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THE FEMININE MYSTIQUE AND HIGHER EDUCATION
Of the many negative aspects of FM as described by Friedan, one she considered particularly alarming was its allegedly harmful effect on young women’s enthusiasm for a college education. “[T]he disuse of, the resistance to, higher education by American women finally began to show in the statistics,” she wrote in The Feminine Mystique (p. 151). Much of the responsibility lay with the post-war marriage and baby booms, but a good share of the blame was pinned squarely on the “sex-directed educators” working at all levels of the education system who were supposedly encouraging young women to prepare for getting pregnant rather than for getting a degree. As Friedan put it, “The one lesson a girl could hardly avoid learning, if she went to college between 1945 and 1960, was not to get interested, seriously interested, in anything besides getting married and having children, if she wanted to be normal, happy, adjusted, feminine...” (p. 156). In this part we analyze the statistics on women in higher education, both those cited in The Feminine Mystique and some equally relevant ones Friedan never mentioned. A number of other claims she made on the attitudes of college women will also be examined.

First, however, a few words are necessary regarding the special circumstances affecting college life in the United States in the late 1940s and 1950s. No aspect of higher education during this period can be fully understood without reference to the impact of the GI Bills. Almost 3½ million ex‑servicemen went to college on veterans’ benefits granted under this legislation, about two thirds of them on the basis of service in World War II and the other third after serving in Korea. With their tuition and books paid for and living expenses heavily subsidized – about $5.5 billion
 was disbursed to World War II veterans alone – male college enrolment and degree figures could not help but skyrocket in the years following each of the two conflicts. 

The colleges themselves chipped in with plenty of support in kind in the form of refresher courses, relaxed entrance requirements, advance credit for military training and flexible class scheduling. Every attempt was made by the administrators of higher education institutions to smooth the ex‑soldiers’ way to a college education.

And then there was the returning veteran himself. Older, more mature and more serious than his non-GI fellow students, he was highly motivated to study and less likely than the typical freshman arriving straight from high school to be deterred by academic or emotional problems. 

Finally, college opportunities for veterans also received a huge if indirect boost through GI‑Bill benefits made available to men – and for obvious reasons, all but a negligible number of those eligible were men – who used them to finish high school, thus opening the door to later post‑secondary study.

These factors were bound to seriously distort almost every higher education statistic during the two decades following 1940. The wild swings in enrolments engendered by wartime conscription and post-war demobilization also skew the data, and compulsory military service caused similar statistical complications on a smaller scale throughout the late 1940s and 1950s as many young men’s college careers were delayed or interrupted by the Selective Service system.

Although there was no simple way to adjust for these phenomena in order to discover the “true” trend in any given educational data series, at the very least one would have to acknowledge their consequences for such indicators as the relative number of female college enrolments and graduates during the 15 years or so after the war. Friedan did make fleeting references to GIs “fill[ing] the seats in colleges and universities” (p. 185) and to their great “scholastic performance” (p. 370). But in analogous fashion to her passing mention of ex-soldiers marrying on the GI Bill (see part I, section 5 herein), she did not in any way integrate these observations into her discussion of the statistics on college women. Nor did she temper her negative interpretations of the numbers with any significant appreciation of the special context created by the veterans programmes and military service.

Principal Sources

Basic data on higher education were reprinted in Historical Statistics and the annual editions of the Statistical Abstract. Other official sources referenced in the yearly Abstract volumes consisted mainly of a number of regular publications of the Office of Education (Department of Health, Education and Welfare) such as the Biennial Survey of Education, the annual Earned Degrees Conferred by Higher Educational Institutions, and various college enrolment report series. 

Friedan cited no official sources, either American or international. Much of her data were taken from the books already discussed her in the Introduction: Newcomer, Myrdal and Klein, and the ACE conference report and associated papers. Also among her sources were Sanford Nevitt’s hefty 1962 volume of collected papers entitled The American College, and the writings of sociologist Mirra Komarovsky.


*                *                *

1. College Enrolment
Perhaps the most obvious measure of women’s involvement in higher education is the proportion of women among total college enrolments. Friedan made the following two statements on this statistic: 

C21
The proportion of women attending college in comparison with men dropped from 47% in 1920 to 35% in 1958. (p. 16; also p. 385)

C22
In the very years in which higher education has become a necessity for almost everyone who wants a real function in our exploding society, the proportion of women among college students has declined, year by year. [Italics in original]. (p. 162)

The percentages given by Friedan in C21 were taken from a table in Newcomer and are reproduced below (table 23). But whereas Newcomer included six different years spread over the 38‑year period, Friedan reported only the two years marking the beginning and end of that period, thereby concealing any trends that may have emerged during the intervening four decades. The data thus omitted suggest that female enrolments had already started declining at some point in the 1920s, long before the era of FM, and were on the increase again in the middle and late 1950s, when FM was in full swing. By citing only the 1920 and 1958 figures in the context of a critique of the situation in the 1950s, Friedan was in effect inviting her readers to falsely conclude that the plunge in women’s enrolments was a purely post-World War II phenomenon attributable to FM.


Table 23. Percentage of women among college enrolments: Newcomer vs. Friedan. 
	YEAR*
	Newcomer’s

table
	Friedan

	1920....................................................................................................................
	47.3
	47   

	1930....................................................................................................................
	43.7
	

	1940....................................................................................................................
	40.2
	

	1950....................................................................................................................
	30.2
	

	1956....................................................................................................................
	34.6
	

	1958....................................................................................................................
	35.2
	35.2



* Refers to academic year beginning the previous fall (eg., ‘1920’ refers to 1919-20).

Sources: Newcomer, p. 46. Friedan, pp. 16 and 385.
In order to fully assess the trends behind Friedan’s claims in C21 and C22, we turn to more complete statistics on female enrolment given in regular government publications and summarized here in table 24. At first glance, the figures appear to confirm that the percentages of women on America’s campuses in the 1920s and into the 1930s were relatively high. But further information, some of it also found in Friedan’s sources, reveals that these seemingly impressive numbers were more apparent than real. 

To begin with, the 47% figure for female enrolments in 1919-20 was a temporary high reflecting the fact that the number of male students had not yet recovered from the disruptions caused by mobilization for World War I. As the Office of Education noted, degree statistics for that year were “greatly affected by the war,” adding that “this is especially true of curricula for men.”
 Though actual hostilities had ceased some 10 months before the start of the 1919-20 academic year, demobilization of the U.S. Army took place gradually over the course of 1919 and the practical complications of their return to civilian life would have prevented many if not most discharged soldiers from registering for college that September. 

But there was another distortion hidden in these high female percentages of an ongoing nature. According to Newcomer (p. 191), enrolment data from this era were inflated by “the large number of women attending normal schools which, in the early years of this period [i.e., the period 1900 to 1950], were rarely degree‑granting institutions.” Womanpower explained (p. 196) that “many young women who intended to teach attended teachers college or normal school for only one or two years, which were then sufficient to meet the requirements for certification.” As a result, even though women accounted for close to half of all college students in the 1920s, they were earning only about one‑third of the degrees.

Table 24. Percentage of women among total college enrolments, and percentage of veterans among male and total college enrolments.

	YEAR
	% women among total enrolments 
	VETERANS
	YEAR
	% women among total enrolments
	VETERANS

	
	
	% of male enrolments
	% of total enrolments
	
	
	% of male enrolments
	% of total enrolments

	1919-20....
	47.3
	-
	-
	1949..........
	29.6
	49.5
	34.9

	1929-30.....
	43.7
	-
	-
	1950..........
	31.7
	36.5
	24.9

	1931-32.....
	42.2
	-
	-
	1951..........
	33.9
	27.8
	18.4

	1933-34.....
	41.7
	-
	-
	1952..........
	35.4
	16.8
	10.8

	1935-36.....
	41.3
	-
	-
	1953..........
	36.4
	19.6
	12.5

	1937-38.....
	40.5
	-
	-
	1954..........
	36.2
	23.1
	14.8

	1939-40.....
	40.2
	-
	-
	1955..........
	34.8
	25.8
	16.8

	1941-42.....
	41.7
	-
	-
	1956..........
	34.6
	24.6
	16.1

	1943-44.....
	49.9
	-
	-
	1957..........
	34.7
	22.3
	14.5

	1945-46.....
	44.7
	-
	-
	1958..........
	35.2
	18.0
	11.7

	1946*.........
	31.8
	76.2
	52.0
	1959..........
	36.1
	12.5
	8.0

	1947..........
	29.0
	67.7
	48.0
	1960..........
	37.1
	7.6
	4.8

	1948..........
	28.9
	59.6
	42.4
	1961..........
	37.7
	-
	-



* Beginning 1946, data are for fall of year.


Sources: 1919-20 to 1945-46, Biennial Survey of Education, 1940-42, vol. II, ch. 4, table 1 and idem, 1948-50, ch. 4, table 1. 1946-60, Opening (Fall) Enrollment in Higher Education, 1960: Analytic Report, table 5. 1961, Opening (Fall) Enrollment in Higher Education, 1961: Institutional Data. Veterans, Statistical Abstract: 1949, table 145; idem, 1951, table 145; idem, 1954, table 154; idem, 1959, table 337; idem, 1961, table 348.

Data from the Biennial Survey of Education shed further light on the scale of this gap between enrolments and degrees. In 1920, when the proportion of female enrolments was ostensibly at its height, 41% of these women were registered at teachers’ colleges, and only 4% of these institutions’ female “graduates” that year earned bachelor’s degrees. Indeed, the other 96%, who received lower-level diplomas typically requiring only two years of study, actually outnumbered female bachelor’s degree recipients from all higher education institutions combined.

By 1930, the situation had evolved considerably. While enrolments had increased dramatically at other types of colleges, the number of women at teachers colleges and normal schools had stagnated and now accounted for only 28% of all female college students. As indicated in Newcomer (table 23 above), this was reflected in a noticeable drop in women among all college enrolments. Nevertheless, teaching-diploma recipients in 1930 still made up a sizeable 46% of all female graduates. 

The downward trend in women among all enrolments continued through the 1930s, according to biennial data given here in table 24. By 1940 only 18% of female college students were at teachers colleges, and the proportion of women among students at all colleges had fallen to a level more or less in line with that of women among bachelor’s degree recipients, or about 40%. It is this 1940 figure which therefore more truly represents the position of women in higher education before World War II. Friedan’s nostalgic celebration of 1920 as the heyday of feminine zeal for advanced learning was quite unjustified, based as it was on the high numbers of women in non‑degree studies.
 

During World War II, the female share of enrolments briefly shot upwards, but returning ex‑servicemen on the GI Bill sent it into a nosedive once the conflict was over. The effect is evident in table 24, which shows that the majority of male students enrolled between 1946 and 1949 were veterans. Women had no sooner started to regain their position among enrolments in the early 1950s than a second wave of GIs, this time from the Korean War, hit the nation’s campuses. The return of women to their pre-war level in the student body was set back once again.

It was not until 1960 that the proportion of GI-Bill-subsidized ex-serviceman among male students finally fell below the 10-percent mark; for 10 of the previous 14 years it had been above 20%, and had reached as high as 76%.
 The proportion of women among all college registrants had in fact been rising steadily since 1957, and the Office of Education considered the increase important enough to single it out as one of the highlights of its 1960 fall enrolment report:


The number of women students is rising more rapidly than the number of men students. Women’s enrollment, which in 1960 was about two-fifths of all degree-credit enrollment, showed an increase of 9.0 percent from 1959 to 1960 as compared with 4.5% for men. Since 1955, relative increases in enrollment were 43.8% for women and 29.9 percent for men.
 

Thus, by 1961 female enrolments had reached 37.7% of the total (table 24), not far behind the level of 1940. In the light of all these data there was simply no justification for Friedan’s conclusion that “the proportion of women among college students has declined, year by year.” 


*                *

For all its fundamental importance, the proportion of total enrolments accounted for by women is not necessarily the best indicator of women’s determination to go to college at any given moment. This is because total enrolment figures for a particular year include students at all levels of undergraduate and graduate work who began their studies over a period of several years, and thus represent a range of ages and even generations. An alternative and in some ways more appropriate measure of young women’s enthusiasm for going to college at a specific time is the proportion of women among first-time enrolments (also called entrants). 

As with total enrolment, data on first-time enrolment were found in the Office of Education’s annual fall enrolment report, and are shown here in table 25. In 1939, the only pre-war year for which numbers compatible with those of later years were available by sex, women constituted 40.2% of first-time enrollments. This percentage fell in the late 1940s and 1950s under the crush of male GI Bill enrolments, but the authors of the 1960 enrolment report noted an upward trend similar to that in total enrolment:


Recent increases in first-time enrollment have also favored women. Beginning with the enrollment increase from 1955 to 1956, the relative gain in women’s first-time enrollment each year has been greater than that for men. From 1955 to 1960, the relative gain was 50.8 percent for women and 29.7 percent for men.

These gains were such that by 1959 the female proportion of first-time students was actually a tad higher than the pre-war figure. Furthermore, since this proportion was climbing every year after 1955, an observer in 1961 would have had no trouble concluding that women among total enrolments (table 24) would continue to rise into the 1960s and, barring another major military crisis, would soon return to their pre-World War II high. Friedan, unfortunately, did not draw that conclusion.


Table 25. Percentage of women among first-time college enrolments.

	YEAR
	Percent
	YEAR
	Percent

	1939...................................................
	40.2
	1954...................................................
	38.8

	1946...................................................
	28.2
	1955...................................................
	38.0

	1947...................................................
	32.5
	1956...................................................
	38.3

	1948...................................................
	35.0
	1957...................................................
	39.0

	1949...................................................
	36.0
	1958...................................................
	40.0

	1950...................................................
	38.1
	1959...................................................
	40.7

	1951...................................................
	38.9
	1960...................................................
	41.6

	1952...................................................
	39.7
	1961...................................................
	41.9

	1953...................................................
	39.7
	 
	



Sources: 1939-1960, Opening (Fall) Enrollment in Higher Education, 1960: Analytic Report. 1961, Opening (Fall) Enrollment in Higher Education, 1961: Institutional Data.

