Cultural Hegemony Goes to the Fair:
The Case of E. L. Doctorow’s World’s Fair

Michael Robertson

The New York World’s Fair of 1939/1940 promised its visitors a glimpse
into the “World of Tomorrow,” and some forty-five million people—a good
proportion of America’s population at the time—journeyed to Flushing Mead-
ows, Queens, to view the Fair’s vision of the future. Despite its popularity, the
Fair was largely ignored by historians for many years, its history preserved only
in visitors’ memories, in the reams of publicity and journalistic coverage that
appeared while it was open, and in a little-noticed official history published in the
1950s. However, the past decade has witnessed an explosion of interest in the
New York World’s Fair. Starting with Jeffrey L. Meikle’s brilliant critique in his
1979 book Twentieth-Century Limited, a number of authors have offered a
revisionist interpretation of the Fair that challenges any nostalgic assessment of
it as a benign assemblage of technological marvels. These writers have focused
on the Fair planners’ attempts to manipulate visitors’ reactions. They argue that
the World’s Fair presented a vision of an American future dominated by business
interests, a utopia of consumption where the good life could be measured in goods
consumed, where freedom and democracy were defined as the ability of all
Americans to choose among competing brands. The Fair’s critics describe how
the most popular exhibits shepherded passive visitors through rigidly controlled
displays, revealing corporate America’s plans for the future while training
fairgoers to assume the limited role of expert consumers.!

For the most part, the recent writers on the World’s Fair base their analyses
on models of cultural hegemony and social control that assume the existence of
an active cultural elite who successfully manipulate a largely passive audience.
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In this view, cultural control comes from the top; the mass of people are little more
than uncritical consumers of a firmly defined cultural product. However, it is
possible to take another view. Without denying the ways in which an elite can
shape cultural products, we can also give attention to the process by which
consumers receive, respond to, and in turn reshape the culture in which they
participate. As William R. Taylor writes, “Understanding how popular culture
is consumed requires abandoning any facile hegemonic assumptions that produc-
ers of culture have their way with the cultural consumer.™

E. L. Doctorow’s 1985 book World's Fair can provide a case study for
understanding how the New York World’s Fair was consumed. A novel castin
the form of a memoir, Doctorow’s book is narrated by Edgar Altschuler, who
recounts a childhood in the Bronx during the 1930s. The novel concludes with
descriptions of two successive visits to the World’s Fair, which take up the book’s
four final chapters. These trips to the Fair are described in copious and historically
accurate detail. Doctorow, who achieved fame for his imaginative playfulness
with history in his 1975 novel Ragtime, plays it straight in World’s Fair; all but
one of his references to the Fair are historically verifiable.

The historical veracity of World' s Fair, combined with its many correspon-
dences to Doctorow’s own life—the narrator shares his first name, the family
membersin the book have the same names as Doctorow’s parents and brother, and
the Altschulers live on the same street in the Bronx that Doctorow’s family
inhabited during the 1930s—Iled many reviewers of the book to call it an
autobiography.® Ininterviews atthe time of World' s Fair’s publication, Doctorow
rejected the label and called the book “the illusion of a memoir.™ However, the
generic label affixed to World’s Fair, whether novel or autobiography, is
irrelevant. More important is that the book offers an extensive narrative of one
middle-class person’s reactions to the Fair. That account stands in vivid contrast
to recent historians’ hegemonic interpretations, which, in their exclusive atten-
tion to the planners’ intentions, imply that the meaning of the Fair rested solely
in the hands of its designers. Doctorow’s narrative serves as a useful corrective,
showing how visitors to the Fair might have constructed its meaning for
themselves. World' s Fair suggests that however much visitors admired the Fair’s
exhibits, the designers’ attempts at cultural control could encounter, even on the
part of a child, complex and formidable varieties of resistance.

I

During the four years of its development, the planners of the New York
World’s Fair settled on the unifying slogan “Building the World of Tomorrow,”
and they erected on the site of a former garbage dump in Queens what they hoped
would be an exciting and broadly appealing model of an American future made
possible by technology and commerce. Clustered about the Fair’s enormous,
sleek and futuristic theme buildings, the needle-like Trylon and the globular
Perisphere, were dozens of exhibits offering a preview of late twentieth-century
America. They showed an American landscape that could have been lifted from
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science fiction movies, a place filled withrocketports and electrified farms, radio-
controlled superhighways and talking robots.

