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Women’s Work

LYNN SPIGEL

The Western-Holly Company in 1952 marketed 2 new design in domestic
technology, the TV-stove. The oven included 2 window through which the
housewife could watch her chicken roast. Above the oven window was a TV
screen that presented an ¢ven more spectacular sight, With the aid of this
machine the housewife would be able to prepare her meal, but at the same
time she could watch TV. Although it was clearly an odd object, the TV-
stove was not simply a historical fluke. Rather, its invention should remind
us of the concrete social, economic, and ideological conditions that made
this contraption possible. Indeed, the TV-stove was a response 1o the con-
flation of labor and leisure dme at home. If we now find it strange, this has
as much to do with the way in which our socicty has conceptualized work
and leisure as it does with the machine’s bizarre technological form.!
Since the nineteenth century, middle-class ideals of domesticity had been
predicated on divisions of leisure time and work time. The doctrine of wo
spheres represented human activity in spatial terms: the public world came
to be conceived of as a place of productve labor, while the home was seen
as a site of rejuvenation and consumption. By the 1920s, the public world
was still a sphere of work, but it was also opened up to a host of commer-
cial pleasares such as movies and amusement parks that were incorporated

Reprinted from Make Room for TV: Television and the Family Ideal in Postwar Amer-
ica, pp. 73-78, 206-211, by Lynn Spigel, with permission of the publisher, Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, and the author.
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4 The Production Contexts of Television

into middle-class life styles The.ideal home, however, remained a-place of
revitalization and, with the expansion of convenience products that prom-
ised to reduce household chores, domesticity was even less assaciated with
production. .

As feminists have argued, this separation has justified the exploitation
of the housewife whose work at home simply does not count. Along these
lines, Nancy Folbre claims that classical economics considers women's work
as voluntary labor and therefore outside the realm of exploitation. In addi-
tion, she argues, even Marxist critics neglect the issue of domestic exploita-
tion since they assume that the labor theory of value can be applied only to
efficiency-ariented production for the market and not to “inefficient™ and
“idiosyncratic” household chores.? ]

As feminist critics and historians have shown, however, the home is
indeed a site of labor. Not only do women do physical chores, but also the
basic relations of our economy and society are reproduced atr home, includ-
ing the literal reproduction of workers through childrearing labor. Once the
home is considered o workplace, the divisions between public/work and
domestic/leisure become less clear. The way in which work and leisure are
connected, however, remains a complex question.

Henri Lefebvre’s studics of everyday life offer ways to consider the gen-
cral interrelations between work, leisure, and family life in modemm socicty,
In his foreword to the 1958 edition of Critigué de Ja Vie Quoridienne, Lafeb-
vre argues:

Leisure . . . cannot be separated from work. It is the same man who, after
work, rests or relaxes or does whatever he chooses. Every day, at the same
time, the worker leaves the factory, and the employee, the office, Every
week, Saturday and Sunday are spent on leisure activities, with the same
regularity as that of the weekdays’ work. Thus we must think in terms of
the unity “work-leisure,” because that unity exists, and everyone tries to
program his own available time according to what his work is—and what
it is not.?

While Lefebvre concentrated on the “working man,” the case of the house-
wife presents an even more pronounced example of the integration of work
and leisure in everyday life.

In recent years, media scholars have begun to demonstrate the impact
that parterns of domestic leisure and labor have on television spectatorship.
British cthnographic research has suggesred that men and women tend to
use television according to their specific position within the distribucion of
leisure and labor activities inside and outside the home.* In the American
context, two of the most serious examinations come from Tania Modleski
(1983) and Nick Browne {1984}, who have both theorized the way TV
watching fies into a general pattern of everyday life where work and leisure
are intertwined. Modleski has suggested that the soap opera might be under-
stood in terms of the “rhythms of recepton,” or the way women working
at home relate to the text within 4 specific milieu of distraction—~cleaning,
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vidual text, but rather on the entire TV schedule, which he claims is ordered
according to the logic of the workday of both men and women. “[Tlhe
position of the programs in the television schedule reflects and is derermined
by the work-structured order of the real social world. The pattertis of posi-
tion and flow imply the question of who is home, and through complicated
social relays and temporal mediations, link television to the modes, processes,
and scheduling of production characteristic of the gencral population,”®
The fluid interconnection berween leisure and labor at home presents
a context in which to understand representations of the female audience
during the postwar years. Above all, women’s leisure time was shawn to be
coterminous with their work time. Representations of television congnually
addressed women as housewives and presented them with a notion of spec-
tatorship that was inextricably interrwined with their usefil labor at home.
Certainly, this model of female specratorship was based on previous notions
about radio listeners, and we can assume that women were able to adape
some of their listening habits to television viewing without much difficalry.
However, the added impact of visual images ushered in new ditemmas that
were the subject of profound concern, both within the broadeast industry

and within the popular culture at large.

The Industry’s Ideal Viewer

The idea that female spectators were also workers in the home was, by the
postwar period, a truism for broadcasting and advertising execurives. For
some twenty years, radio programmers had grappled with ways to address
4 group of spectators whose attention wasn’t focused primarily on the me-
dium {as in the cinema), but instead moved constantly between radio entat-
tainment and a host of daily chores. As William Boddy has argued, early
broadcasters were particularly reluctant to feature daytime radio shows, fear-
ing that women’s household work would be fundamentally incompatible
with the medium,” Overcoming its initial reluctance, the industry success-

fully developed daytime radio in the 1930s, and by the 1940s housewives

constituted a fajthful audience for soap operas and advice programs.

During the postwar years, advertisers and networks once more viewed
the daytime market with skepticism, fearing that their loyal radio audiences
would not be able to make the transition to television. The industry assumed
that, unlike radio, tclevision might require the housewife’s complete atten-
tion and thus disrupt her work in the home.® Indeed, while network prime-
time schedules were well worked out in 1948, networks and national adver-
tisers were reluctant eo feature regular daytime programs. Thus, in the earliest
years, morning and afternoon hours were typically left to the discretion of
local stations, which filled the time with low budget versions of familiar
radio formats and old Hollywood films.

