Beyond the Centerfold: Masculinity, Technology, and Culture in Playboy’s Multimedia
Empire, 1953-1972

by

Monique Mignon Bourdage

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
(Communication)
in the University of Michigan
2016

Doctoral Committee:

Professor Susan J. Douglas, Co-Chair
Professor Gerald P. Scannell, Co-Chair
Associate Professor Charles Hiroshi Garrett
Professor Katherine Sender



© Monique Mignon Bourdage 2016



DEDICATION

For June Christy, without whom I would have never stumbled into Playboy’s Penthouse.

il



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This dissertation marks the culmination of a 21-year-long journey along the path of
higher education. Putting myself through college was not easy, and, due purely to financial
reasons, it took me eight years to earn my bachelor’s degree. I worked full-time and sometimes
more than full-time and occasionally had to take time off when I couldn’t afford tuition. There
were many points along the way where I could not imagine going on to graduate school even
though it was something that I had wanted to do for as long as I can remember. I would like to
thank Scott Thompson, my undergraduate social theory professor, for encouraging me to go to
graduate school at one of those low points along the way. As much as I would like to take credit
for doing it all myself and as lonely as this journey sometimes seemed, the truth is that there are
countless people who offered encouragement, advice, friendship, food, booze, and, occasionally
money, along the way. I apologize for anyone I inadvertently left off of this list; just know that
if you worked with me, hung out with me, or engaged me in an academic discussion, [ am
grateful for your part in this journey.

My research involved trips to many archives and libraries, and I am grateful to every
librarian, archivist, and work-study student who helped me. At the University of Michigan, I am
especially grateful to Communication Studies Librarian Shevon Desai for directing me to
databases and ordering books and to the staff of the Buhr Remote Shelving Facility, where my
research on mid-century Playboy began. I am also indebted to the staff of the Hatcher Graduate

Library and the Knowledge Navigation Center, who generously toted heavy volumes of bound

il



magazines around for me when I was on crutches and unable to carry them myself. I would also
like to thank the staffs of the Chicago History Museum, the Harold Washington branch of the
Chicago Public Library, the Joseph Regenstein Library at the University of Chicago, the New
York Public Library, and the Paley Center for Media in New York. I am especially grateful to
the Interlibrary Loan department at the University of Colorado for arranging the loan of several
rare bound volumes of VIP after a research trip thwarted by a bad scanner. I would also like to
thank the staffs of the Archive Research Center; University Archives; the History, Philosophy,
and Newspaper Library; and the Main Library at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign.
Finally, the staff at the American Heritage Center at the University of Wyoming were wonderful
to work with, and I would especially like to thank Amanda Stow, John Weggener, Ginny
Kilander, and Rachel and Shawn (whose last names I did not catch) for making my research trip
productive and enjoyable.

This research and the rest of my studies would not have been possible without the
financial support of various departments and organizations within the University of Michigan.
Academic fellowships and research grants from Rackham Graduate School, the Department of
Communication Studies, and the Institute for Research on Women and Gender were instrumental
to the completion of this dissertation. I am also grateful to Rackham Graduate School and the
Center for the Education of Women for providing me with emergency funding grants when my
orthodontic and medical bills got out of hand and to Deleska Crockett-Grekin and my physical
therapy team at University Health Services, Rose Dishman and Maria Pap, for getting me back
on track. The Department of Communication Studies has been tremendously generous in
providing support for my conference travel, and I am grateful for the many connections I have

made as a result. Rackham Graduate School also provided conference travel grants.

iv



I don’t know that I have the words to express my appreciation for my dissertation
committee’s patience, insightful feedback, and encouragement. I am grateful to Paddy Scannell
for taking an interest in my work, convincing me that I should turn my work on Playboy into a
dissertation, and for his good humor in putting up with my existential angst and perpetual state of
not knowing. Charles Hiroshi Garrett came to this project without any knowledge of me or my
work, and I thank him for his dedication to the project, offering to read even those chapter drafts
not concerned with popular music, and providing generous feedback in record time. I would also
like to thank Katherine Sender for coming to this project when it was well underway, allowing
me to present some of my work to her COMM 122 students, and providing encouragement for
my work. Finally, I wouldn’t have been at the University of Michigan, or maybe even in
Communication Studies, if it weren’t for Susan Douglas. I first encountered Listening In as a
master’s student, and when I read the preface where she lists all the chapters that could have
been included in the book and all the research that was left to be done, I thought, “I could do
that. This is what [ want to do.” I never imagined that a few years later, she would be reading
and complimenting my research. I am grateful for the role that her work played in my path to
feminist and historical media studies and for her constructive feedback. In addition to my
committee, [ am also grateful to Shazia Iftkhar and Aswin Punathambekar for advice about the
academic job search and to Amanda Lotz for feedback on my paper for her gender and the media
course, which would eventually lead to this dissertation.

I am grateful for the many people I’ve met through conferences and workshops who
made me feel like I had an academic home. At the University of Michigan, I am especially
grateful for the sadly now defunct Interdisciplinary Music Forum. I would especially like to

thank Jessica Getman and Leah Weinberg for their friendship, support, and encouraging me to



take on a leadership role in the group. In addition to providing space for geeking out about
music, | found the IMF’s scholar in residence program invaluable and am grateful for the
opportunities it provided me to discuss my work and receive encouragement from Karen Collins,
Rebekah Farrugia, Daniel Goldmark, Richard Leppert, and Neil Lerner. I am also grateful to
IASPM for providing me with opportunities to present my work both nationally and
internationally and for allowing me to meet many wonderful scholars who have encouraged my
work, including Tim Anderson, Matt Brennan, Simon Frith, Keir Keightley, Steve Waksman,
and Eric Weisbard. Dozens of people are left off this list, and I am grateful for everyone who
talked to me about my work and shared meals and drinks with me. I would particularly like to
thank Tim Anderson, Matt Brennan, and Steve Waksman for their advice during my job search
and for being excellent post-conference company, and Eric Weisbard for also organizing the fun
and supportive Pop Conference, where I first presented my research on hi-fi. I am also thankful
for the support I have received when presenting my work at SCMS.

I am grateful to my cohort and colleagues at the University of Michigan for friendship
and encouragement along the way. Thank you to my officemates: Katie Frank, Julia Raz,
Annemarie Navar-Gill, Caitlin Lawson, Sriram Mohan, and Stewart Coles for the conversation
and commiseration; to Nicky Hentrich for fun times in the grad lab and at happy hour; to Ed
Timke for his sense of humor, sense of perspective, and for sharing resources on magazine
history; to Amelia Couture for her positivity and encouragement; to Douglas Brunton, for
picking up some of the teaching slack when deadlines loomed; and to my cohort: Amanda Cote,
Sarah Erickson, Dam Hee Kim, Kitior Ngu, Timeka Tounsel, and Lia Wolock for being there as
we jumped through these hoops together. Finally, I would like to thank Josh Morrison and Liza

Martini for being the most fabulous friends a girl could have. From drinking wine and throwing

vi



shade right along with the stars of RuPaul’s Drag Race to bringing me soup and pep talks in the
middle of the night, you’ve gone above and beyond in your support—Shante, you stay. And that
reminds me that I also owe big thanks to RuPaul Charles and Charles Shaw for providing me
with two of my favorite ways to relax during this dissertation process.

One of my biggest debts of gratitude goes to Katie Rothery and her grandmothers, Lillian
Rothery and Emma West—without them my doctoral studies would have been over before
they’d even begun. Having lost my job shortly before moving to Michigan, I was penniless
when I started graduate school. Katie, with the aid of her inheritance from her grandmothers,
loaned me the money to rent a moving truck, hire movers, and tide me over until my first
paycheck came through. On top of all that, she drove the moving truck from Denver to Ann
Arbor for me. I honestly don’t know where I’d be without her friendship and generosity, not to
mention her patience regarding my repayment of the loan. I owe another huge debt to Keir
Keightley for being my biggest fan since we met at the IASPM conference in Liverpool in 2009.
Over the years, he has provided friendship, laughter, editing services, encouragement, endless
conversations about popular music, and heaps of advice, both solicited and not. I would also like
to thank Allita Katzenbach and Christy Liddy for providing me with my only vacations during
my time in my Ph.D. program and feeding my soul with live music. Both of them were trips of a
lifetime, and I am grateful for your unwavering friendship and generosity. Christy deserves an
extra shout out for being with me throughout this journey and many more over the course of our
27-year friendship. My aunt Kim Christianson and her friend Bill Herberholz deserve special
thanks for attending my presentation at the Pop Conference in 2012. To all the unnamed friends

and family near and far, thank you for the parts you played in making me who I am today.

vii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

DEDICATION il
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS il
LIST OF FIGURES Xii
ABSTRACT XV
INTRODUCTION
Redefining Masculinity: Taste as Gender Performance 1
Project Overview 2
The Significance of Playboy, 1953-1972 7
Sources and Methods 12
Previous research 15
Core Themes 18
Happy objects 19
Taste cultures 20
Leisure competence 22
Men’s Magazines in the Mid-Twentieth Century United States 23
Conclusion 29
CHAPTER

1. Breadwinners, Beats, and Hippies: Examining White, Middle Class
Masculinities in the Mid-Twentieth Century 31

viil



Domestic Containment in the Postwar Years 32

Breadwinners, Organization Men, and Men in Grey Flannel Suits 37
Beats, Hipsters, and White Negroes 44
The Upbeat Generation 54
Playboy and the Counterculture 69
Conclusion 85
2. Defining the Playboy Man: Gender, Mass Culture, and the Problem of Leisure 87
The Subdominant Status of the Playboy Man 90
Playboy’s Readers and Taste Culture 95
Consumption as a Gendered and Sexualized Practice 104
Womanization and Mass Culture 109
The Feminine and the Feminist 116
The Problem of Leisure 126
Conclusion 132

3. A Place to Call His Own: Playboy Domesticity and the Communication of

Social Values through Midcentury Architecture and Interior Design 134
Domestic and Institutional Space in the Making of Mr. Playboy 141
Architecture and Design in Playboy 147
The Spatial Manifestation of the Consuming Male Subject 154
The Ranch House and the Penthouse 157
The Heart of the Home 161
Intertextuality among Playboy’s Domestic Spaces 166
Conclusion 178

4. “The Compleat Fidelitarian”: Hi-Fi, Social Mobility, and Home

ix



Entertainment for Men
Ushering in the Hi-Fi Era
Conly’s Typology of Hi-Fi Consumers
Playboy’s Hi-Fi Articles
Images of Audio Technologies
Hi-Fi in Playboy’s Cartoons
Hi-Fi Advertisements
Conclusion

5. “Teevee Jeebies”: Gender, Taste, and Playboy’s Uneasy Relationship with
Television

Television as Entertainment Furniture
Television as Feminine and Feminizing
Television as Emasculating

Leisure Competence and Control
Television as a Bad Cultural Object
Improving Television Content
Sophisticated, Masculine Viewing
Playboy on Television

Conclusion

6. From the Upbeat to the Backbeat: Playboy’s Negotiation of Gender, Race,
and Musical Taste

Good Music
Record Reviews in Playboy

The Playboy Jazz Poll

181

182

195

199

203

206

215

218

220

222

224

231

235

245

252

255

263

272

274

278

279

284



The Cultural Accreditation of Rock
Maintaining Space for Jazz
Jazz and Social Consciousness
Conclusion

CONCLUSION

Everything New Is Old Again
Going Public, Going Pubic
The Medium and the Message
Concluding Remarks

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Xi

297

304

314

327

330

331

334

342

349



LIST OF FIGURES

FIGURE

1. “I think you better assert yourself more, Pop—I’m turning into a fag.”

2. Protest against the rising tide of conformity.

3. "We've been beatniks for 30 years and nobody thought we were anything special!"
4. Beat Playmate, Yvonne Vickers.

5. Playmate Lisa Baker.

6. P.M.O.C:.s at the University of Washington.

7. "1 got sick of people asking us which is the boy...."

8. “We’ll see if those people let you stay at the commune when they find out you
never clean your room or help with the dishes.”

9. "I've put some money in trust for you. You will be able to collect it when you
are thirty, if, in the opinion of the trustees, you have sold out to the establishment."

10. What Sort of Man Reads Playboy? Advertisement.

11. Final four panels of Little Annie Fanny comic strip about women’s liberationists.
12. Image on inside cover of Playboy's inaugural issue.

13. Femlin in butterfly chair.

14. Floor plans for Playboy's Penthouse Apartment.

15. Floor plans showing the living room in its own wing.

16. Kitchen command center.

xii

40

61

62

66

67

71

74

79

81

102

125

150

151

159

159

163



17

. Deep Purple performing in front of the Electronic Entertainment Wall on

P.A.D.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26

Guests dance to the Buddy Miles Express performing in the rumpus room.
The Audio Exhibitionist.

What Sort of Man Reads Playboy? Advertisement.

Centerfold-style layout of "Sounds of '65."

Cartoon depicting the hypocrisy of associating fidelity with one's stereo rig.
"Encore!"

“Talk about concert hall realism!”—hi-fi as an impediment to sex.

"Trivial affair? My dear young lady, I'm a serious collector."

. Cartoon depicting hippies' lackadaisical attitude toward markers of the Playboy

taste culture.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

"Helen--for heaven's sake--is it that important how it ends?"

"You sing along with Mitch and I'll drink along with Barney!"

"Please, Fred--not during prime time!"

"Please, Sam. Not during a Billy Graham Crusade!"

The television set as an impediment to sex.

"Uh-uh-uh! Don't touch that dial!"

"He didn't even notice."

"And behind every man who's a failure there's a woman, too!"

Helpless under the control of TV.

“Remember, son, it’s not whether they win or lose. It’s the point spread.”

“Ah, the pomp, color and excitement of college football! What better way to

spend an autumn afternoon?”

38

. Marian Stafford, Playboy's TV Playmate.

Xiii

175

175

197

201

205

209

210

212

213

215

228

229

230

231

232

232

233

234

236

260

261

263



39. "We call ourselves the Fortuna Brothers, but actually one of us is a Fortuna
sister." 304

40. Selfie in a butterfly chair by Myla Dalbesio. 341

Xiv



ABSTRACT

This project utilizes Playboy as a case study for understanding changes in the
configurations of white, middle class masculinity in the United States after World War II and
draws attention to the role of media and entertainment technologies in circulating and defining
these masculinities. More than a girlie magazine, Playboy in its most prosperous years, 1953-
1972, offers multiple sites—the magazine, two television series, and the chain of Playboy
Clubs—in which relationships of gender, class, race, and taste are contested. The most
significant contribution of this project is its focus on the sonic dimensions of the Playboy
lifestyle and its demonstration of the ways in which popular music and sound technologies were
utilized to interpellate Playboy men as socially conscious citizens and to circulate gendered
discourses concerning taste and mass culture.

This project relies on the analysis of over 228 issues of Playboy plus the analysis of
women’s, home, and other magazines; archival documents; episodes of Playboy’s Penthouse and
Playboy After Dark; and other primary and secondary sources. I take a grounded theory
approach to my analysis, utilizing the constant comparative method to draw out and make
connections between themes as they emerge. This approach enabled me to develop a deep
understanding of the image Playboy created for itself and how this image is related to other white
middle class masculinities, femininity, heterosexuality, notions of taste, consumer goods, leisure
competence, and socioeconomic class.

The chapters are arranged thematically and examine and historically situate Playboy

masculinity, the role of architecture and design in the Playboy lifestyle, the gendering of home

XV



entertainment technologies, and the role of popular music in reinforcing Playboy masculinity and
establishing the Playboy man as socially conscious. Through this analysis, I reveal Playboy’s
interventions into mid-twentieth century debates about mass culture, demonstrating how Playboy
distanced itself from the low culture of a girlie magazine by arguing that women and undesirable
men had the lowest tastes. I argue against the idea that Playboy merely masculinized
consumption and demonstrate Playboy’s advocacy for consumption as a performative act that

produces gender and other aspects of one’s social location.
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INTRODUCTION
Redefining Masculinity: Taste as Gender Performance

1 believe that tens of thousands of readers have looked at Playboy for thirty years and

never seen it. They have not, forgive me, seen the forest for the tease.

—Ray Bradbury, The Art of Playboy, 1985

Over sixty years have passed since Playboy magazine and its founder, Hugh Hefner, first
entered American popular culture. Since its founding in late 1953, Playboy has grown from a
girlie magazine whose first three issues were assembled on Hefner’s kitchen table into a global
lifestyle brand, and its media output has reached millions.” Although what it symbolizes has
changed over time, the company’s tuxedoed rabbit logo is iconic, instantly recognizable even in
markets, such as China, that were established without the magazine. In the popular imagination,

the place of Playboy Enterprises and the Playboy lifestyle spans geography as well as

generations. Despite the fact that the magazine’s circulation has been declining since its peak in

' Ray Bradbury, The Art of Playboy (New York: A. Van Der Marck, 1985), 6.

* When the word “Playboy” appears italicized, I am referring specifically to the
magazine. When it is not italicized, it refers to either the organization as a whole or to the
philosophy promoted through and across the organization’s various entertainment ventures.
Because the organization has undergone name changes based on transitions in private and public
holding and because of the number of subdivisions that have existed throughout its history, I
have decided to use Playboy as an umbrella term in order to minimize confusion and to reflect its
place in the popular imagination; i.e., H. M. H. Publishing, the original name of the magazine’s
parent company, does not have the same cultural cachet as does the moniker Playboy.



1972, awareness of the brand, its founder, and life in the Playboy Mansions has not waned.” The
popularity of reality series The Girls Next Door (2005-2010) and music videos shot at Playboy
Mansion West by bands ranging from nerdy alt-rockers Weezer to Cuban-American rapper
Pitbull are just a few examples of how the lore and lure of Playboy Mansion life have been
maintained and perpetuated in media produced and consumed by people who were born after the
magazine’s heyday.*

While such examples highlight the central role that the Mansions have played in
sustaining Playboy’s place in popular culture, they also exaggerate the role of the Mansion in the
Playboy lifestyle and allow the attendant fantasies of sex and luxury to overshadow the other
precepts on which Playboy and its philosophy were founded. As the epigraph to this chapter
indicates, this project is premised on the claim that the sexual aspects of Playboy obscure the rest
of the identity work at stake in Playboy’s representations of itself, its taste culture, and its
audience. More than a girlie magazine, Playboy from the 1950s through the early 1970s offers
multiple sites—the magazine, two television series, and the chain of Playboy Clubs—in which

relationships of gender, class, race, and taste are contested. From its first issue, Playboy

3 The original Playboy Mansion, located in Chicago, was purchased in December 1959
and sold in 1974, and Playboy Mansion West, located in Los Angeles, was purchased in
February 1971 and, as of this writing, is currently for sale. Hugh M. Hefner, introduction to
Inside the Playboy Mansion, by Gretchen Edgren (Santa Monica, CA: General Publishing
Group, Inc., 1998), 11; Candace Taylor, “Playboy Mansion Sale is Next Step in Business
Transformation: Exclusive Photos,” The Wall Street Journal, Jan. 11, 2016,
http://www.wsj.com/articles/playboy-mansion-sale-is-next-step-in-business-transformation-
exclusive-photos-1452537711; Thomas Weyr, Reaching for Paradise: The Playboy Vision of
America (New York: Times Books, 1978), 252.

* The Girls Next Door was an E! network reality series focused on Hefner’s three
girlfriends at the time and their lives in Playboy Mansion West. Pitbull ft. G. R. L., “Wild, Wild
Love,” filmed 2014, official music video, 3:57, http://www.vevo.com/watch/pitbull/wild-wild-
love/USRV81400089; Weezer, “Beverly Hills,” filmed 2005, official music video, 4:02,
http://www.vevo.com/watch/weezer/beverly-hills/USIV20500181.



delineates a specifically masculine taste culture imbued with a philosophy of urbanism that seeks
to set the Playboy man apart from the suburban breadwinner, men with bad taste, and women.
Project Overview

First and foremost, this project utilizes Playboy as a case study for understanding changes
in the configurations of white, middle class masculinity in the United States after World War II
and draws attention to the role of media and entertainment technologies in circulating and
defining these masculinities. It is also concerned with the ways in which discourses of gender
and sexuality shape our understanding of music, media, technology, and domestic space and vice
versa. These discourses are strongly connected to my questions regarding how Playboy’s
philosophy and content fits within larger debates over mass culture and the ways in which these
debates are raced, classed, and gendered. Finally, this project is concerned not with how
Playboy promotes the process of masculinizing consumption; rather, it is concerned instead with
the ways in which Playboy demonstrates an understanding of consumption as a performative act,
as a means of producing one’s gender and other aspects of one’s social location.

This project began after a YouTube video of June Christy, former vocalist for the Stan
Kenton Orchestra, performing the song “Something Cool” at the request of Hugh Hefner piqued
my curiosity. The video was set in an intimate cocktail party, and Christy, after making her way
from the bar to the piano bench, performed most of the song sitting next to the pianist as guests
dressed in tuxedoes and cocktail dresses listened attentively. Until then, I had no idea that
Hefner had had a television show in the 1950s, and its formal feel and musical performances
intrigued me. I began searching for information about the show—~Playboy’s Penthouse, which
aired in syndication from 1959-1961. Iread the two scholarly articles I could find that discussed

the series at all, and I headed to the Buhr Shelving Facility and began combing through every



issue of Playboy from the 1950s and 1960s that the University of Michigan held, looking for
anything and everything that had to do with music. As I started reading other sources about
Playboy, I noticed that almost everyone mentioned the centrality of jazz to the Playboy lifestyle,
but despite consensus on this matter, for some reason, jazz remained only a passing mention.

Music is how I came to Playboy as a topic, and while many other scholars and
commentators pay passing mention to music in relation to Playboy, my emphasis in this
dissertation on the sonic dimensions of the Playboy lifestyle highlights the previously
underappreciated centrality of music appreciation to Playboy’s reconfiguration of midcentury
masculinity. Through analyzing record reviews, annual music polls, reviews of and ads for hi-fi
gear, cartoons, profiles of and interviews with musicians, two musical variety television shows,
and the entertainment circuit provided by the chain of Playboy Clubs, I came to understand
Playboy’s promotion of jazz as a matter of taste with far-reaching social ramifications.
Playboy’s relationship to popular music undergirds the rest of the dissertation. For example,
changing musical tastes as rock gained cultural accreditation in the late 1960s illuminate
relationships between gender and taste. This can be seen in the way Playboy promotes its tastes
as masculine by distancing them from a low-feminine other as exemplified by a response to a
letter to the editor that dismisses the Beatles as the faddish obsession of teenage girls.

Musical taste also illuminates the relationship between the competing masculinities of
Playboy and the counterculture. This is played out both in the annual music reviews, which
demonstrate a widening gap between the tastes of Playboy’s readers and the official taste culture
of Playboy as represented by the Playboy All-Stars’ choices of poll winners, and through the
marking of rock performances as peripheral to the Playboy lifestyle through their relegation to

marginal spaces on the set of Playboy After Dark (1968-1970)—the second Hefner-hosted



musical variety show.

I also demonstrate that popular music was a crucial means through which Playboy
addressed its audience as socially conscious citizens, utilizing music to address issues of
integration and civil rights. Placing Playboy within the context of the popular music press, I
show that Playboy circulated the same discourses surrounding the relationship between jazz and
rock as did traditional exemplars of the popular music press, such as Down Beat. Due to
Playboy’s mass circulation, I argue that Playboy has been a long-overlooked source of popular
music discourse and should be considered a part of the popular music press. Finally, Playboy
utilizes hi-fi to instruct its readers in the development of leisure competence and link its
masculinity to technical mastery; as such, hi-fi is defined in contradistinction to entertainment
furniture, such as tabletop phonographs and television sets, which require no technical
knowledge to use and are associated with women and undesirable men. The Playboy man’s
never-ending quest for sonic satisfaction links his hi-fi consumption to his heterosexuality and
success at seduction. At the same time, the magazine’s annual hi-fi reviews reinforce that the
Playboy lifestyle is aspirational yet always at least partially attainable and indicate that there is
room for social mobility both into and within the Playboy lifestyle.

The following chapters are arranged thematically and aim to provide analysis of several
major facets of Playboy subjectivity, moving from its more abstract to its more concrete aspects.
Chapter 1 historically situates Playboy masculinity by examining the prevailing domestic
ideology of the Cold War and other masculine subject positions open to white, middle class men
at the time, such as those offered by the dominant role of the breadwinner and the oppositional
masculinities exemplified first by the Beats and then by the counterculture. This chapter builds

on the work of Barbara Ehrenreich, who pointed out in her 1983 book, The Hearts of Men, that



the masculinity of the counterculture posed the same threat to Playboy masculinity as had the
Beats before them.” Chapter 2 delves deeper into the workings of Playboy masculinity,
exploring in greater detail the ways in which Playboy defined the ideal Playboy man over and
against other mid-century white masculinities as well as against women and cultural objects
deemed feminine. This chapter lays much of the groundwork for those that follow by
highlighting Playboy as a taste culture with far-reaching social ramifications, beginning an
exploration of Playboy’s intervention into debates over mass culture, and introducing the role of
leisure competence in defining Playboy masculinity.

In chapter 3, I re-examine the place of the bachelor pad in Playboy’s taste culture. Prior
analyses of domestic space in Playboy have almost exclusively focused on the fantasy blueprints
printed in the magazine along with coverage of the Playboy Mansions. In addition to looking at
these articles, I conduct a thorough analysis of the magazine’s “A Playboy Pad” articles, which
feature actual bachelors’ pads. Despite Playboy’s insistence that it is aimed at the city-bred
male, its repeated distancing of its philosophy from the values it associates with the suburban
domestic ideal, and the tendency in the popular imagination to associate bachelor pads with
penthouse apartments, the Playboy Pads are more often than not houses rather than apartments
and are often located in non-urban spaces. This suggests that Playboy’s philosophy of urbanism
is not limited to urban spaces and helps to break down the strict urban-suburban dichotomy that
is upheld by both Playboy and many previous scholars. I also historically and culturally situate
the magazine’s coverage of architecture and interior design through a comparison to similar
coverage appearing in contemporaneous women’s and home magazines, which demonstrates the

similarities between Playboy Pads and more typical suburban family homes and links Playboy

> Barbara Ehrenreich, The Hearts of Men: American Dreams and the Flight from
Commitment (Garden City, NY: Anchor Books/Doubleday, 1983).



masculinity to the flexible use of and mastery over domestic space. Following Beatriz
Colomina, I argue that architecture and design may be read like any other media text and explore
the intertextual relationships among Playboy’s institutional-domestic spaces to demonstrate the
ways in which these relationships reinforce the values signified by domestic space and interior
design within the Playboy lifestyle.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 focus on home entertainment through examining the treatment of
entertainment technologies, such as hi-fi and television, and musical tastes, respectively.
Through these chapters, I consider how Playboy both circulated and encouraged debates over
mass culture in part through linking hi-fi to sex and upward mobility while defining television as
its low-feminine other. Through conducting a thorough analysis of Playboy’s television-related
content, including cartoons, articles, reviews, and centerfolds, I demonstrate that its critique of
television was a key means through which it intervened in debates over mass culture, utilizing its
denigration of television content to elevate its own status by suggesting that, no matter what
one’s critique of the magazine might be, television’s content was more often than not less
sophisticated and in poorer taste than Playboy’s content. Finally, chapter 6 examines the role of
popular music in the Playboy lifestyle. Playboy’s handling of the rise of rock and counterculture
masculinity demonstrates the ways in which Playboy struggles to maintain its connection to
youth, masculinity, and consumption and how the rock counterculture replaces Playboy as the
figurehead for this alliance in the late 1960s. Additionally, its embrace and promotion of jazz
and jazz musicians links Playboy masculinity to progressive racial politics and contemporary
discussions of race and virtuosity in ways that make it difficult to dismiss Playboy’s musical
tastes.

The Significance of Playboy, 1953-1972



It is neither possible nor necessary for the scope of this project to engage with the entirety
of Playboy’s history, which now spans over six decades. The organization exerted its greatest
influence and reached the peak of its cultural significance during the first two decades following
World War II. In the early 1970s, threatened by competition from the more sexually explicit
Penthouse, it is generally agreed that Playboy lost sight of its brand promise, and its decline into
a soft-core adult magazine overshadowed its previous claims to offer sophisticated entertainment
for men. In its first two decades, however, Playboy was and continues to be regarded as a key
index through which changes in postwar America were being negotiated on the terrain of the
media and popular culture.

The purpose of this project is to explore Playboy as a phenomenon that both reflected and
provided guidance to a culture and society that were undergoing numerous transitions in the
aftermath of World War II. It was the brainchild of a man who was dissatisfied with the social
expectations that encouraged him and other men to marry, start a family, and embrace the role of
breadwinner while still in their early twenties and who found little to relate to when it came to
entertainment that appealed to men with his interests and aspirations. Playboy grew from a
magazine that relied on calendar pin-ups and literature in the public domain to fill the pages of
its early issues and became an influential multimedia empire that provided multiple sites wherein
white, middle class masculinities were contested. Although the Playmate of the Month spreads
remained a key part of the magazine’s appeal and it continued to publish “ribald classics” from
the public domain, Playboy’s delineation of its taste culture throughout the mid-twentieth
century offers twenty-first century readers insight into the ways in which taste and anxieties over
widening access to a consumer- and leisure-oriented society were gendered, raced, and classed.

In addition to elaborating upon how Playboy contended with changing gender, sexual, and race



relations, this project highlights how these issues could also be understood through examining
changing musical tastes throughout the 1960s. As previous scholars have pointed out, these
transitions in conceptualizations of taste may be understood as symptomatic of the transition
from modernity to postmodernity, and Playboy offers an important site for examining the
tensions as these transitions took place.

Playboy perpetuates what Andreas Huyssen calls the notion of “mass culture as woman.”
Huyssen argues that the Industrial Revolution gave rise not only to the notions of the masses and
mass culture; he also points out that these notions were gendered feminine while high culture
was regarded as a male preserve. Although in the mid-twentieth century, we begin to see the
transition from the modernist distinctions that Huyssen describes to the collapse of these
distinctions in postmodernity as described by Frederic Jameson, Playboy’s configuration of low
and high tastes is indicative of the gendered associations that remained attached to cultural forms
even as scholars and critics dispensed with the conceit of the masses. While Huyssen argues that
the Frankfurt School and cultural theorists who followed abandoned the notion of mass culture
and the explicit gendering of mass culture as feminine, he also points out that this gender
dynamic remains underneath the surface of much cultural criticism.® Indeed, this is a topic
which has continued to be particularly evident in the works of popular music scholars, such as
Diane Railton, Simon Frith, Angela McRobbie, and others, who have pointed out the ways in

which rock music has been historically gendered masculine over and against the low-feminine

% Andreas Huyssen, After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, and
Postmodernism (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1986): 44, 47-49.



other of pop music.” In terms of popular music, Playboy occupies an interesting place in the
debates over mass culture as it sees rock as both masculine and a threat to Playboy masculinity
while participating in the elevation of jazz to an art music and thereby linking its own musical
tastes to the lingering notions of masculinity associated with high culture. However, as we will
see, Playboy’s linkage of gender to cultural forms is not limited to the realm of popular music.
Jameson argues that postmodernisms are marked by “the rise of aesthetic populism” as
evidenced by:
the effacement in them of the older (essentially high-modernist) frontier between high
culture and so-called mass or consumer culture, and the emergence of new kinds of texts
infused with the forms, categories and contents of that very Culture Industry so
passionately denounced by all the ideologues of the modern, from Leavis and the
American New Criticism all the way to Adorno and the Frankfurt School.®
One of the aspects that makes Playboy’s taste culture so interesting is its embrace of popular
culture and the products of the culture industries even while clinging to distinctions between high
and low culture. For cultural critics like Dwight MacDonald, Playboy would be a prime example
of everything wrong with what he terms “Midcult,” which he describes as “a peculiar hybrid” of
mass culture and high culture. For MacDonald, middlebrow culture poses a threat to both high
and mass culture by attempting to have it both ways. As he argues, Midcult “pretends to respect

)’9

the standards of High Culture while in fact it waters them down and vulgarizes them.” In their

7 See Simon Frith and Angela McRobbie, “Rock and Sexuality,” in On Record: Rock,
Pop and the Written Word, eds. Simon Frith and Andrew Goodwin (New York: Routledge,
1991): 371-389; and Diane Railton, “The Gendered Carnival of Pop,” Popular Music 20, no. 3
(2001): 321-331.

