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UNVEILING THE
AUTHOR OF A
LANDMARK TEXT:
WHO WROTE THE
FEMININE
MYSTIQUE?

I n  t h e  a n n a l s  o f
American  history,  few
books have sparked a
social  revolution  as
powerful ly  as  The
Feminine  Mystique.
Published in 1963, this
groundbreaking work is
widely  credited  with
igniting  the  second-
w a v e  f e m i n i s t
m o v e m e n t  a n d
f u n d a m e n t a l l y
reshaping how society
views  women’s  roles.

But the question many
students  and  history
enthusiasts  still  ask is
simple  yet  profound:
w h o  w r o t e  T h e
Feminine  Mystique?
The  answer  i s  the
iconic  activist,  writer,
and co-founder  of  the
National  Organization
for  Women  (NOW),
B e t t y  F r i e d a n .
H o w e v e r ,
understanding  the
depth  of  this  answer
requires  exploring
Fr iedan’s  l i fe ,  the
societal context of the
1950s and 1960s, and
the  lasting  impact  of
her masterwork.
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The
Pioneerin
g Author:
Betty

Friedan
B e t t y e  N a o m i
Goldstein,  known  to
the  world  as  Betty
Friedan,  was  born  on
February  4,  1921,  in
Peoria, Illinois. To truly
appreciate who wrote
T h e  F e m i n i n e
Mystique,  one  must
look  at  the  author’s
o w n  j o u r n e y  o f
intellectual  curiosity
a n d  p e r s o n a l
frustration.  Friedan
was a brilliant student
who graduated summa
cum laude from Smith
College  in  1942.  She
pursued graduate work
in  psychology  at  the

University of California,
Be rke ley ,  be fo re
leaving  academia  to
work as a journalist for
leftist  and union news
publications.
After  marrying  Carl
Friedan and starting a
family, she settled into
the suburban life of  a
stay-at-home mother in
Rockland County,  New
York.  On  the  surface,
she  had  achieved  the
“American  Dream.”
Yet,  like  millions  of
other  women,  Friedan
f e l t  a  d e e p ,
inexplicable  sense  of
e m p t i n e s s .  T h i s
personal  discontent
became the genesis of
the  book  that  would
define  her  career.
W h e n  a s k e d  who
wrote The Feminine
M y s t i q u e ,  i t  i s
essential  to  recognize
that  Friedan  did  not
write it as a detached
academic; she wrote it
as  a  woman  l iv ing
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t h r o u g h  t h e  v e r y
p r o b l e m  s h e  w a s
describing.

The Birth
of a
Movemen
t: The
Book’s
Origin
Story
The path to publication
was  unconventional.
The idea for the book
began  when  Friedan
surveyed  her  former
S m i t h  C o l l e g e
classmates  for  their
15th  reunion.  She
discovered  that  many
o f  t h e s e  h i g h l y
e d u c a t e d  w o m e n
expressed  the  same

dissatisfaction  with
domestic  life  that  she
fe l t .  She  wrote  an
a r t i c l e  abou t  he r
findings,  but  magazine
editors  rejected  it,
claiming  it  was  too
controversial  and  that
only a deeply unhappy
“neurot ic”  woman
would feel this way.
Undeterred,  Friedan
e x p a n d e d  h e r
research. She traveled
across  the  country,
interviewing  women
a n d  c o n s u l t i n g
p s y c h o l o g i s t s ,
soc io log i s ts ,  and
advertising executives.
T h e  r e s u l t  w a s  a
m e t i c u l o u s l y
researched yet  deeply
personal  manuscript.
W h e n  p u b l i s h e r s
asked, “Who wrote The
Feminine  Mystique?”
they  were  presented
w i t h  a  r e l a t i v e l y
unknown  freelance
writer.  The  book  was
published  by  W.  W.
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Norton & Company on
February 19, 1963, and
i t  b e c a m e  a n
immediate sensation.

DECONSTRUCTING
“THE PROBLEM
THAT HAS NO
NAME”

The  core  concept  of
t h e  b o o k  i s  w h a t
Fr iedan  famous ly
termed “the problem
that  has  no  name.”
This  phrase  described
t h e  w i d e s p r e a d
unhappiness of women
in the mid-20th century
who  were  confined  to
the  roles  of  wife  and
mother. The feminine
mystique,  as  Friedan
defined  it,  was  the
ideal ized  image  of
femininity promoted by
media,  educators,  and
a d v e r t i s e r s .  I t
suggested that women
could  find  true
fulfillment only through
domesticity,  sexual
p a s s i v i t y ,  a n d

motherhood.

Challengi
ng the
Myth of
the
Happy
Housewif
e
T h e  a u t h o r
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
dismantled  this  myth.
S h e  a r g u e d  t h a t
women  were  being
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
d iscouraged  f rom
pursuing  careers ,
higher  education,  and
public  life.  Instead,
they  were  funneled
into a narrow domestic
sphere. This was not a
n a t u r a l  d e s t i n y ,
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Friedan argued,  but  a
social  construct  that
w a s  w a s t i n g  t h e
potential  of  half  the
p o p u l a t i o n .
Understanding  who
wrote The Feminine
M y s t i q u e  h e l p s
readers grasp why the
t o n e  w a s  b o t h
scholarly  and  angry;
Friedan  was  critiquing
a  system  that  had
stifled  her  own
ambitions.

