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Resumen 
Teniendo en cuenta el concepto de Unhomely de Homi K. Bhabha en The Home and the World 
(1992), aquí se revisará el fenómeno doméstico de la casa suburbana que surgió en los Estados 
Unidos de América en los años cincuenta, en el auge de la era postindustrial.  

El éxodo de la clase media estadounidense a la periferia durante los años cincuenta y sesenta, su 
dinámica y relación de la vida suburbana con la ciudad coincidirá con la difusión de este nuevo 
elemento doméstico: la televisión. La difusión de la periferia estadounidense y de la televisión son 
simultáneas y se han influenciado mutuamente. Ambas expandieron la efectividad de las prácticas 
sociales y las fantasías culturales de la clase suburbana emergente. Teniendo en cuenta el 
surgimiento de la era postindustrial y el inicio de la posmodernidad, este paper analizará la casa 
suburbana y sus dinámicas domésticas a través de imágenes de televisión. 

Palabras clave: casa suburbana estadouniense, postindustrial, posmodernidad, televisión, la casa 
y el mundo 

Bloque temático: Arquitecturas de la casa: el espacio domestico a través de la historia 

Abstract 
Taking into account the concept of Unhomely by Homi K. Bhabha in The Home and the 
World (1992), this paper will review the domestic phenomenon of the suburban house that emerged 
in the United States of America in the fifties, on the rise of the post-industrial era. The exodus of the 
American middle class to the periphery during the fifties and sixties, its dynamics and relation of the 
suburban life with the city will have coincided with the spread of this new domestic element - the 
television. 

The spread of the american periphery and the television are simultaneous and mutually influenced 
by each other. Both expanded the effectiveness of social practices and cultural fantasies of the 
emerging suburban class. Bearing in mind the rise of the post-industrial era and the begginning of 
postmodernity this paper will analyse the suburban house and its domestic dynamics through 
television pictures.  

Keywords: American suburban house, post-industrial, postmodernity, television,the home and the 
world 

Topic: Architectures of the house: domestic space throughout history 
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Television and suburbs are both engineered spaces, designed and planned by people who are 
engaged in giving material reality to wider cultural belief systems. In addition, media and suburbs are 
sites where meanings are produced and created; they are spaces (whether material or electronic) in 
which people make sense of their social relationship to each other, their communities, their nation, and 
the world at large.1 

The American postwar period has witnessed the emergence of a massive built periphery 
simultaneously with the spread of the Television. Lynn Spiegel points out that the American 
standardization of the suburbs, and Television, both constitute spaces that create and produce 
meanings concerning to the relation of the domestic with the community and the world. The 
increase of visual permeability provided by the the application of some principles of modernist 
architecture. Such as the wide slidding window, the reduction of distances caused by the 
banalization of automobile use, the integration of television and in domestic life and the 
increasingly blurred relations of proximity / distance, inside / outside, made the suburban home and 
its dynamics a clear example of The World in the Home. 

Both, the televison and the suburb, have influenced mutually each other and had spread at the 
same time. Capital, industrial, geopolitical, and territorial prosperity have emerged the United 
States of America into the bounty, success, and ascendant power that outlined the entire American 
Twentieth Century; 

After all, this has been the ‘American Century’ […] This is the century in which America, the young 
giant, became the mightiest nation on earth [...] This is the century in which she became the richest 
nation in all of history, with a wealth that reached down to every level of the population.2 

The working housing class expanded in the city centers, in thirty, forty or fifty floors, gaining space 
in height, while lots of houses all alike spread out over the peripheries. The Modernist Architecture 
has been confined to cities and institutional buildings, while the post-war suburban villa became the 
ex-libris of the American Dream: 

They were called public housing projects. But somehow the workers [...] managed to avoid public 
housing. [...] [and] headed out instead to the suburbs. They ended up in places like Islip, Long Island, 
and the San Fernando Valley of Los Angeles, and they bought houses with pitched roofs and shingles 
and clapboard siding, with no structure expressed if there was any way around it, with gaslight-style 
front-porch lamps and mailboxes set up on lenghts of stiffened chain that seemed to defy gravity.3 

The exodus of the middle class towards the outer city limits represented a conquest based on 
mobility, powered by the automobile and motorways, and based on the expansionist idea of 
unlimited territory - the ever-surpassable and transposable frontier - where, supposedly, is located 
the Promised Land. 

