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Advance Praise for A Strange Stirring:

“As was written about The Feminine Mystique, A Strange Stirring is ‘a journalistic tour de forc
combining scholarship, investigative reporting and a compelling personal voice.’ Stephanie Coon
has made a significant contribution to our understanding of the most transformative movement of ou
lifetimes. Much of what Coontz reports regarding the prevailing ethos of the 1950s as a time o
conformity, cultural conservatism and social repressiveness will be fascinating and eye-opening fo
younger readers.
This book is a must read for men as well as for women. And the transformational desire for
work/family balance in life is now reflected not just by gender, but by generation, as both men an
women ‘need to grow and fulfill their potentialities as human beings,’ as Friedan wrote almost a half
century ago.”
—Christie Hefner, former chairman and chief executive officer of Playboy Enterprises and longe
serving female C.E.O. of a U.S. public company

“It Changed My Life was the title of the book Betty Friedan wrote after her transformative 1963 Th
Feminine Mystique. And change she did the lives of American women. Now in her biography of
classic, Stephanie Coontz imaginatively explores the impact of Friedan’s book. Weaving a rich fabri
from what women said in letters and interviews, from articles in popular magazines, curre
scholarship, and her own astute reading of the 1963 work, Coontz compellingly reveals ho
generations of women—from the flappers of the 1920s to the bloggers and helicopter moms of toda
—have responded to the challenges modern women face.”
—Daniel Horowitz, author of Betty Friedan and the Making of The Feminine Mystique

“This book offers a nuanced perspective on the women’s movement by ending the invisibility o
African-American women.”
—Donna L. Franklin, author of Ensuring Inequality: The Structural Transformation of the African
American Family

Other books by Stephanie Coontz:
The Way We Never Were:
American Families and the Nostalgia Trap

Marriage, a History:
How Love Conquered Marriage

The Way We Really Are:
Coming to Terms with America’s Changing Families

Social Origins of Private Life:
A History of American Families, 1600-1900

American Families:
A Multicultural Reader

In loving memory of my mother,
Patricia Waddington

“The thoughts I had were terrible. I wished for another life. I woke up and started to clean an
wash clothes and was miserable. No one seemed to understand. My friends didn’t feel that wa
I just assumed I’d be punished in some way. That’s what happens to women who are selfish. M
friends said you’re so selfish.”

CONSTANCE AHRONS dropped out of college to have a child, and as a young wife and mother in th
early 1960s was seeing a psychiatrist for depression. Halfway through The Feminine Mystique she g
up and flushed her tranquilizers down the toilet.

“There were only two times I understood my mother—when I read the Book of Job and when
read The Feminine Mystique.”

KATHY HESKIN’S severely depressed mother wrote her a passionate but “bewildering” six-pag
letter about The Feminine Mystique when Kathy was a teenager. Only years later did she read the boo
herself.

“It left me breathless . . . ,” recalled Glenda Schilt Edwards, who was twenty-eight when sh
read the book shortly after it was published. “I suddenly realized that what I thought might b
wrong with me was, in fact, right with me!”

“I was trapped in what felt like hell. I had been forced to drop out of school.... There were n
domestic violence programs and no one ever talked about the issue. . . . I thought I was the on
one being beaten and there was something terribly wrong with me. I was ashamed.”

ROSE GARRITY married at age fifteen, dropped out of school after just one week in the tenth grad
had her first child at age seventeen, and then had four more in the next five and a half years. She wa
being regularly beaten by her husband when she read the book, “and it was like the curtain was throw
back on the ‘wizard’!”

“I had everything a woman was supposed to want—marriage to a nice, dependable guy (a goo
provider), a wonderful little kid, a nice house in the suburbs—and I was miserable.”

CAM STIVERS was a twenty-five-year-old wife and mother who thought her life “was over” until sh
read the book in 1963.