*                  *

Friedan claimed to have discovered further evidence of women’s alleged resistance to higher education after the war in the form of certain trends in the number of women’s colleges: 

C23
Five women’s colleges had closed; 21 had become co-educational; 2 had become junior colleges (p. 385; see also p. 151).

It should first be noted that data on the closure of colleges and changes in their status are extremely unreliable as indicators of trends in enrolment. The disappearance of women’s colleges does not necessarily mean that fewer women were registering for higher education; in fact, it could very well coincide with an increase. And this was precisely what occurred. In Newcomer’s discussion of women’s colleges, from which Friedan took her figures in C23, a table on enrolment by type of institution (p. 49) showed that while students in women’s colleges slipped from 106,000 in 1939-40 to 98,000 in 1956-57, female enrolments in all higher education institutions jumped from 601 thousand to 1.02 million.

Moreover, Newcomer’s comments on these trends (p. 38ff) suggest that the disappearance of women’s colleges began well before FM. The paragraph containing the figures Friedan cited began by noting that “the number of private, independent, four-year liberal arts colleges for women, other than the Roman Catholic institutions, has declined since 1930” (p. 38). 

Newcomer’s next paragraph began with the observation that “[T]he men’s colleges of this class (i.e., four-year, independent, non-Catholic, liberal arts institutions) show a similar trend.” She went on to explain that the decline in single-sex colleges was initially the result of the fall in enrolments experienced by some of them because of the depression. This trend reappeared in the post-war period because of a general shift towards co-education: 

The principal reason given by both men’s and women’s institutions for making the change [to co-education] is declining enrolment. A second important consideration has been pressure from local residents of the excluded sex who cannot afford to go away from home for their college course. A third reason, mentioned by the presidents of both former men’s and women’s colleges in a few instances, is that they wished to go on record as being opposed to “segregation.” (p. 38)

Yet another reason for the decline was the practical convenience for couples of being able to go to the same college. And finally, 

Now that women are freely admitted to the great majority of institutions, the original function of the women’s colleges is not important. The public coeducational institutions are cheaper. And it is clear that the majority of students – men and women both – prefer coeducation today. There is no indication that the majority of women ever preferred the separate institutions (p. 50). 

In short, nothing in Newcomer linked the closure of women’s colleges to a fall in women going to college: on the contrary, the closures were clearly shown to have coincided with an increase, and were attributed to a decline in the attractiveness of the often elite single-sex institutions. 

2. College degrees   

There exists another obvious measure of women in college on which data had always been easily available, and which moreover was featured prominently in a large table in Womanpower: the percentage of women among recipients of first degrees. Amazingly, apart from a couple of vague claims about the decline in female professional and sociology graduates, Friedan never mentioned this most fundamental of higher education statistics.

Official data on this indicator are given here in table 26, taken mostly from the Womanpower table. The 1920 figure, and to a lesser degree that of 1930, confirm the extent to which the high total enrolment percentages for those years (table 24 above) exaggerated the presence of women in college by including non-degree certificate students at normal schools. 

The post-war degree figures were broadly consistent with enrolment data in reflecting the negative impact on college women’s numbers of the GI Bills. In the early 1950s women graduates began to rebound from the first wave of WWII veterans, but during 1957 to 1960 the female share of total degrees was once again depressed by the second, Korean wave of ex‑servicemen who had begun their studies a few years earlier. During 1953 to 1957, these vets constituted anywhere from 14% to 24% of all male entrants.
 And as already noted, ex-GIs generally had greater personal and financial resources to see themselves through to the end of a four year course than did the average girl of 17 or 18 fresh out of high school. It would have been surprising, then, had the proportion of women degree recipients not been lower in the late 1950s than its pre-war high.
 

Nevertheless, by the late 1950s the number of first‑time veteran students was dwindling, and one could already predict that within a few years women graduates would return (with, of course, a four year delay) to the 40-percent level reached just before World War II.
 

Table 26. Percentage of women among recipients of bachelor’s and first professional degrees.
	YEAR
	Percent
	YEAR
	Percent

	1920...................................................
	34.2
	1953...................................................
	34.1

	1930...................................................
	39.9
	1954...................................................
	36.0

	1940...................................................
	41.3
	1955...................................................
	36.1

	1948...................................................
	35.3
	1956...................................................
	35.9

	1949...................................................
	27.9
	1957...................................................
	34.6

	1950...................................................
	24.0
	1958...................................................
	33.6

	1951...................................................
	27.3
	1959...................................................
	33.8

	1952...................................................
	31.6
	1960...................................................
	35.3



Sources: 1920-1955, Womanpower, table 17 (p. 197). 1956-1959, Statistical Abstract, annual table “Earned degrees conferred”. 1960, Summary Report on Bachelor’s and Higher Degrees, 1959-60. 

3. College dropouts
Another relevant statistic for gauging commitment to higher education is the rate at which students drop out of college. In principle, this rate is derived simply by comparing conferred-degree data for a given year with first-time enrolment data four years previous, though in practice there are a series of difficulties that make an accurate calculation difficult. For Friedan, the dropout rate held particular importance because of her belief that most young women who went to college in the 1950s had little interest in it as an intellectual or professional experience, and were attending just long enough to find a husband.
 Some of the qualitative aspects of dropping out will be discussed later in section 11 below; here, we concentrate on the quantitative side of Friedan’s allegations. 

Specific references to a female college dropout rate were made by Friedan in the following three citations:

C24
By the mid-fifties, 60 percent [of female students] dropped out of college to marry, or because they were afraid too much education would be a marriage bar. (p. 16)

C25
Two out of three girls who entered college were dropping out before they even finished. (p. 150)

C26
In the fifties, women also dropped out of college at a faster rate than men: only thirty-seven percent of the women graduated [i.e., 63% dropped out], in contrast to fifty-five percent of the men [i.e., 45% dropped out]. By the sixties, an equal proportion of boys was dropping out of college. But, in this era of keen competition for college seats, the one girl who enters college for every two boys is “more highly selected”, and less likely to be dropped from college for academic failure. (p. 162-3)

The first and second statements put the female dropout rate at 60% and two thirds, respectively. No doubt they were approximate references to the more precise figure of 63% given in the third, more elaborate statement (C26), and it is this citation which will be analyzed here. It contains a series of errors and distortions whose dissection will occupy the next several pages.

We begin with the actual numbers. Friedan makes two separate comparisons of male and female dropout rates – or rather, graduation rates, which are just 100% minus the dropout rate. The first comparison was said to be for “the fifties” while the second supposedly applied “by the sixties.” 

The graduation rates in the first comparison – 37% for women and 55% for men – were taken from a well-known study headed by psychologist Dael Wolfle and published in 1954. They appeared in the bottom row of a table, reproduced here as table 27, containing data on the educational attainment of teenagers who had achieved very high I.Q. scores on the Army General Classification Test (AGCT). Wolfle interpreted these data in the accompanying text:

Students who receive doctors’ degrees average about 130 on the AGCT scale, a score substantially higher than that of the average college graduate, and far above the average score of the population at large. Less than 7 per cent of the population scores as high, and only slightly more than a quarter of college graduates scores so high. 

   Information on how well the United States is educating this top-level group is given in Table VI.13 [see table 27 below]. Of approximately 2,200,000 persons who reach the age of 18 each year, some 152,000 score 130 or higher. The intelligence distributions of boys and girls are nearly the same, so each sex can claim approximately half of this group. At this intelligence level the number of boys who finish high school is approximately the same as the number of girls. But thereafter a large sex difference appears. Nearly two-thirds of the boys enter college and 55 per cent graduate. But only 42 per cent of the girls enter college and only 37 per cent graduate. (p. 182) 

The first point of significance for present purposes is that Friedan’s percentages, found in the last two sentences of this passage from Wolfle, applied to a highly limited group: less than 7% of the population, who would account for slightly more than a quarter of college graduates. Only about 18% of all those who entered college were members of this exclusive club.
 

More importantly, the cited percentages did not refer to college dropouts, but rather to those among this elite group of young people who make it through all three stages in the college degree process: high school graduation, college entrance and college graduation. As can be seen from the middle two rows of Wolfle’s table, many of them could not have been college dropouts for the simple reason that they had never gone to college in the first place. 

To obtain actual college dropout percentages from Wolfle’s numbers was just a matter of comparing the number of graduates with the number of entrants, as given in the bottom two rows of the table. These numbers yield dropout rates for men and women that were identical at 12.5%. The “large sex difference” that Wolfle referred to occurred not in college, but rather at the transition point between high school and college. The 18-point gap between the 55% of boys and 37% of girls who eventually got degrees was thus entirely due to the fact that a larger proportion of female than male high school graduates simply do not enter college at all. 

This sex difference in the numbers entering college was, of course, an issue of legitimate concern as well, and indeed will be taken up in the next section. The point here is that not going to college and dropping out of college are two different educational phenomena with different causes and statistical measures, and substituting one for the other in any kind of calculation or comparison would obviously yield meaningless results. It seems that Friedan, already committed to the idea that women in the 1950s were going to college mainly in order to get married, seized upon what she thought was statistical reinforcement for this notion in the form of a high female dropout rate without properly examining the data. For what Wolfle was in fact saying was that male and female dropout rates were the same.


Table 27. Facsimile of table in Wolfle (p. 183).

Table VI.13. Estimated Educational Attainment of Boys and Girls with AGCT Scores of 130 or Higher
	
	Boys
	Girls
	Both Sexes

	
	Annual

Number
	Per

Cent
	Annual

Number
	Per

Cent
	Annual

Number
	Per

Cent

	In age group of 2,200,000
	76,000
	100
	76,000
	100
	152,000
	100

	Finish high school
	74,000
	97
	74,000
	97
	148,000
	97

	Enter college
	48,000
	63
	32,000
	42
	 80,000
	53

	Graduate from college
	42,000
	55
	28,000
	37
	 70,000
	46




*

Since the college dropout data just considered applied only to an unrepresentative 18% of college entrants, or less than one in five, the next logical step would be to look at the Wolfle study’s findings for entrants as a whole. These were given in the following passage (p. 163-4): 


In the fall of 1952, 60 per cent of the students who were attending college for the first time were men and 40 per cent were women. There was a slight remaining influence of the wave of veterans from World War II and an unknown number of men students who were getting into college before being called for induction. Normally the male percentage could be expected to be a little smaller, but what is “normal” now is largely a guess. Of all students enrolled during the academic year 1952-53, 65 per cent were men and 35 per cent women. These figures were influenced by the presence of 233,000 World War II veterans who were still in college and universities. Of the non-veteran population, 60 per cent were men and 40 per cent women. The same ratio obtained in 1941.


Among college graduates, the normal sex ratio can be estimated at 60 men to 40 women. During the years since 1942 there have been great departures from that ratio, and the ratio itself has been slowly changing over time. In 1900, 32 per cent of bachelors’ and first professional degrees went to women; in 1920, 34 per cent; and in 1940, 40 per cent. Men are more likely to graduate from college than are women, but the difference is diminishing.
Briefly put, Wolfle estimated that women generally constituted about 40% of college entrants, enrolments and graduates. In other words, in his view women were maintaining the same proportion from entrance through to graduation. This necessarily means that the male and female dropout rates for students of all ability levels combined must have been equal. 

The significance of Wolfle’s result is limited, however, by its obviously approximate nature. The estimate of 40% is simply the pre-war Office of Education percentage already noted here in previous tables. Unable, as he admitted, to determine what the “normal” post-war percentages would be owing to the complicating presence of GI Bill veterans, Wolfle had little choice but to assume that the 40% figure continued to hold. That he did not have any more precise information at his disposal is reflected in the fact that the two passages from his study which have been cited here contain virtually his only statistics on male-female differences in educational attainment. All of his other figures and tables refer to persons generally without distinction by sex. 

Once one is aware of these limitations, Wolfle’s figures in table 27 for high-ability teenagers – the same figures used by Friedan – can be seen for what they really are. In rows 3 and 4 of the table, females make up exactly 40% of the total who both enter and graduate from college. Wolfle was simply applying his estimate of 40 women per 100 for college students as a whole to those students who were members of this elite ability classification. Whichever set of Wolfle’s results one used, then, the dropout rates derived from them would be, to use his words, largely a guess.

But perhaps most damaging of all to Friedan’s allegations is that, given Wolfle’s explanation in the above-quoted passage, his dropout data could not really be said to refer to “the fifties.” If anything, they applied roughly to the late 1930s, and were simply projected forward in the absence of reliable figures free of the influence of veterans for the early post-war period. Wolfle intended them to serve as broad estimates of a general tendency, not firm statistics that could be attributed to a well-defined period of time. Needless to say, such estimates could not tell us anything about the impact of FM.

This very approximate quality both of the time reference and of the dropout percentages themselves was consistent with the nature of Wolfle’s research, of which Friedan evidently was not aware. Undertaken as a broad survey of highly trained personnel in the U.S., Wolfle’s study devoted considerable effort to determining the level of education reached by young people in the various ability categories, with little concern for sex differences. Because of the many difficulties inherent in obtaining education data broken down by ability, a very general, composite picture had to be pieced together using a diverse collection of intelligence tests and follow-up studies. As Wolfle pointed out in various places in his study – notably the preface, chapter VI, and Appendix G – most of this material dated back to the 1930s and 1940s. Indeed, the study he considered the most valuable to his findings was published in 1942 and reported on young people who had reached college-entrance age in 1929 (p. 311).


