structures,
meaning that “before the war, there was genuineds} on marital togetherness” (137),
while now the focus was much more on rearing thieli@n. And the best environment for
rearing one’s children, propagated by magazinesamgpapers, was the suburb (cf. 137).
The evolving suburban domestic ideal in the 1920s put special emphasis on so-called
“familism”, a key term that has stuck to suburbi@resince, and anything that threatened

this suburban ideal of familism was to be elimidatght away.
2.1.2 Suburbia in the 1950s

Despite the fact that the suburban boom in the 4928 had a lasting effect on the
development and the essential nature of suburbi@h-architecturally and ideologically —,
the years after the Second World War are doubglegisht comes to people’s minds when
talking about suburban sprawl. While the Great Bspion during the 1930s and the
following World War stopped suburbia from expanditige 1950s with its “increasing
spread of cars and automania [...] ultimately turAetericans into a commuter nation and
further supported the suburban lifestyle” (Hebe#)18old-War politics played a very
important role in shaping national ideas about sbilby urging people to strive for the
American dream through homeownership and simultasigdostering traditional gender
roles in the home. The post-World War Il era markée beginning and rise of
standardized properties, which resulted from pmétated “house plans and [the] mass
production of low-cost family homes” (Hebel 185partcularly Levittown, Long Island,
served as the model suburb and quickly became ythengm for suburbia. The huge
difference between the beginnings of suburbia 18" century and the suburban sprawl

after World War Il was rooted in the attempt to\pde suburban space for the whole



middle class, while access to the suburbs in eatbeades was more limited in terms of
income and thus restricted to the “bourgeois alibme” (Fishman 28).

By 1950, over 37 million suburban residences haénberoduced due to
“inexpensive homes and financing after the war” (@&tthews 212). It seemed people
were rushing into suburban neighborhoods as if fluimg very promising, very fulfilling
would wait for them. And indeed, this was the uhdeg idea of suburbia’s promotion
during post-World War Il years. The increasing tteamong Americans to start a family
supported the success of suburbia, as an increaselder of couples needed space that the
city couldn’t provide them with — at least not withose features that young families
strived for: a big yard, a garage and a safe, hemegus neighborhood. The Second
World War had “brought thousands of women into plagd labor force when men left to
enter the armed forces” (May, Homeward 8). Now ithen came back, returning to or
searching for wives to start a family and have drbih with. During their husbands’
absence, the American industry fed women with inmagfé“dream houses [] to fantasize
about until after the war when their husbands waeldirn and they could start living
again” (Kenney). Accordingly, the majority of youdgnericans belonged to a “cohort []
who lowered the age of marriage for both men andng&m and quickly brought the
birthrate to a twentieth-century high after morartha hundred years of steady decline,
producing the ‘baby boom™ (May, Homeward 3). Thsseven more astonishing when
considering that the early Cold-War years werevgtof evolving contraceptive devices
which “enabled couples to delay, space and lim& #nrival of offspring to suit their
particular needs” (Homeward 20). Still, even if Mstates that these birthrates were the
result of couples’ own free will, it remains quesiable if all pregnancies were based on
deliberate choices rather than societal pressure.

The government supported young veterans wittsthealled “Gl bill” that offered
low-interest loans and supported the building of t@mes for the returned men and their
families in the suburban realm (cf. Hebel 184). Blaine Tyler May points out, the
decade’s “baby boom” concerned all social and etlgnbups in the United States, yet it
was the white middle-class whose “values [...] shapleel dominant political and
economic institutions [...]” (Homeward 13).

During Cold War years, suburbia symbolized bothrdgained prosperity that had
been lost to the Great Depression and World Wand a piece of the American Dream
that would at the same time “serve as a bulwarknag@ommunism” (Homeward 20).

Yet, suburbia was not as accessible as univeraaigrted. The aforementioned restrictive
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covenants that were characteristic for the eargntweth century suburbs reached an even
new dimension after World War Il. People movingsttburbia were striving for “stable
communities and [] a wholesome community spirit [f[whose] homogeneity [] allow[ed]
for common interests and ma[de] sure that all sezg®l and neighbors ha[d] the financial
means to pursue these interests together” (Heb8). 1Bupporting a homogeneous
environment was particularly relevant to the whAenerican middle-class, as only
homogeneity could prevent the nation from becomingnerable to chaotic and
communist-like influences that might destroy theemenced recovery after years of
misery. Considering this widespread belief, it ddiesome as a surprise that the majority
of white Americans favored to keep racism (cf. Gewg. When in the 1950s the Supreme
Court officially repealed the segregation of sclspthe white population “fled in the hopes
of maintaining homogeneous neighborhoods and sslioehich eventually led to what
Clinton called “chocolate cities and its vanillabsdbs” (Goodwin), clearly unfolding the
vast change of demographics as opposed to theaesas.yThe white middle-class’ flight to
the suburbs overtly illuminated the eager attengptedach one slice of the American
Dream, a goal that was made unavailable for mipayroups throughout that era (cf.
Goodwin). In this context, the aforementioned ageanent of fully standardized and
identically looking properties clearly mirrored tkaburbanites’ ideology of ‘sameness’,
while ironically it also foreshadowed its artifitiaigotry that was doomed to fail later on.
When focusing on the white middle-class that settle the suburban areas
throughout the Cold-War decades, several factove ha be taken into consideration.
Apart from many people’s personal desire to apgrodlite American Dream by
establishing a protected environment for their faa®j distant from all evil that the city
generated, it was not just a matter of personasfaation, but rather a whole societal
movement that triggered people’s behavioral pasteAs Kim Kenney rightly points out,
suburbia has been highly glamorized in popularucaltwhich made it the “central part of
the campaign to create the ideal American familjfis glamorization took shape in
various ways. For instance, in her essay “One Ndfiwer Coals,” Kristin Matthews refers
to the special status of barbecuing during the 435@ 1960s that was directly connected
to suburban homeownership. Strictly speaking, arbevas the typical American leisure
activity “for it was located at and celebrated h6r{E5). Thus, people clearly saw the
suburban home as the one and only place conneatésistire activities that combined
being with fellow neighbors while simultaneouslyr6moting consumption as one’s

patriotic duty” (15). In fact, barbecue was seenstsiulating the Americans’ feelings
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about the home, or as the American Home Journait:piHome is home no longer sans a
barbecue” (Home Journal gtd. in Matthews 6). Allaih the image of the whole family
posing happily at the barbecue, where every meméaiais a certain role that fills him or
her with pride and a sense of belonging could beoded as “American values,
aspirations, and fears as [it] influenced ideasedf, nation, and other during this time of
sociopolitical and cultural change” (6). The adigeng industry quite obviously took
advantage of those human values that concernedresr ®uched people’s American
identity and thus their patriotic awareness. Hemsebarbecue was “as old as men and a
couple of dry twigs,” it could “provide a sense cdntinuity and comfort to 1950s
Americans searching for a feeling of rootednes&tdnomeness™ (7).

Taking a closer look at Cold-War America, it getsvzious that American reality
wasn’t as unilateral and simple as asserted irp#riect barbecue photography. The one
ideology that glamorized suburban lifestyle waseldagn and which was further conveyed
through the mass media, was the preservation ditibaal gender roles in the home. As
mentioned before, each member of the family wasctksp as occupying a specific place
both within the family and in the whole suburbamaoounity. The prototypical suburban
husband and his wife were standardized throughatheert of any kind of media. For
instance Reader’s Digesta very popular magazine throughout Cold War yeaesmed
that the typical white middle-class American sulaurbamily consisted of an

average American male [who stands five feet nicteés tall, weighs 158 pounds, prefers brunettes,
baseball, beefsteak and French fried potatoesttanils the ability to run a home smoothly and
efficiently is the most important quality in a wifhile] the average American female [] is five tffee
four, weighs 132, can't stand an unshaven facekshihusbands drink too much, prefers marriage to
a career, but wants the word ‘obey’ taken out efwledding ceremony (Matthews 8).

Minimal sanity allows people to recognize that titfise of gender standardization has been
a desolate attempt to create the one American ygreibple could identify with. One could
even go one step further, claiming that this absiedcription rather had the effect of
parodying the allegedly common picture of the Aremifamily. Still, this portrayal of the
prototypical suburban idyll, consisting of a maswellhusband, a caring wife and mother
and adorable children playing in the yard was naiusively, yet to a great extent being
mirrored in the propagandistic Cold-War mass media.

However, particularly in the 1950s, this simplynceived idea led to what Hebel
refers to as the “epitome of architectural, socald individual boredom — twentieth
century ennui in wood and stone” (189). The exouoary character and the
‘deindividualizing’ architecture of the houses, thiétle boxes made of ticky tacky” that
songwriter Malvina Reynolds claimed would “all logkst the same,” justified the
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evolving critique on the suburbs. The main pointcoticism has certainly been the
revelation of the suburbs’ conformity, which Reylalso extols quite appropriately.
Writing her song “Little Boxes” in the 1960s, Reyi® was very aware of the daily lives
of Cold-War suburbanites in the 1950s. Her lyrioatain just a few very banal and almost
childlike, naive lines, yet these phrases get ¢ohtbart of suburban criticism, displaying in

a very simple manner the artifice and predictabditthe suburbanites’ lifestyle:

And the people in the houses

All went to the university,

Where they were put in boxes

And they came out all the same,

And there's doctors and lawyers,

And business executives,

And they're all made out of ticky tacky
And they all look just the same.

And they all play on the golf course
And drink their martinis dry,

And they all have pretty children

And the children go to school,

And the children go to summer camp
And then to the university,

Where they are put in boxes

And they come out all the same.

And the boys go into business

And marry and raise a family

In boxes made of ticky tacky

And they all look just the same.

There's a green one and a pink one

And a blue one and a yellow one,

And they're all made out of ticky tacky
And they all look just the same (Reynolds).

What Reynolds unfolds here is the process of deiddalization made visible through
various factors. First and foremost, the samenéssabitecture, namely the houses that
are all made of “ticky tacky”, even though thererseto be some slight variations in color,
which makes it appear even more absurd. Secorftyprtedictable professional path the
suburbanites will find themselves on, which stantsuniversity, traverses a process of
“equalization” and ends with the people either Qeitioctors, lawyers or business
executives — at least something that identifieetlhe middle-class Americans. In addition,
Reynolds addresses the common leisure activitias wWere shared by the suburban
community, like the aforementioned barbecue. Hehe, is talking about the golf course
the people are attending together, while havingirskdand watching their pretty children
who will eventually attend college together. Thigeynolds not only refers to the
predominant culture of abundance after the Gregir&sion and World War Il in Cold

War America, but also highlights the self-evidentl automatized course the children will
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adopt, just to end up exactly where their pareats been before them: Entering a job,
marrying and raising a family in the suburbs. Thwbat Kristin Matthews labeled as
Americans’ belief in the “manifestation of the Angan Dream [through] having a yard of
one’s own [...]" (18) and the expression of “safe saess” (29) was being criticized right
at the time it was being promoted.

Investigating the research made on suburbia iptiséwvar years, a great number of
scholars have tried to illuminate this artificettbharacterized it to such an extent. Robert
Fishman argues that suburbia, quite paradoxicapltgmoted people’s “alienation [...]
from the urban-industrial world they themselvesewveteating,” (22) thus putting emphasis
on people’s very deliberate self-estrangement. Lmigel mentions a similar aspect,
stating that postwar Americans themselves must baea aware of the illusory character
of the suburbs: For people who had lived throughDepression and the hardships of the
Second World War, the new consumer dreams must $eeemed somewhat pretentious.
Leaving ethnic and working class areas for masdywed suburbs, these people must
have been aware of the new roles they were askpthyan a prefabricated social setting
(220). Regarding the emphasis on “the role theyevesked to play”, Spigel also reveals
the suburban home as a sort of arena of performaristgage on which to play out a set of
bourgeois social conventions” (219). In the contektsuburbia as theatre, sociologist
Nelson Foote used the notion of performance aghecifor constellations within the
family, thus unfolding the mutual relationship beem husband, wife and children (cf.
Foote qtd. in Spigel 220-21). The other importaatt @f the “play” was the role of the
neighbors, who the suburbanites “transformed themes into showcases for [...]" (221).
The whole neighborhood was subtly fighting over wiaal consumed the newest kitchen
supplies or the newest piece of furniture, as ethen furniture served as a kind of
“approval insurance” (Henderson qtd. in Spigel 22f)suburbia, everything seemed to
revolve around appearances, the exterior and rmindr individual values and self-
realization that it actually had promised to pr@rdom for.

However, the end of the 1950s marked a shiftingtgdor glamorized suburbia, as
its public critique had become a distinct genret thaertly revealed the failure of
suburbia’s “utopian dreams for consumer prospeaity domestic bliss” (Spigel 226).
Addressing topics such as suburban monotony, contfiprand homogeneity, literary
works such as William Whyte’$he Organization Maror John Keats’A Crack in the
Picture Windowboth published in 1956, contributed to the disitbasnent of an increased

number of people who now started to evaluate sud@adban “inauthentic space where the
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social conventions of gender roles turned humatwsdrtifacts” (227). However, it would
be wrong to generalize the critique and to appty #ll Americans during the 1950s: Some
people were convinced that their living in a sulaurisetting affirmed their ‘American way
of life’, while for the others, suburbia had alwdyeen a vulnerable concept that eventually
justified an overt attack on “a wide variety of ioa@l problems, from excessive
conformity to ecological destruction” (Jackson Already during the Cold-War era, many
voices started to evaluate the suburban housingrepas “reinforcefing] a woman’s
isolation from most of the worlds of adults” (G. titeews 212). Hence, even if people
have continued to live in the suburbs and to pastilgk to the prefabricated gender roles

up until today, a wave of backlashes started tog®o at the dawn of the 1950s.

2.2 The Suburban Housewife

Katherine Watson: Pre-law? Well... have you decigbith law school you're going to?

Joan Brandwyn: Well, | haven't really thought madiout it. After Wellesley, | plan on getting
married.

Katherine Watson: And then what?

Joan Brandwyn:donfuseflAnd then... I'll be married.

(Extract taken fromMona Lisa Smilg

As already indicated, the housewife played a cemtia@ in keeping the family
together, not just as her husband’s wife, but alsdhe major caretaker of children and
household. In the Cold-War era, the housewife veas s powerful enough to “shore up
the family against liberalism, socialism, and conmmsm,” so that the ordinary suburban
homemaker was collectively upgraded to “Mrs. Am&rigOgden 171). Over the century,
the nature of the American housewife changed fr@md a “domestic scientist” at the
dawn of industrialization, to being “the cooperatirousewife” who, apart from being a
homemaker, was supposed to contribute to sociebugin “more worthwhile pursuits,”
(139-43) whereby this cooperative image remainsdl@ model for most women. Another
attempt was to equate household and business wockabming that the household could
be “scheduled, broken down, and described, just@k in a factory might be” (154).
Thus, the household was disposed as some kindlosinal automatism, probably aiming
at women’s feeling of satisfaction and benefit $ociety through evoking the notion of
having an “industry-like” job besides childrearing.

The 1920s then served as a starting point for wiagtto recur partly in Cold-War
America, namely the housewife as “Mrs. ConsumeB8{1 Christine Frederick published
an almost same-titled boo8glling Mrs. Consumein 1929 that described housewives as

economy’s main target and thus indispensable fooma prosperity. Frederick created a
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female stereotype that was said to be a “creatunestinct and practicality, not logic and
mechanics” and, therefore, “susceptible to mantpariaby advertising” (158). Glenna
Matthews illuminates to what extent Frederick digsxt the average “Mrs. Consumer,”
and the outcome was anything but esteeming: “Wittie | education and a limited
vocabulary, she is more illogical than a man” (187)

However, this image of the prosperous and almasilexp housewife underwent a
change during the times of the Great Depressioenwlousework was no longer seen as a
leisure activity but even became an official ocdigrafor the purpose of acknowledging
women’s contribution at home. In the course of #9&0s, this reestablishment of the
original sense of the housewife as hard-workingadutecessity did eventually change, as
“the American home [...] was [seen as] a hothouseviich the thermostat was fixed
permanently on family happiness,” (167) which imtwas said to be further fostered by a
distinctive consumer behavior. Even if this idexweed as early as the 1920s, when
experts were determined that the family and pddrby the housewife as the major
troubleshooter “would ensure the health of socCidty, Matthews 182) the 1950s denoted
a whole new dimension as far as family togethermessconcerned.

As the marriage rate increased and the suburlisdtar sprawl after World War I,
many women’s realities revolved around the subuthame and the domestic duties it
entailed. No matter how fair their chances wererarend more women were dropping
their college careers in order to get married Q@dontz, Stirring 109). The initial dialogue
taken from the motion pictur®ona Lisa Smilérom 2003 adequately illustrates young
women’s trend to thoroughly devote their lives tarrmage in the 1950s. As Joan’s answer
underlines, the choice for marriage almost alwagsmh “all or nothing”, i.e. completely
neglecting professional ambitions they might hagerbtrained for in college in favor of a
domestic, suburban life. This celebration of domségtlay rooted in the nation’s opinion
that women could “defeat totalitarian, authoritarideas” (Stevenson qtd. in Hartman 86),
by functioning as the necessary “ammunition inite®logical Cold War” (Hartman 86).
However, the aforementioned critique on suburbia di@ectly accompanied by a rising
consciousness about women'’s situation in post-Watad 11 America that eventually led
to the second-wave feminist movement in the 196@s 170s (cf. Mohl 13). The mass
media in the 1950s conveyed pictures of the Amerigausewife that were as standardized
as the suburban homes of Levittown. The portraly#i@ monotonous daily chores and the
major responsibilities of housewives in the 195@kiddeed match the realities of many

women during that time. Yet, the public image of thappy housewife” was at constant
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battle with many women’s own perception of theinghstic realities. However, there were
also women who openly defied the common image @fron-wearing cookie-maker, but
who tended to be rather neglected in a great anudsitidies.

In 1963, Betty Friedan published a literary landkthat would change the lives of
dozens of American women forever. By overtly voiciwhat many women had been
swallowing for years, Friedan provoked a wide ranfjeesponses to her investigation of
America’s suburban housewives. This chapter illates the content of Friedanthe
Feminine Mystiquewhile a critical presentation of Friedan’s mapeas precedes a closer
look on people’s reactions to her work. The foduallsprimarily lie on Friedan’s remarks
about “the problem that has no name” and “the hdpsewife heroine”. Finally, the last
part unfolds to what extent the 1950s representedh&r contradictory stage in women’s

history as opposed to the assumed unilateral imaigitee Cold-War housewife.
2.2.1 Betty Friedan’sThe Feminine Mystique

In a time when the United States was strugglindp etairs and anxieties caused by
the nuclear threat, when intact families were seethe nation’s necessary weapon against
communism and women were considered happy andfisdtienly in the role of a
homemaker, Betty Friedan dared to contradict théespread notion of the supposedly
happy housewife. Arguing that “postwar Americanterd promoted a repressive form of
domesticity that trapped middle-class women in kiwene, subordinated them to the
demands of marriage and family, and denied thenogp®rtunity for personal or career
fulfillment,” (Mohl 13) Friedan caught consideraldéention, not just among her female
target audience, but also among critics and conbeanp historians.

