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SELLING SUBURBIA: AN ACTOR-NETWORK ANALYSIS OF THE

CONSTRUCTION OF LEVITTOWN

Matthew Goeke
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In 1947, Levitt & Sons began building the building small, affordable homes for 

veterans on suburban Long Island by the thousands.  Within a few years, Levittown 

became both the most famous postwar suburb and the target of relentless criticism.  This 

thesis uses the construction of Levittown as a method to examine the vast array of factors 

that enabled detached suburban home ownership to dominate the American landscape in 

the second half of the 20th century.  By studying this suburb, I evaluate the merits of 

some competing views on the “causes” of suburban development.

Using Michel Callon and Bruno Latour's actor-network theory, I treat these houses 

as a new technology and focus on the agencies that produced two separate, but closely 

related actor-networks.  First, Levitt & Sons itself, an organization that was able to mass 

produce an large, historically cheap affordable housing development.  Second, the 

Levittown Cape Cod, the contract it came with, and the community it was embedded 

within.  I conclude by offering a reinterpretation of the various conceptions of suburbia, 

arguing that actor-network theory provides unique advantages in evaluating how these 

homes were produced and how they affected their tenants. 

Dr. David Brain

Division of Social Sciences 
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1.  Introduction

The suburbs have always occupied a controversial space within American culture, 

intensely desirable for some and harshly criticized by others.  From the left, they have 

been widely caricatured as realms of bland conformity, soulless repetition, economic and 

racial homogeneity, and unseemly competition to “Keep up with the Joneses.”  From a 

more conservative perspective, suburban life – and happily settling down to a steady job 

and a family – has become a version of the American dream.  The culture of home 

ownership in America dates back to the Jeffersonian tradition, and has since been linked 

to patriotism, anti-communism, and Americanness.  As such, the cultural understandings 

of what it means to live in the suburbs are, at times, contradictory, representing radically 

different things to different groups.

Though it was the target of relentless media criticism from its earliest stages, the 

suburban style of building spread steadily after World War II until it became the de facto 

standard for the American home.  Whatever its flaws may be, it is clear that the demand 

for individual, detached home has triumphed over the alternatives, such as multifamily, 

public, or rental housing.  Since Hoover, American presidents have openly endorsed 

individual home ownership as a method for producing good citizens and, along with 

Congress, have encouraged it economically.  More recently, though, this culture of home 

ownership has come under attack in response to the market crash of 2008, which was 

caused systematic flaws in the mortgage market along with problematic securitization of 
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those risky loans.  These new products allowed for the creation of trillions of dollars in 

new wealth based off of a relatively small amount of mortgage-backed loans as collateral. 

This market's crash was, in part, due to the inability of some home-owners with poor 

credit to repay the mortgages extended to them at high interest rates.  In other words, the 

barriers to home ownership were artificially lowered through easy financing, to the point 

that there was no longer any guarantee that individuals could necessarily pay off the 

massive loans available to them.

The idea that loans were regularly extended to people who - based on their credit 

history and finances - would be unlikely to be able to repay their debts may have shocked 

the media, but it was consistent with the policies at work over the second half of the 20th 

century.  Lowering the bar to home ownership, to a certain point, was quite beneficial for 

the nation and remains a priority for our government.  No where was this more evident 

than in the initial stages of suburban development, where, for the first time ever, the 

government began providing and insuring large, long-term, low interest mortgages to 

people who would never otherwise be able to afford their own homes.  Through subsidies 

and loans, the government financed the project of suburban development, and the result 

was home ownership becoming widely available for the working and lower middle 

classes for the first time in American history.  

More recently, urban reformers – and particularly, the New Urbanist movement – 

have brought these policies that promoted suburbia into clear focus again, as part of a 

new critique of the suburban project.  In their classic work Suburban Nation, Duany et al. 
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offer their own account of the history of suburbanization in America, focusing heavily 

upon these policies.  They persuasively argue that, “We live today in cities and suburbs 

whose form and character we did not choose... imposed upon us, by federal policy, local 

zoning laws, and the demands of the automobile.”1  Though the detached, suburban house 

may have become the characteristic form of American living, it wasn't always this way: 

“Suburban sprawl, now the standard North American pattern of growth, ignores 
historical precedent and human experience.  It is an invention, conceived by 
architects, engineers, and planners, and promoted by developers in the great 
sweeping aside of the old that occurred after the Second World War.  Unlike the 
traditional neighborhood model, which evolved organically as a response to 
human needs, suburban sprawl is an idealized artificial system... It is an
outgrowth of modern problem solving: a system for living.”2

The American consumer - faced with a lack of choices apart from the incredibly cheap 

mortgages available for individual homes - behaved in an economically rational way and 

chose to live in a mass-produced suburban home.  

While Duany et al. focus upon the state role in the construction of suburbia, other 

writers on its history offer a spectrum of different “causes” for suburbia.  James Howard 

Kunstler, for instance, offers a take on suburbia focused overwhelmingly on fossil fuels. 

While reviewing Robert Bruegmann's Sprawl: A Compact History, Kunstler argues that 

the author overlooks the fact that:

"... American-style suburbia, aka sprawl, was an emergent, self-organizing system 
made possible only by lavish and exorbitant supplies of cheap fossil fuels, and 
once those conditions no longer obtain, not only will there be no further 
elaboration of this development pattern, but all the existing stuff built according 
to that pattern... will drastically lose its usefulness and its relative market' value."3 

1 Andres Duany, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, and Jeff Speck, Suburban Nation: The Rise of Sprawl & the 
Decline of the American Dream (New York: North Point Press, 2000), xiii. 

2 Duany et al., Suburban Nation, 4.
3 James Howard Kunstler, “Review of Bruegmann's Sprawl: a compact history,” at 
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Kunstler feels comfortable identifying the abundance of cheap oil as the single enabling 

factor for the development of suburbia.  While this assessment is correct (suburbia would 

be impossible if not for the highways and cars cheap oil allows), the style of argument 

comes easily and has clear deficiencies.  Reducing suburbia down to any one set of 

causes is an easy way to present a point, but misses the incredible complexity and 

specificity of its origins.

Unlike Duany and Kunstler, Bruegman's book is written in defense of suburbia, 

and is a good example of the other side of this debate.  After defining sprawl and offering 

examples of its historical development, he identifies the standard explanations for sprawl 

in America and then shoots them down, one by one.  Brueggman argues that the 

continued persistence of suburban sprawl is a product of consumer demand, and that 

Americans generally like their suburban homes.  He appeals to culture and consumer 

choice, claiming that

"The most convincing answer to the question of why sprawl has persisted over so 
many centuries seems to be that a growing number of people have believed it to 
be the surest way to obtain some of the privacy, mobility, and choice that once 
were available only to the wealthiest and most powerful members of society."4

This is somewhat accurate, in that the move towards suburbia did provide a great deal of 

social mobility to the white American working classes.  Still, his defense does not 

acknowledge all the real-life, physical ways that suburbia remains embedded in our 

society, or the government policies that enabled its mass production.  Relying on culture, 

consumer choice, and other nebulous forces as the main drive of suburbanization places 

http://www.kunstler.com/Mags_Bruegmann.html
4 Robert Bruegmann, Sprawl: A Compact History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 111-112.
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too much agency in the average person.  People may have liked the suburbs, but exactly 

how much choice of homes did individuals have, especially in projects with thousands of 

identical homes?

In these different works, we can see how suburbia can be explained through 

whatever lens one chooses: critics tend to focus on the powerful interests that were 

involved in its construction, blaming business interests and the government for the top-

down imposition of suburbia, while the defenders of suburbia focus on American culture 

and consumer choice, downplaying the all too real roles of those interests in its 

production.  In this work, I intend to walk the line between these two ends, resisting the 

urge to provide any convenient “cause” to such a complicated and often contradictory 

phenomenon.   

Suburbia was both something that Americans consciously chose and something 

that made huge demands upon them.  A more complete understanding of how home 

ownership was enshrined in American culture and promoted by the government and 

capital is crucial to answering many questions lingering today: Why was it that, with 

much higher home prices and much less government assistance fifty years later, people 

continued to buy suburban homes at record levels?  Even more than that, why has 

individual home ownership become so central to American culture that even today people 

make economically irrational decisions like buying homes that they will likely lose just 

to achieve a specific ideal of life?  

Though neither of these answers may emerge from this work alone, my subject is 
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situated in the center of these competing claims about suburbia.  Levittown, New York – 

built upon what was the small, rural community of Island Trees, Long Island – was one 

of the first mass-produced suburbs after the Second World War, and quickly became the 

ubiquitous symbol of homogeneous suburban life.  I intend to follow the construction of 

this very first Levittown, as it provided the prototype for techniques that would be used to 

suburbanize the entire nation.  As Andres Duany aptly pointed out, the suburbs were the 

inventions of architects and planners, and thus lend themselves to study in the same way 

that any other technology may be.  In addition to this, I think Duany's account of policies 

that “powerfully conspired” hints at how this subject much be approached; these policies, 

especially ones like the G.I. Bill ( which guaranteed very cheap loans for veterans), 

exerted very real agency over people, letting the lower middle class own homes that they 

had previously been barred from due to the inaccessibility of credit.  Along with that, 

they also determined how the houses would be built, who could live in them, and many 

other things.

Government policies were not the only thing that affected how Levittown turned 

out, though.  They were trying to reach a new, working class market, and therefore had to 

cut costs whenever possible, changing the way the house looked for the sake of 

efficiency.  William Levitt's distrust of union labor, in much the same way, meant that 

certain techniques were not used, further changing the form.  Furthermore, when 

complete the suburban home itself makes demands of its tenants: yards must be mown, 

laundry can only be hung on in specific areas, cars are mandatory, and filling the house 
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with consumer items is a must.  What I am getting at here is these suburban homes were 

a complex systems, the products of the effects of countless agencies that, in turn, required 

their residents to maintain them in certain ways.

In order to account for these varying, heterogeneous agencies at play in the 

production of this new technology, I will turn to actor-network theory, a sub-field in the 

sociology of science developed by Bruno Latour, Michel Callon, and John Law.  Actor-

network theory is based around historical examinations of large technological systems, 

and is an ideal methodology for subjects like this.  One of the most novel aspects of 

actor-network theory is that it remains agnostic about who and what may have agency, 

making it well-suited for analysis of how the physical form affects social life.  This had 

the clear advantage of allowing us to account for the agency of large-scale government 

policies along with the built form and the individual homeowners themselves.  In my first 

chapter, I provide a more thorough overview of this theoretical orientation and its 

accompanying methodology, which forms the foundation for the rest of this study.  

After explicating the necessary theory and methodology, my second chapter will 

focus on the new financial policies and institutions that would influence how Levittown 

was built and financed.  First, I will provide some context with a brief summary of how 

suburban living was established and commonly understood in the early 20th century. 

Then, I will move on to the policies of the Great Depression, which went on to allow the 

middle class to enter into suburban life in greater numbers than ever before.  Because of 

the profound collapse of the housing sector along with the stock market, restarting the 
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home-building industry became a necessary addition to other social policies intended to 

spark economic recovery.  However, with housing starts at an historic low and 

foreclosures at an historic high, the government was forced to attempt to stimulate the 

housing sector.  The Roosevelt administration accomplished this through a number of 

newly formed government agencies, most of which subsidized individual home 

ownership by making financing more easily available in all steps of the process, from 

consumer to builder.  Specifically, the Federal Housing Administration and the Home 

Owners' Loan Corporation, which allowed for more affordable and secure mortgages and 

provided guidelines for the standardization of the building industry.  

The other main body of policy that deeply affected American home ownership 

came ten years later, when the Roosevelt - and later Truman - administrations were 

forced to contend with twelve million veterans returning from the war in need of both 

housing and employment.  The so-called "GI Bill of Rights" that was passed contained 

provisions for cheap home loans for veterans that worked hand-in-hand with FHA loans 

over the coming decade to spur on a new era of widespread middle-class home 

ownership.  Finally, I will conclude this finance chapter with a discussion of the unique 

way in which the Federal Tax Code treats individual home ownership, which makes it 

one of the most lucrative ways of building equity available and helps account for some of 

the lasting appeal of suburban living.

Following this chapter on how government policy increased consumers' abilities 

to buy homes, I will begin looking directly at the first wave of construction of Levittown 
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at Island Trees.  There, Levitt & Sons built 2000 rental units exclusively for veterans and 

their families, forming the nucleus of what would eventually become the 10,600 houses 

of Levittown.  The main focus of this chapter is to historically situate the construction of 

Levittown by describing as many of the factors that influenced its final form as possible. 

First, I look at some of the techniques for standardized construction that emerged in the 

1930s, and how these informed the possible ways mass-produced housing could be 

created.  After this, I begin looking more specifically at Levitt & Sons, starting with some 

of the earlier developments they produced, and their work with quickly producing 

standardized housing for defense workers during World War II.

With this background covered, I then turn to the financing of the project itself, 

with a specific focus on how the Title VI loans that they relied upon for the initial loans 

along with the FHA loans they assumed their buyers would take out influenced how these 

houses were produced.  The necessities of standardization combined with the need for 

FHA financing meant that Levitt's Cape Cods no longer fit traditional building codes in 

the area, and they were forced to fight against the local zoning laws in a notable town hall 

confrontation.  Finally, this chapter concludes by looking at the construction of the Cape 

Cods; particularly, how Levitt & Sons integrated all the materials they would use and 

how their rigorous avoidance of the union labor affected the process and techniques they 

used.

These two chapters on the financing that enabled Levittown to exist and the 

construction itself focus on one specific actor-network, Levitt & Sons, and how it 
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produced a product unlike any other before.  They situate Levittown as product of a 

diverse and wide-ranging group of actants, dependent on policy as well as technological 

changes and local political bargaining.  In my fourth chapter I will look at Levittown, and 

specifically the Cape Cods that it was initially composed of, as its own actor-network.  I 

will argue that the design of the homes makes serious demands of its residents to 

maintain the home, make certain renovations, and purchase a whole host of consumer 

products.  If the design were not enough, residents were made to sign a contract that had 

its own requirements and implicit assumptions.  Not only did these elements of the actor-

network make their residents do certain things – mow their lawns, build garages, buy 

domestic products – but they also had strict visions of gender and the family built into 

them.  I will conclude this chapter by discussing Levitt & Sons efforts to divest their 

organization of rentals and sell these homes, which was the final part of their 

involvement with the Cape Cods at Island Trees.  In my conclusion, I will return to the 

questions posed here and reevaluate them with the example of Levittown, and, lastly, 

reflect on actor-network theory and its use in studying these built environments.
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2.  Theory and Methods 

Over the past century, America went through an unprecedented change in the way 

the average person lived, transforming from a society heavily split between rural and 

urban living into a society overwhelmingly living in a new, third type, the suburb. 

Suburbia, suburban living, suburban communities, and the factors that enabled suburbia 

to exist are some of the most thoroughly studied topics within the available literature on 

urban and cultural studies.  One of the main issues with the existing literature on the 

topic, however, is the overwhelming retrospective bias.  As the single-family, 

unconnected suburban household has become the most ubiquitous form of American 

living, it has also become tainted with an air of inevitability, making it seemingly the 

only logical possibility for postwar living.

This retrospective bias is certainly furthered by the unquestionable impact of 

suburban living on American culture: individual home ownership became associated with 

patriotism and the American lifestyle; it linked consumers into a vast network of new 

household goods and services that would help fuel the postwar economy; finally, 

individual home ownership lead people out of cities, contributing to widespread urban 

decline in the second half of the 20th century.  While all of these macro-level social 

phenomena are linked to suburban living, they further the air of inevitability of suburban 

living and expand its explanatory powers, turning a highly specific, historically 

contingent type of dwelling into an amorphous force of culture that can explain whatever 
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the author is presently interested in.

This study, in contrast, will attempt to demonstrate the historical specificity, 

uncertainty, and constant negotiation involved in the creation of suburbia by following 

the construction of the Levittown at Island Trees, New York by Levitt & Sons from an 

actor-network perspective.  Actor-network theory (abbreviated as ANT) is a theoretical 

and methodological framework that originated within the sociology of science, coming 

out of studies of scientific and technological innovations in laboratories and history.  I 

will make the case that Levittown is a fertile example of technological innovation ripe for 

additional research from this direction.  

In this chapter, I will first sketch out the fundamental principles of actor-network 

theory.  Though the field has a number of notable authors whose works inform any 

conception of what actor-network theory means – specifically, John Law, Michel Callon, 

and Bruno Latour – I will rely primarily on Bruno Latour's Reassembling the Social: An 

Introduction to Actor-Network Theory, which stands as the most complete description of 

the theory and its accompanying methodology.  Building upon this foundation, I will first 

explain how groups and networks are defined, before moving on to the agents that make 

up these networks.  These are the two halves to the actor-network, which will be the 

focus of the rest of the chapter.  Finally, I will discuss exactly why this approach is so 

useful when looking at Levittown, and how it will inform the rest of this study. 