*

Consider now the second dropout rate comparison in C26, which came ultimately from an Office of Education study prepared by E.R. Iffert. Unlike Wolfle, Iffert’s research was dedicated entirely to the dropout problem and his report was then the most representative and in-depth source of data on the topic that had ever been published. The central conclusion of his research, that male and female dropout rates were indeed equal, was presented by Friedan as applying “by the sixties”. Her source, however, was not the Iffert study itself but rather a second-hand account taken from a historical survey of dropout studies by John Summerskill that was published in The American College. Describing Iffert’s investigation, Summerskill wrote that 

this survey covered attrition [i.e., dropping out] among a sample of 12,667 students who entered 149 institutions of higher learning in 1950. The central findings indicate that these schools lost approximately half their students in the succeeding four years and graduated only 39.5% in four years. (p. 630) 

On the facing page (p. 631) Summerskill again referred to Iffert:
The most recent nationwide survey found attrition rates of 61% for college men and 59% for college women, a difference that is not significant according to Iffert (1957). 

In the first of these two passages we immediately encounter a problem: the students covered by the survey started college in 1950. How, then, could Friedan say that the survey applied to college dropouts “by the sixties”? Simple oversight might at first seem to be the answer, but in the second passage – the one actually cited by Friedan – we see that Summerskill gave the publication date of Iffert’s study in his parenthetical reference at the end of the sentence. Friedan did not have to rummage through the footnotes, or notice the first passage on the facing page, to realize that the study clearly was not dealing with dropouts “by the sixties.” In fact, the only sixties connection in sight was the fact that Summerskill’s article happened to be published in 1962.

Friedan thus misconstrued the dropout data given in Iffert as well as in Wolfle, and in doing so found herself facing an imaginary dilemma. If Wolfle showed the female dropout rate “in the fifties” to be 18 points higher than that of males, and Iffert then demonstrated that “by the sixties” the rates had equalled out, the implication – she reasoned – was that the 1950s witnessed the elimination of a large college-dropout gender gap rather than the creation or worsening of one. Obviously, this was totally at odds with the image of FM and its effect on women in higher education that Friedan wanted to promote, so somehow the Iffert result had to be explained away. 

The “explanation” Friedan came up with (in C26) was that the dropout rates had equalled out by the 1960s simply because female enrolments had declined by then to a hard core who were “more highly selected” than the men. Since we now know that the two studies in fact agreed that male and female dropout rates were the same, an analysis of Friedan’s attempted explanation will throw no light on the actual post-war dropout situation, but it is a worthwhile exercise here for what it reveals about her research methods. 

We begin with her evidence for women’s greater selectedness by the 1960s. It was based on another observation in Summerskill (p. 632), which reads as follows: 

College women are more highly selected and are characterized by better grades and less academic failure (Harris, 1940; Sheeder, 1939; Summerskill et al., 1955; Wayne University, 1955). 

Several difficulties arise in this passage. The first was identical to the problem encountered with the previous quote from Summerskill, and just as obvious: the publication dates of his four sources as given at the end of the sentence ruled out the possibility that any of them could have related to students “by the sixties”. 

As for the sources themselves, the two published in 1955 each covered only one college and were therefore next-to-useless as evidence for the country as a whole, while Harris’ 1940 survey article contained a diverse body of general evidence from a large assortment of studies using no common methodology and featuring results going back as far as the 1920s. 

At a more analytical level, merely noting that women students were more highly selected than men was itself of no importance here; to prove the alleged closing of the alleged dropout gap, Friedan would have had to show that women had become more selected relative to men over the course of the 1950s. Summerskill’s 1962 remarks just quoted above said nothing about such an evolution, and his four sources, given their dates of publication, simply could not have. His intention was clearly to point out a general tendency unrelated to any specific time period.

Finally, even had an increase in female students’ relative selectedness been discovered, Friedan would then have had to show that it was large enough to plausibly account for the elimination of a dropout gap of 18 percentage points. It was hardly sufficient just to observe vaguely that “in this era of keen competition for college seats, [only] one girl... enters college for every two boys” (C26). In any case, as has already been shown here in table 25, females “by the sixties” were 40% of entrants, not one third, and this figure had actually risen slightly over the 1950s. If anything, this suggested that women students’ relative selectedness had decreased. Friedan was no doubt influenced on this point by her erroneous belief (see C21 and C22) that female enrolments were in decline.

It is clear, then, that Friedan’s greater selectedness argument could not have justified the closing of a gender gap in dropout rates over the 1950s, had such a gap actually existed. In fact, the very notion that the difference between male and female dropout rates could change by 18 percentage points in only ten years or so should have raised Friedan’s suspicions. It seems more than likely that Friedan simply jumped on Summerskill’s brief observation about selectedness as a convenient means of explaining away the imagined contradiction between Iffert and Wolfle, and thereby salvaging the allegation of high female dropouts, without any regard for the applicability of the data involved or how such an explanation might work.


*                *

Having cleared away Friedan’s numerous confusions, the only useful result we are left with is Iffert’s finding that male and female college students in the early 1950s were dropping out at about the same rate. But this, too, was not definitive. Iffert proceeded by calculating the percentage of men and women who graduated four years after first entering college. This meant that a few students who were in programmes of more than four years duration, most of whom were men, were counted as dropouts. And so were those male students who were conscripted or volunteered for service in the Korean war. As Summerskill pointed out (p. 642), however, the threat of military service influenced other men to stay on at college when they otherwise would have quit, so the net result was anyone’s guess.

Women at college were also affected by the war. Iffert noted (p. 2, 90-1) that many married and then accompanied their servicemen husbands so as to be with them at their military posts. Together with other women who left college to take a full-time job, these females made up the largest single group among the 31% of dropouts of both sexes who indicated they planned to return to their studies at a later date. Those who actually did return would be following in the footsteps of the considerable number of wives who, according to Iffert (p. 91), went back to college after quitting for similar reasons during World War II.

In the end, though, how male and female dropout rates compared in the 1950s was not particularly relevant per se; what really counted for this and most of the other statistics considered here was whether the comparison had changed since before World War II. In this case, unfortunately, any observed change would be difficult to interpret because of the large numbers of college women before that war who were pursuing teaching credentials that did not require four years of study. Just as counting them all as college students produced an artificially high percentage of female enrolments, counting them all here as college dropouts because they left after two or three years would yield an artificially inflated female dropout rate. 

Another difficulty in making an FM/pre-FM comparison was finding a pre-war dropout survey comparable to Iffert’s. Not only would the methodology have had to be similar, but, like Iffert, the study would have had to cover a large enough number of institutions to be reasonably representative of the nation’s colleges. The absence of any such study was specifically mentioned by Iffert as the reason he chose not to include any historical comparisons in his report.

One way around these obstacles would have been to use the annual series of graduation rates published in the Office of Education’s annual report on earned degrees conferred. These rates were derived simply by dividing the number of first-time enrolments in a given year by the number of first-degree graduates four years later, a procedure broadly equivalent to Iffert’s. Though the earliest year for which the necessary data were available was 1939, the effect of the war on enrolments and degrees was such that the freshman class of 1945 was the first whose results could be considered as indicative.

The graduation rates for 1945 through 1956 – the latter being the latest year available, given the four-year time lag involved – are shown in table 28. They reveal that women were finishing their degrees (or dropping out) at a more or less steady rate since the end of World War II. Though this does not say anything directly about the dropout situation before the war, Friedan’s claims would lead us to expect a decline in the female graduation rate as FM took shape over the 11‑year period. The absence of any such trend suggests either that the FM attitude to college emerged full‑blown immediately after the war – an unlikely occurrence – or that there was not, in fact, any change in women dropping out as compared with the pre-FM era.

The corresponding graduation rate series for men is also given in table 28, but it is highly unreliable because of the twin impacts of war-time mobilization and returning GIs. In some years, as the Office of Education noted, these two factors were responsible for male rates much higher than would otherwise have been the case.
 The least distorted statistics were those for the freshmen whose four years of study began in 1956, a period without any military crisis and an ever-declining number of veterans. The graduation rates for that year’s first-time registrants were 57.3% for men and 50.3% for women – a much smaller gap than that between the misinterpreted figures of 55% and 37% respectively that Friedan took from Wolfle (C26).  


Table 28. Graduation rate, by year of first-time enrolment (%).
	YEAR OF FIRST-TIME ENROLMENT
	Men*
	Women

	1945....................................................................................................................
	97.5
	49.6

	1946....................................................................................................................
	66.0
	52.8

	1947....................................................................................................................
	69.8
	54.4

	1948....................................................................................................................
	61.4
	52.8

	1949....................................................................................................................
	56.2
	51.9

	1950....................................................................................................................
	58.6
	53.5

	1951....................................................................................................................
	65.5
	54.1

	1952....................................................................................................................
	61.7
	52.4

	1953....................................................................................................................
	63.9
	50.7

	1954....................................................................................................................
	61.0
	48.8

	1955....................................................................................................................
	59.1
	49.1

	1956....................................................................................................................
	57.3
	50.3



* Unreliable (see text).

Sources: 1945-55, Earned Degrees Conferred in Higher Educational Institutions, 1958-1959, table 1. 1956, derived from first-time enrolment and first-degree data (see tables 25 and 26 above). 
But even in 1956, the influence of GIs was far from negligible, for ex-servicemen still made up somewhere between 16% and 24% of freshmen males.
 As the Office of Education had observed in regard to World War II veterans, these men were “reputed to be unusually persistent in obtaining their degrees.”
 It was found, in fact, that between 67% and 72% of them completed their degrees, a considerably higher proportion than for other students.
 

The significant presence of veterans through the mid-1950s would thus account for at least some of the gap in the graduation rate between the two sexes, as it did for the closely-related relative decline in women earning first degrees. This underlines one of the distinct advantages of Iffert’s study: by excluding GIs from his data, he avoided comparing girls straight out of high school with a male student body that included many highly subsidized, life-hardened former soldiers. In that sense, his finding that dropout rates for men and women were equal was more trustworthy than the figures in table 28.

4. High school graduates continuing on to college
Yet another statistic used by Friedan as an indicator of women’s interest in higher education was the percentage of high school graduates going on to college. This concept was at issue in the following three citations: 

C27
Of the brightest forty per cent of U.S. high-school graduates, only half went on to college; of the half who stopped, two out of three were girls. [italics in original] (p. 161)

C28
Of the top ten per cent of graduates of Indiana high schools in 1955, only 15 per cent of the boys did not continue their education: thirty-six per cent of the girls did not go on. (p. 162)

C29
The extent of the retrogression of American women can also be measured in terms of their failure to develop to their own potential. According to Womanpower, of all the young women capable of doing college work, only one out of four goes to college, compared to one out of two men; ... [italics in original] (p. 385)

The first statement (C27), according to Friedan, was based on the Wolfle study. And indeed, Wolfle did find (pp. 174 and 176, and Appendix G) that only about half of the brightest 40% of high school graduates go on to college. But he said nothing about males versus females. And like his other data, Wolfle’s figures on high school graduates and college entrants were highly approximate and referred to an ill-defined period encompassing both post-war and pre-war years, thus rendering them of no use for making judgements about FM.  

The second statement (C28) is also useless as it stands: however lamentable the situation in 1955 might have been – in Indiana, at any rate – Friedan once again gave no pre-war comparison from which conclusions about FM could be drawn.

Friedan’s third statement (C29), by virtue of its reference to a “retrogression”, implicitly recognizes the importance of a historical comparison, but as in the other two citations she did not provide one. Furthermore, Womanpower was referring to the proportion of high school graduates capable of college work who graduate from, rather than simply enter, college. (p. 208).

In all three of these citations, the focus was confined to young people in the higher ability levels. A number of studies on students categorized by marks or intelligence were carried out in the 1950s, reflecting an understandable concern with the waste of youthful intellectual talent. Unfortunately, these studies were fraught with methodological difficulties, and the results of any one of them were rarely directly comparable with those of another. This is illustrated by the studies involved in the above citations. In Wolfle (C27), teenagers were classified by intelligence test scores, and it was assumed that an equal number from each sex were in the top 7% (see section 3 above). The Womanpower figures referred to all teenagers “capable of college work” and involved a similar assumption about equal numbers from both sexes.
  But in the Indiana study (C28),
 high school students were classified according to their marks, and the authors found that in the top 10% the girls outnumbered the boys by a 2-to-1 margin.
 

However interesting the results of these various investigations might have been, then, problems of non-comparability would likely have hindered their use for the analysis of the impact of FM on high school graduates going to college even had Friedan produced data from ability-based studies for the pre-World War II period. 

A different approach to the question which does lead to useful results involves comparing the data on first-time enrolments in the fall of a given year with the published figures on high school graduates for the previous June. The resulting proportion was given regularly in the Biennial Survey of Education for the two sexes combined, and it was a simple matter to derive separate percentages for each of them. Such figures would tell us nothing about students of a particular ability level, but since FM was apparently a general social phenomenon the results for young people as a whole were presumably of much greater relevance.

The necessary numbers were available for 1939, and for every other year from 1946 through 1958. As shown in table 29, 24.8% of female graduates from all high schools went directly on to college in 1939. During the late 1940s the proportion was 31% to 32%, rising steadily thereafter to 40% in 1958. This constitutes an increase of over 61% for the entire 19-year period. Female high school graduates were thus going on to college in ever-increasing proportions during the 1950s, and in considerably higher proportions than before the war. In this sense, young American women were definitely not in “retrogression.”


