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Abstract 

The Past in the Present and the Present in the Past: Representing 

History and Performing Memory On Television and in Everyday Life 

Mabel Meigs Rosenheck, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

Supervisor:  Michael Kackman 

 

Moving from the basic assumption that media and television are vital sites of 

memory, pivotal spaces in which we learn about the past, this thesis argues that the most 

productive and progressive representations of the past are those that allow the past to 

interact with the present. Yet the past is not simply a representation in the present, it is 

also performed as cultural memory. One of the key concepts here is the idea that if we do 

indeed find historical knowledge on television and in everyday life as well as in museums 

and textbooks, then we might apply the concepts, roles and institutions of the museum, 

concepts like the archive and the curator, to television and historical consciousness in 

everyday life. Through this logic television programs are archives and audiences are 

curators, selecting music and fashions from the representation of the past and using them, 

performing them in everyday life. To explore this, I begin with textual analyses of the 

television shows American Dreams and Mad Men. Examinations of music and fashion in 

each show then gives way to inquiries into how the musical and sartorial artifacts 

contained in each program are brought out into everyday life.  While these chapters 

primarily consider gendered histories and feminist cultural memories, I conclude with a 

consideration of racial histories, silenced memories and how unique juxtapositions can 

point to alternative archives and repertoires.   
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Introduction:  That Mad American Thing 

"Yo, remember back on the boogie when cats use to harmonize like, ‘woooo, woo woo 

woo’"  -“Doo Wop (That Thing),” The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill 

 

 Two block parties in Washington Heights. The left side of a split screen shows 

“New York City, 1967” and a group of young black women standing on a roof in sheath 

dresses with straightened hair. On the right side is “New York City, 1998” and young 

black women on a roof in spaghetti strap tank tops, shorts or capri pants, hair pulled back 

in pony tails. Piano and doo wop voices singing “wooo, woo, woo, woo” play under a 

black female voice which is later joined by a chorus, a bass beat and a trumpet 

arrangement. The visual shifts from the women on the roof to young men on the street 

dressed in suits, bow ties and fedoras on one side of the screen and a young man in baggy 

pants, one leg rolled up and a tilted cap on the other. Further on, a transistor radio is 

placed next to a boom box and a chess game occupies the space between an old black 

man on the left and a young black man on the right. With these kinds of images 

surrounding it, the focus of the video for “Doo Wop (That Thing)” is the juxtaposition of 

Lauryn Hill as her 1967 self in a neat knee-length A-line zebra print dress and matching 

coat with Lauryn Hill as her 1998 self in a white halter top mini-dress under a man’s 

denim shirt and dozens of silver bangle bracelets. In 1967, her hair is straightened and 

coifed. In 1998, it is wild and dreadlocked. In 1967, she sings a girl group-style melody 

while in 1998 she raps. Juxtaposing 1967 with 1998 through fashion, technology, music 

and other temporal and cultural signifiers, “Doo Wop”’s representation of the past is one 

that is self-consciously in dialogue with its present. As a female MC in a male dominated 

hip-hop world, Lauryn Hill’s voice takes on the cultural legacy of 1960s African-
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American girl groups like the Ronettes and the Shirelles. The hairstyles in the video-- the 

straightened updo, the dreadlocks and a natural afro-- invoke a complex history of black 

femininity and womanhood from before the civil rights movement to the black power era 

and beyond. The setting also evokes specific historical moments and cultural traditions in 

the black inner city-- the urban rebellions of the 1960s as much as a first block party and 

its 33rd anniversary.  

 I begin with this example because of the way it uses audio and visual style to 

contextualize and historicize issues of race, gender, urban community and cultural 

politics, because of the way it can connect cultural histories of music, fashion and the city 

to histories of politics and social conditions. The video also makes clear that the present 

does not exist without the past and the past does not exist without the present. On the one 

hand straightened hair and hair weaves are rejected in context of natural hair and lyrics 

which declare that “It’s silly when girls sell their soul because it’s in/ Look at where you 

be in hair weaves like Europeans.” On another, the sweet girl group harmonies of the past 

are reclaimed as kindred spirits to the contemporary girl who the MC asks “how you gon’ 

win when you ain’t right within?” Though styles have evolved, the song and the video 

refuse easy narratives of linear progress and refuse a vision of the past as something to be 

simply left behind in favor of an inevitably better future. Rather, there are pasts to be 

retrieved and progress that was promised but not realized. The failure of change is born 

out not only through sex and gender relations but through the urban backdrop of the 

video. In one scene, a woman on the right wears hip hugging jeans and a bikini top, while 

a woman on the left wears a belted sheath dress, and yet the high rise housing project 

behind them looks the same in 1967 as it does in 1998. Styles have changed, but the 

places, histories and contexts they connote have not. The legacies of the past are with us 

both through what has evolved and what has not, both through what we celebrate about 
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the past and what we question. Thus through both continuity and discontinuity, Hill and 

the directors of the video work to critique the distance that is placed between historical 

racial and sexual cultures, contemporary discourses of their historical and cultural 

legacies and the perceived distance between history and culture themselves.  

 Additionally, because it represents both the late twentieth-century and the mid-

1960s, the “Doo Wop” video captures a moment of generational transition which is vital 

to the cultural context of both the images in the video and the other narratives which I 

explore in this project. By juxtaposing 1967 and 1998, the video effectively asks the 

question: why do the sixties still matter? Why do the sixties matter to a generation not 

forged amid freedom rides, urban riots, antiwar protests, the emergence of the pill and the 

fight for women’s rights? In addition to this question of why, my thesis asks how does 

that generation and that era matter? To who?   

 In some ways, the focus on the 1960s is arbitrary; nostalgia for the 1970s and 

1980s is equally ubiquitous in contemporary music, fashion, film and television. Yet in 

American cultural memory, those eras are not as inextricably entangled with history, with 

the great moments and great men that are seen to shape nations and generations. Equally 

important however, is that in American cultural memory the sixties have been 

constructed not only in terms of official and national histories but also in terms of and in 

the form of consumable styles, especially fashion and music. Thus what is not arbitrary is 

the focus on an historically pivotal decade and the focus on a past recent enough and 

marketable enough to be familiar to and embraced by contemporary audiences and 

consumers. That dual rationale for studying the representation of the sixties also points to 

the fact that while some of my research questions relate to why, how and to what end the 

postwar era continues to resonate for post-baby boom generations, underlying these more 

specific questions is the broader dilemma of how and why the past is represented at all. 
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When media and technology are constantly moving us forward, why and how do we look 

back? Where do we learn about history? What kind of history do we find there?  How is 

the past intertwined with the present and how can the past be made meaningful in the 

present? How can the representation of the past be used to encourage politically liberal or 

progressive uses of history in the present? Yet moving beyond good and bad histories or 

left and right ideologies, I ask how the past can be used to encourage not just progressive 

but productive uses of history in the present. How can the representation of the past 

produce new knowledge, new dialogues, new connections between the successes, failures 

and legacies of the past in the present and for the contemporary moment? 

 As the use of a music video to introduce these issues might suggest, my interest is 

somewhat more particular than these questions imply. Indeed, my arrival at these themes 

comes from induction more than deduction. Starting with television and its specific 

historical fictions, I began to ask questions about historical consciousness more generally 

and television’s place in that consciousness specifically. While characters, plots and 

formal structures are fundamental to the construction of television narrative and 

television history, my contention is that the most productive media representations of the 

past facilitate more than a story that educates but a series of dialogues that are not 

confined to the screen or to the past, a series of simultaneously textual and extratextual, 

historical and contemporary dialogues. To this end, I want to suggest first that the most 

productive histories will allow the past to speak to the present and the present to the past. 

History that is seen as a series of events that have occurred and are now over is the kind 

of history that tends to silence the failures of the past. If we view the civil rights 

movement, for example, as a triumphant moment in history when Americans came 

together and righted the wrongs of a racist past, we silence ongoing racial inequalities 
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and injustices that were not eradicated by the victories of dismantling Jim Crow in the 

South.  

 Second, I want to suggest that screen histories are most productive when they are 

not confined to the screen. Though there may be information we glean only or primarily 

from television or popular media, I argue that knowledge of the past is not that kind of 

information and should not be treated as such. Throughout our lives we are constantly 

taught and retaught what happened when, where and why. The construction of Martin 

Luther King as representative of the successful civil rights movement, for instance, had 

been represented on film and television but it is also celebrated nationally with a holiday, 

commemorated in cities throughout the United States with street signs and taught in 

classrooms from kindergarten to college. Indeed one of the most important points about 

historical knowledge is that as much as history is mediated, filmed and televised, it is also 

something we learn in school. Yet the past also surrounds us in other, often non-narrative 

ways as well-- in public memorials, anniversary news reports and political speeches, and 

as I discuss in this project, in music and fashion. Thus if television is to present an 

alternative version of the past, a version that deviates from hegemonic histories-- and I 

believe the shows I examine attempt to do this-- it will do so most successfully if it works 

not only within the textual narrative but also facilitates alternative discourses and 

performances in other sites of memory in everyday life as well.  

Although there are limitations in the realization of this ideal, my thesis 

demonstrates this logic at work in two television series and a variety of intertexts. I begin 

with how television series can open dialogues between past and present and potentially 

facilitate the transition of that dialogue into everyday life. With American Dreams (NBC, 

2002-2005), like with the “Doo Wop” video, I analyze how cultural histories and the 

space of musical performance relate often silenced histories of women, especially young 
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women, and blacks, especially urban, Northern blacks. Then through Mad Men (AMC, 

2007-present), I present fashion as a means of narrative expression which connects early 

sixties design to its historical and social context as well as to contemporary uses of 

vintage and retro clothing and style. Yet even in these televisual examples, history is not 

only constructed on screen. Thus I also present the subcultural translation of the music of 

American Dreams into punk rock covers and the wearing of Mad Men-style fashion by 

punk rock girls. The construction of the past through cultural signs which do not exist 

solely on screen ultimately then facilitates the transition of historical themes from the 

screen to everyday life. While television’s ability to produce dialogues between past and 

present and between television text and everyday life are my focal points, there are other 

dialogues which inform this analysis, dialogues to which I turn now.   

 

HISTORY AND MEMORY 

 In recent scholarship on the representation of the past in film and television, one 

of the dominant themes has been challenging Fredric Jameson’s condemnation of 

nostalgia as a postmodern aesthetic strategy that only conveys an ahistorical sense of  

“pastness” and never “real” history. In “Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late 

Capitalism,” Jameson argues that: “we are now, in other words, in ‘intertextuality’ as a 

deliberate, built-in feature of the aesthetic effect and as the operator of a new connotation 

of ‘pastness’ and pseudohistorical depth, in which the history of aesthetic styles displaces 

‘real’ history” (20). One of the fundamental problems with this idea is, quite simply, that 

it posits such a thing as “real” history. Further, it excludes a history of aesthetics and style 

from a conception of real history because that history is visual and thus inherently lacking 

in depth. If we set these objections aside and nonetheless ask the question of what then 

might make media representation properly and productively historical, we might turn to 
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Jameson’s earlier work in The Political Unconscious which features the slogan “Always 

historicize!”  In The Political Unconscious, Jameson specifies that  

as the traditional dialectic teaches us, the historicizing operation can follow two 
distinct paths, which only ultimately meet in the same place: the path of the object 
and the path of the subject, the historical origins of the things themselves and that 
more intangible historicity of the concepts and categories by which we attempt to 
understand those things. (9)  

In other words, to be properly historical, the text, the objects that appear in the text and 

the reader of the text must be historically contextualized-- historicized.1 

 Yet the question that arises then is: why can’t an intertextual history of aesthetic 

styles be historicized? Why is nostalgia incompatible with the historicist imperative of 

The Political Unconscious?2 I would suggest that the reasons are two fold. On the one 

hand is Jameson’s divorcing of nostalgia’s aesthetic pastness from the past and from 

history. Indeed, one approach to challenging Jamesonian nostalgia is to reposition 

aesthetic histories and the history of style as representative of broader histories.3  On the 

other hand, there is the tendency to confine the nostalgia film (and other nostalgic media) 

to a strict textual analysis and a construction of the text as a static and self-contained 

narrative. In other words, Jameson’s theory of nostalgia is overly reliant on reading the 

narrative contained on screen and not considering the reader or the narratives surrounding 

and contextualizing the text and its moment of production and consumption. A text is not 

read without a reader and it also is not read without context. The assumption of 

Jameson’s nostalgia is that not only does the text not provide historical context, but the 

audience inherently lacks it as well.4  However, as I have already indicated, I am 

skeptical that any reader could enter a historical text without a subject position informed 

by a variety of historical knowledges and historical contexts, without a subject position 

that in some way historicizes a text and its supposedly depthless images.5  Perhaps then 

as Paul Grainge suggests, Jameson simply “fails to account for the new forms of 
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narrativity that have developed in a heavily mediated and media sophisticated culture... 

The recycling, hybridizing, and even colourizing, of past styles need not prefigure a 

postmodern ‘crisis of historicity’ but may instead suggest a conscious rearticulation of the 

past” (“Reclaiming Heritage,” 633). Jameson condemns nostalgia for relying on 

aesthetics and precluding historicity, yet in doing so he preempts the possibility that 

styles and aesthetics might provide just that historical context for an audience versed in 

those historical and aesthetic discourses. 

 Despite a disagreement over how to evaluate genuine historicity,6 I nonetheless 

agree with Jameson that what makes the process of historicization most productive is not 

simply the degree to which a text contextualizes its narrative and the objects of its 

narrative but the degree to which the text foregrounds its audience (or subject) and the 

processes by which that audience understands history, the objects of history and the 

objects that represent history. In other words, a nostalgia text must foreground both the 

past it represents and the present in which it is read and must produce a dialogue between 

that past and that present to avoid the pitfalls of a nostalgic pseudohistory. Thus through 

the same logic, Jameson can critique a film like Body Heat (Lawrence Kasdan, 1981) 

because it “conspires to blur its official contemporaneity and make it possible for the 

viewer to receive the narrative as though it were set in some eternal thirties, beyond some 

historical time” (“Postmodernism,” 21), while I praise “Doo Wop (That Thing)” because 

it foregrounds the dialectics between past and present, between doo wop and hip hop, 

straight hair and dreadlocks, between the 1960s and the 1990s. 

 Though Jameson and nostalgia dominate much of media scholarship on the 

representation of the past, the historicist dialectic is also reflected in scholarship 

concerned with historical memory, particularly the work of French historian Pierre Nora. 

In his essay from the longer work Les Lieux de memoire, Nora distinguishes between 
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history and memory when he argues that memory “is a perpetually actual phenomenon, a 

bond tying us to the eternal present; history is a representation of the past” (8). For Nora, 

history--authoritative accounts of what happened and when-- works to fix the past and 

eradicate the more flexible and personally dependent aspects of memory-- a 

manifestation of the past in lived experience. Nora eschews the idea of “real history” 

instead presenting sites of memory which are often visual, aesthetic, symbolic and 

intertextual as the primary sites of contemporary historicity. Peter Carrier writes of Nora:  

As a history of symbols tracing the evolution of the representation of events and 
cultural traditions, rather than the events or traditions themselves, Les Lieux de 
memoire has been described by one critic as a characteristically postmodern 
approach to history, one which “reduces the memory of the past to the history of 
its images” (Hutton 1993: 22). However, Les Lieux de memoire can be read not as 
an aesthetic phenomenon but as a conscious attempt to investigate the means by 
which residual collective images of this past have been constructed. In this way, it 
serves to expose the mechanisms of the social constructions of such images. (37-
8) 

In other words, Nora’s conceptualization of memory and his analysis of sites of memory 

serves not just to narrate a historical sequence of symbols or images but to interrogate the 

processes by which a pervasive past becomes both translated into fixed histories and 

embodied in dynamic sites in which the past and present interact. It is these latter 

processes-- which we might call everyday processes of historicization-- which evoke 

meaningful and useful constructions of the past. Further, that these processes are often 

enacted through visual and aesthetic symbols and objects is no coincidence because it is 

language and narrative which work hardest at fixing the past as real history. Thus though 

with decidedly different inflections, in both Nora’s work on memory and Jameson’s work 

on historicization, the study of history in a postmodern era is as much about studying 

signifiers of the past as they are used in the present in nostalgic texts or as sites memory 

as it is to study the events of history itself. The particular utility of Nora’s work over 

Jameson’s is his interest in sites of memory, in looking for and finding collective cultural 
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spaces where memory gathers and the meanings of the past and the present are 

constructed and reconstructed rather than fixed as real history. 

 Situating mediated histories as sites of memory rather than aesthetic nostalgia 

helps to view intertextuality not as connoting pastness and pseudohistorical depth but as 

an inherent feature of memory and historicity. Indeed situating media as a site of memory 

and exploring the intersecting layers at play therein are both central projects in George 

Lipsitz’s influential book Time Passages. In the essay, “Popular Culture: This Ain’t No 

Sideshow,” he writes: “For some populations at some times, commercialized leisure is 

history-- a repository of collective memory that places immediate experience in the 

context of change over time. The very same media that trivialize and distort culture... also 

provide meaningful connection to our own pasts and to the pasts of others” (5). Lipsitz 

also refers in that essay to “sedimented historical currents within popular culture” (5). 

Television histories and historical fictions, like any other cultural text, can be polysemic 

and different contexts of reception can obscure alternative messages, as Lipsitz argues, 

but they can also highlight them. This becomes particularly important in chapter three, 

when individual historical consciousness and personal context run into collective memory 

and popular representation. 

 Though I am drawn to Nora and Lipsitz because their histories rely less strictly on 

linear narratives, it is nonetheless undeniable that though I am interested in exploring 

objects-- the music of American Dreams, Mad Men’s dresses-- more than narratives, 

those objects are embedded in narratives of historical fiction. Hayden White’s theories of 

historiography provide a bridge between fictional narrativization and the academic 

standards of and expectations for the writing of history. White writes that historical 

“events are made into a story by the suppression or subordination of certain of them and 

the highlighting of others, by characterization, motif repetition, variation of tone and 
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point of view, alternative descriptive strategies, and the like-- in short, all of the 

techniques that we would normally expect to find in the emplotment of a novel or a play” 

(“The Historical Text,” 47). In other words, it is not just American Dreams and Mad Men 

that are constructing stories about the past, but history professors and the authors of high 

school text books as well. One of the most important aspects of this work is that it 

dramatically changes the stakes of historical fiction and non-fiction by arguing that the 

process of writing academic history is not quite so different from the process of crafting a 

teleplay. The notion that history is constructed is especially important in narrative 

television because White’s work reminds us that the stories we tell about the past both 

“real” and made up, while certainly not arbitrary, are also never inherently dependent on 

any absolute or objective reality of who did what, when, why and how. Historians and 

other curators of history are always making decisions about what to include, what to 

exclude and how or why to do so. In this literary theory of historiography, history is 

subjectively constructed and in many ways loses (or can lose) its privileged position as 

academic truth, acknowledging both historical fiction and individual experience as 

important mediators of the past. 

 In his 1987 work, The Content of the Form, White takes his analysis further in 

this direction when he invokes Levi-Strauss’s concept of myth: “Indeed, historiography--

by which Levi-Strauss understood traditional, ‘narrative’ historiography-- was nothing 

but the myth of Western and especially modern, bourgeois, industrial, and imperialistic 

societies” (34). American culture may not have the kinds of myths that Levi-Strauss 

traced in South America, but White argues that our histories fulfill similar if allegorical 

functions. Earlier, White explains that “for Hegel, the content (or referent) of the 

specifically historical discourse was not the real story of what happened but the peculiar 

relation between a public present and a past that a state endowed with a constitution made 
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possible” (The Content of the Form 29). The idea that the stories about the past are also 

about the present (because determined by the present) is one example of what White 

might mean when referring to historical narratives as allegories, as “saying one thing and 

meaning another.” Histories ostensibly talk about the past, but their concerns are almost 

inevitably also based in the present. Thus, talking about white audiences listening to 

rhythm and blues in the sixties can be related to and comment on hip-hop in the twenty-

first century or representing Vietnam can become a way to discuss Iraq without openly 

criticizing the war.  

 Lipsitz expands on the importance of allegorical history when he says that: 

“Precisely because the truth about the past is created by inquiry in the present, history is 

not just an inert body of facts from the past constraining the present” (Time Passages 30). 

There are of course dangers in using the past to talk about the present, particularly 

dangers of presenting contemporary problems as having been solved in the past or 

constructing the distance between the past and present as one of inevitable progress. 

However, Lipsitz emphasizes that even if historical texts attempt closure and the 

sectioning off of the past, these “strategies of containment” can still “be opened for 

investigation of the ideological possibilities they constrain” (Time Passages 31). This last 

point is an important one to keep in mind because in a given text, especially one which 

relates a familiar historical narrative, there are often many versions of what we know. 

There are versions we have learned from media narratives, from school, from parents, 

from museums and from more general public discourse. Further, “the gap between lived 

experience and the false promises of popular culture always [create] the possibility for 

counter-memories” (Lipsitz, Time Passages 11-12). Again, I want to emphasize the 

multiple sources of historical knowledge because though media may be an important 

source of history, it is never the only source and thus the reader’s subject position must 
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also be specified and historicized. The multinodal nature of historical knowledge 

highlights the potential for representations to be opened for investigation by historically 

specific readers. The gap between what we know about history and what we see on 

screen can be a productive space for both the interrogation of ideological power and the 

production of history and also for the active construction of counterhistories. 

 We should add however, that the place where that gap is enacted can both draw 

on and lie in everyday life as much as on screen.  History surrounds us in our day to day 

lives in any number of forms from music and fashion to street signs and architecture. 

Both what we know about history from books and what we see on screen can be 

considered part of what performance scholar Diana Taylor calls the “archive,” which she 

contrasts with the embodied and performative “repertoire.” She clarifies: “The rift, I 

submit, does not lie between the written and spoken word but between the archive of 

supposedly enduring materials (i.e., texts, documents, buildings, bones) and the so-called 

ephemeral repertoire of embodied practice/knowledge (i.e., spoken language, dance, 

sports, ritual)” (19). Thus, while the objects of study I begin with here are the material 

texts of television shows archived on film and DVD, as I move through these chapters I 

will be delving further and further into the repertoires which they facilitate and 

encourage. Ultimately, history and memory are not just consumed or learned and 

regurgitated in a test booklet but performed and embodied in everyday life.  

 

ENTANGLING NOSTALGIA, HISTORY AND MEMORY 

 All of this having been said, despite anything in Lipsitz or White or Jameson 

himself to the contrary, writing on the past in film and television has continued to fixate 

on Jameson’s condemnation of the nostalgia film for its displacement of history with 

aesthetic “pastness.” Though I ultimately turn to an approach which builds on the above 
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frameworks to allow memory and history to work together, largely circumventing the 

concept of nostalgia, that approach nonetheless draws on work that has tried to recuperate 

the reductive tendency of Jamesonian nostalgia. Paul Grainge, for instance, begins his 

essay “Nostalgia and Style in Retro America” not by dismissing a nostalgic media 

landscape as rife with amnesia but by “suggesting that modes of (media) nostalgia have 

developed in a culture that is neither reeling from longing nor forgetting, but that is able 

to transmit, store, retrieve, reconfigure, and invoke the past in new and specific ways” 

(28). Key to this assertion is Grainge’s conception of nostalgia as both a mood and a 

mode. As a mood, nostalgia is “understood as a socio-cultural response to forms of 

discontinuity, claiming a vision of stability and authenticity in some conceptual golden 

age” (28). This is the nostalgia that reconstructs or revisits the past to make the present 

more palatable. Thus revisiting the 1950s in the 1970s as on Happy Days (ABC, 1974-

1984) provides a sentimental refuge from the upheavals of the 1960s. As a mode, 

however, nostalgia is not simply about loss or longing for an idealized past but about 

interacting with the past in the present. Without citing The Political Unconscious, in 

some ways Grainge’s understanding of nostalgia as a mode combines Jameson’s two 

projects by putting real history and aesthetic style in conversation with one another, 

acknowledging that “access to the past is never direct or natural, but realized through a 

complex history of representations” (Grainge, “Nostalgia and Style,” 29; italics mine). If 

Jameson “disconnects stylized nostalgia from any concept of memory at all” (Grainge, 

“Nostalgia and Style,” 29), Grainge seeks to resituate the nostalgic mode in context not 

only of personal and collective memory but of commercial interests as well. He writes 

that: “Marketing the past has, in short, become a lucrative byproduct of the new 

relationship being forged in the age of video between institutions, texts, and viewers” 

(“Nostalgia and Style,” 32). Though generally more focused on industrial developments 
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in niche consumption, Grainge nonetheless suggests that “the proliferation of nostalgic 

modes, markets, genres, and styles may... reflect a new kind of engagement with the past, 

a relationship based fundamentally on its cultural mediation and textual reconfiguration 

in the present” (“Nostalgia and Style,” 32).  

 While Grainge is optimistic about nostalgia as a productive mode with which to 

think through the past and its relationship to the present, others are far more cynical and 

far more likely to associate the concept “nostalgia” exclusively with what Grainge 

identifies as the nostalgic mood. Leigh Raiford for one, suggests that: “when cultural 

representations of the past do not reach out beyond themselves, when they function as 

surrogates for activism, they do not and cannot function as memory. They are merely 

nostalgia, the reification of the past for consumption and incorporation into one's 

‘lifestyle’” (245). Though Raiford doesn’t connect nostalgia to Jameson, she nonetheless 

argues that nostalgia is an ahistorical strategy uninterested in the real stakes of the past in 

the present. Writing about the iconization of the Black Panthers and Angela Davis, she 

challenges representations of the past to connect historical concerns to contemporary 

contexts, to present the projects of the past as incomplete and needing action in the 

present. Similarly, Suzanne Smith in her book on the cultural politics of Motown, quite 

succinctly writes that: “History, however, is nostalgia's worst enemy” (260). She goes on 

to say that: “The history of Motown and its origins in Detroit vividly recall those 

struggles of the past, even the ones that failed, and these memories can inspire the work 

required to create a more egalitarian future” (260). I highlight these two passages because 

they do a unique job in identifying and distinguishing between concepts like history, 

memory and nostalgia while calling attention to the real stakes of the past in the present.  

