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Assignment: Essay - What was “the problem with no name” identified by Betty Friedan in The Feminine Mystique (1963), and how did this inform her critique of mid-20th-century American society?

The Feminine Mystique: From 1963 to Today
The Feminine Mystique is a seminal text in the history of American feminism. It came at a time when there was a strong idea in the popular culture about how a woman should ideally look, live, and (possibly) work – an idea that today is personified in the trope of the 1950s housewife.[footnoteRef:1] When Friedan’s book came out, it put words to the dissatisfaction many supposedly lucky women in America were feeling at the time. This does not immediately come across as revolutionary to today’s readers, as a key part of our idea of the 1950s housewife stereotype is that she is unhappy. From the suicidal Laura in The Hours to the unnaturally perfect Stepford Wives, media rarely presents the 1950s housewife unironically or without somehow deconstructing the unrealistic ideal of happiness which they are meant to aspire to within their society. Yet if the dissatisfaction is a given in our perception of the 1950s housewife image, then Betty Friedan is at least partially to thank for that. It is no coincidence that she referred to this widespread malaise among middle-class, suburban women in American as ‘the problem that has no name’ – before Friedan, most women genuinely did not have the language to communicate the invisible struggle they were facing. In this respect at least, Friedan’s Feminine Mystique is a landmark piece of feminist literature. However, its limitations within this field are perhaps more obvious to the modern reader than they would have been to a woman in the 1960s. This is not to diminish the revolutionary significance of The Feminine Mystique, but it is true that in the context of today’s feminism it struggles to maintain the same authority it held when it was first published in the 1960s. From the obvious lack of intersectionality to Friedan’s out-dated views on homosexuality, The Feminine Mystique is clearly a product of its time. That said, there is no denying that the book remains a work of great historical importance, both as a reflection of history and an influencer of it. [1:  Although the concept of this sort of domestic goddess expands beyond the 1950s, being prevalent in decades either side of it, for the sake of clarity in this essay we will refer to her here as a 1950s housewife. ] 

	When Betty Friedan first began her research into what would eventually become The Feminine Mystique, there was a popular perception that women had never had it better. It was the time of the Baby Boom, of a growing middle class, and of a mass movement of new families into the recently-established suburbs. The Second World War had finished, bringing home thousands of ex-soldiers, ready to relieve American women of the work the war had forced them to undertake – or so was the view at the time. As the war effort no longer required women to take on the jobs men had left behind as they went to fight for their country, the newly-unemployed (or otherwise less urgently employed) women were now apparently free to pursue their sex’s ultimate goal: marriage and starting a family. Marriage rates rose during this period, while the average age at which people got married dropped significantly. The birth-rate went up and families also grew rapidly, with couples usually having their first child soon after their wedding, followed by several more not long afterwards. At this point, it was common for women to drop out of college or to leave their careers in order to raise families and become homemakers.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (London: Penguin, 2010), p. 6.] 

	If these changes would seem almost certain to divide men and women into separate spheres, this was not seen as a negative at the time. On the contrary, after the war, all manner of social ills were seen as caused by women going to work and not staying home to look after the house and children.[footnoteRef:3] Meanwhile, the housewife was glamorised in women’s media, her job held up as the most noble calling for a woman. Betty Friedan dubbed these images of idealised female homemakers the ‘happy housewife heroines’, and she was critical of the unrealistic, limiting visions of femininity they put across.[footnoteRef:4] However, some of the arguments floating around at the time must have convinced a number of women (subconsciously or otherwise) that housewifery was the right path for them, given that women were getting married earlier and apparently prioritising husbands over education, if statistics are to be believed.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Carol Ruth Berkin and Mary Beth Norton, Women of America: A History (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company,1979), p. 280.]  [4:  Friedan, ‘The Happy Housewife Heroine’ in The Feminine Mystique.]  [5:  Berkin and Norton, Women of America: A History.] 