Those responsible for creating this futuristic landscape were almost all
members of the new profession of industrial designers. Today, most industrial
designers’ work is limited to creating new products and packaging, but in the
beginnings of the profession during the 1920s and 1930s, designers took a more
ambitious view of their task. They saw themselves as designers of culture as well
as of products; Norman Bel Geddes, one of the leaders of the profession, spoke
of designing “social structure” in the same breath with designing “objects of daily
use.” In his book on industrial design in America, Jeffrey L. Meikle writes that
the profession’s founders “hoped to create a coherent environment for what they
self-consciously referred to as ‘the machine age.” Industrial design, they thought,
would both reverse the Depression’s plummeting sales and create a harmonious
environment unknown since the industrial revolution.”® In the writings of Walter
Dorwin Teague, who, like Geddes, was both a well-known industrial designer and
one of the principal planners of the New York World’s Fair, the designers’ sense
of mission took on a messianic tone. Industrial design, Teague wrote, “offers the
only hope that this mechanized world will be a fit place to live in.””

The New Y ork business leaders who initiated plans for a world’s fair at first
regarded itasa stimulus to the metropolitan economy. However, after control was
handed over to industrial designers, the fair began to assume a grander purpose.
Historians of the World’s Fair argue that the designers used the opportunity to
display their vision of how rational design, realized through a beneficent
capitalism, could create a utopian America in the near future. The industrial
designers, in concert with their corporate employers, promoted capitalism as the
solution to America’s woes: increased consumption would bolster the economy
and lift America out of the Depression. As Meikle describes the union of
designers with capitalists, “Industrial designers . . . concentrate[d] on consumer
engineering to create public demand for a future society that would give most
benefit to private corporations.”

Meikle, along with other recent writers on the World’s Fair, concentrates on
its planners’ intentions. In this view, the Fair was a major move in a master
strategy of cultural hegemony, designed to transform visitors into passive
consumers. Certainly, there is much truth in this view. Most exhibits at the Fair
were sponsored by corporations and frankly intended to stimulate sales. The
architecture of much of the Fair was indistinguishable from advertising. Exhibits
were housed in buildings that mimicked consumer products: the American
Tobacco Company building was shaped like a pack of cigarettes, the RCA
building like a radio tube, the Continental Baking Company exhibit like a donut,
while the National Cash Register exhibit had a giant cash register on its roof (Fig.
1). This architecture parlante was, in part, a playful mode of design appropriate
to the Fair’s carnival atmosphere. But it also created an environment in which
commercial messages were encoded into the surroundings in a way that made
them omnipresent and inescapable.’
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Figure 1. National Cash Register building. Courtesy New York Pub-
lic Library.
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The Fair’s critics charge that the design of the exhibits’ interiors was equally
manipulative. Meikle cites Douglas Haskell, an architecture critic who observed
at the time of the World’s Fair that it witnessed the emergence of architecture as
“environmental control” rather than “the mere enclosing of space.”® Meikle
himself notes, “Nineteenth-century exhibition buildings were vast sheds meant
only to shelter typical objects, machines, and cultural artifacts of civilization. By
1939, however, attention had shifted from objects to their potential consumers.”"!
The Chicago Columbian Exposition of 1893 illustrates Meikle’s contention. On
the outside, the buildings in the White City, the Chicago Exposition’s central area,
were held together not only by plaster of paris but by a powerful aesthetic
ideology that attempted to impose Greco-Roman uniformity upon the disparate
and conflict-ridden social landscape of late nineteenth-century America. Yeton
the inside, the White City’s buildings achieved simply an undifferentiated
“enclosing of space,” to use Haskell’s term. The buildings surrounded visitors
with a spare structural steel shell, a vast open space in which they could roam at
will, lingering at whatever exhibits took their fancy.