Table 29. High school graduates continuing on to college. 
	YEAR 
	ALL HIGH SCHOOLS 
	PUBLIC

HIGH

SCHOOLS

	
	Men*

(%)
	Women

(%)
	Ratio,

men to

women
	Ratio,

men to

women

	1939...........................................................
	41.3 
	24.8 
	1.67 
	-  

	1946...........................................................
	  107.0 
	32.1 
	3.34 
	3.37 

	1948...........................................................
	65.7 
	31.7 
	2.07 
	2.07 

	1950...........................................................
	56.0 
	31.3 
	1.80 
	1.79 

	1952...........................................................
	56.9 
	34.0 
	1.67 
	1.68 

	1954...........................................................
	63.1 
	36.9 
	1.71 
	1.70 

	1956...........................................................
	65.7 
	37.7 
	1.74 
	1.71 

	1958...........................................................
	64.6 
	40.0 
	1.61 
	1.58 

	1960...........................................................
	-  
	-  
	-  
	1.48 



* Unreliable (see text).

Sources: All high school graduates, 1939-48, Biennial Survey of Education, 1946-48, ch.1, table 12; 1950-58, Statistical Abstract: 1961, table 162. Public high school graduates, 1946-56, Biennial Survey of Education, 1954-1956, ch. 2, table D; 1958-60, Preliminary Statistics of State School Systems, 1959-1960, table 3. First-time enrolments, see table 25 above.
Comparing the proportions of female high school graduates who went on to college with the corresponding figures for males is a more complicated matter. For one thing, there was the influence of a changing economic structure to contend with. As Newcomer noted (p. 46-7), many boys traditionally went into manual work where training was given on the job, and therefore had little incentive to finish high school. For girls, on the other hand, a high school certificate led to jobs as teachers or in clerical work. As a result, fewer boys than girls would stay on to finish high school, and the boys who did were therefore more “selected” for higher studies. It was thus not surprising that in 1939 more male than female high school graduates went on to college (table 29).

But in the post-war era, high school graduation was becoming more and more important for boys, while for girls, opportunities were expanding in a wide range of white-collar jobs and careers both for high school and college graduates. In the face of such changes, it was difficult to evaluate what the “normal” relationship should have been between male and female high school graduates going on to college in the 1950s for purposes of making a fair comparison with the pre-war situation. 

As for the data themselves, military service once again had the effect of blurring the evidence all through the late 1940s and 1950s. The varying numbers of young men from year to year who were inducted into the armed forces straight from high school or who returned to civilian life and college study affected the trend shown in table 29, yielding, in the extreme case of 1946, a nonsensical figure of 107%. And as was demonstrated earlier, veterans drawing GI Bill benefits still made up 16% of all male freshmen as late as the fall of 1957.
 This not only aggravated the complicating influence of male college entrants who were not coming straight from high school, but also raised the total number of men who were able to enter college. 

With these complications as an unavoidable backdrop, the proportions of male and female high school graduates going on to college can be compared over time by expressing them as a ratio for each year, as shown in table 29. When data from all American high schools are employed, the ratio of male to female college-bound graduates works out to be 1.61 in 1958, the latest year available and the one most removed from the distorting influences of military service and GIs. This figure is below the 1939 ratio of 1.67, suggesting that by the late 1950s the college-going ambitions of female high-school graduates relative to males were very slightly greater than for females relative to males of the pre-war period.

Because of the delays involved in collecting data from private schools, this trend could not be extended beyond 1958. But a similar trend based on the approximately 80% of American high school graduates who attended public schools could be calculated for 1946 through 1960. The result, also shown in table 29, is a series of ratios that are almost identical through 1958 to those for all schools, and reveal a decline between 1958 and 1960 as fewer GIs and more women entered the nation’s colleges.
 Thus, by 1960 the data were definitely signalling a level of ambition among female high-school graduates to go on to college that had grown relative to that of males since before the war.

5. High school dropouts
The issue of high school graduates going on to college leads to the closely related question of the proportion of young people who graduate from high school, or its inverse, the proportion who drop out. Though this is not strictly speaking a higher education statistic, its obvious relevance to higher education justifies its inclusion here. 

Friedan commented on the topic of high school dropouts in the following citation:

C30
It is more than a strange paradox... that as higher education becomes available to any women with the capacity for it, education for women has become so suspect that more and more drop out of high school and college to marry and have babies; ... (p. 67-8) 

The allegation that more and more females were dropping out of high school was contradicted by data in one of Friedan’s principal sources. A table of high school statistics in Womanpower (p. 169) showed that, whereas in 1940 only 54% of all 17-year-old girls graduated, about 61% did so in 1950 and 63% in 1956, the latest year for which figures were given. 

A more regularly published statistic for measuring the tendency to drop out is the percentage of youths aged 14 to 17 who are attending school. Data on this could be found in the Current Population Survey (CPS) annual report on school enrolment, the Statistical Abstract, and Historical Statistics, and are shown here in table 30. They reveal that between 1940 and 1960, female school enrolment was steadily increasing, meaning that the proportion dropping out was in fact steadily declining.


Table 30. Percentage of females aged 14 to 17 enrolled in school. 
	YEAR
	%
	YEAR
	%

	1940....................................................
	79.7
	1953....................................................
	85.0

	1945....................................................
	78.7
	1954....................................................
	85.4

	1946....................................................
	80.1
	1955....................................................
	85.2

	1947....................................................
	79.8
	1956....................................................
	87.3

	1948....................................................
	81.7
	1957....................................................
	87.8

	1949....................................................
	80.7
	1958....................................................
	87.6

	1950....................................................
	82.2
	1959....................................................
	89.0

	1951....................................................
	85.2
	1960....................................................
	89.2

	1952....................................................
	85.0
	 
	



Sources: 1940-57, Historical Statistics, p. 214. 1958-60 in Statistical Abstract: 1961, table 131, and corresponding tables in earlier editions.

6. Older college students
In part I, it was shown how women in the 1950s were marrying and seeing their last child off to school at younger ages than was the case in previous decades. This raised questions about whether these women, once freed of the demands of caring for their pre-schoolers, would take up (or return to) college-level study. In the following citation, Friedan expressed her view on the matter in no uncertain terms:

C32
Advanced educators in the early 1960’s have their own cheerful fantasies about postponing women’s education until after they have had their babies; ...(p. 181)

These “cheerful fantasies” were in fact a growing reality in the 1950s as far as three of Friedan’s sources were concerned. Newcomer twice mentioned the new phenomenon of older women taking up professional training (p. 173-4 and p. 248), and references to women enrolling in or graduating from college when in their late twenties or older are found both in Womanpower (p. 198, 265) and in the ACE Conference Report (p. 79-80). 

The latter two sources both cited the findings of a widely discussed survey of 1955 female college graduates published by the Department of Labor’s Women’s Bureau. As described in Womanpower (p. 198):

Many persons graduate from college when they are in their later twenties or early thirties. For example, 19 percent of the women who received bachelor’s degrees in June, 1955, are reported to have been 23 to 29 years old, and another 8 percent were 30 or over. 

ACE conference official and participant Esther Lloyd-Jones also mentioned these findings, and in another paper on the ACE’s research she referred to the 8% of female graduates who were 30 or older as a “quite amazing figure.”
 Follow-up surveys on the classes of 1956 and 1957 showed that the percentage who were at least 30 rose to 8.6% and then 9.2%. And half of these women were 40 or older.

Lloyd-Jones presented some additional figures to the ACE conference highlighting the growing phenomenon of older female students, this time taken from the CPS annual report on school enrolment. Similar data from the 1960 report (reprinted in the Statistical Abstract) showed that in 1950, only 1.9% of women enrolled in college were between 30 and 34 years of age, but by 1960 this figure had almost tripled to 5.4%.

There was, then, a fair bit of evidence in Friedan’s own sources as well as in official publications to suggest that an increasing proportion of women were going to college after marrying and having children. Friedan herself briefly acknowledged that “more and more women” were doing so, but not until just eight pages from the end of her book (p. 364), and almost 200 pages after her extended discussion of women and education (chapter 7) in which she left the reader with the firm impression that on this (and every other) higher education measure the evidence was universally grim. In her final comments Friedan proposed a “new life plan for women” in which, among other things, she enumerated the difficulties facing older women considering college and made a number of interesting and valuable suggestions for greatly easing the process. But the data on the growth of the phenomenon were nevertheless impressive, and if they led some educators to engage in cheerful fantasies, ignoring this same information led Friedan – until the last minute, at least – to indulge in some very cheerless ones.

One of the suggestions made by Friedan in her closing discussion for encouraging mature women to take up college is particularly interesting here: the creation of “a national education program, similar to the GI Bill, for women” (p. 370). Such a policy, had it been politically feasible at the time, would have constituted an excellent way of correcting the unintentional but inevitable gender imbalances created by the GI benefits. What is so curious is that Friedan did not pursue the hypothesis that it was precisely these veterans’ programmes, rather than some new post-war mentality, which were the main cause of women’s relative decline in the nation’s colleges (not to mention in various other aspects of life, as is amply demonstrated elsewhere in this critique). No doubt by the time Friedan wrote these final observations in The Feminine Mystique, the main analysis contained in the rest of the book was already fully formed in her mind and committed to paper.

7. Graduate Study
The next two citations deal with the number of women in graduate school. First is the following statement regarding doctoral degrees:

C33
Less than 1 out of 10 doctorates were granted to women [in 1956], compared to 1 in 6 in 1920, 13 percent in 1940. 


(p. 385). 

During the 1920s and 1930s, women were averaging a little over 14% of all doctorates granted; in the 1950s, the figure was 10%. There is no way of calculating the relative importance of the various factors that may have contributed to this decline, but as with college enrolments there can be no doubt that the GI Bills played a significant role. In the case of advanced degrees, however, the effect was double. For in addition to the direct effect of financial support for graduate study, the Bills had been creating an unusually large base of men with undergraduate degrees from which to draw graduate students ever since the late 1940s, as can be deduced from the percentages shown here in table 26. Given the length of time involved in completing a PhD, it should have been obvious to Friedan that the number of women among doctorates would remain below pre-World War II levels into the late 1960s.

An additional factor in the relative decline of women getting doctorates may have been the increasing amount of time required to earn them. This was noted in a study of Radcliffe alumnae mentioned in the ACE conference report (p. 61) and discussed in Newcomer (p. 201-2):

During approximately the first two decades [of the 20th century], attaining the doctorate in three years was normal. Very few accomplish that feat nowadays, and those who do are generally in the sciences. For Radcliffe Ph.D.’s in the decade 1946-1955, the median number of years has been six.
 

The study’s authors suggested that part of the reason for the longer time period may have been that entrance requirements had become stiffer and the quantity of knowledge greater. Whatever the explanation, it was well known that female enrolments had always been relatively sensitive to the duration of studies. In this sense, if post-war doctorates took twice as long to complete as did those of earlier decades, the two degrees were comparable only in name. Had the more onerous demands existed for pre-war women, their share of all PhDs may well have been just as low as that of 1950s women.  

Finally, data on doctorates should be kept in their proper perspective: in the 1950s, the PhD was still very much the preserve of a small elite. In 1960, more than forty bachelor’s and first professional degrees were granted for every doctorate. While the latter undoubtedly gave access to high level positions in the academic world, the trend in first degrees was clearly the better general indicator of women’s college-going behaviour.


*                *

Friedan claimed to have found the following results on women and graduate study in the 1960 Mount Holyoke College survey, already discussed here in Part I: 

C34
Before 1942, two-thirds or more of the graduates went on to further study; that proportion has steadily declined. Few, in recent classes, have won advanced degrees in the arts, sciences, law, medicine, education, compared to the 40 per cent in 1937. (p. 360).

What the Mount Holyoke survey report actually said about post-1937 alumnae was that “although more recent classes report a smaller proportion who have gone on to further study – about half the class – it is likely that as these alumnae re-enter the ranks of the employed, the figures will rise” (p. 82). This observation stemmed from the fact that two of the three post-1937 classes surveyed were the classes of 1952 and 1957, whose members at the time the survey was conducted (1960) were only about 29 or 24 years old, respectively.

As for alumnae earning advanced degrees, the report did not state that “few” among the post-1937 graduates had done so, but rather, fewer than in previous classes – an important distinction. And they had earned fewer degrees for the same reason fewer had yet gone on to graduate school, as just explained in the previous paragraph. Furthermore, these younger alumnae were part of the generation of women who were completing their families at a younger age and returning to college after age 30 in ever greater numbers. Which is precisely why the Mount Holyoke report concluded that “the figures will rise.”

Of course, Mount Holyoke was just one small college, and as we saw in part I (see C9), drawing general conclusions about college women on such a basis was inadvisable. There was no simple, standard method of calculating how many graduates went on to advanced study, but one possible solution that would provide the necessary historical perspective was to compare the number of women who had completed five or more years of college graduates with those who had completed only four. Census Bureau publications on educational attainment reported the necessary data for 1940 and 1959. In the latter year, among women aged 25 to 29 – who in most cases would have finished their first degree in the early mid-1950s – those with at least five years of college amounted to 22.5% of those who had only four. By contrast, the corresponding figure for the same age group in 1940 was only 18.8%.
 This would suggest that contrary to Friedan’s assertion, women graduating in the 1950s were in fact more likely to go on to graduate school than those who graduated in the 1930s. 

8. Subjects of study
Friedan devoted considerable space in chapter 7 of The Feminine Mystique to criticism of the type of courses women were taking or majoring in during the 1950s. For the most part, these comments were little more than a pastiche of snippets from interviews with college students and administrators, plus some excerpts from the writings of certain educational theorists. Other than a brief discussion of the decline of women in sociology (p. 384), the only hard evidence Friedan offered on what subjects women were studying was contained in the following citation:

C35
In 1956, 3 out of 5 women in the coeducational colleges were taking secretarial, nursing, home economics, or education courses. (p. 385)

This is Friedan’s rendition of the latter part of the following passage from Newcomer (p. 67):

The most convincing evidence of the emphasis placed on occupational training is the record of the students’ major fields. This is discussed at length later. It is sufficient to note here that among the graduates of 1956 more than three-fifths of the women had specialized in education, secretarial courses, nursing, and home economics. [Underlining corresponds to words cited by Friedan].

