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I
n 1963, Betty Friedan unleashed a storm of 

controversy with her bestselling book, The 

Feminine Mystique. Thousands of women believe 

that Friedan’s book transformed, or even saved, their 

lives. Nearly half a century later, many still recall where 

they were and what they were doing when they first 

read it.

In A Strange Stirring, acclaimed author Stephanie 

Coontz uncovers the pain and hopes of a silenced 

generation of American women—and reveals how some 

of them finally found their voice. Coontz takes us back 

to the early 1960s—the age of Mad Men—when women 

who wanted more out of life than housekeeping were 

called crazy, sexual hypocrisy was rampant, and husbands 

controlled almost every aspect of family life. Based on 

extensive research and interviews, A Strange Stirring 

brilliantly illuminates the dilemmas and discontents of 

our mothers and grandmothers, placing our current 

anxieties about work, marriage, and parenting in a  

new light.

Stephanie Coontz is the Director 

of Research and Public Education at the Council on 

Contemporary Families and teaches history and family 

studies at The Evergreen State College in Olympia, 

Washington. The author of Marriage: A History, The 

Way We Never Were, and The Way We Really Are, she

has written about marriage and family issues in many 

national journals including the New York Times, 

Washington Post, Slate, and Psychology Today. She lives 

in Olympia, Washington.
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A Strange Stirring
 Advance PRAISE FORx x

“Stephanie Coontz is not just one of the most important historians in America, she is also 

a personal hero of mine and a brilliant writer. This book—like all her books before it—has 

been a marvel and education for me to behold. I am awed by the scope of this research, of 

this thinking, and I am struck once more by how much there is learned (and taught) about 

the slow, stubborn advancement of women in America over the last one hundred years. I will 

keep A Strange Stirring in the forefront of my bookshelf forever.”     —Elizabeth Gilbert, 

                                                                                author of Eat, Pray, Love

“Stephanie Coontz continues to amaze me. In her new book, A Strange Stirring, she chronicles 

the untold story of some of America’s greatest pioneers. This is a must read for all who 

care about our country’s growth and maturity. We owe the women described here the same 

gratitude and respect given to Lewis and Clark and the others who carved out this great nation.”

                                    —John Bradshaw, author of Reclaiming Vir tue 

                and the #1 New York Times bestsel lers, Homecoming and Creat ing Love

“Stephanie Coontz’s new book takes you on an engrossing and enlightening tour of the past, 

with wisdom and meaning for the future.”                        —Nancy F. Cott, 

                                             Trumbull Professor of American History, Harvard Universi ty

“A sharp revisiting of the generation that was floored by Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique 

(1963), and how the book is still relevant today. . . . A valuable education for women and men.”

										              —Kirkus



Advance Praise for A Strange Stirring:

“As was written about The Feminine Mystique, A Strange Stirring is ‘a jour-
nalistic tour de force, combining scholarship, investigative reporting and a
compelling personal voice.’ Stephanie Coontz has made a significant contri-
bution to our understanding of the most transformative movement of our
lifetimes. Much of what Coontz reports regarding the prevailing ethos of the
1950s as a time of conformity, cultural conservatism and social repressiveness
will be fascinating and eye-opening for younger readers.

This book is a must read for men as well as for women. And the transfor-
mational desire for a work/family balance in life is now reflected not just by
gender, but by generation, as both men and women ‘need to grow and fulfill
their potentialities as human beings,’ as Friedan wrote almost a half a cen-
tury ago.”

—Christie Hefner, former chairman and chief executive officer of Playboy 
Enterprises and longest serving female C.E.O. of a U.S. public company

“It Changed My Life was the title of the book Betty Friedan wrote after her
transformative 1963 The Feminine Mystique. And change she did the lives
of American women. Now in her biography of a classic, Stephanie Coontz
imaginatively explores the impact of Friedan’s book. Weaving a rich fabric
from what women said in letters and interviews, from articles in popular
magazines, current scholarship, and her own astute reading of the 1963 work,
Coontz compellingly reveals how generations of women—from the flappers
of the 1920s to the bloggers and helicopter moms of today—have responded
to the challenges modern women face.”

—Daniel Horowitz, author of Betty Friedan and the Making of The Feminine
Mystique

“This book offers a nuanced perspective on the women’s movement by ending
the invisibility of African-American women.”