In contrast, Meikle and other writers portray the New York World’s Fair as
an early exercise in crowd control. Visitors’ progress through the exhibits was
rigidly determined; frequently, decisions about what to observe and how long to
look were made by the designers. Forexample, visitors to Democracity, the Fair’s
theme exhibit located inside the Perisphere, stood in place on a rotating platform
to watch a six-minute sound-and-light show involving a scale model of a carefully
planned utopian metropolis. The greatest degree of control was achieved at the
Fair’s most popular exhibit, the General Motors’ Futurama. Visitors to the
Futurama were seated on a conveyer belt that moved them ata setrate past another
model landscape of the future, while a recorded narration came from speakers
located within spectators’ individual chairs. This visual and aural control over
fairgoers led Haskell to compare the exhibit to “some vast carburetor, sucking in
the crowd by fascination into its feeding tubes, carrying the people through the
prescribed route, and finally whirling them out.”*> While no other exhibit so
rigidly controlled its visitors, many of the displays can be seen as “machines for
processing people,” in Meikle’s phrase.’® Designer Walter Dorwin Teague
expressed his intention to lead visitors “craftily through a planned maze” so that
“the spectator’s interest is stimulated and his responses are involuntary.”**
Teague’s design for the DuPont exhibit was a masterpiece of streamlining, in
which architecture, lighting, and even the pattern of the floor’s linoleum com-
bined to guide visitors on a predetermined path.

Meikle argues that in their attempt to control visitors’ responses, the Fair’s
designers “considered the average person only as a consumer, a passive indi-
vidual receiving impulses, prodded, stimulated, and living packaged experi-
ences.””* While Meikle speaks only of the designers’ intentions, historian Francis
V. O’Connor goes further and argues that these intentions were fully realized.
Afterdescribing the“latent fascism” of the designers, O’Connor writes, “The Fair
was a carefully contrived conditioning experiment (Germany was another, at the

35



time) and few among the multitudes entering its gates were ready in 1939-40—
or subsequently—to ‘psyche out’ the reasons they suddenly yearned for televi-
sion sets, superhighways, foreign foods, and a streamlined life.”** Though his
charges of “latent fascism” are extreme, O’Connor states explicitly what is
implicit in the view of other historians: visitors to the Fair passively absorbed its
intended messages, and the designers were successful in their attempts at
psychological manipulation.

Doctorow’s World' s Fair challenges what William R. Taylor labels “facile
hegemonic assumptions” that cultural producers always succeed in their attempts
to manipulate consumers. In Doctorow’s narrative, each of the characters who
attend the Fair determine its meaning for themselves. World’ s Fair shows how
individuals can mold the experiences that mass culture offers to fit their own
needs, thus finding pleasure within mass culture while at the same time ignoring
or subverting its designers’ intentions.

I

As mentioned earlier, Doctorow’s narrator Edgar Altschuler twice visits the
New York World’s Fair. One of the visits occurs after Edgar wins a contest, and
he and his family gain free entry to all exhibits for a day. The reactions of Edgar’s
parents vividly illustrate the potential complexity of fairgoers’ responses. Edgar
describes the family’s visit fondly and considers it a great success; the outing
serves to dissipate tensions and to heal family rifts. At the same time, both of
Edgar’s parents are critical of many aspects of the Fair. Dave, Edgar’s politically
leftist father, is quite aware of the Fair’s ideological underpinnings, and in a gently
didactic fashion he shares his critique with his two sons. While the rest of the
family peers at the Westinghouse exhibit’s Time Capsule, a metal container
intended to be opened five thousand years in the future, Dave examines a list of
the contents, which range from a Mickey Mouse plastic cup to a Lilly Daché hat
to a copy of Gone with the Wind. Dave asks his sons why there is nothing in the
capsule “about the great immigrations that had brought Jewish and Italian and
Irish people to America or nothing to represent the point of view of the
workingman.” He goes on, “There is no hint from the stuff they included that
America has a serious intellectual life, or Indians on reservations or Negroes who
suffer from race prejudice. Why is that?”'” Edgar and his brother do not respond
to their father’s question. But the episode suggests that, despite the Westinghouse
Corporation’s effort to preserve for posterity a sanitized version of a unified
American society, Dave is able to use the exhibit to remind his children of
America’s diversity of race, class and ethnicity, as well as its history of racism and
tradition of dissent.