Note first of all that Friedan made three careless alterations to the original: Newcomer explicitly referred to graduates in 1956, not students in college; the women indicated were more than 3 out of 5; and the figure applied to all colleges, not just co-ed ones. 

Friedan offered these data as part of her evidence for young women’s supposed “disuse of” and “resistance to” higher education. The point, presumably, was that too many college women in the 1950s were retreating into the traditionally feminine fields, but this was a rather feeble way of demonstrating it. Why focus only on these four rather arbitrarily chosen majors? If they accounted for three out of five students, what were the other two out of five studying? And how did these numbers compare to college women before the war?

Even if a claim based on only four fields were indicative of anything, the usefulness of the formulation in C35 is limited by the absence of individual percentages for the four. There is, after all, quite a professional difference between education or nursing on the one hand, and secretarial studies on the other. In this regard, note how Friedan placed secretarial courses first in the list of four fields and education last, which the reader would quite likely interpret as a reflection of their relative importance. In the original sentence in Newcomer, education was first, and for good reason: Office of Education statistics showed it to be the major of 45% of female graduates in 1956. As for nursing and home economics, they each claimed between 4% and 5%, while secretarial studies accounted for a mere 1.1%.
 

When these four percentages are combined, another problem becomes apparent: they add up to about 55%, or rather less than the “more than three-fifths” (60+ %) mentioned by Newcomer. It turns out in this case that Newcomer herself made an error, but from her words as quoted above it was clear that these comments were just a brief observation on a matter to be taken up again later in her book. Which is what she did, accurately and in considerable depth, on more than one occasion. The following example was the most relevant one:

The polls [
] show that occupational training held first place in the minds of parents who were planning to send their daughters to college, and the fields of student concentration in college reflect the same concern. Among the women graduates of 1956, 45 per cent specialized in education. And adding to education all the fields directed specifically toward some occupation, including the healing arts and medical sciences, home economics, business, social work, public administration, engineering, library science, and journalism, more than three-fifths (63 per cent) of the women graduates are accounted for. Nor does this include large numbers of students preparing for high school teaching, since these usually major in English, mathematics, history, science, languages and other subjects that they plan to teach. (p. 178-9)  

Newcomer’s point here was plainly to demonstrate that more than three out of five women graduates had chosen business or career fields – not to mention the “large numbers” preparing for high school teaching by taking various academic programmes. Ironically, what Friedan apparently thought was evidence for the abandonment of career-oriented fields was meant by Newcomer to be evidence that such fields were just what the majority of women were pursuing.

But in the final analysis, overlooking Newcomer’s accurate and more detailed description of women’s choice of majors (or perhaps, choosing to ignore it) is a side issue. The real point is that no serious attempt to convey a clear impression of what women were majoring in could rely on the sort of cursory, one-sentence summary Friedan offered in C35. A proper portrayal would have to begin with some sort of definition of which subject choices indicated a career-oriented or “serious” student, followed by figures on the percentages of female students enrolled in them, either major by major or as a whole. 

Of course, any such definition would inevitably be subjective and no attempt is made to provide one here, though the definition implicit in Newcomer’s passage above seems quite reasonable. But for present purposes, defining career-oriented or serious subjects was of questionable utility for a more practical reason. As Wolfle explained, until the late 1940s the official data on graduates’ majors were incomplete, not to mention unreliable. Making comparisons of the FM years with the pre-FM period based on the partial data in the Biennial Survey of Education would therefore have been highly complicated and, for the non-specialist at least, not recommended.

Plenty of relatively reliable data on what women were studying were readily available for the post-war period, however. From 1949 onwards, every issue of the Statistical Abstract included a table of figures on graduates by major, based on the even more detailed information in the Office of Education’s annual Earned Degrees Conferred, the original source indicated both in the Abstract and in Newcomer. 

Beginning in 1956, Earned Degrees Conferred also reported on certain courses which Friedan considered to be of little professional or intellectual value but which she claimed were increasingly typical of the limited aspirations of 1950s college women. Chapter 7 of The Feminine Mystique contains numerous disparaging references to such courses as marriage and family life (p. 156), food and nutrition, textiles and clothing, child-development (all on p. 160), institutional dietetics (p. 166), and home economics (p. 155).

What the Office of Education’s data show is that, however many women undergraduates might have been taking a course or two in these areas, the proportion who were majoring in them after World War II was both small and getting smaller. Only 4.2% of first degrees going to women in 1956 were in home economics, and by 1960 the figure was down to 3.1%. In fact, according to the agency’s biennial survey of home economics enrolments the number of women majoring in the field had been stagnating since at least 1949, falling from 6% of all female enrolments in that year to 3.6% in 1959.
  

Furthermore, these home economics data include the courses in child development and family relations, clothing and textiles, foods and nutrition, and institution management that Friedan so lamented. Together, these four sub-categories accounted for a mere 1.2% of all 1956 graduates, and 1.1% in 1960. As for secretarial studies, degrees in this subject fell from the 1.1% of all female baccalaureates in 1956 noted above, to less than nine-tenths of one percent by 1960.
 

As regards historical comparisons, some pre-war numbers on home economics graduates were available for contrasting with the 1950s data, keeping in mind the potential problem of comparability between data for the two periods. According to figures in the Biennial Survey of Education, at least 7.7% of first degrees awarded to females in 1939-40 were in this subject,
 clearly higher than the proportions just given for the 1950s. 

Another source on home economics students prior to the war was the 1952 Havemann and West survey, mentioned in at least six of Friedan’s sources and considered by Wolfle to be a useful repository of pre-war degree information in the absence of complete official data.
 The survey found that the percentage of all women graduates receiving degrees in home economics was rising during the decades before 1948, reaching 9% or 10% of those who were at college in the 1930s and early 1940s (p. 29). The decline during the FM-permeated 1950s thus appears to have been a reversal of a pre-FM trend, quite the opposite of what Friedan’s critique would have led us to expect.

9. Professional degrees
Because of Friedan’s particular concern for women in the professions, the question of women studying for professional degrees is taken up separately in this section. According to Friedan, 

C36
Fewer and fewer college women were preparing for any career or profession requiring more than the most casual commitment. (p. 150). 

A similar claim is found in the following reference:

C37
... the increasing millions of young women who are not skilled or educated for work in any profession. (p. 388).

These two rather vague statements were formulated in somewhat more specific terms in a third assertion about the post-World War II years:

C38
Not since before World War I have the percentages of American women receiving professional degrees been as consistently low as in this period. (p. 385)

Friedan did not indicate her sources for this allegation, but it bears a striking resemblance to the following sentence in an American Sociological Review article she quoted from on a different matter (p. 384):

To find percentages of Ph.D.s granted to women as consistently low as those prevailing since 1940 requires inspection of pre-World War I records.
 

Confusing PhDs with professional degrees is a serious error, as the two categories are obviously very different both in definition and in number. In 1959, for example, there were only about 9,400 doctorates awarded in the entire U.S. in all fields combined, while degrees in engineering, medicine, and law – to name just three professions – totalled 56,000 graduates, or six times as many.

Whatever might have been Friedan’s source for C38, certain factors have to be taken into account when investigating the trends in women earning professional degrees. First, there had been a long-term decline in the relative popularity of the “learned” professions such as medicine, law, and dentistry among both male and female students as a result of the increasing number and variety of programmes on offer at American colleges, most notably in education, the social sciences, and business. This suggests that there would be little point in looking at the trend in women earning professional degrees as a percentage of women earning all types of degrees, or of the female population.  

Another important factor was the absence of an established, official definition of what constituted a professional degree. This is analogous to the problem encountered above of defining “serious” or career-oriented courses.
 And even if there had been such a definition, its value would have been limited by the fact that many students who would eventually work in professional occupations graduated in non-professional fields. For example, engineers and other high-level technical professionals often took their degrees in the theoretical sciences.

But perhaps the most limiting factor was the lack of complete data on specific majors for the pre-World War II years, as noted in the previous section. This meant that deriving any statistical trends depended on the extent to which the partial data, of varying degrees of completeness, could be considered as representative samples of graduates in a particular professional course.

Given these obstacles, the safest statistic derivable from these data was the percentage of women among graduates on a profession-by-profession basis. As it happened, just such percentages were conveniently available to Friedan in Newcomer (p. 179), who derived them for a number of fields she referred to as “men’s professions,” a designation that presumably would make them of particular interest to Friedan. Newcomer arranged her data in a table for the years 1930 and 1956, and are shown here in table 31.
 

The results are a mixed bag. The propensity of women to go into these nine traditionally male professional fields did not show any consistent trend either up or down. What is amply clear, though, is that both before and during the era of FM there were relatively few female students choosing to study these fields. It is curious that Friedan completely ignored these data, which were featured conspicuously in one of her sources and dealt directly with her allegations. 

Some interesting results on this subject were also to be had from the Havemann and West survey. There, it was found that the percentage of pre-FM women college graduates with professional degrees was very small. Less than one half of one percent of female graduates had degrees in either engineering, dentistry, or law, while only 1% had graduated in medicine (p. 8). Like Newcomer’s table, these findings strongly suggest that even before the post-war growth in the variety of course offerings, the pre-FM generations of college women could hardly be said to have displayed a significant interest in the professions.


Table 31. Women among all graduates in “men’s” professions (%).

	PROFESSION
	1930
	1956

	Engineering.........................................................................................................
	0.02
	0.3 

	Dentistry.............................................................................................................
	2.1
	1.2 

	Forestry...............................................................................................................
	0.3 
	0.4 

	Law.....................................................................................................................
	4.8 
	3.7 

	Architecture.........................................................................................................
	1.3 
	5.3 

	Theology.............................................................................................................
	5.6 
	1.5 

	Medicine (MD) ...................................................................................................
	4.6 
	5.2 

	Veterinary Medicine............................................................................................
	nil
	1.8 

	Pharmacy............................................................................................................
	7.8 
	10.7 



Source: Newcomer, table 12 (p. 179).

*                *

Given the lack of an established definition of professional education, another basic statistic may also be of interest. In the 1950s a college degree in almost any subject was still a reasonable guarantee of getting a higher level job. Some perspective on women’s professional intentions would thus be afforded simply by comparing the proportion of young women in the 1950s obtaining degrees with the corresponding proportion for a pre-war date.

Data on this proportion was published in the periodic CPS reports on educational attainment. In 1940, the earliest year for which data were available, only 4.9% of women aged 25 to 29 had four or more years of college; by 1959, that figure had risen to 7.5%. If these and the other figures in table 32 are any indication, more and more young women in the 1950s were preparing for careers, not fewer.

Table 32. Percentage of women aged 25 to 29 with at least four years of college.

	YEAR
	Percent

	1940................................................................................................................................................
	4.9

	1950................................................................................................................................................
	5.8

	1952................................................................................................................................................
	6.7

	1957................................................................................................................................................
	7.4

	1959................................................................................................................................................
	7.5



Sources: CPS P-20 No. 99, table 3, and P-20 No. 77, table 1.

*                *

All the data on professions discussed so far refer to degrees, but figures on professional course enrolments were also published. These have the advantage of registering changes in trends more immediately than do degree figures. For the post-World War II years such information was available for at least two professions of particular interest. 

The first was engineering, for which enrolments were the subject of an annual report by the Office of Education. According to the 1960 edition, women as a proportion of all engineering enrolments had been rising since the first report appeared for 1949, albeit with a levelling off after 1957.
 To be sure, it was noted that the actual proportion was still “meager” at no more than six‑tenths of one percent, but as Newcomer’s data suggested (table 31 above), the pre-war situation was considerably worse.     

The second professional course on which post-war enrolment data was available was medicine. The standard source for medical school enrolments, cited in Historical Statistics (p. 31), was the annual report on medical education published in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA). It showed that between 1925 and 1940, the proportion of women among medical students oscillated between 4.3% and 5.3%. During the 1950s, even though there was an unusually large number of men with undergraduate degrees – the basic requirement for medical school admission – this proportion remained above 5%.
 

On enrolments in professional schools generally during the late 1950s, the Office of Education’s enrolment report for 1960 had this to say:

It is of interest that the largest 5-year relative gains in enrollment by women in 4-year institutions occurred in the technological schools and in the miscellaneous group of “other professional” schools (medicine, law, business, pharmacy, optometry, etc.) and particularly in publicly controlled institutions in these two categories. Since these are the two types of institutions which enroll the highest proportions of men, the data indicate an increasing trend in the direction of preparation of women for entry into the professions toward which these schools are oriented.

The actual numbers of these women students were still small, but the mere fact that there was an uptrend, and one significant enough for the Office of Education to remark upon it, contradicts the tone of Friedan’s comments on the subject. The report made no references to the context of this increase, but another government agency offered some highly relevant information on a familiar topic not yet mentioned in this section: men on the GI Bill.

According to the annual report of the Administrator of Veterans Affairs for 1960, Korean veterans had opted heavily for scientific and other fields that required extensive training:

The scientific field has attracted a quarter million Korean conflict trainees. Of this group, 183,000 selected engineering and 46,000 selected other physical and natural science objectives, such as chemistry, geology, physics, and biology.  

Further data in this report suggested that another 46,000 GIs chose law, 76,000 took accounting and 60,000 opted for the medical professions.
 Figures like these, and similar ones for World War II veterans, were bound to have had a negative impact on the proportion of women among those getting professional and other technical degrees from the end of the war until well into the mid‑1950s. Only by the latter part of the decade was the above-noted relative uptrend in women enrolling in these courses a realistic expectation.