—Donna L. Franklin, author of Ensuring Inequality: The Structural Trans-
formation of the African-American Family
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Other books by Stephanie Coontz:

The Way We Never Were: 
American Families and the Nostalgia Trap

Marriage, a History: 
How Love Conquered Marriage

The Way We Really Are: 
Coming to Terms with America’s Changing Families

Social Origins of Private Life: 
A History of American Families, 1600–1900 

American Families:
A Multicultural Reader
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A Strange Stirring
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The Feminine Mystique and

AMERICAN WOMEN at the DAWN

of the 1960s

^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂  ̂ ^̂ ^̂  ̂ ̂ ^̂  ̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂

Stephanie Coontz

9780465002009-text_coontz  10/18/10  9:11 AM  Page iii



Copyright © 2011 by Stephanie Coontz

Published by Basic Books,
A Member of the Perseus Books Group

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book
may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except
in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For infor-
mation, address Basic Books, 387 Park Avenue South, New York, NY 10016–8810.
Books published by Basic Books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases
in the United States by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For
more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus
Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, or call
(800) 810-4145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.

Designed by Pauline Brown
Text set in 11.5 point Fairfield LT

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Coontz, Stephanie.
A strange stirring : the Feminine mystique and 
American women at the dawn of the 1960s / Stephanie Coontz.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-465-00200-9 (alk. paper)
1. Friedan, Betty. Feminine mystique. 2. Feminism—United States—

History—20th century. 3. Women—United States—Social conditions—
20th century. I. Title.
HQ1426.F8443C66 2010

305.4209'045—dc22
2010022163

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

9780465002009-text_coontz  10/18/10  9:11 AM  Page iv



In loving memory of my mother, 
Patricia Waddington
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ix

“The thoughts I had were terrible. I wished for another life. I woke up and
started to clean and wash clothes and was miserable. No one seemed to
understand. My friends didn’t feel that way. I just assumed I’d be punished
in some way. That’s what happens to women who are selfish. My friends
said you’re so selfish.”

CONSTANCE AHRONS dropped out of college to have a child, and as a young wife and
mother in the early 1960s was seeing a psychiatrist for depression. Halfway through
The Feminine Mystique she got up and flushed her tranquilizers down the toilet.

^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂  ̂ ^̂ ^̂  ̂ ̂ ^̂  ̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂

“There were only two times I understood my mother—when I read the
Book of Job and when I read The Feminine Mystique.”

KATHY HESKIN’S severely depressed mother wrote her a passionate but “be wildering”
six-page letter about The Feminine Mystique when Kathy was a teenager. Only years
later did she read the book herself.

^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂  ̂ ^̂ ^̂  ̂ ̂ ^̂  ̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂

“It left me breathless . . . ,” recalled Glenda Schilt Edwards, who was
twenty-eight when she read the book shortly after it was published. “I
suddenly realized that what I thought might be wrong with me was, in
fact, right with me!”

^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂  ̂ ^̂ ^̂  ̂ ̂ ^̂  ̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂

“I was trapped in what felt like hell. I had been forced to drop out of
school. . . . There were no domestic violence programs and no one ever
talked about the issue. . . . I thought I was the only one being beaten and
there was something terribly wrong with me. I was ashamed.”

ROSE GARRITY married at age fifteen, dropped out of school after just one week in
the tenth grade, had her first child at age seventeen, and then had four more in the
next five and a half years. She was being regularly beaten by her husband when she
read the book, “and it was like the curtain was thrown back on the ‘wizard’!”

^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂  ̂ ^̂ ^̂  ̂ ̂ ^̂  ̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂

“I had everything a woman was supposed to want—marriage to a nice, 
dependable guy (a good provider), a wonderful little kid, a nice house in
the suburbs—and I was miserable.”

CAM STIVERS was a twenty-five-year-old wife and mother who thought her life “was
over” until she read the book in 1963.
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Author’s Note

WHEN I FIRST AGREED TO WRITE ABOUT THE IMPACT OF THE 1963 BEST

seller The Feminine Mystique, I wasn’t sure of my ultimate focus. Would
the book be about Betty Friedan, the author? Would it be about the fem-
inist movement she helped to organize? Would it be about the ideas of
The Feminine Mystique itself?

But as I read and reread Friedan’s book and other works on the 1950s
and 1960s, and especially when I began to interview women who bought
the book at the time, the answer emerged. I wanted to tell the story of
the generation of women who responded most fervently to what Friedan
had to say—a group of women whose experiences and emotions are poorly
understood today, even by their own daughters and granddaughters.