Dave is equally critical of the Fair’s efforts to promote consumption as the
key to the good life in the world of tomorrow. At the General Motors Futurama,
Dave points out that GM is promoting its corporate self-interest as much as the
general welfare of Americans. As the family exits the exhibit, he remarks that the
fourteen-lane superhighways that lace the Futurama’s landscape will have to be
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built with public money. General Motors, he says, “is telling us what they expect
from us: we must build them the highways so they can sell us the cars” (285).
Edgar’s mother Rose does not share Dave’s political perspective. Yet she too is
skeptical of the Fair’s materialistic utopia. As she walks through the Town of
Tomorrow, a collection of model houses, Rose voices the reaction of those
battered by a decade of depression, critical of any assurances that the American
economy could play Lady Bountiful to all. “What’s the point of showing such
houses,” Rose exclaims, “when they cost over ten thousand dollars and no one in
the world has the money to buy them?” (284).

At the same time that they are critical of many aspects of the World’s Fair,
Doctorow’s characters enjoy the experience. Edgar observes a paradox in his
father’s reaction: “He could be critical of something and admire it at the same
time” (284). Such paradoxical reactions were presumably common among
visitors to the Fair—and are widespread among consumers of mass culture.
Dave’s simultaneous criticism and admiration show how “people do not ingest
mass culture whole,” in Janice Radway’s phrase.!® Dave and Rose embrace some
parts of the Fair, reject others, and, in all, enjoy themselves “tremendously,”
according to Edgar (284). Whatever the intentions of the Fair’s designers, the
members of the Altschuler family use the Fair for their own ends. For them, the
visit becomes an occasion to cement family ties. Torn by personal and economic
problems in the lingering Depression years, fragmented when Edgar’s older
brother moves to Philadelphia to escape an unhappy home life, the family comes
together for their day at the Fair, their spiritsraised by the celebratory, carnivalesque
atmosphere of the fairgrounds.

This family visit to the Fair is Edgar’s second; he makes his first in company
with his schoolmate Meg and her mother Norma. During his initial tour of the
Fair, unaccompanied by his articulate parents, Edgar is in general neither able nor
inclined to voice any criticisms. But this does not mean that he passively accedes
to the designers’ efforts at control or swallows the Fair’s propaganda for the
consumerist way of life. Instead, we see Edgar mentally transforming the Fair,
turning it into something familiar and comforting, using it as a medium to support
his personal growth. When he first catches sight of the Trylon and Persiphere
from the train station, Edgar feels a surge of joy. Their images made famous by
the mass media, the Fair’s two theme structures strike Edgar as old friends; they
serve as beneficent presences overseeing his visit. The first exhibit Edgar heads
for is the General Motors Futurama, intended to awe visitors with its vision of a
utopian future. However, Edgar reduces the awesome to his child-sized scale: in
a flash of insight, he realizes that the Futurama is “the largest most complicated
toy ever made!” (253). The cars remind him of the toys he played with when he
was smaller; the buildings are like the models he and his brother constructed. And
when he and Meg go to the Amusement Zone, Edgar feels right at home; he sees
it as simply a larger version of the boardwalk at Rockaway where he spent a
summer vacation.
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The World’s Fair becomes for Edgar a stimulus to his growth to maturity,
enabling him to resolve the issues of autonomy, ethnicity and sexuality that are
at the core of Doctorow’s novel. The very act of visiting the Fair with Meg and
her mother Norma requires Edgar to assert his independence. The domineering,
overprotective Rose disapproves of Norma, a single mother and the subject of
kitchen-table gossip that declares her to be outside the pale of middle-class
respectability. After Meg invites him to the Fair, Edgar has to prepare a campaign
to convince his mother to allow him to go, marshaling his arguments over a glass
of milk and some Oreos. Once at the Fair, Edgar feels liberated. Norma, who has
a job at one of the Amusement Zone sideshows, allows Edgar and Meg to explore
the Fair on their own while she works. The two children set their own agenda and
plunge excitedly into the hectic pleasures of the Amusement Zone.

The Amusement Zone of the 1939/1940 Fair was extremely popular, but it
was peripheral to the Fair planners’ intentions of displaying the benefits to be
realized in corporate America’s vision of the World of Tomorrow. Yet the
Amusement Zone provides Doctorow’s Edgar with the most significant experi-
ences of his narrative. This frail, overprotected boy discovers courage that he
never imagined himself to possess when he must comfort the frightened Meg as
they dangle in the air high above the fairgrounds on the popular Parachute Jump
ride. More signficantly, in the unlikely setting of a cheaply produced peep show,
Edgar recognizes the dangerous, thrilling freedom that is open to him as he grows
into adolescence.