I.  ANT Ontology
One of the most basic and distinctive differences between actor-network theory 
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and the more mainstream sociology of Weber, Durkheim, and Bourdieu is one of 

ontology.  Latour differentiates his new theory of actor-networks by comparing its to the 

larger body of sociological literature, which he refers to as the “sociology of the social.” 

This specific formulation is meant to highlight the most important assumption that this 

type of sociology makes, almost always as a given, that there is such thing as an 

overarching society that individual interactions are always embedded within.  This larger 

social framework that agents' actions take place in is seen as the most valid object of 

study for sociology, hence the ubiquitous focus upon the “social dimension” of almost 

any given activity.  Agents act in a certain way conditioned by culture, the group they are 

a part of, their class, and a variety of other social factors, and their actions are typically 

explained by appealing to this social context that they may be unaware of.

Thus, many sociologists, socio-biologists, socio-linguists, and so on focus their 

studies upon the social aggregates that stand behind the individual, specific actions of 

agents, and these aggregates are more determinative of reality.  Taking communion may 

be seen by an actor as the literal transubstantiation of the bread into the body of Christ 

and the wine into his blood, but this viewpoint is largely ignored in favor of the 

explanation of the ritual act that renews community bonds, and so on.  The individual's 

explanation may matter to him or her, but the larger explanation will likely ignore the 

more mystical specifics of it.  As Latour points out,

“When sociologists of the social pronounce the words 'society', 'power', 
'structure', and 'context', they often jump straight ahead to connect vast arrays of 
life and history, to mobilize gigantic forces, to detect dramatic patterns emerging 
out of confusing interactions, to see everywhere in the cases at hand yet more 
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examples of well-known types, to reveal behind the scenes some dark powers 
pulling the strings.5

In stark contrast to this approach, the fundamental ontological assumption for 

actor-network theory is that “there is no 'social context,' no distinct domain of reality of 

which the label 'social' or 'society could be attributed...”6  Rather than constantly standing 

behind the actions of actors, society is instead conceived of as a product of the 

heterogeneous associations that those actors form, leading Latour to more properly define 

it as the “sociology of associations.”  The main concern of this approach is the tracing of 

the associations between actors that create these larger “social aggregates” that others 

will appeal to.

Here, the social is emphatically not taken as a given, “safe and unproblematic 

property” that certain arrangements have, but rather only one possible outcome of any 

network that becomes successful enough.7  As a result of this, actor-network theory 

studies the efforts to create associations that, when sufficient labor is exerted, may 

eventually be linked into a “well-formed assemblage” that is synonymous with a social 

aggregate.  There is no longer anything standing behind the actions of various agents 

from this perspective, just a vast web of interlinking associations that produces what will 

be called society.  

At this point, we must briefly pause to discuss the fairly specific terminology that 

will be defined over the next several pages.  Given its critique of social explanations, 

5 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), 22.

6 Ibid., 4.
7 Ibid., 8.
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ANT focuses upon the actors' descriptions of what they are doing and prefers to use the 

actors' vocabulary whenever possible.  To link these descriptions, “ANT prefers to use 

what could be called an infralanguage, which remains strictly meaningless except for 

allowing displacement from one frame of reference to the next.”8  The larger goal with 

this is to provide a vocabulary that is suitable to describe the object of research while 

remaining secondary to the accounts of the actors themselves.  In other words, the 

concepts defined in this chapter are meant to allow this methodology to function 

coherently, rather than to be a superstructure of concepts that explains the agents' actions 

– hence the “infra.”

II.  Groups and Networks
So, while we are doing away with the social and instead focusing on the 

heterogeneous associations that actors form, we still are essentially concerned with 

groups and how they work together to achieve their goals.  Exactly how we define groups 

in our study, though, can be problematic because that act of definition is typically used to 

restrict the topic.  Whether we set our focus on individuals, social networks, or classes, 

whether we choose micro or macro level phenomena - all of these distinctions allow us to 

more easily categorize the actors we are following and insert their stories into the larger 

narratives of social science.  To try to get around this tendency, actor-network theory does 

not define any set groups ahead of time.  

Groups are almost always unstable, made of numerous factions of people who 

contest its definitions and try to exert influence over it.  Instead of focusing on one 

8 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 30.

M. Goeke  15



Selling Suburbia: An Actor-network Analysis of the Construction of Levittown

predetermined type of group, actor-network theory follows the accounts of the actors 

themselves, using them to outline the group.  Groups are assumed not to be “silent things, 

but rather the provisional product of a constant uproar,” created by the multitude of 

voices and individual definitions that may well be contradictory to one another.9  These 

controversies are one major way we will delineate groups, because controversies result in 

discussion, consideration of alternatives, and many other kinds of traces that can be 

followed.  

A second feature that allows for the study of groups is the tendency for there to be 

spokespeople of one form or another, “constantly at work, justifying the group's 

existence, invoking rules and precedents and, as we shall see, measuring up one 

definition against all the others.”10 These agents typically work to define and regulate the 

boundaries of any grouping, in spite of its constant shifting, making their accounts 

essential in looking at how the groups define themselves.  These spokespeople can be 

more or less legitimate, and may well have their own interests in mind when defining the 

groups.  Furthermore, social scientists, journalists, and other concerned outsiders are by 

no means excluded from this; in fact, their studies and accounts are necessary 

components to solidify existence of some groups.  For instance, if not for the accounts of 

sociologists, statisticians, economists, and the media, how else would the upper middle 

class know that it exists as a definite group?  

Each of these spokespeople – and really, each person within a group – will have 

9 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 32.
10 Ibid., 31.
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their own view of the group, and make their own attempts to define it in a way that suits 

them.  These accounts, however, are not precisely how groups will be defined within the 

confines of actor-network theory.  From our perspective, a distinction like the “upper-

middle class” has little meaning because it has no productive power and does not unite its 

members in any form of action; it is just a category, not a meaningful group that acts 

together.  Contrary to this, actor-network theory defines groups by the action that they 

produce, and the ways that group members engage in constant work and upkeep to 

maintain it as such.  As anyone engaged in local civic organizations, or any other type of 

small voluntary association, is well-aware, long-term stability and group membership is 

not easy to keep up.  If there is long-term stability without any upkeep, it is something 

that must be explained, not something that can be assumed ahead of time.  In short, 

groups are always active and performative, and we assume that “the object of a 

performative definition vanishes when it is no longer performed.”11  

Until now, we have been discussing groups of people in a general sense, outlining 

the attributes of how they tend to work.  Groups in actor-network theory are only part of 

the picture, though, because few organizations are built purely out of individual human 

agents.  For instance, the YMCA exists as an institution because of its employees, but 

also because of its historic origins, its connection with a certain image of Christian self-

improvement, and the network of properties and equipment that the organization 

controls.  The long-term persistence and durability of any successful organization is 

dependent upon far more than its human agents alone, and it is this acceptance of more 

11 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 37.
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than just human involvement in groups that makes actor-network theory distinctive.  

This crucial aspect means that our actor-networks themselves will not made of 

just humans, but of what we will call mediators and intermediaries, which can take 

various forms.  At the most basic level, the difference between the two is of outcome and 

effect: an intermediary “transports meaning or force without transformation,” while a 

mediator transforms meaning or force in a way that cannot be predicted solely from its 

inputs.12  An intermediary can be thought of as a reliable black box whose outputs remain 

consistent, regardless of how complex the network that it represents actually may be.

On the other hand, a mediator is always more complex, specific, and 

unpredictable, making it the primary object of interest for our research.  To use Latour's 

example, a computer is a terribly complex system that nonetheless can be considered an 

intermediary, while a boring conversation may be a mediator, “where passions, opinions, 

and attitudes bifurcate at every turn.”13  As a counterexample, if a computer breaks down 

it may quickly turn into a far more complicated mediator that induces action, and a 

conversation that is formulaic and predetermined may well turn out to be an intermediary.

Within this relatively simple distinction lies one of the largest differences between 

actor-network theory and sociology of the social.  Because these mediators form the 

complex webs that we will use to account for the social, their identities are crucial to any 

study.  On the other hand, when larger systems are reduced into simple objects that carry 

“the social” they become intermediaries.  A piece of abstract art must be reduced into an 

12 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 39.
13 Ibid.
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intermediary if it is to represent the state of capitalist market forces, or demonstrate a 

particular culture that determines an art scene.  Similarly, a highly specific ritual must be 

simplified into something much different if it is only to reinforce social bonds.  With no 

social to reduce these disparate acts to, actor-network theory must instead complicate 

these systems, exposing the chains of mediators that result in any given outcome.  Latour 

nicely describes the  conflicting approaches:

“To sum up the contrast in a rudimentary way, the sociologists of the social 
believe in one type of social aggregates, few mediators, and many intermediaries; 
for ANT, there is no preferable type of social aggregates, there exist endless 
number of mediators, and when those are transformed into faithful intermediaries 
it is not the rule, but a rare exception that has to be accounted for by some extra 
work – usually by the mobilization of even more mediators!”14

III.  Actors, Actants, and Agency
Now that we have some understanding of actor-network theory's basic 

assumptions about society and group formation, we can look more closely at the agents at 

work within groups themselves.  Or, put another way, we can look more closely at the 

actors who form our networks.  Latour's endless multiplicity of mediators, which must be 

resorted in lieu of social reductionism, leads us to a second, and even deeper, divide 

between the two approaches when it comes to agents and agency.  Put simply, actor-

network theory allows literally any thing associated with a network that causes a 

transformation to be counted as a mediator.  These mediators, by any conventional 

definition, have some level of agency because they affect other elements of the system in 

a complicated, unpredictable manner.  By extending some level of agency to non-

humans, actor-network theory opens up a vast number of new ways of evaluating systems 

14 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 40.
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and considering the effects of the physical environment.

This may seem radical at first glance, but it is consistent with the “follow the 

actors” approach we are taking.  Exactly who is causing action – and why it is happening 

– is a constant source of controversy to many agents, and, as Michel Callon points out, 

these human agents are often the first to invoke the agency of non-humans.  While 

studying scientists researching scallops, he found that

“... they simultaneously entertain dozens of ontological positions going from 
'scallops are like that, it is a fact'; to 'you made up the data'; through positions like 
'this is what you think the scallops do, not what they really do'; or 'some scallops 
tend to support your positions, other don't'; to 'this is your account, not what it 
is.'”15

Instead of relying upon the social to explain these actions, actor-network accounts 

prefer to accept this uncertainty about precisely who is acting or causing action as a trace, 

a bit of evidence that shows the agency of the scallops themselves.  If agents typically 

invoke a great number of nonhuman forces to explain their actions, the only proper role 

for a researcher to take is one that is agnostic with regards to agency.  That is, to not “take 

any ontological position – especially social constructivism – and to observer how the 

importance of various... entities modifies the controversy.”16  The theorists recognize that 

to “take the scientists place in deciding on the distribution of actants' competences, 

instead of following them in their work constructing these competences is a 

methodological mistake and worse, a serious error of political judgment.”17   Instead of 

15 Michel Callon and Bruno Latour, “Don't Throw the Baby Out with the Bath School! A Reply to Collins 
and Yearley,” in A. Pickering (Ed.), Science as Practice and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1992), 352.

16 Callon and Latour, “Reply,” 353.
17 Ibid., 356.
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falling into the same trap of assigning competences, they remain wholly agnostic about 

actors.18  

Actor-network theory thus allows for anything to have agency that the actors 

describe as moving them to do certain things, no matter what form or shape it has.  It is 

important to note that this is not to “claim that humans and [non-human] actants are 

exactly the same or that they are radically different,” but rather to remain focused on 

studying the association that result in action regardless of form.   Humans and non 

humans do not have the same form of agency; clearly, a door-closer does not 

“intentionally” act in the same way a human agent may intentionally act, but that door-

closer does perform the role intentionally delegated to it by its creator, and may affect 

certain situations if it is not working.  Agency is seen as a continuum, always specific to 

the given situation, and while humans often tend to be high on this continuum, they do 

not have a monopoly on it as they do within many other ontological frameworks.

This definition of a mediator, which has a level of agency somewhat akin to a 

traditional actor brings us to another word specific to actor-network theory, the actant. 

This term is a purposefully ambiguous way of referring to an actor, meant to allow for a 

multiplicity of meanings and to distance itself from the exclusively anthropic conception 

of an actor.  In keeping with the principles outlined previously, the usage of “actant” 

allows us to remain nonjudgmental till the end, deferring to the accounts of the actors 

themselves who “fill the world with agencies while sociologists... tell them what their 

18 Callon and Latour, “Reply,” 360.
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world is 'really' made of.”19  Thus, when Callon describes his network researching 

scallops, the scientists are actants, as are their instruments, the institution they are a part 

of, the scallops they are studying, and likely many other things.

Put simply, actants are “part of an account,” “they are given a figure of some 

sort,” and they are “accompanied by some explicit theory of action.”20  By “part of an 

account,” it means that if an actant is not part of a story, it probably did not matter – we 

will assume there are no hidden actants lurking behind the scenes of all accounts. 

Second, what an actant looks like is determined by the account itself, which provides the 

actant's agency a “figuration,” giving it some kind of form.  Finally, all actants must be 

part of some type of action, which also helps dispense with any actants that are there but 

do nothing.21  For instance, if I was asked to explain why I tipped after a dinner at a 

restaurant despite no formal requirement for it, I might say that my parents taught me 

tipping is required, or that I didn't want to look cheap in front of friends, or that servers in 

America make less than minimum wage under the assumption they will be tipped.  These 

are all different figurations I could give to this agency, but each is only part of the truth, 

individual facets of the larger cultural obligation I feel.22  In summation, an actant is thus 

anything that is part of an account, given a figuration, and put into action, regardless of 

whether its form is human, ideological, technical, or physical.

With this background as to how ANT conceives of agency in mind, what may be a 

mediator – what may transform the forces acting on it in an unpredictable way – is more 
19 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 52.
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid., 53.
22 Ibid., 54.
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clear: anything may be a mediator depending on the circumstances and the actors' 

accounts.  In keeping with the earlier distinction made, the sociology of associations must 

conceive of the world as made of “concatenations of mediators, where each point can be 

said to fully act.”23  This naturally results in a reversal of effects, where instead of 

deriving large-scale social theories from the actions of a small number of agencies, actor-

network theory draws together as many mediators and causes as can be found to account 

for social phenomena.  This high ratio of mediators to intermediaries is how these 

networks gain their concreteness and durability over time; a larger, more widely-

connected network like Wall Street is immensely more durable than, say, the network of 

New College.24

IV.  Simplification and Juxtaposition; or, How Actor-networks See Each Other
Now that we've defined actor-networks as being made of heterogeneous actants 

that, more often than not, will be mediators, some of the uncertainty inherent within 

actor-networks is visible.  They are not made of stable entities but instead exist in a 

constant state of flow, where the elements “could at any moment redefine their identity 

and mutual relationships in some new way and bring new elements into the network.” 

There is thus a dualism within the notion of an actor-network, where it at once is both an 

actor who networks the disparate elements and a network that acts upon its constituent 

parts.25

As we have already made very clear, any one actant in a network may, in fact, be 

23 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 59.
24 Ibid., 61.
25 Ibid., 93.  
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a complex system or group itself, provided that it is a mediator and not an intermediary. 

Furthermore, we have accused the larger sphere of sociological literature to often turning 

complex systems that are actually mediators into simple intermediaries.  This process of 

simplification, however, is by no means something only sociology is guilty of, but rather 

something common to all actor-networks.  Just like researchers defining the parts of an 

actor-network that simplify them to words on paper, necessarily omitting parts of the 

more complete definition for a variety of reasons, actor-networks themselves engage in 

simplification of the actants that they enlist.  

For instance, in Michel Callon's classic account of engineers at Electricite de 

France trying to build new electric cars, the engineers had to think of how their 

innovation would affect public transportation and the people in France's urban centers.  In 

order to accomplish this, they simplified a diverse, complex set of urban environments 

and people by just dealing with representatives from city councils that were working on 

transportation.  These town councils cannot actually represent all the interests the 

engineers imagine them to, but the simplification works well enough to be maintained.  It 

could easily be contested, though, by another group that points out that “the reality 

imposed by them” is an “impoverished betrayal.”26  In other words, simplification is 

similar to turning an actant into an intermediary, reducing it to a black box that functions 

in a certain way for the purposes of the larger network.