 While Raiford actively condemns nostalgia and Smith challenges a pervasive 

nostalgic mood with the weapon of history, Steve Anderson reconstructs nostalgic 
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representations of the past on television in terms of history and historiography. He 

discusses revisionist histories like those of Star Trek (NBC, 1966-69) and Quantum Leap 

(NBC, 1989-1993) as well as films like Forrest Gump (Robert Zemeckis, 1994) and Back 

to the Future (Robert Zemeckis, 1985) and argues that “the significance of such 

revisionism is not its contribution to a final or even most accurate ‘truth,’ but the 

elaboration and perpetuation of cultural mythologies” (30). Having much in common 

with White, he challenges conventional notions of academic history. By allowing history 

a more complex relationship to memory, Anderson allows television a more complex 

relationship to the past and the present. Early on Anderson highlights the fact that: 

“historical meanings evolve over time, reflecting, among other things, the extent to which 

our relation to the past is conditioned by present circumstances” (20). This view of 

historical meaning and history in media additionally reflects not only nostalgia as a mode 

in which the present reconfigures the aesthetic connotations of the past, but potentially 

history as a mode which can do the same, especially through the juxtapositions of social 

and cultural histories with more official, political histories. Anderson thus puts more 

weight on memory as a concept that combines the inclination towards nostalgic sentiment 

with the reality that history is always subjective and always a construction. By doing this, 

there is a certain collapsing of fiction and nonfiction in popular memory that rejects a 

privileging of one or the other as historical truth. 

 In general, I, like Raiford, avoid the term “nostalgia” because it is so 

overdetermined, particularly in reference to the memory and representation of the 1950s 

and 1960s.7 Regardless of how Paul Grainge tries to distinguish between a nostalgic 

“mood” and a nostalgic “mode” the connotations of the word belie any attempt to connect 

the concept to something other than a longing for an idealized past that works to cover up 

historical and/or contemporary social and political problems. Yet it is nonetheless a 
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pivotal concept in the discussion of the past in general and the past on television 

specifically. For this reason, among others, I am drawn to Marita Sturken’s proposal that 

memory and history are “entangled rather than oppositional” (5). Though Sturken is 

working first and foremost to connect history and memory, the idea that various 

experiences of and constructions of the past are entangled encourages connections not 

only between history and memory but between history, memory and nostalgia as well as 

between individual, collective and cultural memories. Further, it is not only constructions 

of the past that are entangled with one another but constructions of the present that are 

entangled with those of the past. 

 Yet the question remains, why television? Why is television such an important 

site in which memory, history and nostalgia become entangled? One answer is simply 

that despite claims of the death of television in the internet age, television remains a vital 

presence in American culture and particularly vital in the historical understanding of the 

American nation since World War II. In his book Happy Days and Wonder Years, Daniel 

Marcus argues that “television’s screen has been an icon of familiarity, a stable location 

through which discontinuous, fragmented, and variable representations of American 

experience have passed” (4). Yet in addition to the technology itself, programming 

encourages this sense of stability amid rapid change. Both Lynn Spigel and Derek 

Kompare point to the importance of reruns in constructing television as a medium with a 

past and a past that is linked to American social history. Kompare suggests that: 

“Television, in its unparalleled accessibility, its endless flow of processed sounds and 

images, its connections to economic and state institutions, and its constant repetition, is 

thus the most prolific heritage generator in our culture” (106). There is a sense of 

television as being distinctly American and perhaps even of America as being distinctly 

televisual, characterized by excess and a short attention span. Further, as Spigel argues, 
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“television more generally promotes this kind of historical consciousness because it 

constantly juxtaposes present-day programs with reruns from the past” (“From the Dark 

Ages,” 360). Thus for a variety of reasons, television is poised as a medium with a unique 

relationship to the past and because it relies on representation, a unique relationship to 

constructing the past not only as history but as memory and nostalgia.  

  

CHAPTER 1: FROM HAPPY DAYS TO AMERICAN DREAMS 

 The interaction between the past and the present through television both in the 

past and in the present is one of the overarching themes not only of the first chapter but of 

this project as a whole. Chapter one looks broadly at the representation of the 1950s and 

1960s on television and more specifically at American Dreams, a show which I argue is 

in dialogue with while simultaneously challenging those earlier representations of the 

postwar era. American Dreams was an hour long network drama that aired for three 

seasons from 2002 to 2005 on NBC. Beginning in November of 1963, the show followed 

two families, one back and one white, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Through this cast, 

the show explores a variety of political events, social movements and cultural 

phenomena, all of which are commonly associated with the 1960s as a decade.  

 One of the key tasks of this chapter is situating recent representations of the 1960s 

in a historical context of both nostalgia TV specifically and more recent trends in quality 

television drama. The format of American Dreams as an hour-long drama is an important 

element which distinguishes it from nostalgia sitcoms like Happy Days and The Wonder 

Years (ABC, 1988-1993). Another key distinguishing feature is how music and the 

political meanings of music are activated. While Happy Days and The Wonder Years use 

rock 'n roll songs and 60s pop music as temporal setting, the work which American 

Dreams does through its music is inflected differently. Though it often uses similar 
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musical signifiers, because the show narrates culture alongside political and social 

history, the music--and the teenage girls who listen to it and dance to it-- also become 

used to highlight broader social and political concerns. What is further interesting about 

American Dreams is that while other historically based dramas have addressed issues of 

the civil rights movement, American Dreams' cultural history opens a new space in which 

to talk not only about Martin Luther King and the politics of integration but also about 

Malcolm X and the politics of black entrepreneurship.  

 With all of this in mind, my contention in this chapter is that in fundamental ways 

American Dreams represents a unique pop cultural view of the era of the early to mid-

1960s. In addition to the dual family format and its inclusion of a black family and black 

radical youth, I argue that it is the show’s use of cultural history that opens up space in 

which a more critical history and historiographic mode can be engaged.  

 

CHAPTER 2: TO MAD MEN 

 While my first chapter looks at American Dreams including how it takes 

advantage of a variety of trends in quality television toward a seriality which can better 

represent history, my second chapter will see the aesthetic possibilities of the post-

network era taken to a new level in service of the representation of the past. Mad Men, 

which premiered in 2007 on the AMC cable channel, was created by Matthew Weiner-- a 

former writer and producer of The Sopranos (HBO, 1999-2007). Mad Men chronicles the 

lives of a series of ad executives and their families on Madison Avenue, beginning in 

1960. The show centers on Don Draper, the creative director at the fictional agency 

Sterling Cooper, and his family including his wife Betty and their children. Other 

characters include Roger Sterling and Bert Cooper, owners of the agency; Pete Campbell, 
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an account executive at Sterling Cooper and his wife Trudy; Peggy Olson who starts out 

as Don's secretary and becomes a copy writer; and Joan Holloway, the office manager.  

 Though Don and the men of Sterling Cooper (plus Peggy) are, in many respects, 

the focus of the show, women like Joan and Betty are nonetheless complex agents in the 

narrative of history. As my first chapter focused on the cultural histories related through 

music, so my second chapter is most interested in the alternative discourses of femininity 

and feminism which are represented through fashion. I argue that Betty’s “New Look” 

dresses and Joan’s hip hugging pencil skirts are pivotal to conveying and challenging 

1960s discourses about housewives and the “new woman,” respectively. Further, I--and 

they-- explore which discourses about femininity and feminism are at stake both in the 

1960s and in the memory of the 1960s, asking questions about where cultural memory 

and historical knowledge come from and how those sources are revealed or concealed.  

  In addition to aspects of fashion history and retro revival, I close the chapter with 

a discussion of feminist ideologies focused on choice-- ideologies often associated with 

“postfeminism” or third wave feminism-- and how they are connected to the show’s 

representation of the 1960s. Part of my argument here is that not unlike American 

Dreams, contemporary feminism is as much if not more interested in a pre-second wave, 

1950s or early 1960s version of feminism than it is interested in the monolithic 

formations which the second wave has come to embody. Though I will elaborate on and 

nuance the meanings of and differences between feminisms and feminist waves in this 

chapter, the general framework which I work from is worth summarizing here. My 

temporal framework is based on identifying second-wave feminism with Betty Friedan, 

the publication of The Feminine Mystique in 1963, the foundation of the National 

Organization of Women in 1965 and the 1960s/1970s fights for equal opportunities and 

equal rights for men and women under the law. “Pre-feminism” or protofeminism then 
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becomes short hand for “pre-second wave feminism” which locates a space on the verge 

of the second wave that is clearly not the first wave.  The 1950s and early 1960s are of 

course not in fact an era before feminism, but it is an era between what is generally 

considered the end of the first wave-- the passage of the nineteenth amendment for 

women’s suffrage in 1920-- and the beginning of the second wave-- Friedan, NOW and 

the emergence of a movement for women’s rights out of the sexism of the civil rights 

movement and the New Left.8 This liminal state is linked to the coming second wave in 

these texts and so my designation of pre-second wave as pre-feminism does as well.  

 Though I generally use “pre-second wave feminism” to specify the kind of 

prefeminist identities described in these texts, I also use the term “pre-feminist” to 

describe identities rooted in an individual pre-feminist or protofeminist consciousness. If 

burning a bra or staging a protest for equal rights is a consciously feminist act, declaring 

“you don’t own me” to a boyfriend might be a pre-feminist or protofeminist act. This act 

is not informed by feminist theory or political activism but it nonetheless moves towards 

the rejection of strict, traditional, unequal male-female gender roles. It is a step on the 

path toward a feminist consciousness, a step which is increasingly revisited by 

contemporary women and third wave feminists perhaps because the endpoint of the path 

is often constructed as a monolithic second wave feminist consciousness. 

 

CHAPTER 3: AND BEYOND THE SET 

 Despite the focus on television, one of the themes which runs throughout this 

project is a challenge to Gary Edgerton’s assertion that “television is the principal means 

by which most people learn about history today” (1).9  That challenge finds its apotheosis 

in this third chapter. The underlying question is: Aside from television, where else can we 

find historical knowledge and what kind of knowledge do we find there? Though 
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Jameson, among others, might claim that contemporary American culture suffers from a 

deep historical amnesia and might find evidence of that in nostalgic media that revels in 

fashion, music and style, my claim is that history is everywhere and that even the stylized 

histories we find on television are not confined to television. Thus this chapter moves 

beyond the screen and examines the same artifacts found in Mad Men and American 

Dreams but looks at how they are reinvented and recontextualized in everyday life. One 

of the discussions in my third chapter is of the extratextual promotions of Mad Men. I use 

both fashion generally and these promotions specifically to suggest a series of 

connections between the show’s representation of the past and a dialogue with and 

performance of that past in the present. The interest in everyday life also leads to an 

interest in lived experience and this chapter can be seen to highlight the individual 

aspects of cultural memory as it ends up being informed by my own experience and my 

own subcultural affiliations, tastes and styles.  

 The framework for this chapter comes from Diana Taylor’s work in The Archive 

and the Repertoire. I construct television programs like Mad Men and American Dreams 

as archives and dresses and songs as artifacts. As material artifacts, music and fashions 

exist not only in a mediated television environment but in real life. Additionally, I argue 

that both on screen and in real life the manipulation of historical artifacts makes everyone 

a potential curator of history. Whether putting on a pencil skirt to go to work in the 

morning or listening to a punk band cover the Monkees on an iPod on the commute 

home, we are all constantly constructing and performing cultural memory. Concepts like 

the archive, the artifact and the curator then also point to the similarities between visiting 

traditional sources of historical knowledge like libraries and museums and the processes 

by which we experience the past in everyday life. Once again history and memory, the 

past and the present, the individual and the collective are inextricably linked in embodied 
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and mediated cultural memories. My hope is that by foregrounding these dichotomies 

here they can be better and more productively combined elsewhere.  

 

CONCLUSION  

 In my conclusion, I begin by looking at the silencing of race in Mad Men and how 

the discourses around the show have defended that narrative decision. Though I am 

generally optimistic in this project, choosing objects of study that facilitate more 

productive understandings of the past and the past’s relationship to the present, there are 

nonetheless reasons to be critical. Thus I also gesture towards some of the silences 

present in American Dreams’ representation of white girls as pop music consumers. 

Because texts like Mad Men and American Dreams do encourage the construction and 

reconstruction of the past in performative terms, they inevitably point to the fact that 

there are always other interpretations of history, other stories to be told, other archives to 

be constructed and repertoires to be performed. 
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Chapter 1  Can I Get a Witness?: American Dreams, Cultural History 
and Nostalgia TV 

 Though the legacy can certainly be traced farther back, the release of The Big 

Chill (Lawrence Kasdan, 1983) was a milestone of 1960s nostalgia and the memory of 

white baby boomer activism. Not only did the movie depict 1980s middle-aged yuppies 

recalling their involvement in 1960s social movements, it did so in part through a 

prerecorded soundtrack. This was simultaneously an industrial innovation, a textual tool 

and an affective call to audiences. The soundtrack of The Big Chill featured a series of 

hits from Motown and black soul artists like Aretha Franklin and Percy Sledge alongside 

such white R&B and soul influenced groups as The Rolling Stones, Credence Clearwater 

Revival and The Rascals. Though the film is invested in the memory of 1960s social 

movements, it identifies them only through a vague campus radicalism. There is little 

mention of specific issues, much less those of black civil rights. While the soundtrack 

highlights commercial black musical accomplishments, neither the movie’s historical 

nostalgia in the present of the 1980s nor in the past of the 1960s has much to do with 

black social history.  

 Similarly, The Wonder Years, a family sitcom set first in 1968 and airing first in 

1988, relied heavily on black and black influenced music like the Motown and girl group 

sounds for both its commercial and diegetic soundtracks. The music of the 1960s is seen 

as integral to the characters, narrative, aesthetic and nostalgia of the show, so much so 

that the series has yet to be released on DVD due to licensing costs for the original 

soundtrack. Although The Wonder Years does engage with the changing sociopolitical 

conditions of the late 1960s and early 1970s, its emphasis is on the Vietnam War with 

only rare references to the civil rights movement or the women’s movement. Thus, in The 
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Big Chill and The Wonder Years as well as other late twentieth-century media texts like 

Forrest Gump, black music and African-American culture is vital to media memories of 

the 1960s but its producers and their social histories are not. Music is used to evoke a 

time and place and a sentimental nostalgia for that time and place, but it is not used as a 

catalyst for critical analysis or historiography. In Jamesonian terms, the music is not 

historically contextualized, rather it evokes a vague pastness, a sixties-ness as opposed to 

a real set of historical events. 

 Thus, in the 1980s and 1990s, sixties music tends to pander to a baby boom 

generation longing for innocence and youth. However, in the 2000s as baby boomers age 

and a new generation matures as a media audience, not only is the past of the 1960s used 

in new ways, but music and culture begin to be used in new ways as well, ways that are 

often in clearer dialogue with the social and political contexts of the 1960s. Though part 

of this transition is related to increased historical distance and part of it is related to new 

formal possibilities of quality television, I also wish to suggest that perhaps twenty-first 

century audiences are better able to contextualize and historicize aesthetic and stylized 

pasts because younger consumers more clearly and more sophisticatedly consume 

through a postmodern mode of historicity. Though baby boomers are often cited as the 

first generation to be raised in the age of mass media saturation, younger generations 

have not only never known an environment unsaturated by media, they have also never 

known an environment unsaturated by postmodernism.10  Because of this conjunction, the 

historical object and the historical subject follow more similar logics and more similar 

paths which may, in concert with other trends, enhance the ability of aesthetic histories to 

relate “real” histories.  

 The example I use to explore this is the television drama American Dreams. In 

this chapter, I look at how American Dreams juxtaposes official histories, cultural 
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histories and the cultural present with one another both aesthetically and narratively. In 

addition to the scholarship of history, memory and nostalgia reviewed in the introduction, 

I also draw on a diverse set of literature including that which looks at music in film and 

television, the cultural history of black music, histories of girls and music in the 1960s 

and also scholarship on the representation of the civil rights movement in media. 

 The only extended scholarly analysis of American Dreams thus far comes from 

Faye Woods. The article’s discussion is continuous with other work on nostalgia when it 

argues that the focus on youth in representations of the postwar era is evidence of the 

baby boom generation attempting to recreate the cultural dominance of their adolescence 

in the already idealized fifties and sixties.11 Yet Woods also notes that the focus on youth 

is advantageous to television’s desire for mass demographic appeal because nostalgic 

teen television can appeal to both the generation feeling nostalgic and the current 

generation of teens (29-30). Engaging with the role of nostalgia in representing history, 

Woods critiques Jameson’s construction of ahistorical nostalgia. She writes:  

I would suggest that it is reductive to critique, as depthless surface-images, the 
now inevitable and indivisible tangle of relationships between media 
representations, history and personal memory. Instead, following Daniel Marcus 
(2004) and Paul Grainge (2006) I suggest that focus should be directed towards 
how these recyclings of images ‘work.’ (29) 

Indeed her broader project in this essay is to explore how American Dreams juxtaposes 

historical narrative, family drama and musical performance to “[bridge] nostalgic 

reverence and [provide] political and social comment as the show develops a complex 

web of reference, reproduction, and commentary” (28). In other words, Woods is 

working to recuperate the potential relationship between nostalgia and the representation 

of history and historical politics on television. While this is a vital part of my project, I 

also foreground the extratextual possibilities examining not just how cultural histories 
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produce a nostalgic mode that can reconfigure history for active contemporary use, but 

how that history can in fact be used in everyday life.  

 In addition to these themes that run throughout my thesis, I have two more 

specific goals in this chapter’s examination of American Dreams. First, I want to 

continue the exploration of nostalgia, history and memory and how they are similar to 

and different from one another as theoretical concepts and also as narrative and historical 

tools. While trying to avoid the urge to call American Dreams more progressive or less 

reactionary than other texts, I do argue that American Dreams’ use of media and music 

and its representation of their social context is in service of a more critical kind of 

cultural history than has been seen elsewhere in film and television. This more critical 

cultural history is, I argue, produced through a variety of mechanisms including the 

show’s narrative format, its ensemble cast and especially the use of contemporary stars in 

the performance of music history. Related specifically to this last mechanism is my 

second goal. I examine not just how American Dreams interrogates and recreates the past 

through representing cultural history, but how that past relates to contemporary audiences 

and how it speaks to new understandings of, and uses of, the cultural and historical past.  

 

MUSIC IN (NOSTALGIA) FILM AND TELEVISION 

 Having established that nostalgia and history have a complex and long standing 

relationship with popular film and television, one of the recurring features of media 

which references the 1950s and 1960s is that of music. Part of my interest in American 

Dreams specifically is how its use of music can be contrasted with the use of music in 

nostalgia films like American Graffiti (George Lucas, 1973) or The Big Chill. Music has 

often been associated with an uncritical nostalgia for a conservative past. Though this 

association is real, the use of music in relation to narrative can also construct cultural 
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histories which come to bear on the historical, political and ideological projects of the 

film or television show more generally .  

 Frederic Jameson’s discussion of the nostalgia film focuses on American Graffiti. 

He argues that the film “set out to recapture.... the henceforth mesmerizing lost reality of 

the Eisenhower era,” with the 1950s “remain[ing] the privileged lost object of desire” 

(“Postmodernism,” 19). He identifies a nostalgia for “the first naive innocence of the 

countercultural impulses of early rock and roll” (“Postmodernism,” 19). David Shumway 

brings a similar analysis to bear on music in the film arguing that “[m]usic is the primary 

means by which an alternative world, ‘the fifties,’ is produced for the viewer” (42) and 

that American Graffiti is ultimately a “conservative film that offered its post-Vietnam, 

post-1960s audience a glimpse of the America it would rather see,” (42) the idealized 

1950s of America before the 1960s really happened. One shortcoming of Shumway’s 

analysis is that he does not explore the various meanings and histories of the music 

outside of the narrative; for his purposes, music only serves as a backdrop which evokes a 

mediated, idealized version of an era. He argues that while “hearing an old song on the 

radio invites us to remember our own past, movies use the same technique to evoke the 

fiction of a common past” (40) and that this common past is an idealized “fifties” rather 

than the reality of 1955 or 1962. Thus “Rock Around the Clock” evokes not hearing a 

song on the radio for the first time in the same year the Supreme Court decided Brown vs. 

the Board of Education, but necessarily evokes the film fifties of Blackboard Jungle 

(Richard Brooks, 1955) or the televisual nostalgia of the Happy Days theme song.  

 Admittedly there is nothing in the American Graffiti narrative which indicates the 

association of “Rock Around the Clock” with anything but generic “fifties music,” but 

this lack of textual, contextual and reception analysis is precisely where Shumway’s 

argument stops short and where Steve Anderson’s introduction of history and 
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historiography into the discussion of nostalgia and the past in narrative media is both 

useful and necessary. It is only in reading American Graffiti as a nostalgic lament for a 

loss of white male 1950s innocence, to the evacuation of the black and/or female 

experience, that its version of early rock and roll becomes ideologically conservative and 

its nostalgia is ahistorical. Those songs do have independent historical meanings which 

can potentially be “be opened for investigation of the ideological possibilities they 

constrain” (Lipsitz, Time Passages 31). 

 Similarly, in The Big Chill the cultural politics of Motown and soul music are 

decontextualized by the narrative which only ever evokes a vague nostalgia for a 

nonspecific activist past. As Shumway argues “The use of sixties popular music parallels 

the general ideological work of The Big Chill: the salvaging of the sixties from its radical 

politics” (43). Shumway makes a similar argument about The Big Chill as he does about 

American Graffiti when he writes that “there is no sense of community in American 

Graffiti, but the music makes us forget this” (42) and of The Big Chill that “the music 

gives us the illusion of a community that the film’s narrative, like contemporary social 

life, cannot sustain” (44). This is intertwined with the discussion of how: “The music in 

these films is meant to be not merely recognized but often to take the foreground and 

displace the image as the principal locus of attention. Moreover, the music in these films 

secures a bond between consumer and product while also arousing a feeling of 

generational belonging in the audience” (37). Shumway is ultimately more interested in 

nostalgia as a function of generational solidarity than as a function of the construction of 

history. He is critical of how these ideals actually play out in the present, echoing Gary 

Burns’s argument that: “The control of the Baby Boom depends in large part upon 

ideological regulation of the contested past, of what are now called ‘wonder years’ and 

‘Woodstock Minutes.’ Nostalgia is safe. Thinking too seriously about the past and how it 
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led to the present is dangerous” (139). Music, because of its affective and generational 

call, is particularly well suited to the task of presenting the past without engaging with it. 

 There are a few points which I wish to take from these studies. First is the role 

that music plays in memory and the evocation of personal memory in context of the 

group memory of the audience or generation. Second and foremost is that, as Phillip 

Drake indicates in his study of music in retro films, “there is a need to conceptualise 

nostalgia as encompassing affective, stylistic and historical dimensions, and for the 

cultural and discursive specificity of nostalgia to be fully historicised” (190). Thus 

nostalgia must be both mood and mode, history and memory, personal and collective. 

 While Happy Days uses Bill Haley and the Comets’ “Rock Around the Clock” as 

a theme song to set the era of the show, and The Wonder Years similarly uses 1960s 

music to set the tone of the time and place, the work which American Dreams does 

through its music is more complicated and more nuanced. On the one hand, music 

absolutely does work to place the audience personally and temporally. In the opening 

scene of the pilot episode, we are introduced to the show by a thumb turning a transistor 

radio dial and Stevie Wonder’s “Uptight (Everything’s Alright)” coming over the 

airwaves. Throughout this episode, the Motown sound, archival footage of The Beach 

Boys on American Bandstand (WFIL, 1952-57; ABC, 1957-1989) and the voice of Dick 

Clark place us in 1963. Yet because of the narrative trajectories and historical context 

which the show produces both through culture and politics, the music also becomes used 

to highlight broader social and political concerns, particularly the politics of gender and 

race. Thus in the rest of this chapter I will argue that American Dreams’ particular brand 

of nostalgia is historically specific and I will look at how its use of music productively 

entangles history with memory and nostalgia. 
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AMERICAN DREAMS AND TELEVISION HISTORY 

 As I mentioned in the introduction, American Dreams is an hour long family 

drama which aired on NBC for three seasons from 2002 to 2005. Beginning in November 

of 1963 and set in Philadelphia, the show follows the lower middle-class, Irish Catholic 

Pryor family and the working class African-American Walker family from North Philly. 

Father Jack Pryor runs a television and appliance shop at which Henry Walker works. 

The Pryor family includes Jack’s wife Helen, their oldest son JJ, daughters Meg and Patti 

and youngest son Will. JJ is a senior in high school. Meg and her best friend Roxanne 

Bojarsky are sophomores at East Catholic High School who dance on American 

Bandstand. The Walker family includes son Sam--a junior on a track scholarship at East 

Catholic and Meg’s classmate and friend-- wife Gwen, daughter Angela and nephew 

Nathan, a black radical in his early 20s who moves to Philadelphia from Mississippi 

midway through the first season. 

 Through this cast, the show explores the civil rights movement and racial 

segregation in the North, the rise of black nationalism and black power, the coming of the 

Vietnam War and the antiwar movement, as well as early stirrings of feminism, the 

sexual revolution and the counterculture. Through these characters we watch The Beatles 

on The Ed Sullivan Show (CBS, 1948-1971), Marvin Gaye (as interpreted by Usher) on 

American Bandstand and Nina Simone (as played by India.Arie) at a local record store. 

On the television news, we see Martin Luther King Jr. speaking at the March on 

Washington and Malcolm X being assassinated. We see monks self-immolating in 

Vietnam and boys coming home in body bags as JJ joins the Marines and goes on to fight 

in South East Asia and comes home with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.  

 While American Dreams, Happy Days and The Wonder Years all focus on teens 

and the family as a locus of both adult memory and youthful identification, the evocation 
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of personal politics, cultural change and urban experience sets the early 1960s teens of 

American Dreams apart from the safe nostalgia of Richie Cunningham and Kevin 

Arnold. As Daniel Marcus has argued, Happy Days depicted an ideal 1950s for the 

turbulent 1970s. Marcus contrasts Happy Days with the socially conscious programming 

of The Mary Tyler Moore Show (CBS, 1970-1977) and All in the Family (CBS, 1971-

1979) when he writes that “Happy Days could propel its audience backward to a time 

before such disruption had imposed themselves on the national public sphere” (27). 

Happy Days offered a politically and historically regressive ideal for a decade dealing 

with the ongoing social and political rupture and consequences of progressive 1960s 

social movements. Marcus ultimately links this representation of the Fifties in the 1970s-- 

and later in the 1980s-- to the subsequent rise of conservative Reaganite family values in 

the following decade. 