Author’s Note

WHEN I FIRST AGREED TO WRITE ABOUT THE IMPACT OF THE 1963 BEST seller Th
Feminine Mystique, I wasn’t sure of my ultimate focus. Would the book be about Betty Friedan, th
author? Would it be about the feminist movement she helped to organize? Would it be about the idea
of The Feminine Mystique itself?
But as I read and reread Friedan’s book and other works on the 1950s and 1960s, and especiall
when I began to interview women who bought the book at the time, the answer emerged. I wanted
tell the story of the generation of women who responded most fervently to what Friedan had to say—
group of women whose experiences and emotions are poorly understood today, even by their ow
daughters and granddaughters.
Many books have been written and movies made about “the greatest generation.” But the subjects o
these stories are almost invariably men—the army, navy, and air force men of WWII (only 2 percen
of the military in that era were female); the “Mad Men” of Madison Avenue who pioneered America’
mass consumer culture in the days of Eisenhower and Kennedy; the ordinary husbands and fathe
who created a middle-class life for their families after the privations of the Depression and the war.
What do we know about those men’s wives and daughters? As their husbands and fathers move
into a new era, many women felt suspended between the constraints of the old sphere of fema
existence and the promise of a future whose outline they could barely make out. They were, as one o
the women I interviewed told me, “a generation of intelligent women, sidelined from the world
Some were content to provide love and comfort when the men came home. But others felt th
something was missing from their lives, though they could seldom put their finger on it.
These women—mostly white, mostly middle class—were at the eye of a hurricane. They knew th
powerful new forces were gathering all around them, but they felt strangely, uneasily becalmed. The
knew they occupied safer ground than their African-American, Latina, and white working-clas
counterparts, but knowing that only made them feel all the more guilty about their fears an
discontents.
To modern generations, these women’s lives seem as outmoded as the white gloves and pert ha
they wore when they left the shelter of their homes. Yet even today, their experiences and anxietie
shape the choices modern women debate and the way feminism has been defined by both i
supporters and its opponents.
Tracing the history of these women and discovering why, despite their privileges, they felt s
anxious about their femininity and so guilty about their aspirations was a revelation to me. I came
see how their struggles with their roles and self-images as wives and mothers helped pave the way fo
succeeding generations of women to have a greater range of choices—choices not free of cost, b
requiring far less sacrifice of personal identity and sense of self-worth. And uncovering the pain s
many of these women felt was a vivid reminder of what can happen—and still does happen—whe
their granddaughters and great-granddaughters give up on the dream of combining meaningful wor
with a fulfilling family life.
My examination of the women and men who read and responded to The Feminine Mystique bega
as all research on Betty Friedan and her times must, at the Schlesinger Library, in Cambridg
Massachusetts, with its rich store of letters that Friedan received and wrote. I also combed through th

oral histories my students and I had taken over the past two decades to find relevant stories fro
people who had formed families in that era.
In seeking other individuals to interview, I purposely avoided people who had known Frieda
personally or had become leaders of the women’s movement in the 1960s and 1970s. I use few quote
from such individuals in this book and did not seek interviews with them, although I make extensiv
use of the tremendously helpful conversations I had with groundbreaking women’s historian Rut
Rosen.
To find interview subjects, I posted requests on women’s magazines’ Web sites; spread the word o
professional, religious, and women’s studies listservs; and recruited students to ask friends an
relatives whether they had heard of or read The Feminine Mystique. Staff members at The Evergree
State College were especially generous in relating their own encounters with the book or sending m
to their mothers and their mothers’ friends they had heard mention the book. Almost everyone
interviewed provided me with still more names.
Unless otherwise noted, the individuals whose full names I use were personally interviewed by m
or responded to a detailed e-mail survey and gave me permission to use their names. When a fir
name and last initial are used, these are pseudonyms for persons who asked not to be named, or fo
someone described in one of my or my students’ oral histories. Quotes from unnamed individuals ar
from the letters Friedan received, now housed at the Schlesinger Library, although I do identify som
of the public figures who wrote to her, such as Helen Gurley Brown, Gerda Lerner, and Anne Parsons
To make this book more readable, I have substituted a lengthy bibliographic essay for endnotes an
pared the number of references to other authors’ works in the text. But every page of this book owes
tremendous debt not only to the women and men who shared their stories with me but also to the man
historians and sociologists who have made it their life’s work to research these matters. I hope reade
will look at my bibliography to get a sense of the rich work that has already been done in this field.

