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Betty Friedan (1921-2006) was a journalist before publishing The Feminine py.,.
der the book to be one of the catalysts of the n):st(IjQUe
0 ern

in 1963. Today historians consi
feminist movement in the United States.

The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of Amer:
. . b2 2 5 r
women. It was a strange stirring, a Sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that wq o
mep

suffered in the middle of the twentieth century in the United States. Each
urban wife struggled with it alone. As she made the beds, shopped for grOSUb~
cer-

ies, matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her chilg
chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night—she i,
—she wag

afraid to ask even of herself the silent question—"Is this all?”
For over fifteen years there was no word of this yearning in the millions of
0

words written about women, for women, in all the columns, books and artice
gy experts telling women their role was to seek fulfillment as wives and motherS
N .
thVfrt }almd ovelrdw;)men heard in voices of tradition and of Freudian sophistication
at they could desire no greater destin ‘ -
y than to glory in thei feminini
Experts t vy L 1Ir own femininity.
ancIi) hand(l)idt}i};frmt hlo v : a-tCh a man and keep him, how to breastfeed childreﬁ
ehelliors ko s b01 et tr'alnlng, how to cope with sibling rivalry and adolescent
ellion; o buy a dishwasher, bake bread, cook - -
swimming pool with thei , cook gourmet snails, and build2
eir own hands; how to dress, look, and act more feminine
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e dents. They learn.ed that truly fem; ?n;vanted to
ducation: P olitical rights—the indepen Women ¢
zld-fashioned feminists fought for. Some

! mbered painfully giving up those dr

O Not want careers, higher

Women. ; heA OPportunities that the
> 10 their fortjeg and fifties, still

t of t

back to the home Mmovement of American women
a .

In a New York hospital, a woman had a nervous breakdown when she found
she could not bree.lstfeed her baby. In other hospitals, women dying of cancer
refused.a drug which Fe§earcf1 had proved might save their lives: its side effects
were said to 'be u'nfeml‘nme. If I have only one life, let me live it as a blonde,” a
larger-than-life-sized picture of a pretty, vacuous woman proclaimed from news-
paper, magazine, and drugstore ads. And across America, three out of every ten
women dyed their hair blonde. They ate a chalk called Metrecal, instead of food,
to shrink to the size of the thin young models. Department-store buyers reported
that American women, since 1939, had become three and four sizes smaller.
“Women are out to fit the clothes, instead of vice-versa;” one buyer said.

Interior decorators were designing kitchens with mosaic murals and original
paintings, for kitchens were once again the center of women’s lives. Home sew-
ing became a millicn-dollar industry. Many women no longer left their homes,
except to shop, chauffeur their children, or attend a social engagement with their
husbands. Girls were growing up in America without ever having jobs outside the
home. In the late fifiies, a sociological phenomenon was suddenly remarked: a
third of American women now worked, but most were no longer young and very
few were pursuing careers. They were married women who held part-time jobs,
selling or secretarial, to put their husbands through school, their sons throggh
college, or to help pay the mortgage. Or they were widows supporting families.

Fewer and fewer women were entering professional work. The shortages in the
nursing, social work, and teaching professions caused crises in almost' evfery
American city. Concerned over the Soviet Union’s lead in the space race, scientists
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noted that America’s greatest source of unused brainpower was womep, But o;
would not study physics: it was “unfeminine. A girl refused a science fellowf}:.ls
at Johns Hopkins to take a job in a real-estate office. All she wanted, she g; 4 Wlp
what every other American girl wanted—to get married, have four childre,, anas
live in a nice house in a nice suburb.
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PRACTICING Historical Thinking
Identify: List the significant roles for mid-twentieth-century American women that
Friedan describes. What patterns do you observe?

Analyze: Who is the intended audience for Friedan's statement? Explain your
response.

Evaluate: To what extent does a solution to the problems that Friedan identifies
depend on persuading men to change their views toward cultural norms?




