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Source: Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (1963). The Feminine Mystique is credited with sparking
second-wave feminism and was a bestseller with over a million copies sold.
The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of American women. It was a
strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that women suffered in the middle of the
twentieth century in the United States. Each suburban wife struggled with it alone. As she made the
beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her
children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night—she was 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 words written about
women, for women, in all the columns, books and articles by experts telling women their role was to
seek fulfillment as wives and mothers. Over and over women heard in voices of tradition and of
Freudian sophistication that they could desire no greater destiny than to glory in their own femininity.
Experts told them how to catch a man and keep him, how to breastfeed children and handle their toilet
training, how to cope with sibling rivalry and adolescent rebellion; how to buy a dishwasher, bake bread,
cook gourmet snails, and build a swimming pool with their own hands; how to dress, look, and act more
feminine and make marriage more exciting; how to keep their husbands from dying young and their
sons from growing into delinquents. They were taught to pity the neurotic, unfeminine, unhappy
women who wanted to be poets or physicists or presidents. They learned that truly feminine women do
not want careers, higher education, political rights…
In a New York hospital, a woman had a nervous breakdown when she found she could not
breastfeed her baby. In other hospitals, women dying of cancer refused a drug which research had
proved might save their lives: its side effects were said to be unfeminine. "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
newspaper, 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
If the woman had a problem in the 1950's and 1960's, she knew that something must be wrong
with her marriage, or with herself. Other women were satisfied with their lives, she thought. What kind
of a woman was she if she did not feel this mysterious fulfillment waxing the kitchen floor? She was so
ashamed to admit her dissatisfaction that she never knew how many other women shared it.... But on
an April morning in 1959, I heard a mother of four, having coffee with four other mothers in a suburban
development fifteen miles from New York, say in a tone of quiet desperation, "the problem." And the
others knew, without words, that she was not talking about a problem with her husband, or her
children, or her home. Suddenly they realized they all shared the same problem, the problem that has
no name. They began, hesitantly, to talk about it. Later, after they had picked up their children at
nursery school and taken them home to nap, two of the women cried, in sheer relief, just to know they
were not alone.
Gradually I came to realize that the problem that has no name was shared by countless women
in America…

Just what was this problem that has no name? What were the words women used when they
tried to express it? Sometimes a woman would say "I feel empty somehow ... incomplete." Or she would
say, "I feel as if I don't exist. Sometimes she blotted out the feeling with a tranquilizer.... It is no longer
possible to ignore that voice, to dismiss the desperation of so many American women. This is not what
being a woman means, no matter what the experts say. For human suffering there is a reason; perhaps
the reason has not been found because the right questions have not been asked, or pressed far enough.
It is no longer possible today to blame the problem on loss of femininity: to say that education
and independence and equality with men have made American women unfeminine. I have heard so
many women try to deny this dissatisfied voice within themselves because it does not fit the pretty
picture of femininity the experts have given them. I think, in fact, that this is the first clue to the
mystery: the problem cannot be understood in the generally accepted terms by which scientists have
studied women, doctors have treated them, counselors have advised them, and writers have written
about them. Women who suffer this problem, in whom this voice is stirring, have lived their whole lives
in the pursuit of feminine fulfillment. They are not career women (although career women may have
other problems); they are women whose greatest ambition has been marriage and children. For the
oldest of these women, these daughters of the American middle class, no other dream was possible. The
ones in their forties and fifties who once had other dreams gave them up and threw themselves joyously
into life as housewives. For the youngest, the new wives and mothers, this was the only dream. They are
the ones who quit high school and college to marry, or marked time in some job in which they had no
real interest until they married. These women are very "feminine" in the usual sense, and yet they still
suffer the problem....
If I am right, the problem that has no name stirring in the minds of so many American women
today is not a matter of loss of femininity or too much education, or the demands of domesticity. It is far
more important than anyone recognizes. It is the key to these other new and old problems which have
been torturing women and their husbands and children, and puzzling their doctors and educators for
years. It may well be the key to our future as a nation and a culture. We can no longer ignore that voice
within women that says: "I want something more than my husband and my children and my home."