Many books have been written and movies made about “the greatest
generation.” But the subjects of these stories are almost invariably men—
the army, navy, and air force men of WWII (only 2 percent of the military
in that era were female); the “Mad Men” of Madison Avenue who pio-
neered America’s mass consumer culture in the days of Eisenhower and
Kennedy; the ordinary husbands and fathers who created a middle-class
life for their families after the privations of the Depression and the war.

What do we know about those men’s wives and daughters? As their
husbands and fathers moved into a new era, many women felt suspended
between the constraints of the old sphere of female existence and the
promise of a future whose outline they could barely make out. They were,
as one of the women I interviewed told me, “a generation of intelligent
women, sidelined from the world.” Some were content to provide love
and comfort when the men came home. But others felt that something
was missing from their lives, though they could seldom put their finger
on it.
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These women—mostly white, mostly middle class—were at the eye
of a hurricane. They knew that powerful new forces were gathering all
around them, but they felt strangely, uneasily becalmed. They knew they
occupied safer ground than their African-American, Latina, and white
working-class counterparts, but knowing that only made them feel all the
more guilty about their fears and discontents.

To modern generations, these women’s lives seem as outmoded as
the white gloves and pert hats they wore when they left the shelter of
their homes. Yet even today, their experiences and anxieties shape the
choices modern women debate and the way feminism has been defined
by both its supporters and its opponents.

Tracing the history of these women and discovering why, despite their
privileges, they felt so anxious about their femininity and so guilty about
their aspirations was a revelation to me. I came to see how their struggles
with their roles and self-images as wives and mothers helped pave the
way for succeeding generations of women to have a greater range of
choices—choices not free of cost, but requiring far less sacrifice of per-
sonal identity and sense of self-worth. And uncovering the pain so many
of these women felt was a vivid reminder of what can happen—and still
does happen—when their granddaughters and great-granddaughters give
up on the dream of combining meaningful work with a fulfilling family life.

My examination of the women and men who read and responded to
The Feminine Mystique began, as all research on Betty Friedan and her
times must, at the Schlesinger Library, in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
with its rich store of letters that Friedan received and wrote. I also combed
through the oral histories my students and I had taken over the past two
decades to find relevant stories from people who had formed families in
that era.

In seeking other individuals to interview, I purposely avoided people
who had known Friedan personally or had become leaders of the women’s
movement in the 1960s and 1970s. I use few quotes from such individuals
in this book and did not seek interviews with them, although I make ex-
tensive use of the tremendously helpful conversations I had with ground-
breaking women’s historian Ruth Rosen.

xii

Author’s Note
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To find interview subjects, I posted requests on women’s magazines’
Web sites; spread the word on professional, religious, and women’s studies
listservs; and recruited students to ask friends and relatives whether they
had heard of or read The Feminine Mystique. Staff members at The Ever-
green State College were especially generous in relating their own en-
counters with the book or sending me to their mothers and their mothers’
friends they had heard mention the book. Almost everyone I interviewed
provided me with still more names.

Unless otherwise noted, the individuals whose full names I use were
personally interviewed by me or responded to a detailed e-mail survey
and gave me permission to use their names. When a first name and last
initial are used, these are pseudonyms for persons who asked not to be
named, or for someone described in one of my or my students’ oral his-
tories. Quotes from unnamed individuals are from the letters Friedan re-
ceived, now housed at the Schlesinger Library, although I do identify
some of the public figures who wrote to her, such as Helen Gurley Brown,
Gerda Lerner, and Anne Parsons.

To make this book more readable, I have substituted a lengthy bibli-
ographic essay for endnotes and pared the number of references to other
authors’ works in the text. But every page of this book owes a tremendous
debt not only to the women and men who shared their stories with me
but also to the many historians and sociologists who have made it their
life’s work to research these matters. I hope readers will look at my bib-
liography to get a sense of the rich work that has already been done in
this field.

xiii

Author’s Note
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Introduction

NEARLY HALF A CENTURY AFTER ITS PUBLICATION, BETTY FRIEDAN’S 1963
best seller, The Feminine Mystique, still generates extreme reactions, both
pro and con. In 2006, it was ranked thirty-seventh on a list of the twen-
tieth century’s best works of journalism, compiled by a panel of experts
assembled by New York University’s journalism department. But when
the editors of the right-wing magazine Human Events compiled their own
list of “the ten most harmful books of the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies” in 2007, they put The Feminine Mystique at number seven—not
far below Hitler’s Mein Kampf.

