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INTRODUCTION:
THE BOOK THAT
CHANGED
EVERYTHING

In 1963, a single book
landed  on  American
b o o k s h e l v e s  a n d
sparked  a  revolution
that  would  reshape
society for generations.
The Feminine Mystique
is widely credited with
igniting  the  second
wave  of  feminism,
challenging the deeply
entrenched  belief  that
women  could  only  find
fulfillment  through
homemak ing  and

mothe rhood .  Bu t
before  we  explore  its
seismic  impact,  we
m u s t  a n s w e r  a
foundational  question:
W h o  W r o t e  T h e
Feminine  Mystique?
The  author  is  Betty
Friedan,  a  brilliant,
determined,  and often
controversial  activist
and writer whose own
life  story  mirrors  the
very  frustrations  she
d o c u m e n t e d .
Understanding  who
Friedan  was  and  the
journey that led her to
write  this  landmark
work  is  essential  to
appreciating  its  power
a n d  i t s  e n d u r i n g
relevance.  This  article
w i l l  e x p l o r e  h e r
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b a c k g r o u n d ,  t h e
context  in  which  she
wrote, the book's core
arguments,  and  the
legacy  it  created,  all
whi le  keeping  the
central  question  in
focus.

BETTY FRIEDAN:
THE WOMAN
BEHIND THE WORK

Early Life
and
Education
B e t t y e  N a o m i
Goldstein was born on
February  4,  1921,  in
Peoria,  I l l inois,  to
Jewish  immigrant
parents.  Her  father
owned a jewelry store,
and  her  mother,  who
had given up a career
in journalism to raise a
fami ly ,  was  o f ten
u n h a p p y .  T h i s

m a t e r n a l
dissatisfaction  would
later echo powerfully in
Friedan's writing. From
a young age, Betty was
a voracious reader and
an exceptional student.
She  attended  Smith
College,  a  prestigious
women's  institution  in
N o r t h a m p t o n ,
Massachusetts,  where
s h e  m a j o r e d  i n
p s y c h o l o g y .  S h e
graduated summa cum
laude in  1942.  During
her  t ime  at  Smith,
Friedan became deeply
interested  in  social
j u s t i ce  and  l abo r
issues,  editing  the
college newspaper and
developing  a  critical
perspective  on  the
ro les  ass igned  to
women in society. This
academic  foundation,
combined  with  her
s h a r p  i n t e l l e c t ,
provided the tools she
would  later  use  to
dissect the plight of the
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American housewife.

A Career
in
Journalis
m and
the Seeds
of a Book
After  graduat ing,
Friedan  worked  as  a
reporter for left-leaning
publications. She was a
talented writer, but she
quickly  encountered
t h e  g e n d e r
discrimination  that
w o u l d  b e c o m e  a
central  theme  of  her
future  work.  She  was
p a s s e d  o v e r  f o r
promotions in favor of
less  qualified  men.
When  she  became
pregnant  with  her

second  child  in  1952,
she  was  fired  from her
j o b  a t  a  u n i o n
newspaper, a common
practice  at  the  time.
Forced  into  the  very
domestic  sphere  she
would  later  analyze,
Friedan channeled her
intellectual energy into
freelance  writing  for
women's  magazines.
However,  she  grew
frustrated  with  the
narrow,  saccharine
c o n t e n t  e d i t o r s
demanded: stories that
celebrated  domesticity
and  discouraged  any
hint of female ambition
or  intellectual  hunger.
This frustration was the
direct catalyst for The
Feminine Mystique.

THE GENESIS OF A
MASTERPIECE:
HOW THE BOOK
CAME TO BE
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The
Question
naire
That
Started It

All
The  s to ry  o f  Who
Wrote The Feminine
M y s t i q u e  i s
incomplete  without
understanding  i ts
origin. In 1957, for her
15th college reunion at
Smith,  Friedan  was
asked  to  conduct  a
survey  of  her  former
classmates. The results
were  startling.  She
expected  to  find
happy,  fulfilled
homemakers.  Instead,
she  d i s cove red  a
widespread  pattern  of
discontent, depression,