 On The Wonder Years, traditional, conservative family values of both the 1950s 

and the 1980s rewrite the meaning of the progressive politics of the late 1960s and early 

1970s through the suburban, nuclear family ideal. Though the show evokes the Vietnam 

War repeatedly-- notably in archival news footage at the breakfast table and various 

peripheral cast members going to Southeast Asia-- the politics of change in the 1960s are 

nonetheless recast as youthful rites of passage by an older, wiser Kevin Arnold who 

narrates each episode. When Kevin does come in contact with the contentious politics of 

the 1960s and early 1970s, they are confined to youth as ‘just a phase,’ a part of growing 

up into the conservative adult one must necessarily become.  Writing about films like 

American Graffiti and Stand by Me (Rob Reiner, 1986), Lesley Speed identifies “the 

foregrounding of a writerly voice, a sense of narrative inevitability, and the subsequent 

concealment of ideology” as three key features of the nostalgic teen film. Including The 

Wonder Years in her analysis, she argues that it is in particular the authoritative adult 
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voice-over which connects youth to adulthood and “emphasizes personal trauma over 

social and ideological factors.” The narrative authority of adult Kevin speaking twenty 

years in the future conceals the more radical politics which are suggested by the 

invocation of social conflict in the 1960s setting of the show. By placing liberal rebellion 

in Kevin’s teenage years, which are after all just a phase, the politically conservative 

version of history retains continuity as youth explains away the deviations of the 1960s. 

In this way a nostalgic tone revises, reassesses and even erases social context and 

historical processes in favor of individual development.  

 The format of American Dreams as an hour long drama is one element which 

distinguishes it from nostalgia sitcoms like Happy Days and The Wonder Years. 

American Dreams does not subscribe to the stand alone episode conventions of older 

shows like Happy Days where at the end of the half hour everything must necessarily go 

back to the way it was at the beginning, all problems resolved. Yet American Dreams’ 

ability to do this is not only due to its status as a drama but also its position in a trajectory 

of increasingly serialized dramatic television in prime time.12 Cautiously addressing these 

trends, Jeff Sconce writes: “While I would not want to make any essentialist or 

teleological claims about what constitutes ‘true’ or ‘superior’ televisual forms, one could 

argue that television, when forced to compete more aggressively for audiences in the 

1980s and 90s, gradually came to recognize and better exploit certain textual strengths it 

possessed over other media” (96).13 Among those textual strengths are first and foremost, 

the increased seriality of the “cumulative narrative” which “balances episodic treatments 

of a program’s story world with larger arcs of long-term narrative progression” (Sconce, 

98).  

 Similarly, though more specifically and historically, Jane Feuer argues that in the 

1970s sitcom-- one important precursor to quality drama in the 80s-- increased seriality 
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was motivated by the introduction of character development. Historically television 

characters did not grow or change. Beaver Cleaver may have aged in real time but that is 

the only appreciable change over six seasons of Leave it to Beaver (CBS, 1957-58; ABC 

1958-1963). Character development not only “inevitably moves a genre based on the 

episodic series model toward the continuing serial form,” (Feuer 154) that character 

development and that seriality also facilitate an increased realism and a heightened sense 

of history (155). In other words, the trend toward longer story arcs that encompass 

multiple episodes, full seasons and multiple seasons is key for the depiction of history 

which happens not over night but over time. The assassination of John F. Kennedy is 

something that happens at the end of the first episode of American Dreams and because 

of the demands of serialization, in subsequent episodes the characters are forced to deal 

with the consequences of JFK’s death, explaining it to small children, being ushered into 

the administration of Lyndon Johnson. This is contrasted with Happy Days and The 

Wonder Years where time never really progresses. Richie Cunningham may learn a 

valuable lesson about racism in his neighborhood in one episode, but in the next it will 

still be all white. Similarly, all of Kevin Arnold’s great realizations about his brother’s 

best friend’s PTSD from fighting in Vietnam or about his sister’s feminist freedom are 

erased when at the beginning of the next episode he tells us that the story he is about to 

narrate is when he really grew up. In shows like these, the consequences of the television 

sitcom’s amnesia are glaring as they relate to the representation of history.  

 Yet increased seriality, a stronger sense of time and the temporality of history are 

not the only benefit the hourlong quality drama provides for televisual historiography. 

The increased length of the show allows for the ensemble cast represented by the white 

Pryor family and the black Walker family. The inclusion of two families of distinct racial 

and socioeconomic positions then allows multiple perspectives on the events of the 1960s 
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and the culture of the era. While the Pryors all but discover civil rights issues when they 

hear about the disappearance of civil rights workers James Chaney, Andrew Goodman 

and Michael Schwerner in the summer of 1964, the Walkers are dealing with racism, 

prejudice and inequality every day from episode one. Similarly, the familial aspect of the 

large ensemble cast allows for multigenerational perspectives and points of identification. 

Meg and her father disagree about the Vietnam War while Henry Walker’s integrationist 

admiration for Martin Luther King is contrasted with his nephew Nathan’s more radical 

advocation of Malcolm X’s fight for justice and freedom by any means necessary. 

Though the intergenerational conflicts, particularly about the Vietnam War, are not 

unique to a large ensemble family drama like American Dreams, the presentation of black 

and white perspectives on race issues is something that can not be broached by the all-

white sitcom families of The Wonder Years or All in the Family. With this formal back 

drop in mind, I shift now from the forms that facilitate alternative histories to the histories 

themselves. 

 

LISTEN EVERYBODY, ESPECIALLY YOU GIRLS 

 Though family dynamics and other relationships often take center stage on 

American Dreams, the relationship between Meg and Roxanne and the space of 

American Bandstand is the emotional backbone of the show. Adult female audiences can 

identify with Meg, Roxanne and the backdrop of girl group music on American Dreams 

while revisiting their adolescence like Susan Douglas and the baby boomers when “Will 

You Love Me Tomorrow” comes on the radio. Yet we can also imagine teenage girls 

grabbing their best friends to sing along to Michelle Branch singing “You Don’t Own 

Me,” or to dance along with Meg and Roxanne to “Heat Wave.” As Douglas indicates of 

the girl groups, “women both older and younger than my generation, adore this music” 
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(Where the Girls Are 83). In these transgenerational scenarios female friendships and 

teenage girlhood are foregrounded on multiple levels, both within the audience, within 

the text and through screen-audience identification as historical girl cultures are 

connected to contemporary ones through young female singer-songwriters like Michelle 

Branch, Ashanti and Vanessa Carlton performing as Lesley Gore, Dionne Warwick and 

Dusty Springfield.  

 Unlike Happy Days and The Wonder Years whose teenage protagonists filter 

history through male experience, American Dreams focuses on 15 year old Meg and her 

best friend Roxanne. This contrast further coincides with Susan Douglas’s analysis of the 

era’s gendered music cultures. She argues that “when rock ‘n’ roll swiveled onto the 

national scene in the mid-1950s and united a generation in opposition to their parents, it 

was music performed by rebellious and sexually provocative young men” (Where the 

Girls Are 83-84).14  This she contrasts with the girl groups of the 1960s whose music was 

not only sung by, but was about and for girls. Douglas works to recuperate the 

significance of pop music in the lives of second wave feminists growing up in a pre-

second wave decade. If “Elvis Presley and rock ‘n’ roll made rebelliousness acceptable 

for boys,” (85) then girl group music has at least “been denied its rightful place in history 

by a host of male critics who’ve either ignored it or trashed it” (Where the Girls Are 85-

6). She cites specifically the sexual politics of The Shirelles’ “Will You Still Love Me 

Tomorrow,” a song about the decision and choice of whether or not to have sex, as one 

that uniquely spoke to girls about girls’ concerns. 

 Though the Shirelles’ song specifically was never used on American Dreams, 

songs like Lesley Gore’s “You Don’t Own Me” perform a similar, if not more pointed, 

pre-feminist consciousness and protofeminist identity. In “You Don’t Own Me,” Gore-- 

who later in life came out a lesbian-- sings such lines as “I’m not just one of your many 
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toys,” “Don’t put me on display,” and “just let me be myself.” In episode 2, “The End of 

the Innocence,” contemporary teenage singer-songwriter Michelle Branch performs this 

song as Lesley Gore on American Bandstand. Notably, she does not perform Gore’s 

perhaps more recognizable, and thematically more conventionally feminine hit “It’s My 

Party”. In her book on girl groups, Jacqueline Warwick contrasts “It’s My Party” and its 

follow up “It’s Judy’s Turn to Cry” with “You Don’t Own Me,” noting that though “‘You 

Don’t Own Me’” pits “a defiant girl against an oppressive and controlling boyfriend... the 

piece stops short of depicting females working together to reject their roles as playthings” 

additionally noting that “the dramatic use of echo in the recording makes it clear that a 

girl insisting on independence is very much alone” (156). However in American Dreams’ 

reimagining of the original audience for this song, the resolution is somewhat more in 

line with a depiction of females working together. The narrative of the episode finds Meg 

and Roxanne in a fight over Roxanne not having been invited to be a regular on 

Bandstand. This is a conflict whose result is Meg walking out on Gore/Branch’s 

performance and telling producer Michael Brooks that she will not be on the show 

without her best friend and subsequently going to make up with her, working for her if 

not with her.   

 While promoting protofeminist values of sisterhood and female collaboration 

through girl group sounds, American Dreams also connects Meg and Roxanne and their 

girl culture to feminism in other ways and through other artists. In their essay on 

Beatlemania, Barbara Ehrenreich, Elizabeth Hess and Gloria Jacobs write that while: 

“Boys have sports as an outlet, girls have only the screaming and swooning afforded by 

Beatlemania, which could be seen as ‘a release of sexual energy’” (90). Not only was 

Beatlemania “the first mass outburst of the sixties to feature women,” (85) but according 

to one woman interviewed by Ehrenreich, et al., the Beatles “seemed to be speaking 
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directly to us and, in funny way, for us” (99). Like the girl groups, Beatles fandom 

represented a space in which young women could experience their sexuality, their 

girlhood and their womanhood without being forced into “marriage... then isolation and 

invisibility” (96).  

 On American Dreams, the importance of Beatlemania and music fandom plays 

out not only in Meg and Roxanne’s ecstatic screams of “I get high” when dancing to “I 

Wanna Hold Your Hand” on Bandstand (111, “I Wanna Hold Your Hand”). The younger 

generation’s frantic Beatlemania also plays out against mother Helen’s college 

coursework. When Helen goes to the hair salon, excited discussion of the Beatles is 

juxtaposed against the other women’s questions to her about going back to school. Then 

in another episode, Meg explains to her mom: 

Meg: Sometimes, I just can’t find the words. But then I’ll hear a song and I know 
exactly how I feel... 

Helen: Some people go their whole lives looking for something to love. You’ve 
already found it... 

Meg: What about you? What do you love? 

Helen: I love you.  

Meg: I knew you’d say that. No I’m serious. What else? 

Helen: Let’s see ummm, I love my family. And, um, I love my literature class. 
And um, anything else... I guess I’m still looking. (117, “Past Imperfect”) 

Here Meg’s passion for music becomes meaningful in context of women’s freedom and 

ability to be passionate about things outside of the home and the nuclear family. As a 

woman whose opportunities have been limited by her era, throughout the first season 

Helen appreciates how important music and American Bandstand are to Meg. In the same 

episode, she tells her insensitive husband: “That show is important to her. Just like 

football is to JJ. Would you have made JJ miss a game to go to the cemetery?” In 
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connecting Meg’s passion for music not only to Helen’s return to school but to Jack’s 

value of JJ’s football career, American Dreams connects more conventional signs of 

feminism-- women’s education and lack of opportunities in sports-- with a cultural 

history of popular music which scholars like Ehrenrich, Hess and Jacobs, Warwick and 

Douglas have connected to early expressions of postwar, second wave feminism.15 

 Yet the work which American Dreams does through music and gender expands as 

the series wears on. On the one hand and particularly in the first season, Meg and 

Roxanne represent what Norma Coates describes as the “female teenybopper, defined in 

opposition to the true, male, rock and roller, fan or artist” (71). Yet as the series and the 

sixties continue and British Invasion bands like the Kinks, the Zombies and the Animals 

as well as other groups and artists like the Yardbirds and Roy Orbison perform on 

American Bandstand, the show does begin to address Coates’ assertion that rock criticism 

tends to avoid “any consideration of such programming as providing an opportunity for 

younger people to develop their taste for rock and roll, rather than just learning to scream 

at it” (74). Though Meg may never become a true rocker girl who “learns to change the 

pronouns of lyrics in her head, imagining herself in the role of active, knowing male 

subject” (Arlene Stein 223), Roxanne becomes further involved in rock culture. In season 

two, Roxanne drops out of school and goes on tour with her boyfriend Lenny of Lenny 

and the Pilgrims-- a British invasion style garage rock band. Roxanne enacts a moderate 

version of the “threatening aspects of groupies” who were able to “flaunt and act upon 

their aggressive sexuality, a transgressive act for women even in the mid-1960s” (Coates 

86). Though Roxanne is no Marianne Faithful, throughout the series she does possess a 

certain aggressive sexuality and she does seem to be “playing out [her] own fantasies” 

(Coates 86) when she leaves school to go on tour.  
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 There are also moments when American Dreams begins to challenge the notion 

that girls are consumers of music and not cultural producers. Though neither Meg nor 

Roxanne ever take up an instrument, they both flirt with cultural production in various 

ways. Meg works at American Bandstand helping to put together a clip show in season 

one and as an intern at a local TV station later on16 and Roxanne gets a teen magazine 

column about her experience as a dancer on the show in the first season. Roxanne also 

parlays her status as girlfriend into work as the band’s stylist and later reprises that role 

for Bandstand when she returns to Philadelphia. At the same time Roxanne develops 

aspirations to manage musical groups with her boyfriend and record store coworker 

Luke. Though I think Coates is right to question the idea “that the nostalgia for these 

programs represents redemption of the teenybopper” (76), I do nonetheless believe that 

American Dreams begins to provide “knowledge of how [Bandstand’s] young viewers 

perceived and ‘read’ the programs relevant to any future in interest in or relationship to 

rock and roll or just in general” (74).  

   

CAN I GET A WITNESS?  

 Having situated American Dreams in a trajectory of historically based television 

set in the 1950s and 1960s and also in context of reexaminations of postwar gender and 

popular culture, I want to turn now to how similar devices of music and cultural history 

also work to situate the show in context of racial histories and televised fictions. 

Comparing American Dreams to Happy Days and The Wonder Years places it in the 

tradition of family and youth oriented television. While this is vital, particularly to the 

show's exploration of gender in the 1960s, the show's explorations of race place it in line 

with a more recent trajectory of shows engaging issues and events of the civil rights 

movement. The two primary recent programs whose premises are centrally based around 
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the civil rights movement are I'll Fly Away (NBC, 1991-1993) and Any Day Now 

(Lifetime, 1998-2002). Not coincidentally, both shows are serial or semi-serial quality 

dramas. 

 I'll Fly Away depicts the relationship between white district attorney Forrest 

Bedford and his black housekeeper Lily Harper in the American South in the sixties. Of 

the show Mimi White writes that it addresses concerns of multiculturalism and 

representation but does so “in terms of narrative and characterological formulas that may 

push certain limits and raise certain possibilities, but too often end up negating their most 

interesting representational practices (285).” Like so many potentially progressive texts, 

I’ll Fly Away raises questions about history and race but resolves them in hegemonic 

terms. White argues that the series’ resolution simultaneously offers Lily a voice and 

takes it away by positioning “that voice in the shadow of Forrest Bedford, who 

unambiguously represents the progress of the South (and, by extension, the U.S. at large) 

and the heroism of civil rights activism in the final episode” (291). This pattern is further 

born out in the spate of films in the 1980s and 1990s which construct a sanitized, 

consensus history of the civil rights movement that positions whites as heroes and racism 

as only existing in the South and in the past. Sharon Monteith argues that films like 

Mississippi Burning (Alan Parker, 1989), The Long Walk Home (Richard Pearce, 1990) 

and A Time to Kill (Joel Schumacher, 1996) “function in a postmodern imaginary as 

socially symbolic texts in which racial tensions that remain unresolved in life find 

temporary resolution in narrative space. To do this, they focus on relationships between 

individuals, reducing larger historical events to personal histories, domesticating public 

memory of the Civil Rights Movement” (121). These historically based texts use similar 

devices as other media fictions when addressing contentious issues of race and gender by 

individualizing systemic and institutional problems and depicting whites as saviors of 
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black communities. However I would suggest that the resolution is all the more powerful 

and all the more dangerous in these examples because they are embedded in 

representations of the past. These kinds of resolutions not only preclude a dynamic 

understanding of history, they construct the present as free of the problems of the past.  

 Any Day Now on the other hand, because of its production in the post-network 

era, on a cable network, appealing to a niche audience, is able to do certain things 

differently from its counterparts on network television. Any Day Now focuses on Mary 

Elizabeth O'Brien-Sims and René Jackson, best friends who grew up in Birmingham, 

Alabama in the 1960s. Jackson is black and returns to the South after her father's death at 

the beginning of the series and stays to take over her his law firm. O'Brien-Sims is a 

white homemaker who has been in Birmingham all along. Set in the late ‘90s and early 

2000s, the show flashes back to their childhood in the sixties. Though the show does 

uniquely explore intersectional identities of gender and race, it nonetheless  subscribes to 

the idea that, in Jennifer Fuller’s terms: “Women, represented as ‘inert, backward-

looking, and natural,’ symbolize continuity, and men, constructed as ‘forward-thrusting, 

potent, and historic,’ represent progress” (178). Though it does work to tie the present to 

the past, it does so in the 1990s context where “fears of racial fracture and desires for 

racial reconciliation converged in ways that made the civil rights movement a site of 

intense ideological struggle” (Fuller 167). Thus even more complex representations like 

Any Day Now become contextualized in service of “the belief that America has 

transcended racism” (Fuller 167). 

 When juxtaposed against these texts, two points should be made about American 

Dreams. First, it is set in the urban North, a relatively uncommon site for the discussion 

of race in the 1960s. Second, there is a tendency for programming about the sixties to 

explore either race and Civil Rights or a more general youth culture sometimes 
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associated with Vietnam and the antiwar movement. This trend is evident in I'll Fly Away 

and Any Day Now on the one hand and Happy Days and The Wonder Years on the other. 

American Dreams explicitly challenges this dichotomy, but it is worth noting that though 

its representation of multiple social movements is unique, it still has difficulty 

representing intersectional identities of race and gender.17 All of this is to say that 

presenting a show like American Dreams as complicating the gendered terms of half hour 

sitcoms centered around teenage boys is a different project than addressing racial 

histories which are seen on television even less than representations of gender.18  

 Much of the rest of this chapter looks at how American Dreams works out these 

problems through music, using the framework proposed by Herman Gray in his essay 

“Remembering Civil Rights.” He writes:   

Clearly, media representations of significant personalities, organization, 
movements, and events in the 1950s and 1960s help to reconstruct those events as 
history. But what, we might ask, are the contemporary political and cultural hopes 
and longings at work in these wide ranging and complex representations of a 
recent past?  (351) 

Fuller’s analysis engages more directly with these questions suggesting that cultural 

memories like those of Public Enemy’s video for “Fight the Power” and director Clark 

Johnson’s Boycott (HBO, 2001) (“a civil rights drama ‘for the hip hop generation’” 

(Fuller 183), operate in distinct ways from melodramas like The Long Walk Home and 

television’s Any Day Now because they do not confine the civil rights struggle to the past 

but bring “the racial past into the present”  as they “[defy] the clear distinction between 

past and present that conservatives espouse” (Fuller 183). 

 Though perhaps not to the exact same effect, American Dreams also works to 

bring the past into the present. Like Boycott’s use of both 1950s and contemporary music, 

American Dreams makes its most distinct connections between past and present via 

music. The racial commentary of music on American Dreams has been explored quite 
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extensively in Woods’s article. She looks at such issues as the repeated use of Sam 

Cooke’s “A Change is Gonna Come,” the use of special guests like Usher as Marvin 

Gaye and Kelly Rowland from Destiny's Child as Martha Reeves and emphasizes the 

interaction between performance and narrative as American Bandstand scenes are 

intercut with other character and historical narratives. She argues that the “tension 

between distance and identification allows a heightened level of awareness, and space for 

political comment” (43). Thus the juxtaposition of Usher singing “Can I Get a Witness?” 

with Sam Walker being harassed in the boys’ locker room “conflates them, the ring of the 

repeated refrain of ‘Can I get a witness, I want a witness’ over this final section speaks 

for the silent Sam. In so doing, the song passes narrative comment on JJ’s status as 

observer” (43). However, I want to extend this argument a bit further beyond the 

boundaries of the television text and look at both the songs and the artists, historic and 

contemporary, more intertextually.  

 Earlier, I briefly looked at how some of the female artists on the show are 

connected to the performers whose identities they take on. Where girl groups and female 

artists like Lesley Gore can be seen to offer a somewhat transgressive perspective on 

gender and sexuality for their young female audiences, so singer-songwriters like 

Michelle Branch and Vanessa Carlton offer girls today unique role models who deviate 

from the Brittany Spears hypersexual pop princess mold.19 In the case of black artists like 

Marvin Gaye/Usher and Martha Reeves/Kelly Rowland, I’m particularly interested in the 

racial politics of black entrepreneurship, historical black record labels like Motown and 

the politics of white audiences consuming black music both in the past and in the present.  

 Though Motown and Motown founder Berry Gordy have been routinely criticized 

for their dedication to crossing over to white audiences, there is little denying the impact 

which Motown has had on the American cultural and racial landscape. Gerald Early 
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writes that: “This is how Motown changed American culture: by Gordy’s insistence that 

his performers be able to sell the company’s songs to whites and that his performers be 

able to play at the better-paying white venues” (84). If nothing else, Motown provided a 

model of middle-class African-American success and entrepreneurial autonomy. Yet 

many have argued additionally that “the ascent of the Motown Corporation paralleled the 

significance of integration for many African-Americans during the early Civil Rights era” 

(Neal 43). They have also argued about black pop music more generally that: “Fashioned 

by the early promise of the civil rights movement, this was an era in which all symbols of 

black access to, and acceptance in, mainstream culture were seized upon as portents of a 

coming new day of racial amity and black opportunity” (Ward 3). However the book 

from which this last quote comes, Brian Ward’s Just My Soul Responding, goes on to 

argue that “this genuine admiration for black music did not necessarily challenge basic 

white racial beliefs and assumptions at all, but frequently served to reinforce them” (12). 

By watching Marvin Gaye on American Bandstand, teens would not actually have to 

confront either blacks or their own racism, but could nonetheless feel connected to blacks 

and an authentic black culture.20 

 In thinking about Usher as Marvin Gaye, some of the questions that arise include: 

Does Usher’s presence as a black star suggest that we live in a post-race or colorblind 

society? Is that what Motown’s crossover success suggested? What if Motown is 

juxtaposed with contemporary R&B music? What if Marvin Gaye in 1964 in the neat, 

white suit is juxtaposed with Marvin Gaye in 1971 when he records “What’s Goin’ On”? 

How does the conflation of Sam and Usher effect how we view Usher and Usher as 

Marvin Gaye? What if Motown is juxtaposed with LaFace records, the contemporary 

black owned record label which Usher records for, and which was sued on behalf of Rosa 

Parks in 1999? How do these businesses compare to Nathan’s friend Willie Johnson’s 
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call to “tear it down. And in it’s place we build our own shops. Our own schools. Our 

own laws...” (117, “Past Imperfect”) Our own record labels? Usher’s performance of this 

song drives us forward through cultural history from 1964 to 2003, through gospel music 

to rhythm and blues to the Motown sound to soul and then hip hop and contemporary 

R&B, through a history of black music, black artists and black entrepreneurs working 

primarily for white audiences. Whether or not specific details are known to the audience, 

the juxtaposition of various historical contexts prompts a complex historical reflection 

which necessitates audience engagement in the act and process of historicization. Not 

only do these performances foreground the dialogue between past and present that is a 

product of good historicization, they foreground that process itself. In other words, these 

performances foreground the production of historical knowledge and the everyday sites 

of memory in which that production occurs.  

 This trend is also present in the use of the song “A Change is Gonna Come” 

which is discussed by Woods. The song itself was written by Sam Cooke but the version 

used on the show is by Otis Redding, recorded at Stax records in Memphis. Stax was a 

white owned record label and Motown’s chief rival in the 1960s. According to Mark 

Anthony Neal, “the unpolished and grittier nature of the ‘Memphis sound’ represented a 

response to the more brutal and blatant forms of racism as reflected in the American 

South” (45). Yet this song never gets performed on American Dreams, it is instead used 

extra-diegetically.21
 Additionally, it is a song that like much of Marvin Gaye’s catalog 

may be more recognizable through cover versions than through the original. However in 

the case of “A Change is Gonna Come,” its subsequent uses have often been historical 

and political or racial in nature. It was used in Spike Lee’s Malcolm X (1992) and in 

Michael Mann’s 2001 biopic Ali in addition to having been used more recently in the 

Obama presidential campaign. It seems that it is not a song that has been easily evacuated 
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of its specific historical and political meaning. Though songs like “What’s Goin’ On” and 

even “Dancin’ in the Street” have been recorded and performed with a variety of political 

inflections, “A Change is Gonna Come” has not so easily or successfully been 

dehistoricized or divorced from it’s connection to the history of the civil rights 

movement.  

 The process through which music signifies is far more complex than most 

considerations of music and film or television allow and this is no less true for a single 

song than for the representation of an artist. The particular point I am making is that 

histories and memories, like those enacted by and through American Dreams are 

inherently sedimented, to use George Lipsitz's term or entangled, to use Marita Sturken’s. 

The original context of a song or an artist cannot be separated from its later development 

or the later appearances and uses of that song or artist in both media and personal 

experience. They are inextricably linked. Further, the history of a song or artist-- who 

recorded a song and how it charted, the artist’s biography-- cannot be separated from 

individual memories of that song or artist. When Lipsitz refers to “the presence of 

sedimented historical currents,” (5) he evokes an image of discrete layers and certainly in 

the case of Marvin Gaye and Usher, or “A Change is Gonna Come” and Malcolm X or 

Barack Obama we can see this sedimentation. Yet as Sturken demonstrates perhaps more 

eloquently, these discrete layers are not only juxtaposed with other cultural layers but 

moved through time and space. Thus Marvin Gaye and Usher become entangled not only 

with one another but with political memories and official histories from every decade 

between the 1960s and now.  

 I would suggest that it is the seemingly apolitical aspects of music and culture that 

allow them to become palimpsests upon which to write a diverse array of alternative 

histories and individual and collective memories. Thus the same song can be 
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decontextualized in The Big Chill and recontextualized and repoliticized on American 

Dreams. The underestimation of music and culture as historically relevant allows people 

who lack social, political and cultural power to project their identities, their histories and 

their memories onto more widely disseminated historical objects. When a familiar, 

widely popular song with no explicit politics is embedded in or entangled with historical 

narratives like American Dreams or Malcolm X that relate alternative narratives of history 

and power, those alternatives become entangled and embedded in the familiar song, 

reinflecting its everyday existence on the radio or in iPods with a new kind of historicity 

and a new set of subject positions for its listener.  