	As it was, women were putting their education and careers on hold in order to pursue lives as housewives and mothers. Apparently, they were choosing to do so, and according to American culture this was the correct decision, both for the women themselves and for society as a whole. Following that logic, everyone should have been happy in this situation.  However, there was one woman who did not see this to be the case: Betty Friedan. Friedan was a journalist, wife, and mother, who decided in 1957 to do a survey of her old classmates at Smith College. In doing so, she found that many of the women interviewed felt a sense of unhappiness and discontentment with their lives, even when they outwardly fit the ideal of the happy housewife heroine. Friedan wrote, ‘There was a strange discrepancy between the reality of our lives as women and the image to which we were trying to conform, the image that I came to call the feminine mystique.’[footnoteRef:6] The concept of the feminine mystique proved to be a key element in Friedan’s writings, informing her judgement of American society as a whole in addition to perhaps her most famous idea, ‘the problem that has no name’. [6:  Friedan, The Feminine Mystique, p. 1.] 

	Understanding the meaning of Friedan’s iconic ‘problem’ is crucial to grasping the importance of her work, particularly why it resonated with so many women at the time. Part of the reason is because the ‘problem with no name’ was just that, a problem which nobody had the words to describe, much less explain. For Friedan to be one of the first popularly successful people to articulate the problem, even if she did so while drawing attention to the difficulty involved in talking about it, was nothing short of ground-breaking. So what exactly was this problem? For Friedan it was intimately connected with her aforementioned idea of the feminine mystique. The problem was essentially the result of the clash between real life women and the mystique which they were meant to aspire to: a sense of lack where they had been taught there should be none. 

‘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. [...] [S]he was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question: “is this all?”’[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Ibid., p. 5.] 


This, in a nutshell, was the problem. No matter how much fulfilment was granted to her by way of a clean house, a successful husband, and precious children, a housewife might still feel unhappy. As if this were not a large enough problem in itself, the omnipresent feminine mystique made them feel guilty, because their current lives were supposed to be enough for them – better than that, they were supposed to be all they could want and more. Yet Friedan, as a suburban wife and mother herself and in contact with many others, was aware that the idealised vision of housewifery was not always as satisfying as the feminine mystique would have women believe.
	Friedan’s book, The Feminine Mystique, was a scathing critique of patriarchal American society. In it, she outlined the numerous areas in which sexist ideas about women negatively impacted them, although her focus was largely (if not entirely) on the problems of middle-class, suburban wives and mothers. Despite its limited scope, The Feminine Mystique was nevertheless a landmark in the history of American feminist literature. Although books like Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex had found audiences abroad, America was somewhat lacking when it came to homegrown writers of the gender studies variety. The Feminine Mystique was then, fittingly, a decidedly American book. It focused on America’s particular variety of patriarchy, one which was informed heavily by the country’s capitalism and consumerist culture. The feminine mystique was peddled by popular media, while it was frequently the job of said media to serve the consumerist culture, often by advertising. This created an interaction between media and the mystique which involved the former utilising the latter for the purposes of advertising, while this in turn strengthened the image of the mystique. Friedan was well aware of the symbiotic relationship between the two, so much so that she devoted a chapter of her book to it, called ‘The Sexual Sell’. She summarised it thus:
‘Why is it never said that the really crucial function, the really important role that women serve as housewives is to buy more things for the house? In all the talk of femininity and woman’s role, one forgets that the real business of America is business. But the perpetuation of housewifery, the growth of the feminine mystique, makes sense (and dollars) when one realizes that women are the chief customers of American business. Somehow, somewhere, someone must have figured out that women will buy more things if they are kept in the underused, nameless-yearning, energy-to-get-rid-of state of being housewives.’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Friedan, The Feminine Mystique, p. 166.] 