Simplification may be necessary as actor-networks enlist new actants, but these 

26 Michel Callon, “Society in the Making: the Study of Technology as a Tool for Sociological Analysis,” 
in W. E. Bijker, T. P. Hughes and T. J. Pinch (Eds.), The Social Construction of Technical Systems: New 
Directions in the Sociology and History of Technology, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987), 94. 
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simplifications can only make sense when they are juxtaposed with all of the other 

actants in the network.  For instance, Callon describes how “electrons, specialists at 

Renault, the middle class electorate, and researchers at the CGE” were all brought into 

the network by simplifying them into, respectively, “fuel cells, accumulators, city council 

spokespeople, and the public transport authorities.”27  Each individual simplification only 

has a meaning when it is connected to the entire web of other simplifications within the 

network.  This helps account for the durability of some actor-networks, as each simplified 

entity conceals a larger network within it, drawing on its own connections.  This “solidity 

of the whole results from an architecture in which every point is at the intersection of two 

networks: one that it simplifies and another that simplifies it.”28  All that matters, in the 

end, is that each simplified black box works within the larger network.

V. Methodology and description
This leads us to the ultimate object of our study: how collectives are assembled, 

and how these chains of mediators are deployed to bring about something that will 

eventually become social.  The methodology of actor-network theory, in many ways, is 

merely the application of this theory, and I will attempt to explain it while also sketching 

out how actor-networks behave and appear.  The most essential principle that informs the 

method of tracing actor-networks is to move slowly and to studiously avoid anything that 

is said to merely transmit the social.  These passive agents of transmission – 

intermediaries – will be avoided unless we can rigorously define them.  Instead, we will 

27 Callon, “Society in the Making,” 96.
28 Ibid., 97.
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focus on the connections that actants make and only finish when we have described as 

much of the network as we possible can.

It is specifically through this obsessive tracing of connections that Latour and 

Callon believe actor-network theory can do what much many studies of science cannot: 

explain how controversies are closed off.  Through their method, they “multiply the texts, 

the inscriptions, the instruments, the skills, the nonhumans, none of which has a decisive 

weight... but all of which, mobilized together, woven together, are enough to transform 

the indefinite pliability of a situation into an irreversible fact.”29  

This topology that Latour and Callon imagine is also important because it is said 

to oppose many of the normal oppositions in sociology.  Their networks are not the 

traditional, hierarchical constructions that come to mind; in fact, “A technical network in 

the engineer's sense is only one of the possible final and stabilized states of the actor-

network.”30  The final organization of an actor-network could just as easily resemble 

something entirely different, because each element in the actor-network is its own 

network.  Latour characterizes this as a change of metaphors from surfaces to filaments 

or rhizomes, which branch off into their own smaller networks and may connect on a 

number of levels.  Furthermore, these networks are all that there is: “there is no aether in 

which the networks should be immersed.”31

These topological properties are quite important, as Latour believes that they 

resolve some of the traditional distinctions in sociology through their non hierarchical 
29 Callon and Latour, “Reply,” 365.
30 Bruno Latour, "On actor-network theory: a few clarifications," http://www.cours.fse.ulaval.ca/edc-

65804/latour-clarifications.pdf , 1.
31 Ibid., 3.
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structure.  Most crucially, it ignores the distinction between micro and macro level study, 

and instead sees it all as one unified structure.  Also, the network structure ignores 

geographical location, something that is normally important in social networks.  Instead 

of a metaphor of scales, there is a metaphor of connections where “A network is never 

bigger than another one, it is simply longer or more intensely connected.”32  This means 

that there is no dominant level that represents the “top” of society, and that there are no a 

priori distinction between local and global events.  Instead, the important factor of study 

becomes “how a given element becomes strategic,” through its connections, and how this 

can be lost.

This leads to the final methodological stance that actor-network theory takes, 

which its technique of expanding the context, complicating things, and generally aspiring 

to “irreductionism.”  Because “Every network surrounds itself with its own frame of 

reference, its own definition of growth, of referring, of framing, of explaining,” it can 

only be explained within its own, extremely specific context.33  Instead of attempting to 

find an explanation for a network outside itself, it can only be extended further, providing 

more descriptive context until as much as many possible actants are taken into account. 

Latour likens this to meteorology, where weather events at the local level can only be 

made sense of by extending the network until the larger systems come into view.34

As a result of this focus on relentlessly expanding the network, Latour believes 

that actor-network theory blurs the distinction between “description and explanation, 

32 Latour, “On actor-network theory,” 4.
33 Ibid., 9.
34 Ibid.
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hows and why,” making it all part of one comprehensive study.  With this in mind, “blind 

empiricism and high theorizing is as meaningless for AT as the difference between 

gravitation and space in relativity theory.”  When faced with the criticism that actor-

network theory creates historicist accounts – long, elaborate definitions that can turn any 

situation into something historically contingent upon dozens of actants – Latour claims 

this is their true goal, that there is “nothing better, sturdier than a circumstantial 

description of networks” that claims “It just happens to be this way.”35 

VI. Conclusion 
This aspiration to historicism makes actor-network theory both promising and 

frustrating when actually applied to the task of historical sociology.  It allows for a 

description of social events that fully integrates changes in technology, ideology, and the 

material world into its explanation of social dynamics, which seems very useful.  The 

sheer scale of works that their methodology demands, though, is quite daunting.  As these 

actor-network can include literally anything and can only be properly understood by 

explicating everything involved in them, just determining the actants within them seems 

hopelessly complex in most cases.  This is made worse by the sheer amount of data that 

almost any historical work lacks; limited to incomplete written accounts from the past, 

we can not hope to do any more than sketch out some of the elements within an actor-

network.  

Ultimately, this level of simplification that the researcher must engage in is a 

necessary evil within the framework; chances are that no network will ever be 

35 Latour, “On actor-network theory,” 10.
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completely, fully described unless it is so small that it is meaningless.  So, while I will 

not attempt to create the Platonic ideal of an actor-network study, I do believe it is a 

powerful explanatory toolbox when looking at technological innovation.  It makes few 

assumptions about anything, and its one commandment is to “Follow the actors 

themselves!” without restricting the “shape, size, heterogeneity, and combination of 

associations,” that they may form that may be created.36  Moreover, it provides a 

theoretical framework that is applicable to a wide range of subjects outside of direct 

examples of scientific work or technological creation.  

Following Callon's guideline that actor-network theory should “follow innovators 

in their investigations and projects,” especially when these innovations entail “explicit 

sociological theories,” William Levitt and the firm he built stand out as a ripe example 

for applied actor-network theory: the production of his new houses required enlisting an 

array of new financial instruments created in response to the Depression and the postwar 

housing crisis, he explicitly tied his homes with democratic values and American-ness, 

recruited political interests to his side, manipulated the media, and, most importantly, he 

produced an innovative new product.37  His houses brought with them a particular vision 

of America, where everyone could have a house of their own at an affordable price, that 

was distinctly different from his contemporary builders.  Finally, the physical products 

that this actor-network produced were empty receptacles for other products and other 

networks such as television advertising, home and garden products, political 

36 Latour, "On actor-network theory,” 11.
37 Callon, “Society in the Making,” 98.
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organizations, and so on.

This study will ultimately be a historical account of the construction of the first 

phase of Levittown at Island Trees, consistent with the general methodology I have 

outlined, treating this new form of suburban, mass-produced home as the technological 

innovation to be studied.  While much will be historic, there are also a number of events 

where actor-network theory has valuable insights to offer.  It is in considering the 

completed house itself – especially with regards to the demands it makes of its owners, or 

how its form requires certain behaviors - that I believe actor-network theory is most 

relevant.  To date, there is almost no existing literature applying actor-network theory to 

the built environment, and I will argue that, especially when dealing with mass-produced 

products, it is a fertile field for additional inquiry.  Unlike most other ways of evaluating 

spaces, actor-network theory allows one to acknowledge the very real agency that the 

built form has over the inhabitants of the spaces.  Along with this, it does not assume that 

buildings are dead, fixed objects that remain how they were originally built; instead, we 

can see how the agency the house exerts upon its tenants results in them altering the 

space in various ways.
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3.  Financing Home Ownership

Though Levitt & Sons produced some of the first and most famous postwar 

suburban communities, their entire enterprise was only enabled by a series of government 

policies that revolutionized the way people bought and financed homes.  This chapter 

begins the story of Levittown almost twenty years before the first groundbreaking, 

covering the legislation passed to help rejuvenate the construction business and make it 

easier for individuals to buy houses.  First, laws made in response to the housing crisis of 

the Great Depression formed the corpus of explicit subsidies for home ownership.  Then, 

the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) allowed for refinancing of mortgages in 

distress and helped transform the standard type of mortgage into a long-term, fully 

amortized loan.  Finally, the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and Veterans 

Administration (VA) both created new forms of government-backed risk protection on 

these larger, long-term loans that had now become common.  All three are part of a 

larger, explicit commitment by the government towards making home ownership more 

easily available and affordable for the masses.

While these policies were active efforts by the US government to subsidize home 

ownership, an even larger incentive came from the way housing was treated by the 

income tax code.  As marginal tax rates were increased after World War II, three 

provisions in the tax code - mortgage interest deductions, property tax deductions, and 

ignoring imputed rent - made owner-occupied housing one of the most valuable, 
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affordable types of housing through implicit subsidies.  Taken together, the explicit 

subsidies passed during the Depression and World War II and the implicit subsidies of the 

income tax code defrayed the costs of home ownership to an historic point.  Although 

none of these programs and legislation explicitly enabled Levitt & Sons to build their 

suburbs, they liberalized the financing of houses to the point that the middle and lower-

middle classes could actually afford a home, effectively creating a whole new market for 

builders.  

I. From Suburbs to Suburbanization
Though some Americans have always lived in the suburbs, it was only in the 

beginning of the twentieth century that suburbanization – most famously defined by 

Kenneth Jackson as “a process involving the systematic growth of fringe areas at a pace 

more rapid than that of core cities, [and] a lifestyle involving a daily commute to jobs in 

the center” – truly began.38  By the end of World War I, America was still largely divided 

between urban and rural communities, but the rise of automobile ownership quickly 

changed that.  In 1920, 46% of Americans were homeowners, with rates in larger

cities like New York of only about 12%.  Between 1922 and 1929, though, “new homes 

were begun at the rate of 883,000 per year, a pace more than double that of any previous 

seven-year period.”   During that same decade, automobile registration increased by 

150%, and, for the first time ever, “the suburbs of the nation's 96 largest cities grew twice 

as fast as the core communities.”39

38 Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985), 13.

39 Ibid., 175.
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This intense period of suburban growth began as automobiles became readily 

available, and provided a level of mobility that no streetcar system could rival. 

Development no longer had to be in “fingers,” the characteristic long, narrow stretches of 

houses that emanated out from cities along transit lines.  Though it is tempting to assume 

that automobiles quickly catalyzed a revolution in the ways people lived and worked, the 

process appears to have been significantly slower than that.  For instance, a study in 1933 

showed that walking and public transit were still the main methods of journeying to 

work.  In Pittsburgh, for example, 45% of wage earners owned automobiles while only 

20.3% used them for a commute to work.40  Despite this, it is safe to say that with 

increasing rates of car ownership and a new found sense of personal mobility, housing 

could be more decentralized and people could work at jobs farther away from home than 

ever before.  

Though the 1920s saw unprecedented residential development, with the standard 

of living increasing and individual mobility at an all time high, the stock market crash of 

1929 and the ensuing depression put a damper on this emerging market.  Over the next 

four years, residential construction would fall by 95 percent and foreclosure rates would 

spike from 68,000 in 1926 to 250,000 in 1932.  With so many people unable to make 

their mortgage payments, massive numbers of jobs in construction and real estate - 

previously one of the largest sectors of the economy - were lost.41  To provide some scale, 

according to Harry Hopkins, the director of the Federal Emergency Relief Administrator, 

40 Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, 182.
41 Jackson, 182.
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Figure 1: U.S. Homeownership Rates, 1900-200042

in an address to the House Banking and Currency Committee on May 18, 1934:  

“The building trades in America represent by all odds the largest single unit of our 
unemployment.  Probably more than one-third of all the unemployed are 
identified, directly and indirectly, with the building trades.”43 

Finally, the decline in housing prices, often by nearly half, destroyed large amounts of 

wealth in second and third mortgages, furthering the damage to an already weakened real 

estate sector.44  

In addition to the whole host of other problems after the crash, Hoover understood 

that the housing sector provided unique challenges: the crippling number of foreclosures 

had to be reduced and the extreme amount of unemployment had to be mitigated if the 

rest of the economy was to be improved.  He created the President's National Conference 

on Home Building and Home Ownership in 1931, and, in his address, Hoover formally 

42 See: “Historical Census of Housing Tables,” U.S. Census Bureau, 
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/housing/census/historic/owner.html

43 Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, 204.
44 Ibid., 193.
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stated what I believe to be a crucial shift in American attitudes about home ownership:

“I am confident that the sentiment for home ownership is so embedded in the 
American heart that millions of people who dwell in tenements, apartments, and 
rented rooms... have the aspiration for wider opportunity in ownership of their 
own homes.”45

In other words, the government realized that the housing sector was a massive market 

that literally millions of people would participate in if given the opportunity.  This idea – 

near universal home ownership as a method of reinvigorating the economy - would 

become the motivation for a series of radically different government policies over the 

next fifteen years that would fundamentally alter the way the average American lived.  

II.  Depression-era liberalization of mortgages
Hoover's conference produced an ambitious series of recommendations to deal 

with the issue of foreclosures.  The most important change was acknowledging that 

homeowners needed access to long-term, amortized mortgages with low interest rates, 

which they would be able to pay back much more easily.  Also, it called for the 

government to provide incentives for “private efforts to house low-income families,” and 

for the reduction of home construction costs.  

Despite the appearance of a significant change in the way the government would 

deal with housing policy, Hoover's actual actions were of a very different nature.  He 

signed the Federal Home Loan Bank Act, which created a reserve of credit for lenders 

that ideally would make it easier to lend out money, buoying the housing market.  This 

fund, however, only increased the supply of capital that banks were willing to lend to 

45 Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, 194.
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secure owners, and was not used for the risky loans that most needed assistance.  As a 

result, despite 41,000 applications by homeowners over the first two years, only three 

were approved.46

Hoover recognized the nature of the problem, but failed to address it in a 

meaningful way.  He was, in the end, committed to “private initiative taken by private 

capital” over more direct government intervention.  The first effort that achieved some 

measure of success came two years later, when Franklin Roosevelt established the Home 

Owners Loan Corporation, signed into law on June 13, 1933.47  The goal was to help 

reduce foreclosures among small homeowners by refinancing mortgages into longer-term 

debt that was easier to repay.  Along with this, it also provided low interest loans to help 

people who lost their homes to repurchase them.  Over the first two years of its existence, 

the HOLC handed out “more than $3 billion for over one million mortgages, or loans for 

one-tenth of all owner-occupied, non-farm residences in the United States.”48

This effort would have been futile if these mortgages were like the older ones that 

they replaced.  Mortgages were still a relatively new method of home financing, because 

when the suburbs were the domain of the wealthy, it was more common for them to 

purchase their homes outright, or at very least provide a down payment of a significant 

fraction of the home's value.  After World War I, though, mortgages became the 

predominant method of financing homes, and borrowed money in general became more 

common at all steps of the process.  These early mortgages, crucially, were not 

46 Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, 194.
47 Ibid.
48 Ibid., 196.
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amortized: in other words, the entirety of the debt was not paid off when the mortgage 

was due, and instead, the mortgages would be renewed every five to seven years.  This 

meant that if credit was difficult to find when the mortgage expired, the homeowner 

might no longer be able to finance their house, and therefore would face foreclosure.49  

The HOLC, on the other hand, is an important step in the history of the housing 

industry exactly because it “introduced, perfected, and proved in practice the feasibility 

of the long-term, self-amortizing mortgage with uniform payments spread over the whole 

life of the debt.”  Rather than renewing the loan and facing the uncertainty of credit every 

five or seven years, the HOLC's fully amortized loans would be paid back in their 

entirety over a much longer span of time, twenty or thirty years.50  This meant that 

homeowners had to pay less a month than they did before amortized loans became 

standard, and the loans themselves were far more stable and easy to predict.  

The Home Owner Loan Corporation was the first successful attempt at addressing 

foreclosures and lack of credit, and its efforts were continued by the Federal Housing 

Administration, which was created when the National Housing Act was adopted on June 

27, 1934.  In a way, the FHA emerges out of a similar idea as Hoover's Federal Home 

Loan Bank Act, relying on private enterprise rather than government spending. 