The Feminine Mystique has been credited—or blamed—for destroying,
single-handedly and almost overnight, the 1950s consensus that women’s
place was in the home. Friedan’s book “pulled the trigger on history,” in
the words of Future Shock author Alvin Toffler. Her writing “awakened
women to their oppression,” according to a fellow leader of the National
Organization for Women, which Friedan helped establish a few years
after The Feminine Mystique hit the best-seller list. Following Friedan’s
death at age eighty-five in February 2006, dozens of news accounts re-
ported that The Feminine Mystique ignited the women’s movement,
launched a social revolution, and “transformed the social fabric” of the
United States and countries around the world.

Opponents of the feminist movement are equally convinced that The
Feminine Mystique revolutionized America, but they believe the book
changed things for the worse. Prior to Betty Friedan, wrote one author,
middle-class women “were living in peace in what they considered to be
a normal, traditional, worthwhile lifestyle.” Since The Feminine Mystique,
“life has never been the same.” In her 2006 book, Women Who Made the
World Worse, National Review’s Kate O’Beirne complained that Friedan

xv
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persuaded women that “selfless devotion was a recipe for misery.” Laura
Schlessinger, of the Dr. Laura radio show, has charged that The Feminine
Mystique’s disparagement “of so-called ‘women’s work’ . . . turned family
life upside down and wrenched women from their homes.” And Christina
Hoff Sommers of the American Enterprise Institute wrote in September
2008 that although The Feminine Mystique was correct in pointing out
that postwar America took the ideal of femininity “to absurd extremes,”
the book was also the source of “modern feminism’s Original Sin”—an
attack on stay-at-home motherhood. Friedan’s book “did indeed pull the
trigger on history,” Sommers concludes, but in doing so, she “took aim at
the lives of millions of American women.”

Even people who have never read the book often react strongly to its
title. In addition to interviewing people who had read The Feminine Mys-
tique when it first came out, I asked others who had never read it to tell
me what they knew about it. Their responses were surprisingly specific
and vehement. The book was “full of drivel about how women had been
mystified and tricked into being homemakers,” opined one woman. An-
other reported that the book explained how women’s sexuality had been
controlled through the ages and assured me that Friedan had called for
an end to marital rape and sexual harassment—ideas that do not appear
anywhere in the book’s 350-plus pages. The grandmother of a student of
mine insisted that this was the book that “told women to burn their bras.”
Another student’s mother told her that The Feminine Mystique docu-
mented how women in the 1950s were excluded from many legal rights
and paid much less than men—although in fact the book spends very
little time discussing legal and economic discrimination against women.

Interestingly, many women I talked with were initially sure they had
read The Feminine Mystique, only to discover in the course of our discus-
sions or correspondence that they actually had not. When they tried to
explain the gap between what they “remembered” and what I told them
the book actually said, they usually decided that the title had conjured
up such a vivid image in their minds that over time they had come to be-
lieve they had read it.

xvi
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As a matter of fact, I was one such person. I first heard of The Fem-
inine Mystique when I was an undergraduate at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley in 1964. But I didn’t hear about it from “Berkeley
radicals.” Instead, it was my mother, a homemaker in Salt Lake City,
Utah, who told me about it. She had attended the University of Wash-
ington at the end of the 1930s and married my father in the early 1940s.
While Dad was away during World War II, she had done her part for the
war effort, working in a shipyard. After the war ended, she quit work to
follow my dad around the country as he went to college on the GI Bill,
attended graduate school, and established himself in his career.

Mom spent most of the 1950s raising my sister and me. But by the
early 1960s, with me away at college and my sister in junior high school,
Mom began to get involved in civic activities. Soon she took a paying
part-time job as executive secretary of a community group.

Once a week she would call me at college and we would fill each
other in on what we were doing and thinking. At one point she asked anx-
iously whether I thought she could handle going back to school to get
her master’s degree. At other times she proudly detailed her most recent
accomplishments. Once she recounted how bored, lonely, and insecure
she had felt as a housewife. The cause, she had recently discovered, was
that she had succumbed to an insidious “feminine mystique,” which she
had recognized only when she read this new book by Betty Friedan.