	Although it periodically expands slightly beyond its usual scope, The Feminine Mystique focuses primarily on the plight of the American middle-class woman, from her daily battles with the consumerism that surrounds her to that deciding conflict of working woman vs. housewife – the conflict between these supposedly mutually exclusive occupations was actually more complex, as many women took on jobs after they finished having children, but popular culture at the time presented the two as oppositional (as Friedan described in her chapter on the ‘Happy Housewife Heroine’ and the unhappy career woman). The targeting of Friedan’s feminist analysis towards a certain category of women is in some ways a positive, as it may have given her work greater resonance to those women. However, the limited range of her writings can also be seen as a negative, particularly in the light of modern-day feminism.
	While Friedan’s Feminine Mystique was no doubt an era-defining piece of work, as well as a book which changed the lives of many women of the day, it has not entirely aged well. In her introduction to the 2010 Penguin Modern Classics edition of The Feminine Mystique, novelist Lionel Shriver is quick to point out the present-day resonance of Friedan’s points. The feminine mystique, she asserts, is alive and well today, and women can still learn much from reading Friedan’s work on it. She also defends Friedan against recent feminist criticism, such as that which points out the limits of Friedan’s focusing on what Shriver conceded as largely ‘white, middle- and upper-class women’: ‘There’s nothing wrong with focusing on a predominantly white, middle-class malaise. No rule dictates that authors have to write about everybody.’[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Lionel Shriver, ‘Introduction’ in The Feminine Mystique, p. xi.] 

	Shriver’s excuse may work when placing Friedan’s work in the context of second-wave feminism, but it fails to be quite as convincing when one is trying to demonstrate The Feminine Mystique’s usefulness in the present day. With the current trend in feminism towards intersectionality, Friedan’s work comes across as exclusive rather than specific. It is certainly true that Friedan’s book rarely goes beyond the middle- and upper-class realm of American society, while the struggles of women of colour (along with those of women from other marginalised groups) are neglected. Although she is generally defensive of Friedan’s work, the academic Stephanie Coontz has admitted an initial dislike for Friedan’s ‘egotism’ and her ignorance of women’s lives beyond her own experience. Upon first encountering the book, she ‘was indignant that Friedan portrayed all women in that era as passive and preoccupied with their homes.’[footnoteRef:10] To do so, she felt, was to exclude the African-American civil rights activists and female labour organisers of the time.  [10:  Stephanie Coontz, A Strange Stirring (New York: Basic Books, 2011), p. xix.] 

	In the same vein of exclusivity, Friedan’s attitude towards LGBT+ issues has also posed a problem for modern feminists. In The Feminine Mystique, Friedan claims that ‘homosexuality is spreading like a murky fog over the American scene’.[footnoteRef:11] She references Freudian psychology that traces the origins of homosexuality back to a man’s relationship with his mother, while at the same time attributing an apparent rise in the number of gay men to the same feminine mystique which oppresses women. As president of the organisation which she founded after publishing The Feminine Mystique, the National Organisation for Women (NOW), Friedan was keen to exclude queer women from the group. In 1970, she referred to lesbians within the organisation as a ‘lavender menace’, claiming that attempts to tie the feminist effort to LGBT+ causes would tarnish both the reputation and effectiveness of NOW’s activism. This led to an exodus of queer women from NOW, some leaving by choice while others were pressured to go. While the title of Lavender Menace was afterwards reclaimed by groups of lesbian activists, Friedan failed to welcome queer women back into NOW, or to incorporate them into her feminism more broadly.[footnoteRef:12] This is yet another example of the lack of progressivism in Friedan’s feminism, a trait which roots it firmly in the past. [11:  Friedan, The Feminine Mystique, p. 223.]  [12:  Kristan Poirot, ‘Domesticating the Liberated Woman: Containment Rhetorics of Second Wave Radical/Lesbian Feminism’, Women’s Studies in Communication, 32.3 (2009), 263-292.] 

	Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique has become an iconic work for a reason. There is perhaps no work which better crystallised the oppression felt by middle- and upper-class suburban women in the 1960s, and for this reason it resonated with many. Its ideas of a pervasive feminine mystique and a patriarchy that is inextricably bound up with capitalism remain relevant to this day. However, The Feminine Mystique is ultimately the work of a particular era, for better or worse. The text seems dated today, with its period-typical exclusivity and lack of radical solutions to problems which feminists have long been aware of by now. As feminist analyses go, Friedan’s is a thoroughly bourgeois, American, liberal one. This may be a positive or a negative, depending on what one is looking for in the work, but the fact remains that the book’s relevance today pales in comparison to how revolutionary it seemed at the time of publication. 
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