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Too much exactitude is a sign of ill-breeding.

 –  Socrates (in Plato’s Theaetetus)
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INTRODUCTION
Reminiscing in the epilogue to the 10th anniversary edition of her 1963 bestseller that launched the modern phase of American feminism, Betty Friedan recalled an incident that had occurred not long before the book first appeared:


When The Feminine Mystique was at the printer’s, and my last child was in school all day, I decided I would go back to school myself and get my Ph.D. Armed with my publisher’s announcement, a copy of my summa cum laude undergraduate degree and twenty-years-back graduate record, and the New World Foundation report of the educational project I had dreamed up and run in Rockland County, I went to see the head of the social psychology department at Columbia. He was very tolerant and kind, but surely, at forty-two, after all those undisciplined years as a housewife, I must understand that I wouldn’t be able to meet the rigors of full-time graduate study for a Ph.D. and the mastery of statistics that was required. “But I used statistics throughout the book,” I pointed out. He looked blank. “Well, my dear,” he said, “what do you want to bother your head getting a Ph.D. for, anyhow?”

The attitude of this unidentified Columbia University professor can only be described as condescending and sexist, and no doubt Friedan saw it as fitting testimony to the need for her book. But on closer examination the anecdote shows that Friedan was guilty of some rather faulty thinking as well. A simple assertion that one has “used statistics throughout the book” hardly constitutes evidence of one’s mastery of them, and a publisher’s announcement proves even less. If, as Friedan insisted, she did have that mastery, the best one could say was that her objection to the professor’s reaction was right for the wrong reasons. And though his behaviour was completely wrong, it will be amply demonstrated in the following pages that – albeit for the wrong reasons – his suspicions about Friedan’s statistical ability were probably right. 

In any case, Friedan seems not to have realized that the professor’s doubts would have had to do with her knowledge of certain techniques of mathematical statistics that are heavily used in psychological research and whose mastery involves considerable training, as opposed to the much simpler technique of going to the New York Public Library and looking up statistical data such as those she included in The Feminine Mystique. 

Friedan was right, however, on one point: she definitely did make liberal use of statistics, in apparent support of her various arguments. Indeed, though her book might generally be considered a work of popular sociology, Friedan clearly meant it to be taken as a serious piece of research. Following the main text are no less than 240 footnotes filling 25 pages, often containing lengthy quotations and arguments plus all sorts of figures and percentages. There are even a couple of statistical tables.

But quantity is not necessarily quality, and statistics, as we all know, have been misquoted and misused on a regular basis ever since numbers were invented. The main purpose of this essay is to demonstrate that the statistical material in The Feminine Mystique is replete with mistakes, distortions and a range of other deficiencies. It will further be shown that despite the quantity of such material, many of the book’s important claims that should have been backed by statistics, were not. 

The Thesis
In 1957, Friedan undertook a survey of her former classmates in Smith College’s class of 1942 for the institution’s alumnae magazine.
  The answers she received from the 200 women who chose to respond led her to embark upon the major research project that culminated six years later in the publication of her now-classic work.
In order to appreciate the role played by statistics in The Feminine Mystique, we must first look briefly at its central thesis. In broad terms, Friedan argued that a major reversal had occurred in the attitudes and lifestyles of American women since the Second World War. During the earlier part of the 20th century, she claimed, women had fought with considerable success to break out of the old stereotypes that had for so long confined them, attending college( and embarking on professional careers in ever growing numbers.

But after that war, which Friedan referred to as “the great divide”,
  everything suddenly changed. Young women in the late 1940s and 1950s lost all interest in higher education or meaningful employment and made a headlong dash back to a world of housewifery and motherhood, a world permeated by an insipid and unrealistic image of traditional femininity. “In the fifteen years after World War II,” she contended, a “mystique of feminine fulfillment became the cherished and self-perpetuating core of contemporary American culture”.
 

The rise of this “feminine mystique” (hereafter simply FM) was attributed by Friedan to a number of factors. First, in the late 1940s there was a natural longing among both men and women for a return to the simple pleasures of home and family that had largely been denied them by years of depression and war.
 Then there was the appearance, also during the 1940s, of influential works by psychologists like Marynia Farnham and Helene Deutsch who warned of the dangers of feminism and diagnosed women who sought success in men’s traditional domain as suffering from a masculinity complex.
 

There also arose around this time a new clique of “sex-directed educators” as Friedan dubbed them, who employed these psychologists’ ideas as a justification for steering schoolgirls and college co-eds away from careers and into dead-end courses designed especially for future homemakers.
 And finally, in 1949 or thereabouts, women’s magazines that for years had regularly featured articles on professional and independently minded women suddenly switched their focus almost exclusively to stories about housewives and mothers.