® Frederic Jameson, “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” New Left
Review, no. 146 (July-August 1984): 54-55.

? Dwight MacDonald, “Masscult and Midcult: II,” Partisan Review 27, no. 4 (Fall 1960):
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proud embrace of Playboy’s upper middlebrow status, Playboy’s editors would more likely
characterize their media output as MacDonald characterizes The New Yorker; i.e., as “a Midcult
magazine but one with a difference.” MacDonald describes this difference as follows: “The
formula reflects the tastes of the editors and not their fear of the readers. And, because it is more
personally edited, there are more extra-formula happy accidents than one finds in its Midcult

10 The beliefs that editors should create for themselves and lead, rather than react to,

brethren.
their readers are repeatedly addressed in speeches given by Playboy’s Associate Publisher A. C.
Spectorsky to others in the magazine industry. As my analysis makes clear, however, a key part
of this difference is that Playboy marks some forms of popular culture (e.g., most television
content) as lower than others and recuperates the gendered dimensions of these distinctions by
explicitly linking their taste culture to masculinity.

Due to its long history and numerous brand extensions, narrowing the scope of the
project poses a particular challenge. In addition to addressing social and cultural transitions, the
success of Playboy began to wane after its first two decades, making the years between 1953 and
1972 crucial for understanding Playboy’s relationship to the zeitgeist. During this time period,
the country experienced postwar prosperity, major shifts in population numbers and locations,
the civil rights movement, women’s rights movement, increased sexual permissiveness, the war
in Vietnam, student protests, and other social and cultural upheavals. Additionally, major
changes to the management of Playboy occurred in late 1971 and early 1972. On November 12,
1971, Playboy went public, which meant that a company that had thrived, and also sometimes

failed, by following the whims of its founder now had stockholders to which it was beholden.

Then, on January 17, 1972, Spectorsky succumbed to a stroke. These changes coupled with the

10 Ibid., 624.
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ensuing Pubic Wars—the pressure to publish more explicit nudes brought about by competition
from Penthouse’s U.S. release in 1969—altered the reception and meaning of Playboy.!' For
these reasons, my research ends after 1972 under the contention that Playboy after this time is
not the same cultural object that it was in its first 19 years of publication.
Sources and Methods

While this project engages with, critiques, and synthesizes previous scholarship on
Playboy and utilizes the company and its entertainment ventures as a case study, it is not simply
about Playboy. Likewise, although this project is based heavily on the textual analysis of various
magazines, it is also about more than print media. Rather, this project takes an interdisciplinary
approach to understanding how different types of media work together to promote, critique, and
disseminate social and cultural discourse. My methods include archival research and the textual
and discursive analysis of magazines; articles in the trade and popular press; biographies,
autobiographies, and book-length exposés about Hefner and his organization; speeches, article
clippings, and other materials from the papers of Associate Publisher A. C. Spectorsky; and
episodes of Playboy-produced television shows as well as video recorded interviews with Hefner
from 1956, 2002, and 2006. This project’s theoretical underpinnings derive from myriad
disciplinary perspectives including history; sociology; gender studies; and feminist media,
cultural, sound, and popular music studies. While I draw on these perspectives to frame my
sensitizing concepts and subsequent analysis, I ultimately take a grounded theory approach to
this project, allowing the texts I examine to lead me to their main concerns and methods of
coping with them.

This project is based on the discursive analysis of over 228 issues of Playboy, including

" “A. C. Spectorsky, 61, Dies”; Watts, Mr. Playboy, 300-302; Weyr, Reaching for
Paradise, 248.
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every issue published from December 1953-December 1972. Within Playboy, my sampling
strategy was broad yet purposive. Iread and analyzed every article pertaining to my project’s
main topics, i.e., masculinity, domestic space, hi-fi, television, popular music, and civil rights. [
also read every cartoon published in Playboy during its first 19 years, focusing my analysis on
105 cartoons related to television or video technologies and 26 cartoons related to hi-fi or its
components. Although a comprehensive analysis of advertising in the magazine falls outside the
scope of this project, I did analyze the “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?” campaign; every ad
pertaining to the organization’s television series, Playboy’s Penthouse and Playboy After Dark;
the “Playboy Club News” advertising campaign; and the ads pertaining to audio recording and
playback technologies within 38 issues of the magazine, 2 randomly chosen issues for each of
the 19 years under investigation. Although I did not systematically sample them, letters to the
editor were used to gauge audience response (or, at least, Playboy’s representation of it) to
changes in the magazine or coverage of topics that fell outside of the Playboy taste culture. Even
though it is impossible to know how many of readers’ letters to Playboy were composites or
complete fabrications or in what ways they were edited, they still provide valuable information
about the way Playboy chose to envision and present itself as a corporation and a lifestyle.
Finally, while my research is premised on the notion that we need to move our understanding of
Playboy beyond the centerfold, I also recognize that these spreads contribute more work to the
shaping of Playboy subjectivity than simply reinforcing the Playboy man’s heterosexuality.
Therefore, I do not ignore Playboy’s sexual content; rather, I attempt to show that the values the
Playmate of the Month features communicate often reinforce less explicitly sexual aspects of the
Playboy taste culture.

These materials, as well as the sources I examined outside of Playboy, were analyzed

12



using the constant comparative method, uncovering themes within each article, ad, cartoon, or
image and then comparing the overall themes that emerged within each topic. This broad
analysis indicates the ways in which various types of editorial content worked together to define
Playboy masculinity in relation to other masculinities, femininity, class, taste, sexuality, race,
geography, architecture and design, and media and home entertainment. In particular, Playboy’s
cartoons offer a rich source for examining the relationship between Playboy masculinity and its
taste culture by indicating those topics that are and are not considered laughing matters and
offering insights into the types of men and women who are deemed either worthy of respect or
simply regarded as the butts of jokes. Advertisements for Playboy’s Penthouse and Playboy
After Dark give insight into Playboy’s taste culture by highlighting some forms of entertainment
as more sophisticated than others. Similarly, advertisements for the Playboy Clubs highlight
both architectural and entertainment features of the Clubs, linking the Clubs to the larger taste
culture expressed in the magazine and on the television series. The “What Sort of Man Reads
Playboy?” campaign contains valuable information about Playboy’s actual readers even while
projecting an ideal image of these readers back to them. Just as Playboy’s cartoons function as
more than comic relief, the centerfolds also serve purposes beyond mere titillation. The
Playmate of the Month spreads often contain images and text that reinforce discourses
concerning competing masculinities or domestic technologies and visually link the bachelor pad
and other aspects of Playboy’s taste culture to sex.

Although the magazine constitutes the largest portion of source material for this project,
my focus extends beyond Playboy’s print content. Trade and popular press coverage of Playboy,
its television shows, and the entertainment circuit provided by the chain of Playboy Clubs serve

as a counterpoint to Playboy’s claims about its own reception and success. In addition, I
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analyzed 14 full episodes and numerous clips of Playboy’s Penthouse and Playboy After Dark;
issues of VIP, the magazine created exclusively for Playboy Club members; and speeches, article
clippings, and other documents in the A. C. Spectorsky collection housed in the American
Heritage Center at the University of Wyoming. Both television series offer insight into
Playboy’s taste culture, and the latter series, in particular, raises questions of gender, race, and
musical taste while demonstrating how these identity markers interact with domestic space.
Articles and entertainment calendars in VIP offered information about the architecture and
interior design of various Playboy Clubs along with insight into changing musical tastes and the
types of acts featured on the Playboy Club circuit. Spectorsky’s speeches were instrumental to
my understanding of Playboy’s publishing philosophy and helped contextualize the changes that
the magazine underwent in the early 1970s. Finally, numerous non-academic books, including
biographies, company profiles, exposés, and fiction, offered background and insight into popular
conceptions of Hefner and Playboy and provided a counterpoint to the official corporate image.
Although many of the claims presented in these titles are dubious in nature, they nevertheless
speak to Playboy as a cultural phenomenon. Articles from women’s, home, general interest, and
hi-fi magazines from the 1950s and 1960s were mainly utilized to situate Playboy’s coverage of
hi-fi and domestic space within their larger cultural and historical context. Because many of the
hi-fi related articles were written from the perspectives of hi-fi widows and the women’s and
home magazines focused on designing spaces for use by families, these sources afforded the
opportunity to contrast the Playboy lifestyle with the suburban domestic ideal.
Previous research

In the introduction to the December 1953 inaugural issue of Playboy, Hefner states that

the magazine will not be concerned with affairs of the state. Several previous scholars have used
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this to argue that Playboy in its earliest years was not political. However, my analysis of over
228 issues of Playboy published from 1953-1972 and the other sources described above
reinforces the political ramifications of the immense amount of identity work in which Playboy
is engaged from its first issue. While the company and its founder have been generating media
and public attention since the 1950s, scholarly attention to the influence of the magazine on
American culture and vice versa did not begin in earnest until the mid-1990s. Ehrenreich’s
analysis of the magazine is a notable and influential exception, and within the past decade,
Playboy has become the focus of much scholarly attention. Since 2011, three scholarly books
examining various facets of Playboy, from its sexual politics to its relationship to consumer
society and architecture, have been published.'” Additionally, since 2008, a feature-length
documentary film and several popular press books about Hefner and Playboy have been released,
including the first authorized biography of Hefner, an examination of Playboy as a brand, an
exploration of the organization’s relationship to popular music, and a six-volume illustrated
biography featuring excerpts from Hefner’s personal scrapbooks as well as the magazine. '
Despite this recent interest in Playboy, many facets of the organization and its media
output remain to be explored or reframed. The two most influential scholars to address the

cultural impact of Playboy have been Ehrenreich, who situated Playboy masculinity in relation to

'2 See Elizabeth Fraterrigo, Playboy and the Making of the Good Life in Modern America
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Carrie Pitzulo, Bachelors and Bunnies: The Sexual
Politics of Playboy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); Beatriz (Paul) Preciado,

Pornotopia: An Essay on Playboy’s Architecture and Biopolitics (New York: Zone Books,
2014).

' See Patty Farmer and Will Friedwald, Playboy Swings: How Hugh Hefner and Playboy
Changed the Face of Music (New York: Beaufort Books, 2015); Susan Gunelius, Building Brand
Value the Playboy Way (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009); Hefner (ed.), Hugh Hefner’s
Playboy; Hugh Hefner: Playboy, Activist and Rebel, directed by Brigitte Berman (Fort Mill, SC:
Phase 4 Films, 2010), DVD; Steven Watts, Mr. Playboy: Hugh Hefner and the American Dream
(Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2008).
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other mid-twentieth century masculinities, and Bill Osgerby, who has written extensively on the
figure of the bachelor, consumption in the Playboy lifestyle, and the depiction of bachelor pads
in mid-twentieth century men’s magazines. Like other scholars that have followed Ehrenreich
and Osgerby, I work to expand upon arguments that they originally laid out.

However, many of the arguments put forth about Playboy, such as its role in
masculinizing consumption or the relationship of the bachelor pad to the suburban family home,
are well-worn and in need of reconsideration. Such arguments tend to suffer from limited
samples, and their conclusions do not hold as strongly when a wider sample and the ways in
which the content of the magazine and the company’s other media ventures work together to
present a particular worldview are taken into consideration. For instance, prior research
discussing Playboy and domestic space has focused primarily on Hefner’s own living space and
the fantasy blueprints published in the magazine. These sources are used to uphold the
magazine’s projection of its idealized reader as a sophisticated, single, urban man-about-town
and to claim that the bachelor pad is the antithesis of the suburban family home. While there is
certainly some truth to such claims, they also overlook many of the ways that Playboy was
conscious of its married, suburban-dwelling readers along with representations of non-urban
spaces within the publication. For example, the magazine’s features on real bachelor pads
depict suburban and rural locations, contradicting the received wisdom that Playboy promotes a
strictly urban lifestyle. Paul (née Beatriz) Preciado does examine some of the actual bachelor
pads featured in Playboy and offers some useful conceptualizations of the role of domestic space
in the Playboy lifestyle, but ultimately he hinges his argument on the Playboy Mansion and is
concerned with how Playboy’s architecture fits into a broader examination of what he calls a

pharmocopornographic regime.
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A synthesis of previous arguments regarding Playboy’s place in American culture may be
found in Elizabeth Fraterrigo’s 2009 book, Playboy and the Making of the Good Life in Modern
America, which expands on many of the themes mentioned by Osgerby, such as the
masculinization of consumption. Additionally, she picks up on and furthers the claim that Helen
Gurley Brown’s “Single Girl” is the counterpart to the Playboy Man, which is an argument that
was originally put forward in a 1971 newspaper article by Nicholas Von Hoffman and later
mentioned by Osgerby.'* Carrie Pitzulo’s 2011 book, Bachelors and Bunnies, focuses on the
sexual politics of Playboy throughout the same time period that my project covers. While we
touch on some of the same topics, such as womanization, feminism, and the construction of the
girl next door image of the Playmates, we do so with different aims and these are not central
concerns of my project. She also furthers the idea that the Single Girl is the counterpart to the
Playboy man; however, my analysis of Playboy and Brown’s writing about the Single Girl leads
to the conclusion that the Single Girl, whose goals are material gain and eventually marriage, is
exactly the type of woman that many of Playboy’s articles rail against. Pitzulo argues that
Playboy’s sexual politics are overwhelmingly progressive and that the magazine offered a new
liberatory form of heterosexuality to men and women alike. However, my analysis reveals that
arguments related to womanization and women’s negative influence on culture as well as the
argument that women should serve as complements to men continue to appear in the magazine
into the 1970s. The number of recent publications concerning Playboy’s cultural impact should
be considered evidence of the richness of the source material that Playboy provides for scholars.

Although there has been a recent surge in academic interest in this media and cultural

" Nicholas Von Hoffman, “Von Hoffman: Mother Cosmo Speaks,” San Francisco
Chronicle Sunday Punch, Jan. 3, 1971.
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phenomenon and many of the themes and topics addressed overlap, the scholars referenced in
this project and I have been able to craft varying viewpoints on how gender, sexuality, taste,
consumption, and space interact within the Playboy taste culture.
Core Themes

Several overarching concepts have come to frame my analysis of the Playboy

phenomenon.

Happy objects

The perspective that unifies my analysis of Playboy is that offered by Sara Ahmed’s
discussion of happy objects. Although her analyses of happiness are complex, encountering
them after I had completed the research for this project reminded me that, reduced to its simplest
terms, Playboy’s guiding principle concerns the promise of happiness. What the centerfold both
points to and obscures is not simply a “flight from commitment;” it is an attempt at the
reorientation of happiness away from the family and toward objects that allow for masculine
autonomy. In reframing masculinity, Playboy also reframed how happiness was “spoken, lived,
practiced.”"’

Ahmed asserts that happiness is a matter of associations—associations between people
and objects and those between people who are oriented toward the same objects. She also
examines the ways in which pleasure and goodness become attached to objects, arguing that “it
is possible that the evocation of an object can be pleasurable even if we have not yet experienced

an object as pleasing: this is the power after all of the human imagination as well as the social

' Sara Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010),
15.
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world to bestow things that have yet to be encountered with an affective life.”'®

Playboy abounds with evocative objects, and it is the pre-existing affective life of things
that helps explain how the Playboy lifestyle may be open to those who cannot afford the material
goods it puts on display. It is enough to cultivate one’s tastes even if they cannot be realized; it
is enough to orient oneself toward pleasing objects and others who find these same objects
pleasing. Even if a reader did not actually know anyone else who was oriented toward Playboy’s
happy objects, the magazine’s mode of address associated readers with its editorial personality
by consistently projecting a “we-all relationship” with its audience. This explains how a man,
who on the surface appeared to be conforming to the dominant role of the breadwinner, could
change his relationship to masculinity and domestic space through something as seemingly
simple as the purchase of the right hi-fi rig. Or, as Spectorsky explained it, “While we are
editing our book, and while our readers are reading it, we all feel warm and good and pleased
about our affluent, bachelorly, urban existence—whether we’re married or not. Our readers are
pleased that they don’t have to bare their hairy chests, or get up and sit in a freezing duck blind at
five in the morning, or go bowling with the gang twice a week, to prove that they are
masculine.”"’

Taste cultures
The relationship of happy objects to each other and to those individuals and groups that

are oriented toward them can be understood within the notions of taste cultures and taste publics.

Although Herbert Gans envisioned Playboy as part of a wider upper middlebrow taste culture, as

16 Ibid., 27.

17 Speech, “The Future of Media and the Taste Makers,” 1969, The Auguste Comte
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a lifestyle brand, Playboy clearly governs its own niche taste culture. Gans defines taste cultures
as follows:
Taste cultures...consist of values, the cultural forms which express these values: music,
art, design, literature, drama, comedy, poetry, criticism, news, and the media in which
these are expressed—books, magazines, newspapers, records, films and television
programs, paintings and sculpture, architecture, and, insofar as ordinary consumer goods

also express aesthetic values or functions, furnishings, clothes, appliances, and
automobiles as well."®

As a media empire with roles in producing and/or distributing magazines, television programs,
films, records, jazz festivals, and licensed merchandise, Playboy Enterprises holds a prime
position from which to dictate tastes. Playboy magazine alone discusses or in other ways
provides access for its readers to art, design, literature, drama, comedy, poetry, criticism, news,
architecture, and the mass media. Additionally, the magazine focuses on furnishings, clothes,
home entertainment technologies, food, automobiles, and leisure pursuits, such as travel, sports,
and sex. With an increased focus on politics and social problems throughout and beyond the
1960s, Playboy provided its readers with a single location for finding information and guidance
on every aspect of its particular taste culture.

By addressing its audience as a taste public, Playboy cultivated an imagined audience
into an affective community, orienting its members toward the material and immaterial objects

(e.g., values, styles, and aspirations) that “we imagine might lead us to happiness.”"’

Playboy’s
media output repeatedly points to and reinforces an image of the ideal Playboy man. Just as the

Playboy audience was encouraged to identify with and aspire to the ideal of the Playboy man,

Playboy’s corporate identity was dependent upon the notion that this ideal not only existed, but

'8 Herbert J. Gans, Popular Culture and High Culture: An Analysis and Evaluation of
Taste (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1974), 10-11.
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that it also comprised a large enough audience share to attract more of both quality advertisers
and audience members. In other words, the relationship between Playboy and its audience was
one of mutual aspiration. Due to this relationship, Playboy’s instructions for which media to
consume and the best technologies with which to consume it, at times, offer a more complete
picture of the characteristics of the Playboy man than the consumer market statistics culled
together to answer “What sort of man reads Playboy?” That is, facts about the leisure and
spending habits of the Playboy audience were subsumed into the magazine’s projections of its
ideal reader, cultivating the anticipation of happiness and directing the audience toward the
objects that were deemed “happiness-causes.”*’
Leisure competence

In his history of the postwar magazine industry, Abrahamson argues that due to
widespread prosperity throughout the 1960s, mere affluence began to lose its usefulness as a
symbol of success and social status. He states, “knowing how to ‘live well’...was one of the
crucial markers of elevated social status.” In other words, living well was not as simple as
engaging in conspicuous consumption; Abrahamson argues that it requires personal competence,
particularly in the form of “leisure competence,” or skill in one’s recreational activities.*'
Playboy’s guiding editorial focus is unquestionably the good life and how to live it. While few
readers were likely to realize the hedonistic excess flaunted by Playboy’s Editor-Publisher, the

magazine’s service features were designed to provide every reader, along a continuum from

neophyte to “the man in the mansion,” with the knowledge he needed to develop a level of

2 Ibid., 28.

*! David Abrahamson, Magazine-Made America: The Cultural Transformation of the
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leisure competence appropriate to both the Playboy lifestyle and his place within it. A man’s
place along this continuum was defined most prominently by the amount of money he was
willing and able to spend in his pursuit of the good life. The relationship between money and
competence is an intimate one, and it makes sense when one considers, as Abrahamson points

out, that “the best products required a particular competence to use.”*

This message is
repeatedly stressed throughout Playboy’s coverage of technologies, particularly hi-fi, and is
intensified through the magazine’s linkage of particular consumer goods to sex.
Men’s Magazines in the Mid-Twentieth Century United States

To be sure, fantasy and aspiration were key to Playboy’s lifestyle and success; however,
this project seeks to bring attention back to the more mundane aspects of Playboy’s philosophy,
to examine how the pursuit of happiness it promoted was inextricably linked to values and
material goods that were both shaped by and helped shape the Playboy man’s identity in terms of
gender, heterosexuality, class, taste, and race. Although this hints at Playboy’s legacy as more
than a magazine, the magazine was the initial and most influential mode of spreading the
Playboy philosophy. Consequently, in order to understand Playboy’s attempts at renegotiating
social relations, we must begin with the magazine.

The story of Playboy encapsulates the dominant story of the post-World War II United
States. Like most men of his generation, Hefner went from high school into the military, serving
two years as a clerk in the Army before completing, with the aid of the G. I. Bill, a bachelor’s
degree in psychology at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. In June 1949, shortly

after his college graduation, he married Millie Williams. Although Millie had been a classmate

at Chicago’s Steinmetz High School, they did not meet and begin dating until after their high

2 Ibid., 47.
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school graduation. Hefner spent the first four years of their marriage trying to find his place in
the fields of marketing and publishing, working as a promotional copywriter for the Carson,
Pirie, Scott department store and Esquire magazine, self-publishing a book of cartoons, working
as a circulation manager for Publisher’s Development Company, and managing subscriptions for
Children’s Activities. In early 1953, recognizing a gap in the market for magazines that were
both entertainment-centered and appealing to an urban, masculine audience, Hefner set to work
creating Stag Party, the type of magazine he wanted to read. After Stag magazine threatened a
lawsuit for copyright infringement, the magazine’s title was changed, and Playboy hit
newsstands in late 1953.%

The impetus behind Playboy was about more than cultivating a niche market; through
distinguishing itself from other publications aimed at men, Playboy was also distancing itself
from the discourses of masculinity the other magazines circulated. When Playboy was first
published, the men’s magazine field consisted of publications like Argosy, Esquire, Field &
Stream, Outdoor Life, and T rue* As is evident from their titles, for the most part, these
magazines, as Hefner put it in the introduction to Playboy’s first issue, spent “all their time out-

25
2. In

of-doors—thrashing through thorny thickets or splashing about in fast flowing streams.
addition to their emphasis on rugged masculinity and adventure stories, many men’s magazines

were aimed at a mass, rather than a class, audience. For instance, True and Argosy came out of

the pulp trade and made the transition to men’s magazines during World War II. Although these

2 Hefner (ed.), Hugh Hefner’s Playboy Volume 1, 1926-1954 (Los Angeles: Taschen,
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magazines made some effort at guiding their audiences toward masculine practices of
consumption, they remained aimed toward a largely working class market, prompting Tom
Pendergast to describe True as “Esquire for the beer-and-poker set.” Although many scholars
have addressed Playboy’s role in masculinizing consumption, patterns for “promoting a
consumerist masculinity” had been established well before Playboy was published. *°

Despite trying to distance itself from its competitors in the men’s magazine field,
Playboy’s editorial formula, like that of many of Esquire’s other successors, was heavily
influenced by Esquire, which began publication in 1933.>” Thomas Weyr describes Playboy’s
editorial template as follows: “Clearly the basic formula was copied from Esquire: bawdy jokes,
cartoons, risqué humor, quality fiction, fashion.”*® Additionally, although Playboy included
photographs of real pin-up models, it followed Esquire’s lead in printing pin-up illustrations by
artists George Petty and Alberto Vargas. In his history of the early years of Esquire, Hugh
Merrill describes the magazine as “an unholy alliance of high and low culture,” echoing critic
Henry Pringle’s claim in 1938 that the magazine was “an ‘unholy combination of erudition and
sex.”” Both of these descriptions could easily be applied to Playboy in its first two decades.
However, Merrill maintains the importance of the distinction between class and mass culture and
marks this as the main difference between Esquire and Playboy. He argues that Esquire’s

cultural roots lie in the Ziegfeld Follies, which appealed to the upper classes, while he locates

*® Tom Pendergast, Creating the Modern Man: American Magazines and Consumer
Culture, 1900-1950 (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 2000), 223-242.

" Ibid., 267.

8 Weyr, Reaching for Paradise, 8.
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Playboy’s cultural roots in the movies, which appealed to the masses. *°

Placing Playboy in opposition to Esquire in this way glosses over the similarities between
the two magazines as well as the importance of several facets of the cultural and economic
climate of the immediate postwar years. First of all, such an opposition is an attempt to distance
Esquire from its own bawdy past while neutralizing Playboy’s threat to its status through the
insistence that the magazines occupy incomparable categories. In other words, by insisting that
Playboy is the best-selling girlie magazine, Esquire can maintain its position as the best-selling
class magazine for men in the mid-twentieth century. This opposition also ignores Playboy’s
own utilization of the distinctions between mass and class culture to distance itself from both
lower class magazines, such as True, and those masculinities that are marked as undesirable
within the Playboy taste culture. Furthermore, this opposition downplays Merrill’s own
admissions concerning the ways that Playboy also influenced the contents of Esquire. While
Esquire had long featured pin-ups drawings, Playboy’s photographed centerfolds prompted
Esquire to briefly reintroduce the Petty Girl as a gatefold in 1954. Moving closer to what
Playboy had on offer, later in 1954, Esquire turned the gatefold into “a women’s fashion feature
that showed models in negligees that were available in department stores (which were listed on
the back of the picture).” Before the end of 1954, Esquire decided to distance itself from
Playboy by replacing the “women’s fashion feature” with a feature on sports. As Merrill points
out, this marks a conscious decision on the part of publisher Arnold Gingrich to compete with

magazines like Sports Illustrated and Holiday rather than Playboy.”

** Hugh Merrill, Esky: The Early Years at Esquire (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers
University Press, 1995), 1, 6, 139.

3% Merrill, Esky, 136, 146.
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Most importantly, this opposition presupposes no middle ground between high and low
culture even though it was, in large part, Playboy’s embrace of its own upper middlebrow status
that allowed the magazine and its attendant taste culture to occupy a position that was
simultaneously class and mass. Although Esquire had been orienting men toward a sophisticated
consumer lifestyle for a generation before Playboy existed, Playboy came about in the
prosperous years following World War II when many white men were either moving into or
becoming more securely entrenched in the middle class. This newfound affluence was
accompanied by increased leisure time and a desire to alleviate the anxieties of the Cold War.
These changing economic conditions along with a change in Esquire’s editorial focus, which
Hefner felt took much of the fun out of the magazine, left a space for a publication that offered
men both entertainment and a guide toward cultivating sophisticated tastes without giving up
many of the tastes for popular culture that they had already developed.

In addition to blending mass and class cultures, Merrill points out that Esquire was also
responding to cultural pressures and discourses around masculinity and getting ahead. He argues
that even though in the 1920s, “the puritan notion of character” had been replaced by the idea of
personality, the American myth of pulling oneself up by his bootstraps remained firmly in tact.
Developing a personality could help a man get ahead, “but the Esquire version of the myth

! Influenced by Esquire,

allowed a little temptation from high living every once in a while.
Playboy also offered men a way to cultivate personality and high living in an age of conformity,
and Associate Publisher A. C. Spectorsky credited much of the magazine’s success on its

modeling of a consistent personality to its readers. In a speech addressed to the American

Business Press on October 28, 1968, Spectorsky explained, “We try to imbue it with a youthful

3! Merrill, Esky, 49.
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and life-loving personality of its own, with dramatic pacing within an issue, and issue-to-issue
pacing, with an aura of excitement. In a very real sense, we want the magazine to be an idealized
mirror-image of the reader’s personality, of who he thinks he is—and wants to be—when he’s

feeling at his optimistic best.”?

In subsequent speeches, Spectorsky outlined thirteen publishing
precepts, many of which stressed the relationship between the reader and the magazine, called on
publishers to put the reader before advertisers, and stressed the importance of a consistent
editorial personality in a fragmented society.”> As we will see, Playboy came to define its
masculinity and taste culture over and against a dominant culture and various subcultures that
seemed to be in states of constant flux.

While Merrill holds that Esquire’s classy roots made it a better magazine than Playboy,
he also admits that Esquire “never advocated a new role for men, only an enjoyment of the one
prescribed by society.”** As pointed out by numerous scholars, Playboy at least suggested that it
was possible to delay, if not completely change, the prescribed masculine role, and this is the key
to how Playboy’s success could outstrip that of Esquire by the end of its second year of

publication. Playboy’s immediate success is even more remarkable when one considers that it

was run by a largely inexperienced editorial staff and took a couple years to find its own voice.

32 Speech, “How to Keep a Magazine Young,” presented to the American Business Press,
Harriman, New York, October 28, 1968, box 10, folder Speeches, Acc. 6116, The Auguste
Comte Spectorsky Collection, American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming.

33 See also, Speech, “The Future of Media and the Taste Makers,” 1969, box 10, folder
Speeches, Acc. 6116, The Auguste Comte Spectorsky Collection, American Heritage Center,
University of Wyoming.; Speech, “Publishing in a Permissive Society,” presented to the
International Federation of the Periodical Press (F. I. P. P.), London, England, May 6, 1971, box
10, folder Speeches, Acc. 6116, The Auguste Comte Spectorsky Collection, American Heritage
Center, University of Wyoming.

3 Merrill, Esky, 144.
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The early issues offered a mix of original content and reprints of stories that were in the public
domain. Even the Playmate of the Month concept did not come into its own until the July 1955
issue when Playboy began shooting their own centerfold models in more natural settings in order
to present them as girls next door. Prior to that, all of the images were either from a calendar that
Hefner had purchased along with the images of Marilyn Monroe that graced the first issue’s
cover and centerfold, or they were purchased from private photographers and, as a result,
maintained a pin-up calendar feel. However, by 1956, Playboy had established its tone and
formula. Many commentators have attributed Playboy’s sophisticated voice to the hiring of
Associate Publisher A. C. Spectorsky in 1956. Spectorsky had a longer history in media and
publishing than the rest of Playboy’s staff and was responsible for securing quality fiction from
well-known authors, such as Ernest Hemingway and Vladimir Nabokov.*”
Conclusion

Regardless of any similarities to Esquire, Playboy’s contents remained provocative,
offering centerfolds alongside articles and opinions on gender, racial, sexual, and political
relations in the United States. From December 1962 through May 1966, Hefner’s column on the
Playboy Philosophy directly addressed these issues and debates, and other features engaged
clergy, politicians, cultural critics, and readers in these conversations. As Alan Nadel, Elaine
Tyler May, and Ehrenreich point out, gender and sexual relations in the postwar period were
heavily influenced by Cold War politics and policies, and this was reflected and reacted against

in the magazine.*® Playboy quickly became a multi-media empire, promoting its philosophy and

3% “A. C. Spectorsky, 61, Dies; Playboy Magazine Editor,” Chicago Sun-Times, Jan. 18,
1972.