Key
Themes
Explored
by Betty
Friedan
Friedan’s  analysis  was
multi-layered, touching
o n  p s y c h o l o g y ,
e c o n o m i c s ,  a n d
culture. Here are some

of the key themes she
explored:

The Role of
Media: Friedan
heavily criticized
women’s
magazines of the
era for
exclusively
glorifying
domestic life
while ignoring
women’s
intellectual
aspirations.
Education as a
“Disease”: She
noted that
educators were
advising women
to hide their
intelligence to
snare a husband,
turning college
into a “marriage
bureau” rather
than a place of
learning.
The Empty
Nest: She
discussed the
crisis of identity
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that occurred
when children
grew up and left
home, leaving
women with no
purpose or sense
of self.
Freudian
Influence:
Friedan
challenged the
popular Freudian
notion that
female
unhappiness
stemmed from
“penis envy” or a
failure to adjust
to femininity.

THE IMMEDIATE
IMPACT AND THE
BACKLASH

When the book hit the
shelves,  the  reaction
was electric. Millions of
women saw their  own
lives  reflected  in  its
pages.  Letters  poured
into  Friedan’s  home,
with  women  thanking
her  for  naming  their

silent  suffering.  To
those  wondering  who
wrote The Feminine
Mystique,  the answer
became  synonymous
with courage and truth-
telling. The book spent
six weeks at the top of
the  New  York  Times
bestseller list and sold
over  three  mi l l ion
copies  in  its  first  few
years.
However, the book also
drew  significant
criticism.  Conservative
voices accused Friedan
o f  d e v a l u i n g
motherhood and family
l i f e .  S o m e  l a b o r
activists felt  her focus
on  educated  white
women  ignored  the
struggles  of  working-
class  women.  Later,
second-wave  feminists
of  color,  such  as  bell
h o o k s ,  c r i t i q u e d
Friedan  for  failing  to
address  the  unique
experiences  of  Black
women and women of
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low  socioeconomic
status.  Despite  these
v a l i d  c r i t i q u e s ,
acknowledging  who
wrote The Feminine
Mystique  remains
c r u c i a l  f o r
understanding  the
foundation  of  modern
feminism, even as the
movement  evolved  to
b e c o m e  m o r e
inclusive.

FROM AUTHOR TO
ACTIVIST:
FRIEDAN’S LEGACY

The  success  of  the
book propelled Friedan
into a leadership role.
She  leveraged  the
momentum  of  The
Feminine  Mystique
t o  c o - f o u n d  t h e
National  Organization
for  Women  (NOW)  in
1966,  serving  as  its
first president. She also
helped  organize  the
nationwide  Women’s
Strike for Equality in
1 9 7 0  a n d  w a s  a

leading  voice  in  the
fight  for  the  Equal
Rights  Amendment
(ERA).
I t  i s  impor tan t  to
separate  the  author
from  her  creation.
While  Betty  Friedan
wrote  the  book  that
launched a  revolution,
her  later  career  was
m a r k e d  b y  b o t h
t r i u m p h s  a n d
controversies.  She
clashed  with  other
feminist  leaders  over
issues of lesbian rights
and the role of men in
t h e  m o v e m e n t .
Nevertheless,  her
status as the mother of
second-wave  feminism
is  undeniable.  When
h i s to ry  asks  who
wrote The Feminine
Mystique,  the answer
is not just a name, but
a symbol of resistance
against conformity.
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Why the
Question
Still
Matters

Today
In  an  age  of  digital
activism  and  ongoing
debates  about  gender
equality, the origins of
the  movement  remain
r e l e v a n t .  Y o u n g
readers discovering the
book  for  the  first  time
often ask, who wrote
T h e  F e m i n i n e
Mystique? The answer
provides a gateway to
understanding the long
arc of women’s history.
T h e  b o o k ’ s  c o r e
a r g u m e n t — t h a t
women should  not  be
defined  solely  by  their
b i o l o g y — i s  a
cornerstone of modern

gender discourse.
Furthermore, the book
serves  as  a  historical
artifact. It documents a
specific  moment  in
American culture when
t h e  p r e s s u r e  t o
conform was immense.
By understanding who
wrote The Feminine
Mystique  and  the
context  in  which  she
wrote  it ,  we  gain  a
clearer picture of  how
far  society  has  come
and how far it still has
to go.