and  a  sense  of  lost
i d e n t i t y .  T h e s e
intelligent,  educated
women  felt  trapped
and  unfulfilled  by  the
relentless  demands  of
ch i ld - rear ing  and
housework.  Friedan
wrote an article about
her  findings,  but  no
m a j o r  w o m e n ' s
m a g a z i n e  w o u l d
publish it.  Editors  told
her the story was "too
hot" and that it would
make women feel bad.
Real iz ing  she  had
s t u m b l e d  u p o n  a
massive,  unspoken
social  phenomenon,
Friedan  decided  to
expand  her  research
into a full-length book.
She worked for  years,
conducting hundreds of
interviews,  analyzing
scientific  and
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
l i t e r a t u r e ,  a n d
meticulously  crafting
her  argument.
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The
"Problem
That Has
No
Name"
The heart  of  Friedan's
book is a concept she
famously  termed  "the
problem  that  has  no
name."  This  phrase
describes  the  quiet
desperation, the vague
sense  of  unhappiness,
and the profound lack
of  purpose  fe l t  by
millions  of  educated,
middle-class  American
women  in  the  1950s
a n d  e a r l y  1 9 6 0 s .
Society, through every
c h a n n e l  f r o m
m a g a z i n e s  t o
p s y c h o l o g y  t o
education,  told  these
women that their  sole

purpose  was  to  be
perfect  wives  and
mothers.  They  were
fed what Friedan called
" t h e  f e m i n i n e
mystique," an idealized
image  of  femininity
that  equated  female
fulfillment  with  sexual
passivity,  domesticity,
and  child-centered
l i v i n g .  F r i e d a n ' s
b r i l l i a n c e  w a s  i n
naming  this  unspoken
problem, validating the
feelings  of  countless
women  who  thought
they  were  alone  in
their misery. By asking
W h o  W r o t e  T h e
Feminine Mystique?,
we uncover the person
who  gave  voice  to  a
silent epidemic.

THE CORE
ARGUMENT:
DECONSTRUCTING
THE FEMININE
MYSTIQUE
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The Role
of
Freudian
Psycholo
gy
Friedan  dedicated  a
significant  portion  of
her  book  to  attacking
the  influence  of
S i g m u n d  F r e u d ' s
theories,  which  had
been  co-opted  and
p o p u l a r i z e d  i n  a
harmful way in postwar
America.  Freudian
concepts,  particularly
"penis  envy,"  were
u s e d  t o  d i s m i s s
women's  ambitions  as
neurotic attempts to be
l i k e  m e n .
Psychologists,  doctors,
and  educators  used
Freud ian  ideas  to
argue that women who

sought  careers  or
higher  education were
rejecting  their  innate
femininity.  Friedan
m e t i c u l o u s l y
deconstructed  these
arguments,  showing
how they were used as
a  pseudo-scientific  tool
t o  k e e p  w o m e n
confined  to  the  home.
She  argued  that  this
misappl icat ion  o f
Freudian  psychology
was a central  pillar of
the feminine mystique.

The
Education
Crisis for
Women
Friedan  also  criticized
the  education  system.
She  pointed  out  that
women  were  being
educated  in  e l i t e
institutions  like  Smith,
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only  to  be  told  that
using  that  education
w a s  s o m e h o w
unnatural.  She argued
that  girls  were  being
subtly  and  overt ly
steered  away  from
serious  intellectual
pursuits,  encouraged
instead  to  focus  on
finding  a  husband  and
preparing for domestic
life.  This  created  a
tragic paradox: women
were  given  the  tools
and  the  minds  fo r
meaningful  work,  but
t h e n  d e n i e d  t h e
opportunity  to  use
them.  This  economic
waste  and  human
tragedy  was  a  core
theme  of  her  book.
Friedan  passionately
argued  for  women  to
find  a  "new  life  plan,"
one  that  integrated
m a r r i a g e  a n d
motherhood  with  a
ser ious  ca reer  o r
creative  purpose.

IMPACT AND
IMMEDIATE
RECEPTION

An
Instant
National
Sensation
When  The  Feminine
M y s t i q u e  w a s
published  in  1963,  it
was an immediate and
staggering  success.  It
spent  weeks  on  the
bestseller lists and sold
millions  of  copies  in
multiple  languages.
The  response  was
electric.  The  book's
author,  Betty  Friedan,
was  de luged  w i th
letters  from  women
across the country who
wept  with  relief  and
recognit ion.  They
wrote,  "You  described



8

8 Who Wrote The Feminine
Mystique

2023-06-05

my life," and "I thought
I  was  the  only  one."
This  outpouring  of
val idat ion  proved
F r i e d a n ' s  t h e s i s
correct.  The  book  did
n o t  c a l m  t h e
discontent; it gave it a
name  and  a  political
voice.  It  is  impossible
to overstate the book's
role  in  launching  the
m o d e r n  f e m i n i s t
movement.

Foundatio
n for a
Movemen
t
Just  three  years  later,
in  1966,  Friedan  co-
founded  the  National
O r g a n i z a t i o n  f o r
Women (NOW),  a civil
rights  organization
dedicated to achieving
full equality for women.