3% See Ehrenreich, The Hearts of Men; Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American
Families in the Cold War, Revised and updated ed. (New York: Basic Books, 1999); Alan Nadel,
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lifestyle through numerous brand extensions, including television shows, the Playboy Clubs and
Club-Hotels, a record label, and licensed products beginning with cufflinks featuring the rabbit
head logo. Through their intertextual relationships to the magazine and each other, these brand
extensions helped disseminate and reinforce the values central to the Playboy lifestyle and their
consumption became one way for Playboy’s audiences to navigate the anxieties of a society first
concerned about mass conformity and then concerned about increasing fragmentation.

Because the Playboy brand has been a part of the cultural fabric of the United States for
so long, it is often difficult to see past the mythology that surrounds it. Given this, the primary
challenge of studying a topic as well-known as Playboy is overcoming the assumption that we do
indeed know it well. In short, this project stems from the premise that Bradbury’s claim still
holds true and is an attempt to finally see the forest for the tease. While it would be easy to
dismiss Playboy as a mere celebration of commodity fetishism, this project utilizes the Playboy
taste culture as a case study to examine how we come to mean through our relationships to
things, how things come to mean through their relationships to us, and the role of media in
circulating and reinforcing these meanings. In reflecting an idealized image of the audience back
to itself, Playboy is doing more than providing guidance on how to acquire the material trappings
of the Playboy man. It is imbuing those material objects with meanings that sometimes reinforce
and sometimes resist dominant social relations, and it is also illustrating how changing one’s
relationship to the material can alter one’s social location. Following Ahmed, this reveals not
only how happiness becomes associated with objects, it also reveals how these associations may

come to justify worldviews that may be progressive, such as promoting racial equality, or

Containment Culture: American Narratives, Postmodernism, and the Atomic Age (Durham:
Duke University Press, 1995).
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regressive, such as reinforcing the notion that a woman’s role is to complement men.
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CHAPTER 1

Breadwinners, Beats, and Hippies: Examining White, Middle Class Masculinities in
the Mid-Twentieth Century

[T]he roles that we construct are constructed because we feel that they will help us to
survive and also, of course, because they fulfill something in our personalities and one
does not, therefore, cease playing a role simply because one has begun to understand it.

All roles are dangerous. The world tends to trap and immobilize you in the role you

play; and it is not always easy—in fact, it is always extremely hard—to maintain a kind

of watchful, mocking distance between oneself as one appears to be and oneself as one
actually is.

—James Baldwin, “The Black Boy Looks at the White Boy™’

To argue that gender and sexual politics are at the center of Playboy’s philosophy and
media output may sound like a truism; however, despite numerous article and book-length
explorations of these topics in the academic and popular press, there are still nuances, which
remain to be explored, concerning how Playboy’s gender and sexual politics operate within its
media output and in relation to the wider culture. An analysis of other mid-century U.S.
masculinities against which Playboy masculinity is defined and revised will make clear both the
centrality of modes of consumption to gender expression and configuration and the “hard
compulsions” that drive the continual reformation of masculinities in relation to each other and
the wider social situation.”® In her examination of masculinities in the post-World War II United

States, Barbara Ehrenreich positions Playboy and the lifestyle it promotes as an “almost

subversive” response to the role of the male breadwinner. In doing so, she places Playboy in

37 James Baldwin, “The Black Boy Looks at the White Boy,” in Nobody Knows My Name
(New York: Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 1961), 173.

BFR.W. Connell, Masculinities, 2" ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005),
76.
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between (chronologically) and in opposition (philosophically) to the Beats and the counterculture
of the 1960s.*® The analysis of Playboy in the next chapter seeks, in part, to build upon
Ehrenreich’s positioning of Playboy masculinity. However, before turning to an exploration of
what constituted Playboy masculinity from the early 1950s through the early 1970s, it is
important to understand those masculinities against which Playboy negatively defined itself and
the wider social context in which these masculinities operated.
Domestic Containment in the Postwar Years

While many sociologists, psychologists, and social commentators in the 1950s appear to
have been preoccupied with the development of personality and social character and the shifting
definitions of social roles, subsequent scholars, such as Ehrenreich, Elaine Tyler May, and
Jeremy Gilbert, challenge the received wisdom concerning crises of gender and national
character and notions like “togetherness” and the ideal of the suburban nuclear family, which
often seem to be taken for granted as representative of American experience in the postwar years.
In his examination of masculinity in the 1950s, Gilbert argues, “To see masculinity as an aspect
of a gender system in crisis is, in part, to inhabit the culture of the modern world.” Gilbert
explains that the link between gender crisis and modernity is, in part, due to the fact that the
1950s were “the era when the basic historical narratives of male crisis and personality
development were developed—when the 1890s and the 1950s were identified as periods of
2540

profound shift in American character.

Drawing on works widely read and discussed at the time, such as The Lonely Crowd,

39 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 44.

%0 Jeremy Gilbert, Men in the Middle: Searching for Masculinity in the 1950s (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2005), 22, 32.
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Gilbert demonstrates that the idea of gender crisis coalesced in the 1950s prompting scholars to
seek out its origins. In this search for an origin story, many of the concerns of the scholars’ own
period were mapped backwards onto the 1890s—another period of marked shifts in economic,
social, and geographic relations—and scholars, such as David Riesman, Nathan Glazer, and
Reuel Denney, whether meaning to or not, constructed their explanations for current
configurations of social character and relations as declension narratives of masculinity by
focusing primarily on the experiences of white men and defining “the problem largely in terms

of middle class habits and possibilities.”*'

Indeed, in the preface to the abridged edition of 7The
Lonely Crowd, Riesman, Glazer, and Denney admit that, even though they were conducting
interviews and planning community studies while working on the book, it is nevertheless
primarily an attempt to organize their own experiences of living in America.*> What Gilbert
uncovers is not so much a fatal flaw in past understandings of gender as it is confirmation of
Raymond Williams’ assertion that, “We tend to underestimate the extent to which the cultural
tradition is not only a selection but also an interpretation. We see most past work through our
own experience without even making the effort to see it in something like its original terms.”*’
As we will see, Playboy, particularly in Hefner’s editorial series on “The Playboy Philosophy,”
is a crucial site for the rearticulation, dissemination, and preservation of the declension narrative

of masculinity that took hold in the 1950s, with Hefner and other contributors mapping their

concerns all the way back to the country’s founding by Puritans.

*! Gilbert, Men in the Middle, 21-22, 32-33, 54.

** David Riesman, Nathan Glazer, and Reuel Denney, The Lonely Crowd: A Study of the
Changing American Character, abridged ed. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor Books,
1953), 5.
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Despite this look towards the past, contemporary observers were also keenly aware of
how the threat of totalitarianism, which lingered throughout World War II and the subsequent
Cold War, influenced efforts to shore up American national character through domestic policies
of containment. As May points out, the idea of domestic containment, in which the family home
serves as the “sphere of influence,” followed from post-World War II foreign policy, which held
that “the power of the Soviet Union would not endanger national security if it could be contained
within a clearly-defined sphere of influence.” Likewise, in Containment Culture, Alan Nadel
examines how narratives of containment associated with the Cold War also occupied and
circulated within and through postwar media, arguing that postwar media narratives functioned
to contain gender and sexuality in addition to politics and foreign policy. May asserts, “More
than merely a metaphor for the cold war on the homefront, containment aptly describes the way
in which public policy, personal behavior, and even political values were focused on the
home.”* As a result, the nuclear family came to be seen as a social institution, the strength of
which was directly connected to the strength of character of individual family members and to
the strength of the nation as a whole. This emphasis on the individual placed he American
family in stark contrast to the conformity of communism.

The family, as constructed by the white, middle class norms of the dominant culture,
circumscribed gender and sexual roles through its heteronormativity and emphasis on the roles of
mother and father, linking marriage and parenthood to notions of gender and adulthood in ways
that came to be regarded as “traditional,” but that May shows were unique to the Cold War era.
May demonstrates that the seeds for the ideal nuclear family of the Cold War were sown during

the Great Depression, when “the economic crisis...opened the way for a new type of family

44 May, Homeward Bound, xxiv-xxv; Nadel, Containment Culture.
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based on shared breadwinning and equality of the sexes.” She argues that the reconfiguration of
the family in the 1930s “created nostalgia for a mythic past in which male breadwinners

provided a decent living and homemakers were freed from outside employment.”*’

Nostalgia for
this mythic past continued to be cultivated throughout the 1940s, and in the postwar years,
policies of domestic containment held this imagined past up as the modern ideal.

Utilizing data from the Kelly Longitudinal Study (KLS), May shows that the perceived
security of the nuclear family was not free from its own set of constraints. She notes that KLS
interviews reveal that both men and women often felt they faced either/or situations. For men,
maintaining one’s personal freedom seemed incompatible with the responsibilities of providing
for one’s family. For women, devoting oneself both to a profession and to the care of one’s
family seemed equally out of reach. It was precisely this seeming incompatibility between
personal freedom and family life that underpinned Playboy’s configuration as an alternative to
the role of breadwinner.

However, no matter the pressures and constraints within middle-class family life, those
who found themselves outside the prevailing domestic ideology—unmarried men and women
and gays and lesbians—aroused widespread suspicion, as evidenced by campaigns throughout

the early 1950s that sought to purge both Communists and gay people from government

employment. ** The uncontained sexuality of straight men and women was also of national

45 May, Homeward Bound, 31.

* As K. A. Cuordileone points out, the suspicion of gay individuals in the government,
and the State Department in particular, began in the 1930s and was cultivated throughout the
1940s. Although May does not make this connection in her brief discussion of these purges, the
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concern. May explains:
Sexual excesses or degeneracy would make individuals easy prey for communist tactics.
According to the common wisdom of the time, ‘normal’ heterosexual behavior
culminating in marriage represented ‘maturity’ and ‘responsibility;’ therefore, those who
were ‘deviant’ were, by definition, irresponsible, immature, and weak. It followed that
men who were slaves to their passions could easily be duped by seductive women who
worked for the communists.*’
Additionally, at the level of individual character, experts warned “that single women would be
doomed to an unfulfilled and miserable existence, and that bachelors were psychologically
damaged and immature.” With works, such as The Lonely Crowd and William H. Whyte, Jr.’s
The Organization Man, emphasizing men’s loss of autonomy within the workplace, fatherhood
took on an increased importance as “a new badge of masculinity” in the postwar years as men
were encouraged to find their authority within the family home.**
Sexual excess was not the only form of decadence that required containment through the
nuclear family ideal. Postwar affluence widened the middle class, making suburban home

ownership accessible to white families headed by both blue-collar and white-collar workers. As

May and Whyte argue, anxieties over conspicuous consumption were alleviated by consumer

American Political Culture in the Cold War (New York: Routledge, 2005), 37-96; May, 76, 82-
84.

47 May, Homeward Bound, 82.
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spending centered on the home and family and contained by community standards of necessity.
As Whyte observed in Park Forest, Illinois, a suburb 30 miles south of Chicago, residents were
preoccupied with keeping down, rather than up, with the Joneses. He states, “It is the group that
determines when a luxury becomes a necessity” and observes that “just as the group punishes its

»¥" In this way, the

members for buying prematurely, so it punishes them for not buying.
particular modes of consumption of white, middle class, suburban families could be justified as
“strengthen[ing] the American way of life,” which demonstrates the ways in which practices of
consumption cannot be abstracted from performances of race, class, and gender. »°
Breadwinners, Organization Men, and Men in Grey Flannel Suits

In everyday conversation and practice in the U.S. during the mid-twentieth century,
gender was typically understood as conforming to one or the other pole in the binary opposition
of men to women. Due to this and because of the emphasis many mid-twentieth century
sociologists, psychologists, and other social commentators place on individual character types
and national character, masculinity politics came to be most easily understood in terms of the
correspondence with real men.”' Bolstered by domestic policies of containment, the relationship
between hegemonic masculinity and changing economic relations came to be captured through
the notions of the breadwinner, the organization man, and the man in the grey flannel suit. These
latter two characterizations can be understood as subtypes of the breadwinner role, which as the

titular subjects of best-selling books (and in the case of Sloan Wilson’s novel, The Man in the

Grey Flannel Suit, also as a film adaptation) were images easily enfolded within popular

* William H. Whyte, Jr., The Organization Man (Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor
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conceptions of masculinity. These phrases capture the pressures that many white, middle class
men felt to conform both in the office and in their suburban communities. In Hearts of Men,
Ehrenreich thoroughly examines the ideology of the breadwinner, arguing that by the 1950s, this
role had become indistinguishable from adult masculinity in American society.”® The ideology
of the breadwinner was a linchpin of the broader ideology of domesticity, which promoted the
values of an idealized white, suburban, middle class and “pervaded the entire culture as a
standard of normality, not just the middle class.””

While the breadwinner role was a regulatory fiction that established norms of masculine
behavior for men of all classes, Cohan notes that the domesticated breadwinner, as represented
by “The Man in the Grey Flannel Suit,” “was responsible for legitimating the hegemony of the

3% Indeed, May sees many of the values espoused in

professional-managerial class.
contemporary novels reflected in participants’ responses in the KLS sample. Lacking individual
autonomy in his work life, Cohan claims that contemporary narratives advanced the notion that
home remained “the site through which the breadwinner most fully realized his masculinity.”>
Thus, conformity and maturity worked together to domesticate the American male.
Commentators at the time highlighted the contradictory demands that fulfilling the
breadwinner role placed on normative conceptions of masculinity. The ideal father and husband

exerted authority within the family home, but the notion of the companionate marriage meant

that he had to do so in an environment “in which men and women were friends and lovers and

52 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 20.
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children were pals,” familial relations that worked to circumscribe absolute patriarchal
authority.’® These contradictory masculine roles led to the proliferation of magazine articles
expressing concern over the “gender-bending behavior” of domesticated males who take on too
much responsibility for the daily maintenance of the home and warning that weak fathers are a
cause of homosexuality and juvenile delinquency.’’ The relationship between weak fathers and

homosexuality in sons continues to be expressed in Playboy into the 1970s (fig. 1).

3¢ Gilbert, Men in the Middle, 12.

> These concerns are also widely expressed in 1950s films. The quintessential film
example of the relationship between emasculated or absent fathers and delinquent and/or
sexually ambiguous sons is Rebel Without a Cause (1955). In one of the film’s iconic scenes,
troubled teen Jim Stark (James Dean) mistakes his father for his mother as he climbs the stairs in
the family home. Frank Stark (Jim Backus) is on his hands and knees at the top of the stairs,
wearing a frilly apron over his suit, and cleaning up a meal that he had prepared for his wife and
incompetently dropped. Frank worries about cleaning up the mess before his wife sees it, and
Jim, frustrated at his father’s weakness, grabs his father by the apron and urges him to stand up.
Unable to articulate his concerns to his emasculated father, Jim runs off to his room. Frank, still
in apron, enters Jim’s room and Jim runs out of the house after a conversation in which his father
fails to answer his question, “What can you do when you have to be a man?” For more about
how films of the 1950s both represented and subverted notions of normative masculinity, see
Cohan’s Masked Men. William Attwood, “The American Male: Why Does He Work So Hard?,”
Look, March 4, 1958, 72-73; Richard Gehman, “Toupees, Girdles, and Sun Lamps,”
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Figure 1. “I think you better assert yourself more, Pop—I’m turning into a fag.”
Source: Lee Lorenz, Playboy, December 1970, 271.

Several months before Otis Wiese, editor of McCall’s, named “togetherness” as the
guiding principle of the nuclear family ideal, Life ran a piece, consisting primarily of a series of
cartoons, examining the widespread domestication of the American male. Although the captions
accompanying the cartoons sometimes poke fun at the perceived ineptitude of many men in
pursuing DIY projects around the home, such as laying bricks for a barbecue, the overall tone of
the accompanying text is serious, detailing the positive effects that the domestication of the
American male has had on the nation’s economy and the family unit itself. The article
concludes, “Since domestic help is expensive, he has become baby tender, dishwasher, cook,
repairman. Probably not since pioneer days, when men built their own log cabins, have they
been so personally involved in their home.” While this piece outlines the ways men have come
to take on, at least in part, some tasks traditionally relegated to women, it is careful to temper
these changing gender roles with assertions that men bring more modern tastes and technological
prowess to domestic tasks, such as decorating and cooking, than do their wives. In other words,

fears of emasculation are kept at bay by highlighting the positive contributions a masculine touch
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can bring to the family home. *

Outside of the family home, commentators worried that work was becoming increasingly
meaningless and too focused on teamwork rather than individual achievement, leaving men in
search of other ways to assert their identities. Additionally, as Whyte points out, men faced
pressures to both get ahead in their careers and keep pace with their neighbors’ consumer
spending. In the face of these pressures, some commentators warned that men were working too
hard for too little of a reward. Philip Wylie, although not alone in this sentiment, goes so far as
to argue that men are “sweat[ing] themselves into early graves” in order to satisfy the consumer
desires of women.”

As these concerns indicate, American men returning from World War II or coming of age
after the war faced a restructuring within their public as well as their private lives. May argues
that some of the most insightful postwar “writing examined the dehumanizing situation that
forced middle-class men, at least in their public roles, to be other-directed ‘organization men,’
caught in a mass, impersonal white-collar world.”® While this characterization captures a
recurring theme in the male oppression narratives of the postwar years, it is an oversimplification
of Whyte’s concerns in The Organization Man. Following Riesman, Glazer, and Denney, Whyte

contributes to the development of a schema of the evolution of a national character that is

inseparable from the dominant character of white, middle class men. Just as Gilbert argues that

3% “The New American Domesticated Male,” Life, January 4, 1954, 42-45; Otis Wiese,
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mid-twentieth century readers of The Lonely Crowd misunderstood the authors’ intentions in
describing inner- and other-direction, Whyte’s emphasis on the corporation man as “the most
conspicuous example” of the organization man in his description of “a major shift in American
ideology” gave contemporary readers another bogeyman of conformity in the guise of the man
who commuted from his suburban home to his white collar job.®" For contemporary readers and
commentators, the corporation man became synonymous with the organization man despite
Whyte’s assertion that “the collectivization so visible in the corporation has affected almost
every field of work.”® While May’s description of the pressures men faced in their public lives
indicates that there may have been tension or conflict between men’s private and public roles,
Whyte’s observations of suburban communities led him to conclude that the values of the
organization are carried back to the communities in which organization men live. In other
words, he observed loyalty not simply to particular organizations but also to the principles of
organization life; in terms of the guiding principle of collectivization, there is no separation of
men’s public and private lives. Indeed, the very notion of togetherness demonstrates the view of
the family as a collective in which the needs of the family and the needs of the individual are one
and the same. However, Whyte is clear that his book “is not a plea for nonconformity,” that the

Social Ethic and conformity are not synonymous, and that he does not intend to offer strictures

%! Gilbert thoroughly explores the tensions between what Riesman, Glazer, and Denney
meant by inner- and other-direction and the ways in which readers of The Lonely Crowd
interpreted these characterizations. He points out that although Riesman made numerous
statements indicating that he did not favor inner-direction over other-direction, readers of the
work in the mid-twentieth century widely “interpreted the descriptions of other-direction as a
critique of present-day conformity” and “were attracted by his description of the self-made,
inner-directed man, the entrepreneur, the frontier farmer, and the small business man who made
the nineteenth century a period for dynamic self-expression.” See Gilbert, Men in the Middle,
34-61. Whyte, Organization Man, 3, 5.

%2 Whyte, Organization Man, 3.
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against “Mass Man,” “ranch wagons, or television sets, or gray flannel suits.””” Instead, his main
concern is a shift in the guiding principle of Americans’ lives from the Protestant Ethic to what
he calls “a Social Ethic.” Whyte explains:

By social ethic I mean that contemporary body of thought which makes morally

legitimate the pressures of society against the individual. Its major propositions are three:

a belief in the group as the source of creativity; a belief in ‘belongingness’ as the ultimate

need of the individual; a belief in the application of science to achieve the

‘belongingness.”®
The conflict Whyte sees within the organization man is his continued belief in the tenets of the
Protestant Ethic—e.g., individual achievement, hard work, thrift, and postponement of
pleasure—even while he strives for belongingness as part of any number of groups that comprise
his immediate environment both at work and in his community.

However, Whyte, on more than one occasion, points out that surface conformity may be
masking resistance. This point not only tempers criticisms of conformity lobbed at suburbanites;
it is also key to understanding how Playboy masculinity operates. For Whyte, it is not significant
that an individual gives in to pressures to conform at work or at home; they often have no real
choice in the matter. What is of greater significance is how an individual feels about the
pressures they give into and how they think people should feel about these pressures. That is,
Whyte draws a line between selfless adjustment and surrender as well as between values and
behavior. In his observations of suburban communities, Whyte found that what appeared to be
passive conformity, or surrender to the will of the group, was often actually an active and

unselfish act toward building consensus. The real problem concerned those who blindly

accepted the increasing bureaucratization of society rather than with bureaucratization in and of

% Whyte, Organization Man, 11-12.

% Whyte, Organization Man, 6-7.
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itself. The label “organization man” was not intended to describe any suburban, white collar
worker, who happened to drive the same car or wear the same suits as his neighbors and co-
workers; rather, it described those who held no cynicism or skepticism about the system and who
wholeheartedly believed in the basic premise of the Social Ethic—i.e., “the goals of the
individual and the goals of the organization will work out to be one and the same.”® For Whyte,
then, it is the values one holds, rather than the uncompromising expression of these values, that
matter most.
Beats, Hipsters, and White Negroes

As Lynn Spigel’s characterization of Hefner as, in some senses, “the shining example of
the ‘white Negro’” and Ethan Thompson’s assertion that “somewhere between Whyte’s
‘Organization Man’ and Mailer’s ‘White Negro’ lies Hefner’s ‘Playboy’” indicate, the
masculinity and taste culture of the Playboy are defined as much by their opposition to the
middle class nuclear family ideal as they are by their differentiation from mid-twentieth century
marginal subcultures.’® In the late 1950s and more explicitly in the early 1960s, Hefner came to
understand and explain his magazine and the philosophy behind it in terms that placed Playboy’s
masculinity and taste culture in contradistinction to the Beat Generation. What follows is an
exploration of how the figures of the Beat and the White Negro were positioned in relation to
dominant white culture and lower class black culture. Due to the centrality of this opposition to
the formulation of Playboy’s philosophy, a more thorough analysis of the relationship between

the Beats and Playboy is offered in the next chapter.

63 Whyte, Organization Man, 12, 143-144, 172, 239, 391, 395, 435-436.
% Lynn Spigel, TV By Design: Modern Art and the Rise of Network Television (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 2008), 56; Ethan Thompson, Parody and Taste in Postwar
American Television Culture (New York: Routledge, 2011), 81.
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In 1957, another bestselling novel, On the Road by Jack Kerouac, would capture the
attention of journalists and other cultural commentators, bringing the Beat Generation and its
radical rebuke of the breadwinner ethic and consumerism fully into the popular imagination.
While critical attention to the Beats grew exponentially in the late 1950s, the feelings of
discontent with social roles and expectations and the quest for something more fulfilling than
corporate conformity and staid domesticity had been bubbling up from the beat underground
since the early 1940s. Although the women of the Beat Generation are largely overlooked in
histories of the movement and its key figures, these feelings coalesced during World War II in
the Morningside Heights apartment of Joan Vollmer and Edie Parker. In close proximity to
Columbia University, Brenda Knight states, “Joan and Edie’s apartment became a haven for a
bunch of Columbia students who were disillusioned with all the starched-collar conservatism of
the forties....The atmosphere was both intellectual and chaotic—a nonstop salon with both
discourse and dalliance.”®” Among the current and former Columbia students who participated
in Vollmer and Parker’s salon and occasionally lived in their apartment were Jack Kerouac
(Parker’s then-boyfriend and future husband), Allen Ginsberg, and William S. Burroughs (who
would go on to father a child with Vollmer before eventually shooting her in the head while
attempting a William Tell act at a party in Mexico City in 1951).

The inner circle of Vollmer’s salon also included journalist Lucien Carr (later, the father
of novelist Caleb Carr), writer John Clellon Holmes, and Herbert Huncke, “a Times Square
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hustler.”” The latter two were instrumental in the naming of the Beat Generation. In “The

%7 Brenda Knight, Women of the Beat Generation: The Writers, Artists and Muses at the
Heart of a Revolution (Berkeley: Conari Press, 2000), 50-51.

% Histories vary on exactly when and how Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Burroughs met each
other. John Leland says they met in 1944 with Carr introducing Ginsberg and Kerouac with
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Origins of the Beat Generation,” which appears in the June 1959 issue of Playboy, Kerouac
recalls that in 1948, “John Clellon Holmes...and I were sitting around trying to think up the
meaning of the Lost Generation and the subsequent Existentialism and I said ‘You know, this is
really a beat generation’ and he leapt up and said ‘That’s it, that’s right!”” The word “beat” and
its sentiment were ideas that Kerouac had learned from Huncke. He explains, “When I first saw
the hipsters creeping around Times Square in 1944 I didn’t like them either. One of them,
Huncke of Chicago, came up to me and said ‘Man, I’'m beat.” I knew right away what that meant

69
somehow.”

However, it was Holmes, recounting this conversation with Kerouac in a
November 1952 article in the New York Times, who brought the name and the sentiments behind
it to the wider public. As the author of the recently published novel Go, which is widely
considered to be the first Beat novel, 26-year-old Holmes was the initial spokesman for his
generation, and his article indicates that the feelings of discontent extended much further than the
walls of Vollmer’s apartment or the coffeehouses of Greenwich Village. What Holmes’ article

makes clear is that the label Beat Generation was meant to describe his entire generation and not

just the small group of hipsters that would come to be identified with the label. Pointing out that

Burroughs acting as their literary mentor and Huncke acting as Burroughs’ guide to “the criminal
and queer byways of Times Square,” to which Burroughs subsequently introduced the others.
Simon Warner states that the three met in 1943. Knight’s version of this history is that Carr
brought Ginsberg to Vollmer’s, introduced Ginsberg to Burroughs, and that shortly thereafter
Burroughs began coming to Vollmer’s salon. Huncke was a friend of Vickie Russell, who
brought him with her to Vollmer’s frequently, and Knight credits Russell, “a high-class call girl,”
with teaching Vollmer’s circle “the proper way to get pure Benzedrine from over-the-counter
inhalers.” Regardless of the varied stories, it is clear that Kerouac, Ginsberg, Burroughs, Carr,
Huncke, and Holmes all converged in Vollmer’s apartment during the war. See Knight, Women
of the Beat Generation, 48-56; John Leland, Hip: The History (New Y ork: Harper Perennial,
2005),142-144; Simon Warner, Text and Drugs and Rock ‘n’ Roll: The Beats and Rock Culture
(New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), 23-24.

% Jack Kerouac, “The Origins of the Beat Generation,” Playboy, June 1959, 32, 42.
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his generation is one “of extremes, including both the hipster and the ‘radical’ young Republican
in its ranks,” he argued that this postwar generation held in common a need for faith.”’ This
sentiment would be widely spread by Kerouac, who began explaining that:

The word ‘beat’ originally meant poor, down and out, deadbeat, on the bum, sad,
sleeping in subways. Now that the word is belonging officially it is being made to stretch
to include people who do not sleep in subways but have a certain new gesture, or attitude,
which I can only describe as a new more. ‘Beat Generation’ has simply become the
slogan or label for a revolution in manners in America.”’

Although described as a “revolution” by many chroniclers of the Beat Generation, Holmes points
out that “For the wildest hipster, making a mystique of bop, drugs and the night life, there is no

desire to shatter the ‘square’ society in which he lives, only to elude it.”"?

In spite of Holmes’s
intent to capture a more widespread structure of feeling, it is to those who eluded square society
to which the Beat Generation label stuck.

With several decades more hindsight available to them, Ehrenreich and May see the
Beats as evidence “that not everyone or everything could be contained in the nuclear family

1 9573

idea Ehrenreich claims, “In the Beat, the two strands of male protest—one directed against

the white-collar work world and the other against the suburbanized family life that work was
supposed to support—come together into the first all-out critique of American consumer
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culture.””™ However, the Beats’ protest against work extended beyond the white-collar world

and to work more generally. In his study of the Greenwich Village Beat scene, Ned Polsky

7 John Clellon Holmes, “’This Is the Beat Generation,”” New York Times, Nov. 16, 1952.
" Kerouac, “The Origins,” 42.
72 Holmes, “This Is the Beat Generation.”

& May, Homeward Bound, XXv.

7 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 52.
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observes:

Unlike most of their age-mates, beats are keen critics of the society in which they have
grown up. Their anti-work ideology is not nearly so much a sign of inability to accept the
reality principle as a sign of disaffiliation from particular, mutable realities. Sensible of
America’s inequitable distribution of income and its increasing depersonalization of work
and leisure and its racial injustices and its Permanent War Economy, the beats have
responded with the Permanent Strike.”

In other words, the Beats, whom Polsky noted were not so much apolitical as anti-political, chose
to drop out, living outside the confines of square society as much as possible. The result, for
many, was voluntary poverty—a position that could be justified as “holy” when compared to
their perception of a “middle-class ‘poverty of the spirit.””’® Contrary to Ehrenreich’s claim that
“the possibility of walking out, without money or guilt, and without ambition other than to see
and do everything, was not even immanent in the middle-class culture of the early fifties,”

Polsky found that the Beats primarily came from middle class families.”” They may have been

seeking refuge from the pressures of middle class life, but it was white-male-middle-class

> Ned Polsky, “The Village Beat Scene: Summer 1960,” in Hustlers, Beats, and Others
(Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company, 1967), 160; emphasis in the original.

76 Polsky, “The Village Beat Scene,” 162; Andrew Ross, No Respect: Intellectuals and
Popular Culture (New York: Routledge, 1989), 86.

7" The family origins and paths to dropping out of the three key Beat literary figures—
Burroughs, Kerouac, and Ginsberg—also contradict Ehrenreich’s claim. Of the three, only
Kerouac came from a blue-collar background. Burroughs came from a wealthy family whose
monthly checks enabled him to survive. Ginsberg eventually left the Beat scene of New York
City and ended “up in San Francisco as a clean-shaven, Ivy-suited, high-paid consultant in
market research” with an apartment on Nob Hill. It would take a year of psychoanalysis before
he would decide to return to Beat life, quitting his job, and moving with his lover, Peter
Orlovsky, to North Beach. See Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 55; Leland, Hip, 142; “Playboy
Interview: Allen Ginsberg,” Playboy, April 1969, 81; Polsky, “The Village Beat Scene,” 155;
Warner, Text and Drugs and Rock ‘n’ Roll, 23-24.
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privilege that allowed them to rebel in the first place.”® However, Ehrenreich is correct that the
Beats sought and found inspiration in the underclass, hanging “out in a demimonde inhabited by
drifters, junkies, male prostitutes, thieves, would-be poets and actual musicians.”” Regardless
of one’s value judgments about how the Beats distinguished themselves from the dominant
ideology of white, middle class values, one of their most subversive aspects involved the way
their voluntary poverty and associations with the underclass worked to continually foreground
class divisions in a society whose dominant members pointed to middle class affluence and
consumerism as reassurance that class divisions no longer existed.