When opening Friedan'§he Feminine Mystiquehe reader is addressed with a
dedication to “all the new women, and the new meétére, the reference to the notion of
the “New Woman” that arose as a counteraction te Yhictorian “Cult of True
Womanhood” that promoted women’s “piety, puritybsussiveness and domesticity”
(Welter 152) is almost undeniable. Hence, befoenestarting to read the book, this initial
dedication calls for the replacement of a somewbldt, subordinate picture of a woman
through a “new” and autonomous one.

Friedan opens her book’s section called “The Rroltihat Has No Name” with the

following words:

The problem lay buried, unspoken for many yearshi minds of American women. It was a

strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, anyeg that women suffered in the middle of the

twentieth century in the United States. Each sulnurbife struggled with it alone. As she made the

beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover riahtate peanut butter sandwiches with her
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children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Browniesbkside her husband at night — she was afraid to
ask even of herself the silent question — ‘Is &8’ (15)

This quotation gives a first overview of what Faadwas observing in the lives of the
middle-class suburban housewife, namely the indesdae feeling of emptiness while
pursuing the daily duties of housework, child-regriand being a caring wife to her
husband. What becomes obvious here is women'’s lbvienality to utter dissatisfaction,
not least because society and the mass media vegrgtaatly preaching undisputed
happiness and fulfilment when it came to the “quation housewife”. This quotation does
also fit to the message of “The Ballad of Lucy dmrY a song recorded by Shel Silverstein
in 1975, and rerecorded by Marianne Faithfull in7991In the corresponding lyrics,
Faithfull describes the daily routine of Lucy Jardan ordinary and probably middle-class
white housewife, who finds herself “in a white adban bedroom in a white suburban
town”. While “her husband [][is] off to work andétkids are off to school,” Lucy Jordan
considers the options left for her at home, whihrastricted to “clean[ing] the house for
hours or rearrang[ing] the flowers”. Thus, the mmy and the missing feeling of
contribution and richness lead her to a persomagitey for riding “through Paris in a
sports car with the warm wind in her hair”. Prodowcs like this song underline the
currency of all the things that especially Friedaferred to up until the late 1970s or
probably even up until today.

What Friedan claimed was that women’s potentia$ \tawngraded to the sole
purpose of “finding a husband and bearing chiltd{ée), thus criticizing the widespread
notion of women as “baby producers” only. The reditle decrease of women’s college
careers from 47 per cent in 1920 to 35 per ced®BB prompted Friedan to worry about
women’s professional contribution, since “a centeaylier, women had fought for higher
education [while] now girls went to college to gehusband” (16). Apparently, everything
in the life of a 1950s and 1960s woman seemed \wolve around finding a husband,
marrying and conceiving children, always tryingstick to the required role a woman was
supposed to play in Cold-War America. AccordingRidedan, this omnipresent picture
implied the promotion of femininity, which was immediate danger whenever a woman
considered using her brainpower (cf. 17). The dhigg a woman was supposed to long
for was “to get married, have four children ancelim a nice house in a nice suburb” (18).
The striking thing was that in Friedan’s eyes thbusban housewife became stylized to

such an extent that she was the “dream image ofadbheg American woman and the envy,
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it was said, of women all over the world, [as] [she had found true feminine fulfillment”
(18).

Talking about a majority of women that lived “imetimage of those pretty pictures
of the American suburban housewife, kissing theisdands goodbye in front of the
picture window,” (18) Friedan gave a very genesipicture of the 1950s housewife, an
argument that she would later be heavily criticitad Yet, she certainly got to the heart of
many women'’s problems, such as the constant blaatevomen put on themselves if they
weren’t feeling the kind of satisfaction that wagpgosed to arise in a suburban marriage.
This self-accusation also occurred whenever a ageriwas crumbling: Even if her
husband’s misbehavior had led to the crisis, a womas constantly made believe it was
her duty to change in order to “bring out her husbs better side” (Coontz, Stirring 76).
Besides, Friedan pointed to all the women out theomdering about “what kind of
[women they were] if [they] did not feel this mystas fulfillment of waxing the kitchen
floor” (19). Thus, housewives were steadily plagumda guilty conscience, evaluating
their potential dissatisfaction as some kind ofabmality.

The aforesaid “problem that had no name” was omsuribed by a couple of
women in Friedan’s book, while a huge amount spedif pointed to the feeling of
having no distinct personality (cf. 21). The conbns question of identity was felt by such
a great number of housewives that the problem #ltieshared could no longer be ignored.
Yet, according to Friedan, the report of the probleas immediately followed by an
attempt of its denial or dismissal. This denialk@bace in the form of society “telling the
housewife she [didn’'t] realize how lucky she [wagR4) or even accusing her of being
ungrateful for a role that was supposed to be playacefully (cf. 24). The striking thing
about the collectively felt problem that could mat explained properly was that “it was
not caused by lack of material advantages,” (2@&habit could not be solved with the aid
of “money, a bigger house, a second car [or] mov@ better suburb” (26). Quite the
contrary, the nature of the suburban housewivashlpm was not rooted in the women'’s
need for a material upgrade, but was instead fedtand, therefore, even made worse by
Cold-War materialism. Some people may claim tha téspective housewives should
have been grateful and happy for being able toyesych living standards, however, those
critics did not get to the heart of those women@bem: The complaint was not aimed at
what they had in material terms, but at a “hundet tfood [could not] fill” (26) in

idealistic terms.
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However, Friedan did not overtly attack the huslsafor their wives’ desolate
situations, but did certainly point to the meanmigbeing a ‘good wife’ and all the
sacrifices it entailed. Friedan quoted one psydltaivho claimed that they “ha[d] made
woman a sex creature [...] who ha[d] no identity @tces a wife and mother [...] [and]
wait[ed] all day for her husband to come home ghnto make her feel alive” (29). This
marital constellation with the husband being th& dorce capable of animating his wife
illuminates not just the perceived physical infatig but also the housewife’s mental
dependence on her husband. However, the widesmssuimption was that the core
conflict could be rooted in monotony, as women where supposed to describe the
problem “often merely describe[d] the daily [livélsey led]” (29). Glenna Matthews
justifiably exposes the development of the housewivsolation from the twenties “in
their homes via isolation in their cars to the tigily impersonal supermarket, with its
hygienically packaged good” (192) in the 1950s,e@a in which running errands was
supposed to be satisfactory, when in fact it justgnded to provide women with power by
deciding which kind of cheese or chocolate barup. b

Doctors of the 1950s were gaining more and moreafe patients with the
symptoms of “tiredness”, yet finding out that dlbse women were getting more sleep
than necessary. Thus, their diagnosis was quitplsirnthe housewives had to be bored in
some way (cf. Friedan 30-31). Very common typeS@medy” throughout the Cold-War
decades were tranquilizers, which “housewives wakieng [] like cough drops” (31).
Whenever women complained of suffering from fatigudeeling trapped in their homes,
“this was taken as a symptom rather than a potesdigse of their disturbance, something
to be treated by analysis, medication, and evestrelghock therapy” (Coontz, Stirring 73).
Friedan interviewed many women, whereby some omtldescribed a vicious circle of
futility their daily routine brought them, so thaking tranquilizers even in their own eyes
was the only way to bear this “pointlessness” keiedan 31- 32). Thus, the common tenor
among Cold-War housewives was that their everydayas “something to be endured
rather than enjoyed” (G. Matthews 209). When rdfgriback to “The Ballad of Lucy
Jordan”, one possible explanation for Lucy “singipgetty nursery rhymes she’d
memorized in her daddy’s easy chair” while she tthet phone keep ringing” could be the
dreamy effects of taking such tranquilizers thatraveommonly prescribed when
housewives showed symptoms of some kind of “nenlyaakdown” (cf. Parker). This is
quite striking, as the aforementioned medical diesigproofed that many women did not

suffer from nervous breakdowns due to a physiceéssive demand, but rather, as Friedan
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tried to reveal, from some sort of “meaninglessheaskich doctors then tried to cure with
medicine that even exacerbated the patient’s tiaistpte of mind.As a final remark,
however, Friedan rejected the widely held beliett thhe problem” suburban housewives
were dealing with was a feared “loss of feminindy,too much education, or the demands
of domesticity” (32), but instead spoke for theergless and by all means justified longing
for “something more than [their] husband[s] anci{thchildren and [their] home” (32).

Besides the investigation of the women’s “probliiat has no name,” Friedan also
pointed to contemporary magazines, which featuredn@n as “only interested in the
family and the home [and not in] politics, unless related to an immediate need in the
home, like the price of coffee” (37). In the samedth, Friedan revealed most editors’
view that humor should be completely neglectechosé magazines or at least had “to be
gentle, [as] [women] [would not] get satire” (3By unfolding this point of view mostly
shared by male editors, Friedan shed light on tirencon picture of housewives being
stupid and naive, functioning solely as passivesaorers of material goods within their
domestic bubble that did not provide space for &owyn of critical examination.
Eventually, the magazines’ contents solely revohadund consumer goods, which
benefited the advertising industry, but fosteremhasort of “mental enfeeblement” (cf. 51-
52). Additionally, The Feminine Mystiqueontained a comparison between magazines’
display of women in 1939 and in 1960, coming to ¢baclusion that back then, career
women or “New Women” were perceived as attractivé ‘doved by men” (38), whereas
in 1960, women striving for a career outside thenbavere considered unfeminine. This
observation illustrates the women'’s cycle frometorian notion of “True Womanhood”
to an emancipated era of “New Womanhood” up tordoeirrence of “True Womanhood”
again, thus revealing the downward trend of thesbuaife’s condition in Cold-War
America.

When trying to find the origins of the “feminine stigue”, Friedan referred to the
publication of a book calledhe Lost Sexn 1942, which warned all its readers that
“careers and higher education were leading to thastulinization of women with
enormously dangerous consequences to the homehildeen dependent on it and to the
ability of the woman, as well as her husband, tainbsexual gratification’,” (42-43) so
that the emergence of a corresponding “femininetiopys” seemed inevitable. As a
consequence, the “mystique” reached a dimensiantthasformed it “into a religion, a

pattern by which all women must now live or dengitliemininity” (43).
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Besides the restriction to the suburban “home ghériedan pointed to the Cold-
War concept of familial bonding, which resultedanmen having no “independent self to
hide even in guilt” (47). Hence, women solely exgeced the right to exist through their
husbands and children, which clearly accentuategpthbcess of deindividualization that
women underwent, losing their autonomous selvdavar of a patriarchal and confining
family constellation. Friedan criticized the “coagalls of home” as being the only possible
space of women'’s self-realization after 1949, asstarch for a woman’s own identity was
“forgotten in the rush for the security of togethess” (44). Therefore, it was even more
difficult for women to admit to dissatisfaction andhappiness not just in their married life
but also in their whole suburban setting, as “muastnen could not identify another arena
in which they might seek personal fulfillment” (Cgd167). Being trapped in their placid
pseudo-idyll, there were no real other options. |8fince the accepted concept of the
housewife did not imply work outside the home, amyman who actually had a job was
either portrayed only in her role as a housewifehar professional side was immediately
connected to failure. For instance, “when you wrab®ut an actress [...] you never
showed her doing or enjoying her work as an actiasgss she eventually paid for it by
losing her husband or her child, or otherwise atingjtfailure as a woman” (Friedan 53).
One issue ot.ife magazine in 1956 stated that women who just strfee a career were
even worse than those who actually worked, as tbgatisfaction they experienced at
home would cause such a thing as the “suburbanreyrd (cf. G. Matthews 211).
According to Life, this syndrome concerned wives who were depressedit being
restricted to the domestic role, so that they wamdto compensate their depression
through “destructive gossip [or] [...] becoming a doating mother” (211). Such distorted
coverage demonstrates to what extent career-odievaenen were classified as a danger to
the gender-specific 1950s.

Considering all the aforementioned aspects, Friedantly criticized the organized
degradation of women in the name of the nucleailyarShe revealed the absurdity of
reducing women’s potential to “inspire in her homgision of meaning [and] to help her
husband find values that will give purpose to Iiscsalized daily chores [while teaching]
her children the uniqueness of each individual huipaing” (Stevenson qtd. in Friedan
60-61). What is most absurd is the way women wereupport their husbands’ and
children’s ambitions for self-discovery, while comently forfeiting their own
individuality and professional achievements. Whaedran aimed to reveal was the huge

discrepancy between the conveyed image of the hapmpsuming housewife and the
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actual reality of women’s everyday lives. Eventyahd apart from all criticism that was
to come, Friedan did succeed in directing peoméantion to the long despised suffering

of many American housewives.
2.2.2 Contradictory Images of the 1950s Housewife

The publication of FriedanBhe Feminine Mystiquie the 1960s was revolutionary
beyond any doubt. The book’s ideas that the prevahapter presented were certainly not
completely new, yet no other work had attractechsubroad audience’s attention before.
The said audience was not restricted to the whitidie-class housewives Friedan was
chiefly aiming at, but also aroused historianshadars’ and working women'’s interest.
People from various professional fields wonderedhatvivas this ominous book about that
should go down in history as one of the most inftis# and well-known works of the 20
century? Apart from all the attentiothe Feminine Mystiqueaught, the reactions and
responses towards Friedan’s bestseller were amgythihunanimous.

The lives of women in the Cold-War Era, especiallyhe 1950s and 1960s, have
been thoroughly investigated by scholars and hasterover the last decades. Drawing on
Friedan’s account of the 1950s housewife, peopleises range from total approval up to
plenary objection. Interestingly, many women disagr with Friedan, felt offended and
advised her not to “marry until [she could] fedliand be a real woman” (Coontz, Stirring
31). No matter how stereotypical this woman’s steget might sound, apparently some
women felt comfortable in their sole role as wiaesl mothers and did not long for more
meaningful work outside the home — be it due t@ack lof intellect or indeed a lack of
interest.

The critique on Friedan’s expositions mainly rews\around her generalizations of
the 1950s housewife and her apparent neglectioth®f decade’s complexities. For
instance, Stephanie Coontz, a major reviewer oédam’'s The Feminine Mystique,
criticizes Friedan for portraying “all women in thera as passive and preoccupied with
their homes [, neglecting] the African-American waimwho had led civil rights
demonstrations and organized community actionsutiirout the 1950s and early ‘60s”
(Stirring xix). Besides, by pointing to the meried white middle-class women who
identified themselves as “labor organizers,” Coaattieast touched upon Friedan’s rather
unilateral view of the suburban housewife and hengry focus on white women with a
secure economic situation. On the other hand, Qoanfolds the achievement dhe

Feminine Mystiqueas the rise of women’s awareness “that an ordimemyan could be a
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person in her own right, in addition to being aevdnd mother” (Stirring xxi), which
seemed to be a whole new insight for many womek theen.

Elaine Tyler May also refers to the other sidedofmesticity as not being the
scapegoat of women’s dissatisfaction, but as amahgbal for “black women [for whom]
[it] meant ‘freedom and independence in her own &bnfAmbivalent Dreams 152).
Hence, especially for Blacks, homeownership in d&udoan setting, as Lorraine
Hansberry's playA Raisin in the Sualso illustrates, was indeed a dream worth sigivin
for, not in order to show off one’s social ranki ba “live as a black family with dignity,
independence, and comfort” (cf. 152). May getshi heart of what many critics pointed
to as well: People who were excluded from living suburban life by force could not do
anything but sneer at Friedan’s statements on tieerable state of the suburban
housewives. Even though the aforementioned chajerto reveal the psychological and
not material nature of the wives’ problem, one adraeny that underprivileged women
felt slightly offended by the housewives’ seemithgxury problems”.

The trend of women working, including middle-cldsaisewives, was probably the
most striking contradiction with regard to Friedarémarks on women'’s alleged suburban
traps. The statement that after the Second World ANavomen left the labor force again
in order to become full homemakers has been resremenot completely valid. Ironically,
in the same year that Friedan publisfide Feminine Mystiguenother book called@he
Employed Mother in Americaas published. Nowhere near the success and prooared
Friedan’s publication, yet the book already pointedhis “relatively optimistic diagnosis:
There was nothing wrong with a mother who worked i@ages. Her marriage and her
children prospered to the same degree as thosdl-tihie homemakers” (Ogden 187).

Particularly Joanne Meyerowitz contributed to #gosure of women’'s daily
realities far from the suburban kitchen sink. Aligh Friedan has had a huge impact on
historiography, Meyerowitz claims that Friedan’s idely accepted version of the
‘feminine mystique’ [...] is only one piece of thegtwar cultural puzzle [...] [as] all of
the magazines [] advocated both the domestic amddhdomestic, sometimes in the same
sentence” (Beyond 231). Whereas Friedan focusetieoontent of four magazines only,
Meyerowitz investigated a considerable number ofamaes, ranging from “middlebrow
magazines” to those aimed particularly at AfricameXicans, right up to the ones
primarily focusing on white middle-class women (B&yond 230). Thereby, Meyerowitz
wanted to “incorporate more of the diversity in Amoan society” (Beyond 231) while not

rejecting the tentativeness even of her compalgtipeofound research. Meyerowitz
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claims that a convincing number of magazines calvétemes of “nondomestic success”,
which therefore was “no hidden subtext” but somesneven “the first, and [] only,
narrative concern” (Beyond 234). Her research redethat “more than one third of the
articles on individual women featured unmarried weomdivorced women, or women of
unmentioned marital status [...] [while] only 15 pemt of the articles on individual
women focused primarily on women as mothers andesViv(Beyond 234). Thus,
Meyerowitz argues, those articles were able totfancas an inspiration for all women
who were striving for a career and tried to overedifme seeming obstacles (cf. Beyond
236). Yet, besides all these investigations, ong teakeep in mind that just because
women were striving for a career, they did not seaely succeed in gaining the
achievements they were aiming at. This is what edeanne Meyerowitz takes into
account, spotlighting some magazines’ glorificatddrwomen’s professional opportunities
that “offered false promises” (Beyond 236), whildl pointing to the merits of that kind of
coverage, which had the power to “subvert[] theiarothat women belonged at home”
(Beyond 237). No matter if realistically displayed overstated, those magazine stories
acknowledged any form of women’s working ambitiotiteat could be seen as a
considerable opposition to Friedan’s description tbé desperate and imprisoned
housewife. Additionally, Meyerowitz unfolds the soharginality of what Friedan referred
to as a partial trigger for the ‘feminine mystiqueamely the publication dfhe Lost Sex
in 1947: “Although [the book] had some influence,][it did not represent the mainstream
in the mass culture” (Beyond 247). Essentially, Bteyvitz’'s most important contribution
to the critical reception oThe Feminine Mystiques the revelation of Friedan’s rather
reduced and selective investigations, at leasaaad the 1950 magazines’ contents were
concerned: “For the prewar era, she seems to Haa&en the stories that most embraced
public achievement [while] for the postwar era, skems to have chosen the stories that
most embodied domestic ideals” (Beyond 250). Thiusjugh opportunistically omitting
media coverage that illustrated another female enagay from the domestic territory,
Friedan’s “forceful protest against a restrictiventestic ideal neglected the extent to
which that ideal was already undermined” (Beyon@)2kssentially, Meyerowitz has been
trying to illuminate Friedan’s fatal reduction ¢iet decade’s “multidimensional complexity
[...] to a snapshot of middle-class women in subuti@mes” (Introduction 2).