Roosevelt's goal with it was to stimulate building by standardizing methods of building, 

financing of homes, and stabilizing the mortgage markets; in other words, smoothing out 

some of the obstacles that made home building a risky process economically.  Like so 

49 Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, 197.
50 Ibid.
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many other Depression-era programs, it also helped deal with unemployment by creating 

jobs in construction, though that was not its primary goal.51

Instead of directly lending to troubled homeowners like the HOLC did, the FHA 

worked to “insure long-term mortgage loans made by private lenders for home 

construction and sale.”  Under this system, “the agency promises to pay most of the 

losses the lender may incur if he forecloses,” effectively reducing the risk lenders would 

face on longer term mortgages with less collateral.52  Like the HOLC, it allowed for loans 

that were fully amortized and spread out over twenty to thirty years.  This meant that, 

rather than paying 30 percent down for a mortgage of 50 to 60 percent of a house's value, 

people were able to pay just 10 percent down for a mortgage of about 93 percent.  Most 

importantly, they would not have renew this mortgage regularly, and therefore would not 

be subject to the unsteady credit markets that had so recently caused mass foreclosures. 

In addition to providing mortgage insurance, the FHA also set down the minimum 

standards for home construction that would be required to attain their assistance.  The 

goal was to ensure “with at least statistical accuracy that the dwelling would be free of 

gross structural or mechanical deficiencies.”  These were enforced by inspection, and – 

with FHA mortgage assistance being so common after World War II – they became the 

first widespread set of standards that private contractors would use, as many people 

would not be able to afford houses that did not meet the standards.53  By insuring the 

losses of private lenders and opening up a new supply of credit to borrowers, the 
51 Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, 203.
52 Henry J. Aaron, Shelter and Subsidies: Who Benefits from Federal Housing Policies? (Washington 

D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1973), 78
53 Jackson, 205.

M. Goeke  38



Selling Suburbia: An Actor-network Analysis of the Construction of Levittown

government revolutionized the ways in which homes were financed at almost every 

level.54   Though World War II clearly had a huge effect on the economy and accounted 

for much of the shift, these policies helped reduce foreclosures from the height of 

250,000 in 1932 to just 18,000 in 1951.55  

III. Post war Veterans' policies
The Great Depression was one major impetus for reforming the housing sector; if 

foreclosures were to be stopped and jobs created, it had to be easier to both take out and 

insure loans.  Another major body of policy that allowed for increased home ownership 

came ten years later, in preparation for the massive influx of veterans that would be 

returning from World War II.  These men, some 12 million, would return needing homes 

and employment in an economy that would no longer be boosted by steep wartime 

spending.  There was a lingering, likely accurate, belief that it was only the huge spike of 

defense and war spending in 1939 that allowed America to recover from the Great 

Depression.56  Without this outpouring of government money, the fear was that 

unemployment would spike and cause a recession, or even another depression.  The 

silver lining was that they still had enough time to stimulate the economy after the war, as 

people would now be able to buy previously rationed or unavailable items, and they 

anticipated a year or two of prosperity from this “hangover effect.”57

Though the need for veteran's policies may have been agreed on, the method of 

54 Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, 204.
55 Ibid., 206.
56 Davis R.B. Ross, Preparing for Ulysses: Politics and Veterans During World War II, (Columbia: 

Columbia University Press, 1969), 34.
57 Ibid., 35.
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implementing them was sharply debated.  In the wake of the reforms of the New Deal, 

some constituencies were suspicious of the goals of policymakers in providing for 

veterans.  For instance, Bertrand W.  Gearhart, the founder of the American Legion and a 

Californian republican, characterized calls for veterans' policies “the crafty effort of so 

many different groups to use the war for the reorganization of the world after the war...” 

The objectives of the New Deal coalition were “to capitalize upon the war sentiment to 

accomplish their objectives which have to do with social uplift and which are, to them, 

far more important than the rehabilitation and vocational training of our returning war 

disabled.”58

The issue of veterans' return to civilian life brought the sharp divide between 

Roosevelt's social goals and the embittered opposition of the time into clear focus.  No 

matter what, though, something major would have to be done to avoid if they were to 

avoid the serious unemployment seen after previous wars.  Rather than take the easy way 

out, the Army would have to move slowly and methodically to accommodate such a task. 

Assistant Secretary of War Robert P, Patterson, speaking at Northwestern University on 

January 25, 1943, explained that – if they were to insure that “no man is mustered out of 

military ranks into a breadline” - they must resist the urge to “to dump men willy-nilly 

back into civilian life, to let them find a job as best they can and where they can...”59

Thus, there was a clear split in how the nation should accommodate the return of 

millions of new veterans.  On one hand, Roosevelt “urged Congress to provide necessary 

58 Ross, Preparing for Ulysses, 43.
59 Ibid., 60.
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'minimum' legislation,” which would consist of some blend of mustering-out pay, health 

care, unemployment and pension benefits, social security, and subsidized education.60  On 

the other hand, conservative interests – including a number of veteran's organizations – 

lobbied for a purely bonus-driven bill, some proposing bonuses as high as $5000 for 

soldiers.61  Adjusted for inflation, $5000 in 1942 comes out to roughly $60,000 2010 

dollars; suffice to say, it was not the kind of payout that the government could afford.62

In order to placate some of the advocates for bonus pay, a small bill was passed 

for mustering-out pay: soldiers were paid a minimum of $100 for less than 60 days of 

service and a maximum of $300 for overseas combat, which, adjusted for inflation, 

comes out to roughly $1,200 and $3,600 respectively.63  This modest mustering-out pay 

was meant to allow soldiers “to travel home to visit their families, to seek employment, 

and 'to acquire civilian clothing and meet reasonable living expenses.”64  It served to 

temporarily disarm bonus advocates, so the Roosevelt administration would have more 

time to draw up lasting benefits that would “enervate the potent appeal of a bonus.”65

Ultimately, the bill for veterans' benefits was drafted by the American Legion, 

which was one of the largest organizations of veterans from World War I.  Their 

innovative plan was to create a single omnibus bill “that would provide the statutory 

basis for the 'readjustment' of the veterans of World War II,” rather than passing the 

reforms in a number of individual bills that would likely all be weakened by the 

60 Ross, Preparing for Ulysses, 64.
61 Ibid., 87.
62 See: the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics “CPI Price Calculator,”  http://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/cpicalc.pl
63 Ross, 87.
64 Ibid., 67.
65 Ibid., 87.

M. Goeke  41



Selling Suburbia: An Actor-network Analysis of the Construction of Levittown

legislative process.66  They formed a special committee on November 30, 1942 under the 

Legion Commander, Warren G. Atherton, to draft this bill.  By December 31, they had 

completed their task, a bill which contained the three main goals endorsed by their 

national convention:

“First... that benefits be centralized under one agency, the Veterans Administration 
– so that veterans would not be led from pillar to post; second, benefits for World 
War II veterans should be at least equal to those for their World War I
counterparts; and third, any legislation should insure that the returning servicemen 
could resume their civilian status right at the point at which the war had disrupted 
their lives.”67

The GI Bill of Rights, as it was quickly termed, contained a significant number of new 

benefits for returning servicemen, under the aegis returning them to a status quo ante 

bellum, the place in society they would have had if not interrupted by the war.  In 

addition to the benefits already received by veterans – life insurance, medical care, 

rehabilitative treatment for the disabled, pensions,  and certain reemployment rights68 - 

they would now receive unemployment pay, between one and three years of free 

education, and, most importantly for the purposes of this study, guaranteed low-interest 

home loans.69

Specifically, when Roosevelt signed the bill into law on Jun 22, 1944, it 

guaranteed home loans of up to 50% of the appraised value of the house, up to $2000 

total, at 4% interest.70  This provision stood as a “long-lasting bulwark of aid to veterans 

desiring to purchase homes,” and, by 1950, it was expanded to guarantee mortgages of up 

66 Ross, Preparing for Ulysses, 98.
67 Ibid., 99.
68 Ibid., 92.
69 Ibid., 100.
70 Ibid., 118.
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to $7,500.  Since these guarantees against losses exceeded “typical foreclosures losses 

(even if the borrower has made no down-payment) for all but relatively high priced 

houses, most VA guaranteed loans cover 100 percent of the selling price, exclusive of 

closing costs.”71  By 1955, 26 percent of all veterans, 3,782,000, had used the home loan 

benefits in the GI Bill of Rights, making it second only to FHA financing in the sheer 

amount of people it enabled to own homes.72     

The combined effect of these three bodies of policies on home ownership cannot 

be underestimated.  Initially, the Home Owners Loan Corporation acted as a bandage for 

the bleeding housing market during the Depression, allowing homeowners to refinance 

their mortgages and creating what would become the standard type of home loan, the 

long-term, fully amortized mortgage.  The second set of policies, starting with the 

Federal Housing Administration's insurance and continuing in the Veteran's 

Administration loan insurance provisions in the GI Bill, both generally functioned “to 

transfer loss risk from the lender to the government.”73  Lenders found themselves in a 

situation where it was more profitable to provide liberal, long-term loans with the 

government protecting them from lost, instead of older, stricter loans.  By assuming all 

the risks implicit in long-term, high value loans, the government lowered down 

payments, made financing more available, and made home ownership attainable for 

much more of the middle class than ever before. 

71 Aaron, Shelter and Subsidies, 80.
72 Ross, 271.
73 Aaron, 88.
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IV.  The Tax Code
The final set of Federal policies that helped incentivize home ownership, in lieu 

of rental properties or public housing, came from how home ownership was treated by 

the tax code compared to all other investments.  In a way, these issues do not directly 

subsidize suburbia in the same way that a fully insured government loan does.  Instead, 

they act in a more subtle way, privileging home ownership over other investments and 

taxing it less.  Though it may have had little effect on the first residents of Levittown, I 

believe it is worth discussing because it helps account for why individual home 

ownership was so widely favored in the next 50 years.

During and after World War II, taxes were set quite high relative to previous 

standards in order to pay for the immense amount of wartime spending (See Figure 2). 

As a side effect of these high taxes, any investment that allowed consumers to make large 

tax deductions became more valuable than in times with lower taxes - and home 

ownership allowed for large tax breaks that almost no other investment could provide. 

Specifically, home owners are allowed to deduct both the interest on their mortgages and 

their property taxes from their gross, pre-tax income.  This meant that more expensive 

homes in areas with more valuable land received a higher percentage of the subsidy from 

these tax laws, to the point that the subsidy for "an elite suburb will exceed by several 

times the average subsidy to a welfare family in the inner city."74

74 Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, 294.
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Figure 2: Top Individual Marginal Tax Rates75

These two deductions - mortgage interest and property taxes - make up a 

significant proportion of the tax incentive towards home ownership.  On top of these, 

there is a less well-known, but far larger and more valuable subsidy coming from how 

mortgage payments are treated in comparison to rent payments.  Typically, when 

someone is renting a house, the payments they make to the landlord are accounted for in 

the landlord's overall income.  In contrast to this, mortgage payments are treated quite 

differently under the Internal Revenue Code, because homeowners play a double role: 

they are both tenants who pay "imputed rent" to their landlords, and landlords who 

receive this "imputed rent" from their tenants.  In other words, the homeowner is 

effectively paying himself for his house with every mortgage payment, because each 

75 Graph based upon data from the Internal Revenue Service at http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-soi/histab23.xls 
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mortgage payment adds equity, and the interest is absorbed by the tax deduction.  As a 

result of this, if homeowners were to be treated the same as a landlords renting their 

properties, they would have to report their "imputed rent" as part of their gross income, 

minus upkeep, depreciation, and other small deductions.76

Because homeowners do not have to add this very substantial amount of money to 

their yearly tax filings, they receive a huge tax incentive to purchase, rather than rent, a 

home.  If mortgage interest, property tax, and imputed rent were not all taken care of by 

the government, they would face a significantly higher tax burden.  To provide an 

example, the the tax revenue that the government received from homeowners in 1966 

totaled $42 billion.  If not for the aforementioned deductions, the government would have 

received about $7 billion more, or an additional 16 percent.  Out of this $7 billion that 

was foregone due to the tax structure, $2.9 billion went towards the mortgage interest and 

property tax deductions, and $4 billion was lost due to the structure of imputed rent.77  

This subsidy of nearly 17 percent is quite important on its own, but its effect is 

compounded because of its differential impact on homeowners in different income 

brackets.  Of the $4 billion not received from imputed rent, 80% of the savings went to 

families making over $7000 a year, and over 60% of the money went to families making 

over $10,000 a year.  For comparison, in 1966 the median income for all families was 

$7,532, and the mean income was $8,395.78  With this in mind, it becomes increasingly 

clear that this provision favored the upper middle class and the wealthy quite 
76 Aaron, Shelter and Subsidies, 54.
77 Ibid., 54.
78 “Historic Income Tables – Families,” U.S. Census Bureau, 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/histinc/f07ar.html 
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disproportionately: literally billions in tax savings go to people already making much 

more money than average Americans.  To provide another perspective on these numbers, 

around $560 million went to families making less than than $5000 a year, while $487 

million went to families making more than $50,000 a year, despite the former group 

being a much larger portion of the population.79

The questions that then arise are how much impact this subsidy has had upon 

what kind of housing is chosen by consumers, and how much home ownership it has 

helped enable.  In Rosen and Rosen's 1980 study, they develop a model of home 

ownership within the general population that takes into account the "fact that the 

effective price of owner-occupied housing services is changed by the deductibility of 

local property taxes and mortgage interest payments and by the omission of imputed rent 

from adjusted gross income."80  They found that these deductions had "a substantial 

influence on the decisions of households to own or rent their housing."  Most strikingly, 

they found that if these benefits were eliminated, it would result in a long run drop in the 

proportion of home ownership of 4%.  Extrapolated to the period after World War II, 

"this implies that about one-fourth of the increase in home ownership since 1945 can be 

attributed to these tax factors."81

In a way similar to imputed rent, the ability to deduct mortgage interest from 

itemized taxes provides dramatically disparate benefits based around income.  Since most 

lower and middle class home owners do not itemize their deductions from income tax, 
79 Aaron, 57.
80 Harvey S. Rosen and Kenneth T. Rosen, "Federal Taxes and Homeownership: Evidence from Time 

Series," Journal of Political Economy 88, no. 1 (Feb., 1980), http://www.jstor.org/stable/1830959, 60.
81 Ibid., 69-70.  
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taking the standard deduction instead, the tax break from mortgage interest accrues 

primarily to higher income home owners.  This subsidy is large and “extremely 

regressive,” as its magnitude directly increases with income.82  It contributes to the 

strange effect where, within our system, owning a home becomes progressively less 

expensive as income rises.  In fact, one study suggests that the mortgage interest 

deduction “serves mainly to raise the price of housing and land,” as consumers can 

effectively afford a more expensive home than otherwise, and choose “borrow more and 

to buy larger homes than they otherwise would.”83  

These tax deductions for homeowners are often overlooked, which makes sense 

given they are almost an accident of history.   Rather than the intentional subsidies of the 

mortgage and financing programs, these tax deductions date back to “the Civil War, when 

the first income tax was passed,” and “thus take on the symbolic connotations of a 

fundamental right, established with the founding of the income tax itself."84  These older 

policies were then formalized nationally in 1913, “at a time when tax rates were very low 

and a large proportion of households paid no income tax.”85  Despite being tremendously 

skewed towards the upper income brackets, or perhaps because of this, these policies 

remain in effect today and would be quite difficult to change.

82 John M. Quigly, “Housing Policy in the United States,” (UC Berkeley: Berkeley Program on Housing 
and Urban Policy, 2008), http://www.escholarship.org/uc/item/89p9r7w9, 3.

83 William G. Gale, Jonathan Gruber, and Seth Stephens-Davidowitz , “Encouraging Homeownership 
Through the Tax Code,” http://www.taxpolicycenter.org/publications/url.cfm?ID=1001084, 1171. 

84 William C. Baer, “On the Making of Perfect and Beautiful Social Programs,” Public Interest 39 (Spring 
1975), 91.  

85 Steven C. Bourassa and Ming Yin, “Tax Deductions, Tax Credits and the Homeownership Rate of 
Young Urban Adults in the United States,” Urban Studies 45 (2008), 
http://usj.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/5-6/1141 , 1141.  
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V.  Conclusion
Ultimately, it was this series of reforms and progressive policies that enabled 

suburbanization to take off so quickly in post-war America.  With the establishment of 

the Home Owners Loan Corporation, the government began using the thirty year, fully-

amortized mortgages that significantly brought down the monthly price of home 

ownership and shielded it against unsteady credit conditions.  The Federal Housing 

Administration, in turn, both standardized building procedures to bring down prices and 

insured these new mortgages, making them even easier to obtain.  Along with these, the 

GI Bill guaranteed millions of families access to these favorable new mortgages at even 

lower rates than before.  Finally, the way the tax code allowed for deductions of property 

tax and mortgage interest, in addition to not taxing imputed rent, meant that individual 

homes were one of the easiest ways to build equity.