The Beats’ association with the underclass, tolerance toward sex roles that were then
widely considered to be deviant, outward markers of subcultural belonging such as beards, and
penchant for jazz and poetry made the Beats easy to lampoon. In 1958, Herb Caen of the San
Francisco Chronicle coined the term “beatnik.” Given the term’s associations with Sputnik, Ted
Gioia argues that it “made the hipsters seem both up-to-date and distinctly un-American.”*
However, the Beats did not need to conjure any images of Soviet Russia to appear threatening to

dominant American values. Kerouac recalled the horror he “felt in 1957 and later 1958 naturally

to suddenly see ‘Beat’ being taken up by everybody, press and TV and Hollywood borscht

7 Like most early studies of subcultures, Polsky’s tends to elide the involvement of
women in the subculture so that when he says “Beat,” he usually means male Beat. Regarding
women in the subculture, he mentions merely that there is an over-representation of Jewish
women in the Village Beat scene and that some newer female members of the scene are ex-
prostitutes. His concern about the changing demographics of the scene between 1957 and 1960
are focused primarily on race and ethnicity. He notes an increase in the number of Italian, Puerto
Rican, and African American Beats, with the latter change being the most important. He also
notes an increase in teenage runaways in the Beat scene. See Polsky, “The Village Beat Scene,”
155-156.

7 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 56.

% Ted Gioia, The Birth and Death of the Cool (Golden, CO: Speck Press, 2009), 116.
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circuit to include the ‘juvenile delinquency’ shot.” He went on to say, “And so now they have
beatnik routines on TV, starting with satires about girls in black and fellows in jeans with snap-
knives and sweatshirts and swastikas tattooed under their armpits.”®'

Through stereotypical fictional portrayals and the sensationalist reporting on the
subculture by magazines, such as Life and even Playboy, the perceived threats of the Beat
Generation were quelled through representations that transformed them into “meaningless

. 82
exotica.”

For instance, in September 1959, a few months after Kerouac lamented such
representations of the Beats, CBS debuted a new comedy series, The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis.
The show’s primary comedic element comes in the form of Maynard G. Krebs (Bob Denver), a
teenage beatnik who plays bongos, worships jazz musicians Thelonious Monk and Dizzy
Gillespie, speaks in hip slang, and recoils at the word “work.” Despite all of the magazine and
newspaper press that actual members of the Beat Generation had received, John Leland claims,
“The heretical truth is that in the broader public imagination, it was Maynard G. Krebs, not the

%3 Ehrenreich notes that beatniks, comprised

by-then vanishing Kerouac, who led the revolution.
of “college students and arty people drawn to the Beat centers of North Beach and Venice,”
lacked the “passionate energy” of the Beats, but their existence made the media’s images of the

beatnik credible.®*

In spite of such trivializing co-optation by mainstream media, Ehrenreich argues that “the

81 Kerouac, “The Origins,” 42, 79.

%2 Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style, (New York: Methuen & Co., 1979),
97.

%3 Gioia, The Birth and Death, 115-116; Leland, Hip, 155.

84 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 60.
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Beats lasting contribution to male rebellion [was] to establish a vantage point from which the
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‘normal’ could be judged, assessed and labeled—square.””” From this vantage point, the hip also

judged, assessed, and labeled themselves. Prior to the need for Beats to distinguish themselves
from beatniks or tourists, they drew lines between themselves and other hipsters.*® Like the jazz
they consumed, Kerouac explained hipsters were divided into “hot” and “cool” as follows:

By 1948 the hipsters, or beatsters, were divided into cool and hot. Much of the
misunderstanding about hipsters and the Beat Generation in general today derives from
the fact that there are two distinct styles of hipsterism: the cool today is your bearded
laconic sage, or schlerm, before a hardly touched beer in a beatnik dive, whose speech is
low and unfriendly, whose girls say nothing and wear black: the ‘hot’ today is the crazy
talkative shining eyed (often innocent and openhearted) nut who runs from bar to bar, pad
to pad looking for everybody, shouting, restless, lushy, trying to ‘make it’ with the
subterranean beatniks who ignore him. Most Beat Generation artists belong to the hot
school, naturally since that hard gemlike flame needs a little heat. In many cases the
mixture is 50-50.

Polsky noted, however, that among the Beats he spoke to in Greenwich Village, “hipster” tended
to have a pejorative meaning, indicating someone “who ‘comes on’ too strongly” and shows off
his hipness.*® Dick Hebdige argues that the Beat and hipster subcultures utilize black cultures in

different ways. That is, the hipster had an experienced bond with the ghetto black, sharing

8 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 67.

% Herb Cohen, co-owner of two Los Angeles coffee houses—Cosmo Alley and the
Unicorn—explained the coffee house clientele to Playboy as follows, “There has always been an
out-group. There is one now. This group is no different than it always was except that today it is
called the Beat Generation. This out-group is the in-group at the coffee houses....The majority
of the people, though, are those who are dissatisfied with society but don’t know exactly where
their dissatisfaction lies....Each coffee house has its own in-group....A tourist is anybody who is
not a member of the coffee house in-group.” Jim Morad, “The Coffee Houses of America,”
Playboy, July 1959, 95.

87 Kerouac, “The Origins,” 42.
% Polsky noted that Beats thought labeling was square, but when forced to choose, they

chose “Beat” in order to distinguish themselves from other hipsters. Polsky, “The Village Beat
Scene,” 151.
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communal space, language, and focal concerns; whereas, “the Beat, on the other hand, lived an
imaginary relation to the Negro-as-noble-savage.”™

In addition to On the Road, 1957 also saw the publication of another piece of writing that
would attempt to explain the motivations of postwar hipsters. Norman Mailer’s essay, “The
White Negro,” concerns, in part, the largely romanticized relationship between white hipness and
black culture and remains perhaps the most well-known and controversial assessment of the
hipster. Mailer’s essay is most often cited for linking hipness to the perceived primitiveness of
African Americans, the expression of which Mailer locates in surrender to the bodily impulses of
sex and violence. Describing the White Negro as one who sought refuge in the marginal status
of and reaped the rewards of the “cultural dowry” brought by the African Americans they
admired, Mailer’s essay provoked immediate critical response with some of it coming from his
own friends, such as Jean Malaquis and James Baldwin. Baldwin’s response demonstrates the
ways in which white masculinities are formed in relation to misperceptions and stereotypes about
black masculinities and black male (hetero)sexuality. He explained, “It is still true, alas, that to
be an American Negro male is also to be a kind of walking phallic symbol: which means that one
pays, in one’s own personality, for the sexual insecurity of others.”° He also faulted Mailer and
the Beats, whose writing style Mailer imitated in the essay, for using the Depression-era
language of African Americans (that had since evolved into jive and hip talk) in order “to justify
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the white man’s own sexual panic.””" Here, Baldwin pointed out that turning one’s back on the

nuclear family ideal of middle class, white America did not necessarily quell one’s anxieties

89 Hebdige, Subculture, 48-49.
90 Baldwin, “The Black Boy,” 172, 180.

! bid., 181.
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about his masculinity and sexuality. In fact, Baldwin saw Mailer’s and the Beats’ obsession with
orgasm as an avoidance strategy, a means of protecting oneself from what they fear in life and
love.

This turn to African American culture and men as role models by hipsters, who deluded
themselves that by dropping out they relinquished the power they held as white men, served as
confirmation that “white men...believe the world is theirs and...albeit unconsciously, expect the

””¢ However, Hefner, in an installment of

world to help them in the achievement of their identity.
“The Playboy Philosophy,” demonstrated that some white men quite consciously expected the
world to help them achieve their identities. He stated:
I believe that each individual should have the right to explore his own individuality and
that society should assist him in this—to discover himself, as well as the world around
him—to take pride in himself and in the individuality that sets him apart from the rest of
mankind as fully as he takes pride in the kinship that links him to every other person on
carth—past, present and future.”
While Hefner’s suggestion that everyone on earth is one big family is well-intentioned, it is a
color-blind approach to race relations that serves to diminish the ramifications of African
Americans’ marginal status. Further, the romanticization of the marginal status of African
Americans obscures Baldwin’s claim that African Americans, who are concerned with surviving
in a world that is determined to destroy them, do not have the privilege to agonize over identity

the way white men do. It also reinforces his assertion that the difficulty in “trying to convey to a

white man the reality of the Negro experience has nothing to do with the fact of color,” but is due

2 1bid., 180, 183.
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instead to the fact that a man “will face in your life only what he is willing to face in his.”**

Likewise, Polsky also uncovered the racism inherent in the hipster’s romanticization of
the marginal status of African Americans. He asserted:
Even in the world of the hipster the Negro remains essentially what Ralph Ellison called
him—an invisible man. The White Negro accepts the real Negro not as a human being in
his totality, but as the bringer of a highly specified and restricted ‘cultural dowry,’ to use
Mailer’s phrase. In so doing he creates an inverted form of keeping the nigger in his
place.”
No matter how deserved these critiques of both the Beats’ and Mailer’s representation of them
may be, they do not alter the Beats’ marginal status as much as highlight the extent to which
theirs was a chosen marginality based on racial stereotypes. Polsky argued that both the white
and black hipster existed between two worlds and described their special cases of
marginalization as follows:
The first thing to notice about these marginal men—white or black—is that they are not
the utterly isolated, atomized individuals whom sociologists assume all marginal men to
be. They come together and create a little world of their own which elaborates its own
worldview, code of behavior, institutions, argot, and so on. They create what to
sociologists is a contradiction in terms: a subculture of marginal men.”®
The Upbeat Generation

Upon the release of its first issue in December 1953, Playboy seemed to offer a radical

departure from a hegemonic masculinity steeped in domesticity. According to Frank Brady,

% For a response that compares and contrasts the attitudes of the Beats and the black
bourgeoisie toward both the white middle class and the black working class, see Gary T. Marx,
“The White Negro and the Negro White,” Phylon 28, no. 2 (Summer 1967), accessed April 30,
2014, http://web.mit.edu/gtmarx/www/whitenegro.html. Marx’s response was originally written
as a term paper at Berkeley in 1961 and was publication number A83 of the Survey Research
Center at the University of California, Berkeley. Baldwin, “The Black Boy,” 175, 182-183.

93 Polsky, “Reflections on Hipsterism,” Dissent, January 1958, 80.
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Playboy offered “an alternative lifestyle with a more permissive, more play-and-pleasure-
oriented ethic than the puritanical work ethic that most of the readers were probably raised under.
It’s an upward-mobile life-style that is an unsubtle seducer of twentieth-century man.”’ Along
the same lines, Barbara Ehrenreich argues that the magazine offered a detailed agenda for male
rebellion against grey flannel corporate conformity and suburban domestic togetherness;
however, she finds this rebellion less than radical. Ehrenreich argues that, in the inaugural issue,
Hefner rallies his readers, which comprise an imagined “fraternity of male rebels,” around the

- . 98
cause of “reclaim[ing] the indoors for men.”

This description diminishes the grand ambitions
Hefner had for his magazine, which he described in the first issue as “fulfilling a publishing need
only slightly less important than the one just taken care of by the Kinsey Report.”

Playboy’s emphasis on reclaiming domestic space as masculine space was as much a
slight against suburban togetherness and the breadwinner ethic as it was against the outdoorsy,
adventure focus of the majority of men’s magazines in the early 1950s. Playboy was conceived
out of not just the dearth of magazines “for the city-bred male (there are 2—count ‘em—2)” but
also out of Hefner’s dissatisfaction with these magazines’ content, which he found lacking in an
emphasis on entertainment. Although Playboy would go back on its promises that “affairs of
state will be out of our province” and that its editors do not expect to “prove any great moral
truths,” Hefner’s initial characterization of the magazine as interested only in providing
masculine entertainment demonstrates how domestic and foreign policies of containment shaped

even those who were rebelling against such policies. Tuned in to the Cold War zeitgeist, Hefner

explained to readers of Playboy’s first issue, “If we are able to give the American male a few

*7 Frank Brady, Hefner (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1974), 215.
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extra laughs and a little diversion from the anxieties of the Atomic Age, we’ll feel we’ve
justified our existence.””

Among these anxieties, of course, were the pressures resulting from the prevailing
ideology of the suburban nuclear family. Although it would take until the advent of the Playboy
Panel feature in November 1960 for the magazine to begin tackling other social issues in earnest,
gender roles and relations were a concern of Playboy since its inception.'” In an age when one’s
maturity and masculinity hinged on adherence to the breadwinner ethic, Ehrenreich asserts that
the truly subversive aspect of Playboy was its message that one “didn’t have to be a husband to
be a man.” Playboy encouraged its readers to rebel against the notion that a man’s status was
tied to his family life “through the size of his car, the location of his house, and the social and
sartorial graces of his wife.” Hefner’s and his magazine’s claim was that a man could find
freedom and distinguish himself from the masses through hard work and tasteful consumption.
As such, the magazine provided men with an alternative means of status, which could be
achieved through remaining single, indulging in private masculine pleasures, and eschewing the

101 . . . . .
While a man’s status still relied upon conspicuous consumption,

trappings of suburban life.
he was freed of the pressure to marry and start a family.

While the taste culture and masculinity proffered by Playboy shared a love of jazz and

rejection of the breadwinner ethic with the Beats, Hefner and his magazine actively sought to

2 «“yolume I, Number 1,” 3.

1% The intention of “The Playboy Panel,” which was launched in November 1960 with a
forum on “Narcotics and the Jazz Musician,” was to offer “lively discussions, by experts in their
fields, on provocative topics of contemporary interest and concern.” “Playbill,” Playboy,

November 1960, 3.
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distance the Playboy lifestyle from the Beats’ association with voluntary poverty and the
underclass. Accordingly, Hefner referred to his magazine’s followers as the Upbeat Generation,
of which Ehrenreich says, “They were, in fact, Beats inverted.”'”” This inversion served to
undermine any notion that the Beats were a desirable or viable alternative to hegemonic
masculinity. Playboy first used the label in the December 1958 issue, when it claimed that, in its
five years of publication, Playboy has become the voice of the Upbeat Generation. However, it
would take until Hefner’s second installment of “The Playboy Philosophy,” in the January 1963
issue, before the meaning of the term would be fully elaborated. However, in 1959, at least one
reader felt enough affiliation with the magazine and the generational label it bestowed on its
readers to write a letter to the editor declaring his support for the term and the magazine that
promoted it.'®?

Like the Beats, Hefner’s intention in using the label was to describe the shared
characteristics of the wider generation and not just those of Playboy’s readers. Although the
label Upbeat Generation never captured the popular imagination the way the notion of a Beat
Generation did, the opposition to the Beats inherent in the label Upbeat spoke to the continued
importance of status to Playboy masculinity despite efforts to change the conditions through
which status is conferred. Hefner, who in terms of age is a member of the same generation as the
Beats, also recalled his generation’s dissatisfaction with the social roles and expectations of the

late 1940s. Calling the Beats “a colorful fringe only” and “modern-day nihilists for whom it was

enough, apparently, to flout and defy,” he argued that the national media attention accorded to

102 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 61.

19 Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,” January 1963, 49-51; “Playbill,” Playboy,
December 1958, 3; “Dear Playboy,” Playboy, March 1959, 5.
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the Beats served only to distract the nation “from a much more significant and larger segment of
the new generation, a group less colorful on the surface (without the beards, berets and dirty
underwear), but sharing the rebellious spirit of the Beats, and equally ready to throw off the

5104
shackles of sameness and security.”

In other words, while the Playboy man could be thought
of as a hipster in organization men’s clothing, Playboy worked hard to present the Beats as
unemployed organization men in hipster’s clothing. By characterizing the Beats as the same
conformity in a less desirable package, Playboy strengthened its position in relation to hipness
and adult masculinity. Content to follow other critics in dismissing the Beats as “Nihilism’s
Organization Men,” Hefner described the Upbeat Generation as another term for what Life had
four months earlier called the “Take-Over Generation.” What distinguished these individuals
from the rest of their generation and those previous is a purpose in life beyond security and
private success, a dedication to hard work, a willingness to pursue difficult questions, and a sense
of hope about mankind. Like Jack Kerouac, Hefner claimed that the mood and attitude of his
generation most resembles those of the Lost Generation, who came of age during World War I
and is associated with the Roaring Twenties. However, unlike Kerouac and the Beats, Hefner
argued that the bulk of his generation (evidence of security-seeking conformity to the contrary)
was unaffected by the negativity of the Great Depression and World War I1.'%

As opposed to the alleged nihilism of the Beats, Playboy offered a map to the good life—

one that promised all the freedom and hipness of the Beats and the material comforts of the

organization man. Before the mainstream press accorded some of them praise for their literary

1% Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,” January 1963, 50.

1% Malcolm Bradbury, quoted in Herbert Gold, “The Restless Mecca,” Playboy,
September 1960, 118; Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,” January 1963, 50; Kerouac, “The

Origins,” 32; “A Red-Hot Hundred,” Life, September 14, 1962, 4.
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contributions or took notice of the more peculiar aspects of the taste public the Beats comprised,
Playboy could also afford to ignore the Beat Generation. However, because there were overlaps
in the tastes, especially for jazz and humor, of the Beats and the Playboy man, the magazine
risked looking even squarer than the mainstream press if it continued to ignore the Beat
phenomenon. The relationship of the Upbeat Generation to the Beat Generation is characterized
by both cautious affinity and conscious distancing and is expressed not only in “The Playboy
Philosophy” but also in articles by and about the Beat Generation as well as cartoons and other
humor pieces lampooning the Beats. Like other outlets of mainstream media, Playboy began
covering the Beat phenomenon in the late 1950s after the publication of Kerouac’s On the Road.
Playboy’s first reference to the subculture came in the form of a mixed review of this novel.
While the beginning of the review seems to approve of the ways the main characters “live life
furiously,” the review concludes that the novel is disturbing, calling it “a sharpie’s travelog full
of literary Weltschmerz, jazz slanguage and the frenetic doings of a bunch of sensitive,

pathetic—but interesting—cats.”'*®

Two months later, citing the glowing review of On the Road
in the New York Times and the novel’s status as “a literary sensation,” Playboy included a short
story by Kerouac as part of a holiday bonus of “fine fiction.”'”” The next month, February 1958,
the magazine published a three-article series titled “The Beat Mystique,” in which Herbert Gold
provided a scathing analysis of what Playboy calls “the off beat generation” and Noel Clad and
Sam Boal critiqued the Beats through their observations of the subculture at parties in San

Francisco and New York City, respectively. By this time, Gold was a regular contributor to

Playboy, and he would author 35 short stories, 8 articles (including his analysis of the Beats, an

19 «“playboy After Hours: Books,” Playboy, November 1957, 17-18.

17 «Playbill,” Playboy, January 1958, 2.
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examination of Greenwich Village as a site of American rebellion, and a portrait of West Coast
hippies), and have his work reviewed 14 times in Playboy between July 1955 and October 1972.
Regardless of the fondness the magazine and many of its readers expressed for Gold’s
writing, it was his own personal relationship with the Beats that made him Playboy’s perfect
analyst of the scene. While attending Columbia University, Gold had befriended Allen Ginsberg
and been a part of the Beat scene in New York. Unlike Ginsberg, however, he was highly
critical of Kerouac, and as his analysis in Playboy demonstrates, by 1958, he was critical of the
entire Beat scene. Of the hipster of 1958, Gold opined, “Mainly he is afflicted with the great
triumvirate disease of the American Male—Passivity, Anxiety, Boredom.” Ultilizing language
that could just as easily describe the suburban-dwelling pursuers of the nuclear family ideal
against which the Beats were rebelling, he went on to call them “individualists without
individuality, a sleepy brawl of knowing non-thinkers, the lonely crowd at its grumbling
loneliest.”'® Such linkages between the Beats and the conformity associated with the suburban

Organization Man are also reinforced through Playboy’s cartoons (fig. 2).

1% «“Herbert Gold Biography,” Ohio Reading Road Trip, accessed June 16, 2013,
http://www.orrt.org/gold/; Gold, “The Beat Mystique: What It s—Whence It Came,” Playboy,
February 1958, 85; “Playbill,” Playboy, February 1958, 3.
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Figure 2. Protest against the rising tide of conformity.
Source: Mort Gerberg, Playboy, August 1965, 154.

The Beats fair little better in the other two articles in the series. Although Boal approved
of the willingness of Beat “chicks” to go to bed without any endearments, his article nevertheless
supports Gold’s claims that Beats are nihilists and that Beat men are passive in bed. Observing a
party of upper class Beats, Boal reported, “For the girl to take off her clothes is cool and for the
man to remain indifferent is similarly cool. Remember, these cats are beat. They’ve had it.
Nothing matters. Why bother, man? Who needs anything?”'® Although Boal’s article is
concerned with upper-class Beats, representations of Beats in the magazine tend to highlight
their voluntary poverty and undesirable living conditions (fig. 3). Clad, observed a party in the
“almost barren” apartment of a painter in North Beach, comments on the party’s mixture of
Beats, former Beats who were now “young householders” wearing suits and married to squares,
and tourists. He also drew connections between the Beats and suburbanites, saying of the latter

group, “Halfway between the Beach and Burlingame and satisfied with neither, beat was their

1% Sam Boal, “The Beat Mystique: Cool Swinging in New York,” Playboy, February
1958, 50.
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word, t00.”'"" The June 1958 issue featured sixteen letters from readers regarding “The Beat
Mystique;” most of these letters praised the series and expressed agreement with the negative
assessment of the Beats it offered. One reader praised Playboy for having “enough guts to buck
fads.”''" Of course, this letter failed to take into account the fact that covering the Beats at this

time was just as faddish as being one.

Figure 3. ""We've been beatniks for 30 years and nobody thought we were anything
special!"
Source: Jack Davis, Playboy, June 1962, 129.

In line with other mainstream media outlets, Playboy’s coverage of the Beats peaked in
1959. This coverage included an article by Kerouac, “The Origins of the Beat Generation” (June
1959); poems by Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Gregory Corso (July 1959); an article on “The Coffee

Houses of America” (July 1959); a Beat Playmate; and a novelette by Kerouac (December

1959). Playboy tempered its inclusion of Beat poetry by placing it between the article on

"% The Beach refers to the San Francisco neighborhood of North Beach, which was the
center of Beat activity in Northern California. Burlingame is a suburb of San Francisco. Noel
Clad, “The Beat Mystique: A Frigid Frolic in Frisco,” Playboy, February 1958, 21, 74.

" “Dear Playboy,” Playboy, June 1958, 5-6.
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coffeechouses and the centerfold. By surrounding the poems with captioned photographs of
various coffeehouse scenes, the poetry appeared to be a justifiable complement to the
coffeehouse article rather than a central feature of the issue. The coffechouse article and
photographs de-emphasized beat poetry readings at coffeechouses, focusing instead on depicting
and describing various types of coffeehouses and their clientele along with activities such as
conversation and chess.

The only performers depicted in the article and photographs are comedians Lenny Bruce
and Mort Sahl; as two of Playboy’s favorite comics, their inclusion provided a context for
interpreting coffeehouse culture in relation to the larger Playboy taste culture. Although Jim
Morad referred to Sahl as a “beat comic,” Playboy’s affinity for him as well as Bruce concerned
the way these comics unabashedly satirized and called into question dominant political and
social relations. Unlike the typical nightclub comic, Sahl and Bruce offered audiences lengthy
observations and critiques of U.S. society that required a sophisticated sensibility to appreciate.
In his article on the coffee house scene, Morad labeled Sahl “the symbol of the American coffee
house” and explained the comic’s frequenting of coffechouses as follows: “Although he
performs in the gin mills, he hangs out in the java joints, prowling them in the wee hours after
work, drawing from them and their customers much of his incisive, insightful material.”
Elsewhere in the issue, Sahl was further aligned with Playboy’s tastes, when it was announced
that he would emcee both of the Saturday shows at the upcoming three-day Playboy Jazz

Festival.''> Additionally, a profile of Sahl from Playboy’s June 1957 issue explained his appeal

He Sahl also offered his opinion on topics ranging from humor to the womanization of

America as a participant in multiple Playboy Panel discussions. In addition to being a regular
guest at the Playboy Mansion, Sahl went on to marry China Lee, Playboy’s first Playmate of
color (August 1964). Playboy also published Bruce’s autobiography in serial form in the
magazine. “Jazz, Jazz, Jazz,” Playboy, July 1959, 93; Morad, “Coffee Houses,” 95; Kathryn
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to “the more aware in the audience” as follows:
Jazz lingo exists right alongside egghead argot in Sahl’s vocabulary and he spends much
his time with jazz musicians. Stan Kenton was one of Sahl’s early sponsors and placed
him on the same program when the band played the Palladium. Mort also digs such
urban interests as hi-fi and sports cars, and uses the subjects in his act.'"?

A February 1959 profile of Bruce described him as “less cerebral and a good deal further out”

than Sahl and “a free-wheeling iconoclast who pokes fun at some of the sickest aspects of our

. 114
society.”

Bruce, like Playboy, also challenged obscenity laws, and this connection to the
championing of free speech connected him to the Playboy philosophy just as strongly as his
mordant humor. Playboy even provided evidence in Bruce’s defense of an obscenity charge in

115

Chicago. ° Three months after Playboy’s assessment of the coffee house scene, Bruce would
appear as a guest on the premiere of Playboy’s Penthouse, and Sahl would appear on both
Hefner-hosted variety series. Such close connections to the Playboy lifestyle overshadowed any
Beat connections that the comics may have had.

The issue’s “Beat Playmate” (fig. 4) also minimizes the significance of the inclusion of
Beat poetry while providing reference points for interpreting the Beat milieu in relation to the

tastes and masculinity presented in Playboy. Playmates, especially those who “frown prettily on

conformity,” and jazz are two staples of the Playboy taste culture, which governs and expresses

Leigh Scott, The Bunny Years (New York: Gallery Books, 1998), 18-19; “The Sound of Beat,”
Playboy, July 1959, 44-45. See also, Lenny Bruce, “How to Talk Dirty and Influence People,”
Playboy, October & November, 1963, January-March 1964.

13 Rolf Malcolm, “A Real Free-Form Guy,” Playboy, June 1957, 51.
114

Larry Siegel, “Rebel with a Caustic Cause,” Playboy, February 1959, 66.

"5 Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,” Playboy, May 1963, 68.
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Playboy masculinity.''® At first glance, the centerfold photo of Yvette Vickers appears little
different from other centerfolds appearing in Playboy throughout the 1950s and 1960s. Vickers,
clothed only in a blouse, lies on her stomach on an orange couch. She is using one hand to
operate the tone arm of a turntable that sits on the floor; ostensibly, she is playing one of the jazz
albums that are strewn about the floor in front of and under the couch. Her other hand is in her
tousled hair as she glances toward the camera. This look along with her hair, state of undress, an
open poetry book, the number of LPs strewn about, and the presence of two glasses of wine
indicate that she and the man alluded to in the photograph have been enjoying many forms of
entertainment. Because no man is visibly present in the photograph, readers can interpret
Vickers’s look as directed at them and an indication that she is more interested in what a Playboy
man rather than a fellow Beat has to offer. While this image can be read as reinforcing
Playboy’s affinity for the supposedly more liberated attitudes toward sex of Beat women, it also
demonstrates the ways Playboy distinguishes its taste culture from those of the Beats.
Furthermore, leisure competence, especially that tied to the connoisseurship of hi-fi equipment
and music, is central to the Playboy lifestyle as a means of displaying both one’s taste and
masculinity. Playboy regularly deployed images, usually in the form of cartoons, of messy
apartments, inferior hi-fi equipment, and records carelessly strewn about floors in order to
convey the lack of taste and sophistication of Beats and later hippies. While Playboy approves
of Vickers’ consumption of jazz, the mismatched glasses, LPs without sleeves, and cigarette ash
dropped on the carpet and LPs, all work to distance Beats from sophisticated, competent

consumption.

116 «“Beat Playmate,” Playboy, July 1959, 47.
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Source: “Beat Playmate,” Playboy, July 1959, 48-50. Photo by Russ Meyer.

This distancing is especially evident when juxtaposed with a similar centerfold image
from the November 1966 issue (fig. 5). Although Playmate Lisa Baker, lies on the floor near
jazz LPs, the photograph communicates sophistication and taste. The LPs are stacked neatly and
remain in their sleeves, indicating considered consumption rather than careless clutter. The LPs
pictured are closely aligned with the Playboy taste culture as they include albums by Ella
Fitzgerald and Frank Sinatra, two of Hefner’s favorite vocalists, as well as an album by Chicago
vocalist Johnny Janis, which was produced by Hefner. Baker lies naked on an animal skin near a
cheeseboard and drinks in matching glasses, which indicate a level of luxury absent in the
photograph of the Beat Playmate. Other accompanying photos depict Baker record shopping and
listening intently with her eyes closed to an album by Count Basie.''” These activities align her

with the leisure competence and taste culture of the Playboy man.

17 “Member of the Wedding,” Playboy, November 1966, 125.
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Source: “Member of the Wedding,” Playboy, November 1966, 126-128. Photos by William V.
Figge and Edward DeLong.

In addition to such visual codes, Playboy utilized letters from readers to achieve its
simultaneous embrace and disavowal of the Beats. The July 1959 issue’s inclusion of Beat
poetry and a Beat Playmate garnered mixed responses from readers. The number and tone of the
letters Playboy printed in response to these features allowed the magazine to reinforce a
preferred reading of the content. Given this and the fact that the Playmate of the Month is a
regular feature of the magazine while poetry, Beat or otherwise, is not, it is unsurprising that the
majority of the letters published concern the Beat Playmate and that seven of the nine letters
concerning Vickers respond positively to her centerfold photograph. The longest response to
Vickers’ centerfold accuses Playboy of using the Beat phenomenon as a publicity gimmick to
promote another would-be actress. Delineating evidence that Vickers is not a real Beat, reader
Connie Gray stated:

Never have I seen a beat chick shed her britches...bra, yes. Secondly, I’ve yet to see a

beat drink wine out of a glass that at one time or another didn’t hold jelly, peanut butter

or a candle. There was, in your triple-page picture, no evidence of bongo drums, long
black stockings, the essential shark tooth on a chain, or many, many other items no beat
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could be complete without.'®

For Playboy, whether Vickers is a real Beat or not matters little; to present her as such served
merely to naturalize the other Beat-related content in the issue. Furthermore, the publication of
Gray’s letter served to reinforce the caricature of the Beats present in media representations, such
as that of Maynard G. Krebs, allowing Playboy to distance itself from the Beats without
apologizing for publishing poetry or centerfolds that capitalize on mainstream curiosity about the
subculture. Of the six letters that concern the inclusion of Beat poetry, only two of them
responded favorably. Again, Playboy designated the majority of column space to negative
letters, giving one reader letter nearly one-third of a page to vent his dismay at Playboy’s
repeated coverage of the Beats. Concluding with a plea to Playboy to “think it over,” Wade
Anderson, opined:

Actually, of course, there is no such thing as a Beat Generation. There is only a

scattering of goofballs, male and female, who cluster in the semi-slums of San Francisco

and New York, uttering animal whimpers of protest and despair while belting themselves

silly with drink and dope. The Bleat Generation would be a more accurate name for the

lot. Or Deadbeatniks.'"’
Anderson’s negative assessment of the Beats was consistent with the image presented the
previous year in “The Beat Mystique,” and his comparison of the Beats to sheep reinforced the
characterization of the Beats as “Nihilism’s Organization Men.”