Now, the actual contradiction of the 1950's imade¢he housewife was probably
based on the ubiquitous concurrence of two kindsrafotion. The most important aspect

to mention here is that despite Cold-War propagaidamily life and the housewife as
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the nation’s troubleshooter, “by the mid-1950sesatf women’s employment matched the
artificially high levels attained during World Wadl, [while] [the rising employment of
married women] was most striking [....]” (Hartman 88uburban housewives entered jobs
in the peripheral areas, as “banks [, for instgrita] been among the first to recognize the
untapped resource of housewives willing to work J[..(Marsh 186). In fact, during the
1950s, there was a steady battle between idead &boauwomen should contribute to
society: While the already elucidated role of thenvan as homemaker, caretaker and the
nation’s “domestic goddess” was to foster natiosedurity through familism, the other
idea urged women, including housewives, to eniekiatls of professions for the purpose
of meeting the international crisis of the Cold Wef. Hartman 97-98). Susan Hartman
concludes that with these two trends co-existing,1950s marked a “transition period for
American women, promoting undercurrents that wanterge as dominant trends in the
1960s and 1970s” (98). Despite the simultaneousption of joining the labor force,
women were not told to completely abjure their neofiood and housewifely existence.
Quite the contrary: No matter if housewives wentrkieg during the day or not,
employers still considered childrearing and beirgpad wife a woman’s central role (cf.
90).

For the housewife, some kind of “model solutiombse out of those varying
statements and attitudes. Many contemporary pialitscand experts adapted the idea of
what Friedan referred to as the “life plan” for wem The ideal working cycle, which
resembles much of what is still valid in today'sisty, suggested: “work outside the home
before childbearing, preoccup[y] with domestic @spbilities at least until children
reach[] school age, and thereafter [] return to legmpent” (Hartman 90). This approach
tried to accommodate women’s need of a meaning&ufdr the “empty nest” period, yet
it contradicted the aforementioned diagnosis thatoean’s family life would not suffer
from, but rather be enriched by her employmentidatthe home. Referring to the rising
employment of women, “researchers found that batweges twenty-seven and forty-
three, ‘large increases in independence and agseess’ took place among all the women
who went on to work outside the home, married andharried alike, [while] the only
women who did not experience such increases wdtgimfie homemakers” (Coontz,
Stirring 116). Quite obviously, those co-existimdeals could not do anything but
disconcert women, who found themselves stuck betveeeouraging professional offers
and the omnipresent Cold-War propaganda of therbabithaven as the only spot on earth

capable to keep the promise of women’s happiness.
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Another very important response towards Frieddifis Feminine Mystique/orth
mentioningwas the investigation of Daniel Horowitz, who pshid his “account of
Friedan’s intellectual and political history, whiglas much closer to that of activist Gerda
Lerner than to the suburban housewives Friedaretidgin her book” (Coontz, Stirring
103). Horowitz rejects Friedan’s assertion thatlibek’s popularity rooted in “an average
housewife’s suburban discontent” (Disler 873). |la femarks, Horowitz tried to unfold
what Friedan historically neglected and why she stid The basic assumption is that
Friedan rejected her past as an activist durinddimr union time and tried to incorporate
a new identity as an ordinary, suburban housewifé¢hfe sake of her book’s popularity (cf.
Horowitz 2). While Friedan’s connection to the lalmoovement of the 1940s “gave her a
sustained education in issues of sexual discringnaind shaped her emergence as a
feminist” (16), she still tried to erase her pastl ’emained rather silent about her time as
an activist and actual labor journalist. Horowitzpkains the neglection of her former
activism with the historical context of the Cold-Wara, namely the time of “anti-
communist crusade, which [Friedan] experiencedi@ecquarters” (17). Yet, it was not
just her fear of falling victim to the decade’s bading, but rather her concern that
identifying with and thus reaching the middle-clasburban housewife would “enable her
to talk about alienation and discrimination in avreetting and in less radical terms” (29).
Still, her portrait’s neglection of race, ethnigitgligion and class and thus sole focus on
the “white, middle-class, Christian woman as themmd (Diner 1) led to contempt on
behalf of not just Blacks or working-class peoflet also the Jewish population. Jews
must have considered Friedan’s homogenization ef hbusewife even worse, since
Friedan herself was Jewish, too (cf. 1).

However, apart from the censorious voices thaicaed Friedan for her unilateral
view of the decade, her overgeneralization of t®&0% housewife and her lack of
historicity, the positive achievements ©ihe Feminine Mystiqushould be equally paid
attention to. For instance, Stephanie Coontz cldirsmany readers “experienced a shock
of recognition and an overwhelming sense of rdlefearn that they were not alone in
their feelings” (Stirring 20). Many women Coontzdhmterviewed stated that although
during the 1950s and 1960s there had been a hugenanof advice books trying to
provide help for a housewife’s problem — no maittém psychological or physical terms -
only The Feminine Mystiquiead such an impact and spoke with such a conmithiat all
of these women can recall its content even todegry 60 years later (cf. Stirring 20-21).

And although Joanne Meyerowitz claims that Friedas talking about stereotypes “that
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portrayed all postwar women as middle-class, dameanhd suburban” (Introduction 3)
and which were already at change even before Haicption, the wide range of reactions
towardsThe Feminine Mystiqudostering indignation as well as relief, proveshmany
American women still needed this type of ‘awakehfief, Stirring 33) Hence, despite the
impossibility of applying Friedan’s observationsat the women in 1950 Americdhe
Feminine Mystiquecertainly and authentically reflected the lives abfvast number of
housewives and led to their collective gasp okefeBesides her critique that Friedan did
underrate women’s contribution during the Cold-V¥e, Glenna Matthews points out
that the undeniable benefit he Feminine Mystiquavas its capacity to unleash the
“appreciation that [not women themselves, but] @loafirangements could receive some of
the blame for female unhappiness” (219). Many womhan actually dared to acquire new
working skills or just returned to their old jobsported that it was Friedan’s impact that
provided them with the required courage and sealtsace (cf. Coontz, Stirring 116).
Taking all those aspects into consideration, itopees obvious that women’s
realities after World War Il by far exceeded thedespread image of the ‘happy
housewife’. Instead, what Stephanie Coontz refemst“the contradictions of womanhood
in the 1950s,” (Stirring 59) gives indication ofa@omplex the Cold-War era and with it
the role of women really was. Celebrating domesticoromoting job opportunities,
working out of necessity and housewives trying itw fa way to incorporate both, the
working and the private sector, all these tren@sreal to be incompatible at first sight, but

were actually co-existing in an era which tendeldeaindeservingly homogenized.

3 “The Important Thing Is to Keep from Being Contaminated” —

Richard Yates’ Revolutionary Road

Over the last decadesuburban literature has been established as a génte
own, while especially after World War II, a bunchnmvels that provide insight into the
mechanics of suburbia and suburbanization expertersome sort of renaissance (cf.
Hebel 203). According to Adelle Waldman, peopledhleen fascinated by the “suburban
malaise [...] for as long as [they] have been comngufrom leafy pastures just beyond
the city limits”. Among those novels that illumieathe complexities of postwar suburbia
is Richard YatesRevolutionary Roadwhich was published in 1961 and “has become a
kind of cultish standard” (Ford). Although Yatesehlit didn’t receive much attention
during his lifetime, in 2005, th&ime Magazine nominateRevolutionary Roa@s one of

the 100 best English-language novels since 1923 L(@tayo), while Sam Mendes’
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adaptation in 2008, starring Leonardo DiCaprio &ade Winslet, promoted the novel to
become an all-time bestseller.

According to Udo Hebel, the merit of suburbanrétare is its critical voice
towards “traditional gender roles and role expémtst the often desperate attempts of
bored and frustrated suburbanites to escape frain thwn lives of preference, and []
rebellion against the confining complacency andf@onity of suburban affluence” (204-
205). And indeed, the story of Frank and April Wleeea young couple that has settled
down in one of Connecticut’s suburbs, the “Revoluéry Hill Estates”, emphatically
reflects “the contradictions about gender roles aafdtionships” (Charlton Jones 496) in
the complex decade of the 1950s. Frank is congtantliculing their suburban
surrounding, while his wife April is already onegtahead, planning to leave the United
States for the sake of the extraordinary life tleg supposed to live in Europe’s
intellectual heartland, Paris. But reality lookffetiently: April, who despises her role as a
housewife and mother and desires to work as atsegn@ Paris, becomes pregnant once
again, while her husband Frank even seems to piteéeidea of staying in Connecticut,
being offered a new job and enjoying an affair wiik secretary that provides him with
the manliness he is denied by his wife. HowevenjlAptends to abort their child, which
Frank wants to prevent her from doing by any meatthough on the surface everything
seems to be sorted out and both partners contributeir roles as the perfect husband and
wife, April still decides to have her abortion aevkentually dies during the procedure.

This chapter will unfold the impact of the suburtsetting on the protagonists of
Revolutionary Roadwhile concurrently it tries to illuminate to whextent the Wheelers
reject yet inevitably attend the prototypical CoWthr family ideal. Therefore, a brief
analysis of suburbia as a symbolic terrain precealethorough investigation of the
prevalent Cold-War gender roles represented byl Apd Frank Wheeler, which in turn is
followed by a critical examination of the destruetiperception of the “Revolutionary Hill
Estates” as responsible for the Wheelers’ tragee fa

3.1 Suburbia as Symbolic Space

ThroughoutRevolutionary Rogdhe suburban setting is constantly and delibBrate
staged and profoundly reflects the protagonistsiglex insights. Thus, the description of
the suburban territory does not just create a icertaarrative atmosphere, but
metaphorically refers to the suburbanites’ mentaldition, especially to that of Frank and

April Wheeler. At the beginning of the novel, thebarban homes are described as looking
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“weightless and impermanent, as foolishly misplaasa great many bright new toys that
had been left outdoors overnight and rained onlgyftjheir automobiles didn’t look right
either — unnecessarily wide and gleaming in thersobf candy and ice cream [...]. Once
[on Route Twelve,] the cars seemed able to relaanirenvironment all their own [....]”
(5). This initial quotation already reveals the widan artifice that is made obvious
through comparing the setting with a kind of playgrd that consists of toy-like houses
and their likewise toy-cars. Yet, the reader isheattempted to imagine a sort of
Fitzgerald-like ‘wasteland’ than an actual Toylara$ its respective equipment looks
‘rained on’ and used up, while also the cars tbak llike dessert rather than vehicles don’t
‘look right either’. Only when the suburbanites &eading on the highway and leave their
homes behind, the cars regain the freedom theyireeqgnd supposedly so do the drivers.
Another very striking and ironic aspect is the nmmd “impermanence”, which opposes
the idea of the suburban theory of permanenceathigthomogeneity can guarantee. As it
turns out, even homogeneity is revealed to be & ro@ncept that fails at creating at least
an illusion of perfection. Thus, the setting creatan impression not of freedom or
congruency, but rather containment and violatioMo eno). Regarding this powerful
spatial description, the novel's first pages alyeiteshadow the illusive character of the
idyllic suburban “Revolutionary Hill Estates,” wieethe Wheeler family has settled down.

When Frank and April Wheeler decide to move inte tuburbs, they are
confronted with their new environment by Mrs. Gy their realtor and future pseudo-
friend. She introduces them to the suburban setstayting with the rather undesirable
realm, that contains “mostly [those] cinder-blockyickup-trucky places — plumbers,
carpenters, little local people of that sort” justfinally get to their actual destination, “a
perfectly dreadful new development called Revohdiy Hill Estates” (30). Thus, the
characteristic homogeneity that underlies the idéaa likeminded community that
excludes everyone who does not fit in becomes ,diit in financial or in ethnic matters.
In this case, the condescending comment of Mrsin@svthat this part “isn't a very
desirable [one],” (30) illuminates the almost baoiy, opposing image the
“Revolutionary Hill Estates” convey.

Yet, the house that the Wheelers will find themsslliving in has a somewhat
special status. Although it is situated in the Retronary Hill area, it “has absolutely no
connection with that” (30). Mrs. Givings almostdsherself in a state of trance when she
introduces it to its future inhabitants: “See thtel white one? Sweet, isn't it? The perky

way it sits there on its little slope?” (30). Thacf that the house is being personified and
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concurrently trivialized does not just highlighetrealtor's obvious obsession for suburban
houses, but ironically foreshadows the deep andesdrat destructive impact the suburban
home will have on the Wheelers in the course ofrtbeel — at least from their point of
view. When at first the house does appear to beésvand almost ‘innocent’, its perkiness
and the proximity to the hillside will eventuallygvail over its charm, thus symbolically
hinting at suburbia’s lack of humanity that “turnedman into artifacts” (Spigel 227).
After April has approved of Mrs. Givings’ obsenats, the process of personification is
further fostered when “the house emerge[s] throtnghspindly trunks of second-growth
oak and slowly turn[s] toward them, small and wagdading high on its naked concrete
foundation, its outsized central window staringelé big black mirror” (31). The image of
the house emerging does seem like a sort of thmath is even enhanced by the house’s
eye-like windows that are compared to the parad@bxiotion of a ‘black mirror’ that does
not just look at its future inhabitants, but ‘s&irat them. Apparently, the house exudes a
very threatening and almost inscrutable atmosphangsh functions as the exact opposite
of what a suburban home should ideally provideassdents with. In fact, the image of the
house as a cipher for hazard and discomfort ibéurleveloped in the course of the novel.
When Frank returns from the city one day, “the leo[is] dark and the sight of it [...]
[makes] him think of death” (33).

Besides the very obvious symbols of suburbanralgsin, the text also provides
the reader with rather subtle yet peculiar indmwadi For instance, April notes that “of
course [the house] does have the picture windowhdie’s no escaping that,” (31) while
Frank ironically negates what will actually turntda be their bitter self-awareness later
on, namely that "one picture window is necessagoyng to destroy [their] personalities”
(31). Thus, Frank and April are very well awaretloé suburban trap that is already at
hand, seeming to know that the picture window $elit symbolizes the life they both do
not want to strive for. However, they consider tisetres sufficiently superior to the petty
idea of suburbia that they eventually decide to enavto the little white house on
Revolutionary Road. Actually, the picture windowmans a very strong symbol of
suburban density and conformity throughout the howile both Frank and April
knowing about the conveyed meaning of it is thebpldy most interesting aspect here.
The fact that Yates endowed the novel's protagsmisth this insight also sheds light on
how far suburbia was already being investigatedaititized right in its heyday. Finally,
when the Wheelers are planning their new homerimt look, April decides that “their

solid wall of books would take the curse off thetpie window, [so that] a sparse, skillful
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arrangement of furniture would counteract the psuburban look of this too-symmetrical
living room” (31). Hence, April is constantly trygnto erase anything that radiates some
kind of ‘suburbanity’ that she rejects to identiyith. Ironically, whilst attempting to
virtually ‘exorcise’ the picture window with a boskelf, she has to admit that “the very
symmetry of the place [is] undeniably appealing ] it [does] have possibilities” (31).
Thus, the complainant herself simultaneously pésuie aforesaid disgust, which not just
underlines April's apparent inconstancy, but alsokes the feeling that the condemned
and pejorative suburban home might not be the roalprit for everything bad yet to
come.

Another striking observation is the description tbe furniture as somewhat
animated: It “had never settled down and never daile shelves on shelves of unread or
half-read or read-and-forgotten books that had ydwaeen supposed to make such a
difference and never had [....]" (233). Obviouslye quipment is expected to play a role
in the “home theater” of the Wheelers, just liken@amal family member. What Lynn
Spigel referred to as “approval insurance” (221i)lusninated here through the furniture’s
major responsibility to show off the Wheelers’ ghelly intellectual superiority and ‘savoir
vivre’. However, the furniture fails at reflectinghe protagonists’ pretentious
transcendence, so that the facade of the Wheelarshabe urbane lifestyle slowly starts
to crumble. Hence, the prior certainty that a reipe arrangement of the furniture would
“counteract the prim suburban look” (Yates 31) béit home turns out to be rather
reversed into its opposite, thus revealing the Wdngevulnerability that they've been
trying to hide all along. Besides the living roomrrfiture, the kitchen is depicted as
“gleam[ing] to an industrial perfection of cleardss” (41). What seems to be an
advertisement-like description of an exemplary shbo domestic kitchen, is interrupted
by “a small stain of drying milk and cereal on thble,” (41) which immediately mitigates
the apparent impeccability. The fact that the alnmosticulous neatness of the kitchen is
referred to as ‘industrial’ perverts the origingnse of the suburban home as “a place
where people lived” (298). Comparing the spheréaaiily togetherness to industry does
probably not apply to what Annegret Ogden callesl ‘thomestic scientist” (139) during
industrialization, but rather unfolds the artifiaed abundance of the suburban interior.
However, the small stain could be seen as a hitie for the denouncement of the mock-
perfection, since the Wheeler family itself is dngg but a representative of a “perfection
of cleanliness”. The idea of the suburban inteasr opposing the actual lives of the

protagonists comes to a climax at the end of theln@dfter Frank and April have fought
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the night before, the next morning is being desctilin almost divine terms, as “the
kitchen [is] filled with sunlight and with the ar@® of coffee and bacon. April [is] at the
stove, wearing a fresh maternity dress and shgdpaok at him with a shy smile” (Yates
311). Yet, Frank reflects “it would be better tanjcher in playing of this game, this
strange, elaborate pretense that nothing had hegpgesterday” (311). Comparing the
initial description of a perfect morning breakfasth the subsequent remark on behalf of
Frank, it becomes clear that the suburban homeoobnprovide happiness and harmony
on the surface, while the reality of the Wheeleosically contains ‘playing a game’ that
in turn reveals their prevalent pretense. Althosgburban domesticity is indeed able to
mock happiness, its provision for artifice is bemgposed to the audience by the ‘theater
players’ April and Frank themselves.

The widespread notion that the suburban homeaat Beems capable of providing
its inhabitants with comfort and satisfaction iought forward in the novel as Mrs.
Givings, the Wheelers’ realtor, reflects about t/n home in a very expressive and thus
revealing way:

She loved the last few hundred yards of shady thatilmeant she was almost there, and the brittle
hiss of well-raked gravel under her tires, andsvéching-off of the ignition in her neat garagada
the brave, tired walk past flagrant flowerbeds ¢o fine old Colonial door. And the first clean sten
of cedar and floorwax inside, the first glimpsetbé Currier and Ives print that hung above the
charming old umbrella stand, never failed to fillrhwith the sentimental tenderness of the word
‘home’ (162).

Obviously, Mrs. Givings does consider her home dpenore than just a place to live. The
particular feeling the thoughts about her home eviokher, unfolds to what extent the
home functions as a kind of intimate and secureshdkiat carries ideological rather than
material value. The typical suburban features sgcthe “neat garage” and the “walk past
flagrant flowerbeds” towards the door accompanyinierior, whose “clean scent of cedar
and floorwax” almost seem to be a stimulating fdi@meMrs. Givings. Thus, although all
these things are material pieces of the suburbameha this context the atmosphere of
belonging and the emotional security actually teigghe character’s “sentimental
tenderness”. According to Frank Wheelers’ consiiltema, the suburban home can
function as a location for both “incredible harmegiof happiness and sometimes near-
tragic disorder, as well as ludicrous minor intdds [...] but where everything, in the final
analysis, [is] going to be all right” (289). Thussymbolizes a very contradictory sphere
that provides room for happiness and tragedy.