10. International Comparisons
In order to strengthen her argument that there had been a decline in American women’s interest in higher education, Friedan made a startling comparison with other Western countries:

C39
If the present situation continues, American women may soon rank among the most “backward” women in the world. The U.S. is probably the only nation where the proportion of women gaining higher education has decreased in the past 20 years; it has steadily increased in Sweden, Britain, and France, as well as the emerging nations of Asia and the Communist countries. By the 1950’s, a larger proportion of French women were obtaining higher education than American women; ... (p. 385)

C40
And in the other countries today, girls are as hungry as boys for the [college] education that is the road to the future. (p. 184) 
Friedan’s source for her claims in C39 was a table in Myrdal and Klein, reproduced here as table 33, that compared the proportion of women among students in higher education in Sweden, Britain, France and the U.S. As can be seen, the data they gave spanned a period of 15 years rather than the 20 indicated by Friedan.

Much more serious than this minor arithmetic error was the way Friedan tried to pass off these data as evidence that a decline in American college women compared to other countries was then a current phenomenon. This was done by using phrases like “in the past 20 years” and “if the present situation continues”, not telling the reader that Myrdal and Klein’s latest figures referred to 1952-53, or almost ten years before she completed her research.

A further and by now predictable complication that disqualified this use of early 1950s college enrolment data as a basis for predicting a decline of American women into international backwardness was the influence of the GI Bills. It has already been amply demonstrated here that the serious and prolonged impact of this legislation made it unwise to attempt any sort of enrolment predictions at that time. To be sure, a disregard for the GI phenomenon was a feature of all of Friedan’s education statistics, but the defect was all the more reprehensible in this case as Myrdal and Klein explicitly warned in their table (see facsimile below) that the percentage of American women was unusually low in 1952-53 because of “the post-war veterans’ enrolment scheme.” As shown in table 24 above, it was not until after 1956 that the relative number of women at college began to recover with the dwindling of the second, Korean wave of veterans, finally overtaken the 1952 percentage in 1959. 

In addition to mentioning neither the datedness of Myrdal and Klein’s information nor their GI Bill warning, Friedan also kept silent about the actual percentages of women students given in their table for the four countries involved. In Britain, the 1952-53 figure of 24% – hardly a “steady increase” over the country’s 22% in 1937 – was much lower than the corresponding American figure of 35%. Likewise for Sweden, where women made up only 26% of students in 1952-53. Friedan’s readers, had they been informed of these proportions, would have realized that the two European countries had in fact quite some distance to go before overtaking the U.S., and very likely would not have shared her sense of impending disaster.

In the case of France, the percentage of women students was indeed larger than in the U.S., but by a mere one point. Even this small margin was illusory, however. Had Friedan checked any primary source of international higher education data instead of just relying on Myrdal and Klein, she would have encountered references to gaps in the statistics of many European countries stemming from the complicated structure of their post-secondary education systems, which in some cases could exaggerate the relative number of female students.

This was particularly true of France, where the enrolment data counted only those students registered at actual universities. Not included were many of the students attending the Grandes Ecoles and other independent institutes of advanced study. It was at these institutions, often more prestigious than the universities, that most of the overwhelmingly male-dominated engineering and technical courses were taught. The omission of these students from the published enrolment totals had the effect of indicating a misleadingly high proportion of females in France’s higher education system. 

Adjusting for this defect in the French statistics was not possible, as full data on the Grandes Ecoles did not exist. But partial figures published by the U.N. in 1958 put the proportion of women in these institutions at less than 14%.
 Had complete higher education data been available they would almost certainly have shown that the proportion of women among students in all French institutions was a few points lower than the 36% given by Myrdal and Klein, and very probably lower than the 35% for American women.


Table 33. Facsimile of table in Myrdal and Klein (p. 33).


Table 5  PERCENTAGE OF WOMEN STUDENTS IN HIGHER EDUCATION, 1953 AND 1937
	
	Percentage of females

in total number 

of students,

1952/53
	Percentage of females

in total number 

of students,

1937

	
	
	

	U.S.A.*
	35
	40

	Great Britain
	24
	22

	France
	36
	29

	Sweden
	26
	17



* The relative decline of the proportion of women students in higher education, in comparison with 1937, is due to the post-war veterans’ enrolment scheme.


Source: UNESCO Statistical Division.


More generally, the claims made by Friedan in C39 are a good example of her willingness to use a given set of data because it was conveniently at hand in one of her sources, even though it was both out of date and limited in scope. The three foreign countries examined by Myrdal and Klein hardly constituted a wide enough comparison to justify Friedan’s sweeping conclusion about America’s backward international standing. 

Myrdal and Klein’s table of data did contain at least one piece of information that Friedan most definitely should have used: the reference to UNESCO as the original source. The United Nations agency’s main publication on education statistics at the time was the triennial World Survey of Education. The 1961 edition (volume III) of the World Survey was particularly valuable here for two reasons: first, for most countries – though not France, unfortunately – it included figures for teacher training and technical or engineering courses often given outside the regular university system; and second, the figures for these courses were broken down according to whether they were college-equivalent or lower level.
 

The latest data given in the 1961 World Survey were for 1957-58, and are displayed here in table 34 for a number of Western countries. In none of them were girls “as hungry as boys” for a college education, as Friedan put it (C40), but in relative terms the figures do show that American girls were probably the hungriest. And GI Bill registrants were still 22% of male college students in the U.S. in 1957-58, more than the 17% in 1952-53, the year of Myrdal and Klein’s figures (see tables 24 and 33 above). Only France, with its distorted data, showed proportionally more women in its college student population.
 

As for the “emerging nations of Asia”, also invoked in C39 as possible candidates for overtaking the U.S. in terms of women in college, Friedan gave no statistical specifics, no sources and no idea of which particular countries she had in mind. Data in the World Survey show that apart perhaps from Thailand, where women in 1957 made up 29.1% of all higher education students, no Asian country even came close to the American proportion of 35%. In Burma and Iraq, between 20% and 25% of students were female in the mid-1950s, but the rest of the 18 Asian countries for which satisfactory data were available reported that women accounted for less than 20% and as low as just 7% of their college campus populations.
 In comparison with both Asia and the Western countries, therefore, it was simply nonsense to suggest that American women were in danger of becoming among the most “backward” in the world as regards college enrolments. 

Table 34. Percentage of women among higher education enrolments in selected Western countries, 1957-58.
	COUNTRY
	Percent
	COUNTRY
	Percent

	United States.......................................
	34.8
	France*...............................................
	38.1

	Australia..............................................
	21.1
	Germany.............................................
	20.6

	Austria................................................
	21.6
	Netherlands.........................................
	26.2

	Belgium..............................................
	27.3
	Italy....................................................
	28.1

	Canada..........................................….
	29.1
	New Zealand.......................................
	33.4

	Denmark.............................................
	29.3
	Norway...............................................
	28.4

	England and Wales..............................
	26.7
	Sweden...............................................
	31.4



* Overestimate; see text.


Source: World Survey of Education, vol. III (1961), ch. VIII.

*                *

The international data discussed so far all refer to the proportion of women among total enrolments in higher education. In C39, however, Friedan described them as “the proportion of women gaining higher education.” This in fact is a different concept, but obviously a closely related and very relevant one. How the United States compared to other countries on this statistic was the subject of a brief discussion in Womanpower. After noting that men were in the majority in American colleges, the authors observed: 

Yet, there has been less dissimilarity in college attendance and graduation between the sexes in the United States than in most other western societies. Even where, as in France, Italy, and England, the ratio of women to men students is roughly similar to that in the United States [
], a much smaller proportion of the total population is enrolled in colleges and universities. From a comparative point of view, the extent to which American women are educated beyond the secondary school level is quite remarkable. (p. 192).
If the number of women students relative to men was lower in most other countries than it was in the U.S., and a much smaller proportion of the other countries’ total populations were in college, then it follows – barring highly unusual population sex structures – that a much smaller proportion of their female populations were in college. 

Myrdal and Klein twice pointed out the same phenomenon, noting on one occasion “the more widespread custom of college education for girls in the United States” (p. 59), and referring on another to “the United States, where it is such a widespread practice for young women to go to college...” (p. 139).

A more precise investigation of this question would involve relating the number of enrolments to an arbitrarily defined “college age” population, commonly taken to mean persons between 18 and 24. Figures on this age group for eight countries including the U.S. were given in chapter II of the World Survey. When combined with the enrolment data in chapter VIII (already used here in table 34), they confirm what was suggested both by Womanpower and by Myrdal and Klein. While more than 13% of American females aged 18 to 24 were in college in 1957, the figure ranged between 1.5% and 3% in all seven other Western countries for which figures were reported: Australia, Belgium, England and Wales, France, Germany, the Netherlands, and Norway. The other industrialized countries would have displayed similar percentages, and the Asian countries would have been far lower.

If, as Womanpower stated in the passage cited above, America truly was quite remarkable for its high proportion of women in higher education, then perhaps equally remarkable was the fact that Friedan ignored this comment while citing other more convenient comments from the same chapter. Her accusation that American women might soon rank among the world’s most backward was, at least as far as higher education was concerned, quite simply bizarre. 

11. Attitudes of college women 
The various claims that have been examined so far constitute a statistical framework of sorts for analyzing Friedan’s overall case that young women in the 1950s were losing interest in higher education. The remainder of her arguments examined here depart from this focus on hard numbers to deal with certain aspects of the mentality of female college students at the time. These arguments were based on a collage of fragmentary and anecdotal evidence from Friedan’s interviews with students and faculty at Smith and other colleges, shored up by passages gleaned from the writings of the “sex-directed educators” and observations found in various other studies.

Central among these studies was a series of reports on research conducted in the early 1950s involving students, recent graduates and pre-war alumnae of Vassar College. Sponsored by the Mellon Foundation and published in The American College and the Journal of Social Issues,
 these studies were based largely on samples of 40 or 50 volunteers who, it was admitted by one of the researchers, “cannot be assumed to be representative of their fellow alumnae”.
 In this regard it was also noted that at Vassar, “upper-middle and lower-upper-class standing applies to the greater number of students.”
 The findings of these studies were thus based on women who not only were not necessarily representative of Vassar students, but who almost certainly were not representative of American college women generally.

Despite these limitations, Friedan cited these findings without reservation on several occasions, as will be seen in the following pages.


*                *

An important issue in Friedan’s discussion of higher education whose statistical dimensions have already been analyzed here at length was that of college dropouts. In the following citation, Friedan pronounces on the apparent reasons for this phenomenon among women:

C41
Women drop out, as David Riesman says, either to marry or because they fear too much education is a “marriage bar.” (p. 163; see also C24, C30).

Friedan did not mention the source of Riesman’s comment, leaving the reader with no idea of the context in which it was made. Did it apply specifically to the post-war period? To women students generally, or just those at certain kinds of colleges or of certain social backgrounds? Was marriage the primary cause of dropping out, or just one of many reasons? Were Riesman’s remarks based on a formal study, or simply on casual observation and not intended to be definitive? Without such information, this claim is of little utility.

A more relevant quotation might have been Newcomer’s brief comment on the “marriage bar” in the late 1950s: “more and more college men regard a college-educated wife as an asset, socially and economically” (p. 234). 

But by far the most serious investigation then available of the reasons involved in both male and female withdrawals from college was found in Iffert’s dropout study, discussed earlier in section 3. Iffert found that 49% of female dropouts planned to be married soon, 37% took a full-time job, 36% had financial problems, 33% lacked interest in their studies, 32% cited family finances, 1% joined the armed forces, and varying percentages listed other reasons.
 Informative as these percentages might at first seem, they point up a major weakness of such data. Summerskill’s article, the immediate source of Friedan’s dropout figures (C26), explained:

From existing data there is no way accurately to determine the percentage of dropouts for whom such motivational factors are of crucial importance. ... The percentage totals here [i.e., in Iffert], as in most similar studies, exceed 100, indicating that the individuals were classified more than once. This is due, in part, to a lack of distinction between reasons and outcomes, e.g., a dropout classified as dissatisfied with his studies is also classified as having entered military service. It is owing, in part, to multicausality which operates in the dropout process. ... The complexity of available data thus prohibits any precise statement about the percentage of dropouts attributable to motivational factors. (p. 638)
A few pages later, Summerskill added that “tabulations of reasons into neat, mutually exclusive categories (e.g., X% academic reasons + Y% financial reasons + Z% medical reasons = 100% of dropouts) simply do not cope with the realities of college dropouts and are of little value” (p. 649). As for the marriage bar, he noted that there was “a dearth of research” on dating and marriage patterns as they related to dropping out (p. 645).

A fundamental cause of the aforementioned lack of distinction between reasons and outcomes involved the basic willingness of students to disclose their true motives for quitting college. Summerskill mentioned the frequent use of “academic reasons” and “medical reasons” as official explanations for more complicated or unpleasant causes of student withdrawals (p. 637, 646). It is not hard to imagine that many would have preferred to say they were getting married or joining the army instead of having to divulge some other, more embarrassing reason, especially if marriage or the military did genuinely figure in their future plans. 

This was all the more likely in the case of the Iffert study, as participants were questioned about their motives for withdrawing almost three years after their original registration. Since the study showed that more than three quarters of all the women who did drop out had done so during their first two years at college,
 many would indeed have married in the interim period of one to almost three years and would have had little trouble convincing themselves after the fact that this was their “real” reason for quitting.

It should be clear, then, that Iffert’s figure of 49% of women dropouts planning to get married could not be taken literally. Did they drop out in order to get married, or did they simply decide that it was time to settle down and marry now that they were no longer at college? An analogous problem arises in interpreting the true motivation of the 45% of male dropouts who enlisted for military service. And, as already mentioned, many of these men married and brought their college wives to live with them on post, thus increasing the number of female dropouts relative to times such as the 1920s and 1930s when military service was not a factor.

Newcomer also discussed the question of women abandoning their studies to get married, although her evidence was rather anecdotal. She gave the example (p. 214-5) of Vassar College in 1957 when not more than 42 women quit for this reason. Out of a student body of 1,470
 that year, these dropouts constituted a modest 2.9%.

