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The Economy

For many Americans the 1950s was a decade of economic prosperity. One man
described the era as an escalator. “You just stood there and you moved up,” he said.
Unemployment and inflation remained very low. By the mid-1950s about
60 percent of Americans were earning a middle-class income, which at that time
was considered to be $3,000 to $10,000 annually. According to the popular media,
never before had so many people enjoyed such prosperity. “This is a new kind of
capitalism,” declared Reader’s Digest, “capitalism for the many, not for the few.”

Changas in the workplace. The economy received a boost from changes in
the workplace. Large corporations prospered during the decade. Some 5,000 com-
panies merged to form larger corporations. American factories were changing as
well. Throughout the 1950s companies introduced machines that could perform
industrial operations faster and more efficiently than human workers. This process
of automation greatly increased productivity. However, it also reduced the num-
ber of manufacturing jobs. Many workers began to fear an automated future, as the
song “Automation” noted.

. 46) walked, walked, walked into the foreman’s office
/ To find out what was what.
2 I looked him in the eye and said, What goes?
And this is the answer | got:
His eyes turned red, then green, then blue
And it suddenly dawned on me—
There was a robot sitting in the seat

Where the foreman used to be.?*

—“Automation,” by Joe Glazer

As the number of blue-collar, or manu-
facturing, jobs decreased, professional and
service jobs increased. Huge new corpora-
tions required a multitude of managers and
clerical workers, positions referred to as
white-collar jobs.

Many of the newly created service jobs
were in occupations traditionally fitled by
women. Those jobs included nursing, teach-
ing, retail sales, and low-level clerical work,
sometimes called pink-collar jobs. By 1960,
women made up about one third of the total
workforce.

The new union style. Changes in the
workforce also influenced organized labor.
Boosted in part by the merger of the Ameri-
can Federation of Labor (AFL} and the Con-
gress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in
1955, union membership grew in the 1950s. It
peaked at some 18.5 million in 1956.

machines allowed workers to
make products faster. What
examples of automation can
you identify in this picture?
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