However, this image of suburbia proves to be imvadithe course of the novel, as,
in the end, after April Wheeler has died, the narranust admit that “[tjhe Revolutionary
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Hill Estates had not been designed to accommodatgedy” (340). When Frank Wheeler
runs back home after he lost his wife, he passesyland of white and pastel houses [...]
[and their] ice-cream colored automobiles,” while tprotagonist, who is “in desperate
grief [,is] indecently out of place” (340). The exmely illustrative description of the
somewhat suburban playground thoroughly remindsabiwehat Nathanael West termed a
“dream dump” inThe day of the Locusthich is described as a “gigantic pile of setdsfla
and props” (106). The reference to West is justifiés the suburban “toyland” appears to
be just like Malvina Reynolds used to sing: ari#fic “made of ticky tacky” and thus
lacking any kind of natural continuance. Apparentyg this huge suburban stage people
who are no longer able to play “dollhouse”, likeakk Wheeler, are relentlessly excluded
from its hypocritical community, while the restibtontinues to exist without the slightest
touch of mourning. In the end, Frank Wheeler segdibuse “long and milk-white in the
moonlight, with black windows, the only darkeneduke on the road,” (340) which
eventually symbolizes the quintessential incométiof suburbia’s outer idea with the
Wheelers'’ tragic reality inside the suburban home.

3.2 Shifting Gender Roles

April and Frank Wheeler seem to be an ordinary tmliying an ordinary suburban
life with the ordinary ambitions of a nuclear faynih 1950 America. However, the image
of this suburban ordinariness that entails theomotif prefabricated gender roles turns out
to be a deceptive facade in the course of the néNel matter how much he wants to,
Frank can’t talk himself out of the absolute stiehgld April has on his sense of self*
(Waldman). As Waldman'’s observation already ingisathe relationship between April
and Frank is not based on female subordination raatké superiority. Throughout the
novel, the images of both, husband and wife, anstemtly shifting, portraying April as a
determined, almost egocentric force that is yeherdble to Frank’s performance, while
Frank is depicted as suffering from April's stubloess and therefore struggling with
maintaining his masculinity. This chapter shedktlign April Wheeler as the opposite of
the ideological ‘happy housewife’ on the one hawtljile on the other hand it portrays
Frank Wheeler as a kind of antihero who attemptevercome any obstacle that could
potentially threaten his virility. The focus shidl on the reversion of the traditional notion

of Cold-War gender roles as presented in the fisst of this paper.
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3.2.1 “The Good Wife?” — The Struggles of April Wheler

In the beginning of the novel, April and Frank Wleeere fighting right after the
rather poor performance of the local theater grampyhich April participated as one of
the leading actresses. During the fight, April sagmething very revealing not just about
their mutual discontent, but also about the psymfiohl notions that underlie their
suburban marriage: “Oh, I've always known | had&your conscience and your guts —
and your punching bag. Just because you've gotafietysn a trap you think you-* (Yates
28). Although Frank is highly amused about Aprilfeg caught in a trap, she affirms her
felt condition once more, while concurrently wondgr “how by any stretch of the
imagination [Frank] can call [himself] a man!” (29)he reference to the ‘suburban trap’
might seem as a quite obvious complaint of a 1%Msirban housewife who is tired of
being caught in the home sphere, yet in the caskeo¥Vheelers there seems to be much
more to it. April is not portrayed as a victim hebat rather takes the role of a clairvoyant
who confronts Frank with the fact that she is et type of woman to be kept in a ‘cage’,
while he is not the type of man who would even hidneestrength and potential to do so.

The impression that April rejects the traditioi@minine role of the suburban
housewife who wears dresses and aprons is furtdstered when in one scene, “April
herself [] stolidly push[es] and haul[s] the oldahae, wearing a man’s shirt and a pair of
loose, flapping slacks, while both children rompghind her with handsful of cut grass*
(36). Apparently, April's domestic realm is not trested to the kitchen sink, but even
implies prototypical man’s work. In this case, shanages to mow the lawn, a job that
normally Frank is responsible for. Through delibelyaaccomplishing her husband’s tasks
in her boyish outfit, it becomes evident that Apdbes not care at all about the
prefabricated gender roles the rest of the neididmd seems to stick to. The reversion of
roles within the Wheeler family especially unfoldéien April talks about her plan to
emigrate to Paris. When Frank asks what kind oh@lzould possibly get in Europe, April
gives a very determined and well conceived anst@o kind of job. Oh, | know you
could get a job anywhere in the world if you hadhuot that's the point. The point is you
won't be getting any kind of job, because | wi[l.".] She had it all figured out” (113-14).
The interesting aspect in this scene is that Agppears to be very determined and self-
assured about her goal to provide for her famisgaad of Frank, yet still she plays the role
of the “good wife”, who sees a need in reassuriaghusband and maintaining his self-
esteem. Claiming that Frank could get a job any&herthe world does not mirror her

admiration for Frank, but probably reveals how Apvould like Frank to be. Besides,
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considering the already difficult marital relatitms between Frank and April, her praise
towards Frank is rather perceived like a whitari@rder to conceal her plan’s underlying
shift of authority. Ironically, “Frank has that yeAmerican belief in the possible and in
his own untapped potential, [while] April is alldcaware of his pretensions” (O’Nan).
Hence, as O’Nan also observes, April’'s act of nesg her husband of his qualities is not
rooted in real and authentic estimation of his ptigd¢s, but should rather be analyzed as
flattery to the benefit of her personal goal withtmsing her disguise of the “good wife”.
The striking thing is that Frank seems to fall dilginto her trap as she continues to claim
that she thinks it is “unrealistic for a man witfirse mind to go on working like a dog year
after year at a job he can’t stand, coming honeehouse he can’t stand in a place he can't
stand either, to a wife who’s equally unable tadtthe same things, living among a bunch
of frightened little [suburbanites]” (115). As thgsiotation exposes, April seems to project
her disgust for the current life they are livingthre suburbs onto Frank, whose job she
considers too low a level. Although Frank himseled constantly talk about the dullness
of the suburbs and the ridiculousness of the samitds’ rituals, April finally and overtly
accuses him of considering their lives “somehowy\agecial and superior to the whole
thing, [while she keeps wanting] to say ‘But werrat! [...] We're just like the people you
are talking about! We are the people you are tglkibout’ [, so that in effect she] sort of
ha[s] [...] contempt for [Frank], because [he] [catjrsee the terrific fallacy of the thing*
(116). Thus, it is April who is very serious andeatenined about the plan to leave the
suburbs and to live a very different life in Pavigiereas Frank seems to solely perform the
role of an anti-suburbanite that makes him seesil@ttual and superior, when in fact he
is just like the people he keeps judging. AccordiogKate Charlton-Jones, April's
dissatisfaction is rooted in “the construction oamk she has made in her mind” rather
than in her feeling of being “domestically imprigah[...] in their neat little home” (500).
April is the only one who truly sees through thdiscontenting life and Frank’s annoying
pretensions and wants to intervene, while her wistihiange implies the replacement of
her role as a suburban housewife through being kimg woman in a city. However,
although “April's unhappiness is real, [] Yates [.dpesn’t applaud her daring - her
willingness to buck convention and propose escapstead, he exposes the foolishness
and the self - delusion behind her Paris plan” @f'&n). Yet, even though her plan seems
to be slightly romantic and certainly naive, thgancy and sobriety on behalf of April
cannot be denied and lead to the reader's empatiy aéso sympathy towards her

character (cf. Charlton-Jones 501).
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In the course of the novel, there are many scraseveal up to what extent April
displaces Frank as a sort of family leader withardgto the male-specific tasks that
revolve around garden work and their planned top Burope. For instance, April
apologizes for “taking charge of everything [...]dikvhen [she] mow]s] the lawn, or
something [...]" , while she “pucker[s] her face inahat look[s] distressingly like the
understanding simper of the wife in a televisioomedy” (Yates 141). Following this
statement, the shifting gender roles and April'sl &rank’s awareness of that can no
longer be neglected. Still, April pretends to stiokher role as a “good wife”, apologizing
for having threatened Frank’s manliness, when ict the skillful application of her
performance virtually triggers her matriarchal piosi. April Wheeler obviously refuses to
be the passive housewife that depends on her hdisbvath has no profound ideas of her
own, yet she constantly tries to at least partlyad what is expected from her. What
should have been made clear by now is that Apmies for pursuing a profession, a wish
that is also justified by what Mrs. Givings thingsout the importance of her profession as
a realtor: “Deep down, what she loved and needesdiweak itself. '"Hard work,” her father
had always said, ‘is the best medicine yet devisedll the ills of man — and woman,” and
she’d always believed it. [...] It was all that fdid her against the pressures of marriage
and parenthood. Without it, as she often saidysidd have gone out of her mind” (164).
This insightful consideration of Mrs. Givings exadits to what April Wheeler is striving
for as well. At least intellectually rejecting heole responsibility for household and
children, April aims at gaining fulfillment througintering a real profession as a secretary
in Paris. As opposed to the widespread belief @aly a shrink can deal with a
housewife’s problem, this quotation reveals thaificance of work outside the home for
many women during the 1950s, which can functioradsnd of “therapy” or, as Mr.
Givings says, “medicine”. For April's plan to be ceessful, she even accepts her
children’s alleged afflictions that moving away @bypossibly entail: “I'm afraid | don’t
see any point in holding our heads and moaning tahow miserable [the children are]
going to be, or talking about tripping them up dwdaking their arms. Frankly, | think
that’s a lot of emotionalistic nonsense [...]" (19Epllowing this statement, the image of
April as retaining her composure slowly starts tontble. She is no longer capable of
performing the role of the “good wife” because s$tes been looking through Frank’s
gutlessness for a long time and cannot pretendt® about anything else other than her
own needs and aspirations. Quite logically, thisreimplies putting her own children in

second position.
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April is portrayed as a very strong and almosblstuin character, which eventually
defies the picture of the yielding and selflessewifnstead, she starts to expose her
autonomy and her volition, which finds its subttargng point when she announces her
third undesired pregnancy: “Then the perfectiohef curtain-call smile began to blur and
moisten into a wrinkled grimace of despair andbreathing became as loud as the boiling
vegetables on the stove. [...] I'm pregnant, thalb” (218-19). This visualization of
April's facial expression and the ironic comparisofh her breath to the prototypical
suburban food on the kitchen stove, illustratefthal resignation of April to stick to her
“curtain-call” performance of the perfect suburbdasusewife. Instead, after she went to
the doctor, she herself must admit “that [she] tanken pretend it's not true any more”
(219). Even though on the outside she only seemsf¢o to her pregnancy, her neglection
of any kind of pretension can be applied to evenghin her life. Although she knows
exactly that the bitter reality of not being abdego to Europe and bearing another child
has the power to destroy her, living in pretensgnot an option any longer. She knows
for a fact that what she has stated before, nathalyshe and Frank are not better than or
superior to the rest of the neighborhood, is camdil once again. Knowing that the
pregnancy will by any means prevent them from gaem&urope, April’s last resort is her
plan to abort the baby.

When Frank finds the required equipment for thertdn, he immediately
confronts April, while she “is backing away throutlte vegetable steam, not in retreat but
in a defiant readiness [, asking:] ‘Do you thinkuyre going to stop me?’ (222). It is very
striking and significant to observe no sign of e¢gn her reaction. The fact that Frank has
found out about her destructive plan does not seernother her at all or to cause a
reaction of remorse. April's autonomous attitudelearly manifesting itself here, still it is
sort of satirized, as April chooses the vegetatdars as her ‘comfort zone’ while bringing
forward her “defiant readiness”. Thus, she remanser domestic sphere instead of fully
emancipating from it, which sheds light on Aprivery complex and almost contradictory
character as doubtlessly strong and determinedewhill partly insecure and disrupted.
Eventually, April’s attempt to abort their childaié to more than sole tension between
Frank and her. One time, when Frank keeps appe#diriger conscience, April replies:
“But I've had two children [...] [, doesn’t that couim my favor?” while Frank indignantly
responds that “the very fact [she] put it this wsykind of significant, [...] as if having
children were a kind of punishment []” (238). Anérb Frank is right in claiming that

April's statement is extremely revealing as far @ contentment as a mother is
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concerned. Yet, the fact thatapart from the moral aspect that an abortion entallpril
just does not want to have another baby is legtenvathout question, so that Frank’s
immediate advice to “have [her] see a psychoara(89) seems to ground in his own
vulnerability rather than in his concern about Wwige. Sending wives who displayed any
kind of dissatisfaction to a psychoanalyst wasesrtgly common throughout the 1950s.
When at first glance this seems to be a benevaleinof Frank, he rather uses this as a
means to keep control in his position as a patniarc

The time following this incident illuminates Apml’ profound self-reflection and
her inevitable struggle with the life she is and Bavays been living. Although she finds
herself in dialogues with either Frank or her nbighShep Campbell, it seems as if she is
solely talking to herself and investigating botle treasons for and effects of her own
discontentment. When her neighbor Shep Campbedfudfr observes her, he records that
“there was nothing in her gray eyes to suggest dicityp they were the eyes of a pleasant,
tired young suburban matron who'd been kept up pestbedtime, that was all “(268).
Ironically, this ordinary and almost pitiful degmtion is the exact opposite of what April
wanted to be like, so that apparently her desiszhge from suburbia did not just fail
spatially, but also as far as her appearance aadsaia towards others is concerned.
During a long conversation with Shep, April revealsat kinds of thoughts and ambitions
she had when she lived in New York City right befaroving to the suburbs:

| still had this idea that there was a whole wasfdmarvelous golden people somewhere [...],
people who knew everything instinctively, who matieir lives work out the way they wanted
without even trying [...]. | always imagined that [.l.belonged among them, that I'd been meant to
be one of them all along, and everything in themtiege had been a mistake [....] (272).

April refers to her earnest belief in the capatityeach the American Dream, but just as
all the people in West'$he Day of the Locusshe has to face the bitter reality of failure
and disappointment. The suburbs quite appareniligdkoff her idea of fame, which she
thought would wait for her somewhere along the wagtead, she ended up being a
housewife in suburban America, while the only thengen getting close to her imagined
success is the ridiculous performance of the conaintineater group, the “Laurel Players”.
After this talk, April and Shep eventually sleegédther in the back of his car, while he
confesses his love for her. The following conveesailluminates, in how far April is
struggling with her own identity and her perceiveds of individuality: “It's just that |
don’t know who you are.’ [...] And even if | did, [..IJ/m afraid it wouldn’t help, because

you see | don’'t know who | am, either” (276). THmver-familiar line, a line that by all

rights should land like a cliché, instead, becomédwartbreaking moment” (Siegel). The
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guestion of women'’s identity is also a topic Friedarhe Feminine Mystiqudeals with.
As already explained, a lot of housewives, paréidylin the 1950s, felt like their lives
were pointless, day after day, and that those paterand features that marked them as
individual and unique got lost in their daily dortiechores as housewives and mothers.
And although April tries to constantly fight thectahat she belongs to the group of those
women, she slowly starts to realize that althougd might not be the prototypical Cold-
War homemaker, she certainly is not anything mongartant or more marvelous, either.

A significant kind of turning point can be discethtowards the end of the novel,
where April finishes up the dishes and then “mojvajgay from the sink to turn and look
at [Frank], for the first time [, while] he smilé[at her like a patient psychiatrist (290-91).
Although Frank seems to be the superior part, dnecis portrayed as her shrink here, it is
April who awakens in a new light, leaving the sghesf domesticity and directly
confronting her husband not as a housewife beliadsink, but as an individual with her
own voice. She deliberately perverts the image hef thappy housewife”, when she
declares that she does not love Frank and nevemtale “pick[ing] up a dust of cloth
[...] [like] a tired, competent housewife with chotesdo” (293). Through acting out like a
housewife, yet claiming something that completelgtcadicts the notion of a “good wife”,
April fully illustrates her ability to switch andepvert different roles. She thus gains
psychological power over her husband, who cannotabgthing but annoyed and
overwhelmed by her arbitrary performance. The ngnpoint is further underlined by a
change of perspective in the second chapter ohtivel's final part. The point of view
shifts from Frank Wheeler to April Wheeler and tlmaseals more than ever in the novel
before how she actually feels and evaluates heatgih as the reader finally perceives
April’'s own voice and not just her filtered and vedd description through Frank’s eyes.

For April, the only logical consequence that aviseit of her bleak situation is to
stick to her former plan to abort. When she isimgita potential goodbye-letter to Frank,
she is taking a bath, while “lying very still undére still water for a long time, like a
patient in therapy” (319). In this moment, April $ert of admitting her desolate state of
mind. Yet, she is obviously able to undergo sediréipy and does not depend on an
exterior psychiatrist as suggested before. The emaigApril lying calmly in the water
already foreshadows the tragic outcome of her abyothat is about to calm her forever.
Still, her self-therapy and consistency let Apppaar as virtually strong and self-reliant,

despite her own confession of failure that incluthesfollowing thoughts:

Then you discovered you were working at life theywlae Laurel Players worked at. The Petrified
Forest, or the way Steve Kovick worked at his drungsrnest and sloppy and full of pretension and
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all wrong; you found you were saying yes when yaant no, [...] and then you were face to face,

in total darkness, with the knowledge that you didlnow who you were (320-21).

In this passage, April somehow reconstructs herrseowf self-deception and the
deindividualization it entails. Eventually, everotiyh she is able to see through and thus
reveal her own delusion, April must admit her lasfsidentity while facing “total
darkness”. The very interesting thing is that Amldes not blame her husband for her
perceived failure, but really tries to trace baekrg stage of her life she decided upon,
which ultimately has led to her current conditi@mt@mpanied by an admission of guilt. A
short time later, the reader sort of hears hemgayFrom a distance, all children’s voices
sound the same” (321). This observation might oet jefer to April’s aversion against
having another baby and the burden she associatiesh@er major role as a mother, but
also echoes the prevalent Cold-War sameness 6tayland suburbia”, in which children
are part of the life April feels disgusted by. Asatter of fact, it is not a coincidence that
even “in the light of the relatively sympathetieatment of [April], we hardly see [her] in
the role of a mother” (Charlton-Jones 502).

When April prepares the abortion, the descriptadnher procedure is almost
prosaic. She describes the procedure like an ardid@mestic routine and therefore not
just exposes her lack of emotions, but also pesvére original idea of a housewife’'s
domestic chores in the home. Replacing houkeres with dropping the abortion
equipment in the stewing pot seems rather grotesque

By the time she’d made the other preparations,nmut supply of fresh towels in the bathroom,
writing down the number of the hospital and progpinby the telephone, the water was boiling
nicely. [...] It was nine-thirty. In another ten mbtes she would turn off the heat; then it would take
a while for the water to cool. In the meantime ¢heas nothing to do but wait (Yates 327).

Even in a situation like this, April is describesl @jecting the “emotionalistic nonsense”
she accused Frank for earlier and instead rematimal and well-organized. Ironically, if
one would not know that she is preparing an aboritocould equally be a description of
an elaborate and very well-structured housewife wieticulously sticks to her daily
domestic schedule.

