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5.

“The Problem That Has No Name”

In recent American history no one proved the power of the pen more persuasively than Betty Friedan.
By means of a single hook, excerpted below, she played a pivotal part in raising the consciousness of
American women. She changed how they thought and, within a few years, how they hehaved.
Friedan’s achievement is the more remarkable hecause her 1963 cry for change was to an audience
that was not, in any conventional sense of this word, oppressed. Friedan was onto something momentous
in The Feminine Mystigue. There was a problem that had no name—a problem she identified forevermore.
Change does not take place in a vacuum. It is no accident that The Feminine Mystigue was pub-
lished the same year as Martin Luther King’s Letters from a Birmingham Jail. The time was ripe for voic-

es long muted to be heard.

—Barbara Kellerman

Excerpt from Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (Norton, 1963)

The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many
years in the minds of American women. It
was a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfac-
tion, 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 fulfill-
ment 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 breast-
feed children and handle their toilet train-
ing, how to cope with sibling rivalry and
adolescent rebellion; how to buy a dish-
washer, 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 educa-
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tion, political rights—the independence and
the opportunities that the old-fashioned
feminists fought for. Some women, in their
forties and fifties, still remembered painful-
ly giving up those dreams, but most of the
younger women no longer even thought
about them....

It is easy to see the concrete details that
trap the suburban housewife, the continual
demands on her time. But the chains that
bind her in her trap are chains in her own
mind and spirit.

How can any woman see the whole truth
within the bounds of her own life? How can
she believe that voice inside herself, when it
denies the conventional, accepted truths by
which she has been living?...

I became aware of a growing body of evi-
dence, much of which has not been reported
publicly because it does not fit current
modes of thought about women—evidence
which throws into question the standards of
feminine normality, feminine adjustment,
feminine fulfillment, and feminine maturity
by which most women are still trying to live.

I began to see in a strange new light the
American return to early marriage and the
large families that are causing the popula-
tion explosion: the recent movement to nat-
ural childbirth and breastfeeding; suburban
conformity; and the new neuroses, character
pathologies and sexual problems being
reported by the doctors. I began to see new
dimensions to old problems that have long
been taken for granted among women: men-
strual difficulties, sexual frigidity, promiscu-
ity, pregnancy fears, childbirth depression,
the high incidence of emotional breakdown
and suicide among women in their twenties
and thirties, the menopause crises, the so-
called passivity and immaturity of American
men, the discrepancy between women’s test-
ed intellectual abilities in childhood and
their adult achievement, the changing inci-
dence of adult sexual orgasm in American
women, and the persistent problems in psy-
chotherapy and in women’s education.

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 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.” +
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