Introduction

NEARLY HALF A CENTURY AFTER ITS PUBLICATION, BETTY FRIEDAN’S 1963 best seller,
The Feminine Mystique, still generates extreme reactions, both pro and con. In 2006, it was ranke
thirty-seventh on a list of the twentieth century’s best works of journalism, compiled by a panel o
experts assembled by New York University’s journalism department. But when the editors of th
right-wing magazine Human Events compiled their own list of “the ten most harmful books of th
nineteenth and twentieth centuries” in 2007, they put The Feminine Mystique at number seven—n
far below Hitler’s Mein Kampf.
The Feminine Mystique has been credited—or blamed—for destroying, single-handedly and almo
overnight, the 1950s consensus that women’s place was in the home. Friedan’s book “pulled th
trigger on history,” in the words of Future Shock author Alvin Toffler. Her writing “awakened wome
to their oppression,” according to a fellow leader of the National Organization for Women, whic
Friedan helped establish a few years after The Feminine Mystique hit the best-seller list. Followin
Friedan’s death at age eighty-five in February 2006, dozens of news accounts reported that Th
Feminine Mystique ignited the women’s movement, launched a social revolution, and “transforme
the social fabric” of the United States and countries around the world.
Opponents of the feminist movement are equally convinced that The Feminine Mystiqu
revolutionized America, but they believe the book changed things for the worse. Prior to Bett
Friedan, wrote one author, middle-class women “were living in peace in what they considered to be
normal, traditional, worthwhile lifestyle.” Since The Feminine Mystique, “life has never been th
same.” In her 2006 book, Women Who Made the World Worse , National Review’s Kate O’Beirn
complained that Friedan persuaded women that “selfless devotion was a recipe for misery.” Laur
Schlessinger, of the Dr. Laura radio show, has charged that The Feminine Mystique’s disparagemen
“of so-called ‘women’s work’ . . . turned family life upside down and wrenched women from the
homes.” And Christina Hoff Sommers of the American Enterprise Institute wrote in September 200
that although The Feminine Mystique was correct in pointing out that postwar America took the ide
of femininity “to absurd extremes,” the book was also the source of “modern feminism’s Origin
Sin”—an attack on stay-at-home motherhood. Friedan’s book “did indeed pull the trigger on history
Sommers concludes, but in doing so, she “took aim at the lives of millions of American women.”
Even people who have never read the book often react strongly to its title. In addition
interviewing people who had read The Feminine Mystique when it first came out, I asked others wh
had never read it to tell me what they knew about it. Their responses were surprisingly specific an
vehement. The book was “full of drivel about how women had been mystified and tricked into bein
homemakers,” opined one woman. Another reported that the book explained how women’s sexualit
had been controlled through the ages and assured me that Friedan had called for an end to marital rap
and sexual harassment—ideas that do not appear anywhere in the book’s 350-plus pages. Th
grandmother of a student of mine insisted that this was the book that “told women to burn their bras
Another student’s mother told her that The Feminine Mystique documented how women in the 1950
were excluded from many legal rights and paid much less than men—although in fact the book spend
very little time discussing legal and economic discrimination against women.
Interestingly, many women I talked with were initially sure they had read The Feminine Mystiqu

only to discover in the course of our discussions or correspondence that they actually had not. Whe
they tried to explain the gap between what they “remembered” and what I told them the book actual
said, they usually decided that the title had conjured up such a vivid image in their minds that ov
time they had come to believe they had read it.
As a matter of fact, I was one such person. I first heard of The Feminine Mystique when I was a
undergraduate at the University of California at Berkeley in 1964. But I didn’t hear about it fro
“Berkeley radicals.” Instead, it was my mother, a homemaker in Salt Lake City, Utah, who told m
about it. She had attended the University of Washington at the end of the 1930s and married my fathe
in the early 1940s. While Dad was away during World War II, she had done her part for the war effor
working in a shipyard. After the war ended, she quit work to follow my dad around the country as h
went to college on the GI Bill, attended graduate school, and established himself in his career.
Mom spent most of the 1950s raising my sister and me. But by the early 1960s, with me away
college and my sister in junior high school, Mom began to get involved in civic activities. Soon sh
took a paying part-time job as executive secretary of a community group.
Once a week she would call me at college and we would fill each other in on what we were doin
and thinking. At one point she asked anxiously whether I thought she could handle going back t
school to get her master’s degree. At other times she proudly detailed her most recen
accomplishments. Once she recounted how bored, lonely, and insecure she had felt as a housewif
The cause, she had recently discovered, was that she had succumbed to an insidious “feminin
mystique,” which she had recognized only when she read this new book by Betty Friedan.
“Do you know that sociologists misrepresent research to make women feel guilty if they aren
completely happy as full-time housewives?” she asked. Wasn’t it scandalous that when a woma
expressed aspirations for anything else in her life, psychiatrists tried to make her think she wa
sexually maladjusted? Was I aware that advertisers manipulated women into thinking that doin
household chores was a creative act, and had housewives spending more time on it than they real
needed to? “They can make a cake mix that tastes perfectly fine if you just add water. But the box tel
us to add an egg so housewives will feel we’re actually baking!”
I remember listening to my mother’s grievances with a certain amount of impatience, feeling th
they were irrelevant to my own life. My friends and I certainly weren’t going to be just housewive
Looking back, I am ashamed to admit that at the time I believed it was largely a woman’s own fault
she wasn’t strong enough to defy social expectations and follow her dreams. But it is even sadder
realize, as I did while conducting interviews for this book, that most of these women also believe
their problems were their own fault.
I was vaguely aware that women had once organized a long, hard fight to win the right to vote, b
that was in the distant past. Far from identifying with other women, I—like many other independe
women my age—prided myself on being unlike the rest of my sex. In the memorable words o
feminist activist and author Jo Freeman, we grew up “believing there were three sexes: men, wome
and me.” We knew we didn’t want to follow in our mothers’ footsteps, but it did not yet occur to u
that it might require more than an individual decision to chart our own course, that we would need a
organized movement to pry open new opportunities and overturn old prejudices. The only moveme
that really meant something to us in the early 1960s was the burgeoning civil rights movement.
It took a few years for female civil rights activists such as myself to begin to see that we too we
subject to many societal prejudices because of our sex. Only gradually, quite a while after the boo
had inspired my mother and many other housewives, did my friends and I begin to use “the feminin
mystique” as a useful label to describe the prejudices and discrimination we encountered.