Moving in to the suburbs was a closest representation of what the Declaration of Independence 
proposed when it enacted the “Right to Freedom and the pursuit of Happiness” as the inalienable 
rights of the American citizen. The North American periphery thus constituted the materialization of 
                                                           
1 Lynn Spigel, Welcome to the Dreamhouse. Popular Media and Postwar Suburbs (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2001), 
15. 
2 Tom Wolfe, From Bauhaus to our House, 52. 
3 Wolfe, From Bauhaus..., 53-54. 
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a "post-city" (or what is after the limits of the city) that concentrated in itself, potentially, the best of 
these both dimensions, and, therefore, the realization of the promise to live in the "America" 
project. 

James Brown's "Living in America" music video (1985) is a celebration of how easily distances are 
overcome - "Super Highways, coast to coast, easy to get anywhere" and the fruitful opportunity to 
the unlimited freedom to cross the territory in search of Happiness and the Promised Land, but 
above all the potential possibility of finding them (Happiness and the Promised Land) on the way: 

Living in America – eye to eye, station to station  

Living in America – hand to hand, across the nation  

Living in America – got to have a celebration 

I live in America, help me out, 

But I live in America, wait a minute 

You may not be looking for the promise land, 

But you might find it anyway. 

There is an excess - of speed, of information, of brilliance and of exuberance - inherent in this video 
that reflects the life style full of optimism that prevails in this decade: «American pursuit of 
happiness degenerated into an obsessive pursuit of pleasure, both indulgent experiences and 
beautiful things».4 The continuous and intermittent sequence of consumption, optimism, and the 
various glimpses of activities in the tertiary sector recall what Jameson describes as the paradigm 
shift in the information, markets, and culture of the new and emerging type of society most famously 
baptized post-industrial society «(Daniel Bell) but often also designated consumer society, media 
society, information society, electronic society or high tech, and the like».5 

In "Living in America", which simultaneously illustrates status, social ancestry and power, aspects 
that were increasingly projected in the aura of the celebrities of this decade, are based on the 
binomial of materialism / consumerism, fomented also by Reagan's speech. Troy reports that: 

Considered America’s oldest yuppie, his call for capitalist renewal fostered the money-media culture. 
His celebrity politics resonated with a society obsessed with ‘The Lifestyle of the Rich and Famous’. His 
easy–listening nationalism gave a communal and even idealistic veneer to individualist, consumerist 
excess. Delighting in the four million new jobs created in 1983, toasting the trailblazers mastering 
computers and other modern miracles, Reagan would summarize the year’s accomplishments in his 
January 1984 State of the Union Address, saying: “Hope is reborn for couples dreaming of owning 
homes and for risk takers with vision to create tomorrow’s opportunities”.6 

Through a "modern", comfortable, house-with-garden and large-garage-for-one-large-car lifestyle, 
the suburb represents a bittersweet reconstruction of domesticity. On one hand this emphasizes 
the fulfillment of ambitions and its ostentation, on the other hand gives a new impetus and meaning 

                                                           
4 Gil Troy, Morning in America – How Ronald Reagan Reinvented the 80’s (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 119. 
5 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London-New York: Verso, 2008), 3. 
6 Troy, Morning in…, 120. 
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to consumer culture and masses. In addition to this search for belonging, identity and meaning, the 
average American middle-class individual faced the possibility of becoming an owner: 

By purchasing their detached suburban homes, the young couples of the middle class participated in 
the construction of a new community of values; in magazines, in films, and on the airwaves they 
became the cultural representatives of the “good life”.7 

The North American periphery, emerged in the 1950s, is based on the dilution of the boundaries 
between public-private, proximity-distance, domestic-urban. The American middle class found a 
harmonious middle ground in the massive configuration of tree-lined streets, delimited by single-
family houses, all with the same type and configuration, with a garden, a barbecue and a garage. 

 
Figure 1: “The Passadena”, 50’s North American suburban house-type  

Source: Mid Century Home Style, consulted on January, 30, 2014 
http://www.midcenturyhomestyle.com/plans/aladdin/1951/51aladdin-pasadena.htm 

Beyond the establishment of a comfortable relationship of proximity-distance with the city, with the 
neighborhood, and with the world, the suburb carries in itself the idea of an infinite space, 
reproduced in single-family houses designed and mass-produced, in an illusory personalization of 
the domestic space. 