The first network to offer 2 regular daytime schedule was DuMont,
which began operations on its owned and operated station WABD in New
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York in November of 1948. As a newly formed network which had severe
problems competing with CBS and NBGC;-Dubdont -catered the daytime
marker 1o offset its economic losses in pritne time at a time when even the
major networks were losing money on television.® Explaining the economic
strategy behind the move into daytime, one DuMont executive claimed,
“WABD is starting daytime programming becatse it is not economically fea-
sible to do otherwise. Night time programming alone could not support
radio, nor can it support television.”? Increasingly in 1949, DuMont offered
daytime programming to its affifiatc stations. By December, it was trans-
mitting the first commercially sponsored, daytime network show, Okay,
Mother, to three affiliates and also airing a two-hour afternoon program on
a full network basis. DuMont director Commander Mortimer W. Loewi rea-
soned that the move into daytime would attract small ticket advertisers who
wanted to buy “small scgments of ime at 2 low, daytime rate, "1

DuMont’s venture into the daytime market was a thorn in the side of
the other networks, While CBS, NBC, and ABC had experimented with
individual daydme television programs on their flagship stations, they were
reluctant to feature full daydme schedules, With huge investments in day-
time radio, they weren't likely to find the prospects of daytime television
appealing, especially since they were using their radio profits to offset ini-
tial Josses in prime-time programming. As Variety reported when DuMont
began its broadcasts on WABD, the major networks “must protect their AM
[radio] investment at all costs—and the infiltration of daytime TV may con-
ceivably cut into daytime radio advertising.”!? In this context, DuMont’s
competition in the daytime market posed a particularly grave threat to adver-
tising revenues. In response, the other networks gradually began expanding
the daytime lineups for their flagship stations.!?

It was in 1951 that CBS, NBC, and, to a lesscr extent, ABC first aggres-
sively attempted to colonize the housewife’s workday with regularly sched-
uled network programs. One of the central reasons for the networks’ move
into daytime that year was the fact that prime-time hours were fully booked
by advertisers and thae, by this point, there was more demand for TV adver-
tising in general. As the advertising agency BBDO claimed in a report on
daytime TV in the fall of 1950, “To all intents and purposes, the opportu-
nity to purchase good night-time periods of TV is almost a thing of the past
and the advertiser hoping to enter television now . . . better start looking at
Daytime TV while it is stll here 1o look at."!* Daytime might have been
more risky than prime time, but it had the advantage of being available—
and at a cheaper network cost. Confident of its move into daytime, CBS
claimed, “We aren’t risking our reputation by predicting that daytime tele-
vision will be a solid sell-out a year from today . . . and that once again there
will be seme sad advertisers who didn’t read the tea leaves right”5 ABC
vice president Alexander Stronach Jr. was just as certain about the daytime
market, and having just taken the plunge with the Frances Langford-Don
Ameche Show {a variety program budgeted at the then steep $40,000 2 week),
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Stronach told Newsweek, “It’s a good thing electric dishwashers wbm wash-

ing machines were invented:- The housewives will nced-them: #16-—

The networks’ confidence carried through to advertisers who vnmwn to
test the waters of the daytime schedule, In September of 1951, the trade jour-
nal Televiser reported that “forty-seven big advertisers have used daytime net-
work television during the past season or are starting this Fall.” Included were
such well-known companies as American Home Products, Best Foods, Proc-
ter and Gamble, General Foods, Hazel Bishop Lipsticks, EE:H Sﬁa Hot-
point, and the woman’s Bnm»n.»:n Ladies’ Home Jowrnall?

Despite these inroads, the carly daytime marker remained highly unsta-
ble, and at least until 1955 the competition for sponsors was fierce.!? Indeed,
cven while the aggregate size of the daytime audience rose in the early fifties,
sponsors and broadcasters were uncertain about the extent to which house-
wives actually paid attention to the programs and advertisements. In response
to such concerns, the industry aggressively tailored programs to fit the daily
habits of the female audience. When it began o_uo_.BnoE in 1948, DuMont’s
WABD planned shows that could “be appreciared just as much fiom lis-
tening to them as from watching them.™® Following this trend in 1950,
Detroit’s WXYX aired Paz ‘s’ Jobnny, 2 program that solved the housework-
TV conflict in less than subtle ways. At the beginning of the thrée-hour
show, host Johnny Slagle instructed housewives, “Don’t stop whatever
you're doing. When we think we have something interesting I'll blow this
whistle or Pat will ring her bell.*30 :

The major networks were also intent upon designing programs to suit
the content and organization of the housewife’s day. The format that has
received the most critical attention is the soap opera, which first came to
network television in December of 1950, As Robert Allen has demonstrated,
carly soap opera producers like Irna Philips of Guiding Light were skeptical
of moving their shows from radic to TV. However, by 1954 the Nielsen
Company reported that soaps had a substantial following; Search For Tomor-
row was the second most popular daytime show while Guiding Light was in
fourth place. The early soaps, with their minimum of action and visual inter-
est, allowed housewives to listen to dialogue while working in another room.
Moreover, their segmented storylines (usually two a day), as well as their

repetition and constant explanation of previous plots, allowed women to -

divide their atrention between viewing and houschold work .31

Another popular solution to the daytime dilemma was the segmented
varicty show that allowed women to enter and exit the text according to its
discrete narrative units. One of DuMont’s first programs, for example, was
a shopping show (alternatively catled Az Your Service and Shoppers Matinee)
that consisted of twenty-one entertainment segments, all of which revolved
around different types of “women’s issues.” For instance, the “Bite Shop™
presented fashion tips while “Kitchen Fare” gave culinary advice: Inter-
spersed with these segments were twelve one-minute “store bulletins® (news
and service announcements) that could be replaced at individual stations by
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local commercials.22 While DuMont’s program was short-lived, the basic
principles survived in the daytinre shows-at-the major networks. Programs
like The Garry Moore Show (CBS), The Kate Smith Show (NBC), and The
Arthur Godfrey Show {CBS) catered to housewife audiences with their seg-
mented varicty of entertainment and advice. 23

Indeed, the networks put enormous amounts of money and effort into
variety shows when they first began to compose daytime program sched-
ules. Daytime ratings continually confirmed the importance of the variety
format, with hosts like Smith and Godfrey drawing big audiences. Since day-
time stars were often taken from nighttime radio shows, the variety pro-
grams were immediately marked as being different from and more spectac-
ular than daytime radio. Variety reported in October of 1951:

The daytime television picture represents a radical departure from radio.
The application of “nighttime thinking” into daytime TV in regards to big-
feague variety-slanted programs and projection of personalities becomes
more and more important. If the housewife has a craving for visual soap
operas, it is neither reflected in the present day Nielsens nor in the ambi-
tious programming formulas being blueprinted by the video entrepre-
neurs. . . . The housewife with her multiple chores, it would seem, wants
her TV distractions on a “catch as catch can” basis, and the single-minded
concentration on sight-and-sound weepers doesn’t jibe with her houschold
schedule. . . . [Variety shows] are all geared to the “take it awhile leave it
awhile” school of entertainment projection and practically all are reaping
a bonanza for the networks 3

Television thus introduced itself to the housewife not only by repeating tried
and true daytime radio formulas, but also by creating a distinct product tai-
lored to what the industry assumed were the television audience’s specific
needs and desires,