The final denouement takes place right before |Aqmiforms the abortion and dies:
“She was calm and quiet now with knowing what shd always known, what neither her
parents [...] nor Frank or anyone else had ever badach her: that if you wanted to do
something absolutely honest, something true, iagdanturned out to be a thing that had to
be done alone” (327). What this quotation reveas April's final reception of
independence through death. In this context, deaties two different meanings. First of,

through aborting her child, April simultaneouslyodis the life she does not want to live
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anymore, so that the act of abortion can be refetoeas a very strong and distinctive
metaphor here. The second meaning quite obvioaghpril’s own death, which tragically
functions as her only possible seeming releasecéjeXpril’s abortion and her subsequent
death should not be dismissed as a cowardly edtapereality, but as a final act of

recapturing self-determination.
3.2.2 Patriarch or “She-Man”? — Frank Wheeler

The one observation that applies both to April &mdnk is that they “consider
themselves superior to [the] world” (Siegel) of 09&uburban ordinariness. Yet it is the
character of Frank Wheeler which, not at leasttdude filtered point of view through his
eyes, is tracked and revealed as “a deluded, diesifoore who imagines himself ‘as an
intense, nicotinestained Jean-Paul-Sartre sortaf,nbut is merely an adulterer spicing
his talk with literary references [....]” (Ford). Tdughout the novel, Frank is constantly
expressing the fear of losing his masculinity te Wwife, while his anxieties are expressed
in very different ways, including direct articulati of his feelings and the subtle cry for
help through engaging in an affair with a girl frdnis office. As a consequence, Frank
steadily attempts to recapture his Cold-War masituli(cf. Moreno). During the fight
with April, right after her poor performance in thecal theater group, he insists that he
does not “happen to fit the role of a dumb, indiresisuburban husband [that she has]
been trying to hang [on him] ever since [they] nubwveut [there]” (Yates 26). His
resistance to identify with the notion of the suiam husband could be referred to men’s
widespread belief that Cold-War suburbia was “tedscape of imminent death for the
American male” which turned the “olive-drab, gurnitg war hero into a gray flannelled,
paper-pushing cold warrior whose new superior efBovere no longer John Wayne-esque
figures in the popular imagination, but rather fase CEOs of the rising service
corporations of mass production” (Moreno). Thust jas April feels being caught in a
suburban trap by Frank, he in turn feels caughhis role by her, even though his
accusation is quite comical, as “dumb, insensisirburban husband” is certainly the very
last thing April wants Frank to be like. As alreaidglicated, Frank feels his masculinity
and authority incessantly endangered by April'sawsdr and her attitudes. When he
wakes up one morning, noticing that she is mowimg lawn, a domestic job actually
reserved for the family patriarch, he plans “to getssed and go out and take the
lawnmower away from her, by force if necessarypiider to restore as much balance to

the morning as possible, [although] he [is] stllhis bathrobe, unshaven and fumbling at
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the knobs of the electric stove” [....]" (Yates 4X)uite apparently, Frank feels his
responsibility to reestablish the nuclear familgatithat allows no shifting gender roles
and therefore evaluates April’'s act of mowing them as a defiant and offensive threat
towards his virility. On the other hand, he islstilhis bathrobe and appears unkempt and
almost ridiculous as opposed to his vital and egtergvife April. Hence, the contradictory
and somewhat weak character of Frank Wheeler aifreadomes obvious, as first he does
reject the role of the suburban husband, when lygtu@ cannot bear to see this very role
replaced by April, either. It seems as if his awsi@s a suburban husband are the only
chance for him to prove his manliness, so that ¢henot allow that role, however
ridiculed and demeaning, to be usurped from hiwelf (Moreno).

However, Frank’s reflection about if it is “any naer [that] all the men end up
emasculated [...] [due to] ‘adjustment’ and ‘securégd ‘togetherness™ (Yates 136), the
very components of Cold-War familism, finds a fisalution in engaging in an affair with
a secretary called Maureen Grube in the city. @ff&ir functions as a desperate attempt to
gain self-assurance again, since after leaving BeEyrhe [feels] like a man” (107), while
“the face he [sees] in passing mirrors [...] [givésin back a level, unembarrassed
glance”(263). The feeling of superiority that heaiwes when he is with Maureen seems to
provide him with the required masculinity that Aprefuses to provide him with. Yet,
Frank does not only earn self-esteem through Maisesimiration for him, but also uses
the affair to exercise his desired power and cordx@r a woman who, unlike April,
subordinates to Frank’s needs. Supporting his sdraetflight of fancy” that results from
feeling masculine again, Frank muses about the eajpandles Maureen with such an
ease, which makes him want “to laugh aloud at [Jpsdectly fulfilling] the standard
daydream of the married man. No fuss, no compbaoati everything left behind in a
tumbled room under somebody else’s name [...]" (264).

Frank’s seeming self-assurance through sleepinly s secretary only provides
temporary satisfaction and still is no solutionF@nk’s constant struggle maintaining his
male authority at home. Adelle Waldman’s observaid the stranglehold April has on
Frank’s self-perception is emphatically illustratetien she “takes his denunciations of
[the suburbs] and his diatribes about conformity] fat.face value,” (Waldman) as actually
Frank never thought that April would really consitkaving the suburbs. While Frank “is
pretending to be the nonconformist he - and Aprilant him to be [,] the truth is [that]
Frank is relatively content in [Connecticut's sulsj’ (Waldman). Still, after April’s

suggestion to leave for Paris, he keeps playinghdmeonformist intellectual, just to make
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himself and April believe that he is “the most me&ing person [she’s] ever met” (Yates
320). However, April knows exactly that Frank ist ibat type of man and “is all too
aware of his pretensions, [while still] she triegb along with him in seeing themselves as
somehow special or better than their neighbors’[(Q]Nan). Hence, not just April keeps
performing her role as the “good wife”, but als@k sticks to the image April created of
him, while ironically they both know exactly thaiet other one is solely pretending.

The very obvious reversion of gender roles thankris afraid of finds further
expression when focusing on the professional plpnl Aas created for their life in Paris.
While she will work as a secretary, she suggess Fnank should “be doing what [he]
should’ve been allowed to seven years [earlierg BHould] be reading and studying and
taking long walks and thinking” (114). Thus, wherfiest Frank is questioning “what [he
is] exactly supposed to be doing while [she is] @atning all [that] dough” (114), April’s
intellectual image of him as a man who can judiyftiburish when he has time to muse
about the essentials of life seems to please hims. drawback sheds light on how inferior
Frank must feel, when his wife’s daydream of hirmdering through the streets of Paris
indeed makes him feel somewhat special and distencthe only one who does remind
him of the plan’s absurdity is his boss, who asW#hat exactly will you be doing? | don’t
see you languishing indefinitely at sidewalk cafésle your good frau commutes to the
embassy or whatever — but that’s the point, you kden’t quite know what | do see you
doing. Writing a book?” (178-79). This cynical coramt makes Frank realize how April
has manipulated him again in using the image ofikan-Paul-Sartre sort of man” (23) he
so longs to be like. Thus, he keeps trying to recapthe expected “balance” through
talking against the plan to move to Europe. Cowawli one?can be, Frank uses the
children as a pretext to prevent the family froningo claiming that leaving “does seem a
pretty inconsiderate thing to be doing, when yomkhabout it, from the kids’ point of
view [as] [...] it's going to be pretty rough on thgrwhile April dryly replies that “they’ll
get over it” (190). Of course, April figures thataRk is trying to cop out of the plan, which
has nothing to do with the children’s welfare. Tdfere, she remains very cool and
determined, showing Frank up as some sort of softy.

One day, Frank is offered a better position in ¢oepany he works for. Quite
ironically, his boss makes the following suggestit8ieep on it a while, talk it over with
your wife — and that's always the best thing, igt?t Talking it over with your wife?
Where the hell would any of us be without ‘em?”{RIRegarding the marital discord and

the Wheelers’ lack of communication, which almostlesively takes place in Frank’s
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imagination, (cf. Mullan, Left unsaid) this quotatiseems almost sarcastic. As a matter of
fact, Frank’s imagined conversations are a verykisg and revealing element in
Revolutionary Roadwhich indicate Frank’s desire for recognition. Fostance, he
imagines a talk with the psychiatrist he plangne up, while “he [can] already foresee his
preliminary discussions with the man, whom he pajs] as owlish and slow-spoken,
possibly Viennese (“I think your own evaluationtbé difficulty is essentially correct, Mr.
Wheeler [....]” (280). Hence, his daydream about ikeag recognition of April’s fictive
analyst reveals that he does not plan on consudiirgpecialist for the sake of April's
alleged well-being, but rather in order to gain adtion and control over his wife as a true
patriarch. The specifically intellectual touch tH&lking shop” with a psychoanalyst
conveys, also illustrates Frank’s illusive and anddiculous desire to “become this
other, more accomplished person” (O’Nan). His itimnto follow his boss’ offer and
climb up the ladder in his company, contributeditoreestablishment of manliness: “He
was richer by three thousand a year after shakirsgjoss’] hand that morning — a sound,
satisfactory amount that would provide, among othérgs, a comfortable fund against
which to draw for the costs of obstetrics and pewtialysis” (278). Thus, the pregnancy
which April curses to such an extent, seems tooowenient for Frank, as for him having a
baby is a sign for his virility and — opposing ige’s contrary vision- an opportunity to
make her dependent on him. Overall, the incideat dan certainly be seen as the most
acute threat to Frank’s masculine self-esteem isI'&lan to abort their baby. Through
rejecting her pregnancy April would automaticallgject Frank’s virility to a certain
extent. Although one time Frank utters that endimg pregnancy would be the best for
everyone, “April’'s unwillingness to bear his chjgkems] to bespeak an intolerable lack of
love” (Waldman) and certainly a lack of respecnirbis point of view. Hence, as for April
her planned abortion symbolizes some sort of réagh her discontenting life, for Frank
aborting the baby ultimately means aborting higpas masculinity.

What should have become clear by now is that Fvélhkeler is far from being the
intellectual and nonchalant “Jean-Paul-Sartre ebnnan” (Yates 23) he tries to adorn
himself with, not just in order to stick to April'srstwhile statement of him being “the
most interesting person [she has] ever met”, bsib &b vainly cover up his inferiority
complexes. Thus, the “oscillation between piong®ritsand suburbanite comfort marks
the center of Frank’s identity crisis” (Moreno) aledds to his inability to cope with his
wife’s strength and persistence. Quite obviousisgnk does not fulfill the role of the

Cold-War patriarch, but rather personifies the fdemxiety about masculinity after the
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Second World War [that] was closely linked withrieaf female strength” (Breines qtd. in
Charlton-Jones 504).

3.3 Suburbia as Scapegoat

ThroughoutRevolutionary Roadthere is a great amount of scenes that illuminate
the thorough impact the concept of suburbia hashenreader’s perception of the text.
Every now and then, one is confronted with pretergi and almost nightmarish
descriptions (cf. Waldman) of Connecticut’'s “Revanary Hill Estates”, so that the
premise of suburbia’s destructive power becomesrand more apparent. Yet, in the case
of Frank and April Wheeler, Yates’ work should no¢ marked down as a mere
“antisuburban novel,” but rather as “a novel abpedple who blame their unhappiness on
the suburbs” (Waldman). Hence, Adelle Waldman’seobetion refers to the interesting
view that the Wheelers do not actually suffer frédme typical “suburban malaise,” but
from an incurable seeming dissatisfaction they demm “pretending to be something
they're not because life is lonely and dull andagointing” (Bailey). However, the
Wheelers are constantly using the very dark sidéhefsuburban model as a means to
justify their perpetual unhappiness.

Right at the beginning of the novel's first chaptthe narrator describes the
Wheelers’ imaginary escape from suburbia, whenliens that they “looked and moved
as if a calm and orderly escape from this placebdembme the one great necessity of their
lives; as if [] they wouldn’t be able to begin ted at all until they were [...] out where the
black sky went up forever and there were hundrédisausand of stars” (11). And indeed,
Frank and April are actually losing no opportuniypeddle around their flamboyance and
superiority to that world by “read[ing] better baknd think[ing] of higher things than
their neighbors” (Mullan, Great by association):miean it is bad enough having to live
among these damn little suburban types — and lgluding the Campbells in that, let's be
honest” (Yates 25).

This observation is further supported when Frarftidyomuses about “deadly dull
jobs in the city and deadly dull homes in the sbblumand, more importantly, about the
fact that “economic circumstances might force yodite in this environment, but [that]
the important thing was to keep from being conta@d. The important thing, always,
was to remember who you were” (Yates 21). This apmt not only exposes how
discontent and alienated the Wheelers must feehteaaing that suburbia is the trigger for

some sort of contamination and estrangement in gedf-chosen home, but above all it

46



reveals Frank’s device to stick to your personantdy as highly ironical. As already
pointed out, towards the end of the novel, Aprimétd that she has no idea who she is,
while Frank tries to stick to his self-constructete for a longer period of time. However,
“none of the characters glimpsed in ‘RevolutionRgad’ have much of a clue about who
it is they are. [...] All are walking paths laid ooy forces and authorities other than their
own personal senses of right and wrong: Conventitabit. Disengagement. Mammon.
Escape “(Ford).

The notion of suburbia functioning as the Wheélasmapegoat does not only
become evident through their actual thoughts aatbgues, but also through some strong
metaphors and symbols in the course the novel.ifstance, one time Frank feels the
desire to just “pick[] up a chair and throw(] itrtlugh the picture window [, wondering]
what the hell kind of life [this is]” (Yates 59).pharently, the picture window functions as
a sort of pars pro toto here, comprising everythiegative there is in the Wheelers’
suburban life. Frank overtly punishes suburbia ageely longing to destroy the picture
window, the very motif that symbolizes safety amansness in a suburban community.
Yet, as the previous chapter brought forward, Feapkoblem rather lies in his inability to
feel like the extraordinary type of man he wantbé¢othan in being one of Connecticut’s
suburbanites.

The Wheelers’ constant derision about the subcobges into full effect when they
meet with their neighbors, the Campbells, whilartkenversations almost solely revolve
around the narrow-mindedness of their banal sulougbarounding, including the typical
Cold-War leisure activities and their fellow subamiies’ pointless talk about Cold-War
politics:

And even after politics had palled there had bt#n the elusive but endlessly absorbing subject of
Conformity, or The Suburbs, or Madison Avenue, angkican Society Today. “Oh Jesus,” Shep
might begin, “you know this character next doorus? Donaldson? The one that's always out
fooling with his power mower and talking about tla¢ race and the soft cell? Well, listen: did | tel
you what he said about his barbecue pit?” And thereld follow an anecdote of extreme suburban
smugness that left them weak with laughter (62).

This passage reveals the undeniable irony that rlieslethe portray of the pseudo-
intellectual couples that try to erase their subaridentity by rigorously pointing their
fingers at their oh so small-minded neighbors. Whatn Mullan observes here is the
author’s “merciless [revelation] [of] these exchas@s endlessly repeatable performances
— conversations contrived only to reassure thegyaaints” (Great by association). Frank
continues with his anti-suburban sermon, claimimag tit's a disease [,] nobody thinks or

feels or cares any more, nobody gets excited aevesd in anything except their own
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comfortable little God damn mediocrity,” (62) Iraally, his despised mediocrity is

exactly what the Wheelers themselves can be retatad well. As a matter of fact, Frank
and April are “unremarkable, except that Yatesrhasle us understand their desires [...]"
and strive for the “same bland successes” (O’Ndnjhe culture they show such a
contempt for.

The very striking observation throughout the noigelthe protagonists’ steady
comparison of suburbia with some kind of diseaseomtamination, as if suburbia was an
exterior force that is ubiquitous yet evitable.tJlilee people’s fear of being affected by
soviet communism in Cold-War America, April and mkaWheeler feel constantly
threatened by “the whole idea of suburbia beingeep reality at bay” (Yates 115). Thus,
where there is no reality, there must be somedaielusion, “because that's what it is,”
April points out, “an enormous delusion — this idleat people have to resign from real life
and ‘settle down’ when they have families [,] ittee great sentimental lie of the suburbs”
(117). When they are thinking about “how close yflheame to settling into that kind of
existence” just to conclude that “[they] didn’t [..That's the important thing” (136), it
almost evokes the impression of the Wheelers somewdarodying themselves,
considering the inevitable truth that as opposedtiédidea of themselves as special people
[...] the reality [is that they are] like everyonesel (O’'Nan). Thus, from the reader’s point
of view, especially Frank is making a fool of hirdisky talking too much about the
suburbs that he actually does not hate at allelsah furtively prefers when it comes to
April's suggestion to leave for Paris.

However, their anti-suburban and cosmopolitan pts is unmasked and
illuminates the Wheelers’ “widening gap” betweenowtiey long to be and who they
really are, which “makes them take drastic stepth tkagic results” (O’Nan) at the end of
the novel. The first real hint that all the chaeastare slowly starting to get tired of the
everlasting and essentially unprofitable denunmmatof suburbia is, when Frank very
expressively lectures on the pointlessness andlmietion of people’s lives, while none
of his listeners, neither the Campbells, nor hifeydo applaud his sermon as they used to

do each time before:

It's as if everybody’'d made this tacit agreementite in a state of total self-deception. The hell
with reality! Let's have a whole bunch of cuteléittvinding roads and cute little houses paintedhwit
white and pink and baby blue; let's all be goodstoners and have a lot of Togetherness and bring
our children up in a bath of sentimentality — ddddy great man because he makes a living,
Mummy’s a great woman because she’s stuck by Datldigese years [...] (69).

Apart from the indifference of his audience, Frangpeech does cover all the aspects that

suburbia has been criticized for over the years andently, right at its heyday. Just like
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Malvina Reynolds satirized about one year afterghblication ofRevolutionary Road
Yates’ protagonist cynically refers to the standaed homes that all look like cute
dollhouses with their different colors. In genefaank summarizes the political agenda of
the Cold-War era, including consumption, family édgerness and fostering traditional
gender roles, that all were to be embraced by thdse considered themselves as good
citizens. Frank accuses only those people as sebptive and passive, pointing to the
complete illusion and thus falsehood of their ense as prototypical, naive suburbanites.
Now, if the reader did not know that he himselfagtually living in some kind of self-
deception as said before, this sermon on behdfrark could be taken as a very serious
and critical judgment about the dark side of sulauritiowever, the fact that Frank
“doesn’t do much of anything sincerely,” (Waldmaegrades his actually very substantial
observation as ineffective to both his fictive amdie and the reader. Towards the end of
the book, when Frank explains the reason for stayinthe US to John Givings, their
realtor’s son, he blames anything but himself orilAput states that their minds were
“forcibly changed for [them],” thus referring torse kind of suburban determination that
leaves no space for a man’s or a woman’s free Wilettending that suburbia’s social
conventions and rules leave them no choice buirgjayhere they are only supports the
obvious truth, namely that Frank actually does wardtay in Connecticut, while suburbia
functions as a perfect scapegoat for him.