Michelangelo Antonioni dealt with this standardization and subsequent commodification of the 
house-space in his 1970’s film, Zabriskie Point. The process of appropriating the Los Angeles 
desert by a megalomaniac project for urbanization is the backdrop to a documentary based on the 
                                                           
7 Spigel, Welcome to…, 32. 
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late 1960’s American counterculture. The massive and random deployment of a housing complex 
in the middle of the desert, stuffed with the small luxuries that attracted the petty bourgeoisie, 
alludes to a kind of colonization / conquest of the wild and infinite space by a Financial Group that 
manufactures and sells a Promised and Plastic Earth: 

- Enjoy the full relaxation of outdoor living, in the desert sun by your own private pool. Why be caught in 
the red race of city life, when you could enjoy life sunny dunes way? Breed the unpolluted air of the high 
desert, take your sun a quail shooting in the wide open spaces. Get out in the sun and water your own 
private garden. 

- You girls will really enjoy the fully equipped sunny dunes kitchen. 

- Stop driving yourself in that miserable crowded city. Move out today and start over with the Sunny 
Dunes House in the sun.8 

Bhabha would associate, in the postcolonial period, the dilution of the boundary between the Home 
space and the World space to the feeling of an imminent vulnerability, which transforms what is 
supposedly familiar in dubious. Tangent and prior to the period in which Bhabha focuses, the 
emergent and hybrid suburban space - situated between the city and “what comes next” - is thus a 
de-territorialized, rootless, standardized and normalized space where this search for a Home space 
is precisely based on turning the uncertain into something familiar. 

The configuration of everyday life in a single-family detached house evokes a genre of privacy that 
a block of flats does not offer. At the same time, it encourages the construction of a healthy life 
within the community, where ideally the community itself appears as the collective emancipation of 
a certain homogeneous socio-economic, age and racial range, with very specific intentions and 
objectives, as «… the central preoccupation in the new suburban culture was the construction of a 
particular discursive space through which the family could mediate the contradictory impulses for a 
private heaven on the one hand, and community participation on the other».9 

The public-private dichotomy is mixed, and the hybridity of being-in-between allows us to be 
simultaneously far enough and close to everything. It is in this context that this architecture of the 
peripheral housing ends up defining a very specific type of domesticity: «the domestic architecture 
of the period mediated the twin goals of separation from and integration into the outside world».10   

It was the enforcement modernist architecture principles, such as the dilution of boundaries 
between interior and exterior space, that became one of the underlying premises in the conception 
and mass production of the houses that propagated in peripheral America. The contamination of the 
inside by the outside and vice versa is provided, in part, by large sliding windows, which also 
emphasized the modernity of these houses. The suppression of the boundary between the inside 
and the outside has emphasized the ambiguity between the public and the private, between the 
domestic and the community, which so clearly defines the lifestyle on the American periphery. 

The fluid frontier between the living room and the garden becomes part of the typology of the 
suburban house, where the exterior becomes an extension of the house. Lynn Spigel says that «by 
                                                           
8 Michelangelo Antonioni, Zabrieskie Point. (MGM, 1970) 110 min. 
9 Spigel, Welcome to…, 32. 
10 Spigel, Welcome to…, 32. 
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far, the central design element used to create an illusion of the outside world was the picture 
window or ‘window wall’ (what we call sliding-glass doors), which became increasingly popular in 
the post-war period».11 Spigel further paraphrases Daniel Boorstin, «The widespread dissemination 
of large plate-glass Windows for both domestic and commercial use ‘leveled the environment’ by 
encouraging the ‘removal of sharp distinctions between indoor and outdoors’ and thus created an 
‘ambiguity’ between public and private space».12 

The Window, in this context, allows this fluidity of space between the domestic and its own 
neighborhood. The large glazed windows were the curtain that enabled the modern-and-
sophisticated-mothers-with-their-kitchens-equipped-with-all-the-electric-paraphernalia-apparatuses-
to-free-them, to make dinner and other household chores without losing control of their children 
playing in the garden. 

 
Figure 2: American suburban house kitchen-type 

Source: Afreakatheart, consulted on January, 30, 2014, http://afreakatheart.blogspot.pt/2013/07/1950’s-kitchen-style.html 

This pleasant relationship with the window and the consequent dilution of the boundaries between 
home-and-the-world has fostered the emergence of a prominent place for the element that would 
reconfigure the entire layout and dynamics of the room and suburban family life:«Given its ability to 
merge private with public spaces, television was the ideal companion for these suburban homes».13 

The typology of these new and modern houses provided a wide visual outreach to and with the 
world, establishing a comfortable relationship of staticity and movement that gave the residents the 
possibility of being-al-over-the-place-without-ever-actually-being-there . The large windows and the 
                                                           