In fact, it was soon so useful that at some point, long ago, the phrase “feminine mystique” becam
such a part of my consciousness that I was absolutely sure I had read Friedan’s book. So when JoAn
Miller, an editor at Basic Books, suggested that I write a biography not of Betty Friedan the autho
but of the book she wrote, I jumped at the chance. I was certain that rereading this groundbreakin
book would be an educational and inspiring experience. I also decided that I would assign Th
Feminine Mystique to my students to gauge how they would react to a book that had been s
influential to an earlier generation.
After only a few pages I realized that in fact I had never read The Feminine Mystique, and after
few chapters I began to find much of it boring and dated. As it turned out, so did my students. Th
book seemed repetitive and overblown. It made claims about women’s history that I knew wer
oversimplified, exaggerating both the feminist victories of the 1920s and the antifeminist backlash o
the 1940s and 1950s.
I was interested by Friedan’s account of how she had “lived according to the feminine mystique as
suburban housewife” and only gradually come to see that something was wrong with the way she an
other American women were being told to organize their lives. But although the story of her journe
of discovery was engrossing, her generalizations about women seemed so limited by her whi
middle-class experience that I thought the book’s prescriptions for improving women’s lives wer
irrelevant to working-class and African-American women.
And Friedan’s warnings about “the homosexuality that is spreading like a murky smog over th
American scene” sounded more like something that would come out of the mouth of a right-win
televangelist than a contemporary feminist. So too did her alarmist talk about permissive parentin
narcissistic self-indulgence, juvenile delinquency, and female promiscuity.
My initial reaction became more negative when I went on to discover that Friedan ha
misrepresented her own history and the origins of her ideas. Checking her account of the publishin
history and reception of The Feminine Mystique against the actual historical record, I discovere
disturbing discrepancies. I was put off by her egotism, which even her most ardent admirers hav
acknowledged was “towering,” and disliked her tendency to pump up her own accomplishments b
claiming that the media, and even her own publisher, were almost uniformly hostile to her views.
I was also indignant that Friedan portrayed all women in that era as passive and preoccupied wi
their homes. What about the African-American women who had led civil rights demonstrations an
organized community actions throughout the 1950s and early ’60s, standing up to racist mobs an
police brutality—women such as Rosa Parks, Daisy Bates, Ella Baker, Septima Clark, Dorothy Heigh
and so many more? What about the female labor organizers of the 1950s or the thousands of mothe
who risked arrest in 1959 and 1960, pushing their children in strollers, to protest the mandatory a
raid drills that they believed taught Americans to accept the possibility of nuclear war?
But gradually my appreciation of the book grew, as I talked to people who had read the book whe
it was first published in the early 1960s, went through the letters Friedan received after its publicatio
and revisited the era in which Friedan wrote. Paradoxically, the less relevant the book seemed now
the more grateful I became to Friedan for reaching out to the many women who, like my mother, ha
found it a revelation at the time—women who told me over and over that The Feminine Mystiqu
transformed their lives, even that it actually “saved” their lives, or at least their sanity. A half centur
after they read the book, many of the women I talked to could still recall the desperation they had fe
in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and their wave of relief when Friedan told them they were not alon
and they were not crazy.
Most of the women who wrote to Friedan after her book was published in 1963 and became