Norma, it turns out, works in a sideshow known as “Oscar the Amorous
Octopus,” where she swims naked underwater in a glass tank.'” After dark,
unnoticed, Edgar slips into the sideshow and watches Norma perform. He
emerges excited, disturbed and confused, yet with the sense that he has achieved
a partial initiation into manhood. Watching Norma, Edgar gains an understand-
ing of the thrilling freedom that her life represents. Normareveals the possibility
of transgressing the rigid categories of middle-class Bronx life; she mixes the
supposedly disparate categories of motherhood and sexual enticement. The peep
show also gives Edgar a glimpse into his own anxiously awaited future as a
sexually mature man. He need no longer worry about that future, Edgar realizes;
it will come to him naturally. As he and Megride home together in a taxi, leaning
sleepily against one another, he has a foreshadowing of the closeness felt by
lovers, as sexualized images drift through his mind: he and Meg are Siamese
twins, they are swimmers undulating about each other underwater. Asthey drive
away from the fairgrounds, Edgar imagines the sound of the nightly fireworks
display to be a pounding in his own chest, a confusion that is emblematic of his
experience of the World’s Fair. He appropriates and absorbs the Fair, inadvert-
ently turning its designers’ intentions on their head, so that the Fair becomes for
Edgaralocusnot just of commerce and control but of maturity and independence.

Doctorow’s chapters on the World’s Fair show how visitors could resist and
subvert its planners’ intentions. Beyond that, the central themes of the novel as
a whole stand in opposition to the Fair plannners’ efforts to define and shape
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American culture. Much of World’s Fair concerns Edgar’s struggle to come to
terms with hisJewish identity, a struggle that contrasts with the Fair’s suppression
of America’s racial and ethnic diversity. As noted earlier, Edgar’s father Dave
criticizes the Westinghouse Time Capsule for denying America’s pluralism. This
denial was common throughout the Fair’s exhibits. Most of the exhibits,
attempting to cast all viewers in the role of consumer, portrayed Americans as
essentially identical; they made generalizations about capital-M ‘“Man” or
presented small audio-visual dramas of consumption that featured “Mrs. Mod-
emn.” Arecognition of American pluralism would have detracted from the Fair’s
vision of a unified consumer society. The planners’ failure to acknowledge
American diversity goes hand-in-hand with their decision to relegate the foreign
pavilions to a remote site on the grounds. Both actions can be seen as part of an
attempt to minimize difference and to emphasize the potential of American
business to create a common international culture.!

Doctorow’s novel, however, subverts this notion of a consumerist melting
pot, repeatedly reminding us of the era’s anti-Semitism. The newspaper and radio
bring into Edgar’s apartment news of Hitler’s advance through Europe. Closer
to home, Edgar learns about the prejudice that surrounds, and sometimes
penetrates, his largely Jewish South Bronx neighborhood. He awakes one
morning to discover a swastika chalked onto his family’s garage doors. And on
his way home from the library one Saturday afternoon, he is mugged by two
teenage bigots, who slam his head against a fence and yell, “Fuck you, Jewboy”
(237). The incident leaves Edgar feeling nauseated and humiliated, not least
because in his terror he denies being Jewish. Afterwards, he regains his self-
respect by entering an essay contest sponsored by the World’s Fair on the theme
of the typical American Boy. Edgar’s essay reads in part:

The typical American Boy is not fearful of Dangers. . . . he
should traverse the hills and valleys of the city. If he is Jewish
he should say so. If he is anything he should say whatitis when
challenged. . . . Hereads all the time. . . . Also, radio programs
and movies may be enjoyed but not at the expense of important
things. For example he should always hate Hitler. In music he
appreciates both swing and symphony. In women he appreci-
ates them all (244).