More observations on marriage and dropouts at Vassar appeared in one of the above-mentioned Mellon Foundation studies cited by Friedan (p. 151) on other issues. Many of those who quit, particularly at the freshman level, were said to belong to a “rebellious” category who had trouble accepting rules and regulations. Among second-year students, most of the women who withdrew were either the rebellious type, or were not academically oriented and went to college for the social life and to find a husband. But – and this is the crux of the matter – the study concluded that these women “are rather exceptions to the general type of sophomore.”
 As for third- and fourth-year students, it has already been noted here that the great majority of those who drop out do so in the first two years.


*                *

The question of college girls dropping out to get married is intimately linked to another theme to which Friedan devoted considerable attention. In the 1950s, she claimed, female college students lacked any academic curiosity or professional ambition. Instead, they were only interested in meeting boys and finding a husband. For example:

C42
[T]o professors at Vassar and Smith and Barnard, resorting to desperate means to arouse students’ interest in anything college could teach them, the girls seemed suddenly incapable of any ambition, any vision, any passion, except the pursuit of the wedding ring. In this pursuit they seemed almost desperate, as early as freshman year. [Italics in original] (p. 150).

How widespread were these opinions among the three colleges’ professors Friedan did not disclose, nor did she provide any information on the criteria for arriving at these judgements, or on whether they were the conclusions of a study or merely anecdotal.

In a similar vein, Friedan quoted a junior at Smith College, where she spent a week conducting interviews:

C43
We don’t have bull sessions about abstract things. Mostly, we talk about our dates. Anyhow, I spend three days a week off campus. There’s a boy I’m interested in. I want to be with him. (p. 153)

This anecdote is in stark contrast to what was reported by the Vassar researchers in one of the Mellon Foundation studies Friedan consulted:

Our observations on the role of young men in the lives of the students seem to run counter to what appears to be a rather universal campus “myth,” namely, that most of the time not spent in academic pursuits is spent by students discussing dates, male friends, and week-end activities involving men. Our observation about early marriage as a life goal would appear to point in this direction. It must be kept in mind, however, that for a majority of students this interest in men, despite appearances, is really quite limited. Thus, most dating and concern with men is based less on interest in the men involved than in desire to maintain prestige among fellow students by doing what is expected. Since successful participation in student culture calls for some dating and interest in men, students engage in such activities, often in fairly routine fashion. Student society frowns on “too much” dating or interest in men, a degree of interest that might interfere with adequate academic work and campus friendships.
 

Despite their limitations, these Vassar studies were systematic investigations conducted by serious academic researchers who spent rather more than a week at the campus. One can only assume, therefore, that Friedan considered the observations she made during her own brief visit to be more representative.

Another piece of alleged evidence for the new absence of intellectual curiosity or passion was taken directly from one of the Vassar studies published in The American College:

Vassar students judge our society to be about as ideal as any, especially since they have now learned that a Utopia is an impossibility and are further convinced that the wrongs in our society will gradually right themselves with little or no direct intervention on the part of women college students. [Underlining added] (p. 509).
But Friedan’s rendition of this passage (p. 151) featured an important difference – the words here shown underlined were removed, and replaced by three mute dots. This alteration effectively cut out any sense that the students had reasons for their attitude, thus creating the false impression that the study’s authors were portraying them as docile and insipid. The unabridged version suggested that, rightly or wrongly, the students had arrived at their position as a consequence of what they concluded to be true about society. And indeed, it was not at all illogical for students to shy away from the activism of previous generations in the midst of the stability and prosperity of the 1950s, when the failures of Utopian and other extreme ideologies and their often horrible consequences were still very fresh in the Western world’s collective memory.


*                *

Closely related to Friedan’s allegation that women at college in the 1950s were boy crazy was her assertion that they felt obliged to self-censor their intellectual efforts and “play dumb” in order not to damage their chances of having a normal private life:

C44
[T]he girl growing up with brains and spirit in America learns soon enough to watch her step, “to be like all the others,” not to be herself. She learns not to work too hard, think too often, ask too many questions. In high schools, in coeducational colleges, girls are reluctant to speak out in class for fear of being typed as “brains.” This phenomenon has been borne out by many studies;...(p. 173). [In attached footnote...] Research studies indicate that 40 percent of college girls “play dumb” with men. Since the ones who do not include those not excessively overburdened with intelligence, the great majority of American girls who are gifted with high intelligence evidently learn to hide it.  (p. 386)

The information from the research studies referred to in this citation was taken from Mirra Komarovsky, but her version of the evidence on playing dumb was rather different from Friedan’s:

... some 40 per cent of women undergraduates have confessed (the proportion was confirmed in two studies on widely separated college campuses) that they have occasionally “played dumb” on dates, ...
 

Note how Friedan omitted the word “occasionally” from her version of this passage, thus grossly exaggerating Komarovsky’s observation. She also cut out the words “on dates”, which enabled her to allege that Komarovsky had found playing dumb to have negative effects on co‑eds’ class participation and study effort. Of the 17 excerpts from student interviews and written submissions provided by Komarovsky as examples of this behaviour, only one involved the claim that fear of being labelled a “brain” actually made the student reluctant to speak out in class or apply herself to her studies. The other 16 excerpts referred exclusively to dating or other social activities.

And what of the other 60% of female undergraduates – the majority, in fact – who could not recall ever having “played dumb”? Some, said Komarovsky, were “girls whose interests and abilities were safely contained within the feminine stereotype.” But,

Others reported that changing standards in their social groups made it unnecessary to play down their abilities. “On our campus an A has sex appeal! Achievement whether in the classroom or in extracurricular activities adds to the popularity of the girl.” “Our problem,” said some girls, in effect, “is to live up to all the strenuous demands now made upon us by the boys, from knowing the political setup in France to playing tennis and making a glamorous appearance at the prom.” “It is my fiancé who insists that I finish college,” said one senior. “No boy I know would think of going out with girls who are not intelligent.”
 

Komarovsky did not say how these two groups compared in size, but Friedan brushed this detail aside. Without making any reference to the above-quoted paragraph, she simply calculated (see C44) that since the 60% who did not play dumb included the less intelligent group, the remaining group of bright girls must therefore have been much smaller than the 40% who were bright but did play dumb. This arbitrary assumption underlines the seriousness of concealing the fact that playing dumb was reported to be an occasional occurrence observed mainly during dating or other non‑academic activities.

In any case, it was very questionable whether one could draw any sweeping conclusions about American college women’s behaviour from Komarovsky’s two studies. One of them involved a rather modest sample of 153 students at one campus, and no information whatsoever was given on the other.
 Considering the tremendous variation noted here earlier in dropout rates from one institution to the next, any findings about social and intellectual attitudes based on small studies from one or two campuses must be taken with many grains of salt. In this regard, it is highly relevant that the one student out of the 17 interviewed by Komarovsky who said that playing dumb affected her class participation also mentioned that the campus she was at was well known for being socially hostile to “brainy” girls.
 

But there was another fundamental aspect of Komarovsky’s research that rendered her findings virtually of no use to Friedan’s thesis. “It is based on data collected in 1942 and 1943”, Komarovsky wrote in her introductory remarks.
 In other words, the findings applied to the World War II period before the onset of FM. And a wartime situation was atypical because of certain obvious factors that could easily lead to a temporary increase in such behaviour as playing dumb. Komarovsky herself brought up the general point:

A study of dating customs during World War II suggested that the effect of the war has been just this – women have taken over many of the traditionally male obligations, leaving men to enjoy all the old privileges with no strings attached. The shortage of men, conditions of wartime living, the effects of military service, the lure of the uniform – all have contributed. “Before the war,” said a young girl, “I would refuse a Saturday date if a man called as late as Friday. Now he can whistle for me at 8 o’clock on Saturday night and I’ll run.” (p. 91)
Komarovsky’s research thus not only did not relate to college students during the post-war FM years, but it also said nothing about the pre-war period that could have been used for purposes of historical comparison. 

Some relatively useful comments on the subject of playing dumb did appear in Newcomer, however, and these seemed to suggest that such behaviour was on the decline:

Simone de Beauvoir has said: “How to make the wife at once a servant and a companion is one of the problems he [the husband] will seek to solve.” For the American college man today this has apparently been decided largely in favor of the companion. It is true that some girls “play dumb” in the presence of a boy friend. But at the same time others are giving as their principle reason for wanting a college education the desire to be a real companion to a college-educated husband. (p. 234)
To be sure, this was not a scientific observation, but it does relate to the 1950s and it does include a comparison, albeit a vague one, with earlier times. Neither of which was the case with Komarovsky’s comments.
 


*                *

Another interesting and related observation based on the Vassar research appeared in one of the articles Friedan consulted in The American College. Comparing Vassar alumnae of the mid-1950s with those of the early 1930s, the article referred to the more recent graduates as exhibiting a more balanced existence:

No longer does there seem to be a group of students on the order of some of the High-Achievers of 1929 to 35, for whom the intellectual or academic life was all. Almost nonexistent today are students like those among the older alumnae who skipped lunch so they could have more time to spend in the library, or those who went through college without a date and hardly felt that they were missing anything, because their studies were so fascinating. The most dedicated of current students are likely to lead balanced lives and to have their share of recreation and social life. (p. 875). 

The reasons for this generational difference could likely be attributed to the same sort of logic that explained why students in the 1950s did not feel attracted to political activism and Utopian solutions. In condemning the change in attitudes since her own college days, Friedan failed to appreciate that students in the conservative post-war years were responding naturally to their recent history just as students of Friedan’s hungry-thirties generation responded to theirs.

This greater balance in the lives of post-war students found by the Vassar researchers extended to those who intended to go on to advanced study:

Interview studies of Vassar College undergraduates carried out by the Mellon Foundation disclose that very few of the students planning on graduate work or careers believe that such activities will make them any less eligible for marriage. These attitudes contrast rather sharply with those of students of former generations. Studies of Vassar College alumnae of earlier periods indicate that choice of graduate schooling or a career was often made with a more or less conscious awareness that such activity reduced the likelihood of marriage. (p. 853) 

The confidence of the post-war undergraduates that graduate work (or a career) would not make them “less eligible for marriage” is more indirect evidence that playing dumb was on the decline in the 1950s. The increase in women with bachelor’s degrees going on to graduate school (see section 7) was no doubt a reflection of this change in attitudes. 


*                *

One of the most important factors influencing many of these comparisons of pre‑ and post‑war college students was completely ignored by Friedan: the major changes that had occurred over the years in their social backgrounds. On three separate occasions Newcomer noted that, whereas students formerly had come largely from professional and well-to-do families, in the 1950s they were increasingly drawn from the ranks of lower income groups (p. 39, 239, 242). A 1959 CPS report on students also observed this growing phenomenon.

For male students, the effects of this shift on the numbers getting degrees or dropping out would have been hard to predict. On the one hand, more of them would be likely to run into financial problems than was the case in previous times. But at the same time, more of them would see completing their education as a necessary step towards meeting their future responsibilities as breadwinners, a concern that was not as pressing in earlier times when a greater proportion of college men had been “gentlemen” students. 

Among female students, the arrival of many young women from modest families where daughters had not traditionally received a higher education would have diluted the atmosphere created by the highly motivated college females typical of previous generations who had been brought up in educated families where girls were expected to get a degree and help better the world. In the 1950s, relatively more female students would have gone off to college without such well-defined parental expectations, and with a strongly instilled conviction that their future husbands should shoulder the primary responsibility for supporting the family.

Komarovsky specifically raised the issue of the broadening of students’ social backgrounds in her discussion of the apparent decline of feminist attitudes and increased acceptance of traditional roles:

It is not clear whether this changed tenor of campus talk represents an absolute decline in “career-mindedness.” We must remember that, in the past, the few girls who went to college did so largely because they had already set their minds on a professional career. Between 1910 and 1950 the number of women enrolled in colleges has increased almost six-fold, while the total population has not quite doubled. With this expansion, the college is attracting a less selected group of girls.

There is a certain irony here, given Friedan’s insistence that women were progressively abandoning any interest in going to college, for what Komarovsky was saying was that if there had, in fact, been a decline in career-mindedness, it was likely because female college enrolment had grown so disproportionately. 

But in the final analysis, the effects of this social evolution on women students’ attitudes and behaviour, and their performance as measured in degrees and dropouts, would be impossible to determine with any clarity. What can be concluded is that comparisons between female students of the 1950s with those of the more elite pre-war generations inevitably involved matters of social background and cultural preparation that probably put the post-war classes at an unfair disadvantage. The greater social diversity of students in the 1950s made Friedan’s heavy reliance on information from colleges like Smith and Vassar particularly dubious.


- END OF PART II -
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NOTES




� Readjustment Benefits [43], Part B, p. 23. The GI Bills were officially titled the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 and the Veterans Readjustment Assistance Act of 1952.


� Friedan’s proposal of a sort of GI Bill for women is discussed in section 6 below.


� Biennial Survey of Education, 1928-30, vol. II, p. 333. 


� All data for 1919-20, 1929-30 and 1939-40 are from the Biennial Survey of Education, 1929-30, vol. II, p. 614; and idem, 1939-40 and 1940-42, vol. II, ch. 4, table 2.


� Sources vary slightly on the number of WWII veterans in certain of the earlier years, but the differences are not very significant. The data used in table 24 were taken from editions of the Statistical Abstract, the most immediately accessible of the sources reporting on veteran enrolments. Data also appeared in the Biennial Survey of Education, some Office of Education reports on college enrolments and degrees, and the annual reports of the Administrator of Veterans Affairs.


� Opening (Fall) Enrollment in Higher Education, 1960: Analytic Report. See opening page entitled “Highlights”. Similar remarks were found in the main body of the report (p. 14).