All of these government agencies and pieces of legislation emerged from New 

Deal attempts to extend home ownership to people who were never able to achieve it 

previously.  Even more than this, they were deeply rooted in necessity; the housing 

industry had to be revitalized if the massive unemployment was to be alleviated, 

mortgage terms had to be liberalized if that were to happen, and the influx of veterans 

had to be housed somewhere.  Only within the tax code does there seem to be clear bias 

towards the wealthy, largely as a result of the archaic nature of the provisions.  People 

readily embraced suburbia, but Duany et al. are correct about the basic point: most likely, 

it could never have sprung up if not for these government policies.  The real issues with 

the policies came as they they remained in place for the decades to come, becoming 
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perhaps too generous in times of greater prosperity and contributing to the economic 

decline of urban areas.  Without a doubt, though, they were tremendously successful at 

their original goals, and they enabled a new type of huge developer to flourish over the 

subsequent decades.

M. Goeke  50



Selling Suburbia: An Actor-network Analysis of the Construction of Levittown

4.  The Construction of Levittown

Figure 3: Bernard Levy and family in front of original Cape Cod86

By 1947, the policies passed to help alleviate the housing crisis and provide 

homes to returning veterans had begun to take effect, marking the start of the first major 

86 Bernard Hoffman, “Bernard Levey Family.”  Available from: Levittown: Documents of an Ideal 
American Suburb, http://tigger.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown/
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wave of suburban house building.  In the spring of that year, Levitt & Sons began 

construction on their first mass-produced residential community in Long Island, which 

was to be exclusively for veterans and their families.  These 2000 rental units – all in the 

same, now-famous four-and-a-half-room Cape Cod style house – were the modest 

beginnings to a community that, just three years later, would contain 10,600 houses filled 

with over 40,000 people.87  This parcel of land around the towns of Hempstead and Island 

Trees would soon be known around the country as Levittown, the ubiquitous example of 

a postwar, mass-produced residential housing development.

The methods that Levitt & Sons would pioneer during this project were further 

refined and expanded, but the first stage of building at Island Trees was the proof of 

concept for a massive wave of new housing.  At the same time, the final built product that 

they produced was hardly a result of Alfred Levitt's blueprints alone; Levitt's Cape Cods 

owe their form just as much to the tangle of laws liberalizing lending that required certain 

standards for housing, the union builders and techniques that Levitt went out of his way 

to avoid, and the ways that they cut costs in the building process.  Even this final product 

itself was incomplete in a number of ways, with the expectations that homeowners would 

renovate the attic or expand outwards into the yard.  In other words, there were a large 

number of actants whose agencies influenced and changed the shape of the Cape Cods 

well before they were sold.

Within this chapter, I will follow the construction of the first development in 

87 Barbara M. Kelly, Expanding the American Dream: Building and Rebuilding Levittown (Albany, New 
York: State University Of New York Press, 1993), 21.

M. Goeke  52



Selling Suburbia: An Actor-network Analysis of the Construction of Levittown

Island Trees - which I argue stands as a crucial innovation in the history of large scale 

suburban developments – from its earliest stages to completion.  Furthermore, I will 

focus specifically on how, as each additional mediator was recruited into their growing 

network, the final outcome was irrevocably altered, making these seemingly-boring 

suburbs the product of an incredibly specific and contingent series of events and 

agencies.  Thus, I will begin by briefly examining Levitt & Sons' earlier projects to 

contextualize this development, before moving on to how they secured financing, 

negotiated zoning changes, and vertically integrated their organization.  Then, I will 

move on to the construction itself, focusing primarily on the techniques and materials 

used and the type of labor they employed.  In short, this chapter focuses on the actor-

network that Levitt & Sons deployed to produce this innovative new product, and how a 

heterogeneous group of actants influenced its final form.

I.  Historical context
 In order to fully account for the construction of Levittown, we must begin by 

looking at the context surrounding it and the debate over housing from which it emerged. 

As previously mentioned, the American housing market before World War II was largely 

restricted to the upper middle class and the wealthy, meaning that this demographic's 

demand had already been satisfied for years.  There was no economic impetus to 

accommodate the other end of the income distribution, though, since profits were so 

unlikely.  This situation changed after World War II, as the emerging lower middle 

classes began to be able to afford houses if the price could be made sufficiently low.  In 
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1947, Fortune magazine estimated that, since the modal income was “about $2,750 a year 

or $230 a month,” the private market should be able to sell houses for about $7000, or 

$60 a month, with the caveat that they must be “somewhat standardized.”88  Although 

prices this low could not be achieved by traditional smaller developers, they were quite 

possible for large, vertically-integrated organizations.

Once it was accepted that some amount of standardization was going to be a 

necessity, the only question became what method would be optimal and exactly how 

standardized the final product would be.  At the extreme, builders like the Lustrum 

Corporation in Milwaukee created whole houses in factories: $10,000 could buy a new, 

prefabricated five room house “of welded steel, using porcelain enamel for the walls.”89 

Total prefabrication, however, had serious drawbacks because it was both extremely 

regular and not particularly cheap to create, making it unappealing to potential buyers. 

As William Levitt would later note, “A complete wall already made up fills additional 

airspace and increases the freight.  Look at the prices, not even including lot and 

improvements!'"90

For most large builders it was far more economical to compromise somewhere in 

the middle of the spectrum, prefabricating some components of their houses and 

assembling others on-site.  These builders, like Kaiser and Burns in California, would 

precut the materials and prefabricate and prepaint the walls in their factories, “while the 

88 “The Industry Capitalism Forgot,” Fortune, August, 1947, 169.
89 Rosalyn Baxandall and Elizabeth Ewen, Picture Windows: How the Suburbs Happened (New York: 

Basic Books, 2000), 120.
90 Eric Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses that Levitt Built”, Harper's, September, 1948, 

http://www.harpers.org/archive/1948/09/0033291 , 87.

M. Goeke  54



Selling Suburbia: An Actor-network Analysis of the Construction of Levittown

other half – the foundation, the structure, and the skin – was done on-site.”91  It was this 

method that saw the most success, as it took advantage of factory building enough to 

ensure cheap and regular materials, which could then be easily assembled on-site by 

unskilled labor.  Levitt & Sons went on to further refine this method, moving their teams 

of men through each house to make the site itself the factory, but even these innovations 

emerge out of the larger set of advances that were sweeping the building industry.

It helped that Levitt & Sons already had some experience with this modern type 

of development well before they sold it to the public with Levittown.  The firm was 

founded in 1929, when Abraham Levitt – an attorney in Brooklyn – bought a number of 

plots of land on the South Shore of Long Island.  His son Alfred, only 18 at the time, 

designed the plans for each house, while William, his other son, worked on the business 

side of things.  They initially built large, six room two bathroom homes, which sold for 

$14,500, a price that was considered extremely expensive during the depression.  In spite 

of this price issue, by 1934 “Levitt & Sons had built 255 houses in Long Island and sold 

them for a total of $2,725,000.”92   Both sons fared quite well in this process and decided 

to leave college early;  “William stated at the time that he 'wanted to make a lot of 

money,' and Alfred simply informed the dean that the school had nothing else to teach 

him.”93

After beginning with fairly conventional individual houses, Levitt & Sons moved 

91 Baxandall, Picture Windows, 121.
92 Ibid., 74.
93 Tyson Freeman, “The 1950s: Post-war America Hitches Up and Heads for the 'burbs,” The National 

Real Estate Investor, September 30th, 1999, 
http://nreionline.com/mag/real_estate_postwar_america_hitches/ .
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on to develop their first large community at Strathmore-at-Manhasset, on the Gold Coast 

fifteen miles from downtown Manhattan.  This project remains interesting because it 

stands as a midpoint in the progress of Levitt & Sons, foreshadowing many of their later 

techniques and peculiarities.  The Strathmore houses were able to be sold for an average 

of $11,000 apiece, their lowest price yet, with their new technique of on-site, factory 

style building, “twenty at a time, with workers moving from house to house.”94

These houses were by no means identical to one another, but they were more 

regular than the firm's previous works, requiring a common English or Colonial style and 

disallowing all others.  Second, just like their later developments, the houses were loaded 

with brand-name products to attract customers: “Richard and Boynton heating systems... 

Kohler plumbing fixtures, Johns-Mansville's insulation, Armstrong linoleum, [and] 

General Electric exhaust fans,” to name just a few.  Finally, Levitt & Sons set down 

regulations and codes for living in the community that residents were forced to abide by, 

such as mandatory weekly lawn-mowing between the months of April and November, or 

prohibitions against wash-lines being hung outside, or hanging laundry outside on 

weekends and holidays.95  Both this integration of brand name products and this brand of 

restrictive lease agreement would be used later for Levittown.   

The last major project preceding Levittown was the one which it most resembled. 

During the war, it became necessary to build a large amount of temporary housing for 

defense contractors around major military centers.  This gave Levitt & Sons an 

94 Baxandall, Picture Windows, 75.
95 Ibid.
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opportunity to cut their teeth on truly mass-produced housing.  They were contracted to 

build housing in Norfolk, Virginia, and they produced partially pre-fabricated, four-room, 

slab-based units.  These houses were identical, there was no concern for community or 

amenities, and the demand was automatically there, meaning that in form alone they were 

far inferior to the Cape Cods they would produce a couple years later.  What they did do 

was prove that a large number of houses could be cheaply produced by combining 

Levitt's moving “on-site factory” with slab-based design that eliminated the basement in 

return for easy heating.  This project provided “the prototype for many of the innovations 

that would be incorporated into the firm's postwar construction,” and demonstrated the 

viability of their new methods.96

Figure 4: Oakdale Farms FHA house by Levitt97

96 Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 24.
97  “Oakdale Farms house.”  Available from: Building Levittown: A Primer, 
http://tigger.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown/building.html .
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II.  Title VI
After gaining experience in the wartime construction business, Levitt & Sons 

stood poised to capitalize upon the housing shortage - provided they could secure the 

land and financing for their new project.  Fortunately for Levitt, the conditions for 

building large-scale developments in the Northeast were almost perfect: there was an 

abundance of rural land that had recently been foreclosed upon, which, combined with 

technological advances and new demand, meant that 1947 was an “ideal builder's 

market.”98  Crucially, they were able to combine these favorable market conditions with 

historic new assistance to builders from Title VI of the FHA, which came as part of an 

attempt to help developers attain the financing for the large tracts of homes that would be 

necessary to begin correcting the housing shortage.  Prior to Title VI, banks would only 

extend credit to builders who already had buyers in tow; Title VI “reversed this policy, 

allowing large-scale builders to borrow money and build houses before they had 

buyers.”99  This provided sellers with “the working capital for large scale operation,”; 

easy financing to build homes sold under increasingly liberal mortgages.

In return for this easy credit, the houses of Levittown were required to meet the 

FHA's standards for construction.  These minimum requirements were put in place by the 

FHA in an attempt to use their power as a “prod to innovation”; specifically, to try to get 

builders to use newer, more modern materials.100  The basic procedure to get financing 

was simple: the plans would be submitted to the government authority, and, if they met 

98   Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 24.
99   Baxandall, Picture Windows, 122.
100  Adam Rome, Bulldozer in the Countryside: Suburban Sprawl and the Rise of American 

Environmentalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), 29.
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the established guidelines, the FHA would provide a conditional commitment.  This was 

basically a promise to insure the mortgages of any future qualified buyers of the new 

houses.  In turn, the commitments reduced the risk to lenders and lowered the amount of 

capital required up front.101

These changes Title VI made were intended to make things easier to large 

builders, but, as one of the first organizations to ever capitalize on the new regulations, 

things did not go quite as smoothly in the beginning.  The financing of Levittown relied 

on three main factors: temporary, short-term loans for basic commercial expenses, 

permanent long-term mortgages, and the FHA's guarantee to insure them.  As it turned 

out, Levitt could “get the temporary financing only if he had the permanent financing and 

both only if he had the FHA commitments.”  As a result, they were forced to spend seven 

months “convincing each corner of the triangle that the other two were already in on 

it.”102  Levitt & Sons first asked for 2,000 commitments from the FHA, which was 

skeptical that they could actually produce that many houses within a year.  They 

produced 2,867 houses that year, and when they requested 4,000 commitments the next 

year the FHA happily obliged.103  This new, liberal Title VI financing was not freely 

available to any builder.  Levitt & Sons were only able to take advantage of this new 

financial assistance by clearly demonstrating that they could efficiently mass-produce 

homes, and there is no guarantee that any smaller builder would have had such luck. 

The FHA would not be the only set of regulations that shaped the houses, though. 

101  Rome, Bulldozer in the Countryside, 29.
102  Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses Levitt Built,” 86.
103  Ibid.
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Along with it, the design was also approved by:

“The Veteran's Administration, the Bank of Manhattan Company (which funded 
the construction), the Bank of Buffalo (which held the mortgages on the first 
resales), and the Building and Zoning Departments of the Town of Hempstead.”104

These guidelines and institutional pressures had no small effect on the Cape Cods that 

were eventually produced.  Levitt's four room houses would, in the end, more than 

conform to the regulations: they were, in fact, “virtually a replica of the officially 

recommended subdivision styles of the FHA...”105  The houses themselves fit the 

guidelines so well that they were practically a checklist of the FHA's requirements. 

Levitt's Cape Cods marked the first instance of a new type of standardized “Capitalist 

Realism” that was targeted to consumers only after being approved in advance by the 

market and government.

Long Island just happened to be an ideal location to take advantage of this new 

financing situation, with its particular combination of unused rural land, “proximity to 

both the metropolis and local burgeoning defense industries, pools of experienced 

workers, recently constructed highways, the Long Island Railroad, and families with 

wartime savings...”106  It was in this environment that Levitt purchased his famous potato 

farms that the historic development would spring out of.  More precisely, he bought 

“1300 acres of potato farms on Long Island's South Shore in the town of Island Trees,” 

along with 1200 acres from failed developer A. T. Stewart and 1000 acres near 

Hempstead.107  Though they may have only been potato farms, they happened to be in a 
104  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 47.
105  Ibid.
106  Baxandall, Picture Windows, 124.
107  Ibid., 126.
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rapidly growing region with ideal demographics for Levitt's new project.  As Eric 

Larrabee noted in his 1947 Harper's piece on the construction of Levittown, “... any other 

builder, at any other time, would not have had the veteran market, would not have had the 

organization... and could not have secured the financing.”108  Levittown's location and 

demographics were therefore as essential to its eventual success as its financing.

Figure 5: Aerial Photo of Levittown, 1948109

III. The Battle Against Basements
With the land taken care of, Levitt & Sons only needed to make it ready to build 

upon.  With a number of farms still unharvested at this point, Levitt's organization 

108  Eric Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses Levitt Built,”  82.
109  Tony Lincks, “Aerial View of Levittown,” June, 1948.  Available from: Levittown: Documents of an 

Ideal American Suburb, http://tigger.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown/ .
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“ploughed under $25,000 of spinach” to make sure the land was ready in time, over the 

protests of the former owners of the farms.110  A far greater challenge came from local 

zoning laws, which were set in prewar days and did not allow for Levitt's new style of 

houses.  The Cape Cod was much cheaper without the added costs of building basements, 

and their elimination allowed for inexpensive radiant heating in the slab.  Since the 

building codes required basements and the Cape Cod had none, the code had to be 

changed if Levittown was to be built.

The debate over this one building code provides the first clear example of how 

Levitt was able to mobilize his network to influence popular opinion and successfully 

contest his opponents simplifications.  Since Levittown was clearly being built for 

working and lower middle class veterans – many of whom would be from New York and 

likely Democrats – there was bound to be some opposition from Nassau County's 

wealthier Republican population.  This was exemplified by the Nassau Daily Review-

Star, which editorialized that:

“We should be extremely cautious not to permit the existing shortage of houses to 
stampede us into junking all the precautions that have been adopted to protect 
individual purchasers and the standard of entire communities.”111

Another reason for opposition to this new construction was more basic: Levittown would 

be adding five new schools to the area, and the taxes were almost guaranteed to increase 

well beyond their current levels.  Not only would taxes go up, but the almost purely 

residential community would not generate much new revenue for the area.  William 

110  Baxandall, Picture Windows, 126.
111  Ibid., 129.
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Levitt summed it up quite accurately with the basis for this economic opposition 

succinctly in his statement that “[The people in Nassau County] don't want any more 

houses; they want corporations and factories that pay taxes and don't have any 

children.”112

By this point, the issue of whether or not houses should have basements was no 

longer what was being contested.  Levitt's original reasons for eschewing basements were 

purely pragmatic, for “to build houses without them saved $1000 per dwelling in addition 

to time-consuming labor.”113  Opposition to this design feature, however, explicitly 

complicated Levitt's black box, turning the proposed changes that would make for 

cheaper houses into something else entirely: a change to a historical set of regulations 

that safeguarded community standards by their restrictive nature.  From their perspective, 

this opposition makes clear sense, as it was literally these codes alone that stopped 

developers of cheaper housing from building in Nassau County.