 

I WANT A WITNESS 

 Though I have presented American Dreams as an alternative to the sentimental 

nostalgic mood of American Graffiti or The Wonder Years, the show’s slogan did just the 

opposite. Encouraging audiences to “Remember the Music. Remember the Innocence.” 

invites the comparison to those more reactionary texts. At the same time, for many of the 

reasons I cite here and also because the show premiered a year after September 11th, 

2001, American Dreams actively draws parallels between the political chaos and social 

upheaval of the early 1960s and that of the early twenty-first century. Indeed, creator 

Jonathan Prince suggested that though the show was pitched in the summer of 2001, after 

9/11 “he realized the show would no longer be rooted in nostalgia” (Arthur).  Kevin 

Reilly, then president of NBC Entertainment, said in 2005 that the show is “true to the 

tumult of the era, but it still leaves you with a warm feeling” (qtd. in Arthur). Yet this 

quote comes in an article titled “In a Slice of the 60’s, Hold the Nostalgia.” Thus, we are 

reminded that particularly in an era as overdetermined as the 1960s, there is a constant 

tension between nostalgia and an innocent past on the one hand and a politicized memory 
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of the past in the present on the other. Further, I would add that both aspects are 

necessary for a well historicized and productive representation of the past because both 

aspects are part of that past’s history, are a part of “the Sixties.” We cannot reduce the era 

either to a lengthy academic history like Todd Gitlin’s The Sixties or to Ron Howard, a 

‘55 Chevy and “Rock around the Clock.” Rather, the representation of the past should 

move us between one and the other, between nostalgia and history, between the past and 

present in order to encourage the active negotiation of critical historiography. The reason 

why music can do this so well is because it does exist simultaneously as nostalgia and 

history, in the past and the present, in historical fictions and cultural histories, on 

television screens and in everyday life. Music is thus not only a site of memory in and of 

itself, but like on American Dreams, music is integrated into other sites of memory 

complicating history with memory and narrative with performance. 
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Chapter 2 Betty Draper’s Dresses (and Joan Holloway’s Pencil Skirts): 
Fashion, Feminism and Cultural Memory 

  Mad Men begins in March of 1960. It looks back to the era of Camelot, of John 

and Jackie Kennedy, of John Kennedy and Marilyn Monroe. It looks back to the golden 

age of the New Yorker, to the suburban alienation of white male writers like J.D. Salinger 

and John Cheever. It recalls the ideal families of Leave it to Beaver and Father Knows 

Best (CBS, 1954-1960), but also dwells on Betty Friedan and “the problem that has no 

name” as much as Helen Gurley Brown and Sex and the Single Girl. Because Mad Men 

juxtaposes such diverse cultural representations of the women of the postwar era, I want 

to begin this chapter with the question: Where do we, as individuals and as a culture, get 

our sense of history, our historical consciousness? Where do we get our memories from? 

How do we know what the 1950s and 1960s looked like? Television and TV reruns are 

one powerful answer. I would suggest that American Dreams worked to rewrite not so 

much the history of the postwar American nuclear family, but the televisual image of that 

family and its relation to history. American Dreams thus exists in a trajectory from 

Happy Days to The Wonder Years but breaks from those shows by representing not only 

a large urban, Catholic family but an urban Black family as well, by focusing on teenage 

girls instead of teenage boys, and by juxtaposing more conventional histories of names 

and places with more cultural histories of music and television.  

 Mad Men on the other hand, sees itself as dealing less in revisiting representations 

of the past than in representing a real past itself as authentically as possible. Though 

Betty and Don Draper may not at a glance appear so different from a fifties ideal, their 

behavior is far from vacuuming in pearls and “Hi, Honey I’m home!” In the pilot 

episode, “Smoke Gets In Your Eye,” we see Don and his mistress before we ever see 
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Don’s wife or their children. There is incessant drinking and smoking, including the 

creation of a campaign for Lucky Strike that tells smokers: “Whatever you’re doing is 

okay. You are okay.” There is sexism when Joan tells new girl Peggy that the executives 

are looking for something “between a mother and a waitress.” There is anti-semitism 

when Roger Sterling asks Don: “have we ever hired any Jews?” To which Don replies: 

“not on my watch.” This politically incorrect behavior is presented as evidence of the 

show’s authenticity, its dedication to representing the real 1960s not some sugarcoated 

nostalgic vision of sock hops and juke boxes or Broadway Joe Namath. 

 Though Mad Men repeatedly sets itself up in terms of an incorruptible realism 

rather than the traditional nostalgic suburban ideal, we must still question where the 

referent for that realism is coming from. On the eve of the second season’s premiere Alex 

Witchel wrote in the New York Times Magazine that Mad Men mines “the Rat Pack 

romance of that period, when the wreaths of cigarette smoke, the fog of too many 

martinis-- whether exhilarating or nauseating-- and the silhouettes specific to bullet bras 

only heightened the headiness of the dream that all men might one day become James 

Bond.” Thus even if Don is not Jim Anderson or Ward Cleaver, he is still being 

constructed in terms of a fiction-- just not a television fiction. Jacques Steinberg writes 

that Matthew Weiner prepared for the show by reading Salinger, Cheever and Kerouac, 

by watching The Apartment (Billy Wilder, 1960) and A Guide for the Married Man 

(Gene Kelly, 1967). While American Dreams was all about television, about a television 

show and a father who owned a television store, Weiner says his actors should “not pay 

too much attention to each other, so it feels real, more perfunctory. Not that TV thing” 

(qtd. in Witchel). This disavowal of television  is certainly nothing new, we need only 

recall the ubiquitous “It’s Not TV. It’s HBO.” slogan to be reminded of the elitist claims 

of cable quality programming. Yet Mad Men’s use of literature and film as media 
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ancestors and historical sources has another effect beyond claims to high versus low 

culture because the show is representing the past and purports to do so authentically. The 

resultant claim then seems to be that despite their equal status as fictions, film and 

literature represent or reflect their eras more accurately than does television. What are the 

consequences of treating those fictions as true cultural reflections and using them to 

recreate the past in the present? What biases does it betray? What does it tell us about the 

construction of the past and transmission of historical knowledge? 

 A remarkable division has emerged in the discussion of cultural memory between 

those who use television as source material and those who use film and literature to 

remember and analyze the past of the 1950s and 1960s, the past of the postwar era. In the 

preface to Containment Culture, Alan Nadel writes that: “Repeatedly we absorbed 

nuggets of advice--from movies, television, song lyrics, and last, but also least, our 

parents-- about how to be ‘normal’ Americans” (x). He goes on to cite television as a 

particularly important determinant of normality: “I doubt I even suspected, until I was an 

adolescent that... TV was the projection booth, not the reflecting pool, of America’s faith 

in normality” (x-xi). Yet despite this set up, television does not even garner an index 

entry. Nadel’s three hundred page book explores literature and popular film from Holden 

Caulfield to Liberty Valance but largely excludes television as an object of study, as an 

embodiment of containment culture and Cold War ideology.  

 Mad Men is similarly invested in the historical significance of cultural fictions. As 

indicated above, numerous articles dwell on the texts Weiner steeped himself in while 

preparing for the show. Billy Wilder’s 1960 film The Apartment is referenced both 

textually and extratextually, as is The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit (Nunnally Johnson, 

1956). The short fiction of John Cheever has been repeatedly cited as source material and 

the show is also subsequently praised for capturing visually and emotionally Cheever’s 



 53 

1950s world of white suburban alienation.22 On the one hand, this validates much of the 

underlying theory of cultural studies-- that fictions reveal as much about a culture’s 

hegemonic ideologies as Gallup Polls or government documents. On the other hand, there 

is still an attempt to recreate a real past through made up stories and a very particular set 

of made up stories at that. Further, the use of film and literature as historical evidence 

betrays not only a high/low cultural bias, it also betrays an interesting gender bias which 

is based in an historical connection between women, television and the home on the one 

hand and masculinity, film, literature and the public sphere on the other. 

 Television has long been characterized as a “women’s medium” for a variety of 

reasons.  Tania Modleski, for one, has shown how televisual flow, and in particular the 

narrative structure of the soap opera, is tied to the rhythms of the daily life of housewives 

and housework. In a more textual analysis, Mary Beth Haralovich has demonstrated that 

sitcoms like Leave it to Beaver and Father Knows Best “promoted an image of the 

housewife and a mode of feminine subjectivity similar to those put forth by suburban 

development and the consumer product industry” (128). In both of these cases, 

television’s place in the home-- the woman’s space-- aids its construction as a woman’s 

medium. In contrast, studies of masculinity in the postwar era have tended to focus on 

such subjects as Arthur Schlesinger’s The Vital Center in Cuordileone’s Manhood and 

American Political Culture, Hitchcock film in Robert Corber’s In The Name of National 

Security, and film more generally in the case of Steven Cohan’s Masked Men to add a 

few more examples to that of Nadel.23 

 Though television’s gendered history is real and is a large part of how it is treated 

and used in cultural memory, other aspects contribute as well. In “From the Dark Ages to 

the Golden Age,” Lynn Spigel explores “the intersection between the private histories of 

viewers and the way public histories (especially of women) are constructed through 
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television reruns” (357). Through surveys of her college undergraduates, Spigel discusses 

how young women use television reruns to discuss gender history. The women of the 

televisual past like Lucy Ricardo, Mary Richards and Murphy Brown, Spigel 

demonstrates, are one source of evidence through which young women construct the past 

in terms of a narrative of feminist progress from the 1950s housewife to the emancipated 

career woman of the 1980s and beyond. Though critical of using fictional sources to 

construct a historical narrative, Spigel’s undergraduate students are nonetheless invested 

in these images because they can be made to tell a clear narrative of progress. As 

additional evidence of television’s cultural memory, Spigel also points to an episode of 

80s sitcom Kate and Allie (CBS, 1984-89) in which two dream sequences reinvent Kate 

and Allie as Lucy and Ethel Mertz from I Love Lucy (CBS, 1951-57) and then as Mary 

Richards and Rhoda Morgenstern from The Mary Tyler Moore Show. Spigel writes that 

“this program compares the past with the present, suggesting that women have indeed 

‘come a long way’ on television and by extension, in the culture at large” (360). Kate and 

Allie and Spigel’s undergraduates are two examples, but there are certainly others which 

play vintage television housewives off against the liberated female fictions of the present. 

 On Mad Men, however, though Don may be clearly cast in the cinematic mold of 

William Holden or Gregory Peck, Betty Draper’s not-so-happy postwar housewife has a 

more complex heritage that owes as much to Betty Friedan as to Grace Kelly as to Harriet 

Nelson. Though film and literary fictions dominate the extratextual context of Mad Men, 

as an early 1960s housewife, Betty is inevitably placed in a trajectory alongside Lucy 

Ricardo and June Cleaver. Betty then juxtaposes a series of alternative modes of 

femininity in one character. She acts like June Cleaver, at home in the private sphere, but 

she looks and dresses like Grace Kelly, venturing into the public sphere, all of which is 

overlaid by the knowledge of a coming second wave feminism. It is this network of 
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femininities which opens the traditional woman in the traditional woman’s medium to 

new interpretations and new experiences. Though, or perhaps because, Mad Men refuses 

to self-consciously reference television and Weiner rarely addresses specific models of 

sixties femininity, the entangled nature of historical knowledge can be played out through 

the women on the show in ways that it doesn’t for men. Further, despite Weiner’s 

notorious particularity about the show’s details, costumer Janie Bryant is able to obtain a 

certain level of authorship at least of how the women are fashioned. Indeed it is Bryant 

who has made explicit the connections between not only Grace Kelly and Betty Draper 

but between Betty Draper and Bryant’s own grandmother (Wessel). All of this points to 

femininity and fashion as a significant site in which histories and counterhistories are 

negotiated both historically, on the show itself and in its avowed or disavowed source 

material.  

 

FABRICATING THE SELF 

 At this point as I begin to delve into the specific role of fashion and clothing in 

these histories and memories, I want to pause for a moment and highlight some of the 

theoretical work that informs my analysis. The central tension in the emergence of 

fashion theory is whether fashion is a simple tool of patriarchal oppressors or if it can be 

redeemed for personal expression. More broadly the questions here include: why does 

clothing matter? Why does it matter what we wear? Why do women in particular find 

meaning in fashion? How does fashion relate to the body, to the self and to identity? And 

of course, how does fashion function as costuming on screen? 

  In her pioneering study of fashion, Adorned in Dreams, Elizabeth Wilson argues 

that: “Fashion is ambivalent-- for when we dress we wear inscribed upon our bodies the 

often obscure relationship of art, personal psychology and the social order” (247). She 
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explores this further when in a frequently cited passage she writes that “we may view the 

fashionable dress of the western world as one means whereby an always fragmentary self 

is glued together into the semblance of a unified identity” (11). In connecting fashion to 

identity and ambiguity, Wilson rejects Thorstein Veblen’s identification of fashion as 

connected solely to economic imperatives and conspicuous consumption.24 Veblen argues 

that it is “the office of woman to consume vicariously for the head of the household, and 

her apparel is contrived with this object in view... and therefore special pains should be 

taken... to impress upon the beholder the fact... that the wearer does not and cannot 

habitually engage in useful work” (qtd. in Wilson 50). For Veblen, woman is simply an 

object of the male gaze and her wardrobe is constructed to demonstrate the fact that she 

does not have to work because of her husband’s wealth, status and success. Though we 

can certainly apply Veblen’s analysis to Betty Draper and the impractical gowns in which 

she hostesses (with her maid’s help) for Don’s colleagues, Wilson’s analyses provide a 

more nuanced framework for Betty’s look and the story it tells about her relationship with 

the world around her. Wilson’s work not only considers female agency in clothing 

selection but considers the ways in which those selections construct identity and the 

relationship between identity, the body and the world in which both are embedded.  

 Jennifer Craik offers another perspective which falls somewhere between Wilson 

and Veblen. On the one hand she, like Wilson, argues that fashion is a way of presenting 

an identity. In The Face of Fashion she writes that:  “Our habitus of clothing creates a 

‘face’ which positively constructs an identity rather than distinguishing a ‘natural’ body 

or ‘real identity’” (5).25 She goes on to say that “fashion systems establish technologies of 

self-formation through techniques of dress, decoration and gesture which attempt to 

regulate tensions, conflict and ambiguity” (204). Craik provides an additional sense that 

though not localized in the patriarchal husband, fashion nonetheless can function to 
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discipline the body and its place in patriarchal social systems. Craik resists making value 

judgments, instead arguing that “the body is constantly re-clothed and re-fashioned in 

accordance with changing arrangements of the self” (225) and changing arrangements of 

the place of the consumer and especially the female consumer in the private home as well 

as in the public sphere.  

 Not only is the body constantly re-clothed and re-fashioned, clothing itself is 

constantly repurposed by its wearer. In the final pages of the essay “Fragments of a 

Fashionable Discourse,” Kaja Silverman moves into a hopeful discussion of vintage or 

retro clothing “as sartorial strategy that works to denaturalize its wearer’s specular 

identity” (194). For Silverman, the wearer of retro clothing can look back to multiple 

moments in which a look is invented and reinvented and that clothing can simultaneously 

connote and quote multiple decades, multiple networks of cultural references and 

multiple sociohistorical moments. Of particular importance for my discussion here is 

Silverman’s assertion that retro “provides a means of salvaging the images that have 

traditionally sustained female subjectivity, images that have been consigned to the 

wastebasket not only by fashion but by ‘orthodox’ feminism” (195). What Silverman’s 

analysis provides is not only an understanding of retro or vintage clothing, but most 

importantly an acknowledgment that clothing operates as a palimpsest upon which social, 

cultural and personal histories are written and through which a wearer can remember, 

embody and perform those histories, often challenging gender norms and hegemonic 

histories. 

 In Understanding Cinema, Stella Bruzzi explores how those fashion palimpsests 

can be used in film to construct an alternative narrative and alternative discourse of 

femininity and history. Though traditionally, as Jane Gaines writes,  “costume must 

register on the screen at the same time it must recede” (182), because clothing also 
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“exists as a discourse not wholly dependent on the structures of narrative and character 

signification,” (Bruzzi xvi) it can be used to undermine character and narrative in ways 

that challenge the patriarchal structures of narrative cinema. Though true for cinema in 

general, this becomes an especially powerful strategy for historical films (and television) 

interested in both authenticity and a representation of feminism and feminist resistance in 

a pre-feminist or pre-second wave feminist era. Thus Bruzzi argues that some while some 

films which use fashion primarily as a sign of historical authenticity “look through 

clothes”: “Costume films that, conversely, choose to look at clothes create an alternative 

discourse, and one that usually counters or complicates the ostensible strategy of the 

overriding narrative” (36). In particular she suggests that “too often period costumes are 

presumed to signify sexual repression as opposed to the presence of an active sexual 

discourse” (37, italics mine). Indeed on Mad Men, because Betty’s “New Look” dresses 

seek to contain sexuality and define femininity, they inevitably represent that sexuality, 

and can draw attention to the historical constructions of femininity. 

 

BETTY DRAPER’S DRESSES, PART 1 

 Because of fashion’s historical entanglement with constructions of femininity, 

clothing emerges as one arena in which the contradictions of feminism and femininity in 

the 1960s and also the twenty-first century can be seen to play out through a feminist 

cultural memory and a memory of feminism. On Mad Men, Betty Draper is 

simultaneously dressed as an ideal wife and mother, but also a European glamour girl. 

Betty’s fashions set up her relationship to Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique and 

also convey her as an earnest model of the picture perfect, June Cleaver suburban 

housewife. Betty has a housekeeper so she may not vacuum in her high heels and pearls, 

but her hair is (almost) always perfectly coifed and her “New Look” dresses accentuate 
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her tiny, feminine waist before their full skirts blossom out as they follow and extend the 

natural curve of the hip.  

 Revealed by Christian Dior on Paris runways in 1947, the New Look signaled the 

end of World War II fabric rationing with its excessive skirts, padded hips and layers of 

petticoats. It highlighted the female form with a structured bodice and fitted waistlines. 

Despite the fact that Dior drew on pre-World War I styles, the New Look was seen as a 

decisive break with the boxy shoulders and narrow skirts of wartime menswear-inspired 

fashions. Dior claimed that: “The collection affirms the natural graces of Woman... 

Woman the stem, Woman the flower” (qtd. in Cawthorne 119) and yet that “natural,” 

floral shape was only achieved with “a padded bra... along with a boned corset to give the 

nipped waist, and hip pads” (Cawthorne 111). Karal Ann Marling repeatedly describes 

the controversy over the New Look. On the one hand it was a design marvel, “a form of 

living sculpture, created by ingenious corsetry, inspired design, and an intricate 

dressmaking technique that amounted to a kind of body engineering” (11). Yet also: “It 

could be argued, of course, that the woman inside was irrelevant to the dress, that she was 

a victim of fashion, enslaved, oppressed by her own dinner gown” (11). Although in film 

traditionally costume is made to depend on and enhance character and narrative, the 

spectacle of the New Look gown can make the character depend on the dress. Because 

the dress literally looks the same independent of the woman, the woman is tailored for the 

dress, deformed to fit the dress, both literally and figuratively. The New Look both 

highlights a “natural” femininity and manipulates the female body to fit that natural 

image. If the New Look manufactures a woman whose anatomical differences are, as 

Marling writes, “exaggerated to conform to the sexual dimorphism of the 40s and 50s” 

(12), the character of Betty in those dresses becomes dependent on that sexual 

dimorphism, because she is irrelevant to the spectacle of the dress.  
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 Reiterating this in direct reference to Mad Men is the season two DVD special 

feature “An Era of Style.” Valerie Steele, a fashion historian and curator of the Museum 

at the Fashion Institute of Technology, first describes the New Look in terms of “opulent, 

luxurious femininity” and then links it to “wife dressing” as a practice whose first 

principle similarly was “complete femininity.” This principle, put forth by designer Anne 

Fogerty and described by Steele, argued that “a woman should be dressing to please her 

husband and to help him at his career.... Always be dressing in a way to help and please 

her husband... women were supposed to dress like women and men were supposed to be 

like men.” In both broader descriptions of Dior’s New Look and Steele’s description of  

“wife dressing,” not only are rigid definitions of femininity, gender norms and 

expectations made clear, but we can also hear Jennifer Craik’s analysis of fashion 

systems as “technologies of self-formation... which attempt to regulate tensions, conflict 

and ambiguity,” (204) technologies which regulate the female body. Whether the couture 

whale bone corset or the more common girdle, garters and bullet bra we see on Mad Men, 

Dior’s discourse of woman as natural flower-- fashion subservient to the female form-- is 

belied by the construction of the perfect feminine silhouette --the subservience of the 

woman to the fashion. What we must interrogate further is how these images of 

femininity and the postwar housewife are deconstructed or reconstructed when Betty 

refuses a simple subservience to her clothing, thereby refusing subservience to her 

proscribed gender role. 

 We only very briefly meet Betty late in the pilot episode. Don comes home to his 

dutiful wife who has left him a plate in the oven. The closing scene has Don kissing his 

children goodnight while Betty watches on and Vic Damone’s “The Street Where You 

Live” plays. In the second episode, we find Betty at dinner with Don, Don’s boss Roger 

Sterling and his wife Mona. Betty wears a quintessential “New Look” dress, white with a 
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blue and pink floral pattern, full skirt, a curved boat neckline and a fitted waist with wide 

blue satin sash tied in a bow at the back. Here she continues to play the happy and 

capable housewife. She tells the others that there is no nanny, just “a girl that comes in, 

sort of a housekeeper and sometimes babysitter.” Yet she admits later that “its hard to 

hold on to anything right now with the children and running the house.” She says this in 

the ladies room as Mona applies lipstick for her because her hands have gone numb. 

Whether she is oppressed by her own dinner gown or not, she is certainly oppressed by 

the need to manufacture femininity and its attendant gender roles.  

 The numbness recurs later in the episode when Betty runs her car off the road and 

onto a neighbor’s lawn because she can’t feel her hands. She is told by various doctors 

that there is nothing “physically wrong” with her and that she should see a psychiatrist. 

Don tells her: “I always thought people saw psychiatrists when they were unhappy, but 

then I look at you, and this and them and that and I think, are you unhappy?” To which 

Betty replies: “Of course I’m happy... whatever you think is best.”  We are clearly set up, 

even just by the middle of the second episode, to see a disconnect between Betty’s 

interior life and the image she projects. Her feminine dresses and put-together outfits 

which try to regulate her body cannot contain the physical anxiety of “the problem that 

has no name,” of suburban alienation and the unfulfilled, college educated homemaker.  

 Towards the end of the episode, Betty does begin to see a psychiatrist. While Don 

sleeps with his mistress and tries to figure out what women want for the benefit of his 

Right Guard ad campaign, Betty tells her psychiatrist “I’m nervous I guess, anxious” and 

that: “My mother always told me it wasn’t polite to talk about yourself.” Just before the 

episode ends Don calls the psychiatrist to check in on their session and the doctor tells 

him: “I had a very interesting hour with your wife this afternoon. She’s a very anxious 

young woman. I think you’re doing the right thing.”  As the episode closes the camera 
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pans from Don’s office to the kitchen and pulls out with a powder blue oven centered in 

the frame as it fades to black.26 The 1996 song “Great Divide” by the Cardigans plays out 

over the image and the credits. The song’s opening features a keyboard and a soft voice 

that recalls the sound of a lullaby. The lyrics which we hear are: 

There's a monster growing in our heads 

Raised up on the wicked things we've said 

A great divide between us now 

Something we should know 

 

There's something to remember 

And something to forget 

As long as we remember 

There's something to regret 

Something we should know 

The song is striking, first and perhaps foremost because it is anachronistic. Yet unlike the 

use of the Decemberists’ “The Infanta” in the second season, “Great Divide” fits more 

clearly with the general soundtrack of the show and with the original scoring by David 

Carbonara. Nonetheless, the song’s lyrics point to the song as commentary on both what 

has happened in this episode and what will happen as the season and the series goes on. 

We can see Betty’s “anxiety” as the feminist “monster growing in our heads” to be 

named by Friedan. Indeed, the focus of the last shot over which the song plays is the 

powder blue oven which not only recalls Roger’s earlier comment that “psychiatry is just 

this year’s candy pink stove... just more happiness,” but highlights the ways in which 

postwar consumer objects are symbolic of “the problem that has no name.” The candy 
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pink stove, the powder blue oven and the New Look dress equally contain the feminine 

and feminist anxieties for which Betty is now being treated psychiatrically. Further, as 

the song indicates, that anxiety is both something to remember and something to forget, a 

reminder of the ways in which memory and history work as both a presence and an 

absence. The themes which the song communicates, in concert with its anachronism and 

in context of the episode, forces the kind of movement between past and present which I 

argue makes nostalgia and memory, history and historical fiction most productive.  

 

BETTY DRAPER’S DRESSES, PART 2  

 Though the New Look silhouette and its attendant lingerie structure is a constant 

reminder of Betty’s relationship both to her body and the world around her, it is taken to 

a dramatic extreme in a polka-dotted dress in the eighth episode of the second season, “A 

Night to Remember.” The dress in question is a signature New Look gown with spaghetti 

strap shoulders. The skirt comes down below Betty’s knees and stands out two feet from 

her legs while the fitted waistline is held against her torso with yellow and blue sashes. 

The dress is white silk with a vibrant and almost clownlike or childlike pattern of bright 

blue, yellow and green polka dots. 

  In the episode, Betty hosts a dinner party for Don, Roger Sterling and his wife, 

Duck Phillips and a potential client. She prepares a “trip around the world,” a dinner of 

international food and drink. Don and Duck end up laughing at Betty because as an 

upscale housewife she is the target demographic for their new campaign for Heineken 

and has played out the scenario they are selling to the client perfectly. After dinner, once 

the guests have left, she confronts Don with fury in her voice and she only gets angrier as 

the conversation goes on. She tells him: “You embarrassed me... You knew I would buy 

that beer... Because you know me so well. You know everything about me... and then you 
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laughed. You all laughed.” Don tells her he didn’t mean it, to which she replies: “You 

never mean it. You just do whatever you want. And I put up with it because nobody 

knows... I’m not going to bed. Not until you tell me why you insist on humiliating me.” 

He panders to her telling her “I can’t talk to you when you’re like this.” She counters by 

revealing that she knows about his affair and tells him: “You think you know me. Well I 

know what kind of a man you are.” As the series unfolds from the first episode to here, 

Betty’s ignorance of Don’s affairs becomes more and more tenuous. She is told about the 

affair in the episode prior, but this is the first time we have seen or heard Betty get really 

angry, not just scared of losing Don or of what the affair means, but furious. Betty spends 

the night in the children’s room and we next see her in the morning, sitting at the kitchen 

table, hair a mess, smoking a cigarette and wearing the same dress.  