Thus began a new era in America, “the era of the Feminine Mystique.”
 The women who came of age during this period were members of what will here be called the FM generation. They would have been born no earlier than 1925, and thus were aged up to 35 as the 1950s drew to a close. Their “return” to home and hearth was allegedly demonstrated by two of the most well-known social phenomena of this period, the post-war marriage and baby booms. The young women of the FM generation began marrying earlier and, apparently, having many more children than did those of previous generations. According to Friedan, these new domestic commitments became the central organizing principle of FM women’s existence around which all of their activities and preoccupations revolved. 

Although Friedan saw many negative consequences of this homeward shift for the lives of these women, the ramifications in two particular areas, mentioned briefly above, were of greatest social significance: higher education and paid employment. In the era of FM, she asserted, the number of women going to college went into decline. Those that still bothered to go took courses that had no practical career applications, and dropped out to marry as soon as they found Mr. Right. As for employment, FM women showed little interest in work or careers, either taking part-time jobs devoid of professional or intellectual content or abandoning the labour force altogether. 

The evidence provided by Friedan for these characteristics of the FM generation was necessarily in the form of numbers, and it is this which accounted in large part for her ample use of statistics. The analysis of these data, to which the present work is overwhelmingly devoted, will therefore reveal to what extent Friedan succeeded in proving these charges about young women’s behaviour in the 1950s, and the degree to which they were inaccurate or out of context.

The Analysis
A number of observations should be made regarding the form and content of the analysis presented in this work. The various claims made in The Feminine Mystique that have been chosen for investigation are presented in the form of 79 quotations or citations, numbered C1, C2, C3, etc. Each citation, or combination of two or three of them, is followed by an examination of its (or their) weaknesses and errors. 

This examination is divided, at least conceptually, into three parts. First, there is the enumeration of any errors or distortions contained in what Friedan actually said or in the data she quoted. Second, there is often some discussion of the relevance of the particular statistical or related information she chose to present. Generally speaking, a number of different statistical indicators are available for any given social phenomenon, and in many cases Friedan’s mistakes stemmed from a failure to consider which indicator best illustrated the specific aspect of the phenomenon at issue. 

Third, and finally, an alternative to Friedan’s information is usually offered in the form of data from the U.S. Census Bureau or other relevant sources (on which more later) that provide a more accurate and more appropriate description of the statistic, or statistical trend, under scrutiny. These data are generally arranged in tables that afford a clear comparison of the two sides of “the great divide”: the FM years of the 1950s, and one or more years from before America’s entry into World War II.

Since The Feminine Mystique was intended, upon its publication in 1963, to be a critique of the state of society as it was then, rather than just a historical portrait of the early post-war period, the most recent figure for the present analysis would ideally refer to a date as late as possible in the 1950s or early 1960s. As for the pre-war era, it is often best represented by data for 1940, the year of the first U.S. population census that used concepts and definitions generally compatible with those employed in official statistical publications through the 1950s and 1960s. 

In practice, the actual years included in a given statistical table will vary with the information available and the issue in question, but the essential point is always the same: by comparing the pre-war and post-war periods one can determine to what extent a given trend was truly peculiar to, or a product of, the FM era. It will be seen that Friedan’s tendency to cast negative judgments of the post-war period without actually making any comparisons with the pre-war years was one of her recurring methodological errors. The tables will also reveal that in numerous cases Friedan failed to notice – or simply ignored – how trends which first appeared in the unusual conditions of the late 1940s and early 1950s had already reversed themselves or even disappeared by the middle or later part of the latter decade.

In addition to the tables of data, an essential part of this critique is based on copious references and quotations from works cited by Friedan. It will be shown how serious misuse and underuse of these was at the origin of many of her mistakes. That her own sources often contained information clearly contradicting her arguments made these errors that much more reprehensible, and in some cases a suspicion of deliberate distortion cannot be dismissed out of hand.

All but a handful of the citations to be examined have been grouped into three parts: vital statistics (births, marriages and population growth), higher education, and the labour force. This division flows naturally from the basic tenets of Friedan’s thesis as outlined above, and provides a convenient framework for organizing the presentation and analysis of her allegations. In each of the three parts, the citations and their accompanying discussion have been arranged in sections that correspond roughly to the ordering of topics one typically finds in a government statistical compendium.

It will be noted that in many of the citations, a single sentence or paragraph contains several claims on different subjects. This meant that some citations had to be listed more than once. Part of a sentence or paragraph may be cited in one instance, and a different part in another. In some cases, a lack of clarity in Friedan’s wording was such that it was not obvious – to the reader, if not to Friedan herself – what might be the precise statistic at issue. A certain amount of interpretation was therefore inevitable; it is hoped that this has not resulted in any claims being misconstrued or taken out of context. 

A possible objection to the analysis as outlined thus far is that tables containing lengthy statistical series would have been out of place in a work such as The Feminine Mystique, which was aimed primarily at the general public. This is true, of course, and in no way is it being suggested here that Friedan should have directly included such material. The point is that regardless of the book’s intended audience, Friedan would still have had to compile such data as part of her background research had she been genuinely concerned to arrive at a balanced and factual picture.