Inidally uncertain about the degree to which daytime programs from
an audio medium would suit the housewife’s routine, many television broad-
casters turned their attendon to the visual medium of the popular press.
Varicty shows often modeled themselves on print conventions, particularly
borrowing narrative techniques from women’s magazines and the women’s
pages. Much as housewives might flip through the pages of a magazine as
they went about their daily chores, they could rune in and out of the mag-
azine program without the kind of disorientation that they might experi-
ence when disrupted from 2 condnuous drama. To ensure coherence, such
programs included “women’s editors” or “femcecs” who provided a narra-
tional thread for a series of “departments™ on gardening, homemaking, fash-
ion, and the like, These shows often went to extreme lengths to make the
connection between print media and relevision programming foremost in
the viewer's mind. Women’s Magazine of the Asr, a local program aired in
Chicago on WGN, presented a “potpourri theme with magazine pages being
turned to indicate new sections.”?® On its locally owned station, the Seas-
tie Post presented Women’s Page, starring Post book and music editor Suzanne
Martin. The networks also used the popular press as a model for daytime

.
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programs. As carly as 1948, CBS’s New York station aired Vanity Fair, a

 segmented format that was tied together by “managing editor” Dorothy

Dean, an experienced newspaper reporter. By the end of 1949, Vanity Fair
was boasting 2 large list of sponsors, and in the fifties it continued to be
part of the daytime schedule. Nevertheless, despite its success with Vanizy
Fair, CBS still tended to rely more heavily on well-known radio stars and
formats, adapting these to the television medium. Instead, it was NBC that
developed the print media model most aggressively in the carly fifties.

Faced with daytime ratings that were consistently behind those of CBS
and troubled by severe sponsorship problems, NBC saw the variety/maga-
zine format as a particularly apt vehicle for small ticket advertisers who could
purchase brief participation spots between program segments for relatively
fow cost.2® Under the direction of programming vice president Sylvester
“Pat” Weaver (who became NBC president in 1953), the network devel-
oped its “magazine concept” of advertising. Unlike the single sponsor series,
which was usually produced through the advertising agency, the mdgazine
concept allowed the network to retain control and ownership of programs.
Although this form of multiple sponsor participation had become 2 com-
mon daytime practice by the carly 1950s, Weaver’s scheme differed from
other participation plans because it allowed sponsors to purchasc scgments
on a one-shot basis, with no ongoing commitment to the serics. Even if
this meant gréater financial risks at the cutset, in the long rn a successful
program based on spot sales would garner large amounts of revenue for the
network.?”

Weaver applied the magazine concept to two of the most highly suc-
cessful daytime programs, Teday and Home. Aired between 7:00 and 9:00
&M., Today was NBC's self-proclaimed “television newspaper, covering not
only the latest news, weather and time signals, but special features on every-
thing from fashions to the hydrogen bomb.”?® On its premicr cpisode in
Japuary 1952, Today made the print media connections firm in viewers’
minds by showing telephoto machines grinding out pictures and front page
facsimiles of the San Francisco Chronicle®® Aimed ar a family audience, the
program attempted to lure men, women, and children with discrete pro-
gram segments that addressed their different interests and meshed with their
separate schedules. One NBC confidential report stated that, on the one
hand, men rushing off to take a train would not be likely to watch fashion
segments, On the other hand, it suggested, “men might be willing to catch
the next train” if they included an “almost sexy gal as part of the show.”
This, the report concluded, would be like “subtle, carly morning sex, ™80

Although it was aimed at the entire family, the lion's share of the audi-
ence was female. (In 1954, for example, the network caleulated that the
audience was composed of 52 percent women, 26 percent men, and 22 per-
cent children.)’! Today appealed to housewives with “women’s pages” news
storics such as Hollywood gossip segments, fashion shows, and humanistic
features. In August 1952, NBC's New York outler inserted “Today’s
Woman” into the program, 2 special women’s magazine featurc that was
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produced in cooperation with Leok and Quick magazines.3? Enthused with
“Foday's success, NBC developed -Home with—simi ises-in-mind; but
this time aimed the program specifically at women. First aired in 1954 dur-
ing the 11:00 AM. to noon time slot, Home borrowed its narrative tech-
nigues from women’s magazines, featuring segments on topics like garden-
ing, child psychology, food, fashion, health, and interior decor. As Newsweek
wrote, “The program is planned to do for women on the screen what the
women’s magazines have long donc in print.”3

In fashioning daytime shows on familiar models of the popular press,
television execurives and advertisers were guided by the implicit assumption
that the female audience had much in common with the typical magazine
reader. When promoting Teday and Home, NBC used magazines such as
Ladies’ Home Journal, Good Houseckeeping, and Collier’s (which also had 2
large female readership) as major venues. When Home first appeared it even
offered women copies of its own monthly magazine, How To Do it.3 Mag-
azine publishers also must have seen the potential profits in the cross-over
audience; the first sponsor for Today was Kiplinger’s magazine Changing
Times, and Lifr and Curtis magazines were soon to follow.38

The fluid transactons between magazine publishers and daytime pro-
ducers were based on widely held notions about the demographic composi-
tion of the female audience. In 1954, the same year that Homse premicred,
NBC hired W. R. Simmons and Associates to conduct the first nationwide
qualitative survey of daytime viewers. In a promotional report based on the
survey, Dr. Tom Coffin, manager of NBC rescarch, told advertisers and man-
ufacturers, “In analyzing the findings, we have felt a growing sense of cxcite-
ment at the qualitative picture emerging: an audience with the size of a mass
medium but the gualizy of a class medium.” When compared to nonvicwers,
daytime viewers were at the “age of acquisition,” with many in the twenty-
five- to thirty-four-year-old category; their families were larger with more
children under eighteen; they had higher incomes; and they lived in larger
and “berter” market areas. In addition, Coffin characterized the average
viewer as a “modern active woman” with a kitchen full of “labor-saving
devices,” an interest in her house, clothes, and “the way she looks,” She is
“the kind of woman most advertisers are most interested in; she’s a good cus-
tomer.”38 Coffin’s focus on the “class versus mass” audience bears striking
resemblance to the readership statistics of middle-class women’s magazines.
Like the magazine reader, “Mrs. Daytime Consumer”™ was an upscale, if only
moderately affluent, housewife whose daily life consisted not only of chores,
but also, and perhaps even more importantly, shopping for her family.