As mainstream curiosity about the Beats waned, so did Playboy’s attention to the
subculture. The magazine would print a novelette and a short story by Kerouac in December

1959 and January 1965, respectively, but the historically mixed tone of its reviews of Kerouac’s

work would change considerably. While reviews printed before 1960 at least acknowledged that

"8 «“Dear Playboy,” Playboy, October 1959, 8.

"9 «“Dear Playboy,” October 1959, 11-12.
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he possessed “genuine talent,” later ones tended not to be so merciful. For example, a review
from September 1962 states, “Jack Kerouac has written another novel. The title is Big

77" Likewise, the review of

Sur...which is how the reader can tell it from his previous novels.
Satori in Paris calls the book “mercifully short,” going on to complain, “But even so, the talk is
dull, the thinking uninteresting, and we have heard the same story and been tuned in to the same
thought process before.”'?' As evidenced by numerous cartoons, negative depictions of Beats in
short stories and articles, and Hefner’s use of the label Upbeat Generation, Playboy’s overriding
interest in the Beats stemmed primarily from their usefulness as a foil to Playboy’s taste culture
and masculinity, which were presented as providing a more authentic individualism and defiance
of hegemonic masculinity.'*
Playboy and the Counterculture

While Playboy was able to write off the Beats as the negative fringe of a generation better
characterized as Upbeat and establish itself as a survival guide to the new leisure society for
white, middle class men, the magazine and its taste culture were less prepared to handle the
emerging countercultural youth movements of the mid- to late-1960s that were characterized by

the student activists of the New Left, the communal living and loving of the hippies, and the new

sounds of rock music.'* Since its inception, a large portion of Playboy’s readership had been

120 «playboy After Hours: Books,” Playboy, September 1962, 48.
12l “playboy After Hours: Books,” Playboy, February 1967, 24.

122 Watts, Mr. Playboy, 134.
'3 T am using counterculture as an umbrella term to encompass the segment of the youth
population, both on and off college campuses, that expressed sociopolitical views and tastes that
opposed the dominant social, political, and cultural structures in the U.S. during the late 1960s
and early 1970s. Although I recognize that not all participants in the counterculture were of
college age and that the distinction between the New Left (also referred to as student activists)
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comprised of college men. As such, the magazine took an active interest in campus life and
dedicated portions of its September issues to topics of special interest to the P.M.O.C., or
Playboy Man on Campus, such as campus fashion, college football, and more serious critiques of
the country’s system of mass education. Therefore, changes in campus life and politics were of
special concern for the publication.

However, while Playboy liked to characterize the P.M.O.C. as fashionable, in relation to
the tastes and relaxed dress of the counterculture, he ended up appearing rather conservative (fig.
6). Playboy first addressed its college readers as P.M.O.C.s in the September 1958 issue, when it
ran its first feature on back to school fashion. This feature, “The Well-Clad Undergrad,” was
based on a nationwide survey of male college students and “163 managers of major campus
men’s wear stores.” The survey collected information on what clothing campus men owned,
what they planned to buy, and what they actually bought and was conducted by Playboy’s
campus representatives, college men who promoted the magazine on campus in exchange for a
free subscription and other merchandise. At the time of the survey, Playboy had 300
representatives on campuses across the country. As a magazine aimed at the affluent and
upwardly mobile, it is unsurprising that it advised P.M.O.Cs to adopt an Ivy League style while
paying attention to acceptable variations for climate or campus culture. In the article, Robert L.
Green, who would become Playboy’s Fashion Editor, admitted that Ivy League dress was
conservative, but he was careful to point out that this was preferable to the conformity of fads

and that the survey responses showed that “though Ivy is the arbiter and criterion, group

and the hippies is artificial as there was overlap between these groups, I am making these
distinctions because they are consistent with the way that Playboy characterizes the
counterculture at the time. For more about the challenges that rock music posed to the Playboy
taste culture as well as coverage of the civil rights movement in the magazine, see chapter 7.
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individuality does exist.”'** Although by 1966, fashions have become more casual, Green’s
advice changes little over the years; Ivy League remains the arbiter and Playboy’s intent is to
help the P.M.O.C. “select a wardrobe that’s distinctively right not only for you but for your own
collegiate area as well.”'> Articles such as these characterized the problems of the P.M.O.C. as
apolitical, and those article that did address campus politics did not invoke the figure of the

P.M.O.C.

S |

Figure 6. P.M.O.C.s at the University of Washington.
Source: Robert L. Green, “Back to Campus,” Playboy, September 1966, 182.

While it was certainly in Playboy’s economic interests to address growing unrest on
college campuses and the increasing involvement of students in wider social movements, such as

those for civil rights and against the war in Vietnam, these social issues also resonated with

124 Another way that campus representatives promoted Playboy was through throwing
Playboy-themed fraternity parties, and Playboy claimed that in the preceding year, 25,000
students and faculty members had attended a Playboy Formal Party. At these parties, a party
Playmate would often be chosen from among the female guests. The September 1958 Playmate
of the Month had been chosen as party Playmate, and the images and text accompanying her
centerfold spread depict Playboy Formal Parties on campuses across the U.S. Robert L. Green,
“The Well-Clad Undergrad,” Playboy, September 1958, 31, 34, 70; “Saucy Sophomore,”
Playboy, September 1958, 41-42.

125 Robert L. Green, “Back to Campus,” Playboy, September 1966, 179.
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Playboy’s liberal politics. Although geared toward a decidedly white audience, civil rights and
segregation had been discussed in the magazine since the late 1950s. Dedicated coverage of the
civil rights movement began in the early 1960s with Nat Hentoff reporting on the quest for racial
equality in the July 1962 issue and Malcolm X serving as the subject of the May 1963 Playboy
Interview. Attention to the student protests and anti-war movement began with another article
by Hentoff that appears in the March 1966 issue.'?°

Like Playboy, the counterculture was a movement enabled by postwar affluence, and if
we accept Whyte’s claims in The Organization Man, it is easy to see how the sociopolitical
values of the counterculture marked a radical shift from the dominant values of the generation
that preceded it. Whyte observes that the majority of white, middle class men coming of age in
the late 1950s expressed no cynicism about the system.'?’ However, within a decade, there
would appear to be little about the system that did not provoke the cynicism and activism of
youth protesting and organizing on and off college campuses. In Hentoff’s March 1966 article
about the student activists, it is clear that activism on college campuses has been effected in part
due to postwar affluence. In the article, Robert Hutchins, former chancellor of the University of
Chicago, explained that the increased political activity on campuses was attributable, in part, to
the changing composition of the student body. Hutchins states that when earlier generations of
college students arrived on campus, they were already firmly members of the establishment and

were primarily interested in confirming their beliefs and improving their positions within the

establishment. However, he argues the expansion of the middle class granted greater access to

126 See Leonard Feather, “Ella Meets the Duke,” Playboy, November 1957; Nat Hentoff,
“Through the Racial Looking Glass,” Playboy, July 1962; Hentoff, “We’re Happening All Over,
Baby!,” Playboy, March 1966; “Playboy Interview: Malcolm X,” Playboy, May 1963.

"2 Whyte, Organization Man, 143-144.
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higher education so that students were now pursuing their educations out of a genuine desire to
learn that was coupled with lower stakes in maintaining the status quo.'**

Although intrigued by their embrace of free love, the hippies were more difficult to align
with the Playboy taste culture than were their counterparts in the New Left. As Ehrenreich
explains, “The counterculture of the sixties was—in some ways—the Beat revolt all over again,
rerun in Technicolor and with a cast, this time of hundreds of thousands.”'*’ A sympathetic
portrait of the hippies that appeared in Playboy’s October 1967 issue reinforced the relationship
between the Beats and the counterculture. In this article, Herbert Gold stated that the hippies, or,
as he referred to them, the new wave makers, “are the descendants of the Beats, but with new

»130 Ehrenreich, however, claims that the counterculture

drugs, new toys, new fads and new sex.
did not constitute a male rebellion, stating that “the hippies discarded masculinity as a useful
category for expression.” Here, Ehrenreich overstates her case, but the idea that the superficial
androgyny of the hippies—expressed by the preference for long hair and colorful clothing by

both genders—was one of their most shocking features is reiterated in Playboy."*'

The hippies’
sexuality was harder to call into question, but their masculinity was an easy target. For example,
the following description of folk singer Arlo Guthrie illustrates that the androgyny of the hippies
was a common source of ridicule in Playboy:

In dress, he is at the epicenter of the unisex-folkbilly gear-quake, with crushed-red-velvet

Levis and shocking pink ruffled dress blouse for his concerts, as a good illustration, and
his long curly hair hangs down to his shoulders; and when he snaps his head around to

128 Hentoff, “We’re Happening,” 146.
129 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 107.
130 Herbert Gold, “The New Wave Makers,” Playboy, October 1967, 140.

131 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 107.
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keep it out of his eyes, he looks like a petulant East Side rich chick who has just been told
she cannot drink in a stevedores’ bar in Old Chelsea.'*

Similarly, a cartoon in the November 1970 issue, which depicts a police officer confronting a
nude hippie couple, took the joke of not being able to tell the boys from the girls to its logical
extreme with the caption indicating that it was the androgyny of the boy that caused the real

concern (fig. 7).

I got sick of people asking us which is the boy. .. ."”

Figure 7. "I got sick of people asking us which is the boy...."
Source: Don Orehek, Playboy, November 1970, 190.

In a March 1967 article for Playboy, Paul Goodman referred to the baby boom
generation, of which the counterculture was a part, as “the new aristocrats.” He pointed out that
the radical student activists’ middle class status marked them as the heirs to the dominant power
in society. Moreover, because postwar affluence is the only economic condition they had
known, he asserted that theirs was the first generation that could select its standard of living.
While the counterculture resembled the Beats in terms of their shagginess and chosen poverty,

they could easily return to the affluence of middle class life whenever they wanted. However,

12 Saul Braun, “Alice and Ray and Yesterday’s Flowers,” Playboy, October 1969, 122.
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Goodman argued that it was precisely because the counterculture grew up with economic
security that they felt no need to climb the social ladder. While he maintained that the
counterculture had been influenced by the voluntary poverty of the Beats, he also saw the student
activists’ choice to live below their middle class means as a response to the involuntary poverty
they had witnessed in their work and friendships with people of color. Theologian Harvey Cox
echoed this sentiment in a January 1968 article in which he argued that “only an affluent, highly
industrialized welfare society could afford such a movement.” Although the suburbs in which
many of the student activists had grown up may have strived towards an appearance of
classlessness, activism in the civil rights movement demonstrated to these students that the
experience of postwar affluence had not been as widespread as they might have liked to
imagine.'*

Repeatedly, Playboy characterized the New Left as other-directed; i.e., rather than being
driven by their own “psychological gyroscopes,” the student activists simply acted upon their
parents’ values, which kept them in step with the peers from whom they sought approval."** In
January 1970, U.S. Senator George McGovern penned an article in which he reinforced many of
Goodman’s claims about the baby boomers. He argued that while the war in Vietnam was the
core factor in discontent among the young, they were also concerned “that the promise of

America be fulfilled for all citizens.” Ultimately, McGovern argued that most of the complaints

of the young activists were just, stating, “In the best sense, the values of our young people are

133 Harvey Cox, “God and the Hippies,” Playboy, January 1968, 94; Paul Goodman, “The

New Aristocrats,” Playboy, March 1967, 152, 154, 156; Whyte, Organization Man, 331.

134 Riesman, Glazer, and Denney, Lonely Crowd, 31-32, 36-37.
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still the values of their parents.”'*

A more negative assessment of the student activists appeared in a November 1969
interview with Mick Jagger, singer for the Rolling Stones, who were described as having
“become the moral scapegoats for the English middle class; and...when it comes to moral
standards, 99 percent of England is middle class.” Jagger dismissed the notion that he had
anything to do with the current campus unrest and stated that it only interested him because he
had been a student at the London School of Economics several years earlier. Although he said
he could not think of anything more boring than taking over the administration of a university, he
said that he supported the student activists as long as they believed in what they were doing.
However, he quickly cast doubt on the authenticity of the activists’ political convictions, stating,
“Half these kids that shout out for anarchy and all the rest of it, well, they’re all little
organization men, really, aren’t they?”'*° Jagger’s dismissal of the student activists held up
Playboy’s conviction that an effective way of quelling a threat was to point out the conformity of
one’s opposition.

McGovern’s assessment of the students’ values was confirmed by a March 1971 article
by Richard Flacks, then a professor of sociology at the University of Chicago, which provides
details about the results of a study he helped lead in 1965. The study compared the attitudes of
50 activist students and their parents with those of 50 non-activist students and their parents. In
short, the study reported differences in the parents of activists and non-activists in terms of
occupation, roles in the home, and values. Student activists tended to have fathers employed in

professional occupations and mothers who worked full-time outside the home. At home,

135 George McGovern, “Reconciling the Generations,” Playboy, January 1970, 126, 132.
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activists’ parents tended to share authority and place an emphasis on cultivating intellectual and
cultural interests in their children. On the other hand, non-activist students tended to have
fathers who were employed as corporate executives or independent businessmen and mothers
who worked as housewives. At home, non-activists’ fathers tended to be dominant in terms of
exerting authority. Additionally, non-activists’ parents tended to fill their own and their
children’s leisure time with entertainment and hobbies, and while they held that school was
important, they tended not to hold intellectual aspirations for their children. Ultimately, Flacks’
study concluded that the early student activists of the New Left were simply acting upon the
values they had learned at home rather than rebelling against their parents. While the study
found that shared authority in the home along with mothers who worked outside the home did
lead to changes in student activists’ conceptions of masculinity and femininity, Flacks saw these
changes in conceptions of gender as a positive development rather than a cause for concern,
arguing that the student left were exemplars of a new character type.'>’

Playboy’s problem with the androgyny of the counterculture can be understood as an

138
Ina

extension of its concerns with Momism and the resultant weakening of masculinity.
companion article to the one by Flacks, Bruno Bettelheim, then a professor of psychoanalysis at
the University of Chicago, saw changing conceptions of gender and gender roles as the cause of

the student rebellion and a source of grave concern. Bettelheim, arguing that authority in the

U.S. was under attack due to “the loss of a distinct role for fathers,” revived and reinforced

137 Richard Flacks, “The Roots of Radicalism,” Playboy, March 1971, 107-108.
138 Momism is the idea that American boys are being weakened by overbearing mothers
and that American men have abdicated their power through the appeasement of these controlling
women, most notably by ceding control of their paychecks and the family finances to their
wives. This idea was most vehemently perpetuated by Philip Wylie in his 1942 book Generation
of Vipers and reiterated in articles that he penned for Playboy. See Wylie, “Common Women,”
in Generation of Vipers, War ed. (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, Inc., 1942), 184-204.
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Wylie’s arguments against Momism in his assessment of radicalism amongst college students.
Bettelheim argued that boys growing up in the suburbs could not identify with their fathers
because the father image had been downgraded. The father’s authority expressed through his
work outside the home remained invisible to boys; instead, they witnessed their fathers both
lacking authority in the home and acquiescing to a schedule of chores devised by their wives.
The perceived weakness of fathers combined with the fact that mothers tended to be the most
cultured members of the household made the mother’s role more appealing to boys. Because
weak fathers provided nothing for their sons to emulate, boys ended up emulating their mothers,
which, Bettelheim argued, explained the counterculture’s adoption of long hair and unisex
clothing."*’

Additionally, Bettelheim argued that male student activists lacked the qualities necessary
for success in business and other means of productive work, finding in their activism instead a
reflection of the socially conscious, emotionally-driven behavior of their mothers. The blurring
of social roles was a problem for Bettelheim, who argued that authority can be shared in a
household as long as parents maintained specific types of masculine and feminine authority that
were recognizable as such by their children. Otherwise, he argued, shared parental authority led
to “such aberrant behavior as this feminized approach to politics.” He contended that middle
class youth were revolting against the establishment because their weak fathers are not worth the
140

trouble of rebelling against.

Although articles and cartoons appearing in Playboy often pointed out problems with the

139 Bruno Bettelheim, “The Roots of Radicalism,” Playboy, March 1971, 106, 124, 206-
207.

140 1bid., 206-207.
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system, the magazine could not endorse a complete rebellion against the system. As a result, the
way it tended to distance its taste culture and masculinity from that of the counterculture was
through ridiculing and finding fault with the counterculture. Because Playboy shared some (but
certainly not all) of the New Left’s sociopolitical beliefs, the student activists tended to be taken
more seriously in the magazine.'*' As a result, the magazine’s scrutiny was most often directed
at the hippies. In addition to calling male hippies’ masculinity into question, Playboy often
characterized the hippies as defiant children (fig. 8) and pointed out their middle class roots and

the hypocrisy of their voluntary poverty.

Figure 8. “We’ll see if those people let you stay at the commune when they find out you
never clean your room or help with the dishes.”
Source: Robert Censoni, Playboy, May 1971, 213.

Playboy called the voluntary poverty of hippies into question through articles and
cartoons that highlighted the fact that they can return to the affluence from whence they came

(fig. 9) and depicted the hippies as taking handouts even while utilizing their economic privilege

to ensure a certain level of comfort in their lives. Even Gold’s “sympathetic portrait” of the

11 See, for example, “The Playboy Panel: Student Revolt,” Playboy, September 1969.
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hippies maintained some skepticism about their authenticity. For example, Gold recounted a
conversation with the proprietor of an Army-surplus store who told him, “You know, poor as
they act, they never buy the cheap sleeping bag. I sell ‘em the forty-sixty-dollar job—good
down, great attachments. They come in with their rags, but they don’t buy anything but the
Cadillac of sleeping bags. You think maybe they get money from someplace? Home?”'** Shel
Silverstein’s two-part series of cartoons about his experiences among the hippies in Haight-
Ashbury also highlighted the ways that hippies continued to benefit from the affluence of their
parents. One of his cartoons depicts Silverstein speaking to a hippie couple in a car. The male
hippie says, “Well, sure...lots of hippies have cars. I need a car. I mean, how else would I be
able to get home weekends....Not that [ want to go home, but that’s the only way I can get my
allowance, man....I mean, not that I want an allowance, but how else could I pay the rent on a
seven-room apartment. ...Not that I....”'* Such characterizations painted the hippies as “coddle
misfits” and their purported lack of independence and rejection of hard work made them easy to
dismiss for Playboy, which based its philosophy on autonomy and working just as hard as one
played. The Playboy man was a self-made man; by contrast, the hippies were often painted as

. . .. .., 144
concerned with neither ambition nor masculinity.

142 Gold, “The New Wave Makers,” 191.

'3 Shel Silverstein, “Silverstein Among the Hippies,” Playboy, July 1968, 122-123;
emphasis and ellipses in the original.

144 Flacks, “Roots of Radicalism,” 107.
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Figure 9. "I've put some money in trusf for you. You ‘will be able to collect it when you are
thirty, if, in the opinion of the trustees, you have sold out to the establishment."
Source: John Bernard Handelsman, Playboy, May 1969, 208.

Cox’s article offers the most optimistic attempt at understanding the hippies to appear in
Playboy. In “God and the Hippies,” Cox compared the voluntary poverty of the hippies to that
of Saint Francis of Assisi. Just as Kerouac linked Beat to beatitude, Cox argued that the hippies
could be seen as a “new religious movement” with the Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco
serving as its Holy City. However, he worried about what he saw as the hippies’ political
naiveté, arguing that dropping out of society “doesn’t mean society won’t be able to devise ways
to use you.” He also lamented that the hippies were not more politically and socially engaged;
1.e., that while they were open to sharing amongst themselves, this generosity did not have a
more global reach. Ginsberg, however, who by the mid- to late 1960s (along with Norman
Mailer) was considered an elder statesman of the New Left, contended that the hippies were
increasingly politically engaged and joining forces with the student activists. Remaining
optimistic about without completely endorsing the hippies’ way of life, Cox returned to lingering

concerns over the problem of leisure. Holding that automation will lead to 30- and then 20-hour

workweeks, increased vacation time, and earlier retirement, he reiterated Americans’ need to

81



“outgrow our preoccupation with work as the sole means of achieving human fulfillment” and to
embrace leisure. At best, Cox offered the suggestion that the hippies may be seen as working out
a new model of the leisure lifestyle.'*

When it came to defining a leisure lifestyle, however, the taste cultures that defined the
hippies’ and the Playboy lifestyle were nearly polar opposites. For example, the Playboy ideal
embraced solitary living while the hippie ideal involved communal living ad the Playboy
remained committed to jazz fandom while the counterculture played a pivotal role in making
rock the dominant form of popular music in American culture. While the Playboy lifestyle
sought to postpone the pressures of the nuclear family ideal, it had no intentions of turning its
back on the comforts of postwar middle class affluence. In the second installment of “The
Playboy Philosophy,” Hefner claimed, “The acquisition of property—and in the 1960s property
may mean a handsome bachelor pad, elaborate hi-fi rig and the latest sports car—is the

146 . . . ..
» Despite agreeing on many sociopolitical

cornerstone of our American economic system.
issues, attitudes such as this highlight just how much the Playboy lifestyle still held in common
with the establishment. Furthermore, Hentoff’s article indicated that New Left activists did not
necessarily see leisure as the most pressing problem to be introduced by increased automation.
Instead, they anticipated that the result of automation would be to widen the class divide between
highly skilled and powerful workers and decision makers and an undereducated, underskilled

underclass comprised disproportionately of African Americans."*’

145 Cox, “God and the Hippies,” 207, 209; “Playboy Interview: Allen Ginsberg,” 82, 240;
“Playboy Interview: Norman Mailer,” Playboy, January 1968, 69.
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Additionally, the counterculture propounded a different relationship to property than that
described by Hefner. Goodman noted in his March 1967 article that another attribute the
counterculture picked up from the Beats was a spirit of sharing one’s property. In a November
1970 article on the rise of communal living, Jules Siegel described the elimination of personal
ownership of property as central to communalism. However, returning to Whyte’s examination
of life in the new suburbs, it appears likely that this spirit of sharing had less to do with the
counterculture consciously emulating the Beats and more to do with the counterculture
expressing the values instilled in them by their parents. Whyte reported that the suburbs
encouraged a communal way of living that helped many young families through various
transitions in their lives. These transitions included moving away from extended families,
becoming homeowners, becoming parents, and, for some, a move into the middle class. He
observed that women often shared childcare responsibilities with their neighbors and that
property, such as lawnmowers, was often treated as communal, allowing people to maintain the
same quality of life as their neighbors even when their incomes did not allow for the purchase of
the same goods. '**

However, the hippies who turned to communal living did so for different reasons than
their parents. Rather than seeking to increase their participation in the consumer market and take
greater advantage of postwar affluence, the hippies, in part, utilized communal living as a means
of distancing themselves from consumer society while supporting each other in their voluntary
poverty. Siegel reported that the living conditions in many communes were so poor, worse than

some prisons even, that mainstream society would have become outraged if the government had

148 Goodman, “New Aristocrats,” 153; Jules Siegel, “West of Eden,” Playboy, November
1970, 114; Whyte, Organization Man, 310, 316.

83



forced the hippies to live in them. Siegel noted that the drive to live in communes was, in part,
due to drastic changes that took place in the Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco and in
New York City’s Lower East Side. In addition to the appearance of tourists (in the cultural sense
used by the Beats) in these areas, drug-related violence also resulted in many hippies searching
for somewhere else to go. While communal living may have fit with the values with which
middle class hippies had grown up, Siegel pointed out that communal living could also be
therapeutic for those who had grown up with parents pressured to pursue the nuclear family
ideal. By allowing people to repeatedly live out the roles of parents and children, he argued that
communal living enabled people to work out the hang-ups they had developed in their nuclear
families.'*

As with the Beats, Playboy’s relationship to the counterculture was one of simultaneous
embrace and disavowal. Even though Playboy was sympathetic to problems arising from the
pursuit of the nuclear family ideal, its philosophy implied that one can gird oneself against the
development of nuclear-family related hang-ups through the development of a sophisticated,
masculine taste culture and the acquisition of private property. While Playboy supported many
of the counterculture’s sociopolitical views, it could not reconcile its own taste culture and
masculinity with that of the hippies. However, because masculinities are organized and
understood in relation to other masculinities and femininities, as the 1960s progressed, the
gender expressions and role conceptions of the counterculture were increasingly brought to bear
on the configuration of Playboy masculinity.

Conclusion

As we have seen, a number of social, economic, and political factors contributed to the

149 Siegel, “West of Eden,” 240, 244.
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rise of the hegemony of the breadwinner ethic in the U.S. after World War II. Policies of
domestic containment left few viable alternatives to the nuclear family ideal for white, middle
class men and women. As Ehrenreich argues, hippies, like the Beats before them, “held out to

men the possibility of perfect freedom from material obligation.”"*°

For the Beats and parts of
the counterculture, avoidance of the nuclear family ideal and a rejection of consumer culture
meant turning one’s back on postwar affluence and dropping out of mainstream society
altogether. However, as we have seen, the hippies’ disavowal of the material was itself a product
of postwar affluence. While the Beats sought to elude square society, the counterculture, due to
their attempts to transform square society, marked a radical break from the nonhegemonic, white,
middle class masculinities that had come before them, including the masculinity proffered by
Playboy.

When Playboy began, its target market was comprised of men who were members of the
same generational cohort as the Beats. Although the basic values of the Beats and Playboy
differed, they did share common historical and cultural experiences and a desire to escape, at
least for a time, the prevailing domestic ideology. By contrast, the generation that went on to
become hippies and members of the New Left were predominantly products of the prevailing
domestic ideology and the postwar baby boom. As the 1960s progressed, the generation gap
between the values upon which Playboy and those upon which the counterculture were founded
became clearer. One approach Playboy utilized to define itself over and against the
counterculture was to link the values of the counterculture to the presumed suburban conformity

of their parents. While Playboy shared a desire for liberation of mind and body with the

counterculture, it could not accept either what it perceived as other-direction or changing notions

150 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 107.
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of gender performance and relations. Additionally, while Playboy devoted articles and panel
discussions to campus unrest, back to campus features in the magazine worked to distance the
P.M.O.C. from these youth in revolt by focusing on consumption and embracing the good life.
The social, economic, and political relations discussed in this chapter provide necessary
context for understanding why Playboy’s masculinity came to be articulated as it did. The next
chapter will illustrate Playboy’s role in contributing to and perpetuating debates concerning mass
culture and demonstrate that the development of a sophisticated taste culture and leisure
competence were more than ways to masculinize consumption. As practices of gender, they
enabled white, middle class men to perform a masculinity that opposed the hegemony of the
breadwinner ethic while only partially eluding mainstream society, provided a stance from which
the Playboy man could judge mainstream society as square, and permitted a display of autonomy

in a society widely considered to be overrun with the “other-directed.”
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CHAPTER 2

Defining the Playboy Man: Gender, Mass Culture, and the Problem of Leisure

The Bible singles out the meek and the poor in the spirit for special blessings. We’d like

to add one of our own: Blessed is the rebel—without him there would be no progress.

—Hugh M. Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy”'>!

Although this chapter will focus on how Playboy defined, positioned, and revised the
version of masculinity upheld in its various media and entertainment ventures, it is impossible to
separate gender from the heterosexuality, whiteness, and upwardly mobile middle class status of
the Playboy ideal. The version of masculinity promoted by Playboy is partially a means of
resisting other masculinities within which Playboy’s readers and editors along with other
American men may have felt immobilized or trapped during the 1950s and 1960s. Additionally,
Playboy’s version of masculinity offers an attempt to fix new parameters for defining adult
masculinity. As such, Playboy grapples throughout the mid-twentieth century with gender and
sexual relations, both of which appear to be in a state of flux so great that sexuality is perceived
as undergoing a revolution while gender (particularly, masculinity) is perceived as in a state of
Crisis.

While these notions of revolution and crisis are discussed in other media at the time,

Playboy has a particular stake in these moments of consciousness concerning the flux and

flexibility of gender and sexual identities, utilizing them in the formation of what, in another

! Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,” Playboy, July 1963, 49-50.
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context, Raymond Williams calls “the selective tradition.” Although Williams discusses the
term in relation to society as a whole, Playboy’s taste culture (and the way in which it is raced,
classed, and gendered) may also “be seen as a continual selection and re-selection of ancestors,”

25152 Playboyas

drawing new lines and erasing others in relation to “the actual social situation.
contributions to the selective tradition make evident the ways in which masculinities have
meaning in relation to each other as well as in relation to femininities. Additionally, the
delineation of the Playboy taste culture demonstrates Andrew Ross’s assertion that social power
is exercised through one’s capacity to draw lines between categories of taste rather than being

133 While Playboy recognizes that its masculine position is

inherent to the categories themselves.
dependent upon its relations to other contemporary configurations of masculinity, it
simultaneously operates under the false assumption—the circulation of which R.W. Connell
attributes to mass culture—that “there is a fixed, true masculinity beneath the ebb and flow of
daily life.”">* While theorists such as Connell and Judith Butler make clear that categories of
gender are performative, relational, and historically and culturally specific rather than fixed,
Hugh Hefner’s and Playboy’s discussions of gender identity and relations in the United States at
the mid-twentieth century provide one account of the ways in which lived experience is regulated
in part by the naturalization of notions of masculinity and femininity as fixed characteristics

inhering in men and women. The pressures of such regulation make clear that although gender

may theoretically best be described as a “doing,” it is nevertheless most often experienced as a

152 Williams, Long Revolution, 50-53.
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154 Connell, Masculinities, 37, 43, 45, 68.
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way of “being” in everyday life.">

It is easy, as many previous scholars have done, to reduce the Playboy lifestyle to a
means of masculinizing consumption; i.e., to view it primarily as a way to come to terms with
the increased affluence and access to leisure that opened up to many white Americans within or
at the margins of the middle class in the years following World War II. Indeed, concerns over
how to spend one’s leisure time and disposable income are central to Playboy’s editorial focus.
However, as Connell has warned, “Recognizing multiple masculinities, especially in an
individualist culture such as the United States, risks taking them for alternative lifestyles, a
matter of consumer choice. A relational approach makes it easier to recognize the hard
compulsions under which gender configurations are formed, the bitterness as well as the pleasure

- - 156
in gendered experience.”

Therefore, the following analysis acknowledges that Playboy is
particularly sensitive to the ways in which consumption is a gendered practice and conscious of
the ways in which gender and class are actively produced and linked through consumption while
recognizing that Playboy’s communication of the values associated with its ideals of leisure and
urban sophistication is inextricably linked to the larger project of communicating the values
associated with Playboy’s ideal of masculinity.