Though the regulation that required basements was formerly an abstract, 

uncomplicated intermediary, the establishment Republicans made it far more important, 

bringing it into the conflict as a symbol of their traditional community standards.  Levitt's 

response shows how shrewd he was about media issues like this.  By casting the 

regulation as something that safeguarded the land-owning population, Levitt's opposition 

accidentally allowed him to frame it the other way entirely.  First, a relatively minor 

periodical, Newsday, took Levitt's side, writing that their plan was “big, practical, and 

112  Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses Levitt Built,” 88.
113  Baxandall, Picture Windows, 129.
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ideal enough to make national news.”  Furthermore, they noted that if it were prevented 

solely by a code “it would make Long Island a national laughing stock,” and encouraged 

veterans to come to the town board meeting.

Seizing upon this opportunity, Levitt bought a number of newspaper ads urging 

any veteran in need of affordable housing to come to the meeting and show support for 

changing the regulation.  At the meeting itself on May 28, 1947, a large crowd of 

veterans and prospective home owners assembled in support of Levitt's plan.  According 

to Levitt,

“... the American Legion was impressed, and the veteran's organizations were 
impressed, and they stormed the meeting hall, and I meant that word absolutely 
literally, they stormed it: they overflowed it into the streets...”114

Needless to say, with an overwhelming show of support from veterans the Town Board 

passed the resolution.  To return to Levitt's account of the meeting:

“You don't think that protest meeting evolved out of thin air, do you?  We told the 
boys that if they really wanted homes, they would have to get out and fight.  We 
spread the news by ads and word of mouth among veterans groups.  The boys did 
the rest at Town hall.”115

Levitt's strategy and rhetoric are quite clear in both of these accounts: he turned his 

houses' cost-saving lack of basements into a cause for veterans to rally around, a symbol 

of affordable housing.  Levitt & Sons used the media and their personal contacts to 

appeal to popular opinion and let “the boys” knows that they had to “fight” once again if 

they wanted homes.  

114  Baxandall, Picture Windows,130.  (Reprinted from the transcript of the McCarthy Housing Hearings, 
1947)

115  Ibid.
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This metaphor of military force is completed with Levitt's emphatic “absolutely 

literal” use of the word “stormed.”  A great number of young men, most of whom were 

former soldiers, made for an immediate and physical display of force.  In his own way, 

Levitt mobilized an army to come out and storm the meeting, winning the symbolic battle 

for the cause of veteran's housing.  Though the  occasion may not have been openly 

threatening, Levitt's account shows the level of implicit violence  in his approach; within 

his new terms of war, the establishment elites were literally the enemy.

The conflict between the Nassau County Republicans and Levitt & Sons 

illustrates a number of reasons that actor-network theory remains a valuable tool for 

studying the built environment.  In “Society in the Making: The Study of Technology as a 

Tool for Sociological Analysis,” Michel Callon described how a group of engineers that 

were designing a new electric car for Electricite de France had to couple this technology 

with an accompanying theory of its place in society.  They envisioned a post-industrial, 

oil-conscious future where “electric propulsion would render the car commonplace by 

decreasing its performance and reducing it to a simple, useful object.”116  

A second group of engineers worked for the car manufacturer Renault, which 

would be relegated to just producing the bodies of these new electric vehicles.  Their 

corporation would have its status and importance, not to mention its profit, seriously 

diminished in this new world.  These engineers therefore worked to show that the EDF 

engineer's fuel cells were unreliable, expensive, and would require a huge new 

investment in infrastructure to support them.  Along with this wholly physical argument 

116  Callon, “Society in the Making,” 85.
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about the fuel cells, they also challenged the EDF engineers' social theory, arguing that 

pollution “could easily be reduced” and public transport improved, making the shift to 

electric cars unnecessary.117  This conflict, at one level, centered around the viability of 

the elemental catalysts in the fuel cell; in another way, though, it was over two competing 

visions about the role of automobiles in the future of France.

Callon argues that the EDF engineers engaged in simplification, assuming that the 

fuel cells would behave and treating it as a “black box” that can be reduced to just “a few 

well-defined parameters.”  And, ultimately,

“... simplification is never guaranteed.  It must always be tested.  The catalyst 
gave way and the fuel cell broke down, thus causing the downfall of the EDF... 
These elements are revealed only if they are brought into a controversy, that is, 
into a trial of strength in which the entity is under suspicion.”118

The same process of simplification is applicable to all actor-networks, and the 

regulation on basements in Nassau County is a clear example of it.  Before Levitt & Sons 

decided to build there, the zoning laws were an abstract requirement, only of any 

importance to the small builders creating homes in conventional ways.  Though the code 

effectively prevented any developer from building cheap homes in the area – and 

therefore kept out the types of people who would purchase a home from Levitt – this had 

not previously been exposed.  When Levitt needed changes to the code, the regulations 

were suddenly brought into the controversy and given a larger meaning.

So, like the competing social theories of the two groups of engineers that centered 

around the viability of one fuel cell, the regulations requiring basements became the 

117  Callon, “Society in the Making,” 91.
118  Ibid., 94.
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locus of the conflict over Levitt's development.  The current landowners that opposed 

Levitt asserted that the regulation was a “precaution” that ensured community standards. 

Levitt, on the other hand, contested this definition by reaching out to veterans, implying 

that the requirement for basements was the one thing standing in the way of affordable 

housing, exploiting populist sentiments.  

Ultimately, Levitt was not able to just rely on veteran's support for his actor-

network, even though the houses were being built for them: he had to actively recruit 

them, spending money on ads and time reaching out to their organizations.  This may 

even have had an additional benefit to him, because he now had a great deal of veterans 

interested in renting the new Cape Cods he promised.  In later interviews, Levitt was 

notably unrepentant about his tactics for this meeting, saying that, "The end always 

justifies the means - within the four corners of reason, of course.'"119  With his firm's 

superior ability to enlist media and veterans' organizations into their actor-network, they 

successfully contested both the regulations and the vision of Island Trees future for which 

they stood.

119  Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses Levitt Built,” 85.
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Figure 6: The materials for a Cape Cod laid out120

IV.  Construction
Once the zoning was changed and the land purchased, Levitt & Sons could begin 

construction on their new development.  Because of their novel method of construction, 

there are a number of actants that altered the shape and progress of the development. 

First, their large, vertically integrated organization meant that the vast majority of the raw 

materials could be prefabricated in factories, shipped to the construction sites, and 

assembled relatively easily.  Second, Levitt was determined to avoid using the union 

labor that was normally a part of the construction industry, and both their construction 

methods and pay structure reflected this tendency.  Finally, Levitt's houses were all built 

to the aforementioned FHA standards.

120  Tony Lincks, “Cape Cod Materials,” June, 1948.  Available from: Building Levittown: A Primer, 
http://tigger.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown/ .
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At the most basic level, Levitt's organization was able to achieve such low costs 

by cutting the costs of materials as low as possible.  For goods that they could not 

produce, Levitt & Sons eliminated the middlemen and bought directly from suppliers in 

huge volumes to ensure that they could get significant bulk discounts.  Appliances were 

bought by the lot and shipped by train straight to their factory at Roslyn, Long Island.121 

Whenever possible, Levitt & Sons would either buy corporations that produced the 

materials they needed, or buy the means of production themselves.  In essence, they were 

dedicated to becoming a “manufacturer and supplier as well as a producer.”122  

For instance, when it looked like there might be a lumber shortage, Levitt bought 

the Grizzly Park Lumber Company – and many acres of the nearby forest they owned – 

in California.  With this acquisition, timber could be cut at the mill well ahead of time, 

loaded onto rail cars, and shipped straight to the construction site, at an “initial cost 

saving of 30 per cent...”123  By this point, Levitt's organization was truly national, 

transporting its materials across the country both on rails and on the growing highway 

systems.  Through another subsidiary, the North Shore Supply Company, Levitt also 

owned:

“... a $200,000 fleet of Transit-Mix trucks that prepared concrete as they hauled it 
to the job; $300,000 worth of other heavy equipment, including nail-making 
machines; a plumbing prefabrication plant; a woodwork prefab plant; and a 
cutting mill that precut lumber to the size of the house.””124

Finally, even many of the very specific components that Levitt & Sons used were 

121  Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses Levitt Built,” 83.
122  Baxandall, Picture Windows, 126.
123  Larrabee, 82-83.
124  Baxandall, 126.
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prefabricated in his Roslyn factory, from the “plumbing, staircases, window frames, 

cabinets,” all the way down to the precut chrome moldings in the bathroom.125  The 

necessities and sheer efficiency of this standardized method left its imprint on the form of 

Levittown, even in the spacing of the houses themselves, which were “built in multiples 

of four feet to take the greatest advantage of 4' x 8' sheet rock panels.”126  By Levitt's 

account, “the combination of 'size plus organization' allowed the firm to save $1000 a 

house on homes selling for $7,990.”127

Beyond the materials themselves, the way Levitt & Sons actually assembled them 

in their “on-site factory” stands as an important innovation.  His construction process 

reversed the factory standard, with crews of men who would move from house to house 

“completing just one stage of the construction before moving on to repeat that stage at 

the next site.”128  Each crew performed one of twenty six standardized tasks, which were 

then subdivided into a series of even simpler steps.  This allowed Levitt & Sons to 

standardize the operation even further, breaking it down into the expected amount of time 

for every step: “radiant heating coils – 1 man hour; caulking in rough plumbing assembly 

– 3 to 4 man hours; pouring slab (automatic troweler) – 1 hour; framing – 4 to 5 man 

hours...” and so on.129

This level of standardization of process was well-suited to the Levitt approach, 

which rigorously avoided all union labor in favor of an open shop that depended on only 

125  Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses Levitt Built,” 83.
126  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 26.
127  Rome, Bulldozer in the Countryside, 17.
128  Ibid., 26.
129  Baxandall, Picture Windows, 127.
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about forty per cent highly skilled labor.130  By not using union workers, Levitt & Sons 

were able to get around union work requirements that otherwise slowed building down, 

such as painters having to paint all houses by hand instead of with sprayers.131  It also let 

Levitt & Sons get around the benefits, pay scales, and seniority requirements that union 

labor entailed.  They managed to avoid all this by hiring his workers out as 

subcontractors, who were then paid “not by the hour, but by the number of completed 

construction projects...”132  In other words, Levitt & Sons paid all their workers piece 

rates, allowing for more money if their output was above the minimums the firm 

established.  This worked out to be quite good pay, because “Practically all workers did 

much better than these minimum quotas and accordingly took home more money than 

they would have on union scale.”133

Levitt & Sons thus offered more pay than anything union workers could otherwise 

hope for, something they recognized and used for leverage in other areas of their 

business.  To speed up production, the Levitt organization was able to completely change 

the work week itself, substituting the rain days were no work could be done for weekends 

and holidays.  The “weekend” became whenever houses literally could not be built due to 

weather.134  Furthermore, the subcontractor system that allowed for such competitive 

rates actually worked to relieve Levitt & Sons of “a great deal of the burden of cost 

control and labor supervision.”  Each subcontractor was responsible for their part of the 

130  Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses Levitt Built,” 83.
131  Rome, Bulldozer in the Countryside, 17.
132  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 26.
133  Baxandall, Picture Windows, 127.
134  Kelly, 26.
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process, and, with no contract at all, was heavily inclined to produce as quickly as 

possible to retain their positions.135

Levitt & Sons may have done everything in their power to bypass union labor, but 

they did not precisely oppose all unions in general.  Officially, William Levitt only 

opposed the traditional unions of craftsmen that made up much of the housing sector; 

industrial unions, on the other hand, he was perfectly fine with.  In fact, he maintained 

that he was not stopping his workers from organizing, they had simply chosen not to 

because they were happy with the pay and conditions.136  This minor distinction between 

craft and industrial unions made all the difference, because there was “no chance of any 

of them coming into existence until the whole industry is re-organized – along the Levitt 

lines.”137  It was a politically expedient stance to take that only benefited the organization 

publicly.  Once again, any serious objections to these anti-union policies were mitigated 

by the results Levitt & Sons produced: as Larrabee wryly noted, “Paint-spraying is fast 

and efficient, non-licensed plumbers can put in Levitt's copper pipe, and nobody has to 

stand around waiting for a member of the board-carrying guild to carry boards.”138  If 

these were the results of ignoring the traditional, craft union based method of house 

building, they were perfectly acceptable to a public in desperate need of shelter.

V.  Conclusion
Once examined in enough detail, it becomes clear that despite the simplicity of 

135  Baxandall, Picture Windows, 128.
136  Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses Levitt Built,” 83-84.
137  Ibid., 84.
138  Ibid.
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this early type of suburban home there were an immense number of separate factors and 

interests that affected its outcome.  Without the foundation of mortgage reforms enacted 

in response to the Great Depression, financing a development this large would have taken 

millions of dollars up front, making it so risky that it would have been inconceivable.  If 

not for Levitt & Sons crucial period of defense contracting, they may never have attained 

enough expertise in mass production of housing to produce anything of this scale, and if 

not for their location they may have never had the right demographic to support such a 

community.  Through abiding by FHA standards, eschewing union regulations, and 

vertically integrating the company, they managed to create a product unlike anything 

previously seen in both form and cost.  The large, well-connected actor-network of Levitt 

& Sons accounts for how they were able to produce such a successful type of home in a 

way that could be reproduced nationally.  It is this product itself that the final section of 

this study will focus on, shifting from the Levitt & Sons actor-network to the actor-

network of the homes themselves.  
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5.  Levittown: The Cape Cod and the Community

By this point, most of the story leading up to the completion of the actual Cape 

Cods has been told.  The set of laws passed in response to first the Great Depression, 

followed by those in response to the wave of returning veterans, created a unique 

historical opportunity in the postwar 1940s for large-scale builders to produce cheap, 

partially prefabricated houses.  William Levitt, his corporation Levitt & Sons, and its 

subsidiaries were one of the first networks to truly capitalize on the incredible 

liberalization of financing to both builders and buyers.  Levitt's network took advantage 

of these favorable policies and combined them with vertical integration, political and 

media savvy, and innovative construction practices.  In the end, they were able to 

produce an unprecedented product: a house for $60 a month that even working class 

Americans could afford.

Until now, we have been discussing the agents that surrounded and affected the 

production of these 2000 Cape Cods that were first rented to veterans.  Now, instead of 

focusing on what has been done to the product by various actants, we will look at the 

form of the house itself, and how its form affected the people who would live in it.  To 

begin, I will describe the layout, rooms, appliances, and decorations included in the Cape 

Cod in some detail to provide a solid understanding of what the Cape Cod was like to 

live in, followed by a discussion of the first group of residents who would occupy them.  

Building upon this, I will argue that the design of Levitt's Cape Cods made certain 
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impositions upon their owners, requiring them to make changes, participate in upkeep, or 

buy replacement products at certain times if the house was to remain in good condition. 

Reinforcing some of these implicit physical requirements are explicit contractual 

requirements in the leases these veterans signed that also forced them to do a number of 

things.  Despite this combination of obligations, the residents of Levittown defended the 

lease terms and the Levitt organization vigorously in the press, explicitly accepting these 

provisions.  Nowhere is this more evident than when Levitt & Sons began to divest 

themselves of these rental properties: they were sold to residents who agreed to a 

restrictive covenant of rules, and maintained well after Levitt & Sons were totally gone. 

The end of this rental phase of Levittown marked a major transition towards new models 

and techniques of sales, so it will also stand as the final topic this study covers.

I.  The Design of the Cape Cod
The original Cape Cods were notoriously bare-boned, sporting just four and a half 

rooms, no basement, and an unfinished attic.  They simplified the prewar suburban ideal 

into a streamlined combination of new and old: the formerly standard “package of living 

room, dining room,kitchen, pantry, bath-and-a-half, three bedrooms and a garage” that 

Levitt & Sons had previously built were cut down to just the essentials.  Only one 

primary relationship was maintained, where “the larger space was devoted to the living 

room and master bedroom, the smaller, the kitchen and nursery.”139  That said, the Cape 

Cod was a small enough building that each section was designed very purposefully, and 

an extended tour of the house is necessary before moving on to some the ramifications of 

139  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 65.
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this design.