11 Spigel, Welcome to…, 32. 
12 Spigel, Welcome to…, 32. 
13 Spigel, Welcome to…, 33. 
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television allowed the world to enter the house, providing trips that are sometimes near sometimes 
distant, real and hypothetical to the viewer. With the advantage of exposing it only to its charms, it 
kept it protected from its threats, enabling an ubiquity, hitherto unprecedented: 

 The new tract homes of the mass-produced suburbs featured sliding-glass doors, bay Windows, and 
open plans that were designed to maximize the visual field. In addition, the domestic environment was 
increasingly conceptualized as a vehicle for transport – a place where people imaginatively travelled not 
only around the globe but even, as President Kennedy promised, to the moon.14 

The integration of television into postwar culture precipitated, and was symptomatic, of a profound 
reorganization of social space. Leisure time undergone significant changes as spectator 
entertainment - movies, sports, concerts, etc. - had been progressively incorporated into the home. 
And it is in this context that Baudrillard attenuates the border between an artificial experience and a 
real experience of domestic television consumption: 

From the perspective of the satisfaction of the consumer, there is no basis on which to define what is 
“artificial” and what is not. The pleasure obtained from a television or a second home is experienced as 
a “real” freedom. No one experiences this as alienation.15 

The contamination of the domestic space and of the family routine by the television reality led to a 
"theatrication" of the (living) room. The layout of the space should privilege the place of the 
television as the social center of the home. Television would, from now on, assume the place of the 
stage, and the sofa would assume the place of the audience, giving the residents a bundle of 
abstraction and more-than-private space within their own home and their own family. The aesthetics 
and the reconfiguration of the home as a function of the television set was extensively promoted by 
magazines, catalogs and advertisement of home and decoration: 

 Postwar home magazines and handbooks on interior decor presented an endless stream of devise on 
how to make the home into a confortable theatre. In 1949, for example, House Beautiful advised its 
readers that ‘conventional living room groupings need to be slightly altered because televiewers look in 
the same direction and not at each other.’ Good Housekeeping seconded the motion in 1951 when it 
claimed that ‘television is theatre; and to succeed, theatre requires a comfortably placed audience with 
a clear view of the stage.’ Advertisements for television sets variously referred to the ‘chairside theatre’, 
the ‘video theatre’, the ‘family theatre’, and so forth. Taken to its logical extreme, this theatricalization of 
the home transformed domestic space into a private pleasure dome.16 

The relationship between family dynamics and television became reciprocal. Domestic and family 
daily life became a frequent theme in the television series and soap operas, particularly from the 
late 1970s and the 1980s and 1990s. The reversal of the spectator's place is evident in such series 
as All in the Family (Norman Lear, Johnny Speight, Tandem Productions, 1971-1979), The Cosby 
Show (Bill Cosby, Ed. Weinberger and Michael Leeson, Bill Cosby & Carsey-Werner Company, 
1984-1992) or Family Ties (Gary David Goldberg, 1982-1989). The camera was precisely where the 
television set was, and in many moments the spectator glimpsed his own portrait: a whole family 
sitting on the couch, looking/watching at each other on the other side. In any case, the television 

                                                           
14 Spigel, Welcome to…, 2. 
15 Jean Baudrillard, Selected Writings (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2001), 43. 
16 Baudrillard, Selected…, 39-40. 
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plays with the complicity of those who are watching it, always subverting the Home Place, be it the 
House, the stage or the audience. 

The Window is not confined here to framing what-is-there, but it is also the element that delimits the 
space-that-is-between —«Ubiquité de l’information, dématérialisation des supports, glisses des 
véhicules, convocation sur écran de toutes choses»—.17 The screen - the window of the 
videosphere - allows for the extra and trans territorial break in which «the real world appears in the 
image as it were between parentheses»18 and a consequent inhabit-for-a-while: «The relationship 
between public/spectacle and private/spectator was inverted. The spectator was now physically 
isolated from the crowd, and the fantasy was now one imaginary unity with “absent” others».19 

   
Figure 3.1: All in the Family, 1971-1979 

Source: Ended TV Series, consulted on March, 18, 2015  
http://www.endedtvseries.com/family/ 
Figure 3.2: The Cosby Show, 1984-92 

Source: Urban Newsroom, consulted on March, 18, 2015  
http://urbannewsroom.com/2014/01/24/america-ready-new-cosby-show 

There is a definition of public-private borders in the house of the North American periphery and, 
simultaneously, the dilution of its frontiers.The increasingly murky relations of proximity / distance, 
inside / outside, House and World, make the suburban villa and its dynamics a clear example of 
The-World-in-the-House: «This results in redrawing the domestic space as the space of the 
normalizing, pastoralizing, and individuating techniques of modern power and police: the personal-
is-the-political; the-world-in-the-home».20 