� Ibid, p. 14.


� On women in professional school, see section 9 below. Friedan referred to the decline in women sociology graduates on page 384.


� Data on first-time veteran enrolments were published for 1953-54, 1954-55 and 1955-56 on an academic-year basis (September-June), and for 1957-58 as of the end of the first term. The corresponding data for all first-time enrolments were not broken down by sex, but an estimate of all first-time male enrolments could be obtained by assuming that the male-female proportions would be the same as those found in the more systematically published “opening (fall) enrollment” survey conducted annually a few weeks into the first term (see table 25 in main text). In the table below, the estimated first-time male enrolments for each year are equal to the product of the figures in columns 2 and 3; the percentage of veterans among them is then given in column 5 as the number of veterans (column 4) divided by this estimate.





Year


�
All


first-time


enrolments,


Sept-June�
Men among


first-time enrolments, 


Opening


(Fall)�
First-time veteran


enrolments, 


Sept-June


�
Veterans


among


first-time


male


enrolments�
�
(1)�
(2)�
(3)�
(4)�
(5)�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
1953-54�
663,070�
60.3%�
   55,500�
13.9%�
�
1954-55�
742,324�
61.2%�
   98,728�
21.7%�
�
1955-56�
810,442�
62.0%�
121,782�
24.2%�
�



For 1957-58, read “end of first term” instead of “Sept-June” in columns 2 and 4:





1957-58�
742,875�
61.0%�
73,635�
16.2%�
�



Sources: 1953-54 to 1955-56, Biennial Survey of Education, 1954-56, Ch. 4, table XXX; 1957-58, Resident, Extension, and Other Enrollments in Institutions of Higher Education, First Term, 1957-58, tables 7 and 13.





� The CPS took note of the influence of GI benefits in boosting the number of male graduates in four of its periodic reports on educational attainment: P-20, No. 45, p. 6 (1953); P-20, No. 77, p. 4 (1958); P-20, No. 91, p. 3 (1959); and P-20, No. 99, p. 4 (1960). CPS reports on the educational attainment of workers also mentioned this influence; see P-50, No. 78, p. 1 (1958) and SLFR 1, p. 114 (1960).


� As a service to the reader, it is noted here that women attained the 40% mark in 1964.


� See pp. 16 and 166 of The Feminine Mystique, and citations C24 and C41 herein.


� The figure of 18% was derived by dividing the 80,000 college entrants with high AGCT scores (see table 27 here in main text) by the 442,000 entrants of all AGCT scores given in table G.2 in Wolfle (p. 314).


� One survey specifically named by Iffert in explaining his decision not to make historical comparisons with previous studies was a 1937 report by John McNeely for the Office of Education. According to Iffert, McNeely’s was the only previous dropout study that had “national implications” (p. 15). Yet it still only covered 25 colleges, as against Iffert’s 149. Given the great variation in the male-female dropout comparison from one institution to the next, the overall result in the smaller study would have been very sensitive to which colleges happened to be included. This was plainly demonstrated by McNeely’s own data. At Massachusetts State College, for example, he found that about 58% of men graduated in four years, compared to just 50% of women. But at Pennsylvania State College, only 53% of men managed to graduate in four years, while 69% of women did.


� Earned Degrees Conferred, 1956-57, p. 2.


� See note 9.


� Biennial Survey of Education, 1952-54, ch. 4, p. 1. See also The American College, p. 604.


� Readjustment Benefits [43], Part A, p. 261. The higher figure includes 5% who were still in college, at least some of whom would have gone on to graduate.


� The proportions given by Womanpower imply that women were one third of the graduates among persons of both sexes capable of doing college work, roughly the same percentage that prevailed during the 1950s among graduates generally (see table 26).


� Here, Friedan is citing data from this study as reprinted in [45].


� [71, p. 3-4]. It was well known that girls often got higher marks than boys of similar ability. The point here is simply to underline the sort of discrepancies that arise between studies based on ability. It is also worth noting that the Indiana study did not clearly distinguish between college-level and other post-secondary institutions.


� See note 9.


� The ratios for public high schools were calculated by first expressing the total number of college entrants – that is, from all high schools – as a proportion of graduates from public high schools only, for each sex. As long as the relationship between the college-going tendencies of public and private high school graduates remained stable, using public school data in this manner would yield the same ratios as those derived from complete data. As can be seen from table 29, this was very much the case through 1958, and there is no reason to think that the aforementioned relationship suddenly changed in 1960. The drop in the ratio between 1958 and 1960 is therefore large enough to be statistically significant.


� [68] p. 256. Lloyd-Jones was chairman [sic] of the Commission, created in 1953 by the ACE. Discussion of the Commission’s ongoing research was one of the main purposes of the 1957 conference. The paper quoted from here was one of three such papers Lloyd-Jones wrote for education periodicals based on the Commission’s findings, and was listed in the bibliography of the ACE report. Friedan cited the other two (p. 386, note 17), and specifically mentioned her debt to Lloyd-Jones in her Preface and Acknowledgements.


� See tables 2 and 3 in First Jobs of College Women – Report on Women Graduates, Class of 1957. Bulletin No. 268, Women’s Bureau,  Department of Labor, 1959.


� Statistical Abstract: 1961, table 135. The CPS did not count students over 34; had it done so, the percentages of female college students over 30 would have been higher than those stated here.


� Graduate Education for Women: The Radcliffe Ph.D.,  p. 21. Newcomer listed this publication in her Bibliographical Note as one of those she found “particularly useful” (p. 259).


� 1959 data in CPS P-20 99, table 1. 1940 data in 1940 Census [9a], table 18.


� Earned Degrees Conferred, 1955-56, table 4.


� Newcomer was referring primarily to a poll published in Fortune magazine, which she had discussed earlier in her book.


� Wolfle’s observation occurs on page 288. It was pointed out regularly in the pre-World War II editions of the Biennial Survey of Education (eg., the 1930-32 edition, chapter III, p. 10) that the Office of Education was almost wholly dependant for its data on the cooperation of the more than 1,400 post-secondary institutions then in existence. Many of them used their own definitions when submitting data on specific courses in response to the Office’s questionnaires. Others made only partial reports on degrees, or no report at all. Moreover, the pre-war Biennial Surveys were themselves not always consistent, either from edition to edition or from one type of institution to another, in the kind of information they presented. In some cases, the data supplied on subjects studied referred to degrees, while in others they applied to enrolments. And sex breakdowns were often not provided. 


� Data on home economics degrees were in fact available before 1956, but from the end of World War II until that year this data did not distinguish between home economics majors and education majors who specialized in teaching home economics.


� Enrolment data in Home Economics in Degree-Granting Institutions, 1959-1960. Degree data in Earned Degrees Conferred by Higher Educational Institutions, 1955-1956 through 1958-59, and Summary Report on Bachelor’s and Higher Degrees, 1959-60.


� See previous note.


� Biennial Survey of Education, 1938-40 and 1940-42, vol. II, ch. 4, tables 2, 10 and 11. This percentage is based on data from about 80% of all higher education institutions.


� Wolfle, p. 289. The Havemann and West survey [67], conducted for Time magazine and published in 1952, reported on various characteristics of Americans who graduated from college before 1948. Its findings were thus representative of pre-FM college generations and were widely quoted in the 1950s. References to it in Friedan’s sources include: Wolfle (pp. 228 and 289), Myrdal and Klein (p. 66), the Jacob report [discussed by Friedan on p. 180] (p. 14), the Barnard College alumnae survey (The Barnard Alumnae Magazine, July, 1957, quoted by Friedan, p. 28-9), Komarovsky (1953, passim) and The American College (p. 849, inter alia).


� Sylvia Fleis Fava, “The Status of Women in Professional Sociology”. American Sociological Review, Vol. 25, No. 2 (April, 1960), p. 272.


� The Office of Education did not use any definition of professional degrees in its degree statistics published during the 1950s. Before World War II, the Biennial Survey of Education often treated the classic or “learned” professions as a separate, narrowly defined group that included theology, law, medicine, osteopathy, dentistry, pharmacy, and veterinary science. But it also employed another, extremely broad definition of professional courses in the pre-war years, particularly in the case of independent professional schools. This embraced a wide variety of additional subjects such as architecture, engineering, agriculture, commerce, home economics, journalism, music, fine arts, education and numerous others.


� The existence of this table in Newcomer was more than just convenient. A distinguished economist whose career as a college professor and administrator stretched from World War I until her retirement in 1957, Newcomer was more qualified than most to be able to make judicious use of the pre-war Biennial Survey statistics with their various gaps and vagaries. This is a good example of a situation where borrowing another person’s research was not only acceptable but even highly advisable.


� Engineering Enrollments and Degrees, 1960, table 2.


� The data for 1925 through 1955 are found in the 1955 annual report as published in JAMA, October 1, 1955, table 15.  Data for 1956 to 1960 are from the annual reports published in the October or November issue of JAMA for those years. Partial data in the 1955 report for 1905 to 1920 indicate that about 4% of medical students were women, except for 1920 when they were 5.8% – due, no doubt, to the impact of World War I (see note 3).


� Opening (Fall) Enrollment in Higher Education, 1960: Analytic Report, p. 25.


� All data from Annual Report, Administrator of Veterans Affairs, 1960, p. 69ff. The figures for law, accounting and the medical professions were obtained by applying the percentages in table 64 of the report to the total number of Korean GI Bill college students, the latter given in the same report as 51% of the 2.3 million GI Bill students in all types of training (p. 69, 71).


� Two such sources, UNESCO’s World Survey of Education and the U.N. Statistical Yearbook, are discussed below.


� World Survey of Education, vol. II (1958), p. 392.


� Data on higher education students were also given in the United Nation’s annual Statistical Yearbook, a companion volume to the Demographic Yearbook. It is not used here, however, because its presentation did not clearly distinguish between college-level and secondary-level teacher training and technical courses, though it did warn of the problems with data for some countries such as France. Had Friedan made use of, say, the 1960 edition of the Statistical Yearbook, she would at the very least have demonstrated a willingness to provide hard evidence from primary sources.


� Finland, whose population in the 1950s was overwhelmingly rural, has not been included in the various international comparisons of industrialized “Western” countries offered in this critique. It is noted here, if only as a curiosity, that Finland had long had a tradition of high female enrolment among its small post-secondary student body. In 1957-58, the proportion of women was 43.2%.


� Precise figures derived from the World Survey (for 1957-58 unless otherwise noted) are as follows:





Afghanistan, 7.8% (1954); Burma, 24.3% (1954-55); Cambodia, 8.8%; Ceylon, 15.4%; India, 12.6% (1953-54); Iran, 13.1%; Iraq, 23.0 (1956-57); Japan, 18.0%; South Korea, 13.2%; Pakistan, 9.1%; Syria, 17.4%; Taiwan, 18.5%; Turkey, 15.9%; Thailand, 29.1%; South Vietnam, 18.7%. 





Percentages could not be calculated for Indonesia, Israel or Malaya because of deficiencies in the data on teacher�training students. But in the case of Indonesia, even if every student in the total given for teacher training had been female, the proportion of women would have been only 26.6%, well below the American level. The Philippines is not included in the above list because data were available only for certain specialized colleges and professional schools. Finally, no information was given for China.


� This assertion that the ratio of women to men students in Italy and England was similar to that in the U.S. is inconsistent with the data shown here in table 34. The reason is that the Womanpower study, published in early 1957, used as its source Volume I (1955) of the World Survey, while table 34 is based on the more accurate and up�to�date Volume III (1961). The data in the older volume indicated the following proportions of women among all students:





	U.S. 		30.3% in 1949-50  


	ENGLAND 	32.3% in 1951-52 


	ITALY		27.4% in 1950-51





This American figure was, of course, unusually low in 1949-50 because of the large number of GI Bill enrolments – about half of all male students (see table 24). The English figure is misleadingly high because the breakdown of the data did not allow for the inclusion of the (mostly male) students in college-level (“advanced”) courses in further education institutions such as polytechnics and technical colleges. This shortcoming was corrected in the 1961 World Survey.


� Population figures for females aged 18 to 24 in countries not listed here were not given either in the World Survey or the Demographic Yearbook. To find the percentages enrolled thus would have required tracking down these data in statistical publications issued by individual governments or other organizations. But even rough calculations using the age groups 15 to 24 or 20 to 24, which are given in the Yearbook, would confirm that the percentage of women at college in the U.S. was higher than in any other country.


� Vol. XII, No. 4 (1956).


� The American College, p. 869.


� op. cit., p. 490.


� Iffert, p. 91. See also Summerskill, p. 638.


� Iffert, table 8.


� Opening Enrollment in Higher Educational Institutions, Fall 1956, table 17.


� Journal of Social Issues, Vol. XII, No. 4 (1956), p. 23.


� ibid, p. 16.


� Friedan herself acknowledged – with considerable disdain – that the general decline of interest in social and political issues during the 1950s was a reaction to the years of war and depression (see p. 186-8). But that is hardly an excuse for altering a quotation.


� Women in the Modern World, 1953, p. 77. The same phrase is found in Komarovsky’s “Cultural Contradictions and Sex Roles”, The American Journal of Sociology, November, 1946, p. 184. Both sources were consulted by Friedan.


� Komarovsky, 1953, p. 77-82.


� ibid, p. 77-8.


� Komarovsky, 1946, p. 184.


� Komarovsky, 1953, p. 78.


� ibid., p. 187.


� As mentioned in note 39, Newcomer taught at Vassar from 1917 to 1957, and therefore was as well-placed as anyone to observe any changes in students’ attitudes over the period of interest here. Komarovsky also had a career stretching back many years, but, as just noted, she made no historical comparisons regarding playing dumb.


� CPS SLFR No. 6, p. 707.


� Komarovsky, 1953, p. 95.
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