The essay is a way of taking revenge on the muggers: the only way these illiterates
couldenter acontest would be to steal somebody else’s essay, Edgar tells himself.
But the essay is also a means of asserting pride in his Jewishness and celebrating
diversity—qualities that contrast with the cultural values of the World’s Fair.
Like the descriptions of Edgar’s visits to the Fair, the essay contest shows us how
people can participate in mass culture while ignoring, at least in part, its
producers’ ideological intentions and using that culture to shape their own values.
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World' s Fair reprints in full the actual winning essay in the 1940 “Typical
American Boy” contest (Fig. 2). Written by twelve-year-old Alfred Roberts Jr.
of Manhattan, the essay, as reprinted in both The New York Times and Doctorow’s
novel, begins:

The typical American boy should possess the same qualities as
those of the early American pioneers. He should be handy,
dependable, courageous, and loyal to his beliefs. He should be
clean, cheerful and friendly, willing to help and be kind to
others. He is an all around boy interested in sports, hobbies,
and the world around him (277). '

Edgar’s highly personal and idiosyncratic essay contrasts comically with the
mind-numbing clichés of the winning entry. While he does not win the contest,
Edgar does not lose by the experience; his essay gives him a way to participate
in the mass culture at the same time as it provides ameans to define anindependent
identity.2

The New York World’s Fair planners not only suppressed references to
America’s diversity but also ignored its history. Previous expositions had looked
to the past at the same time as they provided a model for the future; for example,
the Chicago Columbia Exposition offered the neoclassical heritage as its model
for American development, while the 1933/1934 Century of Progress celebrated
Chicago’s history. But the New York World’s Fair, ostensibly held to celebrate
the 150th anniversary of George Washington’s inauguration as President in New
York City, slighted the past and focused on the future.® In contrast, World's Fair
celebrates historical continuity. The novel, cast in the form of a memoir, is in
essence an exercise in memory—in an individual’s detailed reconstruction of his
earliest years. Moreover, in his recollections, Edgar emphasizes the continuity
of family and religion. One of his earliest memories is of his grandmother, who
emigrated from Russia during the anti-Semitic pogroms. Each Friday evening the
old woman prays over Sabbath candles, in a ritual that reminds Edgar, the child
of secularized parents, of his centuries-old religious legacy. And in episodes of
senile dementia, his grandmother talks about the Cossacks who drove her from
Russia, a reminder of an equally long legacy of persecution.

Edgar’s memory also absorbs and transforms the World’s Fair. In his role
as narrator, he places the Fair at the climax of his memoir and takes its name as
title. This textual use of the Fair reveals once again how individuals participate
in the construction of culture. Edgar transforms the World’s Fair, intended by its
planners to determine the shape of future American society, into a textual element
in the narrative of his own past. In Edgar’s narrative, the Fair becomes the catalyst
that brings to a fitting climax the central thematic thread of the memoir: Edgar’s
search to find an independent identity that can accomodate his varying roles as
brother, son, male and Jew. The World’s Fair functions in the narrative as a sort
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of deus ex carnival, allowing Edgar to resolve the issues of autonomy, ethnicity
and sexuality that he has struggled with in his growth to maturity.

Edgar’s second visit to the World’s Fair, like his first, concludes with the
thrilling explosion of fireworks. But these pyrotechnics do not form the
conclusion of the novel. Doctorow adds a brief coda. On a blustery fall day at
about the same time that the New York World’s Fair of 1939/1940 closed its gates
for good, Edgar and a friend decide to bury in Claremont Park their own time
capsule, constructed from aluminum foil and a cardboard mailing tube. Unlike
the Westinghouse Time Capsule, the contents of which represent a blandly
homogenized version of American culture, Edgar’s time capsule is filled with
personal, well-worn items of daily use: a Tom Mix Decoder badge, a harmonica,
a cracked pair of eyeglasses. Ceremoniously, Edgar slips the time capsule into
a hole he has dug, tamps dirt into the hole, and camouflages his handiwork with
leaves before walking away. The scene could be described as a parody of the
World’s Fair’s grandiose ambitions to capture American culture. But Edgar’s
solemnity during the ceremony proclaims his intention not to parody but to pay
tribute to the Fair. The scene is a fitting ending to World'’ s Fair, a novel that can
correct any assumption we may have that individuals react in only two ways to
mass culture, either passively accepting its messages or rejecting it whole.
Edgar’s time capsule reveals how individuals can participate in mass culture and
at the same time transform it, making it their own. In this final scene, Edgar
appropriates the Westinghouse Time Capsule—the product of industrial design-
ers working for a major corporation and a symbol of the entire New York World’s
Fair—and turns it to personal use. In burying his foil-lined mailing tube, Edgar
affirms his faith in the world of tomorrow. At the same time, he cherishes his
personal past in a Janus-like gesture that stands as an appropriate final emblem
for World' s Fair.
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