
Betty Friedan – The Feminine Mystique (1963) 

 

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. 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; how to dress, look, and act more feminine and make marriage more 

exciting.  A thousand expert voices applauded their femininity. All they had to do was devote their lives from 

earliest girlhood to finding a husband and bearing children. In the fifteen years after World War II, this 

mystique of feminine fulfillment became the cherished core of contemporary American culture. Millions of 

women lived their lives in the image of those pretty pictures of the American suburban housewife, kissing their 

husbands goodbye in front of the picture window, depositing their station wagons full of children at school, and 

smiling as they ran the new electric waxer over the spotless kitchen floor.  
 

If the woman had a problem in the 1950's and 1960's, she knew that something must be 

wrong 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. 

 

Questions: 

1.  What role for women was promoted by experts and the media during the 1950’s? 

2. What did Betty Friedan mean by the expression – the Feminine Mystique? 

3. What was the “problem that has no name” that Friedan refers to in the first and last paragraph? 