With this picture of the housewife in mind, the media producer had
ane primary job—teaching her how to buy products. Again, the magazine
format was perfect for this because cach discrete narrative segment could
portray an integrated sales message. Hollywood gossip columns gave way
to motion picture endorsements; cooking segments sold sleck new ranges;
fashion shows promoted Macy’s finest evening wear. By intcgrating sales
messages with advice on housekeeping and luxury lifestyles, the magazine
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format skillfully suggested to housewives that their ime spent viewing tel-

evision was indeed part-of their work time:-In-other words; the progrsms———

promised viewers not just entertainment, but also lessons on how to make
consumer choices for their families. One production handbook claimed:
“Women’s daytime programs have tended toward the practical—providing
shopping information, marketng tips, cooking, sewing, interior decoration,
ctc., with a dash of fashion and besuty hints. . ., The theory is that the
housewife will be more likely to take time from her houschold. duties if she
feels that her television viewing will make her housekeeping more efficient
and help. her provide more gracious living for her family.™®” In the case of
Home, this implicit integration of housework, consumerism, and TV enter-
tainment materialized in the form of a circular stage that the detwork pro-
moted as a “machine for sclling.”*® The stage was equipped with a com-
plete kitchen, a workshop area, and a small garden—all of which functioned
as settings for different program segments and, of course, the different spon-
sor products that accompanicd them. Thus, Home's magazine format pro-
vided a unique arena for the presentation of a scries of fragmented con-
sumer fantasies that women might tune into and out of, according to the
logic of their daily schedules,

Even if the stracture of this narrative format was the ideal vehicle for
“Mrs. Dayrime Consumer,” the content of the consumer fantasies still had
to be carefully planned. Like the woman’s magazine before it, the maga-
zine show nceded to mainrain the subtle balance of its “class address.” In
order to appeal to the average middle-class housewife, it had to make its
consumer fantasies fit with the more practical concerns of female viewers.
The degree to which network executives attempted to strike this balance is
well illustrated in the case of Home. After the program’s first airing, NBC
executive Charles Barry was particularly concerned about the amount of
“polish™ that it contained. Using “polish” as a euphemism for highbrow
tastes, Barry went on to observe the problems with Home's class address: “I
hope you will keep in mind that the average gal looking at the show is either
living in a small suburban house or in an apartment and is not very likely
to have heard of Paul McCobb; she is more likely to be at a Macy’s buy-
ing traditionally.” Afier observing other episodes, Barry had similar com-
plaints: the precocious stage children weren’t “average” enough, the furhi-
ture segment featured impractical items, and the cooking segment showcased
high-class foods such as vichyssoisc and pot-de-créme. “Maybe you can
improve tastes,” Barry conceded, “but gosh would somebody please tell me
how to cook corned beef and cabbage without any smel{?”% The television
praducer could educate the housewife beyond her means, but only through
mixing upperclass fantasy with tropes of averageness.

The figure of the female hostess was also fashioned to strike this deli-
cate balance. In order to appeal to the typical housewife, the hostess would
ideally speak on her level. As one producer argued, “Those who give an
impression of superiority or ‘talking down® to the audience, who treasure
the manner of speaking over naturalness and meaningful communica-
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tion . .. or who are overly formal in attire and manners, do not survive in
the broadcasting industry. ... The personality should ft right into your Tiv-
ing room. The super-sophisticate or the squealing life of the party might _.un
all right on occasion, but a daily association with this girl is apt to get a lit-
tle tiresome.™0 In addition, the ideal hostess was decidedly not a glamour
girl, but rather a pleasingly atrractive, middle-aged woman—Hollywood’s
answer to the home cconomics teacher. When first planning Home, one
NBC executive considered using the celebrity couple Van and Evie John-
son for hosts, claiming that Evie was “a sensible woman; not a glamor struck
movie star's wife, but a wholesome girl from a wholesome back-
ground. . . . She works hard at being a housewife and Mother who runs a
not claborate houschold in Beverly Hills with no swimming pool™ Although
Evie didn’t get the part, her competitor, Arlene Francis, was dlearly cut from
the same cloth. In a 1957 fanzine, Francis highlighted her ordinariness when
she admitted, “My nose is too long and I'm too skinny, but maybe that
won't make any difference if I'm fun to be with,™*! Francis was also a calm-
ing mother figure who appealed to children. In a fan letter, one mother
wrote that her little boy took a magazine to bed with him that had Arlene’s
picture on the cover.#? Unlike the “almost sexy™ fantasy woman on the
Today show who was perfect for “morning sex,” Home’s femcee nvmnw_nm
ta less erotic instinces, Francis and other daytime hostesses were designed
to provide a role model for ordinary housewives, educating them on the
“good life,” while still appearing down to earth.
In assuming the role of “consumer educator,” the networks went
beyond just teaching housewives how to buy advertisers’ products. Much
more crucially in this early period, the nerworks attempted to teach women
and their families how to consume television itself. Indeed, the whole sys-
tem pivoted on the singular problem of how to make the daytime u_.u&nann
watch more pragramming. Since it adapted jtself to the family’s daily rou-
tine, the magazine show was particularly suited for this purpose. When
describing the habits of Today’s morning audience, Weaver acknowledged
that the “show, of course, does not hold the same audience n:.o:mro.ﬁ the
time period, bur actually is a service fitting with the m..BE.m.oin _..pcwn pat-
tern in the morning. ™ Importandy, however, NBC continually tried to
channel the movements of the audience. Not merely content to fit its pro-
gramming inta the viewer’s thythms of reception, the network ».m.mnnmmm.ﬁ_«,
sought to change those rhythms by making the mnme..& o.m nn,B..Eou view-
ing into a new daily habit. One NBC report made this point quite namrﬂﬁ
suggesting that producers “establish definite show patterns uﬂ.qnmEB.. uasnm
do everything you can to capitalize on the great habit of habir listening, ’
Proud of his accomplishments on this front, Weaver bragged about fan un_eh
that demonstrated how Today changed viewers' daily routines. According
to Weaver, one woman claimed, “My husband said T should put casters on
the TV set so I can roll it around and see it from the kitchen.” Another
admitted, “I used to get all the dishes washed by 8:30—now I don’t do a
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in the living room,” Weaver boastfully promised, “We will change the habits
of millions,™45

The concept of habitual viewing also governed NBC's scheduling tech-
niques, The network devised promotional strategies designed to maintain
systems of flow, as each program ideally would form a “lead in” for the
next, tillored 1o punctuate intervals of the family’s daily routine. In 1954,
for example, an NBC report on daytime stated that Today was perfect for
the early morning time slot because it “has a family audience . . . and reaches
them just before they go out to shop.” With shopping donc, mothers might
retuen home to find Ding Dong Schooi, “a nursery school on television” that
allowed them to do housework while educator Frances Horwich helped raise
the pre-schoolers. Daytime dramas were scheduled throughout the day, each
lasting only fifteen minutes, probably because the network assumed that
drama would require more of the housewife’s attention than the segmented
variety formazs like Home. At 5 r.M., when mothers were likely to be prepar-
ing dinpier, The Pinky Lee Show presented a mixed bag of musical acts, dance
routines, parlor games, and ralk aimed both at women and their children
who wére now home from school, 46 :

NBC aggressively promoted this kind of routinized viewership, buying
space in major market newspapers and national periodicals for advertise-
ments that instructed women how to watch television while doing house-
hold chores. In 1955, Ladier® Home Journal and Good Housekeeping carried
advertiscments for NBC's daytime lineup that suggested that not only the
programs, but also the scheduling of the programs, would suit the house-
wife’s daily routine. The ads evoked 2 sense of fragmented leisure time and
suggested that television viewing could be conducted in a state of distrac-
tion, This was not the kind of critical contemplative distraction that Walter
Benjamin suggested in his seminal essay, “The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction.™” Rather, the ads implicd that the housewife
could accomplish her chores in a state of “utopian forgedfulness™ as she
moved freely between her work and the acr of watching television.