This chapter seeks to examine Playboy’s attempts to define and fix a version of adult
masculinity that both diverged from and converged with other contemporary masculine

configurations, such as those associated with the breadwinner, the Beats, and the counterculture

of the hippies and the New Left. These relations cannot be understood outside of the wider

153 Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (New York: Routledge, 2004), 1, 10, 41-43, 52; Judith
Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990),
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social situation. Reflected in the multiple configurations of masculinity and femininity
circulated and lived in the mid-twentieth century U.S. are changes in economic, geographic,
social, sexual, racial, and cultural institutions and relations. These gender configurations are also
affected by Cold War politics of containment and the characterization of this period of U.S.
history as an “age of anxiety,” initiated in part by the advent of the atomic bomb and exacerbated
in the 1960s through racial unrest, student protest, the women’s movement, and the country’s
involvement in the Vietnam War.
The Subdominant Status of the Playboy Man

Embracing hard work and conspicuous consumption, the lifestyle endorsed by Playboy in
many ways conformed to the dominant values of postwar consumer culture in the U.S. Playboy
disseminated an urban taste culture, directing mid-twentieth century readers on how and what to
consume to create a sophisticated—that is, urban, upwardly mobile, adult, white but hip to black
culture—masculinity. At the same time, Playboy actively worked to distance itself from other
contemporary masculinities, including the hegemonic masculinity expressed by the suburban
breadwinner and the oppositional masculinities of the Beats and the counterculture. Osgerby
refers to Playboy masculinity as adaptive, arguing that it did not confront or resist the dominant

. 157
social order.

While, as Ehrenreich points out, Playboy’s masculinity may not have quite been
subversive, Hefner certainly saw himself and his organization as resisting the dominant social
order.

Actively defining its masculinity against the hegemony of the breadwinner and its tastes

against those of the masses, I contend that Playboy established itself as what Keir Keightley calls

137 Bill Osgerby, Playboys in Paradise: Masculinity, Youth and Leisure-style in Modern

America (New York: Berg, 2001), 175-176.
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a subdominant culture. A subdominant culture is a cultural formation that builds “new
distinctions within and upon the terrain of the popular, to express oppositional sensibilities via
commercial, mass mediated culture.” It also reorders “the relationship between dominant and
dominated cultures, producing something that was simultaneously marginal and mainstream,
anti-mass and mass, subordinate and dominant.”'®

Playboy’s mass circulation combined with its oppositional sensibilities helped establish
the Playboy lifestyle as a subdominant culture. Given its circulation rate and its role in both
circulating and contributing to the debates over mass culture in the mid-twentieth century, it is
difficult to characterize the magazine as anything other than simultaneously mass and anti-mass.
Playboy’s endorsement of consumerism and the acquisition of private property also marked the
lifestyle as simultaneously mainstream (through its advocacy of pleasurable consumption) and
marginal (through its emphasis on cultivating taste and cultural capital and its postponement of
the breadwinner role). Steven Cohan discusses the bachelor as “a reversible figure, at once
placed on the margins of domestic ideology and central to its perpetuation.”’>® Such reversibility
is a necessary condition of a culture’s classification as subdominant and can be extended to its
particularities. In other words, due to his rejection of the hegemonic masculinity expressed by
the breadwinner role, the bachelor existed at the margins of domesticity. However, he could just

as easily be seen as central to domesticity because it was the bachelor’s immaturity against

which domestic maturity was defined.'®

18 Keir Keightley, “Reconsidering Rock,” in The Cambridge Companion to Pop and
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Moreover, subdominant cultures derive their power precisely from their ability to claim a
position that is simultaneously dominant and subordinate. Connell and James W.
Messerschmidt, following a critique by Margaret Wetherell and Nigel Edley concerning the
conceptualization of hegemonic masculinity, do recognize that men can choose between different
expressions of masculinities according to their interactional needs in a specific situation,
adopting “hegemonic masculinity when it is desirable” and, at other times, strategically

distancing themselves from hegemonic masculinity.'®’

While in practice, it may appear that this
is how Playboy masculinity operates, its relationship to hegemonic masculinity is more
complicated than simply learning how to pick and choose when highlighting one’s dominant
status may be more appropriate than highlighting one’s subordinate status and vice versa. The
advantages of subdominant masculinities lie in the coexistence of its dominant and subordinate
aspects rather than within the move between them. Following Whyte’s discussion of suburban
organization men who opposed conformity through their attitudes even if not through their
behavior, one can see how the Playboy man could also utilize his “surface uniformities...as

. . 162
protective coloration.”

That is, one of the reasons that Playboy masculinity could maintain the
dominant aspects of its subdominance is that certain facets of its expression and taste culture—
professional dress, middle class status, heterosexuality, embrace of consumer culture, etc.—
prevented it from becoming completely subordinate to the hegemonic masculinity of the

breadwinner. Consequently, Playboy subjectivity gained and maintained its power precisely

through its fragmentation.

"I R. W. Connell and James W. Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking
the Concept,” Gender & Society 19, (2005): 841.
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Osgerby’s suggestion that Playboy masculinity is simply adaptive fits into concerns about
adjustment widely expressed by sociologists, psychoanalysts, and other experts in the mid-
twentieth century U.S. However, as May demonstrates, the prevailing mode of adjustment at the
time was the pursuit of the nuclear family ideal. As Ehrenreich argues, because, at the time,
maturity for men was defined through the embrace of the breadwinner role, Playboy and its
readers were open to charges of immaturity. Furthermore, as Riesman, Glazer, and Denney
make clear, adjustment was measured in terms of conformity. For Riesman et al., adjustment
was not merely a matter of overt behavior; it was also about an individual’s character structure.
Those who were not adjusted could be separated into two categories: the anomic or the
autonomous. The autonomous individual has the capacity to conform and the freedom to choose
whether to conform or not. However, whenever an autonomous individual chooses to conform,
it is always a superficial conformity. Riesman et al. explained, “The autonomous person’s
acceptance of social and political authority is always conditional: he can cooperate with others in
action while maintaining the right of private judgment.” Furthermore, they contended that

autonomy was always “relative to the prevailing modes of conformity.”'®>

This helps explain
how a married reader ostensibly fulfilling the breadwinner role in his suburban household could
display autonomy through his embrace of the Playboy taste culture, which distinguished him
from his well-adjusted neighbors.

Subdominance offers an intervention into the four modes of relation between
masculinities presented by Connell; i.e., hegemony, subordination, complicity, and

marginalization. Out of the four relations suggested by Connell, Playboy masculinity as it was

expressed from 1953-1972 is best understood as having a complicit relation to hegemonic
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masculinity. Connell explains, “Masculinities constructed in ways that realize the patriarchal
dividend, without the tensions or risks of being the frontline troops of patriarchy, are complicit in

. 164
this sense.”

In other words, men who benefit from patriarchy without embodying hegemonic
masculinity may be understood as exhibiting masculinities that are complicit with the project of
hegemonic masculinity. However, Connell’s definition seems to imply that the relationship of
complicity is a passive one on the part of the nonhegemonic masculinity. But Connell
contradicts herself when she characterizes Playboy as promoting an exemplary masculinity. She
explains, “Part of the struggle for hegemony in the gender order is the use of culture for such
disciplinary purposes: setting standards, claiming popular assent and discrediting those who fall
short. The production of exemplary masculinities is thus integral to the politics of hegemonic
masculinity.” In other words, Playboy’s masculinity can be seen as actively participating in the
hegemonic project while distancing itself from hegemonic masculinity. That is, by utilizing
culture to draw lines between its own and hegemonic masculinity, Playboy takes part in both
defining hegemonic masculinity and reinforcing its dominant position.

The concept of subdominance offers a means of thinking about the ways that
masculinities can reap the benefits of hegemonic masculinity while also actively opposing it.
For example, although Connell’s definitions place those exhibiting hegemonic masculinity in the
role of “the frontline troops of patriarchy,” a role also arguably occupied by Playboy men,
Playboy masculinity neither can nor desires to be considered hegemonic masculinity in the time
period under examination. That is, as Ehrenreich argues, Playboy defines its masculinity against

the hegemony of the breadwinner ethic. At the same time, because Playboy masculinity also

rests on its ability to position itself as a special case of masculine consumption—one based on

164 Connell, Masculinities, 76-80, 214-215.
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enlightened self-interest and leisure competence rather than the nuclear family ideal—it does not
desire to achieve hegemony. This subdominant positioning enables the version of masculinity
promoted by Playboy to be both on the frontlines of patriarchy and in opposition to hegemonic
masculinity. This is a position that also helps the Playboy man maintain and enact his autonomy.
While Connell acknowledges that there may be overlap and movement between
hegemonic and complicit forms of masculinity, she also argues that “hegemonic masculinity

»16% Underlying this argument is the

presumes the subordination of nonhegemonic masculinities.
assumption that subordination to hegemonic masculinity is an undesirable position, and this
assumption posits dominance and subordination as strictly an either/or proposition. The concept
of subdominance offers a both/and approach to understanding the relationship between
hegemonic and some other oppositional masculinities. Examining Playboy illuminates the ways
in which such a both/and position may be desirable in terms of extracting “the patriarchal
dividend” while seeming to elude the pressures of hegemonic masculinity.'®® Like that of the
Beats, Playboy’s masculinity also relied on the dominance of square society; however, unlike the
Beats, Playboy sought to game the system rather than completely elude it.
Playboy’s Readers and Taste Culture

Much as Ehrenreich argues that Playboy encouraged its readers to imagine themselves as
members of a fraternity of rebels, Bill Osgerby and Becky Conekin view the playboy as an
imagined and aspirational identity. Both Conekin’s and Osgerby’s analyses address what they

view as the magazine’s fantasies of consumption. Conekin observes that by 1959, the playboy

lifestyle had been established, enabling the fashion features to include “articles suffused with

165 Connell and Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity,” 839, 846.

166 Connell, Masculinities, 79.
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fantasies of wealth, luxury and travel.”'®” While Playboy claimed to depict the actual life of
sophisticated, urban men, Conekin argues that the magazine actually contained men’s fantasies,
longings, and desires and channeled postwar discontent “into tasteful luxury consumption.”'®®
To make the leap from fantasies of consumption to the imagined identities as they are lived,
Osgerby turns to the work of Graham Dawson, arguing that magazines provided men “with a
repertoire of cultural codes and meanings...that made intelligible their relationship with style,

93169

desire and commodity culture. In an earlier analysis, Osgerby characterizes the Playboy as “a

fantasy role-model” who “offered men a meaningful way of constructing their identities in

»170 Rather than offering men an

relation to the proliferating world of commodity consumerism.
effective form of rebellion against postwar masculinity, he argues that the imagined identity of
the Playboy gave men a means of making sense of masculinity in a world where consumption
was no longer necessarily linked to women.

Although Osgerby is correct on this last point, by containing the Playboy lifestyle within
the realm of fantasy, Conekin and Osgerby fail to consider the implications of the magazine’s
formulation of its readership as a taste public and affective community and overlook the

complexity and flexibility of the Playboy lifestyle. While fantasy undoubtedly plays a role in the

appeal of both Playboy magazine and the lifestyle it promotes, to characterize the relationship

17 Becky Conekin, “Fashioning the Playboy: Messages of Style and Masculinity in the
Pages of Playboy Magazine, 1953-1963,” in The Men’s Fashion Reader, eds. Peter McNeil and
Vicki Karaminas (New York: Berg, 2005), 439.

' Ibid., 439-440.

1% Bill Osgerby, “The Bachelor Pad as Cultural Icon: Masculinity, Consumption, and
Interior Design in American Men’s Magazines, 1930-1965,” Journal of Design History 18, no. 1
(2005): 103.

170 Osgerby, Playboys in Paradise, 124.
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between Playboy and its readers as primarily fantastic risks overemphasizing those aspects of the
Playboy philosophy that operate at an individual level. That is, identification with the Playboy
lifestyle is seen as primarily a private and internal experience while neglecting that readers are
also interpellated as members of an affective community. Moreover, the notion of a “fantasy
role-model” implies that the Playboy lifestyle is unattainable, which is an easy conclusion to
draw when focusing only on the pinnacle of the Playboy image—the man in the mansion who
can afford to be carefree in spending both his time and money. Such a characterization
overlooks the fact that service features also indicated that there was both room for movement
into and within the Playboy lifestyle. As we will see, the magazine’s service features provided
room for upward social mobility within the Playboy lifestyle by outlining the minimum levels of
leisure competence and consumer spending necessary to consider oneself and others Playboy
men. After establishing a baseline for Playboy’s taste culture, service features tend to show how
one can move incrementally toward the ultimate Playboy status through increased leisure
competence and spending. In other words, even though the highest levels of luxury depicted in
the magazine may remain only a fantasy for the majority of Playboy readers, this does not
preclude them from participating in Playboy’s taste culture and performing Playboy masculinity.
For middle and upper middle class men, many of the fantasies depicted in the magazine were
attainable. Even those who could not afford the accoutrements of the Playboy lifestyle, could
still develop tastes for them; what one likes may be just as important as what one buys. As Sara
Ahmed explains, “We come to have our likes, which might even establish what we are like.”'"!
Moreover, Alan Nadel argues, “Its essays, its articles, its advertisements all indicate that

the magazine’s intended audience was upwardly mobile middle-class men who were acquiring

' Ahmed, Promise of Happiness, 24; emphasis in the original.
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172 The didactic tone of many of

increasing spending power in the economic boom of the 1950s.
the magazine’s service features reveals the magazine’s understanding that a portion of its
intended audience was not yet familiar with the trappings of the good life and in need of
education. The idea of the fantasy role model conflates the magazine’s mode of address with its
understanding of its intended audience by assuming that the magazine’s positioning of itself as a
guide to its readers is an indication of readers’ inability to live up to standards and advice given
in the magazine.'”” However, when comparing the editorial persona of magazines to their
average readers, David Abrahamson finds, “In virtually every instance, the persona of the
magazine was slightly older, somewhat better educated and more affluent, more widely traveled,
and certainly more worldly and sophisticated than the magazine’s average reader.” This
indicates a strength in the magazine rather than a weakness in its readers. Abrahamson explains
that such editorial personas are “ideally suited for the role of guide, counselor, friend, and
adviser to the reader—which, in the case of most special-interest magazines, [is] the essence of

1" Because Playboy’s editorial persona functions in this way, Nadel can argue that

its function.
the magazine had a double message; that is, while it appeared to suggest “that the playboy
lifestyle was limited to the upper class,” it also suggested “that a man didn’t have to be upper

class to have a classy life.”'”

By viewing Playboy readers as members of a taste public rather
than atomized individuals seeking private escape, this double message becomes even clearer.

Taste publics are formed around shared aesthetic values, so even those who cannot afford the

172 Nadel, Containment Culture, 133.

'3 Osgerby, Playboys in Paradise, 166.
174 Abrahamson, Magazine-Made America, 57.

175 Nadel, Containment Culture, 132.
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height of luxury depicted in Playboy can develop the proper attitude toward cultural products and
distinguish between cultural content that does or does not fit within the Playboy taste culture.'”
Playboy’s editorial persona along with the image that it projects through the “What sort
of man reads Playboy?” ad campaigns and occasional psychographic profiles of its readers
provide insight into Playboy’s imagined audience and clues to its actual audience. In a February
1963 memo to advertisers appearing in the magazine, Advertising Director Howard W. Lederer
stresses that “the fountainhead of all of Playboy’s success, is the fact that its editors know
precisely the audience the magazine is designed for, and their eyes never wander from the

target.”!”’

During its second year of publication, Playboy commissioned a survey of its
readership, the results of which were published in the September 1955 issue. These results
reinforced the editors’ assertion that “We’ve always edited Playboy for a particular guy:
sophisticated, intelligent, urban—a young man-about-town, who enjoys good, gracious
living.”'”® They also foreshadow the types of leisure activities and spending habits that would be
stressed in the “What sort of man reads Playboy?” ad campaign when it began in February 1958.
Although the primary purpose of printing the results of reader surveys is to attract more
advertising revenue (a purpose which is betrayed by a note to “Mr. Advertiser” at the end of the
results of the 1955 survey), it also provides readers with concrete ways to measure themselves
against both other readers and the Playboy ideal.

According to the 1955 survey, the average age of the Playboy reader was 29 (the same

age as Hefner), readership was split along lines of marital status with married men making up

17 Gans, Popular Culture, 12.
"7 Howard W. Lederer, “Love That Reader,” Playboy, February 1963.

178 «The Playboy Reader,” Playboy, September 1955, 36.

99



slightly more than half, and the majority of readers were either in college or employed in
business and professional occupations.'” The results of a survey by another market research
firm are published in the April 1958 issue and largely reproduce the findings of the earlier
survey. However, the 1958 survey provided information about readers’ household incomes and
stressed the characteristics of Playboy readers that competed with those of well-respected
mainstream magazines. In 1958, the median income of the Playboy household was $7,234
annually (or the equivalent of approximately $58,754 today). Not only did this place the
majority of Playboy readers solidly in the middle class, it placed them “more than 30% above the
national average” and “second only to the New Yorker among all magazines surveyed by

Starch.”'%?

Though there would be slight fluctuations in average age and household income
would increase, these demographic characteristics would remain fairly constant over the years
even as the magazine’s circulation grew exponentially to its peak in 1972. That is, Playboy’s
male readers remained young, affluent, of high occupational status, and mostly married;
however, the majority of married readers were considered newlyweds having been wed within
the past five years. In addition to demonstrating to advertisers that Playboy attracted the elusive
market of young, affluent men, these results also served to equate readership with membership in
a discerning taste public. For example, “Meet the Playboy Reader” ends with the following

assertion:

But we—you readers and we editors—do have a kinship of tastes and aspirations, of
outlooks, of interests. It’s gratifying to know that this constellation of attributes, this

17 “The Playboy Reader,” 36.
"0In The Organization Man, Whyte found that the economic line beneath which middle
class life was impossible resided somewhere between $4,800 and $5,200 in terms of annual
household income. “Meet the Playboy Reader,” Playboy, April 1958, 76, emphasis in the
original; Whyte, Organization Man, 338.
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orientation of the personality, is possessed by the men who are—statistically—the leaders

in their liking for and ability to attain the good things of this life. For us to be among

them and to be their voice makes us happy.'*'
Descriptions such as this reinforced Playboy’s claim that one could rebel against hegemonic
masculinity while still pursuing the material comforts of the good life. They also reinforced that
Playboy men were part of an affective community, aligned “with others by investing in the same
objects as the cause of happiness.”'® At the same time, Playboy’s characterizations of its
readers as active leaders with discriminating, individual tastes placed them in opposition to both
the Beats and breadwinning organization men, who were purported to be passive followers
whose tastes were influenced by those around them.

Between February 1958 and December 1972, Playboy ran ads from the “What sort of
man reads Playboy?” campaign in 131 issues, including every issue from 1968-1972. While
these ads utilize statistics concerning the demographic make up and consumer spending habits of
the Playboy reader, they also provide a portrait of his personality and interests while linking the
Playboy man’s success in life to his success with women. Each of these ads depicts the Playboy
man interacting with an attractive, young woman; attracting the attention of one or more women;
or both. The first of these ads describes the Playboy man as “capable of turning a fair young
lady’s head with calculated praise or supervising the preparation of a proper martini,” skills that

183

mark him as urbane. ™ Those ads that highlight the Playboy readers’ desire and ability to

purchase a new car link his purchasing power to his heterosexuality through double entendre that

181 «“Meet the Playboy Reader,” 76, 77.

182 Ahmed, Promise of Happiness, 38.

'S Playboy, “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?” Advertisement, February 1958,

Playboy.
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links the bodies of cars and women. For example, the July 1964 ad depicts the Playboy man
laughing with his date as they zip along the waterfront in his convertible and describes him as

“quick to spin off with a much-admired model that has both line and look™ (fig. 10).

r

WHAT SORT OF MAN READS PLAYBOY?

Figure 10. What Sort of Man Reads Playboy? Advertisement.
Source: Playboy, July 1964, 49.

The repeated emphasis of the Playboy man’s status as a style-conscious “young man-
about-town” served to distinguish him from the suburban breadwinner as well as from the Beats
and the hippies. Although the Playboy man was repeatedly described as having the wherewithal
to attain almost any consumer object he desires, he was also described as considering “every
angle before he acts.” He was a man who took both his work and his play seriously, and it was
his hard work that provided him with both the leisure time and disposable income to live it up
whether in his stylishly appointed bachelor pad or while traveling abroad. These ads imply that
the Playboy reader was a man who was just as confident and successful in the boardroom as he
was in the bedroom. He was a trendsetter who enjoyed trying new things and facing new
challenges. This ad campaign also depicted the Playboy man as active and interested in a wide

variety of leisure pursuits, including playing host to his friends, dining out, attending theatrical
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performances, and driving sports cars. Although Playboy’s inaugural issue promised the
magazine will focus on the pursuit of leisure indoors, as national trends in leisure changed and
Playboy began investing in opening Playboy Club-Hotel resorts, the ads began to show the
Playboy man engaged in adventurous, outdoor activities such as skindiving or enjoying a

mountaintop picnic before skiing down the slopes.'®*

Even though the images accompanying
these ads do not call to mind the responsibilities of the suburban breadwinner, the text
occasionally promoted the newlywed status of a large percentage of Playboy readers. While the
Playboy philosophy eschews early marriage in favor of an extended period of play before settling
down, newlyweds, as heavy purchasers of home furnishings, were prime targets for advertisers.
Playboy, however, was sure to stress the continuing influence of the man’s taste on household
décor post-matrimony.'*

All of the leisure pursuits depicted in these ads require the cultivation of leisure
competence as well as discretionary income; in other words, the Playboy man must be able to
both recognize and pay for quality. While these ads could easily be dismissed as self-serving
aggrandizement of the Playboy reader as a consumer, they offered the reader more than the

simple report of statistics culled from market research. In addition to reflecting actual spending

patterns, these ads also delineated the Playboy taste culture by teaching readers how to value

184 Skindiving is essentially snorkeling without any breathing apparatus.

'%5 See Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,” Playboy, December 1964, 213. See also the
“What sort of man reads Playboy?” advertisements appearing in the following issues: March
1958, back cover; November 1958, back cover; January 1959, back cover; February 1959, back
cover; August 1960, 103; May 1962, 45; May 1963, 73; July 1963, 51; April 1964, 69; May
1964, 65; August 1964, 49; October 1964, 83; February 1965, 61; July 1965, 57; August 1965,
55; May 1966, 85; August 1966, 61; February 1969, 73; November 1969, 113; January 1970, 91;
March 1970, 83; January 1971, 83; April 1971, 93; June 1971, 97; October 1971, 91; January
1972, 83; June 1972, 95; October 1972, 79.
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consumer objects aesthetically and demonstrating the attitudes one should cultivate towards
work, leisure, and consumption.
Consumption as a Gendered and Sexualized Practice

As Ehrenreich observes, Playboy was immune to charges of being “anti-capitalist or un-
American, because it was all about making money and spending it.” Although other scholars
focus on the magazine’s promotion of male consumerism as a break with traditional masculinity,
Ehrenreich argues that advocating pleasurable consumption conformed neatly to American
culture.'® Similarly, Osgerby argues that, by providing men guidance on acceptable
consumption with an “accent on youth, glamour, fun and stylish hip,” Playboy promoted “a
construction of maleness tailored to the demands of the consumer society that blossomed in
America during the 1950s and 1960s.”'®” While Playboy’s promotion of material comforts may
not have been out of place in the prosperous years following World War I, it, nevertheless,
remained in opposition to the consumerism practiced in the typical suburban family home. For
example, Elaine Tyler May points out that the nuclear family ideal worked to contain postwar
affluence by focusing on spending for the family home with the husband earning the income and
the wife largely in charge of spending it.'*®

In addition to providing readers with guidance on what to consume, Playboy also
provided information on how and why a man should consume in the first place. While Osgerby

is correct that Playboy offered its mid-century readers a way of navigating increasing affluence

and consumer choice, this is only a partial picture of the role of consumption in the Playboy

'% Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 44-45, 50. See also Conekin, “Fashioning the Playboy.”
87 Osgerby, Playboys in Paradise, 2-5.

188 May, Homeward Bound, 148-149.
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lifestyle. As Ehrenreich suggests, conspicuous consumption by the Playboy man was a means of
acquiring the status symbols of mature, adult masculinity while remaining outside the
breadwinner role. Freed from the need to provide for a family or keep down with the Joneses in
suburbia, the Playboy man could utilize consumption to mark himself out as an individual with
sophisticated tastes that circumvented the supposedly feminizing influence of mass culture as
well as the reliance on group, rather than individual, tastes that Whyte observed in the suburbs.'®
Through the cultivation of the aesthetic values presented in Playboy magazine and on its
television variety-parties, even married readers could learn the proper attitude to take towards the
pressures of conformity they may have faced either in their white collar careers or at home in
their subdivisions.

Consumption in the Playboy lifestyle may also be seen as a response to the perceived
problem of the womanization of America and growing concerns over the changing configuration
of work and the problem of increased leisure that many commentators at the time predicted
would be the results of increased automation. Andrew Ross argues that social difference, and
this includes masculinity, is expressed through consumption, which helps to explain Playboy’s
emphasis on building leisure and cultural competence in order to cultivate a mode of

1% When this function of consumption is considered alongside

sophisticated consumption.
Jeremy Gilbert’s assertion that mid-twentieth century Americans widely understood consumer

objects to have “essential gender identities,” the impetus behind Playboy’s focus on classy

'8 As mentioned in the preceding chapter, Whyte observed that consumer spending in the
suburbs was constrained by the pressure to consume just as much as one’s neighbors.
Ostentatious displays of affluence could alienate one from his neighbors, which is why Whyte
referred to “keeping down with the Joneses” rather than keeping up with them. Whyte,
Organization Man, 346.

190 Ross, No Respect, 59.
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. . . 191
consumption must be seen as encompassing more than a need to cope with postwar affluence.

As mid-century American men felt less secure in forming their identities around their
occupations, concern turned towards the types of identities that could be formed around leisure
pursuits. Given these concerns, it is evident that Playboy’s editors understood and addressed the
profound social implications of postwar consumerism. Consequently, Playboy is not so much
occupied with the masculinization of consumerism as it is with the way gender (which Playboy
recognizes is intimately tied to sexuality, class, and taste) is actively produced in part through
practices of consumption. Although not interrogated by Playboy at the time, the lifestyle it
depicted and promoted also served as a means of constructing hip whiteness.

Organized, in part, around a “fun ethic” that promoted a new “morality of pleasure as
duty”, Osgerby links the Playboy lifestyle to Pierre Bourdieu’s description of the new petite
bourgeoisie that formed in France in the late 1960s. Indeed, parts of Bourdieu’s analysis do hold
true for Playboy. For example, as cultural intermediaries, Hefner and Playboy are “inclined to
sympathize with discourses aimed at challenging the cultural order and the hierarchies which the

. . . . 192
cultural ‘hierarchy’ aims to maintain.”

In its challenge of discourses of hegemonic
masculinity, Playboy seeks not so much to change this discourse as to at least partially elude it.
Although Hefner repeatedly rails against the Puritan ethic in his “Playboy Philosophy,” unlike
the Beats, he did not have a problem with masculinity being tied to hard work. Rather, it was the

delay of gratification, which restrains sexuality and other means of pleasurable consumption, that

he saw as problematic. Promoting an ethic resting on “enlightened self-interest,” Hefner

1 Gilbert, Men in the Middle, 66.

192 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, trans.
Richard Nice (New York: Routledge, 2010), 365-367; Osgerby, Playboys in Paradise, 10-12,

81-82.
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encouraged a self-interested, rather than selfless, devotion to work, which preserved the
mythology of the self-made man while promoting his access to leisure as the defining symbol of
his success. These ideas are central to Playboy’s and Hefner’s own histories and the mythologies
that have been cultivated around them. While these stories, such as that of Hefner putting up his
family’s furniture as collateral for a loan that enabled him to start Playboy at his kitchen table,
work to configure Hefner as the Playboy man par excellence, because they depict Hefner as a
self-made man, they also function as evidence that the Playboy lifestyle is within reach for
almost any middle class man.'*?

As evidenced by the “What sort of man reads Playboy?” ad campaign, heterosexual sex
was unquestionably one of the Playboy man’s primary leisure pursuits, and Playboy’s morality
of pleasure linked tasteful consumption to both masculinity and heterosexuality. Nevertheless,
scholars, such as Ehrenreich and Osgerby, who focus on Playboy’s pin-ups as a necessary means
of staving off suspicion of homosexuality, do not acknowledge the role these images also play as
symbols of the Playboy’s classy life. Marc Jancovich argues that the magazine’s focus on sex
must be seen as more than the mere reduction of sex to a consumer good. Instead, he argues, that
Playboy’s sexual content demonstrates a recognition of sexual tastes “as one element in the

59194

ensemble of different dispositions that make up a lifestyle. In his discussion of Playboy’s

decision in 1955 to present its Playmates as girls next door whose photographs featured everyday

'3 Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,” July 1963, 49; Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,”
Playboy, December 1963, 70; “The Playboy Cover Story,” Playboy, April 1966, 128; “Playboy’s
Fifth Anniversary Scrapbook,” Playboy, December 1958, 40; Silverstein, “Silverstein’s History
of Playboy,” Playboy, January 1964, 77.

14 Marc Jancovich, “The Politics of Playboy: Lifestyle, Sexuality and Non-Conformity
in American Cold War Culture,” in Historicizing Lifestyle: Mediating Taste, Consumption and
Identity from the 1900s to 1970s, eds. David Bell and Joanne Hollows (Burlington, VT: Ashgate,
2006), 74.
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settings and were accompanied by biographical details, Osgerby contends that the magazine was
“encouraging its readers to think of a// women as likely pin-up fodder.”'*> Similarly, Nadel
argues that the characterization of the Playmates as girls next door functioned to erase “the
distinction between the women a man knew and the ones he found desirable.” He also argues
that the magazine’s focus on developing habits of tasteful consumption helped to make its
depictions of female sexuality more palatable. That is, he argues “that the first way to dissociate
sexuality from cheapness, from trampiness, was to make it look expensive.”"’® Although
throughout its first year of publication the magazine utilized calendar images Hefner had
acquired from the Baumgarth Calendar Company, when Playboy began seeking its own
Playmate subjects, Hefner insisted that the women be inexperienced as nude models, requiring
them to sign a contract that forbade them from posing nude in any other publication for a period

7 In other words, all objects consumed by the Playboy, including his women, had

of two years.
to be disassociated from cheapness. While the Playmates may have reflected the class of the
girl-next-door, they were also an indication that the Playboy man would not settle for any
woman.

Examining both Lady and the Tramp (1955) and Playboy, Nadel asserts that Playboy’s
concept of the Playmate was a deliberate assault on dominant values “that promoted rigid

999198

boundaries between ‘lady’ and ‘tramp. While these two media examples (a Disney cartoon

195 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 51; Osgerby, Playboys in Paradise, 5, 146; emphasis
added.

196 Nadel, Containment Culture, 131.

7 Joe Goldberg, Big Bunny: The Inside Story of Playboy (New York: Ballantine Books,
1967), 144-147; Weyr, Reaching for Paradise, 9.