In fact, Yates does depict the suburban life aghtmarish” and “unremittingly
bleak” (Waldman). For instance, when the atmosphigie after the disastrous premiere
of the communal theater group is described, theere# confronted with people who
“read the promise of failure in each other’s eyegshe apologetic nods and smiles of their
parting and the spastic haste with which the [brdak their cars and [drive] home to
whatever older, less explicit promise of failureghtilie in wait for them there” (Yates 6).
Hence, the notion of suburbia is closely connettetthe notion of failure, which indicates
that there must have been some kind of promiselpd@ye been clinging to ever since.
The concept of the American Dream that suburb#ss tightly associated with, obviously
turns into some sort of American Nightmare, a cphdbat deserves to be equally
investigated, particularly in the postwar decadeadnomic boom and boundless seeming
opportunities. As Richard Ford justifiably assum&s,1961, ‘Revolutionary Road’ must
have seemed an especially corrosive indictmert@fpbstwar suburban ‘solution,” and of
the hopeful souls who followed its call out of @ity in search of some acceptable balance

between rough rural essentials and urban oppoytamtd buzz”. The promise of the
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“marvelous golden people” April has dreamt aboeme “who malk]e their lives work
out the way they want[] without even trying,” (27€annot be found in the world of the
Revolutionary Hill Estates. Instead, the Wheelensl fthemselves in the “Log Cabin,”
where at first they “had come only once in a whés,a kind of comic relief from more
ambitious forms of entertainment; but by the follogvsummer [] had fallen into it like a
cheap, bad habit [while being aware of] this pattic degeneration” (262). Obviously,
when first the Wheelers and the Campbells came tineorder to ridicule the lives of their
fellow suburbanites they so try to set themselvpartafrom, both couples have to
acknowledge that they do live according to a pneabed schedule. Thus, April’s former
“dream has soured, given way to disappointmentNgD).

Regarding the inhuman and destructive image afirdid, the one scene that might
be called the most striking one, is when April Weeehas died after performing her
abortion. Right after this tragic incidence, théwtban setting is described in similar terms
as in the beginning of the novel, which makes pesgy unfathomably absurd. The very
first sentence of that passage thereby impliesdne idea and literally the core tragedy of

the Wheelers' fate:

The Revolutionary Hill Estates had not been desigtte accommodate a tragedy [...]. It was

invincibly cheerful, a toyland of white and pagteluses whose bright, uncurtained windows winked
blandly through a dappling of green and yellow laywon some of the neat front doors and on the
hips of some of the berthed, ice-cream coloredraahiles. A man running down these streets in
desperate grief was indecently out of place (Yatd.

That an almost identical description can be fountha very beginning of the novel does
not just illuminate the satirical and undeniablynical tone of the narrator, but is also
important in terms of the analysis of permanencd satability, two aspects that are
supposed to be linked to a suburban community. @isly, in suburbia there is no space
for a catastrophe like the Wheelers’, which autaocadly stigmatizes Frank as “out of
place” and leads to gossip about the dead ApriliteQunterestingly, the concept of
permanence gains a completely new meaning hereglpahat the suburban community
continues to exist right as before, without anyng§ mourning or grief. Paradoxically, the
community that is praised for providing its inhapits with stability and comfort is not
able to “hold the weak should they falter, or cdesthe despairing when they sound a
plea” (Ford) and is thus revealed to be a commuuwmitigout community spirit, or, simply
put, a fake-community. As a matter of fact, Mrsvi@gs, who used to be so fond of Frank
and April, has already found a new couple thatahesiders “delightful young people” as
opposed to the Wheelers, who “always were a bib# whimsical, for [her] taste,” (Yates
354) which clearly exposes that “the catastrophs been absorbed easily enough”
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(Mullan, Sweet sorrow). Thus, for the sake of kagpihe suburban facade of perfection
alive, the Wheelers are replaced like an old tdyensby the suburban toyland is exposed
to be cruel and merciless, representing inhumaatity time when it should provide room
for consolation and humanity.

After April’s death, the neighbors, including thear@pbells, start to spread rumors
about the Wheelers, while Milly Campbell seems #&ngparticular satisfaction out of
telling their tragic story: “But mostly it was Mylls voice that had taken on a little too
much of a voluptuous narrative pleasure. She’syamjothis, [Shep] thought [...]. By God,
she’s really getting a kick out of it” (Yates 344s this quotation reveals, the tragic
outcome of Frank’s and especially April's unhappsmerovides material for suburban
gossip, which exposes to what extent the neightimdsthemselves in steady combat with
each other, even when one of the “competitors’esdd Absurdly, Milly Campbell and her
fellow suburbanites seem to be somewhat pleasedatsfied, as this incident provides
them with something actually “interesting” as opgas$o their monotonous daily lives that
solely revolve around house chores and childrensTthe Wheelers’ tragedy “shrinks to a
slightly delicious neighborhood horror story and l@anal summary” (Mullan, Sweet
sorrow). The obvious form of sadism behind thisltyauous narrative pleasure” (Yates
344) does clearly unfold suburbia as a space ehatlion, perversion and artifice, no
matter if “much of what goes bad in the Wheelekgd is their own doing, a result of their

selfishness, their weakness and their inabilitgdmit the truth” (O’Nan).
4 “Who Could Not Be Happy with All This?” — AMC’s Mad Men

Mad Men, first aired in 2007, is a TV series thaéms to revolve around the daily
challenges and excessive lifestyles of the adwegtiexecutives of New York’s Madison
Avenue. Mostly set in the fictive advertising aggrn&terling Cooper”, the audience
becomes witness of a working place full of contgsterarchies, individual's expectations
and the contemporary working ethic of Cold-War Am&r Yet, Will Dean most
justifiably refers to “the advertising [] solely asprism through which we can look at the
world, in this case the axis-shifting period of #gexly 1960s” (Foreword vii). Supporting
this statement, the show is far more than a sabest American advertising in its heyday,
but rather mirrors our impression of a whole decanterather the prevalent spirit of the
time at the dawn of the 1960s. As opposed to ttteofial world of Revolutionary Road,
which is set in the mid-1950s, Mad Men heraldsdtaet for the new decade that is about

to lead to significant changes not just for womeroagh the emergence of the Second
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Wave Feminism, but also for ethnic minorities thgbbuhe Civil Rights Movement (cf.

White 153). However, one should keep in mind thaHe Fifties’ lasted longer than the
decade from 1950 to 1959, and are not bound byetkaod-dates [...] [while] indeed it is
the fifties’ [...] cultural ephemera we rely on totéa specific period [] that play such a
large part in creating the feeling of authentiagityMad Men [....]” (McDonald 117).

Starting in 1960, the series illustrates not jhst inside of the agency, but also the
flourishing suburbs and the overall picture of tHaited States as a prospering and
technologically developing force. A very strikingetme of the highly celebrated TV show
is the situation of women, both in the domestic #mel working sphere. Fictionally set
exactly three years before Betty Friedan publishied Feminine Mystiquand “six years
before [she] helps found NOW (National Organizatidivwomen),” (Davidson 137ylad
Men provides its audience with the portrayal of veifjedent types of women and their
diverse reactions towards their treatment in theigrahal society of the 1960s. It is
important to acknowledge that “Mad Men should netrhistaken as a show that fulfills
stereotypes, but rather seen as one that presaptgit critique to enlighten viewers”
(Rogers 156). Hence, the series unfolds to whatnéxivomen are torn between the
potential roles they are supposed to play, i.&éeeibeing a “traditional housewife” in the
suburbs or a “workingwoman who is gaining indepemasfinancially and emotionally but
Is simultaneously repressed by the continuing $qmievalence of patriarchal values”
(White 551).

In order to shed light on women’s lives and theimstant battle with male
hypocrisy and domination throughout the Cold-Warcadkes, this chapter will first
examine to what extent the series’ working spherBlew York on the one hand and the
domestic realm in the suburbs on the other hanel,t@o incompatible units, while
subsequently investigating the three characteBettfy Draper, Joan Holloway and Peggy
Olson. While Betty represents the prototypical sbhno housewife, the latter impersonate
two different kinds of working women within the dymics of “Sterling Cooper”. The
analysis of the female characters aims at unfoldimayr different responses to male
oppression as well as their individual developmaeritereby exclusively focusing on the

first two seasons.

4.1 Disparate Worlds - Urban Workplace and SuburbanSphere

“Everyday’s an endless stream
Of cigarettes and magazines
And each town looks the same to me
The movies and the factories
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And every stranger's face | see
Reminds me that | long to be
Homeward Bound” (Simon and Garfunkel).

Just like Simon and Garfunkel sing about a maniky dailway ride from the city
towards his familiar suburban surrounding, the disiag executives fronMad Men
experience the same procedure every single dayillyuanough, even the “cigarettes and
magazines” are indeed indispensable goods throaghein daily routine, which does not
just take place in the agency, but also in the catmyg train that leads away from the
urban working place back to the private suburbaraite Focusing on the short excerpt
from Simon and Garfunkel’s prominent piece of muthe duality of suburbia and the city
is illuminated through prevalent urban anonymityd amsh, while the person’s home
probably provides tranquility and regeneration fromorking in the city and the
commuting process it entails.

ThroughoutMad Men the audience perceives the commuting train amsewhat
“space of transition”, in which the business exe®# find themselves in a more or less
neutral realm, away from both their working and yedir private spheres. When tuning in
to the first episode, one can observe a single womder downtown apartment, who is
obviously having sexual intercourse with the ségestagonist, Don Draper (Smoke Gets
in Your Eyes, 3:10). The urban apartment embodeedsiction as well as vice and guilt in
contrast to the episode’s end, when Don commutegeho Ossining. As soon as he enters
the train, the music changes to a tranquil and icgmmelody and thereby introduces the
apparent suburban idyll that awaits him after ide (42:56). Thus, during the train ride,
Don Draper somewhat transforms from the busy womsginivho uses his lunch break to
visit his mistress, into the picture-perfect sulaurihusband that hovers over his children’s
beds like the good shepherd and kisses his wifamght (45:26). Of course, as the
audience already knows about his affair and isefloee one step ahead of his trustful wife
Betty, the final scene already evokes a feelingnaSquerade on the suburban theater
stage.

The aforementioned transformation of the suburhasbands, who — as opposed to
the housewives that remain in the domestic realare-switching between city life and
suburbia, is even recognized by the housewives sbkm@s. In one scene, when Betty
Draper and her neighbor friend Francine are talkibgut how uncomfortable they both
feel when showing up at their husbands’ officesttyBelaims that every time she enters
Don’s working place, it is like “visiting a foreigoountry without knowing the language”

(5G, 29:08). Hence, from the housewives’ point @wy the city is considered to be a
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terrain of alienation, estrangement and the unkndandangerous place where [Betty]
does not know how to behave” (Davidson 138). Thadihg of discomfort leads Betty to
maintaining that their husbands “are better outharen’t they?” (5G, 29:22). Quite
ironically, without being really aware of it, Bettystatement is indeed true, since in the
city Don is constantly cheating on his wife, whilehome he plays his role of the perfect
and reliable husband. The metaphor of the agendytlan city as “a foreign country” is
indeed justified, as each time the camera switthdise suburban sphere, the whole mood
utterly changes, including musical background,tlighd, above all, the appearance of the
women. In the third episode of the first seasorityBe shown in her cherubic white dress,
her hair curled and her pale hands busy with fgidire linens. Don is still lying in bed,
while Betty tenderly lets him know that “there ivacon sandwich and eggs for [him] on
the range” (Marriage of Figaro, 23:50). Betty’'s aigent, angel-like appearance matches
with the image of the suburban haven as a pasteedin, which in turn significantly
opposes the urban terrain Don is mostly associatttd As a matter of fact, Betty is the
exact contrary to the women Don is having an affaih while his wife is at home fixing
dinner for the children. Ironically, right beforee®y is exposed in her white dress, the
audience observes Don kissing Rachel Menken, akmellvn businesswoman, on top of
one of Manhattan’s skyscrapers (19:50). ComparethéoMadonna-like appearance of
Betty Draper, Rachel Menken rather personifies“tamme fatale”, as she is dressed in
dark colors, has dark hair and overtly makes usheofcoquetry and savoir vivre as a
sophisticated, independent woman. Thus, besidespbesing aspects of “familiar” versus
“foreign”, the accompanying contradiction is appdle the “black and sinful” city as a
contrast to “white and innocent” suburbia.

In the course of the episode, Betty and Francimehaving a conversation that
could be labeled as typically “suburban”, when festance they talk about a female
neighbor who recently got divorced and is raisieg two kids on her own, declaring it as
a kind of scandal (25:18). Helen Bishop, the singtgher, is treated and talked about like
an “outcast” in Betty’'s and Francine’s little wotllat apparently does not accommodate a
“poor thing” (31:30) like Helen, who chose to emigiate herself from her cheating
husband and is judged by the housewives becauselikge to walk through the
neighborhood. Apparently there is nothing elseatk about than Helen Bishop’s relish for
taking a walk, which obviously is not part of thther women’s schedule and already
sheds light on the limited world those housewived themselves in. Nevertheless, Betty

invites her to her daughter Sally’s birthday pattye to a somewhat communal pressure.
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When she enumerates all the families she has thvibeluding Helen Bishop, Francine
utters a skeptical “You didn’'t”, while Betty exphs: “I had to, she saw me buying
balloons at the market, it didn’t seem right” (ZB:2Thus, it becomes obvious that the
invitation is based on sole suburban sanctimongrder to preserve the bubble of love,
peace and harmony. Helen Bishop happens to be kingaroman, which in turn partly
explains her outcast state. When some female ggestsip about Helen while she’s
outside talking to some men, Betty claims that “sloeks, it has to be hard to run a house,
too” (36:20). Therefore, Helen also seems to betortge “foreign country”, while being a
woman and having two kids makes it even hardehéorto be integrated into the suburban
housewives’ community and gain its approval.

When Don is supposed to fix the new playhouse frdaughter in the backyard,
he embodies the prototypical suburban male, whestgart in a typical suburban leisure
activity that functions as a regenerating variatiorhis office life in the noisy and hectic
city (25:55). As opposed to his black suit, Don weawhite shirt and brown pants, which
again illustrates the contrast between the two rgghéfter the do-it-yourself activity, the
Drapers receive their guests and celebrate Sddistisday, which seems to be just a pretext
to drink alcohol and enjoy the suburban culturealbfindance (27:14). Everything seems
perfect: All the couples bring their kids, the adwdre drinking and smoking together while
concurrently sharing the latest news. Except foleRldBishop, the community couldn’t
seem more likeminded.

However, when Don is supposed to fetch the birthchlge for Sally, he does not
come back, which leaves Betty to take Helen Bisti@ffer to go get her frozen cake for
Sally. Ironically, as Betty and the other housewigessiped about Helen, “eventually [],
it's the woman with the frozen cake in her freemdto saves the day after Don goes
[missing]” (Dean, The Ultimate 19). When the pagyver and Betty does no longer have
to play the perfect wife, the audience perceiveslogse-up of her face, which clearly
expresses disappointment, embarrassment and atg82). When Don returns with a dog
as Sally’s belated birthday present, Betty leallessbom. Here, one notices the first really
obvious indication of suburbia’s dark side and mhesquerade that underlies the seeming
pastoral idyll. Nonetheless, for now husband anté Wweep playing their roles, which
becomes obvious when Don enters the house and 8##tyHelen that “he needs to go up
and have a quiet for a while, he works so hardéyNAmsterdam, 08:35). Thus, suburbia
remains a haven for regeneration, in which Dorr@vipled rest not just from his work in

the office, but cynically also from sexual intercees with his mistresses in the city. This
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means that he constantly switches between two rsetttat provide him with both urban
wickedness and suburban family togetherness. Omtther hand, the shielded suburban
terrain, or more specifically, the Draper’s resicen‘becomes synonymous and entwined
with Betty [....] so that [her] identity is determuheby the boundaries of the domestic
space” (Davidson 138). Following this statemeng subsequent chapter aims at further
investigating Betty’s life as a suburban houseviifeOssining and her role as a “wife,
mother, house, car, and garage all in one” (139).

4.2 The Limits of Being a Housewife — Betty Draper

As a full-time housewife with two kids and a husthaommuting from the suburbs
to the big city and vice versa, Betty Draper “hacdme a product of her time, the
prosperous post-war/pre-feminist era, where [mamgdle-class [women’s] worth was in
[their] ability to produce children, raise childtekeep house, and entertain” (Davidson
138). When one recalls how Betty Friedan descritfesl problem that has no name” in the
context ofThe Feminine Mystiguéhe character of Betty Draper “could have beeatad
from Betty Friedan’s opening passage” (137). As Theseries clearly portrays distinct
gender roles at work and at home, Betty Draperessnts the prototypical suburban
housewife, whose image supports “patriarchal faesasf the submissive housewife”
(French 550). Suffering from a psychological coiaditaccompanied by unpredictable
handshaking and the suburban home being the oaljnrthe audience perceives her in,
Stephanie Coontz refers to Betty’s character as“dependent housewife that Betty
Friedan critiqued so vividly” (Why ‘Mad Men’). Hower, the subsequent analysis of
Betty during the first and later on throughout #eEond season, shall illuminate to what
extent Stephanie Coontz’ assertion that Bettyd vsoman who thinks a redecorated living
room [...] might fill the emptiness inside her” (Whylad Men’) does not do justice to the
noticeable development within her role as a hougewi

The beginning of the second episode shows Betap®&rdriving with her children
on the backseat. All of a sudden, her hands statidake and she loses control over the car,
which in turn results in her driving into a strarigdront yard (Ladies Room, 14:30). What
the audience can clearly perceive in a close-upettly’s facial expression, is a mixture of
desperation, shock and collapse of strength. Bhome of the key moments that influences
how the audience will continue perceiving the chema of Betty Draper, namely as
“afflicted with the quintessential nineteenth-cegtdemale disorder, hysteria; for no

apparent reason, she suffers temporary paralydierrhands” (White 149). And indeed,
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Betty portrays the typical 1950s housewife thatregponds to what Friedan critically
observed inThe Feminine Mystiqueas the audience learns that Betty has already
consulted a doctor who reassured her that “thsfenfithing physically wrong with [her]”
(18:57). Rather, her doctor suggests her to sesyahptrist, as it could be a nervous
condition. Don’s reaction to this whole handshakiuginess is anything but sympathetic.
In a strikingly harsh tone, he solely asks: “Nerv@about what? Driving? | always thought
people just need a psychiatrist when they are ymfiagre you unhappy?” (21:15- 21:24).
Apparently, Don, like so many other husbands duringt time, does not grasp the
essential reason for his wife’s condition. He egsdtappiness with material goods and
social status, which becomes most obvious whennuke hés boss Roger Sterling ask
themselves “what women want”, while wondering abouto could not be happy with all
this” (29:48). Striking and very typical for the gbotypical image of the submissive
suburban housewife, is Betty’'s answer to Don’s jaeswvhether she is happy or not: “Of
course I'm happy” (21:30). Here, the audience dearty notice to what extent her answer
contradicts her facial expression and thus herrifeelings, as a close-up reveals her
ubiquitous insecurity and discontent.