One advertisement, which is particularly striking in this regard, includes
a sketch of a housewife and her little daughter at the top of the page. Below
this, the graphic layour is divided into eight boxes composed of television
screens, each representing a different program in NBC's daytime lineup.
The caption functions as the housewife’s testimony to her distracted state.
She asks, “Where Did the Morning Go? The house is tidy . . . but it hasn’t
seemed like a terribly tiring morning. . . . I think I started ironing while I
watched the Sheila Grabam Show.” The housewife BOCS on to register cach
detail of the programs, but she cannot with certainty account for her pro-
ductive activities in the home, Furthermore, as the ad’s layout suggests, the
woman’s daily activities are literally fragmented according to the pattern
of the daytime television schedule, to the extent that her everyday experi-
ences become imbricated in a kind of serial narrative, Significanly, her child
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pittured at the top-of the advertisement appears within the contours of 2

television screen so that the labor of childrearing is itself made part of the
narratve pleasures offered by the network’s daytime lincup.#

Negotiating with the Industry’s Ideal Viewer

The program types, schedules, and promotional materials devised at the net-
works were based upon ideal images of female viewers and, consequently,
they were rooted in abstract conceptions about women’®s lives, These ideals
weren’t always commensurate with the heterogencous experiences and sit-
uations of real women and, for this reason, industrial strategies didn’t always
form a perfect fit with the audience’s needs and desires. Although it is impos-
sible to reconstruct fully the actual activities of female viewers at home, we
can better understand their concerns and practices by examining the ways
in which their viewing cxperiences were explained to them at the time. Pop-
ular media, particularly women’s magazines, presented women with oppor-
tunitics to ncgotiate with the modes of spectatorship that the television
industry tried to construct. It is in these texts that we sce the gaps and
inconsistencies—the unexpected twists and turns—that were ot foreseen
by nerworks and advertisers. Indeed, it is in the magazines, rather than in
the highrise buildings of NBC, CBS, and ABC, where female audiences were
given the chance to enter into a popular dialogue about their own refations
to the medium.

While the networks were busy attempting to tailor daytime program-
ming to the patterns of domestic labor, popular media often noBEaﬂnG
rejected the idea that television could be compatible with women’s work
and showed instead how it would threaten the efficient fanctioning of the
household. The TV-addict housewife became a stock character during the
periad, particularly in texts aimed at a general audience where the mode of
address was characterized by an implicit male nacrator who clearly blamed
women~-not television—for the untidy house. In 1950, for example, The
New Yorker ran a cartoon that showed a stovenly looking woman ironing a
shirt while blankly staring at the television screen. Unfortunately, in her state
of distraction, the woman burned a hole in the garment.** Women’s mag-
azines also deliberated upon television's thoroughly negative effect on house-
hold chores, but rather than poking fin at the housewife, they offered sym-
pathetic advice, usually suggesting that a careful management of domestic
space might solve the problem. In 1950, House Beawsifiul warned of televi-
sion: “It delivers about five times as much wallop as radio and requires in
retun five times as much artention. . . . I’ impossible to get anything
accomplished in the same room while it's on.” The magazine offered 2 spa-
tal solution, telling women “to get the darn thing out of the living room,”
and into the TV room, cellar, library, “or as a last resort stick it in the din-
ing room,”5¢

In The Honeymooners, a working-class situation comedy, television’s
obstruction of household work was related to marital strife. The first episode
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of the series, “TV or Not TV” (1955}, revolves around the purchase of a
television set and begiris Withi an esmblishing shot-of the sparsely decorated .
Kramden kitchen where a clothes basket filled with wet wash sits on the
table, Entering from the bedroom in her hausfrau garb, Alice Kramden
approaches the kitchen sink and puts a plunger over the drain, apparendy
attempting to unclog it. As pictured in this opening scene, Alice is, to say
the least, a victim of household drudgery. Not surprisingly, Alice begs Ralph
for a television set, hoping that it will make her life mote pleasant,

In a later scene, after the Kramdens purchase their TV set, this situation
changes, but not for the better. Ralph returns home from work while Alice
sits before her television set. Here is the exchange between the couple:

Ralph: Would you mind telling me where my supper is?

Alfee: I didn’t make it yet. . . . L sat down to watch the four o’clock movie
* and I got so interested H . ub what time is it anyway?

Ralph: 1 knew this would ruEX: Alice. Weve had that sct thret days now,
and I haven't had a hot meal since we got it

Thus, television is the source of a dispute berween the couple, a dispute
that arises from the housewife’s inability to perform her productive fune-
ton while enjoying an afterncon program.

A 1955 ad for Drano provided a solution to television’s obstruction of
household chores, Here the housewife is shown watching her afternoon soap
opera, but this unproductive activity is sanctioned only insofar as her servant
does the housework, As the maid exclaims, “Shucks, I'll never know if she
gets her man *cause this is the day of the week I put Drano in all the drains!™
The Drano Company thus artempted to sell its product by giving women 2
glamorous vision of themselves enjoying an afternoon of television. But it
could do so only by splitung the functions of relaxation and work across two
representational figures—the Jady of leisure and the domestic servant.S!

If the domestic servant was a fantasy solution to the conflict between
work and television, the women’s magazines suggested more practical ways
o manage the problem. Better Homes and Gardensadvised in 1949 that the
television set should be placed in an area where it could be viewed, “while
you're doing things up in the kitchen.” Similarly in 1954, American Home
told readers to put the TV set in the kitchen so thar “Mama sees her pet pro-
grams. . .. ” Via such spatial remedies, labor would not be affected by the
leisure of viewing nor would viewing be denicd by houschold chores.’? In
fact, honsehold labor and television were continually condensed into one
space designed to accommodate both acrivites. In a 1955 issuc of American
Hosmne, this labor-leisure viewing condensation provided the terms of a joke.
A cartoon showed a housewife tediously hanging her laundry on the outdoor
clothesline. The drudgery of this work is miraculously solved as the house-
wife brings her laundry into her home and sits before her television set while
letting the laundry dry on the television antenna.3

The spatial condensation of labor and viewing was part of a well
entrenched functionalist discourse. The home had to provide rooms that
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would allow for a practical orchestration of “modern living activities” that
now included watching television, Functionalism was particabarly-usefut for
advertisers, who used it to promote not just one household item but an
entire product line. In 1952, for example, the Crane Company displayed its
kitchen appliance ensemble, complete with ironing, laundering, and cook-
ing facilities, Here the housewife could do multiple tasks at once because
all the fixtures were “matched together as a complete chore unit.” One par-
ticularly attractive component of this “chore unit™ was a television set built
into the wall above the washer,/dryer.54