 Don leaves for work and the next image we see of Betty is her in Don’s closet, 

our point of view from inside the closet partially obscured by a row of coats. She has a 

glass of wine in her hand and a scowl on her face. She starts rummaging through Don’s 

suits, smelling them and checking their pockets before throwing them on the floor. She 

goes through his desk, finding only ad slogans scribbled on napkins. She gets frantic, her 

hair looks worse, the straps of her dress falling off her shoulders. Her search is 

interrupted when the narrative cuts to Don in the office, speaking to the Heineken 

representatives. Duck describes what happened that night and describes Betty in terms of 

her demographic as a woman for whom it is important to be “the perfect hostess, the 

perfect wife.” When we return to Betty, she is lying in bed, a pile of suits in front of her, 

still wearing the cheery dress from the night before. She sits up and steps on her wine 

glass, cutting her foot. She sits resigned on the floor, exhausted. When Don comes home, 

she is still sitting on the bed, in the dark, hair a mess, straps fallen off her shoulders, skirt 

wrinkled and splayed out around her. Don asks: “What happened here?” Betty tells him: 
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“Nothing. Nothing happened here. I went through every pocket and every drawer and 

there’s nothing...: I don’t even know why I bother looking. All I found were stacks of 

cocktail napkins with stupid advertising on them... I would never do this to you. How 

could you do this to me?” Don replies: “I didn’t do anything.” Don leaves and Betty is 

left in an empty room. Don sleeps on the couch and Betty comes down to him in the 

middle of the night. She has showered and changed, wearing a white robe and with no 

makeup she looks on the one hand dramatically different, younger, sadder and on the 

other exactly the same. She tells him: “I don’t want it to be like this... I don’t know what 

to do.” Don replies that “nothing happened.” Betty tells him “Now you look me in the 

eye. You never do that.... You never say you love me.... Do you hate me?” She is quieter 

but still angry and at the end of the episode she calls the office and tells Don not to come 

home.  

 On the one hand, both the episode and the dress are about Betty as a character. 

She has been, however unknowingly, putting up with Don, with him cheating on her, 

putting up with him surveying her psychotherapy. She has also, of course, been putting 

up with the “feminine mystique,” with the problem that has no name. She has resigned 

herself to suburban alienation and the life of an ideal, but unreal housewife. She attempts 

to buy into the idea that beautiful dresses can buy a beautiful life and that she can in fact 

be subservient to the gender role proscribed by those dresses (dresses which deem her 

irrelevant). While Don makes plans to run away with one mistress after another, Betty is 

regulated by her gender role as much as by her restrictive clothing, her fitted dresses, her 

corsets and garters. Yet when earlier in the episode she spontaneously smashes a chair, 

she begins to release an anger she has been containing within the petticoats and girdles 

that construct her feminine figure. Smashing the chair she begins to belie the sexual 

dimorphism of her dress.  In the exchanges with Don that follow she allows herself to be 
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angry, to be furious. The silk dress she wears wrinkles and all but falls apart as she fails 

to live up to a gendered ideal or rather chooses not to live up to that gendered ideal, to the 

figure constructed by the dress. The color and pattern of the dress, the delicacy of its 

material are exploded as she searches for something she cannot find-- searches for proof 

of Don’s infidelity, proof that her unhappiness is not just a psychological diagnosis, not 

just a problem that has no name. 

 One philosophy of costuming which Bruzzi describes is that whose: “aim is to 

construct a wardrobe that projects its beauty onto the woman wearing it; a woman, 

therefore, must inhabit, be appropriate to, be at one with her clothes if she is to be found 

attractive” (14). The sense arises in this episode that Betty does indeed become one with 

this dress.  Yet while the dress projects its beauty, femininity and innocence onto Betty-- 

constructing her as attractive, as an ideal woman-- she also projects anger onto the dress 

as she resists its ideal womanhood. Betty and the dress thus combine the function of the 

spectacular dress whose meaning exists independent of character, with the narrative 

function in which dress simply supports character, to form a mutual relationship between 

fashion, femininity and intimations of feminism. The dress and the simultaneous anger, 

innocence and womanhood it takes on serve not only to reinflect Betty but to reinvent the 

postwar housewife, pointing out that the signs of her containment also necessarily 

suggest their transgression. Thus a new memory of the postwar housewife emerges, a 

memory that sees her in terms of feminist discourse, in terms of the feminine mystique, in 

terms of the constraint of the body and the self as well as in terms of the small rebellions, 

the moments of anger release which are real if not quite fully formed feminist forms of 

resistance. In this way, both containment and resistance are written on the body and 

through its clothing, in the narrative and in the objects which visualize the narrative.  
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AND JOAN’S PENCIL SKIRTS 

 While Betty’s full skirts, New Look dresses and aprons for every occasion 

suggest one cultural trajectory of femininity, Joan Holloway’s skin tight dresses and 

single girl sexuality move us toward another-- that of the “new woman.”  As Amanda 

Lotz defines them: “‘New woman’ characters throughout television history primarily 

have been ‘single girls,’ young women who seek jobs in the city prior to marriage” 

(Redesigning Women 88). The “new woman” has appeared on television in various forms 

and at various moments in history. In the mid- to late- sixties she could be found on The 

Avengers (ABC, 1961-69) and Peyton Place (ABC, 1964-69). In the late nineties, she 

was on Sex and the City (HBO, 1998-2004). Joan is an aggressive sexual subject, and as 

such she travels from her contemporaries on Peyton Place to Sex and the City and back 

again. In other words Joan, like Betty, represents a complex but vital link between 

feminisms and femininities of the past and feminisms and femininities of the present. Yet 

while Betty is “the problem that has no name,” Joan is Helen Gurley Brown and Sex and 

the Single Girl. While Betty is the New Look, Joan is the pencil skirt and the sheath 

dress.  

 We first meet Joan Holloway in the pilot episode on Peggy Olson’s first day. 

Joan, the office manager, shows new girl Peggy around the office and tells the girl from 

Brooklyn: “In a couple of years, with the right moves, you’ll be in the city with the rest of 

us. Of course, if you really make the right moves, you’ll be out in the country and you 

won’t be going to work at all.” She also tells Peggy “not to be too overwhelmed by all 

this technology” as she takes the cover off a typewriter because: “It looks complicated, 

but the men who designed it made it simple enough for a woman to use.”  Joan is wearing 

black high heels and a fitted green dress, with a slim, belted waist and narrow skirt 

hemmed at the knee, accentuating her hourglass figure. Peggy, on the other hand, wears 
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bangs and her hair in a pony tail. Peggy’s shy attitude, collared yellow sweater and gray 

skirt that falls halfway down her calves, stands in sharp contrast to Joan’s aggressively 

sexual body. In the few minutes that encompass this introduction, we get a clear sense of 

the sexism that pervades the office and the gender roles that constrain these women and 

the expectations they have for their own lives. Yet Joan, her dress and her figure exude a 

sexuality, independence and aggression that counters the other expectations set up by this 

exchange. She hardly seems like a mother and it’s hard to imagine her as a waitress.  

 During the 1950s and 1960s, Tamar Jeffers argues that “there were, broadly, two 

predominant outlines for the female costume: the New Look-inspired swing-skirted 

silhouette, with tight waist and multiple, full stiff petticoats supporting circular skirts, 

versus more tailored, figure-hugging sheaths” (51). She goes on to explain that the full 

skirts signify a contained sexuality that “could be seen to be effective in keeping men at a 

distance. By contrast, the sheath shape both clung to the body, revealing its curves to the 

viewer, and simultaneously permitted approach thanks to its more parsimonious 

occupation of space” (52). She argues that: “Generally it seems that the former is used as 

cinematic shorthand for virgins and significantly, also for wives, while the latter 

symbolised more overtly sexually accessible women and career girls-- emphasising that 

they were in the office to attract men rather than taking their careers seriously” (51). Thus 

despite the sexual availability of the career girl, or new woman’s clothing, Jeffers offers a 

narrative reading whereby that availability can be contained. Yet because the sexuality is 

in the clothing, alternative discourses are also available to be reconstructed in the 

television show or viewer which rather than looking through clothes, looks at them. 

 As Joan’s personality and her wardrobe unfold, the suspicion intimated by her 

dress in the first episode is only confirmed. She talks back to the copywriters in the 

office. When they pursue Peggy sexually, she tells them “like most of us, she’s 
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disappointed in the selection of merchandise” (102, “Ladies’ Room”). She passes around 

a clandestine copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover and carries a change of clothes and a 

toothbrush in her purse (103, “Marriage of Figaro). She has an affair with Roger Sterling 

and when he playfully suggests locking her up for a week, she tells him: “I love this, 

Roger, but a week is a considerable length of time and I have my own world. I go out and 

I have parties and I have friends over” (106, “Babylon). She is clearly having as much 

fun with Roger as he is with her. Later in the episode, while conducting a 

“brainstorming” session with the secretaries in the office for Belle Jolie lipsticks with the 

men watching through a two way mirror, she bends over right in front of the mirror, 

showing off her curves to the boys she knows are watching. She looks through the mirror, 

at them and at Roger particularly, flaunting the power she knows she has. She’s wearing 

a curve hugging red dress that matches her red hair. Yet more to the point is the fact that 

once again she is enjoying herself, and is firmly in control of her body and her sexuality 

even as it is looked at.    

 Joan’s fashion is not spectacular the way Betty’s is. She does not appear 

dramatically walking down a marble staircase, casually draped in fur, diamonds and 

layers of petticoats like Betty. Yet Joan’s clothing, and the discourse around her clothed 

body, can nonetheless be seen to  highlight the “relationship between the idealised female 

image on the screen and the spectator” (Bruzzi 19). The function of this, however, is not 

only to highlight the labor and construction of 1960s femininity but to highlight its 

adaptation in the twenty-first century. Joan’s clothing is perhaps the most translatable to 

contemporary styles. Pencil skirts in particular have become quite fashionable in the last 

few years and a good pair of pumps never really goes out of style. Though the female 

image on the screen is set in the past, of course the actress, the audience and even the 

fashions are set in the present. Revealing the relationship between the two thus allows for 
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an effect that is not necessarily physically or visually spectacular, but is nonetheless 

historically spectacular. According to Bruzzi, pure spectacle occurs when clothing choice 

is “not wholly motivated by either character or narrative.” This kind of spectacle is not 

only what allows for alternative discourses around fashion and femininity, but whole 

alternative histories. One of the functions of retro fashion and fashion on Mad Men is, in 

Silverman's words, to salvage “images that have been consigned to the wastebasket not 

only by fashion but by ‘orthodox’ feminism” (195) and orthodox feminist narratives. 

While Betty is used to look back from the 1960s and retell the historical narrative of the 

postwar housewife, Joan is used to look forward from the 1960s and connect the dots of 

the contemporary working woman to a feminist memory, attaching that memory to 

fashions which resonate in the present day.  

 New woman characters represent important moments in television history when 

sexuality, fashion and the female body have been linked-- at least retrospectively-- to 

feminism as they are on Mad Men. Moya Luckett argues in reference to shows like The 

Avengers and Peyton Place that “These shows’ emphasis on the body was quite tactical, 

for, as Julie D’Acci has argued, viewers ‘naturally... equate women with the body,’ so it 

logically becomes a prime site for transformation and reclamation of gender” (280). We 

can fairly easily then apply the same analysis to the women of Sex and the City and Mad 

Men’s Joan. I would also argue, however, that this “reclamation of gender” extends to 

Betty as a distinct, yet no less feminine, model of gender that is being reclaimed. What 

Joan and Betty have in common is their entanglement with third wave feminisms and 

contemporary revisions of both the pre-second wave era of the 1950s and the second 

wave of the 1960s and 1970s.   
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FEMINISM AND CULTURAL MEMORY 

 What fashion does in the text of the show is also part of the feminist discourse 

surrounding the show. There is a pair of telling moments in the special feature 

documentary Birth of an Independent Woman contained in Mad Men’s season two DVD 

set. The documentary tells a fairly comprehensive history of the women’s movement 

from World War II and Rosie the Riveter to housewives returning home in the 1950s, 

through Betty Friedan, Sex and the Single Girl and the inequalities of other 1960s 

movements that spurred organization on the basis of gender. Of the two moments I want 

to highlight here, one comes at the end of part 1 on disc 1, the other at the end of part 2 

on disc 2. In part one, Slate.com editor Emily Bazelon describes the utility of clear sex 

roles from a labor market perspective. She says that: “Men had a lot to gain in some ways 

from having these very clearly delineated roles and from shutting women out of a lot of 

labor force participation and so there had to be some real groundswell of protest and 

rejection of that way of life in order for it to change.” This more radical assessment of the 

need for dramatic social and political change in the 1960s is then followed up by this 

analysis: 

If you think about this through a feminist lens, and you think about it in terms of 
how constricted their choices were, and you imagine that its very different to 
decide I really want to stay home with my kids when they’re little because I love 
their energy and I really want to do this. Versus, this is the channel I’m being 
funneled into and it doesn’t matter how I did in college, my job right now is only 
this one job. Getting married and taking care of my kids and pouring enormous 
energy into the home. 

Similarly, at the end of part 2 Marcelle Karp-- described by the documentary as a 

“Feminist Writer and Author” though also cofounder of third wave magazine Bust-- 

summarizes the movement as follows: “Female independence is about choice.... All the 

ladies of the second wave were really trying to emphasize was we could be liberated from 
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what kept us feminine. They weren’t trying to belittle their femininity but what they were 

trying to do was be seen as equals and not as sexual beings.” She goes on a moment later 

to list the various choices at stake: “It’s economic choice. It’s personal choice. It’s sexual 

choice. It’s... I’m not saying preference... It’s choices.” 

 What is interesting about both of these quotes is that two women who came of age 

in the 1980s and 1990s-- ostensibly members of the third wave-- are describing the 

second-wave of feminism, its goals and accomplishments in typically third wave or 

perhaps even postfeminist terms. Both postfeminism and the third wave of feminism 

emphasize the individual ability to choose between variously gendered roles and as such 

it is easy to see those terms as a turn around from the second wave’s emphasis on 

demands for “equal opportunities in employment and education, the eradication of 

violence against women, and the passage of the equal rights amendment” (Dicker and 

Piepmeier 9).  Indeed, I think that Birth of an Independent Woman, particularly in the two 

scenes I cited, has a tendency to enforce a postfeminist kind of dichotomy between the 

policy goals of the second wave and the entitled individuality of the the third. 

Postfeminism positions the entitlement described by third wavers like Jennifer 

Baumgardner and Amy Richards whereby “the presence of feminism is taken for 

granted” (17) as an assumption that the work of feminism is done, the assumption that in 

Angela McRobbie’s words feminism “is no longer needed, that it is a spent form” 

(“Postfeminism and Popular Culture,” 28).   

 Yet while “postfeminist” writers reduce feminism to choice suggesting that the 

work of feminism is done and that this “may translate into the pursuit of a career or it 

may mean demanding respect for raising children-- women of my generation believe in 

the right to choose” (Denfeld qtd. in Siegel 76), the third wave acknowledges and 

encourages the coexistence of, negotiation between and struggle for both/and choices 
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rather than either/or ones.27 One of the both/and choices is using both second and third 

wave approaches to feminism. Thus because third wave frameworks of choice and 

individuality are positioned on Mad Men and in Birth of an Independent Woman in 

context of the representation of the second wave, contemporary feminism is not divorced 

from its history. Rather, it is because of feminism and the history of both the second and 

third waves that we can read the gendered resistance in the femininities performed by 

Betty, Joan and their dresses and skirts.28 As Baumgardner and Richards write of 

contemporary “girlie culture” and young third wave feminists “because of feminism, we 

know how to make girl stuff work for us” (136). Thus the third wave “contains elements 

of second wave critique of beauty culture, sexual abuse, and power structures while it 

also acknowledges and makes use of the pleasure, danger, and defining power of those 

structures” (Heywood and Drake 3). This is not a clean break between feminist history 

and contemporary womanhood or girlness. It is a complex, sedimented and entangled 

memory of pre-second wave women through a lens of second and third wave feminism, 

policy successes and girlie culture.  

 Though I will further explore these interactions in the next chapter, it serves to 

point out here that the cultural memory presented is not of the 1960s and 1970s, not of 

the women’s movement proper. These are not the second wave mothers of generations X 

and Y, but their grandmothers. Indeed costumer Janie Bryant says that: “Betty Draper 

was inspired by my grandmother” (Wessel). Equally, Matthew Weiner, born in 1965, has 

suggested that “this show is trying to figure out... what is the deal with my parents” (qtd 

in Witchel). All of this seems to signal a new kind of interest in the 1960s, less an interest 

in the baby boomers who grew up in the era and have helped mythologize it through the 

resonance of Happy Days and The Wonder Years and more of an interest in how the 
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women of history-- pre-women’s movement women-- resisted patriarchy and negotiated 

feminism through femininity and a historical girlie culture. 

 

AFTERSHOCKS 

One very basic reason Betty and Joan’s fashions resonate in the present is because 

Betty and Joan are not actually 1960s housewives and secretaries, they are January Jones 

and Christina Hendricks, actresses taking on those roles in the twenty-first century. They 

evoke historical consciousness in the viewer because they are so authentically dated and 

yet their dresses tell stories of femininity and prefeminist resistance that lead from the 

postwar era through the women’s movement of the second wave and into the present day. 

Through both Betty’s flirtation with feminist rage or Joan’s knowing gaze and the 

contemporary interest in proto-feminism as feminist resistance, we can reread their 

relevance in the twenty-first century and reexamine their fashion and style in an 

alternative context, one not just of history but of collective and cultural memory. Thus 

one of the key negotiations at stake in Mad Men’s construction of history is that not only 

of feminism and the conditions that led to the women’s movement of the 1960s and 

1970s, but a feminist cultural memory.  

 This memory, however, is not so much of feminist voices but of silences, in 

particular what Mad Men editor Malcolm Jamieson calls “aftershocks,” or as Jezebel’s 

Sadie Stein describes them: “that slightly too-long moment of reaction, in which time 

most shows would have cut away.” Stein highlights how these aftershocks give women 

who are so often silenced in the world of Madison Avenue and 1960 a presence, if not an 

actual voice. The awkwardness of that unconventional extra beat forces the viewer to 

analyze more closely the power dynamics and unequal relationships among men and 

women. What I have argued here is that fashion and also the soundtrack do something 
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similar. Indeed as Bruzzi explains: “Iconic clothes serve a proclamatory function in film, 

they collide with the sequences in which they are placed because they carry an 

alternative, independent meaning that is not necessarily subservient or even compatible 

with that of the dominant narrative” (17). Yet what fashion and its feminism do that these 

aftershocks do not do is tie the past to the present, the alternative, independent meaning is 

that of their twenty-first century context, of the past in the present and the present in the 

past. 



 76 

Chapter 3 Deadly Dames and Boots For Walking:  Fashion and Music 
in the Archive and the Repertoire 

 In chapters one and two, I looked at how American Dreams and Mad Men 

encourage alternative histories and make connections between the past and present 

through popular music and women’s fashion, respectively. I argued that in concert with 

the historical narratives told by these programs and their characters, historical artifacts 

work to highlight the significance of cultural objects in both the past and the present. In 

this chapter, I want to continue the examination of popular culture and cultural objects in 

contemporary memory through a further examination of archives and artifacts. In 

particular, I want to think about historical artifacts and the recreation of historical 

artifacts in terms of what Diana Taylor calls the archive and the repertoire (19). I argue 

that the artifact-- be it a film reel recorded to DVD, a leopard print wiggle dress or a 

song-- can be made to occupy a space between the archive and the repertoire, between the 

properly historical and the contemporary everyday. Like other elements I explore 

throughout this project, artifacts in everyday life-- whether authentic or recreated-- have 

the potential to belie the academic professionalism of the archive and to encourage 

something like a repertoire of embodied, performative and everyday cultural memory. In 

places like music and fashion, I believe we can find “acts of transfer” which move us 

between the archive and the repertoire, between material documents of history and 

embodied performances of memory, all of which change the stakes, meanings and 

experience of history and historical consciousness. Further, when we situate televisual 

texts like Mad Men and American Dreams as archives themselves, a new dynamic 

emerges between television fictions, historical knowledge and lived experience.  



 77 

Yet one more explanation is necessary before delving into Taylor and the fashion 

and music which are my objects of study in this chapter. Though I am interested in 

questions of collective and cultural memory, here I must highlight the personal aspects of 

these explorations and these memories. In this chapter, I am foregrounding punk rock and 

punk rock influenced subcultures and their engagements with a cultural heritage shared 

by television shows like American Dreams and Mad Men. Though subcultures in general 

and these subcultures specifically are certainly rich and worthy territories from which to 

explore these questions, my selection of these as objects of study and as evidence for my 

arguments is equally based in personal experience, in my own subcultural affiliations, 

individual style and unique tastes in music and fashion. Though I do not believe I am 

alone in the logic of my associations between this set of media and these everyday 

expressions-- between this archive and this repertoire-- the connections being made here 

are not necessarily ones that have been, will be or are being made by anyone else. I claim 

no intrinsic relationship between Mad Men's representation of the 1960s and the retro 

reproductions of Pinup Couture or between American Dreams' exploration of sixties pop 

music and that of Operation Ivy. Yet I do nonetheless think that there is an important and 

instructive relationship to be found between these texts and what they reveal about 

cultural memory in the archive and in the repertoire. Thus though I present the caveat 

here that there is an aspect of this chapter which is dependent on my personal 

performance of cultural memory and curatorship of my own personal archives, I also 

suggest that this case study is instructive for an understanding of how historical 

consciousness operates in no small part because cultural memories and histories are, in 

the end, experienced by individuals.  
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ARCHIVES AND REPERTOIRES, ARTIFACTS AND CURATORS  

 As indicated above, Diana Taylor’s theory of the archive and the repertoire 

provides the theoretical framework for my analyses in this chapter. As Taylor writes: 

“The rift, I submit, does not lie between the written and spoken word but between the 

archive of supposedly enduring materials (i.e., texts, documents, buildings, bones) and 

the so-called ephemeral repertoire of embodied practice/knowledge (i.e., spoken 

language, dance, sports, ritual)” (19). In short, while the archive is material and 

contained, the repertoire is live and fleeting, yet it endures through and as cultural 

memory. If the archive contains artifacts, the repertoire is made up of performances. 

Further, if the archive is made up of artifacts, then it is not so big a leap to see television 

shows like Mad Men or American Dreams as not simply archival artifacts but as archives 

in and of themselves. Additionally, it is not just an archive of historical artifacts; it is also 

an archive of cultural memory. These shows take artifacts, like dresses or songs, and use 

them in a performance that is both static and archived as it has been recorded on film or 

transferred to DVD, yet also repertorial because those artifacts can be removed from the 

archive or the historical fiction and can be reinvented and recontextualized in real life by 

real people. 

 In The Archive and the Repertoire, one of the examples Taylor explores is the 

performative protests of H.I.J.O.S.-- the literal and figurative children of Argentinean 

dissidents who disappeared during the Dirty War of the military dictatorship of the late 

1970s and early 1980s. In these protests, H.I.J.O.S. points out the sites of CIA sponsored 

torture through mass demonstrations in the streets outside these buildings. The 

demonstrators recall the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo who march in the central square of 

Buenos Aires with white shawls and ID photos of their missing children on signs held in 

the air and on badges around their necks. The performances of the Madres and the 
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H.I.J.O.S. are particularly important because the government was so efficient in erasing 

the existence of those who disappeared. The government destroyed birth certificates and 

official documents along with confiscated family photographs, leaving no trace of these 

people left in the official archive. As Taylor writes: “The idea, supposedly, was that by 

disappearing the documentary evidence of a human life, one could erase all traces of the 

life itself” (177). However, “by wearing the small photo IDs around their necks, the 

Madres turned their bodies into archives, preserving and displaying the images that that 

had been targeted for erasure... affirming that embodied performance could make visible 

that which had been purged from the archive” (178). In particular, Taylor explores the 

photograph as an element which not only connects generations but which facilitates the 

connections between archival history and performed cultural memory. 

 As theoretical concepts, Taylor separates the archive and the repertoire as discrete 

processes for the transmission of historical knowledge. Yet she also argues that 

“performances function as vital acts of transfer transmitting social knowledge, memory 

and a sense of identity through reiterated, or what Richard Chechner has called ‘twice-

behaved behavior’”  (2). Though she starts with a separation, in examples like the Madres 

de la Plaza de Mayo and H.I.J.O.S. she complicates that distinction and demonstrates 

how the archive and the repertoire are entwined in historical consciousness and are used 

together for political ends. Indeed, the specific value of the repertoire is clarified in that 

first chapter when Taylor writes that “My particular investment in performance studies 

derives less from what it is than what it allows us to do. By taking performance seriously 

as a system of learning, storing, and transmitting knowledge, performance studies allows 

us to expand what we understand by ‘knowledge’” (16).29   This is particularly instructive 

for my purposes because I am interested in how artifacts can be used to encourage, 

catalyze and facilitate the repertoire and thus reinvent the items contained in the historical 
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archive in performative terms in the present. I want to extend the role of the artifact and 

use that extension to push the definitions of both the archive in its more traditional sense 

and of the repertoire in the performative sense explored by Taylor. In particular, I am 

interested in how seemingly static archives--from television shows and LPs to libraries 

and museums-- can influence and be used in the repertoire of performed cultural memory 

and everyday historical consciousness. 

 Implicit in this last statement is an assertion that in addition to cultural memory 

being both archival and repertorial, the archive itself can be conceived in at least two 

ways. On the one hand there are more traditional archives found in capital cities and 

official museums. On the other hand, anything that contains material records is an 

archive. The Museum of Modern Art’s Architecture and Design Collection is an archive 

which contains Tupperware, fifties cars and classic examples of mid-century modern 

appliances and furniture. Yet while Mad Men and American Dreams often depict the 

same items they are seldom if ever called archives. Thus in addition to the relationship 

between the archive and the repertoire, I’m interested in the relationships between these 

two kinds of archives and in applying the concepts of one to the other. If Mad Men and 

American Dreams are archives, we can argue that their producers (and writers and set 

designers and costumers) become curators not just of historical artifacts, but curators of 

cultural memory and its performance.30 Indeed, the question of not only the archive, but 

the curator has become more and more relevant in recent scholarship across disciplines. 