Don’s solution to his wife’s problem is triggered Roger Sterling’s philosophy as
far as women’s wishes are concerned. While Donedygods that there seems to be “some
mysterious wish inside [women] that [they] are igng,“ (24:00) Roger claims that
women just want everything, thus “reduc[ing] wonemnhappiness to competitiveness
with other women [, while even] [downgrading] [plgtogical] therapy to a product that
he might advertise — ‘this year's candy pink stdv@&rouse 190). Following Roger’'s
assertion that “happiness [] is a commodity,” (18@n solemnly hands a splendid piece
of jewelry to Betty, almost selflessly confessirtatt “when [he] told [her she] had
everything, [he] was wrong” (Ladies Room, 30:4QistJvhen Betty starts to worry about a
permanent scar in her daughter’'s face due to thelew, as “a girl's face is so much
work” and Sally would be condemned to live “a sad &nely life,” (31:25) Don realizes
what the audience has already recognized fromitserhoment on: Betty’s condition is
not to be cured with material wealth. However, Béierself cannot really express what is
wrong with her either, which exactly reflects Befigiedan’s observation of the “problem
that has no name”. Eventually, Don agrees to corsubsychiatrist, whom Betty is
subsequently telling the following: “I don’t knowhy I'm here. | mean, | do, I'm nervous,
| guess. Anxious. | don't sleep that well. And manls. They're fine now, it's like when

you have a problem with your car and you go to aharic and it's not doing it anymore.
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Not that you're a mechanic” (38:12). The fact tlBatty herself just guesses about the
diagnosis others have already put upon her, natnelyousness and anxiety”, exposes to
what extent she is incapable of entirely expressihgre her problems are rooted. Sarah
French argues that Betty’s “numb hands [functioslaapsychosomatic response to the
repressed emotions that she is unable to consgiaegiister” (552). Betty is not a
housewife who could possibly feel overburdened wlidmestic tasks, as she even has an
additional housekeeper, the young African-AmeriCanmla, who takes care of the Draper’'s
children whenever they are not told to watch teiewi. This in turn provides Betty “with
an overabundance of leisure time [and] [...] laclactivity [, which] leaves her in a state
of boredom and loneliness” (553). It is ironic tHBetty’s psychiatrist tells Don, who
secretly keeps in touch with the doctor, that Békigs the emotions of a child” and is
“overwhelmed with everyday activities” (Red in thace, 1:00).

The very striking and significant thing to obseigethat even though the Draper
residence and the domestic home is seen as aragntivo Betty herself, she is not even
completely in charge of her one and only realm &amdintains limited authority and
control within the home” (French 552). For instane®en Don is inviting his boss Roger
Sterling for dinner, Roger obviously tries to seellgetty when Don leaves the room in
order to get some beer in the garage, while Baigsdepel Roger’s attempts. When Don
returns, he notices that something has happeneaadgduis absence and later, when Roger
has left, accuses Betty of having “thrown herselRager” (Red in the Face, 15:50). As
soon as Betty insists on the truth, Don even getsglr on her, grabbing her arm and
claiming: “I know what | saw, | don’'t want to beetited that way in my own home! [...]
Sometimes | feel like I'm living with a little gifl(16:19-16:40). No matter what the
accusations or prohibitions look like, Betty doed raise her voice, but rather blames
herself for being stupid and naive. This becomestmliovious when Betty, with a shy look
on her face, lets a good-looking salesman intohleene, although, as soon as he wants to
go upstairs to measure something in Betty’s and' ©bedroom, she feels intimidated and
wants him to leave immediately (Indian Summer, &1:3till, when Betty and Don are
lying in bed later on, she tells him about the s@an right after her husband refuses to
have sex with her. Obviously, Betty aims at makidgn jealous of a potential “other
man”, especially as he does not seem interestsexual intercourse, probably because he
just returned from one of his mistresses. Howewer,confession of letting the salesman in
leads to her being “heavily chastised by her hudbéifrench 552). Nevertheless, when

Francine asks Betty about Don’s reaction to thatident, Betty naively and
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euphemistically states that “he lost his temper,sheery protective” (Indian Summer,
23:48). Some time later, Betty even apologizeddtimg the salesman in, giving Don the
acknowledgement he needs as the family patriarchs,TBetty neither has the freedom to
choose whom she trusts and wants to let into herehoor is she allowed to utter any kind
of melancholy due to the recent death of her motethis is immediately undermined by
Don: “Bet’s, don’'t! No melancholy! [...] Mourning igist extended self-pity” (Babylon,
5:03-5:50). Hence, the home is indeed synonymouBetity, yet it also functions as a
prison, fostering Betty’s “sheltered existence” atmhsequently her self-perception of
being “insubstantial, incomplete and unstable withihe strength and validation of her
husband” (French 552). The domestic terrain theee®space for both, Betty’s safety and
her simultaneous entrapment (cf. Davidson 138).

The image of Betty as being the “lonely housewifeyoid of any self identity,”
(Rogers 165) is further supported when in one sdBatty reassures her husband that the
sexual intercourse with him that awaits her in ¢éwening is all she can look forward to
during the day: “I want you so much. I've thougbbat it all day. | mean it, it's all | think
about. Your car coming down the driveway. | put kigs to bed early, | make the grocery
list, but | can’'t stop thinking about this. | wagbu so badly” (Babylon, 7:12). This
statement of hers exactly reflects what one ofpfyehiatrists that Betty Friedan quoted in
The Feminine Mystiquand which this paper has already brought forwaag, observed as
well: the image of a woman “who has no identity eptcas a wife and mother [...] [and]
waits all day for her husband to come home at rniginiake her feel alive” (gtd. in Friedan
29). As a consequence, the audience perceives Betty housewife who defines herself
solely through her husband, while neglecting ardividual personality. Her routine of
“watching the kitchen clock, chain-smoking as tihédren eat fish sticks [and] counting
the minutes until Don returns from his Manhattaficef (Davidson 138) is the only thing
she actually clings to in her monotonous life a3 wife” and “Sally and Bobby’'s
mother”.

However, these scenes concurrently illuminate ettty is not the innocent,
childlike housewife she appears to be, but realhgé for the satisfaction of her sexual
needs. The audience can grasp that these neeusiegd from a grown-up woman with
individual desires and not from a housewife wha pwants to please her husband. As
Tamar Jeffers McDonald points out, “it is not Daer ge that Betty desires so much as his
recognition that she has strong sexual feelings ameing fulfillment” (119).

Unfortunately, Don is not able to differentiate weéen her “maternal identity [and her]
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beauty/sexual desirability” (Davidson 139). Fromn3opoint of view, Betty is supposed

to play just one role, as he “likes to keep womrenhis life firmly placed in either the wife

or the mistress role. [...] Wives can’t be sexy, amdtresses can’t be mothers” (Krouse
195). Apart from Don’s frequent refusal to sleephwiis wife when she would like to

(“Honey, it's hot and | have to read this book!"diBylon, 21:14]), he also dislikes when
she is walking through the home in her new swimsuitich hardly seems over-revealing.
However, to Don, “Betty’s choice of swimwear, ame tfact that she looks attractive and
sexy in it, poses a threat [...] to upset his binapyposition between virgin and whore,
angel and monster, with which Don [..] seem[s] namhfortable” (Krouse 195). When

Betty defends herself, claiming that “everyone bdumne at the auction”, Don just harshly
replies: “It's desperate” (Maidenform, 33:40). Thesponse fosters Betty’s lack of self-
security, pride and psychological as well as phals@montentment. Her reaction to his
rough assertion, “lI didn’'t know that”, illustratdger incapability to stand up for her
personal needs and preferences, while instead iclgptise path of subordination and
humility.

However, the image of Betty as the submissive, ‘iBaircle”-reading, picture-
perfect housewife lacking in identity starts torohle already throughout the first season.
For the first time, this becomes evident when Betijyks out into the garden and fires a
shotgun at her neighbor’s pigeons, who had thredté&er children before (Shoot, 46:15).
This episode is constructed in quite an expressag as it commences with a close-up of
Betty in the yard, accompanied by nostalgic musit @ sudden shift to a flock of pigeons
that her neighbor has just released into the &ie. fact that her husband Don tends to call
her “birdy”, attributes a very powerful and emphasiymbolism to this almost bucolic
scene. As soon as the pigeons start to fly, Befacgl expression reveals her awareness
of being trapped in her suburban cage and simutasig her probable desire to just fly
away like those pigeons (1:00). Still, in the fisstene she does appear like the perfect
housewife, rearranging the flowerbeds and greehiag neighbor with a timid smile,
whereas the very last scene functions as a kinchngformer, exposing Betty as anything
but the domestic angel she is used to embody.datiyiaccompanied by Bobby Vinton
singing “you are my angel for eternity,” this sceeeeals the facade that underlies Betty’s
existence in her role as a housewife that is sl®tdyting to be contested. However, at this
point of the series, this “image of Betty in a mdse stance firing a shotgun with a
cigarette hanging from her mouth as an empoweredisrstill “a manifestation of Betty’s

repressed emotions” (French 553) and not an awtert emancipation.
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Yet, in the exact episode, the audience learnsBety used to do modeling before
she met her husband, while in a talk with her pmtdst she finally articulates her
dissatisfaction. With a sigh, she explains thagrashe met Don, she had to quit modeling,
got engaged and then became pregnant, which rdsaltineir relocation to the suburbs.
Then, Betty utters something very revealing botheims of her own self-reflection and
the audience’s perception of her character: “Sulydetelt so old [...] My mother wanted
me to be beautiful so | could find a man. Theredshing wrong with that [...] But then
what? You sit and smoke and let it go until youirea box?” (Shoot, 11:00-13:40). Here,
the viewer can grasp that Betty is fundamentallhajppy, feeling like an old, retired
person and watching the days go by while smokingclgarettes. Due to this realization
and the courage to admit her discontent as a hadigseske tells Don that she would love
to work as a model again: “I miss modeling. I'd geid and the nanny could watch the
kids. It's just something that | want to do” (16)1&ventually, Betty is offered a job as a
Coca-Cola model, yet loses it again. What she doe&now is that Don is in contact with
her model agency and refuses to take a job offen fthem, which finally leads to his
wife’s dismissal. When she learns that she carongdr work for the company, she cries,
while at the end of the day, she pretends thatdsles not want to work anymore, thus
trying to hide her perceived failure as a workingvam (42:58). Don tries to console her
by stating that she already has a job, being a edaldmother and fulfilling her role as a
caring wife (44:00).

What has already started to loom towards the érnllecfirst season, develops into
rebellion on behalf of Betty, which at first seetosremain rather subtle, but eventually
turns into an explicit emancipation from the rolee sdespises. Betty starts to further
display her sexual awareness and attractivenesasnmieans to subordination, but for the
sake of her independence and strength. When sha besakdown in the middle of the
street, she uses her feminine appearance to cangimeechanic to take just three dollars
instead of the required sum of nine dollars andnset® enjoy her power (For Those Who
Think Young, 44:00). Thus, for the first time, sBeaware of the positive effect her body
has on other men and eventually perceives satisfafdedback from strangers as opposed
to her own husband. Some time later, when Bettytsreegoung guy who had tried to kiss
her before, she initially seems to feel uncomfdgalglancing anxiously in Don’s
direction. Yet, like a sudden inspiration, Bettyingaher self-determination and starts to

enjoy the admiration from her young interlocutoowéver, when her children interrupt
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the scene, the young man leaves and a close-upetty Bhows her discontent and
disappointment of being a mother (Maidenform 9:00).

In “A Night to Remember,” the initial scene sho®stty riding her horse over-
ambitiously, evoking the feeling that riding furaois as some sort of therapy for her.
When she comes home, the audience can perceiearactiange in the conversational tone
between Don and Betty. One episode earlier, Betsylbarned that Don is cheating on her,
yet she has decided to not confront him with hewedge yet. Instead, she plays perfect
housewife, receiving business partners in her hantkfixing a wonderful dinner. Still,
Don’s “birdy” does no longer produce any effect lwehalf of Betty, who starts to “react
against Don’s infidelity and becomes increasingtyiveé in making her own choices”
(French 554). One very striking and significantreces when she destroys one of the
chairs in the dining room in front of her kids, whi seems to give her temporary
satisfaction and release (A Night to Remember, $8:2s soon as the guests are gone,
Betty finishes the dishes and determinedly headards Don, accusing him of having
embarrassed her in front of his colleagues durirdisaussion about what kind of beer
housewives tend to buy. In an unfamiliarly harsd aelf-secure tone, she claims: “You
just do whatever you want, and | put up with itcdaese nobody knows [...] I'm not going
to bed, not until you tell me why you insist on hliating me. | know about you and that
woman. Damn it, Don, | know you are having an affé22:40 — 24:00). At the end of the
episode, Betty calls Don in his office, telling him not come home: “ | don’t care what
you do, | just don’t want you here” (43:18). Appattg, Betty’'s development is fostered
by Don’s affairs, while the audience cannot knoBétty would have turned into that self-
conscious woman if she had not found out aboutihisons. Still, one could argue that
Don’s cheating just functions as a trigger for wBatty has been carrying inside of her for
a long time. In the last episode of the secondmsgabere is an incident that resembles
what April Wheeler inRevolutionary Roadhas gone through as well. Betty waits in the
doctor’'s room, staring trance-like at a picturetwb deer (Meditations in an Emergency,
00:47), which leaves the audience guessing if Betgs identify with those innocent-
looking creatures or if her look rather expressstadce from her former “deer-like” role.
However, considering the circumstances, the laésmms to be far more plausible. The
doctor, who announces that Betty is pregnant ag@&ninterrupts this nostalgic moment.
Her reaction towards this news is anything butgayfl can’t believe this [...] | can’t have
a baby right now” (1:11-1:58). The thought of bea@mgna mother again makes Betty feel

desperate and almost angry, while it seems thamiaeital discord is not the only reason
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for her aversion against having another child. itally, the doctor's response to Betty’'s
discomfort lies in telling her to “take it easyatls what husbands are for” (1:11). Similar
to April Wheeler, “Betty inquires about the posktii of abortion without saying the
actual word,” (Davidson 142) while the other patthat can be drawn between April’s
and Betty’s situation is that “instead of feelimgt this plot development offers a potential
rebirth [] for the couple, we are left feeling thttis unwanted pregnancy primarily
signifies loss” (142). Indeed, although Betty an@nDseem to reunite due to her
pregnancy, in season three Betty “actively seeksolm happiness which culminates in
her [divorcing] Don” (French 554). In the last epie of the second season, a complete
reversal of roles takes place, when Betty leavescthldren with Don, while she enters a
bar on her own, ending up having a one-night-staitid a total stranger in the restroom.
Thus, during that night, Betty enjoys the independiée that her husband plays out every
single day, whereby Don is forced to take carehef kids. Even though Sarah French
argues that Betty’s development remains superfisiate she eventually replaces Don “in
the patriarchal role of [a] successful and protechiusband” (554) through a new partner,
Betty’s personal progress throughout the secondoseahould not be underrated. Being
introduced as a submissive and frustrated housemhfe seems to be specially geared to
Friedan’s description of the “problem that has ame,” she develops into a more or less
self-assertive woman whaakes control of the house [,when she wants Ddaawe,] and
[the] car [,when she handles the breakdown on kar,]oand, in doing so, changes the
boundaries of her identity” (Davidson 139). Thusaready indicated, Don’s infidelity is
not the sole reason, but rather “the catalyst Bettgds to redraw the terms of her
marriage” (140) and her role as a mother. As a egmsnce, the picture-perfect
constellation of the showpiece-nuclear family ige@ed to be a facade, while especially
the patriarchal structure with Don as “the heathefhouse or the father who knows best”
(140) is dissolved through Betty's gained autonang courage. Still, the aforementioned
critique by Sarah French deserves to be takenaintount as well, as in the course of the
third season, after Betty remarries, she does ustue her former wish to become a model
again and rather continues to live a life simiathat with Don. Therefore, questions arise
as to “whether Betty has undergone any real tramsfoon or liberation or simply

substituted one life of dependence for another4{55
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4.3 Working Women'’s Situation on Madison Avenue

Besides the chauvinistic and well-played charactdrthe scheming and almost
epicurean male advertising executives of Madisoerse, one of the major reasons why
Mad Menattracts such a great number of viewers is probgblariable display of women
within the circle of “Sterling Cooper”. Apart frothe portrayal of the suburban housewife,
the professional situation of women at the dawhef1960s plays a central role Mad
Men, while there are two characters that deserve topamicularly and thoroughly
examined: Joan Holloway and Peggy Olson. Unlike stemdard and over-generalized
assumption that all women during that era strivedtfie same thing, namely “a house,
husband and children,” (McDonald 121) the charactdrJoan and Peggy signify “the
millions of women of that era competing for a ssathe table in a male-dominated world”
(De La Torre 121). However, both women choose diffgrent approaches for asserting
their autonomy: While Joan’s strategy is based \@rtty performing her “femininity and
curvaceous body at work,” (O’Barr) Peggy “trieskiep her distance from these circuits
of looking and (erotic) desire, wanting to behaifeetcently and change the script” (Akass
and McCabe 187). Due to the extremely sexist enument Joan and Peggy find
themselves in, questions arise as to how both cteasadevelop with regard to the arising
feminist movement at the end of the 1960s. Theeeftiris chapter focuses on two very
different types of working women, their mutual tedaship and their behavior within a
male-dominated working sphere, while particulamyestigating whether both women

actually perceive the autonomy and respect thegtareng for.
4.3.1 Joan Holloway

Joan is introduced as a very self-secure, selé@ons executive secretary within
Sterling Cooper, who tells the other secretariesitvib do, while constantly trying to
contribute to the male executives’ contentmenthivery first episode, the audience can
already grasp to what extent Joan functions as smrieof manager or chief of the other
secretaries, when she instructs the new girl P€Jggn as to how the typing pool of the
agency works. As she strides through the officewshg Peggy around, one can notice
how she “commands the space with her ‘to-be-loakedess,” (Mulvey qtd. in Akass and
McCabe 181) attracting not just the male executipassionate views, but also marking
her territory as the woman that “all the other stamies look [up] to” (Rogers 162). When
she gives advice on how to behave and how to dnabe office, the camera significantly
displays Joan from a low-angle perspective, soRegtgy seems to be inferior to her. At
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least for that moment, Joan occupies a higheripasit the working hierarchy of Sterling
Cooper. Both for her male and her female colleagJesn keeps “things running
efficiently [...] [and] fills in when a job becomesawant” (O’Barr). When claiming that
she knows how the agency works, her knowledge tisestricted to the paperwork that is
required, but also or primarily to the unofficiaemises a secretary is supposed to fulfill in
terms of the male bosses’ sexual needs and pregserelling Peggy that the male
executives “may act like they need a secretary,rbost of the time [] are looking for
something between a mother and a waitress [,] haddst of the time...well,” (Smoke
Gets in Your Eyes, 08:46) it becomes obvious tlanJis aware of “the power that her
sexuality wields [, using] it intelligently to gapower over the other women in the office
and even to control and use the men in the ofodeet benefit” (Rogers 162). Her remark,
however, does clearly refer to the role she andother secretaries play in favor of the
men, which is completely unfolded when Joan gives second advice to Peggy: “Go
home, take a paper bag and cut some eyeholes dauPot it on your head, get undressed,
look at yourself in the mirror and really evaluatkere your strengths and weaknesses are
— and be honest” (Smoke Gets in Your Eyes, 08:5Bjs direct instruction to find out
about her sexual appeal and how Peggy might use & tool to get along in the office,
accompanied by her advice to never “yell, be séicdbut rather be] subordinate,”
(Smoke Gets in Your Eyes, 24:40) reveals, to wheterg Joan “values herself
predominantly on the basis of her appearance andhdintains deeply entrenched
patriarchal values” (French 554). Later, in theesgh episode, the viewer learns that Joan
has an affair with one of the agency’s partnerggeRéterling and when Peggy tells her
that Donald Draper has an affair, the only reacfioan can expose is that she has “always
wondered why he ignored [her]” (5G, 32:40). After @ritated view from Peggy, Joan
gives her a lesson once again, stating: “That v these men are and that's why we love
them” (33:08). In adopting the role of Peggy’s nmendoan constantly criticizes her choice
of clothes, telling her to exhibit more of her leagsd to leave dresses at home that are “not
helping [her] silhouette” (Shoot, 17:30). She sedm be extremely experienced in the
men’s world — both physically and business-wise st the only advice she can give
when Peggy is complaining about her exclusion froany business decisions after she
was promoted, is: “You are in their [the males’untry. Learn to speak their language.
You want to be taken seriously? Stop dressingdik#le girl” (Maidenform, 34:40).
However, the apparent female power that undedlaes’s self-assertion “and her

