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alking to the subway from my old apartment
Win Park Slope, Brooklyn, I used to regularly
see a beatip Jeep with the following message
on its bumper: “Feminism is the radical idea that women
are people too.” The message typified the over-the-top and
oversimplified political views of my neighbors. (These also
included “War is not the answer” and “Dennis Kucinich
for president.”)
Reading Stephanie Coontz’s new book A Strange Stir-
ring, T was reminded that the slogan “Women are people
too” was actually the title of a 1960 Good Housekeeping
article by Betty Friedan —the article that foreshadowed
her 1963 bestseller The Feminine Mystigue. And while,
even in those benighted days, women were not exactly
thought of as less than fully
hurnian, their status was cer-
tainly different. Coontz, a
professor at Evergreen State
whose name has become
synoryrnous with groundbreak-
ing research on marriage and
family, has attempted to give

* us a better understanding of
what Friedan’s book meant to
women at the ime and to deter-
mine whether the book has any
relevance for women today.

The Feminine Mystigue,
which sold more than 2 mil-
lion copies when it came out,

described what Friedan calied “the problem that has no
name.” Here is the famous passage in which Friedan intro-
duces the idea and from which Coontz draws her tifle:
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- Stephanie Coontz

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, shepped for groceries, matched slipeover material,

ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, chauf-
feured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at
night—she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent ques-
ton—Is this all?

In the years that followed, women all over the country réad
The Feminine Mystique and experienced a sense of relief
that someone had finally explained their feelings. Thou-
sands of them wrote to Friedan, and almast 200 of them
described to Coontz and her colleagues their reaction
upon reading the book. “Everything just clicked,” Sally
A, who read it as a 32-vear-old housewife in Kansas, told
Coontz.

As Coontz meticulously documents, the housewife of
the 1950s existed in a tire warp. The women of previous
generations had won the right to vote and gain access to
education. But the women of the 1950s seemed to give up
on these successes to return to home life. In some ways,
their tum inward was understandable. World War II was
over, the economy was booming, and advances in tech-
nology and transpertation had made it possible for huge
numbers of Americans to enjoy a comfortable lite. “The
call for women to return to the home,” Coontz writes,
“had tapped into pent-up desires for stability among people
whose families had been distupted by the hardships of the
Great Depression and World War II.” Those social forces
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led to other anormalies as well. In 1940, only a quarter of
women between 18 and 24 years old were married. By
1950, that figure had more than doubled, to 60 percent.
But with longer life expectancies and more modem conve-
niences, it was not clear what these housewives were sup-
posed to be doing.

Whatever emotions were roiling beneath the surface,
the suburban idyll postrayed in 1950s sitcoms like The
Donna Reed Show or Leave It to Beaver was not so far from
rezl life for much of the American middle class. And wom-
en’s magarines in particular seemed to push the notion
that women had never had it so good. Not only were they
econorically comfortable, they could even be
sexually fulfilled as well.

One woman who was a young
mother daring this period tells
Coontz that she recalls complain-
ing to her own mother about a
certain sense of dissatisfaction
she felt. In response, her mother
asked, “Do you remember what
life was like when | was raising
you and your brother with no
washing machine and a wood
stove I had to feed four times
a day?” Her mother wondered ;
aloud, “What more could you
want?” Friedan’s description
of family life in the 1950s
always sounded to me like the
domestic version of I'rancis
Fukuyama’s End of History.
The great battles had been
fought and, well, what
more could you want?

But there was
more to want.

Ifs important to
remermber that
many of these
wornen had gone
to college—at
least until they
found a husband.
Once married, they
were told that they should
stay at homne full time (even after

their kids were older and in school
much of the day} and be satisfed

(even fulfilled} by cooking, shopping,
and cleaning. Childrearing didn’t take
as tnuch time as we might imagine: the
nurmber of hours that mothers spend in pri-
mary child-care activities is actually higher
today, Coontz tells us, than it was back then.

(This is one of the litfle noticed effects of our
change from neighborhoods where children played
outside by themselves to a strictly kept schedule of extracur-
rcular activities and plavdates.)

Coontz reminds us that one major target of Friedan’s
anger was Sigmund Freud. Women who, after years of
education, found that they were not stmulated enough
by cooking and cleaning and taking care of children, were
told there must be something wrong with them. Some
began taking medication— “mether’s litle helper” —while
others received electroshock therapy. As Coontz writes,
“Psychiatrists increasingly focused on Freud's notion of
‘penis envy,” which, they declared, led many women io
reject the passivity that women needed to reach true sexzal
fulfillment, thus dooming themselves and their families to
maladjustment and misery.”

Such psychobabble, however harmful, was a luxury.
Working-class women were not the intended audience of

The Feminine Mystique. (What would they have made of
Friedan’s disparagernent of housework and her recom-
mendation that women hire maids while they found
more meaningful jobs?) Still, ameng a fairly wide swath
of educated women, lectured by magazines and psy-
chologists and politicians and parents who told them to
be satisfied, Friedan's book did spark a revolution of sorts,
however limited.

As Coontz points out, Friedan’s work drew heavily on
that of lesser-known researchers, and she did not always
credit them. Moreover, her book didn’t do much to
address structural inequalities or job discrimination. Writes
Coontz: “She did not advocate that women organize to
appose the multitude of laws and practices that relegated
women to second-class citizenship, restricted their access
to many jobs, and gave husbands the final say over family
decisions and finances.” Today, of course, The Femninine
Mystigue would hardly qualify as feminist. Tt doesn’t say

anything about universal childcare or the wage gap.

Friedan evolved info a feminist leader, but the book
that put her on the map was one in which the per-
sonal remained very much personal.
Nevertheless, Coontz thinks that Friedan
has something to say to women today. For
one thing, she cites evidence that women
don’t make up a representative portion of
the United States Congress or of Fortune
500 CEOs, and concludes: “The glass
., ceiling is not yet shattered.” In an
" otherwise even-keeled book, such
staternents stick out like obnox-
ious bumper stickers. Since, as
Coontz herself writes, marital
quality tends to fall when
women work more
than 45 hours a week,
women may well
decide of their own
accord to stay out
of such high-pow-
ered positions.
But Friedan’s
themne that
WOmen's
choices are
¥ heavily influ-
enced by culharal
ideals of what
they should be isa
timeless one. Though
Coontz says that women
today don't have to choose
between intellectual fulfill-
ment and masriage —recent
research shows that in fact
the two go hand-in-hand
these days—American
culture has cerfainly
suggested otherwise.
Wormen are told by
some that they are
neglecting their kids
if they work outside the
home and by others that
they are setting women back generations if they stay at
home.

Perhaps the lesson is simply that in a society with
a free exchange of ideas and a vibrant (and sometimes
overwhelming) popular culture, there will always
be pressures pushing us in one direction or another.
Indeed, for the women who have become obsessed with
striking the right work-family balance—feeling guilty
about whatever choice they make—maybe Friedan’s
best lesson is this: skip the therapy.
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