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"A baked potato is not as big as the world, and vacuuming the living-room floor — with or without makeup — is not work that takes enough thought or energy to challenge any woman's full capacity," Betty Friedan famously wrote in "The Feminine Mystique," her 1963 jeremiad on mid-century American domesticity.


Why, asked Friedan, who died this month at 85, had the percentage of women attending college in comparison with men dropped from 47 percent in 1920 to 35 percent in 1958? "A century earlier," Friedan wrote, "women had fought for higher education; now girls went to college to get a husband." By 1963, it seemed, women were in thrall to the idea that "the highest value and the only commitment for women is the fulfillment of their own femininity" — the feminine mystique.


"To fit together the puzzle of women's retreat to home," Friedan drew heavily on interviews, social science research and her own academic training. But she also focused her attention on another source: women's magazines. In their pages, she saw the women of the 30's — "happily, proudly, adventurously, attractively career women — who loved and were loved by men" — give way in the 50's to earnestly breathless examinations of "Why Young Mothers Are Always Tired" or headlines that asked "Is Boredom Bad for You?" The articles became evidence of what Friedan came to call "the problem that has no name," the deeply felt but somehow unexpressed feeling that homemaking was not enough.


By carefully examining McCall's, Redbook, Ladies' Home Journal and Good Housekeeping, Friedan pioneered not just a movement but a method, one that combined grassroots sociology and analysis of popular culture with academic theory. Over the years, it has been adopted by a host of writers, including Barbara Ehrenreich, Arlie Hochschild, Naomi Wolf, Susan Faludi, Ann Crittenden, Ann Hulbert and Judith Warner.

Friedan read women's magazines so closely because she had written for some of them, on breast-feeding and other domestic themes, while raising her three children in the New York suburbs. She had insider knowledge of how these magazines worked, how editors sometimes manufactured stories to fit what market research putatively showed that readers wanted. Indeed, "The Feminine Mystique" grew out of an idea Friedan had proposed to McCall's, Ladies' Home Journal and Redbook, all of which rejected it as out of line with their image of American womanhood. The proposal was based on a survey Friedan had put together and distributed to her classmates in the Smith College class of 1942 at their 15th reunion. At a moment of heated debates in the press about whether colleges should offer more practical training in housewifery, Friedan expected her survey would "disprove the current notion that education had fitted us ill for our role as women." 
Instead, she discovered, "the suspicion arose as to whether it was the education or the role that was wrong." Friedan, in her rejected article, argued that women should be educated to be individuals, not housewives, but that it was up to them to integrate these roles. (McCall's and Ladies' Home Journal later excerpted parts of the book.)


At the time of the Smith reunion, Friedan felt she hadn't lived up to her promise. She had done graduate work with the psychologist Erik Erikson at the University of California, Berkeley, but turned down a prestigious Ph.D. fellowship after a boyfriend said it would ruin their relationship, and became a reporter. "The Feminine Mystique" came from somewhere deep within me and all my experience came together in it," Friedan wrote in the introduction to the 10th anniversary edition. "My mother's discontent, my own training in Gestalt and Freudian psychology, the fellowship I felt guilty about giving up, the stint as a reporter which taught me how to follow clues to the hidden economic underside of reality, my exodus to the suburbs and all the hours with other mothers shopping at supermarkets, taking the children swimming, coffee klatches." 


Armed with this insight, she was unrelenting in her analysis. At the height of Freudianism, Friedan blamed Freud for having "elevated" the feminine mystique "into a scientific religion." She also scrutinized the Kinsey Report and criticized the anthropologist Margaret Mead for professing that anatomy is destiny.


With its generalizing power, and its strong roots in psychology and sociology, "The Feminine Mystique" has less in common with the later feminist polemics it inspired than with other ambitious cultural critiques of the 1950's. Friedan's account of unfulfilled housewives, imprisoned in the "comfortable concentration camps" of their suburban living rooms, completes a picture of a generation deeply unsettled by the demands of the postwar meritocracy and the isolation of the new suburbia — whose alleged classlessness made everyone uneasy about status. These women were married to the alienated middle managers depicted in "The Organization Man," William Whyte's best-selling 1956 study of American corporate and suburban culture, men who "weren't seeking excitement or challenge." "They wanted a safe haven," wrote Whyte, an editor at Fortune. "They wanted to work for AT&T and General Electric, for heaven's sake!" The organization men were cousins to the conformist "other-directed" men described in "The Lonely Crowd," the Harvard sociologist David Riesman's 1950 study of American social character, men who looked to "the expectations and preferences of others" rather than following "an internalized set of goals." Friedan cites both books in "The Feminine Mystique." She also acknowledged Simone de Beauvoir's "Second Sex," first published in the United States in 1953, as an influence.


"The Feminine Mystique," which first appeared during the printers' strike that shut down New York newspapers in 1963, had a quiet start. To promote it, W. W. Norton hired an outside publicist, Tania Grossinger, whose parents owned the famous Catskills resort of the same name. Grossinger organized a book tour, a relative rarity at the time, and had Friedan call on her network of friends in various cities. Like so many classics, the book enjoyed its first commercial success in paperback. Released in February 1964 — the same month as the paperback edition of "The Centaur," John Updike's myth-inflected novel of high school life, and J. D. Salinger's "Franny and Zooey" — the soft-cover edition sold 1.4 million copies in its first printing. Over the years, it has sold close to three million copies.


"The Feminine Mystique" puzzled some early critics. The Book Review included it in a belated digest of briefs winnowed down from full reviews that never appeared because of the strike. The reviewer, Lucy Freeman — one of the few female reporters at The New York Times — criticized Friedan's reliance on women's magazines. "Sweeping generalities, in which this book necessarily abounds, may hold a certain amount of truth but often obscure the deeper issues," wrote Freeman, who covered mental health and had written a memoir of her own depression and experiences with psychoanalysis. "It is superficial to blame the 'culture' and its handmaidens, the women's magazines, as she does. What is to stop a woman who is interested in national and international affairs from reading magazines that deal with those subjects? To paraphrase a famous line, 'The fault, dear Mrs. Friedan, is not in our culture, but in ourselves.' " In fact, Friedan did not blame women's magazines, she analyzed the America presented in their pages with uncommon acuity. 


In "The Feminine Mystique," Friedan lamented that college courses for women on marriage lacked the "critical thinking demanded in other academic disciplines" and passed off "indoctrination of opinions and values" as scholarship. That Friedan could tell the difference is one reason "The Feminine Mystique" still remains vital. 

Rachel Donadio is a writer and editor at the Book Review. 
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