198 Nadel, Containment Culture, 131.
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and a men’s magazine) may appear to have little in common, Nadel successfully argues that both
texts illustrate the ways that an active and playful male sexuality is dependent upon a version of
female sexuality that is acquiescent without threatening domesticity. Through these texts, Nadel
demonstrates that in the 1950s conflicts over female sexuality were at the center of narratives of
sexual containment. May also demonstrates that concerns over female promiscuity were at the
heart of ideologies of sexual containment even though there was no evidence of any increase in
premarital sex. This focus on female promiscuity as particularly threatening to moral and
national security meant that “guilt and the stigma of ‘promiscuity’ combined to make premarital
sexual activity a particular problem for women” since “a woman’s reputation was so deeply tied

199 . . . . .
””” While dominant discourses surrounding female sexuality were not

to her sexual behavior.
consistent with dominant discourses surrounding domesticity, Nadel outlines how Playboy
managed to promote a version of female sexuality that blurred the boundaries between “lady”
and “tramp.” This blurring enabled Playboy to contain and exert control over female sexuality
within its centerfolds while also appearing to promote female sexual liberation.”*
Womanization and Mass Culture

The cultivation of the aesthetic values and patterns of consumption linked to Playboy’s
taste culture functioned as both an intervention into the mass culture debates that occupied

scholars and critics in the mid-twentieth century and as a bulwark against a perceived threat from

the increasing economic power and cultural influence of women. Herbert Gans argues that the

199 May, Homeward Bound, 103, 108.

29 viewing Playboy as predominantly sexually progressive, Carrie Pitzulo argues that the
magazine is actually promoting a more inclusive form of heterosexuality, which allows women

to embrace their sexuality. See Pitzulo, Bachelors and Bunnies.
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major critiques of mass culture can be seen as early as the eighteenth century; however, these
debates are amplified in the twentieth century with the advent of commercial radio and television
and improvements to filmmaking technologies and techniques. Gans points out that critics often
use “mass culture” as a pejorative term that “suggests an undifferentiated collectivity, even a
mob, rather than individuals or members of a group” and highlights “that mob’s lack of
culture.”*!

As a men’s entertainment magazine, Playboy is both itself a product and proponent of
popular culture. This gives Playboy an interesting perspective on the mass culture debates from
which they formulate a position that simultaneously embraces the aesthetic values of some forms
of popular culture while avoiding the supposedly homogenizing and feminizing influence of
other forms of popular culture. Although Playboy’s taste culture did seek to differentiate itself
from the masses, it was, at the same time, promoting a sophisticated, masculine identity that was

202 .
»<%< Because of this

shaped “through popular culture, rather than simply rebelling against it.
penchant for popular culture and the postwar expansion of the American middle class, Playboy’s
relationship to commodity consumption, including cultural commodities, is understood best in
terms of identity formation related to taste rather than strictly to socioeconomic class.

In 1949, Russell Lynes argued that the old class system of society was on its way out and
that the new distinctions were based on taste rather than on money or family prestige. Lynes
argues, “What we are headed for is a sort of social structure in which the highbrows are the elite,

the middlebrows are the bourgeoisie, and the lowbrows are /oi polloi.” He argues that the

enemy of the highbrow is not the lowbrow but rather the middlebrow, whom the highbrow views

%' Gans, Popular Culture, 10.

292 Thompson, Parody and Taste, 82; emphasis in the original.
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as a threat both in terms of his aspirations to be a cultural arbiter and his tendency to “blur the
lines between the serious and the frivolous.”*”* Although Lynes’ portraits of these taste cultures
are less than flattering, his elaboration of distinctions based on taste rather than class resonated in
a society with a growing middle class whose affluence afforded them the illusion of
classlessness.

When asked in a 1956 interview by Mike Wallace where he fit in this spectrum of tastes,

204 .
7" This assessment

Hefner quickly and confidently replied, “I consider myself upper middle.
fits with Lynes’ assertion that “the editors of most magazines which combine national circulation
with an adult vocabulary” are upper middlebrows.”* Similarly, Gans states, “Upper-middle
culture is distributed through the so-called class media or quality mass media,” and goes on to
name Playboy, Harper’s, and the New Yorker among the reading interests of this wider taste
public. However, as I argue, Playboy can be seen as the arbiter of a particular and more
exclusive upper middlebrow taste culture. One that, as Lynes opines, “straddle[s] the fence

between highbrow and middlebrow and enjoy([s its] equivocal position.”*%

This position enables
the Playboy man to take his culture, including popular culture, seriously while also allowing him
to distinguish himself from the lower middlebrow, which to the upper middlebrow represent

homogenized suburban masses. Lynes argues, “In matters of taste, the lower-middlebrow world

is largely dominated by women....Except in the selection of his personal apparel and car, it is

203 Russell Lynes, “Highbrow, Lowbrow, Middlebrow,” Harper’s Magazine, February 1,

1949, 19, 23.

204 Night Beat, hosted by Mike Wallace (1956, New York: DuMont Television Network),
Television, Collection of The Paley Center for Media, New York.
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almost infra dig for a man to have taste; it is not considered quite manly for the male to express
opinions about things which come under the category of “artistic.”*"” Gans describes the lower
middlebrow public as uninterested in culture and as the group for which the producers of mass

2% This is why the cultivation of aesthetic values regarding

media program their content.
consumption is just as, if not more, important as actual consumption in the Playboy taste culture.
That is, within the Playboy taste culture, expressions of taste are performances of masculinity
that distinguish the Playboy man from the suburban breadwinner while protecting him against
the feminine influence of lower middlebrow tastes. Additionally, through linking the Playboy
man’s tastes to his heterosexuality, the Playboy taste culture also distinguished him from gay
men and quelled any suspicions that might have been aroused by his lack of a wife.

The need to contain women’s feminizing influence over American men and culture is
most explicit in the three articles penned for Playboy by novelist and social critic Philip Wylie
between 1956 and 1963 as well as in the June 1962 panel discussion on “The Womanization of
America.” Wylie is perhaps best remembered for his 1942 book, Generation of Vipers, which,
like much of his other work, railed against changing gender relations and what he perceived as
women’s detrimental influence on American culture. Although Playboy described Wylie as a
“bitcher-and-moaner sans peur et avec reproche” in its November 1956 issue, it is clear that this
name calling was done with more than a little admiration, and his influence on Playboy’s gender

209

politics is evident throughout the time period under investigation.” Wylie’s articles for Playboy

207 Ibid., 28.

2% Gans, Popular Culture, 85-86.

29 The phrase translates to “without fear and with reproach” and is an acknowledgement
that reproach is the common tone of Wylie’s often bilious social and cultural commentary.

“Playbill,” Playboy, November 1956, 3.
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blamed moms for raising weak sons and women for trapping men in a breadwinner role that
forced them to work themselves to death in order to satisfy the consumer desires of their
families. Additionally, these articles detailed the detrimental effects of women’s encroachment
into affairs of culture and business. Wylie lamented the passing of the days when masculine
authority rested on appreciation of the arts and the cultivation of knowledge and argued “that
most citizens under 50 years of age are not aware that there ever was a time when the sweet,
sticky, claw-tipped fingers of females did not model or remodel, provide or withhold much of
what we read, hear on radio and behold on V.20

Speaking of the Playboy readers’ relationship to the womanization of America, Wylie
stated, “Happily, I note that the kind of alert and vigorous young men who will read me here, and
who read this magazine, are largely immunized against much of the social sickness I’11

describe—and so are lots of the girls in their lives.”*"!

Despite the Playboy man’s supposed
immunity to the ill effects of the womanization of America, many of Wylie’s arguments
appeared in the “Playboy Philosophy,” providing a base, along with Kinsey’s studies of
American sexual behavior, for Playboy’s gender and sexual politics. Indeed, a recurring theme
in Hefner’s “Playboy Philosophy” is the idea that gender roles should be strictly delineated with
women serving as complements to men. Likewise, Wylie argued, in an article from September
1958, that “America’s current anti-intellectualism, together with its anti-sexuality, is evidence of

d 99212

a general male emasculation both of function and min Hefner, who also picked up on these

210 Wylie, “The Career Woman,” Playboy, January 1963, 118; Wylie, “The
Womanization of America,” Playboy, September 1958, 78.
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themes, ensured the strength of Playboy’s masculinity through his magazine’s emphasis on
sophisticated consumption and stance in favor of complete sexual freedom between consenting
adults.”"> Although the panel discussion on “The Womanization of America” provided a forum
for opposing viewpoints, the overriding message was that dominant gender and marital relations
as they stood in June 1962, when the discussion was published, were detrimental to men and
women alike. For example, when Ernest Dichter offered the opinion that men will ultimately
benefit from the equality of women, Paul Krassner, Playboy’s host of this panel, shut him down
with the curt statement that “Philip Wylie disagrees,” followed by a long quotation from Wylie’s
Playboy article about womanization.'* Furthermore, Krassner’s response could be read as
marking Wylie as the voice of Playboy on matters such as gender roles and relations.
Foreshadowing some of the major themes addressed in the “Playboy Philosophy,” the discussion
concluded on the following hopeful note:
As our nation becomes emancipated from associating sex with sin, rather than romance,
and as young people are increasingly freed of feeling guilty about a play period in their
lives before settling down to marital maturity, so the attitudes of the sexes may well
become more healthy toward each other, may acquire a mutuality and mutual
appreciativeness which does not entail the obliteration of differences, but rather heightens

their pleasures and allows individuals of each of the sexes a fuller and more natural
development of psyche and spirit, mind and body.?"

213 Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,” Playboy, January 1964, 189.
214 Krassner’s full response to Richter was: “Philip Wylie disagrees. If we may refer
again to his Playboy article on womanization, he commented as follows on the repercussions of
suffrage: ‘The ladies won the legal advantages of equality—and kept the social advantages of
their protected position on the pedestal. They thought “equal” meant “identical” in the days
before they decided “equal” meant “in full charge.” They said they wanted to be partners with
their males, and to “share everything.” That turned out to mean that the ladies wanted to invade
everything masculine, cover it with dimity, occupy it forever—and police it.”” Gilbert, Men in
the Middle, 211; “The Playboy Panel: The Womanization of America,” Playboy, June 1962, 45-
46.
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Nevertheless, Gilbert argues that Hefner “masculinized consumption by linking it to
unmarried heterosexual sex,” making “issues like Momism...beside the point to the new
bachelor masculinity that Playboy promoted.”*'® However, it is precisely because Playboy has
such a stake in the establishment of a version of adult masculinity that is not tied to marriage and
family life that the womanization of America is one of their primary concerns. Because
masculinities are defined in relation to femininities, shifts in feminine roles are perceived as
unsettling to masculine ones. Wylie and his supporters saw gender roles as a zero-sum game; the
more women took on traditionally masculine roles, the fewer roles there were for men to occupy.
In an August 1961 article entitled “Educated Barbarians,” J. Paul Getty lamented that the average
American suffers from cultural shortcomings, with men especially displaying a tendency to see
culture as “something effeminate—if not downright subversively un-American.” He went on to
argue that an appreciation of arts and culture makes men both more completely male and more
completely human, which better equips them to play their masculine role and enjoy life more
fully.?'” In a radio panel discussion, which is reprinted, in part, in the December 1964
installment of “The Playboy Philosophy,” Rabbi Marc H. Tanenbaum suggested that the Playboy
lifestyle allows a man to reassert his masculinity and restore a balance between the genders that

had been unsettled by Momism.*"®

For these reasons, Playboy’s emphasis on the sophisticated
consumption of both culture and commodities should be understood, in part, as a means of

reclaiming cultural pursuits as a sign of one’s masculinity and humanity and a defense against

*1% Gilbert, Men in the Middle, 78.
2177, Paul Getty, “Educated Barbarians,” Playboy, August 1961, 49-50, 188.

28 Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,” December 1964, 217.
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the blurring of gender roles they see emerging elsewhere in society.
The Feminine and the Feminist

Despite Playboy’s claim that they “are not male chauvinists” because they view many of
women’s advances as “entirely laudable,” such guarding against fears of weak manhood often
amounts to little more than attempts to salvage patriarchal power. Drawing a distinction between
the feminine and the feminist, Playboy favored the former, linking feminism, like Wylie, to the
“obliteration of differences” between the sexes. The dangers of the blurring of gender roles are
reinforced by the authority of psychoanalyst Dr. Theodor Reik, who claimed, “there is a law—a
law as binding as the law of chemistry or physics—namely, that a masculinization of women
goes with the womanization of man, hand in hand.”*"

Building on arguments about Playboy’s gender and sexual politics originally made by
Osgerby, Carrie Pitzulo provides detailed information about Playboy’s relationship to feminism
and feminists, arguing that there were several reasons why Playboy had to directly address
feminism by 1970. These reasons include the fact that the Playboy lifestyle depended, in part, on
sexually liberated and available women. Pitzulo also argues that feminism simply became too
big of a cultural and political phenomenon for the magazine to ignore, especially given the fact
that readers were sending letters requesting that the magazine let its views on feminism be
known. This is not surprising given that Playboy had never shied away from discussing gender
relations and that 1970 was when the women’s movement began receiving coverage on national

television for its strikes and sit-ins supporting issues such as equality and birth control and

opposition to cultural formations such as women’s magazines—these last two were causes that

219 «“The Playboy Panel: The Womanization of America,” 43-45.
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Playboy could get behind even if it had different reasons for doing so0.”*’

Taking issue with Ehrenreich’s assertion that Playboy masculinity aided mid-century men
in a “flight from commitment,” Pitzulo argues that the Playboy lifestyle offered both men and
women “an updated version of commitment.” Pitzulo’s main argument is that “Playboy’s
renegotiation of postwar heterosexuality was more pro-woman, even quasi-feminist, than
previously acknowledged.” She holds that while Hefner and the magazine could not bear radical
feminism, they consistently supported liberal feminism through editorial content and charitable
donations. She argues that Hefner’s, and consequently the magazine’s, vocal opposition to
“militant activism...helped to solidify a misplaced legacy of anti-feminism.”**! Although Pitzulo
notes the vehemence with which Playboy attacked the more radical factions of the women’s
movement, she does not acknowledge the connections between these attacks and the retrograde
gender politics she associates with the magazine’s early years. A primary concern of the anti-
feminist pieces that appeared in the magazine during the 1970s was how the more radical
feminist factions posed a threat to masculinity and weakened men’s positions, which is also the
concern of the pieces on the womanization of society that appeared in the 1950s and early 1960s.
In addition to threatening role differences, articles in Playboy also depicted radical feminists as
threatening heterosexuality. For example, in a May 1970 article on feminism, Morton J. Hunt
wrote, “This rejection of distinctly feminine clothing and of the pursuit of beauty is supposed to
free women from squandering their time and energy pleasing (and, thus, being subservient to)

men. But as one listens to the extremists, it becomes clear that they are after bigger game—the

220 For a detailed analysis of news coverage of the women’s movement in 1970, see
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withering away of heterosexual desire and heterosexual intercourse.”

Moreover, while Pitzulo states that Playboy supported liberal feminism, she is really
arguing that Playboy supported the views of gender and sexuality advocated by Helen Gurley

Brown, who became editor of Cosmopolitan in 1965.**

The advice and gender and sexual
politics espoused by Brown’s books, Sex and the Single Girl and Sex and the Office, can hardly
be said to constitute liberal feminism. While it is true that Brown’s work focuses on how women
can succeed in both work and love, the ultimate goal of her advice is snagging a husband who
will be the main provider for the household. Furthermore, except for equal pay, Brown’s work
does not call for any real changes in gender roles or structural changes that will enable men and
women to, as Brown put it in her Playboy interview, “develop the kind of social values,
leadership styles, and institutional structures needed to permit both sexes to achieve fulfillment
in the public and private world alike.”***

It is also debatable whether the “Single Girl” truly is the female counterpart to the
Playboy man that Pitzulo and Elizabeth Fraterrigo, following Osgerby, claim it is.*** Because
Brown espouses values that naturalize men’s pre- and extra-marital dalliances, it is tempting to
uphold the Single Girl as the perfect Playmate. Hefner would disagree with this conclusion for a

number of reasons. Firstly, in his elaboration of “The Playboy Philosophy,” he has repeatedly

held that the magazine neither endorses pre- or extra-marital sex; rather, he and his magazine

22 Morton Hunt, “Up Against the Wall, Male Chauvinist Pig!” Playboy, May 1970, 206.
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endorse sexual freedom in which consenting adults should be free to determine their own sexual

226 Nevertheless, there are

morality and behavior without interference from the government.
similarities between the lifestyles and attitudes toward gender roles that both Playboy and Brown
espouse. For example, Ehrenreich argues that under Brown’s editorial leadership, Cosmopolitan

227
72" In her

came to offer women ““a tamer, feminine version of sexual and material consumerism.
April 1963 interview with Playboy, Brown expressed the idea that women should be feminine
and should seek to be companions to man, which are ideas repeatedly expressed in Hefner’s
philosophy and elsewhere in the magazine. In her July 1964 article, “Sex and the Office,” which
was drawn from her forthcoming book of the same title, Brown demonstrated how well her
sexual politics often aligned with those of Playboy. Echoing one of the fundamental premises of
the “Playboy Philosophy,” she stated, “Marriage may be the only legal male-female relationship,
but it is far from the only meaningful one.”*** Concerned with office romances between married
men and single girls, Brown’s article justified men’s attraction to and dalliances with women at
the office. Although she claimed only “utter nutburgers” would cheat on their wives in the first
few years of marriage, she goes on to argue that men who remain faithful often do so either
“because they are not powerfully sexed” or “because they prefer boys.”**

Furthermore, having similar orientations to sex and consumerism does not necessarily a

counterpart make. There were many qualities that made the Single Girl exactly the type of

woman that Playboy often derided. Brown encouraged women to engage in manipulation and

226 Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,” Playboy, April 1964, 66.
227 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 45.
8 Helen Gurley Brown, “Sex and the Office,” Playboy, July 1964, 82.

229 Brown, “Sex and the Office,” 82, 130.

119



use their sexuality, or at least the promise of it, to extract gifts and even marriage proposals from
men, which was exactly the kind of behavior that Playboy’s articles about women often railed
against. Characterizing her advice in Sex and the Single Girl as guidance on the appropriate use
of “snares” and “wiles,” it is clear in the interview with Brown that Playboy saw as her
advocating the exploitation of men. While she denied that the purpose of her book was to teach
women how to exploit men, when asked if women use sex to manipulate men, she replied, “A
husband is a priceless commodity. Whatever means you use to get a husband outside of
blackmail and things that are illegal, I think are all right....A woman desperately needs to get
married more than a man does. She wants and needs the baby. So to get what she wants, she

59230

uses every available weapon. Sex is one of them.”””” Long before Brown began publishing

advice for single women, Playboy characterized husband-seeking women as the enemy and
warned its readers that “her single, most decisive weapon is sex.”>"

Along these same lines, later in the interview, Brown opined, “I don’t know of anything
more ruthless, more deadly or more dedicated than any normal, healthy American girl in search
of a husband.”*** On this note, Playboy could not agree with Brown more. Seeking to postpone
marriage rather than do away with the institution altogether, Playboy consistently advocated for
an extended period of play before either men or women settled down to marriage and family life.
The ideal Playboy woman, therefore, was one who engaged in sex without considering it pre-

marital, i.e., as a husband snare. Brown’s Single Girl, on the other hand, may have displayed all

the feminine characteristics that a Playboy man sought in a potential playmate, but she, unlike
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the Playboy man, seemed to treat singlehood as a problem that needed to be remedied. Although
Brown acknowledged that inequality between the sexes is one reason that women needed
marriage more than men, she gave no indication that equality would eliminate what she
characterized as a woman’s need for a husband and children.

As with other phenomena that they could not ignore but also did not fully agree with
(such as the Beats), Playboy utilized the letters to the editor column to communicate their
preferred reading of the interview with Brown. The July 1963 issue of Playboy contained eight
letters to the editor regarding the magazine’s interview with Brown in its April 1963 issue. Six
of these letters were negative and offer criticisms of her looks, her attitude toward abortion, her
use of cutesy language (e.g., describing her own book as “pippy-poo”), her tendency to
contradict herself, and her misconceptions about the rhythm method and Don Juanism. The
longest letter was from a woman, Lyn Defiebre, who claimed to have been a long-time reader
ever since purchasing a subscription for her husband. Stating that she and her husband “usually
see eye to eye with you on your philosophy, your articles, your girls, and your humor,” she went
on to characterize the interview with Brown as the funniest piece of humor she had read
anywhere. Defiebre continued, “I would /ove to meet the perceptive, witty, and utterly clever
man who probed and needled the shallows of that silly, mixed-up mind.”***

While these readers’ letters sought to minimize the threat posed by Brown’s Single Girl,
her characterizations of women in the workplace hearkened back to Wylie’s warnings about
career women, which appeared in Playboy only three months prior to Brown’s interview. To call

Wylie’s diatribe against career women misogynist is an understatement; he could not even
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comprehend of the individuals he described as human let alone as women. He described “a
woman of a special kind—if the term woman may be stretched beyond natural compass to
include subhumanoids whose main function is to sabotage sexuality. The name we give these
pseudobroads refers to a single aspect of them all....Our name for them is career women.” In
addition to competing with men, Wylie warned that these women were willing to cripple
masculinity in their drive for personal success. Reiterating that “women should again be seen by
men as complements of themselves and not as competitors,” Wylie saw career women as a
symptom of “a disastrous confusion about (and even exchange of) our roles as male and
female.”*** Similarly, explaining one reason why a single girl would become involved with a
married co-worker, Brown stated, “A barracuda girl may want professional power herself but not
have the capacity for it—or her company won’t hear of it. She takes on a lover who has the
power she wants, gets inside him like a parasite and starts sapping.” While Brown saw no
problem with women using sex or the promise of it to get ahead in business, she disapproved of
the methods of the “barracuda girl” and warned that these types of relationships could be
damaging to a company and hinder the career aspirations of both parties to the affair. **°
Nevertheless, such descriptions lent credibility to Wylie’s diatribe.

This fear of the loss of traditionally masculine and feminine characteristics and the
exchange of gender roles drives Playboy’s stance toward feminism. In the April 1970
installment of “The Playboy Forum,” Senior Editor Nat Lehrman outlines the magazine’s views

on feminism as follows:
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Though we are opposed to the destructive radicalism and the anti-sexuality of the
extremist fringe of militant feminism, our position on women’s rights, we feel, is as
consistently liberal as our position on all human rights. We’ve been crusading for a long
time for universal availability of contraceptives and birth-control information, as well as
for the repeal of restrictive abortion laws; we believe a woman’s right to control her own
body, in sexuality and in reproduction, is an essential step toward greater personal
freedom. Likewise, we reject the Victorian double standard, which applauds sexual
experience in men and condemns it in women; indeed, the sexual revolution, in which we
have played a significant role, has helped women achieve greater sexual parity with men
than they have ever enjoyed in previous Western history.>*

Lehrman went on to explain that Playboy did not believe that women should be relegated to the
drudgery of housewifery. Women who want to either exclusively pursue a career or combine a
career with homemaking should be free to make that choice, have the opportunity to do so, and
receive equal pay for equal work. However, this embrace of the career woman is mitigated by
the assertion “that some occupations are better suited to most members of one sex than the

»237 Moreover, this stance boils down to little more than a desire for the sexual and

other.
economic freedom of women, the attainment of which frees men from the pressures of early
marriage and the breadwinner role. Echoing Wylie’s assertion that women are meant to
complement rather than compete with men, Lehrman argued that obliteration of sex differences
threatened not only masculinity but heterosexuality as well.

The May 1970 issue contains a full-length article, “Up Against the Wall, Male Chauvinist

Pig” by Morton Hunt, which the magazine solicited in order to more fully articulate its views on

3% «“The Playboy Forum” became a regular column in the magazine beginning in July
1963. It was created due to the abundance of reader mail concerning the issues raised in “The
Playboy Philosophy.” “The Playboy Forum” allowed Playboy more space to print readers’
letters as well as to more fully elaborate its editorial philosophy. “The Playboy Forum,” Playboy,
April 1970, 60. See also “The Playboy Forum,” Playboy, July 1963, 39.
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feminism.

In Hunt’s article, the male breadwinner and female caregiver roles become
desirable rather than stultifying for men. Resting on arguments about “the inherent biological
differences between male and female,” he stated, “In most marriages, it’s logical that the
husband become the head of the family, at least in economic and related areas, while the wife
would make decisions in areas directly within her daily purview. This is not enslavement but
democracy.” This sudden embrace of the breadwinner role stemmed from the fear that radical
feminists wished to do away with such a role, making men and women equal in the sense of
being identical rather than in the sense of being equivalent in their roles. > It also stemmed
from the belief, as Hunt explained in an August 1971 article on marriage, that “marriage is a
microcosm, a world within which we seek to correct the shortcomings of the macrocosm around
us.”*** As women sought more freedom outside the nuclear family ideal, some men respond by
clinging to “traditional” gender roles. Furthermore, this demonstrates that even though Playboy
masculinity was formulated as resistance to the breadwinner role, it nevertheless depends upon a
world in which the breadwinner represents the dominant masculine role.

Cartoons and other humor pieces also worked to reinforce Playboy’s views on feminism
and the dangers and absurdity of abolishing gender differences. For example, a cartoon from the

January 1971 issue depicts a women’s liberationist, whose feminine characteristics are limited to

her hairstyle and clothing, dictating to a male secretary perched on her lap, which is an inversion

2% Hunt was not the first author Playboy approached to write a piece on “militant”
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of the typical gender roles depicted in similar cartoons.”*' The April 1971 installment of the
Harvey Kurtzman and Will Elder comic “Little Annie Fanny” also makes fun of feminists. The
story follows the blonde, buxom Annie as she joins a group of women’s liberationists as they
march all over town; invading men’s spaces, such as bars, pornography shops, and athletic clubs;
and plaster stickers that say, “This exploits women,” on every available surface. In the final four
panels (see fig. 11), the women strip in order to occupy the steam room of the athletic club, but
when they see Annie’s body, they instead cover her in stickers exclaiming that what Playboy
would hold as some of her most fundamentally feminine qualities exploit women. Consequently,

this comic reinforced claims that radical feminists are anti-sexual.

Figure 11. Final four panels of Little Annie Fanny comic strip about women’s liberationists.
Source: Harvey Kurtzman and Will Elder, “Little Annie Fanny,” Playboy, April 1971, 257.

While most of the cartoons and articles attacked only radical feminists, Joan Rivers’s
humorous letter to women’s lib made no distinction between what Hunt described as “the fiery

evangelists and raging nihilists” and the “less strident, relatively reasonable” faction of

! Fraterrigo also discusses this cartoon; see Playboy and the Making of the Good Life,
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neofeminism. Rivers pleaded for Betty Friedan, Ti-Grace Atkinson, and Kate Millet to start the
revolution without her because she “simply want[s] to enjoy being a female-type wife/lover just
a little bit longer.”*** Although she outlined her support for gender equality and numerous other
feminist causes, such as “around-the-clock child-care centers” and legalized abortion, the reasons
she gave for loving her role as a soft, feminine woman and wife implied that any feminist
advances would do away with both her femininity and her happiness to have finally found a nice
guy to marry. Rivers’s stance reinforced Hunt’s claim that “there have always been women who
found sex, marriage or both intolerable and who sought to make others find them so, too.” Hunt
claimed that these women (i.e., radical feminists) had captured attention, “in part, because they
are advancing the cause of normal women as well as their own.”** Such statements, along with
other articles and cartoons that reinforced them, served to mark an embrace of traditional
femininity as normal and the desire for equality (especially if it involved unisex clothing or
failed to prioritize male heterosexual pleasure) as abnormal.
The Problem of Leisure

A corollary to the problems that changing economic and social configurations posed for
white, middle class, heterosexual, masculinity could be found in mid-century concerns over the
problem of leisure. David Riesman, Nathan Glazer, and Reuel Denney first hinted at this
problem in The Lonely Crowd, and Denney and Riesman published a separate essay addressing
leisure in 1952. In both works, the crux of the problem is identity formation. Denney and
Riesman summarized the role leisure may play in identity formation as follows:

In a society in which competence in work is no longer a self-evident requirement either

2 Joan Rivers, “Dear Women’s Lib:” Playboy, January 1971, 165.
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for individual or for social advance, competence in leisure may have to take over much of

the justificatory quality previously found in work. That is, by developing ability in

leisure skills, people may be able to circumvent social tendencies that make their work

skills obsolete.***
The social tendencies that they referred to, and which occupied other social commentators
throughout the 1950s and 1960s, were those toward an increased reliance on technology and
greater bureaucratization. These ideas were echoed by Hefner in the abridged transcript of a
radio panel discussion that appears as an installment of “The Playboy Philosophy” in December
1964. During this discussion, Hefner contended that one’s sense of self would increasingly come
from one’s avocations as more leisure time became available due to the expanding
mechanization of work.**’

Although Osgerby outlines an enthusiastic embrace of a new leisure lifestyle by the
expanding middle class, Riesman’s and Playboy’s discussions demonstrate that increased access
to leisure was also viewed as a source of anxiety for and by middle class Americans in the 1950s
and 1960s. In The Lonely Crowd, Riesman, Glazer, and Denney suggested this anxiety stemmed
from a blurring of the lines between work and leisure. The shortened workweek, they argued,
had mostly benefited the working class since professionals and executives tended to use this
extra time not to go home earlier but rather to inject more sociability into the workplace through
activities such as extended coffee and lunch breaks, conventions, and the expense account

entertainment of clients. Riesman and his co-authors reported a pervasive attitude of self-

consciousness toward leisure, which they argued was due to the fact that “our culture no longer
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provides us with clear and emotionally secure distinctions between work and leisure.”**® By
1957, William H. Whyte, Jr. reported a greater striving by professionals and executives toward
balancing work and leisure; however, he observed that these men tended to use the pursuit of
hobbies and other interests outside of work as a type of therapy or means of recovering from
work. 4’

The notion of leisure as therapeutic was exacerbated by postwar affluence but was not a
product of it. T. J. Jackson Lears traces the influence of a “therapeutic ethos” on leisure and
consumption to the shift from “a production-oriented society of small entrepreneurs” to “a
consumption-oriented society dominated by bureaucratic corporations,” which took place in the
U.S. in the early twentieth century. The therapeutic ethos stressed self-realization, and, as Lears
argues, this was exploited by advertisers who “addressed those immersed in routine work or
domestic drudgery; they held out the hope that life could be perpetually fulfilling; and they

59248

implied that one sought to strive for that fulfillment through consumption. By the time

Playboy convened a panel in early 1965 to discuss the “Uses and Abuses of the New Leisure,”
the problem of leisure had been medicalized with experts reporting a rise in “weekend neurosis”

249

among young executives who did not know how to utilize their free time.”™ This anxious

orientation toward leisure and consumption captures the search for “psychic security” that

246 . . . . . .
Denney and Riesman, “Leisure in Industrial America,” 268; Riesman, Glazer, and
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8 T J. Jackson Lears, “From Salvation to Self-Realization: Advertising and the
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underpinned the therapeutic ethos as it emerged and became more prevalent as postwar
affluence, Cold War policies of domestic containment, and pressures to conform to corporate
structures intersected in the 1950s.

Such an orientation toward leisure posed multiple problems from Playboy’s perspective.
First of all, it set leisure up as something that must be coped with rather than viewing it as an
essential part of a full life. In The Lonely Crowd, Riesman and his co-authors described the idea
of pursuing leisure because one owes it to oneself as a reward for or break from hard work as a

o 250
form of “attenuated puritanism.”