It is, however, in the materialistic and resigned strength of the 80s that television becomes an 
institution. Omnipresent, stimulating and absorbing, it has spread in quantity and diversity of: 
technology, channels, television stations, programs, cable companies and mediatic experiences. It 
is, from 1980 onwards, that CNN (Cable New Network) emerges, the first cable channel with 
twenty-four hours a day news, MTV (Music Television) or ESPN (Entertainment and Sports 

                                                           
17 Baudrillard, Selected…, 279. 
18 Emmanuel Levinas, “Reality and its Shadow”, in Collected Philosophical Papers, ed. by Emmanuel Levinas (Dordrecht: Martinus 
Nijoff Publishers, 1987), 6. 
19 Spigel, Welcome to…, 41. 
20 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London-New York: Routlege, 1994), 9. 

357



La casa y el mundo: dinámicas domésticas de la casa suburbana estadounidense de la posguerra 
 
 
 

   

 

Network) offereing spectators an easy and endless world of entertainment, anytime, with a wide 
choice of channels and specificities, all from the distance of a remote control: 

During the 1980s, the American media was becoming more fragmented yet concentrated. Even as a 
niche marketing developed, even as the three-network oligopoly dissolved into the hundred-channel 
cable galaxy, the center of gravity in the media universe emerged stronger than ever. [...] Culture and 
[...] standards demonstrated the power and ubiquity of the modern media.21 

This permeability stimulates the extra-territorialization of which the North American periphery is 
based. As mentioned above, the movement beyond - to move beyond - is the impulse and 
resignation to a distressing stagnation in between. According to Bhabha, existence on the edge of 
the "present" causes an inevitable and abrupt transition to the post: "postmodernism, 
postcolonialism, postfeminism". In this context, the suburban or hybrid space that is no longer a city 
but also not yet is the countryside, acquires an extra-territorialized status of post-city. 

Bhabha notes that dereference and the harrowing sense of non-belonging are consequences of the 
blurring of boundaries when in 1992 he describes the disorientation that came from the fusion of the 
World with the House and its consequent desacralization. Bhabha refers, in turn, to the 
defamiliarization of the House space as locus, claiming that the sense of Unhomely «captures 
something of the estranging sense of relocation of the home and the world in an unhallowed 
place».22 The desecration and roaming of the domestic space implies a vulnerability that Bhabha 
describes as follows: «the intimate recess of the domestic space becomes sites for history’s most 
intricate invasions».23    

The villa of suburban America thus represents the Unhomely: a place that is in between, divided 
between the House and non-belonging - displacement – in between the idyllic and the disillusion. 
The exodus of the middle-class, from the center of the city towards a not-sure-where-but-potentially 
better built from scratch to accommodate a modern and ideal lifestyle, promotes deconsecration, is 
based on a built, staged and plastic familiarity: 

These nightmarish visions of the preplanned community served as an impetus for the arrival of a 
surrogate community on television. Television provided an illusion of the ideal neighbourhood — the 
way it was supposed to be. Just when people had left their life-long companions in the city, television 
sitcoms pictured romanticized versions of neighbour and family bonding.24     

The Window is the element, metaphorical and literal, that provides the permeability of and to the 
World with all possibilities and harms arising from it. It amplifies the desecration of the Home space, 
makes it more vulnerable, exposed to the invasion of other people's realities and its total de-
positioning: 

                                                           
21 Troy, Morning in…, 124. 
22 Homi K. Bhabha, “The World and the Home”, in Dangerous Liaisons: Gender, Nation and Postcolonial Perspectives, ed. by Anne 
McClintock, Aamir Mufti, Ella Shohat (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 141. 
23 Bhabha, “The World…”, 141. 
24 Spigel, Welcome to…, 43. 
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The inclusion of public spectacles in domestic space always carried with it the unpleasant possibility 
that the social ills of the outside world would invade the private home. The more that the home included 
aspects of the public sphere, the more it was seen as subject to unwelcome intrusions.25 

In addition to the vast territory occupied with standart batches, mass built and in a peripheral and 
random space, the assiduous presence of television in the suburban daily life increases the 
dereferenciation of the Unhomely that characterizes the hybridity of space and suburban housing. It 
is this inhabit-for-a-while that makes Fiction the only truly possible House to dwell in the 
discontinuous, transitional and extra-territorialized context of the postmodern period. 
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