paperback best seller in 1964, and most of the nearly two hundred people who took part in my ow
surveys, were the wives and daughters of families that had lived through World War II. They—or the
parents—were born between about 1915 and the late 1930s. Memories of the Great Depression we
still vivid in their family culture. They—or their parents, older siblings, or husbands—ha
experienced the hardships and the solidarities of World War II. The older ones had raised thei
families in the 1940s or the 1950s and the younger ones had been teenagers in the 1950s.
In the ensuing years, some authors have labeled the older members of this group as “the greate
generation.” Others have called it the “silent generation.” Both these labels apply to the collectiv
experiences of the men, as soldiers in World War II or as citizens during the Cold War and the Korea
War; they have little relevance to the collective experiences of the women of that era.
The women who found solace in Friedan’s ideas would not have called themselves, or the
mothers, members of the greatest generation. Most felt they were the beneficiaries of their fathers’ o
husbands’ hard work, and many wondered whether they had done anything to deserve the gains the
families made in the postwar era. When they did not feel fulfilled in those families, they blame
themselves for being ungrateful or inadequate.
It is not your fault, Friedan told them, that you feel trapped and discontented. The fault lies with th
way society has denigrated and wasted your capacities. Not only will you be happier yourselves, b
you will be better wives and mothers if you are recognized as individuals with your own socia
intellectual, and creative needs. The title of Friedan’s 1960 Good Housekeeping article that previewe
her argument in The Feminine Mystique put it simply: “Women Are People Too.”
Strange though it may seem today, many women in the 1950s and early 1960s had never hear
anyone say that out loud. Women were wives and mothers. A few, they knew, were also heroines
brave souls like the female spies who risked their lives for the Allies in World War II. But the ide
that an ordinary woman could be a person in her own right, in addition to being a wife and mothe
seemed completely new to many women.
Friedan told these women that their inability to imagine a fuller, more complete life was th
product of a repressive postwar campaign to wipe out the memory of past feminist activism and
drive women back into the home. As a historian, I knew her argument ignored the challenges to th
feminine mystique that already existed in the 1950s. But as I interviewed women for this book an
read more about the cultural climate of that era, I came to believe that Friedan was correct
suggesting that there was something especially disorienting—“something paralyzing,” as one of th
women I interviewed put it—about the situation confronting women at the dawn of the 1960
Freudian pronouncements about the natural dependence and passivity of females and the “sickness” o
women who were attracted to careers may have coexisted with sympathetic assurances that wome
were in fact capable and did deserve equality. But such assurances only made it harder for women t
figure out whether anyone besides themselves was to blame for their feelings of inadequacy.
Friedan captured a paradox that many women struggle with today. The elimination of the mo
blatant denials of one’s rights can be very disorienting if you don’t have the ability to exercise on
right without giving up another. The lack of support for women’s ability to exercise both rights a
once forces them to choose half of what they really want, and to blame themselves if that half fails
satisfy their needs. Today many women find this out when they try to balance motherhood and wor
In Friedan’s time, many women discovered this problem when they fell in love with a man.
The choices women were forced to make in the 1950s were far more starkly posed than ours a
today. Contemporary women may resent the pressure to be a superwoman and “do it all,” but in th
era the prevailing wisdom was that only a superwoman could choose to do anything with her life