This connection is particularly important and particularly fruitful because it brings 

questions of agency and the construction of history to an intellectual arena and academic 

discipline which is supposed to reveal absolute and objective truths of what happened, 

where, when and why.  
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 The particular element I wish to highlight from the museum field is the question 

of curatorship and the turn in the museum world towards a more complex understanding 

of its role in history and the construction of historical knowledge. A recent article in 

Museum, the publication of the American Association of Museums, asked the question: 

“Are DJs, rappers and bloggers ‘Curators’?” This extends the ideas put forth by Taylor 

though in very different ways, further challenging the concept of historical consciousness 

and interrogating where and how that consciousness is constructed. Elizabeth Schlatter's 

article begins with a consideration of a New York Times review of a concert by rapper 

Ludacris from November of 2008. Jon Caramanica's article presents the concert which 

featured past and present rap stars as “a showcase of New York hip-hop history with a a 

devoted fan as curator.” Schlatter goes on to highlight a variety of other recent uses of the 

term “curator” before consulting current museum professionals on the status and meaning 

of the contemporary curator. Her first suggestion is that: “The word ‘curate’ could be 

attractive because of its implied prestige, suggesting that objects, experiences or people 

are being chosen and presented by an expert best equipped with the necessary knowledge 

and experience.” She then quotes Troy M. Livingston of the Museum of Life and Science 

in Durham, North Carolina saying: “I think the threat of curators is that if we allow 

anyone to participate, will that lessen the value of what curators contribute?” Yet the 

overall tone of the article is more optimistic, as in the Ann Arbor Hands-On Museum's 

Nancy Villa Bryk comments: “these new uses of ‘curator’ take the term out of the rarified 

and push it into the wider populace encouraging visitors to create experiences-- virtually 

or otherwise-- in which they might gather stories, share expertise and create meaning 

within a defined community we may not have envisioned.” Thus, while so far I have 

argued that televisual texts and historical fictions like Mad Men and American Dreams 

serve archival functions, this new conception of the curator allows us to better understand 
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the role not just of the television producer or creator but of the individual and the viewer 

in using archives and their artifacts for repertorial ends. 

 

REVISITING (AND RECONTEXTUALIZING) BETTY DRAPER’S DRESSES  

(AND JOAN’S PENCIL SKIRTS)  

 For both the second and third seasons, Mad Men took their promotions and 

publicity to the streets of Manhattan. In July of 2008, AMC’s promotions team zeroed in 

on Grand Central Station where “street teams in period costumes handed out business 

cards from Sterling Cooper” (Schulman). They also wallpapered the Times Square-Grand 

Central shuttle to make the train itself look like Grand Central, with stone walls, 

columned seats, windows plastered on doors and Don Draper at the end of the car. For 

season three, AMC adapted the show’s new slogan “The World’s Gone Mad” as “New 

York’s Gone Mad.” Among the featured events were “New York Mets Go Mad” where 

one could: “Celebrate the 1960s, the team's inaugural decade, as the New York Mets take 

on the San Francisco Giants. Select lucky fans will receive MAD MEN inspired fedora 

hats”  (http://www.amctv.com/newyorksgonemad/). You could also “Live Like a Mad 

Man” with a Brandy Alexander or a Tom Collins at the Hilton New York in midtown or 

the Millennium Hilton downtown. The Museum of Art and Design participated with a 

“public art piece” that projected classic advertising from both the 1960s and Mad Men on 

the side of its building after dark. The culmination of the August week’s events was a 

screening of the premier episode in Times Square. AMC invited fans to “Watch the 

Season 3 premiere on the big screen and come dressed in your swankiest sixties attire to 

enter our pre-screening costume contest starting at 8PM”  (“Mad Men: Official Site”). 
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 Other associated promotions also encouraged the performance of Mad Men’s 

historical fictions and historical fashions. August 2009 saw the release of a Mad Men 

inspired line at national retailer Banana Republic and also a limited edition Mad Men suit 

at Brooks Brothers. If you couldn’t be in New York to show off your style in Times 

Square, Banana Republic invited you to join the cast both through their “Mad About 

Style” style guide and through a casting call whose best 1960s styled winner won a walk 

on role on the show itself. That month also saw social media applications like Facebook 

and Twitter flooded with icons created in the “Mad Men Yourself” application on the 

AMC website. With this application, users could select from a series of stylized cartoon 

body types, facial features, hair styles, fashions, accessories and backgrounds to 

reimagine themselves in the 1960s world of Sterling Cooper. You could have a Peggy-

style pony tail and set yourself against the Sterling Cooper sign or you could choose Joan 

Holloway curves and accept a drink from the man at the end of the bar.  

 Though Banana Republic received the most attention from the mass media in the 

summer of 2009, the fashion media and other extratextual discourses also highlighted 

high end fashion inspired by Mad Men. AMCtv.com’s Mad Men Fashion File blog tells 

us “How to Dress Like a Mad Woman” (Krentcil). In a post titled “The Frills, The Chills, 

The Thrills,” the blog tells us Sally Draper is channeling her inner Gossip Girl (The CW, 

2007-present) and that you can find an approximation of her wardrobe at Marc by Marc 

Jacobs (Krentcil). We can get Betty’s riding blazer at Ralph Lauren and Tara Montague’s 

black leather gloves at Karl Lagerfeld. Similarly Elle and Marie Claire both offered 

photo spreads and slideshows telling the reader: “How to dress like Betty, Peggy, and 

Joan” (Aminosharei and Joseph; “Mad Men Fashion”). Not surprisingly, both feature 

$400 sweaters and thousand dollar skirts which bear precious little resemblance to 

anything from the 1960s or the show. Michael Kors’ Mad Men inspired Fall 2008 
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collection, however, captures much more convincingly the lines, cuts and colors of the 

show and the era. That collection’s belted dresses and 3/4 length jackets in particular 

evoke the era pointedly though not excessively. Connections to the era are available in 

the Joan-esque surplice necklines, but they are certainly not necessary. What further 

connects this collection to the show however, is not just the elements which connect it to 

the past but the accessories-- particularly the trendy thick, plastic rimmed glasses--31  

which connect the collection to a subcultural present that has long been invested in 

reinvesting vintage and retro styles with contemporary meaning. This is a project that 

both Kors and Mad Men have in common with subcultural fashions and a broader 

tradition of vintage and retro fashion. 

 Indeed neither Mad Men nor Michael Kors’s vintage inspired lines emerged in a 

vacuum. The retro mass cultural trend that has focused on Mad Men in fact has a more 

complex history which I see as fundamental to the context in which the show and its 

negotiations of femininity and feminism have emerged and found success. Rockabilly 

subcultures in particular have long been invested in the same forms of reinvention that 

Mad Men offers for the housewives and secretaries of the 1960s. Indeed, though 

rockabilly inspired companies like Pinup Couture preceded Mad Men by at least ten 

years, its Spring 2010 collection includes a reproduction of the green dress Joan wears in 

the season three promotional photographs and also a similar though more casual “Joanie 

dress” modeled by the curvaceous Doris MayDay complete with a red haired wig. Pinup 

Couture, like Betty Draper’s dresses and Joan Holloway’s pencil skirts, takes the style of 

the 1950s, the femininity of the 1950s and reinflects it in terms of the sexual revolution 

and feminist movements that come in the 1960s and 1970s, as well as in the 1990s and 

2000s. In this reinflection, we move between the past and the present and within what 

Kaja Silverman refers to as “a specific moment both in the (social) history of clothing, 
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and in that of a cluster of closely allied discourses” (195), “within a complex network of 

cultural and historical references” (195) presented by fashion, femininity and feminism. 

 Pivotal in this process is the reality that the clothing offered is not just viewed on 

screen and not just purchased but worn. It is not just consumed, but used in the 

performance of gender, cultural memory and cultural memories of gender.31 Vintage 

fashion is history in everyday life and retro reproductions are a history of histories. Thus 

because of Mad Men’s investment in the everyday, we should look not only to an 

everyday performance of gender in a fictional 1960s, but to the everyday twenty-first 

century context in which those performances resonate. This is a context which Mad Men 

references not only in these extratextual performances which encourage the transposition 

of the past to the present, but also in certain anachronisms on the show itself, which as I 

have already argued, work textually to highlight the relationship between the past and the 

present.  

 

THE FASHIONED BODY 

 If a television producer can be curator to an archive, narrator to a history, the 

body can also be seen to curate the repertoire and perform cultural memory. One key 

episode of Mad Men in this respect is “Maidenform.” In this episode, Don Draper and his 

staff construct an ad campaign for Playtex based on the idea that American women in 

1962 either aspire to be like Jackie Kennedy or Marilyn Monroe. Paul Kinsey tells Don: 

“Women right now already have a fantasy and it’s not going up the Nile. It’s right here in 

America. Jackie Kennedy and Marilyn Monroe. Every single woman is one of them.”  

The ad features a single model, photographed twice. On the left side with a white 

background is the model with a brunette bob in a black bra, black girdle and garters, long 

black gloves that come past her elbows, a string of pearls around her neck and a teacup 
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and saucer in her hands. On the right side with a black background, is the model, in a 

blonde wig, diamonds round her neck, a mink stole around her shoulders and a bottle of 

champagne in one hand, a glass in the other. Her bra, girdle and garters are white. The 

copy reads: “Nothing fits both sides of a woman, better than Playtex.”  

 Along with the Playtex ad narrative, the episode more generally focuses on the 

body. Not only is the body of the Jackie/Marilyn model on display, the episode opens 

with images of Betty, Joan and Peggy dressing in the morning in their own garters, 

girdles and bullet bras to the 2005 song “The Infanta” by the Decemberists. Though the 

undergarments worn by these women are unfamiliar to the contemporary viewer, the 

song-- or at least the song’s contemporary indie rock style-- is. This moment opens a 

space in which to imagine dressing in the morning as a constant negotiation not only of 

fashion and femininity, but of the past and the present. The use of this particular song, by 

this particular band is also, I would argue, a nod to a particular subculture of vintage and 

retro fashion that is a real life expression of the gender themes being explored in Mad 

Men. 

 Further highlighting the fashioned body as both a site of memory and a site of 

gender negotiation, the middle of the episode features a swimsuit fashion show. What is 

remarkable about the girls on the country club runway is that they are not the svelte, 

tanned, disciplined bodies we usually see on television or in teen magazines. They are 

soft and in comparison to contemporary expectations, we might even call them chubby. 

In contrast, later in the episode we see January Jones as Betty in a bikini she purchased at 

the fashion show. Don gets upset with her body on display, asking her if she wants to be 

ogled and telling her wearing the swimsuit makes her look desperate.  

 On the one hand, we once again have the clothed body as a site in which an 

alternative feminine sexuality comes in contact with attempts at patriarchal containment. 
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Yet what is perhaps more interesting is the contrast between the bodies of the teenage 

girls in the fashion show and Betty herself. The teenage girls serve as a feminist critique 

of contemporary standards of beauty and the Hollywood obsession with thinness. The 

girls also then serve as a reminder that January Jones’s body is a problematic and 

patriarchal ideal that is representative neither of contemporary nor historical womanhood, 

It is, however, representative of the desires of both eras for a specific kind of female 

body. While the 1960s molded the body through cone-shaped bras and girdles, the 2000s 

does the same through fitness. Indeed, Anna McCarthy has referred to the women of Mad 

Men in terms of  “cone-shaped bras and poodle skirts [that] cannot conceal their 

anachronistic, Pilates-toned bodies.” Without explicitly highlighting it, McCarthy 

gestures toward the inherent anachronism of television set in the past generally and of 

vintage clothing in a contemporary context specifically. Heike JenB elaborates on this 

when she argues that: “The shape, posture, and movements of contemporary bodies may 

actually clash with the materiality of historical garments and transform their ‘original’ 

appearance... Our lifestyles and everyday practices and the modes of socializing and 

disciplining the body produce inexorably contemporary bodies” (392). Thus even the soft 

bodies that are supposed to represent the 1960s teenager work, in concert with January 

Jones's inexorably contemporary body, inevitably to highlight the show's performance of 

the past in the context of the present.  

 Mad Men also then highlights the continuity between second wave feminist 

critiques of the patriarchal containment and the ongoing feminist struggle with 

destructive feminine ideals. A multidimensional dynamic emerges between the image of 

the historical body, historical fashion and contemporary vintage fashion and the 

contemporary body, a dynamic which constructs a feminist cultural memory. Further, this 

dynamic and this scene highlight not only the interaction between the past and the present 
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in cultural memory, but the repertorial aspects of a feminist archive in everyday life 

through the clothed body. 

 Yet what if these dynamics are taken to a self-conscious extreme? Mad Men 

narrativizes a feminist historical archive while suggesting the live, repertorial aspects of 

media performance through fashion and the body. Pinup Couture, a company specializing 

in reproducing vintage fashions, does something similar through the historical pin-up 

image, the consumption of retro fashion and the performance of cultural memory through 

those fashions. However, rather than the shape of the body simply suggesting the 

anachronism of archiving the past in the present, these twenty-first century pin-up girls 

and the retro reproductions they wear actively perform a dynamic between clothing, the 

body and the image by blurring the lines between past and present, contemporary and 

historical, vintage and new. PinUpGirlClothing.com is a website and online store that 

specializes in retro reproductions both produced by house brands Pinup Couture, 

Dixiefried and Deadly Dames and by outside companies like Bettie Page Clothing, Paper 

Doll Productions and Heartbreaker Fashion. Though inspired by vintage fashions with a 

visibly recognizable mid-century aesthetic, the dresses are designed for comfort with 

modern stretch fabrics, shorter hemlines, built in bust cups and “body enhancing details.” 

This is not vintage shopping, but it is vintage style with both a contemporary and self-

consciously historical consciousness.  

 Further, like their dresses, PinUpGirlClothing.com's models highlight the 

contemporary resonance and contemporary influence of these retro styles. Among the 

most poignant examples from of this is the Deadly Dames line and its model and designer 

Micheline Pitt. Pitt herself is not only curvaceous, with a small waist and accentuated 

cleavage, she is heavily tattooed. She describes her line in similarly complex and even 

contradictory terms: “Deadly Dames is what happens when you mix doll clothes with 
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‘50s sex kittens and, well, possibly John Waters... My clothes are for girls that want to be 

their own Barbie doll, but with an EDGE!” Her designs often combine full skirts with 

short hemlines, a New Look silhouette with skulls and crossbones or a femme fatale 

hourglass with green leopard print and skull brooch. The contrasts that are present in 

those “pilates-toned bodies” in full skirts and cinched waists are taken to an extreme by 

the contemporary tattooed pin-up girl and her retro inspired feminine fashions. What is 

supposed to embody contained femininity becomes excessive and potentially feminist in 

punk rock patterns, modified designs and transgressive bodies. Indeed if the pin-up girl 

herself “encouraged [women] to construct a feminine ideal that reconciled traditional 

elements of beauty and glamour with new attributes of strength, independence and 

bravery,” (Buszek 218) the tattooed pin-up girl in her feminine fashions adds a further 

layer to the visual representation of these transgressive dynamics. The tattooed female 

body on display, in addition to appropriating the traditionally masculine symbol of the 

tattoo, shows off the woman's body while showing off her control over her body. In their 

tattoos, these pin-up girls recognize not only a history of the feminist pin-up who finds 

pleasure in her performance of femininity and the display of her body, they also 

recognize a history of subcultural negotiations of female identity.  

 Various scholars-- especially scholars of the third feminist wave-- have 

highlighted the existence of multiple feminisms.32 Pin-up girls however highlight the 

importance of also talking about femininities in the plural. In her book Pin-Up Grrrls, 

Maria Elena Buszek describes the pin-up’s “history of representing and accepting 

seemingly contradictory elements-- traditional as well as transgressive female sexualities-

- by imaging ordinarily taboo behaviors in a fashion acceptable to mass cultural 

consumption and display,” (7-8). Like the descriptions of Mad Men in terms of choice, 

this description presents a history of images in terms of more recent constructions of 
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feminism, in terms of third wave ideas that women can and do embody contradiction and 

that those contradictions can be feminist. Pinup Couture is a company owned and run by 

women, selling fashions designed by women and modeled by women through images 

taken by women. Thus second wave ideals of female autonomy and professionalism 

coexist with and enable third wave appeals to sexuality and feminine power. In 

Baumgardner and Richards’s words, “it is a feminist statement to proudly claim things 

that are feminine” (135) and yet as much as pin-up models and the women who wear 

fifties style dresses claim femininity, they also transgress that femininity and reinvent that 

ideal through masculine tattoos and active ownership of femininity and the female body. 

 This is far from a rejection of feminist history or a break from the second wave, 

terms in which contemporary feminism is often presented. Rather, pin-up girls, like Betty 

Draper, can be seen as a reclamation of the pre-second wave women whose resistance has 

been written out of history and rejected by members of the second wave who refused the 

feminine mystique in the explicit name of feminism. These images look back to 

housewives like Betty Draper in their New Look dresses but also to women like Bettie 

Page who “helped maintain the presence of the complex, pluralistic pin-up in an era that 

vigorously sought to use the genre to communicate far more binary-- and therefore 

stable-- constructions of female sexuality” (Buszek 247) and tattooed circus ladies like 

Betty Broadbent who could be “both sexual subjects who welcome certain gazes and at 

the same time challenge them through marks that continue to have multiple readings” 

(Braunberger, 14). I would argue that what enables this historical reflection is the third 

wave feminist stance that emphasizes (or reemphasizes) female sexuality, contradiction, 

choice and a continuing challenge to patriarchal systems which seek to control women’s 

bodies and women’s lives. Whether explicitly positioned as “feminist” or not, 

contemporary pin-up girls nonetheless evoke various histories of femininity, claiming 
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them for young women looking for new models of womanhood not overdetermined by 

stereotypes projected onto the second wave. Though in part rejecting the de-feminized 

images of their second wave mothers, the pin-up girl and the third wave nonetheless seek 

historical context by reconnecting with their grandmothers. By finding resistance in 

historical spaces where it was thought none existed, young women find resistance and 

feminist potential in contemporary spaces where it is often thought none existed.33  

 Betty's glamorous dresses and their strictly proscribed gender roles can both fall 

apart as she does, and contrast her rage with their perfectly feminine facades. Joan 

accents her femininity while she transgresses tradition with her aggressive sexuality. The 

modern pin-up girl does all of these things at once, inflecting the independently 

signifying feminine dress with her inexorably contemporary and potentially feminist 

tattooed body. What the pin-up girl can do, because of the fashion cultures she is a part 

of, is offer up not only a performance of gender for consumption but a model of 

performative history and a repertoire of cultural memory in everyday life. Though Mad 

Men can tell stories through fashion, the fashions of Mad Men are also enacted in 

everyday life through vintage fashion and through companies like Pinup Couture. Though 

the male can gaze upon the image online or ogle the woman on the street, the active 

performance of the past in the present, I suggest, enables a self-awareness and thus 

control over that gaze through a feminist body. Instead of promotional photos of Joan, 

Betty and Peggy or the vintage garage backdrops that Micheline Pitt and Masuimi Max 

pose in front of for Pinup Couture, imagine the same woman, in the same outfit-- a red 

pencil skirt, a button down shirt with maybe a tattoo peeking out from under the collar-- 

not on a photographer's set but on the phone, behind a desk or with a cosmopolitan at a 

bar. When the pin-up girl style is brought out into real, everyday worlds it takes on new 

meaning as it evokes older ones and becomes dependent on the woman for contemporary 
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meaning. It is not only through a lens that Joan Holloway or the curvy models at 

PinUpGirlClothing.com can own the gaze through their commanding eyes, body 

language and pleasure in being looked at, pleasure in their own sexuality. When these 

images, these pin-up girl selves, are offered for consumption, they not only model a 

performance of gender but offer it to the buyer, to everyday women living and working in 

men's worlds. Through sites like these and the images and fashions they offer, we need 

not just consume the pin-up girl, but can perform the pin-up girl and perform her 

negotiation of feminine, protofeminist and properly feminist sexualities.  

 While creator Matthew Weiner or costumer Janie Bryant can become curators of 

the Mad Men archive, vintage clothing and retro styles encourage their wearers to 

become curators as well. One aspect of my argument about fashion is that it facilitates an 

act of transfer from the archive to repertoire, from the television text to lived experience. 

Another is that fashion is not solely about consumption but about performance. In 

converting consumption to performance, fashion can challenge some of the contemporary 

discourses about post-feminism which argue that its version of feminism simply uses a 

discourse of choice as an apolitical excuse for consumption that buys into and perpetuates 

hegemonic systems of patriarchy. By introducing not only performance or the 

performance of gender but the performance of a feminist cultural memory, I am arguing 

that choices we make--even choices about consumptive practices-- and the feminisms we 

enact in our everyday life are layered with historical meaning and that that historical 

meaning is not necessarily apolitical and can be further contextualized and historicized as 

feminist or at least in feminist terms. 
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THE CULTURAL RECORD 

 While Mad Men uses fashion to move from the archive to the repertoire and from 

the past to the present, American Dreams uses music. Music, like fashion, exists as both a 

live and thus fleeting performance, and as a recorded and mediated object, as an LP or an 

mp3. In other words music, like fashion, participates in both the repertoire and the 

archive. Thus when music is used in cultural memories-- and when it is used in American 

Dreams-- it can be simultaneously archival and repertorial. The show itself can be seen as 

an archive, but contained in that archive are musical performances. Even the songs 

themselves are simultaneously performed and thus ephemeral, but also perpetual because 

a single song is maintained as an artifact across time and space. I suggested earlier that 

music and its performance are fundamental to American Dreams' movement between the 

past and the present and to its success in making history relevant. Here, I want to suggest 

that like Mad Men's engagement with vintage and retro fashion, American Dreams' 

cultural relevance does not emerge in a vacuum but in a tradition of performing cultural 

memory by juxtaposing disparate musical genres and meanings.  

 On American Dreams contemporary artists are literally performing as historical 

singers, simultaneously taking on another identity and yet inevitably allowing the 

audience to retain knowledge of who they really are through both the text and its 

extratextual promotion. In non-televisual music the performance of the past is not so 

literal, but elements of the source nonetheless remain. This is particularly true in the 

cultural memory inherent in practices like covers songs of the past in the present or mash-

ups of songs of the past with those of the present. To this point in time however, neither 

of the primary explanations for these practices capture their engagements with a historical 

consciousness. Scholars like Michael Serazio, Steve Bailey and Philip Auslander have in 

common the identification of two modes of musical reference. The earnest, 
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straightforward or authentic cover version of a song is meant as a tribute, a reference to 

influences which serve “to educate an audience often oblivious to such material” (Bailey, 

143).34 The ironic mode, on the other hand, “is dependent on a process of creating 

discordance between two rhetorical codes such that there is a fissure in the normal unity 

of signification” (Bailey, 142). Bailey emphasizes the importance of ambiguity in the 

ironic cover: “The new versions tend to ridicule the originals, often exaggerating 

particularly dated or embarrassing aspects of a given song, but at the same time, they tend 

to celebrate the continued vitality, despite these shortcomings, of the music and its 

importance to the rock audience” (142). This ambivalence, this simultaneous reverence 

and ridicule, is particularly important to keep in mind because it highlights the polysemy 

of what Bailey calls the ironic cover. It is not simply something that, in Serazio's view: 

“exposes the arbitrariness of styles and signs, which is an apolitical way of making a 

political statement” (92). The ironic cover can also open a space in which to interrogate 

not only one song or one band and another, but the connections between the two and their 

sociohistorical contexts.35 

 I have linked Serazio's discussion of the mash-up to Bailey's discussion of ironic 

covers primarily because they both identify irony as the key concept for their arguments. 

Before turning to an example which connects these discussions to the specific histories of 

American Dreams, I want to highlight Vanessa Chang's work on sampling because it 

discusses a similar process directly in terms of history and historical consciousness rather 

than simple irony. While Serazio presents the ahistorical intentions of the mash-up and 

Bailey emphasizes the historicity of the source which “draws out musical and cultural 

implications of the text and thus acts as a sort of musical metacommentary” (146), Chang 

argues that “the historicity of the source operates in counterpoint with the ahistorical 

intentions of the practice” (145). Chang thus synthesizes Serazio and Bailey by arguing 
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that the sample embodies a tension between history and contemporaneity, and potentially 

between earnestness and irony as well, particularly if we see Chang's “freeplay” as 

characterized by irony. Indeed, she goes to argue that: “Sampling embodies nostalgia 

without return, freeplay operating as a fulcrum between then and now” (157). Though she 

acknowledges that sampling becomes a metaphor which “must be tempered by cultural 

and social practices” in order to move beyond that metaphoric status, Chang nonetheless 

points to how musical space can double as social space (157) and how practices like the 

cover, sampling and perhaps even the mash-up can have social, political and certainly 

historical significance.  

 A as important as these aspects are, the most salient point which Chang makes for 

my purposes is her statement that: “As a practice, sampling subverts the logic of archival 

memory... Producers recognise that histories are constituted by various interpretations of 

the past, and that the archive is a creative medium rather than the static imprint of the 

past” (157). In other words, the archive and in particular the musical archive is not just 

meaningful as a static repository of knowledge and sound, but as a site of memory which 

facilitates acts of transfer that allow for the revitalization of the past through the 

performance of cultural memory in the repertoire and in the present. Sampling and 

covering-- and I include media performances like those on American Dreams in this 

discussion-- are not necessarily or only either a tribute or an ironic gesture. When we 

view the repurposing of music in these various practices through a lens of entangled 

cultural memory, it becomes a dynamic commentary on the past, the present and how 

history is exists in everyday life. This is in part a rearticulation of my earlier arguments. 

Yet this rearticulation points more clearly to the idea that the same strategies being used 

on television are also being used in everyday life and that the kind of historical 
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consciousness promoted in a nostalgic television show like American Dreams is part of a 

much broader tradition in musical performance.  

 With this in mind, the example I want to turn to and examine is “These Boots Are 

Made For Walking.” The 1966 number one song was composed by Lee Hazlewood and 

originally performed by Nancy Sinatra. It is featured twice in season two of American 

Dreams. Sinatra is played by Jennifer Love-Hewitt who is best known for her roles in 

teen film and television, though she is also a singer-songwriter. In episode ten of season 

two, “The 7-10 Split,” she performs “These Boots Are Made For Walking” on American 

Bandstand appearing as a go-go dancer in a cage wearing a pink fringed dress and white 

go-go boots. She performs the same song, as well as the song “Sunny,” in episode 14, 

“Old Enough to Fight,” though this time at a USO event in Vietnam. “These Boots” has 

been covered numerous times by other popular artists including a version by former 

Spice Girl Geri Halliwell, a version by Lil' Kim which served as the theme song for the 

reality tv show Growing Up Gotti (A&E, 2004-05) and a version by Jessica Simpson for 

the soundtrack of The Dukes of Hazzard (CBS, 1979-85) film which reached number 14 

on the Billboard Hot 100 in 2005. The song has also been both recorded and covered live 

by socially and politically conscious punk bands like 7 Seconds and Operation Ivy. The 

song thus provides an interesting opportunity to think through a series of ways in which a 

song can be both mainstream and subcultural examples of the archival artifact and 

repertorial performance.  