ANALYZING THE
AUTHOR’S
RESEARCH AND
METHODOLOGY

One of the reasons the
b o o k  w a s  s o
c o m p e l l i n g  w a s
F r i e d a n ’ s  u s e  o f
evidence.  She did  not
r e l y  s o l e l y  o n
anecdotal  evidence.
S h e  s t u d i e d  t h e
psychology of Abraham
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Maslow  and  critiqued
the  func t i ona l i s t
sociology  of  Talcott
Parsons.  She analyzed
advertising  campaigns
d e s i g n e d  t o  s e l l
housewives  products
by  appealing  to  their
domestic  insecurity.
She  read  textbooks
a n d  i n t e r v i e w e d
experts.
This rigorous approach
ensured  that  when
readers  discovered
w h o  w r o t e  T h e
Feminine  Mystique,
they learned it was not
a radical polemicist but
a  serious  intellectual.
The  book’s  appendix
and  footnotes  were
packed  with  data,
making  it  difficult  for
critics  to  dismiss  as
m e r e  e m o t i o n a l
venting.  This  blend of
personal narrative and
academic rigor is what
gave  the  book  i t s
lasting  power.

Comparin
g the
Author to
Other
Feminist
Writers
To  fully  answer  the
question of who wrote
T h e  F e m i n i n e
Mystique,  it  helps  to
place Betty Friedan in
the  context  of  other
feminist  thinkers.  She
w a s  p r e c e d e d  b y
earlier writers like Mary
Wol ls tonecraf t  (A
Vindicat ion  of  the
Rights of Woman) and
Virginia Woolf (A Room
of  One’s  Own).  She
was  fo l lowed  by  a
diverse array of voices
such as Gloria Steinem,
Germaine  Greer,  and
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Angela  Davis.
While  earlier  writers
focused on legal rights
a n d  p o l i t i c a l
representation, Friedan
s h i f t e d  t h e
conversation  to  the
private  sphere—the
home,  the  bedroom,
and  the  kitchen.  She
a r g u e d  t h a t  t h e
personal  is  political,  a
p h r a s e  l a t e r
popularized  by  Carol
Hanisch. Knowing who
wrote The Feminine
Myst ique  a l l ows
readers  to  trace  this
intellectual lineage and
see  how  fem in i s t
thought  evolved  over
the 20th century.

THE BOOK IN THE
21ST CENTURY

Today, The Feminine
Mystique  is  often
assigned  in  college
courses  on  gender
studies, sociology, and
history.  However,  it  is
a l s o  f r e q u e n t l y

cr i t iqued.  Modern
readers point  out that
the  book  primari ly
reflects  the  experience
of  white,  middle-class,
heterosexual  women.
The “problem that has
no name” was largely a
problem  of  suburban
affluence.
D e s p i t e  t h e s e
limitations,  the  book
remains  a  must-read.
T h e  c e n t r a l
thesis—that  a  society
which restricts half  its
population to a single,
predefined  role  is  both
unjust and wasteful—is
a  universal  humanist
argument. To ask who
wrote The Feminine
Mystique is to begin a
broader  conversation
a b o u t  i d e n t i t y ,
freedom,  and  social
justice.
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Betty
Friedan’s
Enduring

Influence
Betty  Friedan  passed
away  on  February  4,
2 0 0 6  ( h e r  8 5 t h
birthday),  but  her
influence  endures.  She
c h a n g e d  t h e  w a y
women  think  about
themselves  and  the
way  men  think  about
women. She helped to
normalize the idea that
women  can  be  both
m o t h e r s  a n d
professionals, that they
can  be  amb i t i ous
w i t h o u t  b e i n g
“unfeminine,” and that
domestic  work  is  a
choice, not a destiny.
When  peop le  ask ,
“Who  wrote  The
Feminine Mystique?”

they are often asking,
“Who  s ta r ted  the
conversation?”  The
answer  remains  Betty
Friedan.  She  was  not
the first  woman to feel
trapped,  but  she  was
the  first  to  give  those
feelings  a  national
p l a t f o r m  a n d  a
scholarly  foundation.
S h e  t r a n s f o r m e d
private pain into public
power.

CONCLUSION: THE
WOMAN BEHIND
THE REVOLUTION

To  summarize,  the
definitive answer to the
question  who  wrote
T h e  F e m i n i n e
Mystique  is  Betty
Fr iedan.  Yet ,  that
simple answer holds a
universe  of  meaning.
She was a journalist, a
m o t h e r ,  a  S m i t h
College  graduate,  a
labor  activist,  and
eventually,  a  firebrand
for women’s rights. Her



12

12 Who Wrote The The Feminine
Mystique

2023-09-29

book  was  a  seismic
event that cracked the
foundat ion  o f  the
1 9 5 0 s  i d e a l  o f
d o m e s t i c i t y  a n d
allowed  a  new,  more
equitable  vision  of
society  to  emerge.
While  the  feminist
movement  has  grown
far  beyond  the  scope
of  Friedan’s  original
text,  her  contribution
remains  foundational.
R e a d i n g  T h e
Feminine  Mystique

today offers a powerful
glimpse into the origins
of  a  revo lut ion.  I t
reminds  us  that  ideas
have  consequences
and that sometimes, a
single book can change
the world. The journey
to understand modern
feminism begins with a
s ing le ,  e ssen t i a l
question—and now you
know  the  answer  to
that  question:  who
wrote The Feminine
Mystique.