addition to marriage and motherhood, and that such super-women were few and far between. Ye
pundits admitted, a woman could sometimes achieve a brilliant career or create a great work of ar
But before she tried, journalist Dorothy Thompson warned her readers in the Ladies’ Home Journa
she had better make sure she was a “genius,” because if she ended up doing something only ordinar
or “second-rate,” she would be wasting the chance to raise a “first-rate” child. One of the mo
touching letters to Friedan that I read came from a woman who thanked Friedan for delivering h
from the tremendous guilt she had felt because she enjoyed working “not in a big business, achievin
miracles of economics or science” but at a mundane job that nevertheless made her feel “needed, abl
and secure.”
So much has changed since Friedan wrote. At that time, many women felt they had too fe
challenges. Now most of us feel we have too many. At that time, many women believed their mind
and talents were being wasted but felt guilty if they wanted to do more. Now we often feel used up b
the demands on our time and talents but feel guilty when we want to do less, either at work or at hom
And yet three themes still resonate today. One is Friedan’s forceful analysis of consumerism. “Th
sexual sell,” as she termed it, is even more powerful than in the 1950s, although it is now mo
destructive for girls and teens rather than for housewives. Second is Friedan’s defense of meaningfu
socially responsible work—paid or unpaid—as a central part of women’s identity as well as men’
And third is her insistence that when men and women share access to real meaning in their publ
lives, they can build happier relationships at home as well. In this respect, we now know that Friedan
predictions came closer to capturing the reality of twenty-first-century marriage trends and gend
relations than more pessimistic prophecies about the supposed “battle of the sexes” that would resu
if women gained equality.
We still haven’t fully figured out how to combine a loving family life with a rewarding work lif
But The Feminine Mystique reminds us of the price women pay when we retreat from trying to resolv
these dilemmas or fail to involve men in our attempts.

1
The Unliberated 1960s

ON DECEMBER 22, 1962, ONE MONTH BEFORE THE FEMININE MYSTIQUE hit the bookstore
t h e Saturday Evening Post published a cover article purporting to offer a portrait of the typic
American woman. The opening page featured a photo of “Mrs. Charles Johnson,” surrounded by h
husband and children. “I just want to take care of Charlie and the children,” the caption explaine
summing up what the reader soon learned was the collective attitude of “American women, in toto.”
The Post’s story was based on more than 1,800 interviews and extensive polling by the Gallu
organization. According to the author, George Gallup, it was not intended to examine “the extremes
among American women. “Old maids,” divorced women, childless women, and working mothe
certainly existed in America, he acknowledged, but they were of concern mainly to sociologist
“because they are unusual” and exist “in a society that is not geared for them.” The article’s aim wa
to portray how “most” American women lived and thought.
As depicted in the Post article, the typical American woman—the one for whom American societ
was “geared”—was thirty-five years old, had two children (but was hoping for a third), and was a ful
time homemaker. She had completed slightly more than three years of high school and had bee
happily married for fourteen years. And unstated though this was, she was white.
These demographic details meant that the woman they were describing had been born in 1927, ju
seven years after women won the vote. As a young child, she would have experienced the Gre
Depression and almost certainly been aware of the tensions in the household as her parents struggle
to get by. She had lived through World War II in her teen years, married a few years after the war’
end, and was now taking care of her husband and raising children. But of course the Post surve
included many slightly older women who had married before or during World War II as well as som
who had started their families more recently.
Other publications and commentators, the Post editors wrote in the teaser for the article, ha
variously described American housewives “as lonely, bored, lazy, sexually inept, frigid, superficia
harried, militant, [and] overworked,” but the truth was that they were doing fine. While 40 percent o
housewives admitted they sometimes wondered whether they would have been better off as a sing
career woman, only 7 percent said they were “sorry they chose marriage over career.” As one put i
“I’m my own boss.... My only deadline is when my husband comes home. I’m much more free tha
when I was single and working. A married woman has it made.”
Not surprisingly, given the contrast between their experience as housewives in the newly prosperou
1950s and their still vivid memories of the hardships of the Depression and World War II, three out o
four women felt that they got more “fun out of life” than their parents. Almost 90 percent of th
married women said that homemaking tasks were easier for them than they’d been for their mother
and 60 percent believed that their marriages were happier than those of their parents. The typic
housewife, the Post reported, spent several hours each day cleaning house and taking care of childre
but also had time for telephone chats, personal visits, and hobbies such as sewing, reading, o