In “The Playboy Philosophy,” Hefner argued repeatedly that
the most stifling influence in American life was not conformity but Puritanism.>' One of the
ways Playboy combated this influence was through advocating both hard work and the pursuit of
pleasure. Work was an integral part of the Playboy man’s identity; he was not a member of the
idle rich who knew only leisure, and as an autonomous individual, his white collar job did not
result in the psychic drain purported to afflict organization men who passively conformed to the
demands of bureaucratic corporate structures. Although Denney and Riesman pointed out that
leisure had the potential to be problematic, they also contended that abundance without leisure
was meaningless.”>* Playboy extended this argument by asserting that just as women should
complement men, the lighter side of life should complement the serious side. A man would be

253

incomplete if he focused all of his energy on either work or leisure alone.”” This was reiterated

in the Playboy Panel discussion by social critic Norman Podhoretz, who argued that one can

230 Riesman, Glazer, and Denney, Lonely Crowd, 185.

! Hefner, “The Playboy Philosophy,” Playboy, March 1963, 55.
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relax fully only if he works fully; therefore, if one’s work is meaningless so, too, is one’s leisure.
Furthermore, Playboy also worked to distance the leisure pursuits it promoted from the DIY
hobbyism it associated with the suburban breadwinner. In the Playboy Panel discussion of
leisure, drama critic Walter Kerr argued that leisure time had been corrupted by hobbyism and
DIY projects and contended that these comprise not leisure but rather work a man does for
himself. Compounding the issues with hobbyism was Cleveland Amory’s complaint that much
of leisure was conformist and packaged, with people engaging in pastimes, such as collecting
modern art, simply because their neighbors were doing so.*>* Such concern over conformity
also reinforced Riesman et al.’s assertion that the blurring of the line between work and leisure
posed a problem for other-directed individuals in particular. Riesman and his co-authors
expressed hope that leisure might provide a space where the other-directed man could break
down the barriers to his autonomy.>>

Playboy recognized that the man whose identity was already built upon both work and
leisure had less need to worry about how his masculine identity would be affected as his
opportunity for leisure increased because he was possessed with a greater sense of self than the
other-directed man. To this end, the “What sort of man reads Playboy?” ad campaign functioned
not only to provide guidance about how one’s leisure time should be spent but also as a reminder
that the Playboy man’s identity rested on both his work and his play. Additionally, the range of
leisure pursuits and the emphasis on building leisure competence presented in the magazine
provided readers with ample ways to distinguish their leisure pursuits from those of others; these

might include such diverse activities as adding the best reviewed jazz albums or hi-fi

234 «The Playboy Panel: Uses and Abuses,” 53, 54, 59.

235 Riesman, Glazer, and Denney, Lonely Crowd, 185, 315.
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components to one’s collection, perfecting one’s cocktail mixing skills with recipes from Food
and Drink Editor Thomas Mario, or driving the latest foreign sports car. Even Playboy’s fashion
features might be seen as building one’s leisure competence and marking one as autonomous
rather than other-directed. Riesman and his co-authors argued that one sign of the other-directed
man’s lack of both a clear sense of self and a clear line between work and play was the decline of
evening dress. They stated, “Most men today simple do not know how to change roles, let alone

»2%% 1 addition to articles by Fashion Editor Robert L.

mark the change by proper costuming.
Green that provided guidance on the latest trends in men’s business, active, and evening wear,
Hefner modeled the line between work and play by appearing clad in a tuxedo as host of both
Playboy’s Penthouse and Playboy After Dark. The connection between a clear sense of self and
the autonomous pursuit of leisure was captured in Terry Southern’s assertion during the Playboy
Panel discussion that leisure can be frightening for those who are not ready for a confrontation
with themselves.*”’

In light of these concerns, the emphasis on leisure in the Playboy lifestyle must be
understood as more than an attempt to elude the responsibilities of breadwinning. Leisure for the
Playboy man was also an integral part of his identity, a way of proclaiming his autonomy, a
manner of rejecting the Puritan ethic, and through the cultivation of competence, a means of
distancing himself from the supposedly feminized and conformist mass culture preferences of
women and other-directed men. Despite his early and continued support for automation in the

workplace, the Playboy Panel discussion ended with the suggestion from John Diebold that as

machines increasingly take over the work of men, leisure might be the one characteristic that

236 Riesman, Glazer, and Denney, Lonely Crowd, 185.
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separates men and machines; i.e., he suggested that leisure might be the only thing that makes
man uniquely human.”® Such discussions promoted a worldview in which not only the Playboy
man’s masculinity, but also his very humanity, are both at stake and actively produced through
his pursuit of leisure.
Conclusion

Although a Playboy lifestyle in terms of complete escape from the breadwinner role was
probably not attainable for the majority of Playboy’s readers, containing the Playboy lifestyle
within the realm of fantasy serves to diminish its importance in the ideological struggle over
postwar masculinity. While few readers were likely to realize the hedonistic excess flaunted by
Playboy’s Editor-Publisher, almost anyone who could read could cultivate Hefner’s and his
magazine’s tastes. Even the domesticated suburban husband could cultivate a Playboy’s taste in
music, art, literature, food, and women. In the 1950s and 1960s, Playboy offered its readers both
a refuge and a guidebook; i.e., a means of escape within its pages and as a member of an
affective community comprised of the sort of men who read Playboy along with practical advice
on how to cultivate one’s tastes and eke out as much of the Playboy lifestyle as one could
through classy consumption. Through membership in a discerning taste public, American men
could associate themselves with a class culture rather than mass culture and thereby assert some
control over grey flannel conformity and suburban domesticity. In the Playboy taste culture,

sophisticated consumption was linked to more than private pleasure; it also served as a way to

% Diebold, author of a 1952 book on the subject, is widely credited as providing the term

“automation” with the meaning we assign it today. In 1954, he founded a consulting firm, which
would come to be known as The Diebold Group, that advised businesses and governments about
the oncoming computer age. Valerie J. Nelson, “John Diebold, 79; Pioneered Computer Use in
Automation of Businesses,” Los Angeles Times, Dec. 30, 2005, accessed May 6, 2015,
http://articles.latimes.com/2005/dec/30/1ocal/me-diebold30; “The Playboy Panel: Uses and
Abuses,” 51, 64.
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publicly mark the Playboy man’s individualism. Playboy gave the impression of having
transcended the therapeutic ethos even while offering the promise of self-realization through
consumption to millions of readers, viewers, and Playboy Club members.

Furthermore, consuming media is a way in which gender discourse is circulated and may
also be a gendered practice. That is, the act of reading Playboy is both a means of consuming
discourse that defines and explains how to be a Playboy man and a means of performing this
masculinity. Because of Playboy’s double function when it comes to linking gender and
consumption, it can be seen not simply as contributing to or circulating debates concerning mass
culture, but as actively magnifying the role of gender in these debates. Even if we want to
reduce the Playboy lifestyle (or any lifestyle, for that matter) to a mere matter of patterns of
consumption, we must take into account that one’s ability to consume is always circumscribed
by one’s social position. That is, factors, such as age, class, race, gender, geographic location,
access to transportation, among others, always impact one’s ability to consume freely. As the
remaining chapters will illustrate, consumption is never free of assumptions about propriety;

notions of who one is and what and how one “should” consume are inextricably linked.
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CHAPTER 3

A Place to Call His Own: Playboy Domesticity and the Communication of Social Values
through Midcentury Architecture and Interior Design

Playboy did not domesticate the bachelor but, in part, produced the figure of bachelor
through a rearticulation of the meaning of domestic space and culture.
—Joanne Hollows, “The Bachelor Dinner”*>

But when it comes to buying or building a weekend retreat, his options in design are
woefully few; instead of having his choice of county or country houses to complement his
city penthouse, he finds himself confronted with kozy kottages or split-personality
ranch houses or gas-station-modern monstrosities. These, he discovers, are all
‘oriented.” They may be family oriented, kitchen oriented, children oriented, suburb
oriented, economy oriented. None seems to have been designed for the man who,
perhaps like you, wants his own place away from the city’s hurly-burly, a place where he
can relax for a weekend or a week, with companions of his choosing, in a house of his
own which provides his accustomed comforts and whatever degree of privacy or
gregariousness, formality or informality, the occasions of pleasure require.
—<“Playboy’s Weekend Hideaway,” April 1959.2%°

Even before Hugh Hefner decided that the Playmate should be characterized as the girl
next door, Playboy magazine and the lifestyle it promoted was built upon a keen awareness of
the intimate relationship between spatial and social locations. While the breadwinner role
against which Playboy was rebelling described a relationship that may be understood as legal
(husband and guardian) and economic (family provider), it must also be understood as spatial.

After all, as Barbara Ehrenreich points out, a key part of the magazine’s mission was to reclaim

% Joanne Hollows, “The Bachelor Dinner: Masculinity, Class and Cooking in Playboy,

1953-1961,” Continuum: Journal of Media and Cultural Studies 16, no. 2 (2002): 145.
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the indoors for men.”®' Such a mission indicates an understanding that architecture and interior
design both shape and reflect societal and individual values. The ways in which spaces are
constructed and decorated affect our perceptions of who and what belongs in them and informs
us of the appropriate ways in which these spaces should be used. As a result, the architecture
and design of a space can promote some types of relationships while inhibiting others.
According to the prevailing domestic ideal, which was fueled by a housing shortage met by rapid
suburban development in the years immediately following World War II, the breadwinner should
or should aspire to reside in a single family home situated in a middle class suburb. An analysis
of women’s and home magazines from the 1950s and 1960s reveals that home for the ideal
breadwinner was first and foremost a family space, the design of which required careful planning
in order to meet the needs of the children and to enable the wife to manage the household as
efficiently as possible.

Following the work of architecture historian Beatriz Colomina, this chapter is primarily
concerned with architecture as a form of media, examining the ways in which our interactions
with architecture are mediated and mediating while paying particular attention to the values
communicated through architectural renderings and representations. Colomina argues, “The
building should be understood in the same terms as drawings, photographs, writing, films, and
advertisements; not only because these are the media in which more often we encounter it, but

262 That is, architectural

because the building is a mechanism of representation in its own right.
meaning is not only communicated through what we typically think of as the mass media; it is

also communicated through our own relationships to architecture. However, buildings are more

261 Ehrenreich, Hearts of Men, 43-44.

262 Beatriz Colomina, Privacy and Publicity: Modern Architecture as Mass Media

(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1994), 13-15.
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than mechanisms of representations; Colomina asserts, “Architecture is not simply a platform
that accommodates the viewing subject. It is a viewing mechanism that produces the subject. It

- 263
precedes and frames its occupant.”

Though not framed in these terms, Playboy is deeply
concerned with the role of architecture in subjectivation, recognizing, as Hollows points out, that
changing the meaning of domestic space is a key means through which Playboy subjectivity is
produced. As Dolores Hayden argues, “The dwelling can be read as an image of the body, the
household, and the household’s relation to society. It is a physical space designed to mediate

between nature and culture, between the landscape and the larger built environment.”***

In part,
paying attention to the values communicated through Playboy architecture entails examining the
ways in which Bill Osgerby’s claim that “the bachelor pad was the spatial manifestation of a
consuming masculine subject” may be understood outside of the urban bachelor apartment.*®®
The following examination of the spatial configurations of the Playboy lifestyle as
manifested in fantasy blueprints for or features on actual bachelor pads in the magazine (many of
which were neither urban nor apartments); the international chain of Playboy Clubs, Club-
Hotels, and Casinos; and on the Hefner-hosted television variety parties, Playboy’s Penthouse
(1959-1961) and Playboy After Dark (1968-1970), will illustrate that a variety of public and
private spaces could be constructed to communicate the values for which “Playboy’s Penthouse

Apartment” stands. Furthermore, the television shows and Playboy Clubs provided men who

lived in suburban family homes with an opportunity to express their inner selves and claim

283 Colomina, Privacy and Publicity, 250.
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Playboy’s philosophy of urbanism as their own through the consumption of Playboy-constructed
domestic space.”*® This chapter also seeks to ground the values associated with Playboy’s
philosophy of urbanism, which sits at the core of the wider Playboy Philosophy, within the
history of post-World War II American architecture and design by analyzing discourses of the
family home that circulated through women’s and home magazines in the 1950s and 1960s.
Because Playboy has been historically placed in opposition to postwar domesticity, examining its
treatment of domestic space and domestic technologies, such as hi-fi equipment (see chapter 6)
and television (see chapter 5), should elucidate the relationship between its search for masculine
autonomy and its promotion of a masculine taste culture rooted in sophisticated consumption.
The family home was problematic for Playboy because of both the legal and spatial
relationships it entailed. These problems are addressed in “Playboy’s Penthouse Apartment,” a
two-part feature devoted to a fantasy blueprint designed to showcase domestic space appropriate
for the Playboy man. The second installment of the article, which appears in the October 1956
issue, argues, “A man’s home is not only his castle, it is or should be, the outward reflection of
his inner self—a comfortable, livable, and yet exciting expression of the person he is and the life

he leads. But the overwhelming percentage of homes are furnished by women.”**’

Family
homes, then, were dull spaces in which a man, unable to express his inner self, could easily lose

sight of both his masculinity and his individual identity. In the introduction to the December

2% The notion of a philosophy of urbanism is used here as Wojcik explains it in relation

to her idea of “the apartment plot.” That is, as “something akin to ‘the right to urban life,””
which “maintains and celebrates the urban against the forces of suburbia, against containment,
and against the destruction of the city.” See Pamela Robertson Wojcik, The Apartment Plot:
Urban Living in American Film and Popular Culture, 1945-1975 (Durham, NC: Duke
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1953 inaugural issue of Playboy, Hefner hailed his readers as apartment dwellers. In her
discussion of this introduction, Pamela Wojcik argues that, in addition to signifying masculine
autonomy, “The apartment...serves as a synecdoche for the city; this association in turn suggests
a certain level of sophistication—a catchall phrase signaling, culture, style, erudition, and

L 5,268
urbanity.”

The family home, though rarely explicitly mentioned in Playboy, could be
understood within the spatial configurations of the Playboy lifestyle as the polar opposite of an
urban bachelor apartment; i.e., as a synecdoche for the triumphs of familial togetherness over
masculine autonomy with the assumed suburban location connoting a dreary acceptance of
conformity and other-directedness as described by contemporary sociologists such as David
Riesman, Nathan Glazer, Reuel Denney, and William Whyte, o

Additionally, comparing Playboy’s coverage of architecture and design to similar
coverage in contemporaneous women’s and home magazines (specifically, Better Homes and
Gardens, Good Housekeeping, and Ladies Home Journal) will uncover the gendered
assumptions and value judgments inherent in this literature and provide a more comprehensive
picture of design trends in the United States during the mid-twentieth century than would
studying a single source. Such a comparison will reinforce Hayden’s point that “while women
may have gourmet kitchens, sewing rooms, and so-called master bedrooms to inhabit, even in

these spaces the homemaker’s role is to service, not to claim autonomy and privacy.””’® By

examining domestic spaces as texts in and of themselves, we can reveal the ways that the
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intertextual relationships between Playboy’s major enterprises in the mid-twentieth century
worked to reinforce the values associated with the Playboy lifestyle.

Furthermore, it is important to bear in mind that although the sets of Playboy’s television
shows; the Playboy Mansions; and the Playboy Clubs, Club-Hotels, and Club-Casinos may
represent domestic spaces, they are actually institutional spaces, designed to promote the
interests and values of Playboy Enterprises. As such, they work as advertisements not only for
the magazine but also for the Playboy lifestyle itself, drawing the connections between Playboy
masculinity and domestic space into even sharper relief than do the floor plans and articles about
bachelor pads featured in the magazine. Unlike the print coverage of Playboy approved
domestic spaces, Playboy’s institutional-domestic spaces allow viewers and keyholders to
experience these spaces as they are used even if the experience remains vicarious. The
effectiveness of these institutional-domestic spaces in linking Playboy masculinity and domestic
space is perhaps best exemplified by the fact that the image of Hefner as Mr. Playboy, clad in a
smoking jacket and surrounded by Playmates, and the lingering lore of mansion life tend to
overshadow other images of Playboy domesticity. Consequently, much of the existing
scholarship on Playboy’s coverage of architecture and interior design focuses primarily or
exclusively on the Playboy Mansion(s) and/or the occasional article describing a Playboy-
designed fantasy floor plan for a bachelor pad. This narrow focus ignores the magazine’s
coverage of actual bachelor pads (which outnumber the floor plans by more than two to one in
the time period under examination) and leads these scholars to: (1) uphold a dichotomy between
urban and suburban spaces more rigid than what is actually expressed in Playboy, (2) conclude

that the floor plans serve as “a kind of fantasmatic escape from suburbia,” and (3) foreground
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seduction as the ultimate design goal of the bachelor pad.””"

While several scholars (e.g., Osgerby, Preciado, Sewell, Wagner, and Wojcik) do note
masculine autonomy and control over one’s environment as important values communicated
through representations of Playboy domesticity, other scholars (e.g., Paul (née Beatriz) Preciado,
Sewell, and Wagner) have a tendency to view the desire for autonomy and control as
symptomatic of a greater desire for sexual predation.”’* For instance, Preciado argues, “The
Playboy Penthouse functions first as an office, or command station, where the bachelor organizes
his multiple sexual encounters, and second as a site for those encounters. Once the female guest
has entered the apartment, every furniture detail operates as a hidden trap that helps the bachelor

273 While he does note the actual bachelor

to get what Playboy magazine calls ‘instant sex.
pads featured in the magazine, his self-admitted lack of interest in “Playboy as a historical object
of study” leads him to an argument that hinges incorrectly on other Playboy spaces, such as the
set of Playboy’s Penthouse and the Chicago Playboy Club (both of which were constructed
before the Mansion was purchased), referencing the Playboy Mansion.””* Consequently, he

overstates the centrality of the Mansion’s influence on the spatial configuration of the Playboy

lifestyle.
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For Steven Cohan, the relationship between the spatial configuration of the playboy’s pad
and his sexuality renders the object of his seduction ambiguous. He goes so far as to argue,
based on the floor plans for “Playboy’s Penthouse Apartment” and its division into active and
quiet zones, that the spatial configuration of the bachelor pad “evok[es] the specter of the
homosexual closet because of the way the layout simultaneously seeks to theatricalize (in the
‘active zone”) and contain (in the ‘quiet zone’) male sexuality within a single domestic space.””
However, these arguments are weakened by the fact that, during the mid-twentieth century, it
was common parlance to refer to those zones of the family home that may have previously been
called formal and informal as quiet (semipublic) and active (public), respectively.*’®

This is not to suggest that seduction is not foregrounded in Playboy’s articles and
cartoons featuring bachelor pads; like Wojcik, I am simply arguing that it is not the only design
goal. Furthermore, the focus on seduction serves to distract from design goals linked to less
predatory forms of control and autonomy. Osgerby and Wojcik, for instance, recognize that
Playboy’s embrace of a modern design aesthetic “links the playboy bachelor to an aesthetic of
‘hip nonconformity,” meaning that “Playboy’s emphasis on style, decorating, and design

277 .
72" In fact, it was

represents a decisive ingredient in the Playboy philosophy and lifestyle.
largely the embrace of a modern design aesthetic that made both the magazine and its founder
cultural icons.

Domestic and Institutional Space in the Making of Mr. Playboy

Months before the first issue of Playboy hit newsstands, Hefner was consciously
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cultivating a public image that connected his way of life, or at least his domestic environment,
with taste and sophistication. In March 1953, an article entitled “How a Cartoonist Lives” gave
readers of the Chicago Daily News a glimpse inside the South Side apartment of Hugh and Millie
Hefner. Married in June 1949 in the midst of the postwar housing shortage, Hugh and Millie
moved into his parents’ home when they returned from their honeymoon in Wisconsin. Glenn
and Grace Hefner generously gave the young couple the largest bedroom in the house, and Hugh
and Millie did their best to fashion it into a small apartment. After a year, the couple moved to a
small one-bedroom apartment. When Millie became pregnant in early 1952, the couple moved
to a more spacious apartment with two bedrooms, and Hugh jumped at the opportunity to turn it
into a haven of the type of hip, urban, modern design that his future magazine would become
known for promoting.*”®

No stranger to a carefully constructed image (Hugh had consciously transformed into
“Hep Hef” between his junior and senior year of high school, changing his style of dress and
becoming obsessed with jazz), Hugh worked hard to create a home and image that balanced his

. . . . 279
own desires with social expectations.

The Chicago Daily News photographs captured a
young, happy family in an otherwise well-appointed and modern bachelor pad. One photo
depicts Hugh, Millie, and their 4-month-old daughter, Christie, enjoying time together in their
living room, nicknamed “the cave.” Hefner sits cross-legged on the carpet patterned in diamonds

of beige and coffee brown. He is still wearing his jacket and tie as if he had recently come home

from his job as circulation manager for Children’s Activities magazine. His trademark white

"8 Hefner (ed.), Hugh Hefner’s Playboy Volume 1,193, 199; Watts, Mr. Playboy, 50, 52-
53, 56-57.

" Watts, Mr. Playboy, 29.
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socks show above his black shoes. He is sitting against a brick fireplace with built-in
bookshelves at either end. The shelves are full of books, most of them spine out, but a few too
tall for the top shelf are neatly stacked. In his lap, he holds Christie, who slumps against him in a
white dress. To his left sits Millie on a modern sofa in front of a large window. She looks
relaxed, reading the newspaper, dressed smartly in a short-sleeved sweater and plaid wool skirt
with a scarf tied around her neck. She has short bangs and long, dark hair that curls about her
shoulders. She smiles broadly at her husband and daughter. Behind her, the white, yellow, and
black drapes with an abstract horse design stand out against the walls, which she and Hugh
painted a slate gray. In front of both of them is a Bertoia Bench coffee table by Hans Knoll, the
sleek design of which appears to be comprised of no more than eight varnished wooden slats
atop thin metal Y-shaped legs. Several ashtrays and a trinket box adorn the table, but they look
as though they are seldom used. Although not pictured in the Chicago Daily News story, the
living room also contained an orange, Eero Saarinen-designed and Knoll-manufactured womb
chair and an Eames LCW (Lounge Chair Wood) chair, which was manufactured by Herman
Miller.”® With furniture designs appearing in New York’s Modern Museum of Art (MoMA)
and other museums worldwide since at least 1941, these designers and manufacturers still
represent the forefront of twentieth-century American modern design.”®'

To look at the three of them, sitting there, smiling at each other, in their spotless, modern

280 See William Kiedaisch, “How a Cartoonist Lives,” Chicago Daily News, March 21,
1953, for the photograph and Watts, p. 57 for a description of the apartment interior. The picture
described here, along with other photographs of the Hefners’ apartment, can also be found in
Hefner (ed.), Hugh Hefner’s Playboy Volume 1, 212-213, 218-219.

! For more on American midcentury modern design, see Greg Castillo, Cold War on the
Home Front: The Soft Power of Midcentury Design (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2010), 36-38, 60-69, 115, 121, 184-185, and Kathryn B. Hiesinger and George H. Marcus
(eds.), Design Since 1945 (New York: Rizzoli, 1983).
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home, it is hard to imagine that this domestic space and the furniture it contained would launch
the Playboy Empire. One of the oft-repeated details of Playboy’s shoestring starting budget
involves Hefner raising $600 in startup funds by putting his modern furniture up for collateral to
secure loans from the Local Loan Co. and a bank on Michigan Avenue. Anniversary issues of
Playboy often contain photographs of the Hefners’ apartment during the magazine’s early days.
However, rather than projecting the familial togetherness and order on display in the Chicago
Daily News story, the photographs that have become part of Playboy’s corporate mythology
show a lone Hefner, hunched over a typewriter in his Eames chair, papers and office supplies
strewn about in what Hefner’s colleagues would later affectionately refer to as “controlled
chaos.”**?

During the creation of the first three issues, the Hefners’ South Side apartment served as
Playboy’s corporate headquarters. In early 1954, with increasing sales of the magazine, Playboy
moved to an office in the bohemian district of Chicago across E. Superior from the Holy Name
Cathedral. Once the magazine moved out of his South Side apartment, Hugh moved on as well.
His office on E. Superior was attached to a small bedroom and kitchenette, and he opted to come
home less and less. In 1956, the Playboy offices moved to 232 E. Ohio Street, and Hugh’s new
office suite also contained a bedroom as well as a bathroom and dressing room. By the summer
of 1957, Hugh and Millie had officially separated, and a divorce decree was granted in March

1959, 283

That year—1959— and the next marked important changes for both Hefner and the

%2 Stephen Galloway, “Hugh Hefner: The Playboy Interview,” The Hollywood Reporter,
Sept. 21, 2011, http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/hugh-hefner-playboy-interview-
238754.

8 Watts, Mr. Playboy, 58, 64, 70-71, 81-82, 99, 144-151.
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Playboy corporation. The summer saw the company undertake the successful production of a
three-day jazz festival and begin production on its first television series, Playboy’s Penthouse, a
syndicated TV variety-party in which Hefner, as host, welcomed musicians, celebrities, and
beautiful women to an intimate cocktail party in a television studio set constructed to resemble a
bachelor pad. By the end of 1959, Playboy’s circulation had surpassed more than one million
copies per month. It was also as 1959 came to a close that Hefner made the pivotal decision to
spend $400,000 (over $3.2 million in 2015 dollars) on a four-story mansion located at 1340 N.
State Parkway. On February 29, 1960, Playboy opened the first in its chain of Playboy Clubs in
Chicago’s Near North Side; however, it was the first party thrown at the Playboy Mansion in
May 1960, and on a near-weekly basis thereafter, that would solidify the image of Hefner as the
symbol of ultimate bachelorhood.”™ As he explained in a 2006 interview, “It was in 1959 quite
literally that I came out from behind the desk and started living the life. I reinvented myself and
became in effect Mr. Playboy.”**’

However, the Playboy Mansion was neither simply nor primarily a domestic space. As
Hefner explained in an introduction to a book about the Playboy Mansions, “I acquired what was
to become the Playboy Mansion in December 1959—not simply as a private residence, but as a

286
d.””®® Hefner’s

corporate facility that would become the very center of the Playboy worl
residence occupied the second floor and a portion of the first floor of the Mansion; the third floor

was turned into a Bunny Dorm for women working at the Chicago Playboy Club while

284 Kathryn Loring, “A Bachelor’s Dream,” Chicago Daily Tribune, March 5, 1961;
Watts, 103, 155, 157-158.

83 “Interview with Hugh Hefner 2006,” interview by Bill Zehme, Playboy After Dark,
disc 1 (Ventura, CA: Morada Vision, 2006), DVD.

2% Hefner, introduction to Inside the Playboy Mansion, 11.
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Playmates and other magazine employees rented apartments in the Mansion. The Mansion was
also a workspace with Hefner conducting most of his business from his home office. Several
magazine employees, such as Hefner’s secretary and executive assistant, also worked out of the
Mansion, and executive meetings were held in the space on a regular basis.®” The Playboy
Mansion was treated as a corporate investment with Hefner reportedly paying only $650 per
month in rent while his company absorbed the remainder of the costs for entertaining in and

288

maintaining the property” . Hefner’s current home, Playboy Mansion West, located in the

exclusive Holmby Hills neighborhood of Los Angeles, was purchased on February 3, 1971, by

289 .
Hefner never owned either

the corporation as another promotional investment property.
property; he currently rents Playboy Mansion West for an annual sum of $100 from Playboy’s
parent company, Icon Acquisition Holdings, which covers the cost of the Mansion’s utilities,
maintenance, and repairs.**® Critics and admirers alike have had a tendency to reduce the

Playboy Mansions and Clubs to little more than “erotic theme park[s].” However, they should

also be understood as further examples of the ways in which Playboy-designed spaces actively

%7 Gretchen Edgren, Inside the Playboy Mansion (Santa Monica, CA: General Publishing
Group, Inc., 1998): 32, 46-47, 76, John McDonnell, “Playboy Head Buys Mansion on North
Side,” Chicago Tribune, Dec. 17, 1959; “The Playboy Mansion,” Playboy, January 1966, 105,
107, 202-203.

*%8 Stephen Byer, Hefier’s Gonna Kill Me When He Reads This: My Incredible Life at
Playboy (Chicago: Allen-Bennett, Inc., 1972): 44.

% Edgren, Inside the Playboy Mansion, 111.

%0 Jeff Bercovici, “Hugh Hefner’s Bizarre Playboy Mansion Lease,” Forbes.com,
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blur the line between the institutional and the domestic.>’!

Furthermore, the history of the
evolution of Playboy’s institutional space demonstrates that architecture and design have always
been central to Playboy’s corporate image as well as to Hefner’s image as the organization’s
chief brand ambassador. This history also shows that, until late 1959, the Playboy lifestyle was
even aspirational for the magazine’s Editor-Publisher himself. Hefner understood what it was
like to be a breadwinner looking for “a place to call his own,” and the magazine’s features on
modern architecture and design along with those on cooking were intended to provide male
readers with a level of domestic competence that would enable even those who were suburban
breadwinners to find autonomy and express their individuality through the reclamation of
specifically masculine domestic space within the family home.
Architecture and Design in Playboy

Although the magazine’s tagline and introduction promised a focus on “entertainment for
men,” Playboy’s content situates it as a holistic men’s lifestyle magazine with a focus on modern
living for the actual or aspiring urban man-about-town. Since Playboy’s first issue, the “modern
living” section of the magazine has contained articles providing information about home and
office décor ranging from desks to bar accessories and from hi-fi equipment to modern art. This
section also regularly features information about the latest in automobile design and articles
about Playboy-appropriate modes of outdoor leisure, such as yachting, flying, and skiing. More
importantly for the focus of this chapter, with the exception of “Playboy’s Penthouse
Apartment,” this is also the section under which the magazine’s fantasy blueprints and features
on actual bachelor pads are published. Numerous articles on architects, designers, city planning,

and interior design also appear in other sections of the magazine, such as a feature article on

21 «Now It’s the Playboy Time,” Variety, March 22, 1961, 63; “The Playboy Mansion,”
106; Preciado, Pornotopia, 113; Watts, Mr. Playboy, 273.
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Frank Lloyd Wright (May 1955), a profile of Mies van der Rohe (August 1958), and plans for
the “City of the Future” by R. Buckminster Fuller (January 1968).%

While those, like architectural critic Reyner Banham, who initially purchased Playboy for
the centerfold, may have been surprised at the quality and extent of the magazine’s coverage of
architecture and interior design, its centrality to the Playboy taste culture has led in the twenty-
first century to articles and even museum exhibitions exploring Playboy’s design legacy.””
Conceding that he could find at least a dozen reasons besides the centerfold to continue reading
the magazine, Banham went on to praise the two home designs published by Playboy at the time

of his writing, “Playboy’s Penthouse Apartment” and “Playboy’s Weekend Hideway.” Of these

designs, Banham states that although “neither of them [are] by any designers you have heard of,

2 Ray Russell, “The Builder,” Playboy, August 1954; R. Buckminster Fuller, “City of
the Future,” Playboy, January 1968; “On the Scene: Mies van der Rohe,” Playboy, August 1958,
22.
%% In a collaboration between Princeton University and Bureau Europa (a Dutch
organization that promotes European architecture and design), Beatriz Colomina curated an
exhibit, Playboy Architecture, 1953-1979, which ran at the Bureau Europa from September 29,
2012-February 9, 2013. For more information about this exhibit, see the website for Princeton’s
program in Media and Modernity (http://mediamodernity.princeton.edu/index.php?option=com__
content&v