While spatial condensations of labor and leisure helped to soothe ten-
sions about television’s obstruction of houschold chores, other problems
still existed. The magazines suggested that television would causc increas-
ing work loads. Considering the cleanliness of the living room, House Beau-
tiful told its readers in 1948: “Then the men move in for boxing, wrestling,
basketball, hockey. They get excited. Ashes on the floor. Pretzel crumbs.
Beer stains.” The remedy was again spatial: “Lots of sets after a few months
have been moved into dens and recreation rooms.”®® In a slight twist of
terms, the activity of cating was said to be moving out of the dining area
and into the television-sitting area. Food stains soiling upholstery, floors,
and other surfaces meant extra work for women. Vinyl upholstery, linoleum
floors, tiling, and other spill-proof surfaces were recommended. Advertisers
for all kinds of cleaning products found television especially useful in their
sales pitches. In 1953, the Bissell Carpet Sweeper Company asked house-
wives, “What do you do when the TV crowd leaves popcomn and crumbs
on your rug? You could leave the mess till morning—or drag out the vac-
uum, But if youw're on the beam, you slick it up with a handy Bissell
Sweeper.”5¢ In addition to the mess generated by television, the set itself
called for maintenance. In 1955, House Beantifiul asked if a “misty haze
dims your TV screen” and recommended the use of “wipe-on liquids and
impregnated wiping cloths to remedy the problem.” The Drackett Com-
pany, producer of Windex Spray, quickly saw the advantage thar television
held for its product; in 1948 it adverrised the cleaner as a perfect solution
for a dirty screen,?

Besides the extra cleaning, television also kept housewives busy in the
kitchen. The magazines showed women how to be gracious hostesses, always
prepared to serve family and friends special TV treats. These snacktime chores
created a lucrative market for manufacturers. For example, in 1952 Amer-
ican Home presented a special china collection for “Early Tea and Late TV,”
while other companies promoted TV snack trays and TV rables.®® The most
exaggerated manifestation appeared in 1954. The TV dinner was the per-
fect remedy for the extra work entailed by television, and it also allowed

children to eat their toss-away meals while watching Hopalong Cassidy.

While magazines presented readers with a host of television-related rasks,
they also suggested ways for housewives to ration their labor. Time-motion
studies, which were integral to the discourses of feminism and domestic sci-
ence since the Progressive era, were rigorously applied to the problem of
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increasing work loads. All urinecessary human movement that the television
sct might denmad tad to-te minimized. Again, this caifed for a carefid man-
agement of space. The magazines suggested that chairs and sofas be placed
so that they need not be moved for watching television. Alternatively, fur-
niture ¢ould be made mobile. By placing wheels on a couch, it was possi-
ble to exert minimal energy while converting a sitting space into a viewing
space. Similarly, casters and lazy Susans could be placed on television sets
so that housewives might easily move the screen to face the direction of the
viewers.5? More radically, space between rooms could be made continuous.
In 1952, House Beausifisl suggested a “continuity” of living, dining, and
television arcas wherein “a curved sofa and a folding screen mark off [the]
television corner from the living and dining room.” Via this carefully man-
aged spatial continuum, “it takes no more than an extra ten steps or so to
serve the TV fans, "%

Continuous space was also a response to the more general problem of
television and family relationships. Women’s household work presented a
dilemma for the twin ideals of family anity and social divisions, since house-
wives were ideally meant to perform their distinctive productive functions
but, at the same time, take part in the family’s leisure-time pursuits, This
conflict between female isolation from and integration ineo the family group
was rooted in Victorian domestic ideology with its elaborate social and spa-
tial hicrarchies; it became even more pronounced as twentieth-century
lifestyles and housing contexts changed in ways that could no longer con-
tain the formalized spatial distinctions of the Victorian ideal.

The problems became particularly significant in the carly decades of the
century when middle-class women found themselves increasingly isolated in
their kitchens due to a radical reducton in the number of domestic ser-
vants, As Gwendolyn Wright has observed, women were now cut off from
the famnily group as they worked in kitchens designed to resemble scientific
laboratories, far removed from the family activities in the central areas of
the home. Architects did little to respond to the problem of isolation, but
continued instead to build kitchens fully separated from communal living
spaces, suggesting thart labor-saving kitchen appliances would solve the ser-
vant shortage.8! In the postwar era when the continuous spaces of ranch-
style architecture became a cultural ideal, the small suburban home placed
a greater emphasis on interaction between family members. The “open plan”
¢liminated some of the walls between dining room, living room, and kitchen.
However, even in the continuous ranch-style homes, the woman’s work area
was “zoned off” from the activity area, and the woman’s role as homemaker
stll worked to separate her from the leisure activites of her family,

Women’s magazines suggested intricately balanced spatial arrangements
that would mediate the tensions between female integration and isolation.
Television viewing became a special topic of consideration. In 1951, Howuse
Beautiful placed a television set in ics remodcled kitchen, which combined
“such varied functions as cooking, storage, laundry, flower arranging, din-
ing and TV viewing.” In this case, as clsewhere, the call for functionalism
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was related to the woman's ability to work among a group engaged in leisure
actvities. A graphic shiowed a television placed in a “special area™ devoted
to “cating” and “relaxing”™ which was “not shut off by a partition.” In con-
tinuous space, “the worker . . . is always part of the group, can share in the
conversation and fun while work is in progress.”s2

While this example presents a harmonious solution, often the ideals of
integradon and isolation resulted in highly contradictory representations of
domestic life. Typically, illustrations that depicted continuous spaces showed
the housewife to be oddly disconnected from the general flow of activities,
In 1951, for example, American Home showed a woman in a continuous
dining-living area who supposedly is allowed to accomplish her housework
among a group of television viewers. Flowever, rather than being integrated
into the group, the woman is actually isolated from the television crowd as
she scts the dining room table. The TV viewers are depicted in the back-
ground while the housewife stands to the extreme front-right border of the
composition, far away from her family and friends. In fact, she is literally
positioned off-frame, straddling between the photograph and the negative
(or unused) space of the layout.?