 Though neither Sinatra nor the song are included in Jacqueline Warwick's book 

Girl Groups, Girl Culture, I would argue American Dreams positions the song in much 

the same way as it does properly “girl group” songs. As Warwick defines girl group 

music, some of the key features include: 



 97 

an emphasis on the concerns and interests of teenage girls in its lyrics... material 
prepared for the most part by professional songwriters; origins in the recording 
studio and dependent upon professional session musicians; an instrumental 
sound... rather than the rock'n'roll band lineup... and above all, the audibly 
adolescent voices of girls interacting dialogues between lead and backing 
vocalists. (ix) 

Though the song lacks some of these elements, its thematic concerns in particular are 

consistent with songs like Lesley Gore’s “You Don't Own Me.” We can also find 

commonality between Sinatra and girl groups in the ways they use the body to both 

convey and challenge girlness. Warwick focuses on physical choreography in her 

discussion of how “a physical language of girlness coalesced in girl group performance,” 

(52) but in "These Boots" that performance is transposed into the lyrics themselves as 

they describe a physical action that challenges the conventions of being a girl. In this 

way, Sinatra and the song combine Warwick's discussion of a physical language that 

teaches how to be a girl with her later discussion of the bad girl who “made it clear that 

girls were perfectly capable of taking an aggressive lead in romance” (199). In that 

discussion, Warwick describes songs like the Shangri-La’s “Leader of the Pack,” the 

Marvelettes' “Beechwood 4-5789,” and the Chiffons’ “He’s So Fine.” She explains that: 

“against the backdrop of an association of girls with domestic, closed spaces and an 

emphasis on passive, meek behavior... it is clear that songs about outcast boyfriends, and 

songs wherein girls took the initiative to act on their own desires, must be understood as 

resistant to the rigid boundaries that confined girls” (199). 

The narrative of “These Boots Are Made For Walking” sees Sinatra telling her 

boyfriend: “You've been messin’ where you shouldn’t have been a messin’/ and now 

someone else is gettin' all your best.” By the end of the song she affirms this, telling what 

is now clearly the old boyfriend: “I just found me a brand new box of matches/ and what 

he know you ain’t had time to learn.” She is ready and willing not only to play with fire 
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but, essentially, to light the match herself. Though she claims throughout the song that it 

is “one of these days” that these boots are gonna walk all over you, it turns out that that 

day is today as she closes the song by asking: “Are you ready boots? Start walkin’!” 

Though Sinatra and her song lack the sisterhood of proper girl groups, she also 

challenges the loneliness of “You Don't Own Me” instead sounding utterly confident in 

her power and her decision to start walking. 

 On American Dreams, “These Boots Are Made For Walking” is used much like 

the other girl group songs referenced in chapter one. Indeed, Jennifer Love-Hewitt’s 

vocals tend to highlight the song’s transgression of gender roles even more than Nancy 

Sinatra does. While Sinatra’s version is more seductive-- a “combination of pristine 

innocence and vamp-a-rama sex appeal” (Schoemer 72)-- Love-Hewitt’s vocals and 

choreography are more aggressively sexual and the go go accessories on Bandstand 

visually emphasize her place in the sexual revolution. Though I would argue that the 

show positions Sinatra/Love-Hewitt in relation to the girl groups, the song also has roots 

in country and western traditions36 and that the performance of the song owes as much to 

the counterculture influenced mod style of Shindig! (ABC, 1964-66) as it does to 

American Bandstand’s more conservative pop sounds. This points to trends in popular 

music in the mid-1960s-- the song is used in the second season, not the first-- which 

increasingly incorporate not only other genres and other styles into the pop pantheon but 

more possibilities for girls’ production and consumption of popular music. Thus whether 

or not the song is a “girl group song,” it is a song that represents both the increasing 

presence of girls in the public sphere and the presence of female sexuality there. As 

Karen Schoemer writes: “New girl singers... weren’t exactly liberated... But they were 

more forthright and feisty than anything that had come before.” She goes on to say that 

“no one embodied this transition better than Nancy Sinatra” (72). Though I would 
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challenge the title of Schoemer’s article-- “Pop Chicks: Fluff to Tough”-- because I 

would not categorize what came before as “fluff,” the designation of Sinatra as tough 

marks her as interesting figure between girls in pop and women in rock. Sinatra is 

between teenyboppers whose fandom should be redeemed and groupies whose sexuality 

should be reevaluated, but she also represents burgeoning roles for women as cultural 

producers, both trends which are variously reflected in the narrative of the show.  

 Narratively, the first episode in which the song is used is about making choices. 

Meg Pryor is dating two different boys and chooses one by the end of the episode. 

Roxanne left home to go on tour with her boyfriend who is in a band, but has come back 

in this episode and is now beginning to fall for Meg’s ex-boyfriend Luke. Though 

Roxanne going out on tour is certainly a departure from 1965 conventions of sixteen year 

old girlhood, these other decisions might feel fairly mundane and not terribly radical or 

feminist. However, they do point to the emancipation of the teenage girl and her 

increasing ability to speak for herself and make her own decisions, all of which 

ultimately give way to more radical feminist possibilities in the real time history of the 

women's movement. With these contexts and connotations in mind, I wish to raise the 

following questions: If the song, as an artifact, carries these meanings and histories with 

it, how does its meaning change (or stay the same) when performed by all-male punk 

bands? What kind of repertoire can this archival artifact be made to represent when an 

exploration of girlness is explored by young men?  

 In the closing of Girl Groups, Girl Culture, Warwick connects girl groups to early 

New York punk rockers like the New York Dolls who she argues attempted “to restore 

adolescent enthusiasm and fun to a rock culture grown pompous and pretentious” (211). 

She presents further evidence of the connections between girl groups and punk in the 

form of Blondie’s Deborah Harry “fronting a group of males who dressed carefully like 



 100 

an early 60s beat band,” a 1977 reunion of the Shangri-Las at the punk landmark CBGBs 

and the celebration of girlness that characterized the riot grrrl movement of the early 

1990s. This legacy is further taken up by Bill Osgerby who intervenes in the conventional 

narrative of punk history “which underestimates the contribution of other, decidedly less 

avant-garde influences” (155). Yet none of these deliberate connections quite explain 

seminal hardcore band 7 Seconds sprinting through “These Boots Are Made For 

Walking” in under two minutes. Nor do they explain Operation Ivy shouting the lyrics to 

“These Boots” over a ska beat, with “walk all over you” being yelled over a typical ska 

refrain of “pick it up, pick it up, pick it up.” The latter, released on Operation Ivy's 1989 

album Energy, might be explained by the resurfacing of “These Boots Are Made For 

Walking” in the 1987 film Full Metal Jacket (Stanley Kubrick, 1987), but in 7 Seconds’ 

case, the song was originally recorded and undoubtedly performed live as well in the 

early 1980s.37  Regardless of the presence of the song in the culture at large, other songs 

in these bands’ repertoires offer clearer evidence of the context from which to read the 

repurposing of Nancy Sinatra and Lee Hazlewood's song.  

 Both Operation Ivy and 7 Seconds are avowedly political bands. Operation Ivy’s 

only full length LP’s liner notes featured frontman Jesse Michaels’s handwriting telling 

his audience that: “Music is an indirect force for change... It works towards a reconciled 

world [and] at certain points during some shows the reconciled world is already here at 

least in that second in that place.” The idea that “One Of These Days”-- as “These Boots 

Are Made For Walking” is retitled-- could be a live moment of a reconciled world is a 

powerful idea that at the very least suggests the possibility of transcending a strict ironic 

reading of the pop song being played by a hardcore ska band. Highlighting this reading is 

the song that follows “One Of These Days” on the album. “Gonna Find You” opens 

without music on Michaels angrily reciting the following lines: “Back in school you ever 
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get busted for trying to walk and have some administrator tell you ‘son, you can shirk 

your obligations and try and be different from your peers but responsibility to your future 

is gonna find you.’” The song goes on to talk about the alienation of difference and the 

containment of prisons, schools and factories alike. The world of this song, of “One Of 

These Days” and of Operation Ivy in general is one where: “Success is obedience to a 

structured way of life, you can’t ignore the structure because we’re all within it's sight!” 

Operation Ivy’s punk rock ethos is a challenge to all of this and a fundamental part of that 

challenge is a physical one-- whether being busted for walking or having boots that are 

made for walking. 

 The question Serazio asks of the mash-up is: “Is there a real cause here, beyond 

irony-- a genuine call to arms toward something rather than a simple wink-wink, tongue-

in-cheek prank about nothing?” (91). Viewing the collision between a punk sound and a 

pop princess in the tradition of the mash-up, one call to arms Operation Ivy might be 

making is for a recuperation of greater gender equality in musical heritage. Instead of 

claiming ‘50s rock ‘n’ roll’s rebelliousness as its heritage, Operation Ivy challenges rock 

history which has denied girl group music “its rightful place in history by a host of male 

critics who’ve either ignored it or trashed it” (Where the Girls Are 85-6). They are also 

making a claim to the value of young women's gender transgressions and resistance to 

their 1960s containment on behalf of young men in the 1980s feeling something similar. 

In the song “Smiling,” Jesse Michaels accuses a guy of “lookin’ at women because your 

score is under par.” He goes on to declare to him that after a one night stand: “You’ve 

fulfilled your gender’s sexual demand,/ Are you feeling insecure and empty,/ When 

you're rushing to report it to your peers?” A clear anxiety and anger exists in the song 

around not only the treatment of women in this scenario but of the gendered expectations 

for young men as well. My suggestion here is that the 1960s moment of girl group music 
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is used by the men of Operation Ivy in both tribute to their transgressions and as a 

possibility for a more “reconciled world.” Similarly we can contextualize 7 Seconds’ 

cover of “These Boots Are Made For Walkin’,” with one of their more enduring anthems 

“Not Just Boys Fun.” That song calls out the conventional masculinity and misogyny of 

hardcore music and hardcore shows, telling the audience: “You feel so fucking 

threatened/ When they stand out in front,/ A stupid, passive piece of meat is all you really 

want.” The song acknowledges girls that put out zines, put on shows and play music 

reminding their audience: “A girl's only lot in life is not to fuck.” Again, when 

contextualized as such what might appear a conventional ironic cover which takes one 

genre and performs it in an antithetical way can also become tribute and thus retain a 

potentially more political kind of irony. 

 Though I have made reference here to recorded albums, my discussion of punk 

rock and punk rock covers is strategic because of their live dimensions and thus 

performative aspects. In part because of punk rock’s amateur and do-it-yourself ethos, 

there is a specific value on not only live performance but audience engagement in that 

live performance. The audience can singalong with a familiar song like “These Boots Are 

Made For Walkin’” as easily as with the standards of punk rock originators like the 

Ramones. Further, when the original material of an entire album or set list clocks in at 

close to or under half an hour, adding a cover becomes a common way of filling time and 

completing a show. Thus, despite the fact that both Operation Ivy and 7 Seconds did 

record versions of “These Boots Are Made For Walkin’” in the studio and included those 

recordings on LPs, that inclusion captures something of the live performance because of 

the motivation for including those songs in that live performance. Even though their 

inclusion on records fixes these songs in the archive, their engagement of past and 

present contexts along with their existence as performative repertoire works, like the 
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sample, to “[subvert] the logic of archival memory,” to return to Chang's phrase. In 

addition to highlighting the everyday performative nature of cultural memory, the 

liveness inherent in both the punk show and the punk recording highlights the embodied 

nature of that performance of cultural memory and of the masculinities and femininities 

with which they engage. 

 

HISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS, HISTORICAL FICTION AND THE HISTORY MUSEUM 

 One of the key concepts of this chapter is the idea that if we do indeed find 

historical knowledge on television and in everyday life as well as in museums and 

textbooks, then we might apply the concepts and roles of the museum-- an institutional 

repository of historical knowledge-- concepts like the archive and the curator, to 

television and historical consciousness in everyday life. Through this logic television 

programs can be archives and audiences can be curators, selecting music and fashions 

from the representation of the past and using them, performing them in everyday life. The 

iPod becomes an archive and the iTunes user becomes a curator; dresses and shoes are 

artifacts and the wearer curates her body as a site of memory and display. Yet the past is 

not simply displayed, it is actively performed as cultural memory as the archive gives 

way to the repertoire. There is an interaction between the representation of the past and 

the experience of the past. This, in turn, returns us to the museum and the turn toward 

interaction with the past in the contemporary museum experience.  

 Susan Crane has written that “although the manifest content of history is often the 

explicit core of the debate, it is historical consciousness-- a personal awareness of the 

past as such and a desire to understand experience with reference to time, change and 

memory-- which has emerged as the unmentioned key terms in a changing museal 

discourse” (45). She suggests that “a distortion of expectation is what characterizes recent 
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public debates about museums” (45). The exhibits Crane describes all challenge the 

visitor’s expectations for how we learn about the past and how we consume the past, 

particularly as it relates to what is true and what is false and the relationship of truth to 

historical knowledge. She asks:  

What happens when an ordinary visit to the museum produces distortion-- when 
not only are expectations not met, but they are unpleasantly, disturbingly 
confounded? when an institution such as the Smithsonian Museum of Air and 
Space is reported to be presenting World War II in way that is unrecognizable, 
that does not confirm personal memories? when the Museum of Jurassic 
Technology in Los Angeles presents a book whose provenance is uncertain? when 
a historical house in San Francisco fabricates a historical personage, claiming that 
this person lived in the house which now contains his artifacts? (49) 

Whether the examples I have presented in this chapter unpleasantly or disturbingly 

confound expectations, I am not sure, but I have nonetheless presented them as surprising 

juxtapositions that provide new ways of understanding the past and thinking about 

historical identities and how they interact with the present-- much like the examples 

Crane presents. 

 I conclude this chapter with Crane’s work because in a manner that is similar to 

mine which complicates the experience of viewing historical fictions on television and 

constructing historical consciousness in sartorial and musical choices, Crane describes 

approaches to history museums that complicate the experience of constructing historical 

consciousness.38 The museum, American Dreams, Mad Men, Pinup Couture, and 

hardcore punk are sites “where subjectivities and objectivities collide” (Crane 46) to 

challenge the past and the place of the past in the present both on screen and off. My 

proposition then is that thinking about them all in concert with one another can help us to 

think about both conventional and unconventional forms of historical knowledge, where 

we get them and what we get there.  
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 Conclusion: Neither Present Perfect Nor Simple Past 

 In episode two of season one of Mad Men, “The Ladies Room”, Roger Sterling 

tells Don: “We live in troubling times,” to which Don replies, “we do?” It is March 1960 

and sit-ins are spreading across the South. In May, the FDA would approve usage of birth 

control pills. In September, Fidel Castro visited with Malcolm X in Harlem. In 

December, South Vietnamese dissidents would found the National Liberation Front. 

Todd Gitlin suggests that in 1960: “Suddenly the campus mood began to shift” (81). 

What Mad Men demonstrates is that history constructs meaning retrospectively. Events 

like these might only garner a back page blurb in 1960, but they can become pivotal 

moments when we look back knowing what comes after. Highlighting this, Mad Men 

implicitly contrasts the banal and apathetic everyday with the heroism of history made 

retrospectively. Where American Dreams tries to cram every iconic moment of the 

Sixties into the span of 1963-1966, Mad Men cares little for the great transformative 

moments of the history books, the moments that supposedly transformed the nation and 

transformed it into a better and more just place. Mad Men’s investment in the everyday 

allows connections between the everyday making of history, the everyday experience of 

history as it is made and the everyday memory of history after it has been made.  

When asked in an interview at AMCtv.com “What is the most challenging thing 

about recreating an entire era?” Mad Men creator Matthew Weiner replied: 

Not being distracted by the way history has interpreted it... You have to construct 
it out of what you think to be the truth based on the way human beings behave, 
and then you have popular media, which often says something is very important 
and it turns out it wasn’t... There are some things we get wrong, but more likely 
there are things we know are 100 percent right and people just can't accept that... 
We feel so smart because we're here and we can look back and we know exactly 
what happened. (“Creator Matthew Weiner Answers Fan Questions,” italics mine) 
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The problem is that as it works to represent the everyday of American life in 1960, Mad 

Men constructs and naturalizes a very specific definition of accuracy and authenticity, a 

definition built on the white, male, middle-class highbrow ideals of taste makers like 

Billy Wilder and The New Yorker. Popular taste makers though they may be, the 

assumption is nonetheless that if those tastes and those texts resonate with a mass 

audience (a white, male, middle-class audience) they reflect a more basic foundation of 

social and cultural life in the nation at large. Indeed, responding to a question about Billy 

Wilder’s The Apartment Matthew Weiner writes: “I think that people forget that, even in 

the Hollywood mainstream, the culture was supported financially and creatively by 

people who where telling the truth about life. Films like that... showed a social and a 

personal consciousness that was also commercially successful, which means that the 

world is interested in people, not agendas” (“Online Chat”). We must interject here that 

the world, and Mad Men, is interested in white, middle-class people and can we say there 

is no agenda there? 

 The dominant discourse surrounding race in the show similarly focuses on its 

accuracy. In the same online interview, Weiner writes:  

I think that the show is very historically accurate in not pandering to a rosy 
version of history. African-Americans at this period, with very few exceptions, 
were marginalized and occupied a completely segregated universe.... It was a 
choice in the conception of the show, as integral as showing the smoking, to show 
the fact that although racism on a personal level was, as it hugely is, tame. 
Institutionally, it was horrifying. (“Online Chat”) 

Equally however, in 1960 women were not often in positions of power and still we see 

women like Rachel Menken running her father’s department store in season one and 

Bobbie Barrett managing her husband’s show business career in season two. In a variety 

of ways, women are given space to represent themselves even while being silenced by 

their bosses and husbands. Blacks are not given any such space. As Latoya Peterson of 
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racialicious.com wrote in the web magazine DoubleX: “The white patriarchy is breaking 

apart, the rush of the ‘60s are upon us. But the black characters are still trapped in a 

romantic haze of noble, silent suffering.” While I think there are myriad narrative 

strategies through which blacks on Mad Men might be given more depth (after all we see 

Rachel Menken without Don, why not elevator operator Hollis? or the Draper’s 

housekeeper Carla?), there are other issues of mass culture and the production and 

consumption of black memory at stake as well. If the era was socially, culturally and 

institutionally segregated is there a way to integrate the memories that era transmits in the 

present?  

 American Dreams certainly says yes, there is a way to integrate the memories in 

part because not all of the actual pasts where as segregated as Mad Men. American 

Dreams’ focus on a lower middle-class family whose business relies on the labor of a 

black man is one way to critically interrogate both sides of a segregated past. The film 

Liberty Heights (Barry Levinson, 1999) offers a similar solution by examining a 

segregated Baltimore through a Jewish boy, Ben, and a middle-class black girl, Sylvia. 

By recentering the story of integration, civil rights and the postwar era on an almost white 

Jewish family, the memory of the past can be integrated to include both the experience of 

those who look white, but fail to perform whiteness like Ben and those, like Sylvia, who 

can never look white but nonetheless perform the middle-class professional role.  

 I also raise the issue of race and segregated memories of the past because the 

same kind of retro whitewashing evident on Mad Men has been highlighted elsewhere in 

contemporary feminist scholarship. Angela McRobbie in particular suggests that 

burlesque stars and pin-up models like Dita Von Teese embody a “nostalgia for 

whiteness” and that in their images there is “a kind of looking back to periods of time 

‘undisturbed’ by the need to take race and the politics of multiculturalism into account” 
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(The Aftermath of Feminism 42).39 This definition of nostalgia and its use to analyze the 

pin-up relies, once again, on a very restrictive relationship between the past and present 

and also a very restricted analysis of that style and subculture. Selecting Dita Von Teese 

as representative of neo-burlesque and modern pin-ups writes out models and dancers 

like Coco Framboise-- a black woman-- who in a particularly interesting image on her 

website, poses nude with only a photo of Marilyn Monroe in front of her-- highlighting 

the contrasting discourses of Monroe’s whiteness and the whiteness of the traditional pin-

up with Framboise’s brown skin and thick black hair. The “nostalgia for whiteness” also 

writes out women like PinUpGirlClothing.com spokesmodel Masuimi Max-- an Asian-

American woman-- and Pinup Couture’s Latina plus-size model who goes by the name 

“La Cholita.” In addition to challenging McRobbie’s construction of a nostalgia for 

whiteness in retro styles, these women both integrate a white pin-up past with explicitly 

racialized bodies and point to the fact that there have been traditions of pin-up 

photography in nonwhite communities as well. Maria Elena Buszek discusses Ebony in 

particular as a magazine which “from its earliest issues... demonstrates a striking interest 

in analyzing and politicizing sexuality in ways that not only reflect its larger aims but 

also look forward to feminist strategies in the 1960s” (250).  

 In addition to using women of color like La Cholita, “the Latina Queen of 

Burlesque,” PinUpGirlClothing.com and its attendant brands offer various pieces 

featuring Mexican and Chicano imagery, especially sugar skulls and other day of the 

dead iconography. On the one hand, this might seem like a white retro subculture 

appropriating exotic Mexican imagery. Yet delving deeper into work like George 

Lipsitz’s article “Land of a Thousand Dances” on Latinos and early rock and roll or 

Catherine S. Ramirez’s work on women and girls in Pachuca/o subcultures, a more 

complex and hybrid subcultural identity emerges. Rather than a simple case of 
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fetishization and cultural theft, the melding of pin-up culture and chicano culture and 

style may in fact illuminate an often silenced history of interaction between racial and 

ethnic groups-- a history certainly not told by American Dreams which can only see 

racial politics in terms of black and white. Though this history is still not a simple case of 

cultural melding, nuancing the history can allow us to nuance the contemporary cultural 

products. Additionally, combining gender empowerment and racial identities, the politics 

of Pinup Couture gesture once again towards the meanings of consumption and how it 

relates to performance and also to production. 

 Thus the examples of Mad Men, American Dreams and the modern pin-up girl 

demonstrate the complex relationships between the silencing and retrieval of historical 

sources. As Michel-Rolph Trouillot writes: “Silences enter the process of historical 

production at four crucial moments: the moment of fact creation (the making of sources); 

the moment of fact assembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact retrieval (the 

making of narratives); and the moment of retrospective significance (the making of 

history in the final instance)” (26). Further, silences at some moments can be more 

readily given voice in another and these moments also blur together, especially in a 

cultural landscape which is both highly mediated and archival and yet equally 

performative. Though there are attempts ot make history in the final instance, what Diana 

Taylor demonstrates is how the performance of cultural memory embodies history, 

bringing it into the present and refusing a simply retrospective viewpoint, refusing any 

notion of history in the final instance. In juxtaposing Mad Men and Pinup Couture with 

American Dreams-- a series of distinct (yet entangled) memories of the postwar eras-- 

one text can highlight silences in another. Though narratives are made and facts are 

retrieved, fashion on Mad Men and music on American Dreams can show how the 
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remnants of facts not expressly included in one memory or another, in one history or 

another, can nonetheless remain.  

 Whether Mad Men or American Dreams, an outfit or an iTunes playlist, we 

constantly curate the historical knowledge around us making archives and repertoires and 

retrieving information from archives and repertoires on a daily basis. As Pierre Nora 

reminds us “memory is a perpetually actual phenomenon.”  There are still hierarchies of 

power in who gets to say what about the past to whom, but those hierarchies are available 

to be rewritten. Thus though I am highly critical of Mad Men and the discourses of 

authenticity which it uses to defend the silencing of black history, because the text does 

not exist in a vacuum, neither does its reception and because history does not exist in a 

vacuum neither does memory or the performance of the past.  Though classroom history 

may silence a narrative of black power, television might revive it. Though Mad Men 

might silence a history of race relations and intersectional consciousness, the black 

woman who poses for a pin-up photograph in a retro swimsuit might revive it. What this 

points to is that though facts and identities are assembled and archives and repertoires are 

made, facts and identities are also reassembled and archives and repertoires are also 

remade. Through the juxtaposition of these various sources of historical knowledge 

productive questions, if not answers, can emerge about history, the narration of history 