palpable confidence [as] a source of self-estedRugérs 162) is overshadowed by her
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obvious acceptance of inferiority in many situaipmeven when internally she totally
defies her subordination. The “limitation of Joardscess to female empowerment”
(French 555) becomes most apparent when she igdlémicontinue her job as a script
reader and is instead replaced by a less capabidAnidight to Remember, 38:03). When
she is asked to help out with reading some sciiptthe television department, Joan
immediately “embraces the new responsibility” (Reg&63). Being exceptionally adept,
she is of tremendous help to the department andl takes her work back home, where her
husband downgrades her contribution and with itwiife in person, claiming that she
“should be watching those shows, not reading th€ai30). For the first time in the
series, Joan seems to undergo some sort of “awaKerdisplaying a desire for a more
fulfilling work that lives up to her creative slglshe did not even know she had. However,
although Joan, combining her outer appearance andéverness, convinces the agency’s
client in a meeting who admits that he "love[s] whkhe says and [he] love[s] the way she
says it,” (32:00) she eventually has to hand owar jbb to an incompetent newcomer.
When she is told to return to her old job as aetacy, Joan apparently tries to keep her
composure, while the audience can notice an unidiennaixture of anger, disappointment
and embarrassment in her face. Still, insteadgiftiing against or at least contesting the
transfer of her job, Joan keeps covering her hatioin and continues to arrange telephone
calls instead. Kim Akass refers to this specifierszas “herald[ing[ Joan’s return to silent
spectacle, only able to speak through those verdoods, pregnant pauses and loquacious
gestures” (187). Ironically, it is Joan who tellsggy some episodes earlier, after the latter
Is promoted to be a junior copywriter, that “whezople get what they want, they realize
how limited their goals [really] were” (The Whed}§:15). Obviously, although “Joan may
be a crack secretary and office manager, [] sinever going to be taken seriously beyond
the clerical level. To the men at Sterling Coopsée will never fit the part, no matter her
ability” (White 151). Without certainly knowing Hier sexualized image has thwarted her
ambition to work as a script reader, one canngi bat suspect that it played an important
role in her being withheld the appreciation andoees she deserves to receive from her
male colleagues (cf. McDonald 128). As opposeddggy Olson, whom the subsequent
chapter will thoroughly focus on, Joan “conformsthe patriarchal fantasy of femininity
and becomes trapped within that fantasy” (FrencB).58 becomes obvious that Joan
actually has the capacity of slipping into anotheite, a role that defies that
aforementioned “fantasy” of the sole sexual objbett happens to be able to operate a

typewriter, yet she is not fully capable of deteredly expressing her desires and,
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therefore, fails at “transfer[ing] across the litetween secretary and executive”
(McDonald 128).

Joan’s radiated self-security through a calculatsel of her body and wit does not
necessarily entail her success as an equally respeolleague, but in her case rather
supports the image of her being a smart yet toaptabus secretary. Although Sarah
Roger argues that “Joan uses her sexuality in rtheekame way Peggy owns and uses her
brain,” (162) the distinctive step to emancipatesbl from rather than contributing to
men’s unilateral, i.e. sexual perception of hermaes missing. Therefore, it is
questionable if Joan is to be equated with Peggysending a message of being
“autonomous, [....] us[ing] [her] individual skillsithe office to gain power and climb the
corporate ladder” (Rogers 164). Considering hek t#fccombative spirit when it comes to
the job she really enjoys doing and the almost et@pting lectures about how to
subordinate to the male executives’ wishes, shberatepresents one of the “least
progressive” (French 554) female characters infills¢ two seasons, since, despite her
awareness of professional alternatives, she dalidlgrsticks to the permanent condition

of subordination and obedience.
4.3.2 Peggy Olson

It is an ordinary day on New York's Madison Avenwéhen Peggy Olson enters
“Sterling Cooper” for the first time. As the “newirl that has recently finished secretarial
school, Peggy is immediately plunged in at the dee@, when Office Manager Joan
advises her to make an appointment with a doctorder receive the pill. Peggy appears
to be very conscientious and willing to learn fréme first minute on, yet one can instantly
tell that she is highly intimidated by the sexistvieonment of Sterling Cooper. This
already starts during her first elevator ride upthe office, when two advertising
executives and her future colleagues are sexualigsising her (Smoke Gets in Your Eyes,
06:30). When at first, Peggy considers this kindoehavior an inappropriate exception,
she soon has to learn that, in her job as a segretaliating sexual availability is common
courtesy. When Joan introduces her to her futures,o@on Draper, another male
executive, Pete Campbell, scans Peggy conspicyoaskng her if she was an Amish
(16:50). Apparently, wearing a skirt that fully @se Peggy’s thighs is considered prudish
and inadequate within the advertising agency. Wthenmale executives take Peggy and
Joan out for lunch, they keep uttering indecentoemts on Peggy’s appearance and what

they would like to do with her. As Joan seems & &®mfortable in the role of the men’s
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sexual object of desire, Peggy feels constrainexivialow their condescending utterances
and tries to play the game just like Joan. Howenght after lunch, she disgustedly asks
Joan: “Why is it that every time a man takes yotitodunch, you'’re the dessert?” (Ladies
Room, 36:00). Although she seems to separate hémsel these kinds of encounters, in
the first episode Peggy eventually ends up takiregill and fulfilling Pete Campbell’s
wish to sleep with him one night before his wedding

However, the perception of Peggy as being delieat vulnerable to her sexist
male surroundings, tremendously changes througlioeit subsequent episodes. This
becomes most evident when the agency is doing pstitk brainstorming” with the
secretaries in a special room, while “the men olesétom behind a one-way mirror and
eavesdrop on the conversations, [taking] note dtvire women are doing and saying, but
not without denigrating them, judging their sexmeand ignoring those they do not
consider attractive” (O’Barr). Throughout the extaoes’ “male gaze,” (O'Barr) it is
Peggy who attracts attention, not due to a sensusd in front of the mirror, but because
she is the only woman who does not participateestirig the “Belle Jolie lipsticks”.
During the whole procedure, Peggy clearly keeps distance from the other women,
while almost sympathetically watching their exagged girlish euphoria over the different
colors and nuances. When after the session, ormitxe asks her why she did not choose
any lipstick, Peggy claims: “I'm very particular [|. 1. don’t think anyone wants to be one
of a hundred colors in a box” (Babylon, 32:23). $hit becomes fairly obvious that Peggy
“is not just another color in the box [, as herkbaer bespeaks of a different attitude
towards female subjectivity: The ‘Mad Men’ may bukgmselves constructing identities
and telling women what they want, but it is how wasmike Peggy struggle for identity in
and through those representations that is at dteke” (Akass and McCabe 187). As
opposed to Joan, who uses her body as a meanmtpayeer, Peggy “sees her brain as the
only power tool she needs” (Rogers 159). As a mattéact, when she is told to collect
the trash, so that the executives can analyze timeen’'s used tissues and which color they
most frequently chose, Peggy hands it to Freddy $&mmone of her male colleagues,
while modestly saying: “Here is your basket of kss(Babylon, 31:58). Actually, this
witty utterance is the starting point for her caras a copywriter, as Rumsen shares her
thoughts with the other executives, who instantigsg Peggy’s potential and her way of
looking at things. With a slightly cynical tone alpannounces the good news to Peggy and
two episodes later, the copy with her slogan aga #old to the agency’s client. When she

celebrates her subtle but important success irr,datd@&ecomes obvious to what extent her
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image of a workingwoman full of ideas contradicetd®Campbell’s ideal of her, when he
almost disgustedly states: “I don't like you likes’ (The Hobo Code, 30:56). Obviously,
the emergence of her autonomy within the agencys da¢ match Pete’s preferences,
namely maintaining a superior position over anriofeand submissive woman. Just as
Don feels anxious about the display of Betty's aattiveness in her swimsuit that
contradicts his maternal image of her, Pete femisatened by Peggy’'s evolving self-
confidence that defies any kind of subordinatiotthdugh this is the start of Peggy’s
journey towards self-realization and emancipatsig yet has to overcome a great number
of obstacles amidst the male-dominated agency,gbeixcluded from meetings and
subjected to sexist talk within the male executicesle.

However, towards the end of the first season, Paegable to earn her second
credit as a creative copywriter, although she iit eatployed as a secretary. When she
exposes her ideas to the group of men, Ken Cosgomeeof her colleagues, claps her on
the shoulder and confirms her success: “God jogsPgIndian Summer, 37:09). In this
context, the clapping on her shoulder should prigbabt be confused with any kind of
degradation, but rather signifies her capacityeddrbated as an equal from the men’s point
of view. At the end of the episode, Peggy eventhasstrength to ask for her own desk
that she urgently needs for copywriting, while atequesting a pay raise of five dollars
per week. The immediate answer she gets from Ddrhenchanging mind at the very end
of the episode, illustrates, to what extent Peggstill a victim of male arbitrariness and
despotism. When first, Don claims that she preskhrself like a man and now she
should act like one, he later states, with a powesmile on his face: “Peggy, we have
both had a very good day. You're going to have yaige and I'll talk to Ms. Holloway
about your desk” (42:30). This second step thaefssher autonomy in the office’s circle
finally culminates in Don declaring her “a juniaspywriter,” who is in immediate charge
of the “Clearasil’- account (The Wheel, 43:25). pies the obvious dependence on male
decisions, Peggy seems to have received what sbervés, so that “her pathway is
becoming cleared for career advancement” (Haratho%ic0). When there is a casting for
the advertisement that she created, Peggy eves gngers to her male coworker, Ken
Cosgrove, in a very determined and self-secure Whys, as opposed to the first episode,
Peggy has transformed from a “girl” struggling witler role as a secretary into an
autonomous and competent copywriter who knows whatwants. Her superiority to the
other secretaries, which all seem to accept theimesent sexual harassment, becomes

evident when she deliberately leaves the electianyp after observing Ken Cosgrove
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undressing one of the secretaries to see if heiglasabout her underpants’ color. Hence,
Peggy is the only female character so far who Wifh calm confidence and perhaps
willing denial, [] ignores the sexism and is vigitaabout positioning herself inside the
agency process [instead]” (Haralovich 171).

Still, Peggy’s wave of success is coming to a saddose, when at the end of the
episode, after complaining about a supposedly tspaildwich, the doctor tells her that she
is pregnant (The Wheel, 45:25). As soon as theodquits her hand on her belly so that
she can bond with the human being starting to gmeide of her, Peggy pushes his hand
away and wants to leave. Her refusal to acceptphsgnancy is deeply tied to her new
career ambitions, which seem inevitable with bengother. Eventually, Peggy abandons
her child, which results in the State of New Yodclkring her incapability of keeping the
baby. It is no coincidence that the first seasodsenith her pregnancy and the second
season commences with Peggy’s life “seemingly enadt [,as it] indicates that whatever
her suffering over giving the baby up for adopti@ns not for us to witness. [Instead, one
can perceive that] she successfully managed to nmwveard without letting the baby
impact on her career [....]"” (McDonald 130). Besidhe rather positive perception of
Peggy after rehabilitating from her childbearingd ative adoption, the elision of the
pregnancy “dramatically indicates the stigma atégricbn unmarried motherhood in this
period” (130).

Yet, with the new season, Peggy returns to theceffvith new strength and
ambition, walking through the agency in a very sel€ure and determined way, while
beating the men around her once more in earnirdjtdoe the advertisement of “Mohawk
Airlines” (For Those Who Think Young, 39:48). Onfketlee most significant and revealing
scenes is the encounter between Peggy and BobhetBaa successful New York
businesswoman. When she asks Peggy if she likes Baggy replies that “he made [her]
a copywriter”, while Barrett immediately reactsaiohing: “I bet you made yourself a
copywriter” (The New Girl, 27:13). Apparently, Bopaims to point out how much
potential Peggy actually has and how she shoulg kesng it. Hereby, the following
advice should be evaluated as fundamental for dlnese of Peggy’s further development:
“You have to start living the life of the personuyavant to be. You're never going to get
that corner office until you start treating Donas equal. And, no one will tell you this:
you can't be a man, so don't even try. Be a wonies.powerful business when done
correctly. Do you understand what I'm saying, d&485:35). Taking Bobbie’s advice to

heart, Peggy’s interaction with her male colleagctesnges from that moment on, which
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eventually leads to Peggy not just being the “fieshale copywriter at Sterling Cooper but
also the first woman to have her own office” (Daaod 146). Peggy knows where her
strengths lie and she uses her brain as meanisnio ttle ladder of success. When the male
executives state that “every woman is a Jackie fi€dg] or a Marilyn [Monroe],” Peggy
contradicts them, pointing out that “not all worree a Jackie or Marilyn, maybe men just
see them that way” (Maidenform, 20:10- 20:53). Dajythe role of either being a
“Jackie” or a “Marilyn” “, Peggy does not fit thearitasy dichotomy of ‘woman’ in
postwar/pre-feminist America” (Davidson 147). Aetend of the second season, Peggy
has her own office and admits her pregnancy tdoti®/’'s father, Pete Campbell, whom
she dumps, while telling him that “[she] could hasleamed [him] into being with [her].
[...] But [she] wanted other things” (Meditationsan Emergency, 42:40).

Taking all these aspects into consideration, itobees obvious that despite the
ubiquitous hierarchical structure in favor of mdheggy embodies a tremendously
significant character as far as “female empowermeitlhin an oppressive patriarchal
order” (French 556) is concerned. Bringing forwalues that are deeply tied to the
emerging wave of feminism in the 1960s, Peggy ¢wedntests the patriarchal dynamics
and thereby largely gains control over them. Thukgreas Betty and Joan relate to
contemporary submissive images of the 1950s an@slf&énale ideal, Peggy represents a
strong, autonomous image of a woman, who gainpéesonal success by standing up for

her own rights.
5 Conclusion

This paper investigated the role of women withhe framework of the so-called
“nuclear family” during the Cold-War era, wherebwarficular focus was laid on the
concept of suburbia and its relatedness to theepgonm and propagation of the
prototypical suburban housewife. As the first sectof this paper pointed out, Cold-War
politics and the propagandistic mass media playsd@ificant role in shaping people’s
perception of what the ideal American family shoudsk like. In this context, the
reception of the 1950s has been highly influencgatdnstructed images of the pastoral
idylls of suburbia and its inherent “happy houseiibeing content with her domestic
duties for the sake of familial harmony.

However, chapters 2.1 and 2.2 have tried to relvethl the concept of suburbia and
the image of the suburban housewife as exceedegrittateral Cold-War classification of
the satisfied housewife within an idyllic periphletexrain. Firstly, chapter 2.1 exposed that
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suburbia was evaluated as the one and only plabe taght after World War I, yet it
actually entailed drawbacks such as isolation andatony and provided room for artifice
that in turn was supposed to overshadow the subitesaalleged discontent for the sake
of the community’s glow of perfection and like-medhess. Subsequently, chapter 2.2
focused on the image of the suburban housewifdewimfolding the common perception
of her natural happiness through a voluntary restn to the domestic sphere as invalid.

In this context, the examination of Betty Friedahe Feminine Mystiquéom
1963 tried to burst the common image of the “happysewife,” as Friedan’s observations
and remarks obviously contradicted the long-het&hidf what women’s contentment and
self-awareness was based on. Considering the saburbme as a domestic trap that
denied any chances for self-fulfilment, Friedaaspite her over-generalized picture of the
1950s housewife which she was criticized for, osere contemporary conventional ideals
and, therefore, has changed the course of woménatiens in the United States up until
today.

In Revolutionary Roadthe prevalent gender roles that are promoted dig-@/ar
politics are revealed to be a sole illusion andcamapletely reversed throughout the novel.
Through the character of April Wheeler, the reathss gain insight into the discontent of
a 1950s housewife and her desperate attempt toveepersonal fulfillment, which her
children and her husband are not able to providentith. April's desire to work outside
the home mirrors what a great amount of women hesh Istriving for in their roles as
mothers and homemakers during the Cold-War erae,Hbe female protagonist’s final
abortion of her child that results in her deathtapkorically underlines the pointlessness
many women were facing day in, day out, while irribg case, it yet represents the most
extreme form of defying the heteronomous life ia #uburbs that she cannot bear to live.
Therefore, Yates’ novel does not just work as aaniof 1950s suburban artifice, but also
reflects the highly complex image of the suburbaugewife through the character of
April Wheeler, who finds herself stuck between tbke as a housewife and the courage to
break the boundaries and live the life she is logdor.

As the last section of this paper brought forwdhe, female characters of the TV
seriesMad Men vary in different directions, thus embodying themplex and very
different kinds of women during the early 1960s. iWIBetty Draper is solely connected
to the suburban home, Joan Holloway and Peggy Qieosonify two kinds of working
women within a sexist working environment. Bettyndtioning as the equivalent to the

subordinate housewife Friedan describedive Feminine Mystiques first displayed as
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content and only worries about her family’s welldgge while precociously she starts to
reflect her condition as a housewife, feeling Ignd&lored and dissatisfied with her life,
which solely depends on her husband’s homecomingghit. Although she eventually
rebels against her dissatisfaction, she is not tbtmmpletely emancipate from her only
role as a housewife. While Joan endures the sésgatment on behalf of the male
executives and does not defy her image of a subatelisecretary, even functioning as the
men’s sex object, Peggy, however, is able to devietom a timid and humble secretary to
a self-confident and autonomous copywriter, whosdoat define herself through her body
but defies any kind of female stereotype. Standipgfor her own rights, Peggy thus
personifies the changing mood that already foreslwadthe Second Wave Feminist
Movement in the late 1960s.

Taking everything into consideration, the freqletcurring image of the 1950s
suburban housewife contradicted many women’s reslithroughout that complex and
heterogeneous era. The 1950s and 1960s contaimedearange of women'’s lifestyles,
reaching from housewife to activist, from secretéoy copywriter. Despite the huge
gender-specific obstacles that both housewivesvesrtingwomen had to face, women
started to reach for their professional fulfillmearticularly at the dawn of the Women'’s
Rights Movement in the 1960s. However, the wor&-lialance of combining profession
and family successfully has remained a contestedineup until the 2% century. As for
today, the situation of women has reached a nevemlion as far as contradictory images
are concerned. The fact that a concept like theéle quota” is even needed, does clearly
unfold to what extent women are still underreprésgnn today’s upper professional
positions, while, interestingly, the concept of a{ghg-home-dads” seems to gain
popularity. The contradictory messages of the $966ying women to stay at home while
at the same time recruiting them, are still sertttoday, as more and more politicians
fight, on the one hand, for the importance of motteld bonding, while, on the other
hand, pressing for a necessary female quota.
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