“Do you know that sociologists misrepresent research to make women
feel guilty if they aren’t completely happy as full-time housewives?” she
asked. Wasn’t it scandalous that when a woman expressed aspirations for
anything else in her life, psychiatrists tried to make her think she was
sexually maladjusted? Was I aware that advertisers manipulated women
into thinking that doing household chores was a creative act, and had
housewives spending more time on it than they really needed to? “They
can make a cake mix that tastes perfectly fine if you just add water. But the
box tells us to add an egg so housewives will feel we’re actually baking!”

I remember listening to my mother’s grievances with a certain amount
of impatience, feeling that they were irrelevant to my own life. My friends

xvii
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and I certainly weren’t going to be just housewives. Looking back, I am
ashamed to admit that at the time I believed it was largely a woman’s own
fault if she wasn’t strong enough to defy social expectations and follow
her dreams. But it is even sadder to realize, as I did while conducting in-
terviews for this book, that most of these women also believed their prob-
lems were their own fault.

I was vaguely aware that women had once organized a long, hard fight
to win the right to vote, but that was in the distant past. Far from iden-
tifying with other women, I—like many other independent women my
age—prided myself on being unlike the rest of my sex. In the memorable
words of feminist activist and author Jo Freeman, we grew up “believing
there were three sexes: men, women, and me.” We knew we didn’t want
to follow in our mothers’ footsteps, but it did not yet occur to us that it
might require more than an individual decision to chart our own course,
that we would need an organized movement to pry open new opportunities
and overturn old prejudices. The only movement that really meant some-
thing to us in the early 1960s was the burgeoning civil rights movement.

It took a few years for female civil rights activists such as myself to
begin to see that we too were subject to many societal prejudices because
of our sex. Only gradually, quite a while after the book had inspired my
mother and many other housewives, did my friends and I begin to use
“the feminine mystique” as a useful label to describe the prejudices and
discrimination we encountered.

In fact, it was soon so useful that at some point, long ago, the phrase
“feminine mystique” became such a part of my consciousness that I was
absolutely sure I had read Friedan’s book. So when JoAnn Miller, an editor
at Basic Books, suggested that I write a biography not of Betty Friedan
the author, but of the book she wrote, I jumped at the chance. I was cer-
tain that rereading this groundbreaking book would be an educational
and inspiring experience. I also decided that I would assign The Feminine
Mystique to my students to gauge how they would react to a book that
had been so influential to an earlier generation.

xviii

Introduction
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After only a few pages I realized that in fact I had never read The
Feminine Mystique, and after a few chapters I began to find much of it
boring and dated. As it turned out, so did my students. The book seemed
repetitive and overblown. It made claims about women’s history that I
knew were oversimplified, exaggerating both the feminist victories of the
1920s and the antifeminist backlash of the 1940s and 1950s.

I was interested by Friedan’s account of how she had “lived according
to the feminine mystique as a suburban housewife” and only gradually
come to see that something was wrong with the way she and other Amer-
ican women were being told to organize their lives. But although the story
of her journey of discovery was engrossing, her generalizations about
women seemed so limited by her white middle-class experience that I
thought the book’s prescriptions for improving women’s lives were irrel-
evant to working-class and African-American women.

And Friedan’s warnings about “the homosexuality that is spreading
like a murky smog over the American scene” sounded more like something
that would come out of the mouth of a right-wing televangelist than a con-
temporary feminist. So too did her alarmist talk about permissive parenting,
narcissistic self-indulgence, juvenile delinquency, and female promiscuity.

My initial reaction became more negative when I went on to discover
that Friedan had misrepresented her own history and the origins of her
ideas. Checking her account of the publishing history and reception of
The Feminine Mystique against the actual historical record, I discovered
disturbing discrepancies. I was put off by her egotism, which even her most
ardent admirers have acknowledged was “towering,” and disliked her ten-
dency to pump up her own accomplishments by claiming that the media,
and even her own publisher, were almost uniformly hostile to her views.

I was also indignant that Friedan portrayed all women in that era as
passive and preoccupied with their homes. What about the African-
American women who had led civil rights demonstrations and organized
community actions throughout the 1950s and early ’60s, standing up to
racist mobs and police brutality—women such as Rosa Parks, Daisy Bates,

xix
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