gardening. In fact, observed Gallup, “few people are as happy as a housewife.”
American housewives are content, asserted Gallup, because they “know precisely why they’re he
on earth.” Unlike men, women do not need to “search for a meaning in life.... Practically every one o
the 1813 married women in this survey said that the chief purpose of her life was to be either a goo
mother or a good wife.”
The housewives expressed deep satisfaction about motherhood and often described childbirth as th
high point of their lives. But, the pollsters observed, “it takes more than motherhood to make a woma
completely happy; it also takes a man.” And not just any man. He “must be the leader; he cannot b
subservient to the female.”
Women “repeatedly” told the interviewers that “the man should be number one.” One woman wh
had worked at a paid job for ten years before quitting to get married commented that “a woman need
a master-slave relationship whether it’s husband and wife or boss-secretary.” Another explained tha
“being subordinate to men is a part of being feminine.” A third wife declared that what made her “fee
equal” was that she always put her husband first and spent her spare time broadening her interests “s
I won’t bore” him.
One (unmarried) female newspaper reporter did comment that “a woman need not feel inferio
while she makes her husband feel superior.” But what strikes the modern reader is the degree to whic
both the women and the pollsters took it for granted that a wife should defer to her husband. Gallu
even noted that the task of interviewing so many women had been challenging because some husband
wouldn’t allow their wives to participate. One husband “was so angry that his wife had ‘talked
strangers’ that he refused to speak to her for three days after her interview.” Another remarked to th
interviewers, “You talk to my wife as if you thought she knew what she was talking about.”
Yet neither Gallup nor the women portrayed in the article had any serious complaints abou
women’s status in society. “Apparently,” commented Gallup, “the American woman has all the right
she wants.... She’s content to know that if she wants to do [other] things, she can; no one is telling h
she can’t, and she has made her choice—not business or politics, but marriage.”
Gallup found only two small imperfections in the lives of American housewives. One was what h
described as the “rather plaintive” desire of wives for more praise from their husbands and childre
One woman explained: “A man gets his satisfactions from his paycheck and from being asked advic
by others. A woman’s prestige comes from her husband’s opinions of her.”
Still, women assured the pollsters that it wouldn’t take much praise to make them happy becaus
all in all, they were “easily satisfied.” “The female doesn’t really expect a lot from life,” explaine
one mother. “She’s here as someone’s keeper—her husband’s or her children’s.”
Gallup’s second concern was about what these women, now so focused on marriage an
motherhood, would do in “the empty years” after the children were grown. None of the respondents h
interviewed mentioned this as a problem, but Gallup was troubled by their lack of forethought. “Wit
early weddings and extended longevity, marriage is now a part-time career for women, and unless the
prepare themselves for the freer years, this period will be a loss. American society will hardly accep
millions of ladies of leisure—or female drones—in their 40s.”
For the time being, however, his report concluded, “the typical American female” is “serene, secur
and happy.” She loves being a woman and is “well satisfied” with her achievements in life. How od
then, that just a month later, two of the most influential women’s magazines in the country woul
feature excerpts from a forthcoming book claiming that millions of housewives were in fa
desperately unhappy.
A careful reader of the Post article might have noted a few signs that not all women the pollste

interviewed were feeling as serene as Gallup suggested. Even though 60 percent of the wives said the
marriages were happier than those of their parents, and almost all felt their housework was easie
two-thirds of them did not believe they were doing a better job of child rearing than their mothers ha
And 90 percent of them did not want their daughters to follow in their own footsteps, expressing th
hope their daughters would get more education and marry later than they had. Furthermore, about ha
the “single girls,” as the Post referred to all unmarried women no matter their age, and a third of th
married ones “complained about inferior female status.”
Nevertheless, the complaints were mild, and these women were certainly not feminist militant
Asked whether they thought it would be a good thing if America someday might have a fema
president, two-thirds said no.
We often look back on the 1960s as a decade of liberation. By the time The Feminine Mystique wa
published in 1963, the civil rights movement had reached new heights in its long struggle again
segregationist laws and practices. McCarthyism still cast a long shadow over American political lif
with many people afraid to acknowledge associations or ideas that might expose them to charges o
being “subversives,” “pinkos,” or “fellow-travelers.” But the tide of public opinion had begun
swing against the televised hearings where congressmen waved lists of suspected “reds” an
demanded under threat of jail time that witnesses name everyone they knew who might ever hav
attended a left-wing meeting. On the nation’s campuses, student groups were beginning to protest th
strict rules set up by administrators acting in loco parentis. When it came to women, however, th
laws, practices, and attitudes of 1963 had more in common with those of the first fifty years of th
century than what was to come in the next twenty years.
The homemakers in the Saturday Evening Post article may have thought they were choosing
defer to their husbands, but they actually had few alternatives. Many states still had “head and maste
laws, affirming that the wife was subject to her husband. And the expectation that husbands had th
right to control what their wives did or even read was widespread. Many husbands forbade their wive
to return to school or to get a job. In 1963, Marjorie Schmiege heard about The Feminine Mystiqu
from her local librarian and showed the book to her closest friend, Jan, who lived down the block. Th
next day, Jan’s husband told Marjorie’s husband, “Tell Marj never to bring that book into my hous
again.”
In many states, according to the President’s Commission on the Status of Women, which issued it
report on October 11, 1963, a wife had “no legal rights to any part of her husband’s earnings o
property during the existence of the marriage, aside from a right to be properly supported.” The b
for what constituted proper support was set quite low. In one case that made it to the Kansas Suprem
Court, a wife whose comfortably well-off husband refused to install running water in her kitchen wa
rebuffed when she tried to make the case that this constituted less than adequate support. I
community property states, a wife did have a legally recognized interest in the commonly owne
property, above and beyond the right to receive basic support from it, but the husband generally ha
exclusive rights to manage and control that property.
Only four states allowed a wife the full right to a separate legal residence. When a woman marrie
most courts ruled, she “loses her domicile and acquires that of her husband, no matter where sh
resides, or what she believes or intends.” If a female student in California married a fellow stude
from out of state, for example, she would lose her in-state tuition. The husband had the right
determine the couple’s joint residence, so if he moved and she refused to follow, she could be said t
have deserted him if he sought a divorce. Even when a wife lived apart from her husband, she cou
seldom rent or buy a home on her own. In 1972, the New York Times carried a story about a woma

