
Stephanie Coontz’s “What We Really Miss About the 1950s” / 1950s / Modern Sitcoms 

Considerations 

 

In small groups, please respond in writing to the following questions: 

 

1. According to Coontz, what do we really miss about the 1950s?  In addition, what don’t 

we miss? 

 

2. In Coontz’s view, what was the role of government in making the 1950s in America what 

they were?  What part did broader historical forces or other circumstances play? 

 

   

3. Consider the most recent ten years of American history.  What events or trends (for 

example, same-sex marriage, racial tensions and disparities, financial crises, significant 

advances in technology, the Obama and Trump presidencies) do you think a sociologist 

or cultural historian might consider important for understanding our current 

mythologies of family?  How do you think our ideas about family have changed in this 

decade?  

 

4. Coontz suggests that an uninformed nostalgia for the 1950s could promote harmful 

political agendas (see, for example, paragraphs 7 and 37).  Do you see any evidence in 

contemporary media of nostalgia for the 1950s?  Do you agree with Coontz that such 

nostalgia can be dangerous?  Why or why not? 

 

    

5. Review your notes and observations from our viewings of Father Knows Best, Leave it to 

Beaver, and I Love Lucy.  Analyze the extent to which they reveal both positive and 

negative aspects of the 1950s that Coontz discusses (for example, an authoritarian 

father figure, limited roles for wives, economic prosperity, or a sense of a secure 

community).  Next, review your notes and observations from the Modern Family episode 

we watched.  How does this show fit in terms of our discussions regarding the “myth of 

the model family?”  Is it a reflection of present reality?  An ironic commentary on “the 

model family?”  Does its exaggerated humor go too far?  How do we distinguish between 

the humorous and the offensive?    

  

 

 