The family circle motif was also riddled with contradictions of this sort.
In particular, Sentinel’s advertising campaign showed women who were spa-
tially distanced from their families. In 1952, one ad depicted a housewife
holding a tray of beverages and standing om. to the side of her family, who
were clustered around the television set. The following year, another ad
showed a housewife cradling her baby in her arms and standing at 2 win-
dow far away from the rest of her family, who were gathered around the
Sentinel console.5 In a 1948 ad for Magnavox Television, the housewife’s
chores separated her from her circle of friends. The ad was organized around
a U-shaped sofa that provided a quite literal manifestation of the semicircle
visual cliché. A group of adult couples sat on the sofa watching the new
Magnavox set, but the hostess stood ar the kitchen door, holding a tray of
snacks. Spatially removed from the television viewers, the housewife appeared
to be sneaking a Jook at the set as she went about her hostess chores.%

This problem of female spatial isolation gave way to what can be called
a “corrective cycle of commodity purchases.™ A 1949 article in American
Home about the joys of the clectric dishwasher is typical here. A picture of
a family gathered around the living room console included the capton, “No
martyr banished to kitchen, she never misses television programs. Lunch,
dinner dishes are in an electric dishwasher,” In 1950, an advertiscment for
Hotpoint dishwashers used the same discursive strategy. The illustration
showed a wall of dishes that separated a housewife in the kitchen from her
family, who sat huddled around the television sct in the living room. The
caption read, “Please . . . Let Your Wife Come Out Into the Livingroom!
Dion’t let dirty dishes make your wife a kitchen exile! She loses the most
precious hours of her life shut off from pleasures of the family circle by the
never-ending chore of old-fashioned dishwashing!»%¢
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contested by the competing discourse on divided spaces. Distnctions
between work and leisure space remained an imporrant principle of house-
hold effigjency. Here, room dividers presented a perfect balance of integra-
tion and fo_wnou In 1952, Better Homes and Gardens E&u_&am a room
divider that separated a kitchen work arca from its dining area. The cutoff
point was a television set buile inco the wall just to the right ¢f the room
divider. Thus, the room divider separared the woman’s work space from the
television; space, but as a partial wall that still allowed for continuous space,
it reached the perfect compromise between the housewife’s isolation from
and integration into the family. It was in the sense of this compromise that
American Home’s “discrete” room divider separated a wife's work space
from her husband’s television space in a house that, nevertheless, was
designed for “family living.” As the magazine reported in 1954, “Mz. Peter-
son . . . retired behind his newspaper in the TV end of the living kitchen.
Mrs. P. quietly made a grear stack of sandwiches for us behind the discrete
screen of greens in the efficient kitchen end of the same room. "7

This bifurcation of sexual roles, of male (leisure) and female (produc-
tive) activiries, served as an occasion for a full consideration of power dynam-
ics among men and women in the home. Typically, the magazines extended
their categories of ferninine and masculine viewing practices into represen-
tations of the body. For men, television viewing was most often represented
in terms of a posture of repose. Men were usually shown to be sprawled
out on easy chairs as they watched the set. Remote controls allowed the
father to watch in undisturbed passive comfort. In many ways, this repre-
sentation of the male body was based on Victorian notions of rejuvenation
for the working man, Relaxation was condoned for men because it served
a revitalizing funcdon, preparing them for the struggles for the workaday
world. For women, the passive calm of television viewing was never so sim-
ple. As we have seen, even when women were shown watching television,
they often appeared as productive workers.

Sometimes, representations of married couples became excessively lit-
eral about the gendered parrerns of television leisure. In 1954, when the
Cleavelander Company advertised its new “T-Vue™ chair, it told consumers,
“Once you sink into the softness of Cleavelander’s cloud-liks contours, cares
seemn to float away.” Thus, not only the body, but also the spirit would be
revitalized by the TV chair. But while the chair allowed Father “to stretch
out with his feet on the ottoman,” Mother's TV leisure was nevertheless
productive. As the caption states, “Mother likes to gently rock as she sews. ™8
Similarly, a 1952 advertisement for Airfoam furniture cushions showed a
husband dozing in his foam rubber cushioned chair as he sits before a rel-
evision set. Meanwhile, his wife clears away his TV snack. The text reads,
“Man's pleasure is the body coddling comfort” of the cushioned chair while
“Woman's treasure is a home lovely to look at, easy to keep perfectly tidy
and neat” with cushioning that “never needs fluffing. ™ In such cases, the
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man's pleasure in television is associated with passive relaxation. The
woman's pleasure, however, is derived from the aesthetics of 2 well-kept
home and labor-saving devices that promise to minimize the extra house-
hold work that teievision brings to domestic space. In addition, the Airfoam
ad is typical as it depicts a female body that finds no viewing pleasures of
its own but instead functions to assist with the viewing comforts of others.

As numercus feminist film theorists have demonstrated, specratorship
and the pleasures entailed by it are culturally organized according to cate-
gories of sexual difference. In her groundbreaking article on the subject of
Hollywood film, Laura Mulvey showed how narrative cinema {her exampics
were Von Sternberg and Hircheock) is organized around voyeuristic and
fetishistic scenarios in which women are the “to-be-looked-at™ object of male
desire.” In such a scheme, it becomes difficult to pinpoint how women <an
have subjective experiences in a cinema that systematically objectifies them,
In the case of television, it seems clear that women's visual pleasure was asso-
ciated with interior decor and not with viewing programs. In 1948, House
Beautiful made this explicit when it claimed, “Most men want only an ade-
quate screen. But women alone with the thing in the house all day have to
eye it as a picce of furniture.””! In addition, while these discussions of televi-
sion were addressed to female readers, the woman’s spectarorial pleasure was
less associated with her enjoyment of the medium than it was with her own
objectification, her desire to be looked at by the gaze of another,

On one level here, television was depicted as a threat to the visual appeal
of the female body in domestic space, Specifically, there was something visu-
ally unpleasurable abour the sight ofa woman operating the technology of
the receiver. In 1955, Sparton Television proclaimed that “the sight of a
woman tuning a TV set with dials near the floor™ was “most unattractive.”
The Sparton TV, with its tuning knob located ar the top of the set, prom-
ised to maintain the visual appeal of the woman.” Beyond this specific case,
there was a distinct set of aesthetic conventions formed in these years for
male and female viewing postures. A 1953 advertisement for CBS-Colum-
bia Television illustrates this weil. Three alternative viewing postures are
taken up by family members. A little boy stretches out on the floor, a father
slumps in his easy chair, and the lower portion of a mother’s outstretched
body is gracefully lifred in a sleek modern chair with a seat that tlts upward.
Here as elsewhere, masculine viewing is characterized by slovenly body pos-
ture. Conversely, feminine viewing posture takes on a certain visual appeal
even as the female body passively reclines.”?

As this advertisement indicates, the graphic representarion of the female
body viewing television had to be carefully controlled. It had to be made
appealing to the eye of the observer, for in a fandamental sense, there was
something taboo about the sight of a woman watching television. In fact, the
housewife was almost never shown watching television by herself. Instead,
she typically lounged on a chair (perhaps reading a book) while the television
set remained turned off in the room. In 1952, Bezter Homes and Gardens
stated one quite practical reason for the taboo. The article gave suggestions
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for methods of covering windows that would keep neighbers from peering
into the home. It related this interest in privacy to women’s work and televi-
sion: “You should be able to have big, big windows to let in light and view,
windows that let you watch the stars on a summer night without feeling
exposed and naked. In good conscience, you should be able to leave the din-
ner dishes on the table while you catch a favorite TV or radio program, with-
out sensing derogatory comments on your housckeeping.™* Thus, for the
housewife, being caught in the act of enjoying a broadcast is ultimately
degrading because it threatens to reveal the signs of her slovenly behavior to
the abserver. Mote generally, we might say that the magazines showed
women that their subjective pleasure in watching television was at odds with
their own status as efficient and visually attractive houscwives.