Entering the house from the front door, a set of stairs directly in front of you led 

up to an unfinished attic.  All of the floors throughout the house were made of black 

asphalt Kentile-brand tiling, and all of the walls were white-painted composition rock 

board.140  Immediately to the right, an archway signified the boundary of the kitchen, 

which served triple duty as a cooking-dining-laundry area.  Moving into the kitchen, 

white-enameled metal cabinets and appliances continued the black and white interior 

color scheme.  Already installed were a General Electric range and refrigerator.141  The 

right wall of the kitchen had a side door leading outside to a service area for garbage, and 

the left wall was formed by the stairs.  In the niche under the stairs stood a Bendix 

washing machine.  This was heavily advertised by the firm, but there was no drying 

machine or even space for one – something that will be discussed at greater length 

later.142

Walking back through that arch one enters the living room, a small, 12' x 16' 

space with two windows and venetian blinds.  Because of the sheer number of purposes 

the kitchen had to serve, this parlor area would double for some residents as a more 

formal dining room when having company over.143  Though at the end of the 1940s many 

residents had not yet bought televisions, by the end of the first decade it would have been 

at the center of the living room in most of these houses – and, in fact, Levitt's later

140  Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses Levitt Built,” 81-82.
141  Baxandall, Picture Windows, 131.
142  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 66.
143  Ibid.
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Figure 7: The Cape Cod floor plan144

models included a television with the price.145  Under the stairs, opposite where the 

washing machine stood on the other side, were a set bookshelves, the only builder-

provided storage space in the main area of the house.

At the back of the living room a small passageway led to the “private” areas of 

the home.  To the left was the main bedroom, slightly smaller than the living room. To the 

right stood an even smaller bedroom or nursery area, plus a bathroom.  This spot, 

detached from both bedrooms, happened to be an inconvenient position for a bathroom. 

It was put there because “Putting the bathroom directly behind the kitchen on one side 

meant all the major plumbing, including the critical waste stack, could serve double 

duty.”146  With such a small house, though, this inefficiency was quite minor.  The Cape 

144  “Cape Cod floor plan.”  Available from: Building Levittown: A Rudimentary Primer, 
http://tigger.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown/building.html .

145  Baxandall, Picture Windows, 134.
146  Peter Bacon Hales, Building Levittown: A Rudimentary Primer, 

http://tigger.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown/building.html .
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Cod was a stripped-down version of a standard type of house, sparse and utilitarian but 

durable and well-constructed.  In fact, the quality and soundness of the homes were one 

of the only aspects that did not receive for any real criticism.147

While the houses were quite small at only 750 square feet, each sat upon a 6000 

square foot lot, making the yard very large in proportion to the house.  Apart from the 

eight-foot fence that separated the service area outside the kitchen from the rest of the 

lawn, there was very little other visual stimuli than the homes.  Each lot came with four 

fruit trees that residents were contractually obligated to care for, but it would take years 

before they would grow to a significant size.148   There were no fences separating the lots, 

and, due to another provision of the contract, none were allowed to be built.  The exterior 

is most notable because it was one of the only places where consumers had any choices 

in the design: five separate models were available which had very minor differences in 

the placement of windows and shutters, what shade pastel the walls were painted, and 

what style of fencing was near the kitchen.149  Apart from these distinctions in the 

exterior, the houses were largely interchangeable, and their interiors were literally 

identical.150

If the form itself only bore some resemblance to classic, much larger suburban 

homes, almost all of the decorative elements of the interior were directly intended to 

symbolically evoke the American dream.  The very act of naming them “Cape Cods”

147  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 54.
148  Ibid., 71.
149  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 64.
150  Ibid., 65.
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Figure 8: The Cape Cod, front view151

 signified that these homes were in the style of New England colonial cottages, a theme 

that was heavily played up in the decorations.  For instance, the doors were all the classic 

“cross and bible” design that early colonial Christians used.  Similarly, the bannister on 

the stairway had “three reliefs of a single candle that were punched out of the pine-

paneled wainscoting,” which also would appear above the kitchen cabinets.  Finally, in 

the living room there were three exposed ceiling beams – which were actually artificial 

and bore no weight – that invoked earlier, rustic styles of construction.152  This 

symbolism was continued outside the house, where residents could choose whether they 

wanted picket fencing, lattice work, or split rails, in addition to some minor choices in the 

placement of shutters and windows on the front facade.  None of these elements served 

151  “Levitt Cape Cod, ca. 1947.”  Available from:  Building Levittown: A Rudimentary Primer, 
http://tigger.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown/building.html .

152  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 64-65.

M. Goeke  79



Selling Suburbia: An Actor-network Analysis of the Construction of Levittown

any function other than to symbolically ground the house in the national mythology of 

home ownership.153

II. The Residents
Not only were the homes themselves nearly identical, but the first generation of 

Levittown residents would also become famous for their similarities in age, race, and 

economic status.  In the first phase at Island Trees, all residents had a veteran in their 

family, which meant that most would have been aged 21-32 and recently married.154  On 

top of this, their economic status was also relatively homogeneous, as the $60 a month 

price tag was only appealing for people who sought home ownership but could not afford 

the amenities of a more expensive house.  As one critic put it, the Cape Cod was “... a 

cultural index, a mean between what money will buy and what people are willing to pay 

for.”155  There was thus a sizable element of self-selection in who moved to Levittown, 

accounting for much of the homogeneity.

Levittown's residents resembled one another because they were all veterans of a 

certain economic class in the New York area, and this similarity was furthered by the fact 

that Levittown was exclusively white.  In accordance with FHA regulations, every “... 

rental lease and homeowner's contract barred those that were 'not member(s) of the 

Caucasian race.'"156   Even if they were veterans, blacks were systematically barred from 

the opportunities that whites had for housing.157   Interestingly, the 1948 Supreme Court 
153  Peter Bacon Hales, Building Levittown: A Rudimentary Primer,  

http://tigger.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown/building.html
154  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 59.
155  Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses that Levitt Built,” 81.
156  Joshua Ruff, “For Sale: The American Dream,” American History, December 2007, 47.
157  Kelly, 60.
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decision Shelley v. Kraemer explicitly ruled racial covenants unconstitutional, but the 

FHA continued to only insure mortgages by their Caucasians-only standard.  Levitt 

eventually dropped the clauses from the contracts, but continued to discriminate in 

practice, announcing in the  Levittown Tribune that “The elimination of the clause has 

changed absolutely nothing.”158   

This case is evidence of both Levitt's control of the media and how much his 

actual policies could conflict with his political stance.  He defended the practice of 

segregation by saying that “This is their [the white customers'] attitude, not ours.”  Levitt 

& Sons could either “... solve a housing problem, or solve a racial problem.  But we 

cannot combine the two.”159  Though the blame may have been placed upon the residents, 

many clearly did not share this view, such as those who formed a committee to end the 

discrimination in 1947 to no avail.  Others - like Gertrude Novik, who started “an 

interracial play group,” - were threatened with eviction for associating with non-

whites.160  Levittown's population was therefore predetermined by the cost, location, 

restriction to veterans, and the complete exclusion of non-Caucasian residents. 

III.  Women, the interior, and laundry
With this background on how the houses were laid out and who was allowed to 

purchase them, we can move on to the far more interesting issue of how these “pioneers” 

fared in their brand new suburban homes.  While the Cape Cods were a very familiar, if 

stripped down, type of house, the design of the spaces meant that tenants had to use them 

158  Ruff, “For Sale: American Dream,” 48.
159  Ibid., 47-48.
160  Ibid., 48.
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in some new ways.  The kitchen - “a room that had previously been treated as not only 

private, but somewhat declassé” - was now part of the front of the house and a far more 

important social area.161   The whole family was likely to regularly use the kitchen, but 

the addition of the laundry area  meant that it was assumed that women would be 

spending more time there than ever before.  The gendered division of space was acutely 

reinforced by this new layout that placed the woman in the kitchen and required 

domesticity.162

The inclusion of Levitt's much-advertised Bendix washing machine would 

ironically become a major inconvenience for home owners.  In the first place, there was 

no extra space whatsoever in the alcove by the washing machine, or anywhere else in the 

house, to place an automatic clothes drier.  On top of this, Levitt's contract “enjoined the 

use of any but a company-approved drying device in order to prevent the appearance of a 

tenement.”163  The residents were required to use the “portable, umbrella-like collection 

of lines” of the company-approved rotary drier rather than normal wash lines.  Along 

with this restriction, the residents were required to dismantle the driers and bring them 

inside on weekends and holidays.  As Barbara Kelly notes,

“Since these are the days on which an employed mother would normally do her 
laundry, the injunction against weekend wash-lines underscores the tacit 
assumption that the wives of Levittown would be at home during the week to do 
their laundry.”164

Here is a case where a relatively simple object, the wash-line, became symbolic of

161  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 68.
162  Ibid.
163  Ibid. 68.
164  Ibid.
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Figure 9: A worker installing the Bendix washing machine under the stairs165

an entire lifestyle.  Hanging washing outside houses on wash-lines was heavily 

associated with urban tenement life, to the point that they were used in movies as “visual 

indicators of urban blight.”166  This prohibition demonstrated the paternalistic concern 

that the builders had with improving the residents' class through a prescriptive set of 

standards.  Out of concern that the community be properly middle class, the contract 

prohibited a practice that was a cultural symbol of poverty, even though it was wholly 

harmless.  The practical outcome, in contrast, was that these fears of propriety forced 

165  Tony Linck, “Workman installing Bendix Washer,” June, 1948.  Available from: Building Levittown: A 
Rudimentary Primer, http://tigger.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown/building.html .

166  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 208 note 28.
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women to remain at home to do the laundry during the weekdays.  

This inconvenience was exacerbated by a rudimentary design flaw associated 

with the Kentile asphalt floors.  These tiles may have helped cut costs, but – as one 

would imagine – the asphalt tended to get all over things.  When wet, 

“the tiles stained everything they touched: the hands and feet of crawling children, 
as well as socks and pajama knees, etc., adding not only to the workload of the 
mother who had to clean them, but to the cost of replacing stained clothing.  
'Those black floors...' are commented on in almost every interview with the early 
residents.”167

Another surprising imposition was the lack of available storage space.  With no 

basement and no kitchen pantry, residents had to make do with either the living area or 

the unfinished attic for storage.  This led to an interesting dilemma of how to use the 

attic: on one hand, if the resident was expecting more than one child, it would be a 

necessity to turn the attic into a bedroom; on the other hand, there was no garage or space 

that could serve as a workshop other than the attic.  Just as likely, the attic would have 

been the default space for hanging laundry to dry over the weekends, when it was 

prohibited.168  

In summation, the interior of the Cape Cod rested upon the assumption that 

women would be working in the house daily, while also being ill-suited to that very 

work.  Its design required their labor, but did not account for how much more difficult the 

form would make it.  Between the lack of space, the prohibitions that interfered with 

doing laundry, and the asphalt floors, the Cape Cod's design paradoxically interfered with 

167  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 201 note 55.
168  Ibid., 72.
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the very domestic work that it necessitated.  These basic flaws make it clear that the 

homes were designed by men, for men, even though they required the work of women.

IV. Men and Levittown: DIY and the lawn
The multiplicity of mutually-exclusive uses for the one available free space gets 

to a key attribute of the Cape Cod: it can largely be defined negatively by the amenities 

that it lacks and the actions it demands of its owner, generally the man.  The “do-it-

yourself” ethos became completely necessary if residents wanted comfortable lives and 

gave the men something to do; namely, pouring their time and money into finishing the 

attic, building a garage, and landscaping their yards.  This may not have been an 

intentional aspect of the design, but Levitt's famous aphorism that “No man who owns 

his own house and lot can be a Communist, he has too much to do” seems to foreshadow 

this issue.169  It could just as easily have been a business decision, though, because 

anyone who put time and money into a rental would have added value to the house and 

wanted to buy it – either way, Levitt profited.170

The lawns were a further example of this point, imposing serious demands on the 

men of Levittown.  According to the lease agreement from Bethpage Realty, “The tenant 

agrees to cut the lawn and remove tall growing weeds at least once a week between April 

fifteenth and November fifteenth."171  Along with the lawn, the four fruit trees and any 

bushes were required to be trimmed, lest the resident risk looking bad in front of their 

169  Richard Lacayo, “Suburban Legend William Levitt”, Time, December 7, 1998, 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,989781-2,00.html .

170  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 73.
171  Ibid., 210 note 38.
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Figure 10: Unfinished fronts yards of Levittown172

neighbors and a possible reprimand.  If a resident did not mow their yard, Levitt would 

have a crew do it and charge them.  Men, therefore, had obligations over the weekends 

and little else to do; at this point, there were shopping areas, playgrounds, pools, and a 

community center, but no real areas for men to socialize other than the house and yard.173 

These kinds of requirements, to some extent, would be shared in most other 

suburban communities.  The particular importance of the property surrounding the Cape 

Cod, however, is evident in one decision that Levitt & Sons made: even though 

Hempstead only required 4000 square foot lots, they chose to build on 6000 square foot 

172  Tony Linck, “Sign Declaring the Area as Levittown Outside Newly Constructed Homes,” 1947. 
Available from: Building Levittown: A Rudimentary Primer, 
http://tigger.uic.edu/~pbhales/Levittown/building.html

173  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 71.
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lots.  This additional space may not seem strange, but it cost Levitt extra and he very 

rarely chose to spend more than he had to. In fact, the price of the land “accounted for at 

least 20 percent of the cost of each house,” and, if he had only bought 4000 square foot 

lots, Levitt could have produced around 6000 more homes with the savings.174

By this point, the gendered division of the house is increasingly apparent.  The 

interiors, where women worked, were literally identical to one another.  These spaces 

generally cut costs at the expense of the convenience of women – black asphalt tiles, no 

space for drying clothes, little storage, et cetera.  Men, in contrast, were going to be 

judged on their exterior of their home, and they were given huge lots and an actual 

element of choice in what they wanted their home to look like.  As Kelly astutely points 

out,

“This difference is directly related to the cultural gender roles vis-a-vis the home; 
men left it to go to work, women worked within it.  Men returned to the house to 
get away from their work, women left the house to get away from theirs... Men 
judged houses by these external standards, the public image of the house, and in 
turn they were judged by these aspects of their homes.  Women, on the other 
hand, were the homemakers. They were judged by the interior aspects of their 
houses: its cleanliness and its decorative appeal.”175

V. Contractual Obligations and Paternalism
In each of these cases, there was a combination of both physical form and 

contractual obligations that force residents to do certain things and obey community 

standards.  Levitt's leases may have stipulated the rules about drying clothes, but it was 

the Cape Cod's lack of space that made the rules odious.  The contractual requirements 

174  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 211 note 45.
175  Barbara M. Kelly, “The Houses of Levittown in the Context of Postwar American Culture,” 

http://www.nps.gov/history/Nr/publications/bulletins/suburbs/Kelly.pdf  , 4-5.
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may have obligated the tenants to care for their lawns and fruit trees, but in a community 

where appearances mattered, the very fact that every home had a large lawn and four fruit 

trees meant residents would have faced pressure to care for them with or without a 

contract.  Living in a Cape Cod simply required the owners to do certain things, and 

Levitt's contract enforced them.   