who could not rent an apartment until her husband, a patient in a mental hospital, signed the lease.
In many states, a woman was obliged to take her husband’s surname. In some, she could not retur
to her maiden name after divorce unless, under the fault-based divorce system, she had proven that h
was “at fault.” A woman who did not change the name on her driver’s license or voter registratio
upon marriage could have it revoked until she did. In 1971, an Illinois bill to allow married women
use a different surname for legal purposes was defeated, partly on grounds that motel owners cou
not safeguard “public morals” if married couples could register as Miss Jane Doe and Mr. John Smith
At least five states required women to receive court approval before opening a business in their ow
name. In Florida, a married woman who wished to operate a business independently of her husban
had to present a petition that attested to “her character, habits, education and mental capacity fo
business” and explain why her “disability” to conduct a business should be removed. In 1966, a
enterprising Texas woman turned this disability into an advantage, claiming that she shouldn’t b
required to repay a loan she’d taken from the Small Business Administration, because she did not hav
a court decree removing her disability to enter contracts and therefore shouldn’t have been granted th
loan in the first place. The U.S. Supreme Court upheld her claim.
Married or single, women had a much more difficult time than men in getting financial credi
Banks and credit card companies discriminated against single women, and if a single woman with h
own credit card got married, they insisted that her husband become the legal account holder. I
Illinois, Marshall Field’s department store would allow a woman to use her first name with he
husband’s surname if she could prove she had an independent source of income. But in no case coul
she use her maiden name, explained a credit department spokesman, because “she no longer exists as
person under her maiden name.”
In issuing a mortgage or a loan, a wife’s income was taken into consideration only if she was
least forty years old or could present proof that she had been sterilized. Until 1967, if a marrie
female veteran applied for a Veterans Administration loan, her own income was not considered i
determining the couple’s credit risk.
The economic security of housewives who were not employed outside the home depended large
on a husband’s goodwill. Some states allowed husbands to mortgage their homes or dispose of jointl
owned property without consulting their wives. Others held that rental income belonged solely to th
husband. Still others permitted husbands, but not wives, to bequeath their share of the communi
property to someone other than their spouse. As of 1963, forty-two states and the District of Columb
considered earnings acquired during marriage to be owned separately. This meant that if a coup
divorced and the wife had been a homemaker, she was not entitled to share the earnings her husban
had accumulated.
The legal definition of marital duties made the man responsible for providing “necessaries” for h
wife and children but allowed him to decide whether those included running water or new clothes.
wife’s legal duties were to rear the children and provide services around the home. This is why, if
man’s wife was injured or killed, he could sue the responsible person or corporation for loss o
consortium, but a woman could not do so, because she was not legally entitled to such person
services from her husband.
Such double standards were found throughout the law. Almost all states allowed females to marry
a considerably younger age than men, on the grounds that the responsibilities of a wife did not requi
the same level of maturity as those of a husband. In Kentucky, a husband could win a divorce if h
could prove that his wife committed a single act of adultery, but a wife could not be granted a divorc
unless she discovered that her husband was regularly cheating on her. If she had sex with him afte
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