She  served  as  its  first
president.  NOW would
go on to fight for equal
p a y ,  a c c e s s  t o
abortion,  an  end  to
w o r k p l a c e
discrimination, and the
passage  of  the  Equal
Rights  Amendment.
Thus,  the  question
W h o  W r o t e  T h e
Feminine Mystique is
also connected directly
to Who Founded the
Modern  Feminist
Movement.  Friedan's
book  was  the  spark,
a n d  h e r  a c t i v i s m
p r o v i d e d  t h e
institutional  structure
for  the  fire  to  spread.

CRITICISMS AND
CONTROVERSIES
OF THE BOOK AND
ITS AUTHOR

Lack of
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Intersecti
onality
No honest assessment
o f  T h e  F e m i n i n e
Mystique  is  complete
without acknowledging
its significant flaws and
limitations,  many  of
which were pointed out
by later generations of
feminist  scholars.  The
m o s t  p r o m i n e n t
criticism is  the  book's
narrow  focus  on  the
experience  of  white,
m i d d l e - c l a s s ,
heterosexual,  college-
educated  women.
Friedan largely ignored
the  experiences  of
Black women, working-
c lass  women,  and
women of other races,
w h o  h a d  a l w a y s
worked  outside  the
home  and  faced  a
completely  different
set  of  challenges.  For
many women of color,

the "problem that has
no  name"  was  never
about being forced into
the  home,  but  about
being forced into  low-
wage labor  while  also
managing a household.
T h i s  l a c k  o f
i n t e r s e c t i o n a l i t y
remains a major point
of contention.

Friedan's
Personal
Contradic
tions
Betty  Friedan  herself
was  a  complex  and
often  contradictory
figure.  She  could  be
dominee r i ng  and
difficult,  and  she  was
known  for  her  fierce
t e m p e r  a n d  h e r
tendency  to  alienate
allies.  She  was  also
known for her hostility
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toward lesbian activists
within  the  feminist
movement,  whom she
f e a r e d  w o u l d
u n d e r m i n e  t h e
m o v e m e n t ' s
mainstream credibility.
These personal failings
and political strategies
have been the subject
o f  m u c h  d e b a t e .
However,  while  these
criticisms  are  valid,
they  do  not  diminish
the historical impact of
h e r  b o o k .
Understanding  Who
Wrote The Feminine
Mystique  requires
understanding that she
was  a  flawed  human
being  who  wrote  a
flawed  but  ultimately
transformative  work.

THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF THE
FEMININE
MYSTIQUE

Changing
the
National
Conversa
tion
More than six decades
after  its  publication,
The Feminine Mystique
remains a foundational
t e x t  o f  A m e r i c a n
f e m i n i s m .  I t
permanently  changed
the way we talk about
gender roles, work, and
family  life.  The  term
"feminine  mystique"
itself  has  entered  our
cultural  vocabulary.
While  the  specific
problems of the 1950s
housewife  may  seem
dated  to  some,  the
core  argument  about
the  suppression  of
female  potential,  the
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pressure to conform to
rigid gender roles, and
the lack of meaningful
choices  for  women
remains  profoundly
relevant.

A
Blueprint
for Future
Generatio
ns
The  book  inspi red
countless  women  to
p u r s u e  h i g h e r
education,  enter  the
workforce  in  serious
p ro fess i ons ,  and
demand  equality  in
their marriages and in
society  at  large.  It
taught  women  that
their  discontent  was
not  a  personal  failing
but a political problem.
I t  g a v e  t h e m

permission  to  want
more.  Every  woman
who has a career, who
balances  work  and
f a m i l y ,  o r  w h o
questions  traditional
gender  roles  owes  a
debt to Betty Friedan.
When  we  ask  Who
Wrote The Feminine
Mystique,  the answer
is more than a name; it
is the story of a woman
who  had  the  courage
to  ask  difficult
questions  and  who
helped  l iberate  an
entire  generation.

CONCLUSION

I n  a n s w e r i n g  t h e
question  Who  Wrote
T h e  F e m i n i n e
Mystique,  we  find  not
just  an  author,  but  a
catalyst.  Betty Friedan
wrote  more  than  a
book;  she  wrote  a
diagnosis of a societal
i l l n e s s  a n d  a
prescription for a cure.
Her work exposed the
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hidden  despa i r  o f
millions of women and
ignited a movement for
equality that continues
to evolve today. While
the book is not without
its  bl ind  spots  and
Friedan  herself  was  a
figure  of  immense
complexity,  the  power
o f  T h e  F e m i n i n e
Myst ique  remains
undeniable.  It  stands

as a testament to the
power of a single, well-
argued, and passionate
idea  to  change  the
world.  For  giving  a
name to the nameless
p r o b l e m  a n d  f o r
d e m a n d i n g  t h a t
women be seen as full
human  beings,  Betty
F r i e d a n  h o l d s  a n
endur ing  p lace  in
history.