Put another way, it was clear that Levitt & Sons were unsure that this new, lower-

middle class community would maintain proper standards and therefore acted in a 

paternalistic way to ensure that they would.  This paternalism is even more apparent 

when compared with the covenants of Levitt's other, more expensive communities.  In 

those, the contracts were "developed in concert with the homeowners' associations that 

were established on completion of a stated percentage of the construction.”176  In Island 

Trees, a Community Association was quickly formed, but the standards were not 

developed in consultation with it, and Levitt consistently refused to trust it in the same 

way as those of other communities.  When Levitt decided to change the name of Island 

Trees to Levittown in his family's honor, he did it without consulting the Community 

Association and over the protests of many residents.  In another case, Levitt placed the 

Town of Hempstead in charge of the newly-built pools and recreation areas instead of the 

homeowner's organization.177  Even as early as 1948, Eric Larrabee noted that 

“he refuses to deal with his tenants except as individuals (or in social groups, like 
the Island Tree Association that was originally to have administered community 
centers but has surprised him by protesting an increase in the rent).”178

176  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 51
177  Ibid.
178  Larrabee, “The Six Thousand Houses that Levitt Built,” 84.
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Rather than engaging with the homeowners directly, Levitt preferred to be more 

detached and rely upon the media.  Island Trees had two main newspapers in this early 

stage, both founded in 1947.  The Island Trees Eagle began publishing on November 20 - 

“just six weeks after the first residents moved into a Levitt house” - while the Island 

Trees Tribune began publishing a month later.  The Tribune, unlike the Eagle, registered 

major complaints about a number of Levitt's policies - like the change in name to 

Levittown, and proposed rent increase - over the first months of its existence.  Just 

months later, in April 1948, Levitt bought the Island Trees Tribune outright in order to 

“eliminate distortion of facts which have from time to time enabled a small group of 

individuals to provoke antagonism and misunderstanding.”179

With actual control of one newspaper and the other effectively on his side, Levitt 

had a platform to issue instructions to the residents in much the same way as company 

towns used their own newspapers that would pass down policy to the residents.  The tone 

of these instructions was quite stern and exact.  For instance, the article “May Park Cars 

on Lawns During Three Snow Months,”  gave residents exact directions regarding the 

one area in their lawn they were allowed to park when snow plows came through, and 

warned them that this was only acceptable in “snow emergencies.”  In another case, a 

release reminded residents that, especially during the holiday season, they were not to 

hang laundry outside.180

Even though, in retrospect, these kind of top-down mandates seem like they 

179  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 50.
180  Ibid.
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would have been strongly disliked, the authority of the Levitts was widely accepted in a 

community that valued conformity as proof of shared American values.  As a general 

rule,

“Public positions taken against the Levitts or letters to the editor questioning their 
decisions would invariably be followed by a series of attacks on the Americanism 
of the critic, coupled with extravagant praise for Levitt and his houses as well as 
blanket approval of his official position.”181

Conformity was not the sole motivator – as former resident M. F. Klerk said after being 

asked if the residents took the rulings seriously:“We took everything seriously; we were 

so grateful to have a place of our own after living in one room in my parents' home, that 

we didn't want to risk anything."182

If Levitt himself was concerned that his residents maintained community 

standards, the majority of residents were just as concerned that their fellow citizens keep 

up appearances as well.  His strategy was threefold: (1) the homes themselves required a 

significant amount of upkeep, which was seen as ensuring patriotism, (2) the leases 

stipulated that residents maintain their homes or else face penalties or eviction, and (3) 

the control of media gave him both a platform to speak from and further control over the 

community's debate.  When it became profitable to sell all the rentals, Levitt would 

continue this process, leveraging the media, a restrictive covenant, and appeals to 

community values to encourage the six thousand renters to buy their homes.

VI. Divestiture of Rentals
The first phase of building at Levittown began in reaction to a severe shortage of 

181  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 63.
182  Ibid., 209 note 30.
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housing for veterans, and, in those early stages, no one knew how successful the project 

would be.  Once the first 2000 Cape Cods were rented, they leased another 4000 quite 

easily.  Levitt always claimed he wanted to extend home ownership to as many people as 

possible, but the rental step was a necessary intermediary, for 

“... the only way to enable the former serviceman, who is without sufficient funds, 
or whose life is still somewhat in a state of flux, to secure a home, a pleasant 
home, at a reasonable cost.”183  

Still, he promised the residents that if the homes were to go up for sale, they would 

always have the option of renewing their least for an additional year.  

With a major wave of home construction underway and the immediate crisis 

slightly ablated, though, it was likely that the government would encourage home 

ownership over rentals in their future policies.  As the political winds shifted, Levitt's 

press releases in the local papers became more open about the prospect of Levitt putting 

the homes up for sale to their current tenants, saying that

"If, and a big 'if,' our homes are offered for sale at the end of our first-year leases, 
they will only be offered to the veterans who now occupy those homes.  In any 
case we are protected by the Levitt policy of 'doing what we can for our former 
buddies.' Mr. Levitt... informed an Eagle reporter that, even if the homes are for 
sale, the present occupants need not buy. 'All those who wish to renew their 
leases for another year will be permitted to do so.'"184

Simultaneously, they warned of possible rent increases that would make the cheap, GI 

Bill mortgages an increasingly superior alternative to renting.185  Ultimately, these never 

went through, because Truman won an extension of the Housing Act of 1949, which 

183  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 31.
184  Ibid., 73.
185  Ibid., 32.
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extended rent controls until 1950 and made Levittown far less profitable.186  With rents 

frozen, these 6000 homes were almost useless to Levitt & Sons, and the decision to 

divest the company of rental properties was an obvious one.  Selling the rentals had the 

clear advantages of freeing up capital for more developments and streamlining the 

business.187

Again, Levitt would turn to his strategy of using newspaper articles to position his 

organization on the side of veterans in order to sell his homes.  Starting late in December, 

1947, the Levittown Eagle began running a “Veteran's Advisor” column regularly, with 

the expressed intent of helping veterans navigate the new policies that benefited them. 

For the next weeks, the columns focused on the GI Bill and how it could be used to 

obtain a reasonably priced mortgage, benignly preparing the residents for the transition. 

In the spring of 1948, Levitt & Sons began selling the rentals to the current residents in 

order to generate the capital to begin the second, much larger and more profitable stage 

of building in Levittown.  In some cases, they were not able to sell the rentals, and these 

contracts were sold along with Levitt's subsidiary Bethpage Realty Company “to a 

Philadelphia-based adult education project known as Junto, which continued to rent the 

houses.”188  By late 1949, Levitt & Sons was no longer in the rental business, having 

moved on to exclusively selling homes.

VII.  Conclusion
In the end, most of the first residents of this experiment in mass production chose 

186  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 77.
187  Ibid.
188  Ibid., 32.
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to buy the Cape Cods that they rented.  These few thousand families of veterans formed 

the nucleus for the growing community, even as newer, larger houses with more variety 

were built.  In their earlier leases they were saddled with relatively strict rules about the 

use of their property, yet they accepted these requirements and even defended them in the 

newspapers.  With their decisions to purchase these small homes, they both agreed to a 

similarly restrictive covenant and declared their acceptance of these standards.  

They even made some of these rules their own: ten years after the first rule 

forbidding fences was set down (and well after Levitt & Sons had no direct control over 

the community), the Levittown Property Owner's Association (L.P.O.A.) revised its 

regulation on fences found in the “Community Appearance” brochure.  The updated 

version “simply pointed out that 'Fences are restricted by covenant' and 'suggest[ed]' that 

they not be built, lest they 'become a sore point between you and your neighbor.'”189 

Along with this recommendation, the brochure also pointed out that:

“"The L.P.O.A. has a standing committee on Community Appearance.  It is the 
duty of this committee to investigate and report on any matter which pertains to 
the community's overall appearance, or property, the streets, shopping centers, or 
the parks... Be a good neighbor and a wise citizen.  Do your share in keeping 
Levittown a 'Garden Community.'”190

Levitt & Sons may have been long gone, but their legacy remained with these 

agreed-upon community standards and requirements.  Each Cape Cod required certain 

things of its owners, but so did the contracts they signed to purchase them, and the 

community the houses were located in.  In some cases, like with the washing, the 

189  Kelly, Expanding the American Dream, 207 note 16.
190  Ibid.
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combination of the house and the contract create a double-bind, while in others, the 

community accepted the contractual provisions long after they were no longer necessary. 

All combined, these forces helped shape the distinctive suburban environment 

that Levittown embodied.  The residents took it upon themselves to continue to enforce 

the middle-class values that the firm first sought to promote and, in many ways, 

succeeded in establishing themselves as part of this emerging social group.  If the houses 

and community required certain contributions of their time and prohibited other 

activities, the majority of the residents seemed  not to mind these responsibilities. 

Though the development began as near-identical houses as far as the eye could see, the 

home owners quickly began expanding, renovating, and altering the bare-bones homes in 

accordance with their needs.  The impositions of the suburban form were many, but they 

were associated with a new and desirable middle-class lifestyle that this first generation 

of suburbanites quite literally bought in to.
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6.  Conclusion

In this final section, I will return to some of the larger issues that were posed at 

the beginning of this work.  First and foremost, there is the original question of how to 

characterize the creation of suburbia: was it the result of the forces of government and 

capital, or culture and consumer choice, or some third alternative?  I will reevaluate some 

of those earlier claims in light of the historical example Levittown provides, and discuss 

how accurate their assessment seems at this point.  Then, I will move on to discuss the 

application of actor-network theory to the built environment, along with its use in 

explaining the construction of Levittown.  Finally, I will offer some brief reflections on 

how well this study fares by the irreductionist standards that Latour offers.    

I.  Suburbia: Top-down, bottom-up, or neither?

The most pressing issue, occurring again and again throughout this study, is how 

to get a handle on such a large and difficult topic like the creation of suburbia.  As I noted 

in the introduction, both sides of the suburban controversy (to the extent that there are 

sides at all) seem to miss some important elements of the story.  Overly materialistic 

stances, like James Howard Kunstler's, tend to gloss over the social and political realities 

of the suburban project, while overly state-oriented accounts may neglect the local and 

individual side of things.  However, both of these critiques remain significantly more 

realistic than the defenses of suburbia focusing on culture, consumer demand, and 

happiness with the suburbs.  
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Now that the creation of Levittown has been charted out, Duany et al.'s 

conception seems very close to the truth in many ways, though not entirely accurate.  The 

residents who took advantage of these affordable homes entered into a certain vision of 

middle-class, white America; a highly flawed creation that is easy to criticize.  However, 

as the citizens of Levittown, New York showed, and as Herbert Gans noted in Levittown, 

Pennsylvania, most residents were happy to have any sort of housing at the time, and 

eager to make the best of their new situations.  It was an economic decision with few 

other options available, though, so it is hard to claim that they had a great deal of choice 

in their living arrangements at this early stage.

In a way, though, I think that their argument is quite indicative of how the the 

American suburban landscape seems fifty years into  its development.  Seen in its totality 

- especially by people attempting to build in different ways, like mixed-use 

neighborhoods or multi-family housing - it is hard to escape how embedded into 

American life the suburban landscape is.  Its complexity, durability, and resistance to 

major changes is something that Duany et al. are well aware of, and they point to how 

formidable these suburban actor-networks are.  As we've seen with Levittown, the 

production of any given large suburban development involved a massive number of 

hidden agencies: financial institutions, labor laws, local zoning codes, and building 

techniques all had to be altered in so many ways to produce so many small homes.

This seems to be an ideal situation in which to apply actor-network theory, as it 

helps us come to a more accurate historical understanding of the technology that is the 
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suburban home, rather than getting wholly caught up in the question of what is to blame 

for suburbia.  When these huge, complicated networks are reduced down to being the 

product of a few bad policies, it both denies the real ambitions and happiness that some 

were able to find there and misrepresents how huge of an undertaking suburban 

construction was.  Through a more specifically historical approach, we can begin to 

glimpse how rooted suburban development was not only policies and governmental 

agencies, but American culture, the shortage of housing, advances in building technology, 

and so many other concealed actants.  In other words, by using actor-network theory we 

get around both the top-down and bottom-up views of suburbia by seeing how it was 

created on so many different levels at the same time.  

II.  The value of using ANT for the built environment

The other issue that is worth addressing is the use of actor-network theory for the 

built environment.  There are a number of difficulties involved, but I believe it stands as a 

valuable technique when analyzing buildings and communities, even though it was not 

originally designed for these purposes.  By thinking of the home as an actor-network, we 

are forced to look at it both as something created from the top-down that acts upon its 

owners in a variety of ways, and as a lived environment where the actual use of these 

spaces is negotiated daily by its occupants.  Once we account for the agencies that shaped 

its initial form and their unique contributions – the revolutionary changes in home 

financing after the Depression, the influx of veterans, the standardization of the 

technique, the fortunate location of the site, and so on – we are forced to shift perspective 
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entirely.  

Once these products were completed, their owners immediately begin reshaping 

the homes to deal with many of the difficulties that arise from the form itself.  A garage 

may be built because of both a practical personal desire for a place to store a car and the 

sheer lack of storage space in the home.  Decades later, this garage may be an ideal space 

to be converted into a new living room.  By evaluating the home as an actor-network, we 

are predisposed against treating the built form as a finished and static final product.  It is 

instead a place that changes, grows, and is radically altered over time.  As owners build 

additions, as the homes change hands, as the trees and foliage fills in, as the 

demographics change, and as new technologies enable new types of additions, the entire 

network is altered and reformulated.  

The other thing that actor-network theory helps explain is, as mentioned earlier, 

how complex systems like suburban development became so entrenched and 

unavoidable.  The perception that suburbia was imposed upon us, and the countless 

depictions in media of people trying to escape from the suburbs they grew up in, points to 

exactly how durable and well-connected these actor-networks are.  It can be incredibly 

difficult to change the path of suburban development because of how widely linked each 

system is: zoning laws have been changed all over the country to accommodate single-

family residential homes; our entire system of home financing has been changed to make 

home ownership easier; our tax codes encourage it; legislation like the tax credit for first-

time home buyers defrays the costs; and, of course, a great deal of people are content 
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with the status quo and demand these types of homes.  By constantly forcing us to extend 

our gaze outward and consider all of the agencies that enabled the construction of this 

early suburb, we can see how widely the network connects, and how many actants had a 

stake in its creation.  

III.  Reflections on this study

While actor-network theory seems to be a good technique for this type of study, it 

is also – as I mentioned in Chapter 2 – a demanding methodology that requires as much 

exacting historicism as possible.  Judged by the high standard of Latour's irreductionism, 

this study is an incomplete figuration of the networks I have described.  Nearly every 

actant involved – the financial agencies, the veteran's organizations, the non-union 

construction workers, and so on – could be described in enough detail to fill entire books. 

As a researcher producing an actor-network account, I participate in the figuration of 

these networks and actants while also imposing my own simplifications upon them.  The 

constraints of time, length, and availability of primary sources render my account, at best, 

only partially complete.  Though the ideal type of an actor-network study may be 

impossible to realize at this level, I think the methodology provides a valuable 

groundwork for future studies.

I have outlined two actor-networks, and some of the chains of mediators and 

actants that have shaped them.  In the process of charting out these actants and placing 

them in a historical narrative, I have, at very least, exposed the complexity of even this 

early development.  In some cases, significantly more research will be necessary before 
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some of these simplifications can be expanded upon; for instance, the use of restrictive 

covenants in leases and mortgages most likely has a history of its own that could be told, 

resulting in the kind of lease that the Levittowners would have signed.  For my purposes, 

it was necessary to reduce these into intermediaries that simply transmitted the authority 

and community standards of Levitt & Sons, rather than fully accounted for and 

contextualized mediators.  

In much the same way, treating the suburban home as an actor-network presents 

its own difficulties and raises additional questions.  As we have seen in the Levittown 

Cape Cods, the suburban home is like an empty vessel that must be filled by its owners. 

It seems to demand consumerism more than any previous mode of living, practically 

requiring home owners to purchase new appliances, automobiles, lawn products, and 

furniture.  Levitt may have technically been incorrect when he said that no man can own 

a home and still be a Communist, there is some truth there: certainly no one could 

purchase a new home and not participate in the budding new market for household 

goods.  I believe that this relationship between the suburban home and the mass 

consumerism of postwar America has its roots in the physical form of the house itself, but 

to account for that within the frame of actor-network theory is beyond the scope of this 

study.

Ultimately, I think it is the demanding nature of actor-network theory that gives it 

so much potential to systematically help us understand the relationship between various 

technologies and society.  With its stubborn insistence on accounting for all agencies in 
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as much detail as possible, skipping nothing, and resisting the temptation to provide easy 

“social” explanations, the high bar set for actor-network accounts is a positive thing.  It 

forces researchers to accept that, when dealing with most complex actor-networks, they 

can never tell the entire story or provide every bit of context.  Though I have presented a 

great number of mediators involved in the construction of Levittown, this study also 

clearly shows areas that require further research.  This, I believe, is ideal for a social 

scientific methodology, as it allows the progressive increase of understanding, while also 

making it difficult for any researcher to claim total authority over a subject.

If we are to create irreductionist histories of technology, it can only be done 

collaboratively over the course of time, and actor-network theory facilitates this process. 

I have simplified and neatly packaged my figuration of these complex systems, rendering 

them down into flow charts, but nearly every actant described briefly on them contains an 

entire simplified network.191  They are incomplete, but honestly so, and invite additional 

researchers to continue expanding upon these new simplifications and moving closer to 

understanding the systems we are describing.  In the end, I think that the actor-network 

framework is a valuable methodological tool for describing the effects of the built 

environment upon people: by de-simplifying and re-contextualizing how the environment 

we take for granted was actually created, we more thoroughly understand its creation and 

reproduction.

191  See: Figures 7 and 12
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