Although these representations are compatible with traditional gender
roles, subtle reversals of power ran through the magazines as a whole. Even
if there was a certain degree of privilege attached to the man’s position of
total relaxation—his right to rule from the easy chair throne—his power was
in no way absolute, nor was it stable. Although such representations held
to the standard conception of women as visually pleasing spectacles—as pas-
sive objects of male desirc—these representations also contradicted such
notions by presenting women as active producers in control of domestic
affairs. For this reason, it scems that the most striking thing abour this gen-
dered representation of the body is that it inverted—or at least compli-
cated—normative conceptions of masculinity and femininity, Whereas West-
etn society associates activity with maleness, representations of television
often attributed this trait to the woman. Converscly, the notion of feminine
passivity was typically transferred over to the man of the house.” It could
well be concluded that the cultural ideals that demanded women be shown
as productive workers in the home also had the peculiar side effect of “fem-
inizing” the father,

Perhaps for this reason, popular media presented tongue-in-cheek ver-
sions of the situation, showing how television had turned men into passive
homebadies. In the last scene of The Honeymooners’ episode “TV or Not TV,”
for example, the marital dispute between Alice and Ralph is inverted, with
Alice apparently the “woman on top.”7¢ After Ralph scolds Alice abour her
delinquent housekeeping, Alice’s TV addiction is transferred over to her hus-
band and his friend Ed Norton, who quickly become passive viewers. Ralph
sits before the television set with a smorgashord of snacks, which he deliber-
ately places within his reach so that he needn’t move a muscle while warch-
ing his program. Norton's regressive state becomes the center of the comedic
simiation as he is turned into a child viewer addicted to a sciencefiction serial.
Wearing a club-member space helmet, Norton tunes into his favorite televi-
sion host, Captain Video, and recites the space scout pledge. After arguing
over program preferences, Ralph and Norton finally settle down for the Late,
Late, Late Show and, exhausted, fall asleep in front of the set, Alice then enters
the room and, with a look of motherly condescension, covers Ralph and Nor-
ton with a blanket, tucking them in for the night.
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Men’s magazines such as Esguire and Popular Seience also presented wry
commentary on male viewers. In 1951, for example, Esguire showed the
stercotypical husband relaxing with his shoes off and a beer in his hand,
smiling idiodcally while seated before a television set. Two years later, the
same magazine referred to television fans as “televidiots.””” Nonetheless,
while these magazines provided a humorous look at the man of leisure, they
also presented men with alternatives. In very much the same way that
Catharine Beecher attempted 1o elevate the woman by making her the cen-
ter of domestic affairs, the men’s magazines suggested that fathers could
regain authority through increased participation in family life,

Indeced, the “masculine domesticity™ that Margaret Marsh sees as cen-
tral ro Progressive era lifestyles also pervaded the popular advice dissemi-
nated to men in the 1950s. According to Marsh, masculine domesticity has
histarically provided men with a way ta assert their dominton at home, Faced
with their shrinking authérity in the new corporate world of white-collar
desk jobs, the middle-class men of the carly 1900s turned inward to the
home where their increased participation in and control over the family
served to compensate for feelings of powerlessness in the public sphere.
Moreover, Marsh argues that masculine domesticity actually undermined
women’s growing desire for equal rights because it contained that desire
within the safe sphere of the home. In other words, while masculine domes-
ticity presented a more “compassionate” model of marriage where men sup-
posedly shared domestic responsibilitics with women, it did nothing to
encourage women’s equal participation in the public sphere.”®

Given such historical precedents, it is not surprising that the postwar
advice to men on this account took on explicitly misogynistic tones. As early
as 1940, Sydnie Greenbie called for the reinstitution of manhood in his
book, Leisure For Living. Greenbie reasoned that the popular figure of the
male “boob™ could be counteracted if the father cultivated his mechanicat
skills. As he wrote, “At last man has found something more in keeping with
his nature, the workshop, with its lathe and mechanical saws, something he
has kept as yet his own against the predacious female. . . . And [it becomes)
more natural . . . for the man to be a homemaker as well as the woman,”™®

After the war the reintegration of the father became a popular jdeal. As
Esquire told its male readers, “Your place, Mister, is in the home, too, and
if you'll make a few thoughtful improvements to it, youw'll build yourself a
happier, more comfortable, less back breaking world. . . . "3 From this per-
spective, the men's magazines suggested ways for fathers to take an actve
and productive attitude in relation to television. Even if men were passive
spectators, when not watching they could iearn to repair the set or else pro-
duce television carts, built-ins, and stylish cabinets.8! Articles with step-by-
step instructions circulated in Popular Seience, and the Home Crafirman
even had a special “TV: Improve Your Home Show™ column featuring a
husband and wife, Thelma and Vince, and their adventures in home repairs.
Popular Science suggested hobbies through which men could use television
in an active, productive way. The magazine ran several articles on a new
fad—TV photography. Men were shown how to take still pictures off their
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television sets, and in 1950 the magazine even conducted a readership con-

test for prize winning photas that were published in the December m..mmﬁn.

The gendered division of domestic labor and the complex relations of
power entailed by it were thus shown to organize the experience of E»R.:-
ing television, These popular representations begin to disclose the social
construction of television as it was rooted in a mode of thought based on
caregorics of sexual difference. Indeed, sexual difference, ..En.ﬁn corre-
sponding dynamics of domestic labor and leisure, framed R_nﬁm—on.m intro-
duction to the public in significant ways, The television industry struggled
to produce programming forms that might appeal to what they ».aE:o.n_ to
be the typical housewife, and in so doing they drew an abstract portrait of
“Mrs, Daytime Consumer.” By tailoring programs to suit the content and
organization of her day, the industry hoped to capturc her divided atten-
tion. Through developing schedules that mimicked the pattern of her &E.w
activitics, network executives aspired 1o make television a routine habit, This
“ideal” female spectator was thus the very foundation of the daytime pro-
grams the industry produced. But like all texts, these programs didn’t sim-
ply turn viewers into ideal spectators; they didn’t simply “affect” women,
Instead, they were used and interpreced within the context of everyday life
at home. It is this everyday context that women’s magazines addressed, pro-
viding 4 cultural space through which housewives might negotiate their
peculiar relationship to a new media form.

Women's magazines engaged their readers in a dialogue about the con-
crete problems that television posed for productive labor in the home. They
depicted the subtle interplay between labor and leisure at home, and they
offered women ways to deal with—or else resist—television in their daily
lives. If our culture has systematically relegated domestic leisure to the realm
of nonproduction, these discourses remind us of the tenuousness of such
notions. Indeed, at least for the housewife, television was not represented
as a passive activity; rather, it was incorporated into a pattern of everyday
life where work is never done.

Notes

1. This stove was mentioned in Sponsor, 4 June 1951, p. 19. It was also illus-
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