and the construction of historical knowledge.  
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1 Historicity is then the extent to which a text, an object or a reading position is 
historicized or contextualized historically. 
2 According to Jameson: “Faced with these ultimate objects-- our social, historical, and 
existential present, and the past as ‘referent’-- the incompatibility of a postmodernist 
‘nostalgia’ art language with genuine historicity becomes dramatically apparent” (19). 
Apparent though it may be, Jameson does not seem to explain why these two are 
incompatible. 
3 Those who have employed this approach include Grainge discussed below and also 
Drake, Shumway and Woods, all considered in chapter one. 
4 According to Jameson there is a “waning of our historicity, of our lived possibility of 
experiencing history in some active way” (“Postmodernism”, 21). 
5 This should be examined on a case by case basis as different histories are more or less 
prevalent in classrooms as well as in society at large. There are various factors which 
could determine how historically contextualized an individual’s subject position might 
be. If Jameson sees a waning of historicity and I have presented a pervasive culture of 
history, the reality is probably somewhere in between. 
6 Though I position this as a disagreement because I do nonetheless draw on Jameson’s 
work, Linda Hutcheon is not so generous. She usefully reconstructs Jameson’s longing 
for historicity in terms of a “nostalgia for this kind of ‘lost authenticity’ that has proved 
time and time again to be paralyzing in terms of historical thinking.” 
7 I make this distinction in particular because scholars of queer theory have explored a 
concept of “queer nostalgia,” a nostalgia for activism linked to gay communities and the 
AIDS crisis in the 1980s that actively restructures and reinvents nostalgia. In other words, 
the overdetermination of the concept of nostalgia is to some degree particular to the terms 
links to a specific group’s nostalgia for a specific time. See for example Hilderband and 
Juhasz on queer nostalgia. 
8 The above narrative of feminist history is not gleaned from a single specific source but 
draws on a variety of contemporary examinations of the feminist past including 
Baumgardner and Richards, Dicker and Piepmeier, Heywood and Drake and Siegel. 
9 Edgerton is not alone in this assertion --Herman Gray, for instance, makes a similar 
claim about media more generally-- but Edgerton’s claim is more totalizing and also 
significant because it sets the tone and rationale for one of the few booklength studies of 
history on television. 
10 This is not meant to suggest that Baby Boomers as cultural producers have not been 
affected by postmodernity. Indeed that generation is still largely in control of the media 
industry and are thus producing postmodern media. Further, the creators of both 
American Dreams and Mad Men only barely fall on the side of Generation X. Even if 
younger audiences relate to postmodernity differently, they are not yet the dominant 
producers. What I mean to suggest here is that perhaps younger, more postmodern 
influenced audiences read and historicize media in unique ways unaccounted for by 
Jameson. Indeed this is essentially Grainge’s argument about the contemporary moment’s 
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ability to remember, recycle and repurpose culture and its saturation in just such 
products. 
11 See Burns, Marcus, Shumway and Speed, all discussed here. Howell considers the 
same issues in relation to music and advertising. 
12 The trend toward seriality on prime time television has been the subject of extensive 
dialogue in television studies, particularly in discussions of “quality television.” The 
literature on quality television is relatively broad, but the work that engages specifically 
with narrative seriality is smaller and somewhat scattered. Thompson connects prime 
time quality tv’s seriality to the soap opera in chapter 2 of Television’s Second Golden 
Age. Though quality generally refers to dramas, Jane Feuer analyzes the development of 
seriality in the sitcom in “Genre Study and Television” from Channels of Discourse. 
Similarly, Anna McCarthy looks at serial form on the sitcom Ellen (ABC, 1994-98). 
Jason Mittell studies narrative complexity in quality texts but largely without a discussion 
of the discourses and constructions of quality. 
13 This is essentially the narrative presented by discussions of quality television. In short, 
increased network competition, particularly with the rise of cable in the late ‘70s and 
early ‘80s, led networks to take greater chances in programming. Networks eschewed the 
“least objectionable programming” model for “quality television” that appealed to 
specific “quality” demographics, namely urban, educated, upwardly mobile, baby boom 
generation professionals. This new kind of programming has subsequently been critically 
acclaimed and praised as more artful and often more relevant than “the vast wasteland” of 
mindless dreck. However what is useful about Sconce is that he does not inherently 
connect formal developments to “quality”  as a “superior” televisual form. This is 
particularly germane for me because I do hesitate to position American Dreams as a 
quality drama. This is in part because quality is largely a discursive category more than a 
generic or aesthetic one. Though it clearly employs a variety of quality features, 
American Dreams has not been discursively positioned alongside such quality staples as 
The Sopranos or the other HBO programming of the 2000s commonly associated with 
the quality label. 
14 This is not the only way to construct rock and roll and the gendered history of rock and 
roll in the 1950s and early 1960s, and I will return to the histories it silences in the 
conclusion. However the set of male/female, rock/pop, authentic/inauthentic dichotomies 
is the the one represented most often in popular culture and the one which Douglas and 
American Dreams challenge. 
15 An interesting question is what happens, or what would happen, to Meg next, beyond 
the show? The third and final season was Meg’s senior of high school. She had planned 
to go to two-year City College, which her father insisted they didn’t have the money for, 
in part because he had promised money to JJ for a down payment on a house. However, 
at the end of the season Meg ends up leaving for Berkeley with her boyfriend to protest 
the war and help him dodge the draft. When the show first began airing, one reviewer 
suggested that Meg would, stereotypically, end up at Woodstock. Although the second 
and third season make that possibility more likely, I wonder if she might have ended up 
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in a consciousness raising group, or writing for Ms. or even Cosmopolitan. Regardless of 
speculation, the trajectories which Meg and Helen take (largely away from women’s 
movement narratives) just in the three seasons (1963-1966) which American Dreams was 
on the air, have much to say about the representation of Second Wave Feminism on 
television. 
16 She also directs a version of Shakespeare’s Henry V as an anti-war protest in season 
three. 
17 There is an additional pair of programs that might also be discussed in this context-- 
Quantum Leap and the short-lived Dark Skies (NBC, 1996-97). I think these shows are 
particularly interesting in terms of thinking about the separation between representations 
of the Civil Rights Movement and other 1960s social movements (or in the case of Dark 
Skies particularly discourses of the Cold War). These shows do generally engage multiple 
areas, though most often not in a single episode. 
18 Amanda Lotz’s Redesigning Women in particular explores the proliferation of 
representations of women in the post-network era. Yet of the seventeen shows she looks 
at only the three Lifetime network shows-- including Any day Now-- that she looks at 
feature women of color or address race in any significant or ongoing way. 
19 Though there of course is more to say about even Brittney Spears than I am here giving 
her or her fans credit for, including an argument that she operates not dissimilarly from 
1960s girl groups. 
20 This kind of “enlightened racism” has also been discussed in particular by Sut Jhally 
and Justin Lewis in their discussion of The Cosby Show. 
21 On the one hand, this is unremarkable as "A Change is Gonna Come" would not have 
been a likely candidate for American Bandstand. On the other, neither is Nina Simone 
and she was inserted into the narrative via a performance at the local record store’s back 
room venue. 
22 Kaplan and Schwarz, Steinberg and Witchel all discuss various combinations of this 
source material. Poniewozik, refers to: “the best parts of season 2 — which unfolded like 
a series of John Cheever short stories.” 
23 There is some work on the family in general that addresses some of these issues 
differently. Lynn Spigel’s Make Room For TV discusses the postwar family ideal on 
television. Nina Leibman’s Living Room Lectures looks at the family in film and 
television. 
24 Veblen consistently appears in fashion theory because though flawed his work in The 
Theory of the Leisure Class from 1899 was among the first serious considerations of 
fashion as a sociological and economic subject. 
25 Stella Bruzzi and Pamela Gibson apply a similar idea to film and television when they 
argue that “fashion can be used in conventional ways to highlight the identities of 
characters, but it can also be used as spectacle to interrupt and destabilise character and 
the unfolding action, offering an alternative and potentially contrapuntal discursive 
strategy.” (123) The alternative discursive strategy will be explored below but it is worth 
mentioning the consequences these ideas have for identity construction on screen as well. 
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26 In this scene, the lighting at least makes the oven appear powder blue-- the kind of 
color, along with “candy pink” or avocado green that we tend to associate with this era 
and its housewives. 
27 One of the most often cited examples of this approach is from Rebecca Walker’s 
introduction to the anthology To Be Real in which she explains that: “For many of us it 
seems that to be a feminist in the way that we have seen or understood feminism is to 
conform to an identity and way of living that doesn’t allow for individuality, complexity, 
or less than perfect personal histories.” She then asks not to be forced “to choose 
inflexible and unchanging sides, female against male, black against white, oppressed 
against oppressor, good against bad” (xxxiii). A more whimsical example of the both/and 
realities of third wave feminists is Baumgardner and Richards’ question and answer: 
“You were raised on Barbie and Soccer? That’s cool” (135). 
28 Yet Betty and Joan do sometimes wear pants. It is worth asking what this sartorial 
intervention means, though at this point I don’t have an answer. Addressing this question 
would require investigating in more detail the sartorial history of women in pants and 
trying to understand not only what that meant in the early 1960s but what it means 
retrospectively in cultural memory because the ability to choose between pants or dresses 
and skirts seems to be one of the most naturalized achievements of twentieth-century 
feminism. 
29 This quote is particularly indicative because although I use Taylor's work as a 
theoretical framework, The Archive and the Repertoire is in fact as much applications of 
theory through case studies as it is theoretical in and of itself. In other words, Taylor's 
work--and the example of the H.I.J.O.S. and the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo-- is not so 
important to me for what it is than for what it allows me to do. 
30 I am also very interested in applying ideas of narrative and semiotics-- ideas which I 
have used to analyze Mad Men and American Dreams-- to other archival experiences like 
the museum. This, however, is more of a future research goal than a part of this particular 
project. 
31 Though I don’t explicitly look at Judith Butler’s work in this project, it is nonetheless 
informed by her understanding of gender as performative. 
32 Among those who address the existence of multiple feminisms are Baumgardner and 
Richards, Henry, Heywood and Drake and Dicker and Piepmeier and Lotz 
“Communicating Third-Wave Feminism”. 
33 Though beyond the scope of this project, I would include contemporary Do-It-Yourself 
reclamations of other traditionally feminine activities like knitting, sewing and cooking in 
this dialogue with the past.  
34 An important example of this is the British Invasion bands like the Beatles and the 
Rolling Stones who often covered American blues, r&b and early rock and roll hits 
referencing oft-forgotten black artists in particular. 
35 Though technologically and formally distinct, I connect the cover, the mash-up and the 
sample because they have all been used to juxtapose the sounds and songs of the past to 
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those of the present. This is not to say, however, that a cover, a mash-up and a sample 
involving the same artists could not nonetheless be used to dramatically different effects. 
36 Writer Lee Hazlewood though best known for his pop songs also wrote country music. 
That influence can be heard on Sinatra’s recording of “These Boots” but the country 
twang and dropped gs on “somethin’” and “walkin’” are far less pronounced in the Love-
Hewitt version used on American Dreams. 
37 The song was first released broadly and commercially on 1991’s Old School. 
38 Crane is not alone in this approach either. Trends towards what is sometimes called 
“Museum 2.0” are becoming more and more prevalent throughout the contemporary 
museum field. Nina Simon in particular uses the phrase “Museum 2.0” to describe “the 
ways that the philosophies of Web 2.0 can be applied in museums to make them more 
engaging, community-based, vital elements of society” 
(www.museumtwo.blogspot.com). Similar is the “You Are There” approach to museum 
design which can be seen in the John F. Kennedy Museum and Library for one 
(http://www.jfklibrary.org/jfkl/modules/tour/default.aspx). 
39 Diane Negra also has a brief, though less racially specific, discussion of a 
contemporary trend toward “housewife chic.” She writes that “This idealized category of 
femininity celebrates the affluent (usually white) stay-at-home mother for her retreatism 
which is to say her opting out of paid work and largely out of the public sphere in favor 
of a reconnection with essential femininity that is deemed to be only possible in domestic 
settings” (72). 



 116 

 

Bibliography 

 

Anderson, Steve. “History TV and Popular Memory.” Television Histories. Gary 

Edgerton and Peter Rollins, eds. Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2001. 

Aminosharei, Nojan and Malina Joseph. “Mad Women: How to Dress like Betty, Peggy 

and Joan.” Elle. Hachette Filipacchi Media, U.S., Inc., 3 Sep. 2009. Web.  

Arthur, Kate. “In a Slice of the 60’s, Hold the Nostalgia.” The New York Times. The New 

York Times Company, 9 Mar. 2005. Web. 

Auslander, Philip. “Good Old Rock and Roll: Performing the 1950s in the 1970s.” 

Popular Music and Society. 15.2 (2003) 166-194. 

Bailey, Steve. “Faithful or Foolish: The Emergence of the 'Ironic Cover Album' and Rock  

 Culture.” Popular Music and Society. 26.2 (2003) 141-159. 

Baumgardner, Jennifer and Amy Richards. Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism, and the 

Future. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2000. 

Braunberger, Christine. “Revolting Bodies: The Monster Beauty of Tattooed Women.” 

National Women’s Studies Association Journal. 12.2 (Summer 2000) 1-23. 

Bruzzi, Stella. Undressing Cinema: Clothing and Identity in the Movies. London: 

Routledge, 1997. 

Bruzzi, Stella and Pamela Church Gibson. “‘Fashion is the Fifth Character’: Fashion, 

Costume and Character in Sex and the City.” In Reading Sex and the City, edited 

by Kim Akass and Janet Mccabe, 115-129. London: I.B. Tauris, 2006. 

Burns, Gary. “Popular Music, Television, and Generational Identity.” Journal of Popular 

Culture. 30.3 (1996) 129-141.  



 117 

Buszek, Maria Elena. Pin-Up Grrrls: Feminism, Sexuality, Popular Culture. Durham: 

Duke University Press, 2006. 

Butler, Judith. “Gender Trouble, Feminist Theory, and Psychoanlaytic Discourse.” 

Feminism/Postmodernism. Linda J. Nicholson, ed. New York: Routledge, 1990.  

Caramanica, Jon. “Ludacris as Curator of His Own Hip-Hop Museum.” The New York 

Times. The New York Times Company. 26 Nov. 2008. Web. 

Carrier, Peter. “Places, Politics and the Archiving of Contemporary Memory in Pierre 

Nora’s Les Lieux de Memoire.” Memory and Methodology. Susannah Radstone, 

Ed. Oxford: Berg, 2000.  

Cawthorne, Nigel. The New Look: The Dior Revolution. Edison, NJ: Welfleet Press, 

1996. 

Chang, Vanessa. “Records that Play: The Present Past in Sampling Practice.” Popular 

Music. 28.2 (2009) 143-159. 

Coates, Norma. “Teenyboppers, Groupies, and Other Grotesques: Girls and Women and 

Rock Culture in the 1960s and early 1970s.” Journal of Popular Music Studies. 

15.1 (2003) 65-94. 

Cohan, Steven. Masked Men: Masculinity and the Movies in the Fifties. Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1997. 

Cook, Pam. Screening the Past: Memory and Nostalgia in Cinema. London: Routledge, 

2005. 

Corber, Robert J. In The Name of National Security: Hitchcock, Homophobia, and the 

Political Construction of Gender in Postwar America. Durham: Duke University 

Press, 1993. 

“Creator Matthew Weiner Answers Fan Questions.”  Fan Questions for Matthew Weiner. 

AMCtv.com, 17 Aug. 2009. Web.  



 118 

Craik, Jennifer. The Face of Fashion: Cultural Studies in Fashion. London: Routledge, 

1994. 

Crane, Susan. “Memory, Distortion, and History in the Museum.” History and Theory. 

36.4 (1997) 44-63.  

Cuordileone, K. A. Manhood and American Political Culture in the Cold War. New 

York: Routledge, 2005. 

Dicker, Rory and Alison Piepmeier. “Introduction.” Catching a Wave: Reclaiming 

Feminism for the 21st Century. Rory Dicker and Alison Piepmeier, eds. Boston: 

Northeastern University Press, 2003. 

Douglas, Susan J. Where the Girls Are: Growing Up Female With the Mass Media. New 

York: Three Rivers Books, 1995.  

---. “Will You Love Me Tomorrow? Changing Discourses about Female Sexuality in the 

Mass Media, 1960-1968.” Ruthless Criticism: New Perspectives in U.S. 

Communication History. William S. Solomon and Robert W. McChesney, eds. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993. 

Drake, Philip. “‘ Mortgaged to music’: new retro movies in 1990s Hollywood cinema.” 

Memory and Popular Film. Paul Grainge, Ed. Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 2003. 

Early, Gerald. One Nation Under a Groove: Motown and American Culture. Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press, 2004. 

Ehrenreich, Barbara, Elizabeth Hess and Gloria Jacobs. “Beatlemania: Girls Just Want to 

Have Fun.” The Adoring Audience: Fan Culture and Popular Media. Lisa Lewis, 

Ed. New York: Routledge, 1992. 



 119 

Feuer, Jane. “Genre Study and Television.” Channels of Discourse, Reassembled: 

Television and Contemporary Criticism. Robert C. Allen, ed. London: Routledge, 

1992. 

Fuller, Jennifer. “Debating the Present Through the Past: Representations of the Civil 

Rights Movement in the 1990s.” The Civil Rights Movement in American 

Memory. Renee C. Romano and Leigh Raiford, Eds. Athens: University of 

Georgia Press, 2006. 

Gaines, Jane. “Costume and Narrative: How Dress Tells the Woman’s Story.” In 

Fabrications: Costume and the Female Body, edited by Jane Gaines and Charlotte 

Herzog, 180-211. New York: Routledge, 1990. 

Gitlin, Todd. The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rage. New York: Bantam Books, 1993.  

Grainge, Paul. “Nostalgia and Style in Retro America: Moods, Modes, and Media 

Recycling.” Journal of American & Comparative Cultures. 23.1 (2000) 27-34.  

---. “Reclaiming Heritage: Colourization, Culture Wars and the Politics of Nostalgia.” 

Cultural Studies. 13.4 (1999) 621-638. 

Gray, Herman. “Remembering Civil Rights: Television, Memory, and the 1960s.” The 

Revolution Wasn’t Televised. Lynn Spigel and Michael Curtin, eds. New York: 

Routledge, 1997.  

Haralovich, Mary Beth. “Sit-coms and Suburbs: Positioning the 1950s Homemaker.” 

Private Screenings: Television and the Female Consumer. Lynn Spigel and 

Denise Mann, Eds. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992. 

Henry, Astrid. Not My Mother’s Sister: Generational Conflict and Third-Wave 

Feminism. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004. 



 120 

Heywood, Leslie and Jennifer Drake. “Introduction.” Third Wave Agenda: Being 

Feminist, Doing Feminism. Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake, eds. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997. 

Hilderbrand, Lucas. “Retroactivism.” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies. 12.2 

(2006) 303-317. 

Howell, Jeremy. “ ‘A Revolution in Motion’: Advertising and the Politics of Nostalgia.” 

Sociology of Sport Journal. 8 (1991) 258-271.  

Hutcheon, Linda. “Irony, Nostalgia, and the Postmodern.” University of Toronto English 

Library, Criticism and Theory Resources. University of Toronto English Library, 

January 1998. Web. 27 Mar 2010. 

Jameson, Frederic. “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism.” 

Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Durham: Duke 

University Press, 1991. 

---. The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act. Ithaca, New York: 

Cornell University Press, 1981.    

Jeffers, Tamar. “Pillow Talk's Repackaging of Doris Day: ‘Under all those dirndls...’” 

Fashioning Film Stars: Dress, Culture, Identity. Rachel Moseley, Ed. London: 

British Film Institute: 2005.  

JenB, Heike. “Dressed in History: Retro Styles and the Construction of Authenticity in 

Youth Culture.” Fashion Theory 9 (Dec 2005): 387-404. 

Jhally, Sut and Justin Lewis. Enlightened Racism: The Cosby Show, Audiences & the 

Myth of the American Dream. Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1992. 

Juhasz, Alexandra. “Video Remains: Nostalgia, Technology, and Queer Archive 

Activism.”  GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies. 12.2 (2006) 319-328. 



 121 

Kaplan, Fred. “Drama Confronts a Dramatic Decade.” New York Times, 9 Aug 2009. 23 

Jan 2010. Web.  

Krentcil, Faran. “How to Dress Like a Mad Woman.” Fashion File. AMCtv.com, 1 Dec. 

2009. Web.  

---. “The Frills, The Chills, The Thrills.” Fashion File. AMCtv.com, 13 Aug. 2008. Web. 

Kompare, Derek. Rerun Nation: How Repeats Invented American Television. New York: 

Routledge, 2005. 

Leibman, Nina. Living Room Lectures: The Fifties Family in Film and Television. 

Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995. 

Lipsitz, George. Time Passages: Collective Memory and American Popular Culture. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1990. 

---. “Land of a Thousand Dances: Youth, Minorities, and the Rise of Rock and Roll.” 

Recasting America: Culture and Politics in the Age of Cold War. Lary May, ed. 

Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1989. 

Lotz, Amanda. Redesigning Women: Television after the Network Era. Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 2006. 

---. “Communicating Third-Wave Feminism and New Social Movements: Challenges for 

the Next Century of Feminist Endeavor.” Women and Language. 26.1 (2003) 2-9. 

Luckett, Moya. “Sensuous Women and Single Girls: Reclaiming the Female Body on 

1960s Television.” Swinging Single: Representing Sexuality in the 1960s. Hilary 

Radner and Moya Luckett, eds. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 

1999. 

“Mad Men Fashion: Get the Lady Like Look.” Marie Claire. Hearst Communication, 

Inc., Web. 

“Mad Men: Official Site.” AMCtv.com. Web. 



 122 

Marcus, Daniel. Happy Days and Wonder Years: The Fifties and the Sixties in 

Contemporary Cultural Politics. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 

2004.  

Marling, Karal Ann. As Seen On TV: The Visual Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950s. 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994. 

McCarthy, Anna. “Mad Men’s Retro Charm.” The Nation. 28 August 2007. 

---. “‘Must See’ Queer TV: History and Serial Form in Ellen.”  Quality Popular 

Television. Mark Jancovich and James Lyons, eds. London: BFI Publishing, 2003. 

McRobbie, Angela. The Aftermath of Feminism: Gender, Culture and Social Change. 

London: Sage Publications, 2009. 

---. “Postfeminism and Popular Culture: Bridget Jones and the New Gender Regime.” 

Interrogating Postfeminism: Gender and the Politics of Popular Culture. Yvonne 

Tasker and Diane Negra, eds. Durham: Duke University Press, 2007.  

Mittell, Jason. “Narrative Complexity in Contemporary American Television.” The 

Velvet Light Trap. 58 (Fall 2006) 29-40. 

Modleski, Tania. “The Search for Tomorrow in Today’s Soap Operas.” Film Quarterly. 

22.1 (1979) 12-21. 

Monteith, Sharon. “The Movie-Made Movement: Civil Rites of Passage.” Memory and 

Popular Film. Paul Grainge, Ed. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003. 

Nadel, Alan. Containment Culture: American Narrative, Postmodernism, and the Atomic 

Age. Durham: Duke University Press, 1995. 

Neal, Mark Anthony. What the Music Said: Black Popular Music and Black Public 

Culture. New York: Routledge, 1999. 

Negra, Diane. What a Girl Wants? Fantasizing the Reclamation of Self in Postfeminism. 

London: Routledge, 2009. 



 123 

Nora, Pierre. “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire.”  Representations. 

26 (Spring 1989) 8. 

“Online Chat with Mad Men Creator Matthew Weiner.” AMCtv.com, 28 Jul. 2008. Web.  

Osgerby, Bill. “‘Chewing Out a Rhythm On My Bubble-Gum’: The Teenage Aesthetic 

and Genealogies of American Punk.” Punk Rock: So What? Roger Sabin, ed. 

London: Routledge, 1999. 

“PinUpGirlClothing.Com.” Pin Up Girl, Web.  

Poniewozik, James. “The Top 10 of Everything 2008.” Time. 3 Nov. 2008. Web. 

Raiford, Leigh. “Restaging Revolution: Black Power, Vibe Magazine, and Photographic 

Memory.” Romano, Renee C. and Leigh Raiford, eds. The Civil Rights Movement 

in American Memory. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2006. 

Ramirez, Catherine S. “Saying ‘Nothin’’: Pachucas and the Languages of Resistance.” 

Frontiers. 27.3 (2006) 1-32. 

Schlatter, Elizabeth. “A New Spin: Are DJs, rappers and bloggers ‘Curators’?” Museum 

Magazine. American Association of Museums, 13 Jan. 2010. Web.  

Schoemer, Karen. “Pop Chicks: Fluff to Tough.” Trouble Girls: The Rolling Stone Book 

of Women in Rock. Barbara O’Dair, ed. New York: Rolling Stone Press, 1997.  

Schwarz, Benjamin. “The Devil’s in the Details.” The Atlantic. Nov 2009, 91-98. 

Sconce, Jeffrey. “What If?: Charting Television's New Textual Boundaries.” Television 

After TV: Essays on a Medium in Transition. Lynn Spigel and Jan Olsson, eds. 

Durham: Duke University Press, 2004. 

Serazio, Michael. "The Apolitical Irony of Generation Mash-Up: A Cultural Case Study 

in Popular Music." Popular Music and Society. 31.1 (2008) 79-94. 

Shumway, David R. “Rock ‘n’ Roll Sound Tracks and the Production of Nostalgia.” 

Cinema Journal. 38.2 (Winter 1999) 36-51.  



 124 

Siegel, Deborah L. “Reading Between the Waves: Feminist Historiography in a 

‘Postfeminist’ Moment.” Third Wave Agenda: Being Feminist, Doing Feminism. 

Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake, eds. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1997. 

Silverman, Kaja. “Fragments of a Fashionable Discourse.” In On Fashion, edited by 

Shari Benstock and Susanne Ferris, 183-196. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 

University Press, 1994. 

Simon, Nina. “What is Museum 2.0?” Museum 2.0, 1 Dec. 2006. Web.  

Smith, Suzanne. Dancing in the Street: Motown and the Cultural Politics of Detroit. 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999. 

Speed, Lesley. “Tuesday’s Gone.” Journal of Popular Film and Television. 26.1 (Spring 

1998) 24-33. 

Spigel, Lynn. Make Room For TV: Television and the Family Ideal in Postwar America. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992.  

---. “From the Dark Ages to the Golden Age: Women’s Memories and Television  

 Reruns.” Rpt in Welcome to the Dreamhouse: Popular Media and Postwar 

Suburbs. Durham: Duke University Press, 2001. 

Stein, Arlene. “Rock Against Romance: Gender, Rock ‘n’ Roll, and Resistance.” Stars 

Don’t Stand Still in the Sky: Music and Myth. Karen Kelly and Evelyn 

McDonnell, eds. New York: New York University Press, 1999.  

Stein, Sadie. “Mad Women Experience Frequent Aftershocks.” Jezebel. Gawker Media, 

23 Sept. 2009. Web. 

Steinberg, Jacques. “In Act 2, The TV Hit Man Becomes a Pitch Man.” The New York 

Times. The New York Times Company, 18 Jul. 2007. 23 Jan. 2010.  



 125 

Sturken, Marita. Tangled Memories: The Vietnam War, The AIDS Epidemic, and the 

Politics of Remembering. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997. 

Taylor, Diana. The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the 

Americas. Durham: Duke University Press, 2003. 

Thompson, Robert J. Television's Second Golden Age. Syracuse: Syracuse University 

Press, 1996.  

Trouillot, Michel-Rolph. Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History. 

Boston: Beacon Press, 1995. 

“Virtual Museum Tour.” John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum. Web.  

Walker, Rebecca. “Being Real: An Introduction.” To Be Real: Telling the Truth and 

Changing the Face of Feminism. New York: Anchor Books, 1995.  

Ward, Brian. Just My Soul Responding: Rhythm and Blues, Black Consciousness, and 

Race Relations. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998. 

Warwick, Jacqueline. Girl Groups, Girl Culture: Popular Music and Identity in the 

1960s. New York: Routledge, 2007. 

Wessel, Nora. “Behind the Madness: Costume Designer Janie Bryant.” New York Times. 

The New York Times Company, 28 Jul 2008. Web. 

White, Hayden. “The Historical Text as Literary Artifact.” From Tropics of Discourse: 

Essays in Cultural Criticism. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978.  

---. The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation. 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987. 

White, Mimi. “‘Reliving the Past Over and Over Again’: Race, Gender, and Popular 

Memory in Homefront and I’ll Fly Away.” Living Color: Race and Television in 

the United States.” Sasha Torres, ed. Durham: Duke University Press, 1998. 



 126 

Wilson, Elizabeth. Adorned in Dreams: Fashion and Modernity. Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1987. 

Witchel, Alex. “Smoking, Drinking, Writing, Womanizing, Smoking Drinking...” Th 

New York Times. The New York Times Company, 22 Jun. 2008. Web.  

Woods, Faye. “Nostalgia, Music and the Television Past Revisited in American 

Dreams.” MSMI. 2.1 (Spring 2008) 27-50. 



 127 

Vita 

Mabel Rosenheck was born and raised in New Haven, Connecticut. She 

completed her Bachelor’s degree at Temple University in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 

gradating summa cum laude and Phi Beta Kappa in 2006. She majored in English and 

Sociology. In 2008, she entered the Graduate School at the University of Texas at Austin. 

After completing the MA degree in 2010, she is continuing on to doctoral studies in the 

Screen Cultures program at Northwestern University.  

 

 

Permanent address (or email): Rosenheck@gmail.com 

This thesis was typed by Mabel Rosenheck. 

 

 
 