In any case, for many of the claims discussed here it was not necessary to establish long statistical series. A figure from before the war and another one or two from the most up-to-date information available to Friedan would have been sufficient to illustrate most of the changes supposedly wrought by FM. As it happened, many of the regular official statistical publications containing the data relevant to her allegations (see discussion of sources below) routinely included retrospective data, so it was often not necessary to go to the trouble of consulting anything more than the most recent documentation.

There is an additional reason for including relatively comprehensive statistical tables in this critique. Many readers will no doubt be suspicious of the arguments presented here, if not downright hostile to them, and will require much convincing. But this is perfectly natural: a work purporting to expose the inadequacy of another work’s statistics must be more than adequate in the provision of its own. Within the limitations imposed by the three categories of sources to be outlined in the next section, the data provided for the analysis should be sufficient to persuade even the most sceptical of the erroneous nature of so much of Friedan’s purported evidence.

The Sources
In evaluating the truth of Friedan’s assertions about the 15 years since World War II, the obvious procedure would have been to use whatever statistical publications were the most convenient and comprehensive, such as the numerous reports of the 1960 U.S. population census. A very different approach has been followed, however. Since emphasis here will be as much on the soundness of Friedan’s methodology as the accuracy of her conclusions, no source that was not available to Friedan will be used in examining her claims. 

This effectively rules out any information not published by the summer of 1962, when Friedan was gathering the last of her research. In fact, although Friedan cited at least 20 different books and articles that appeared in 1962 – the latest two in July of that year, judging by her footnotes – all the sources employed in this critique date from 1961 or earlier, well within the bounds of what she had access to.
  Thus, unless the context suggests otherwise, any statement to the effect that certain information was or was not “available” should be interpreted as referring to the end of 1961. 

A further important restriction has been observed. Virtually without exception, all the sources used in analyzing Friedan’s arguments fall into three categories. The first consists of official U.S. government sources, and the second comprises the various books and other publications used by Friedan herself. A number of these will be described below. The third category, and the least important numerically, is made up of documents cited or otherwise referenced in those of the first two categories. The sources in all three categories were easily available to Friedan (by definition in the case of those in the second one); none of them could be said to be obscure, and of none could it be said that Friedan could not fairly have been expected to know of its existence.

This last observation leads us to one of the most astonishing aspects of Friedan’s statistics‑gathering that must be noted here: her virtually total neglect of U.S. government sources. The only publication she quoted for her many facts and figures on American women that was in any sense official was the 1960 edition of the United Nations’ annual Demographic Yearbook, released in August 1961. Invaluable though its statistical tables were for international comparisons, the Yearbook’s coverage of the entire world necessarily meant that only a limited number of topics and cross-tabulations could be included.

Even so, Friedan did not take anything like full advantage of the Yearbook material, and most of her data in fact came from various books written by other people (apart from certain cases where they seem to have come from nowhere in particular). Such works can certainly be useful for their analysis and opinion, references to original sources, and any unpublished information the author may have had special access to. But as a rule, second-hand data found in non-official publications is avoided by the careful researcher. 

There are several good reasons for this. First, because of the lead time involved in the publication process for books or scholarly articles, the information contained in even the most recent such works is likely to be somewhat dated. Second, there is always the chance that the author accidentally misreported the data, or even deliberately distorted it. But perhaps the most important reason is simply that the statistics quoted in any book will have been selected and presented with the needs of the author’s arguments in mind, which are unlikely to be the same as those of another researcher. Only by consulting the original sources can one be sure of obtaining the correct or most relevant data.

The question, then, is what official sources would have been most appropriate for Friedan’s statistical research. The first and most obvious answer is the Statistical Abstract of the United States and its cumulative companion volume, the Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1957. Published every year by the Bureau of the Census and found on the shelf of even the most modest of local libraries, the Abstract packed an enormous variety of data into one handy volume.
 

The value of the Abstract extended well beyond the figures in its hundreds of statistical tables, however. Each of its numerous sections, dedicated to a specific subject area, was introduced by a brief but invaluable discussion of the data’s original sources – usually either another Census Bureau publication or a document published by some other U.S. government agency. Each table in the Abstract also gave its own precise indication of the source, as well as a reference to the table in Historical Statistics containing corresponding data going back several decades or more. Finally, at the back of each Abstract there appeared a comprehensive bibliography of sources listing both official and non-governmental statistical publications on a broad range of subjects.

For determining the truth of many of Friedan’s claims, the Abstract was more than sufficient; for others, the Abstract’s various references made tracking down the necessary original sources a fairly simple task.
 Primary among these sources were the decennial censuses of 1940 and 1950 and the Census Bureau’s monthly Current Population Survey (CPS). The reports of the CPS, inaugurated in 1940, appeared regularly in several series covering a wide variety of demographic and social statistics. Though not as rich in detailed data and cross-tabulations as the decennial census, they were indispensable for tracing trends through the late 1950s, if for no other reason than that very little relevant material from the 1960 census had yet been published when Friedan completed her manuscript. Needless to say, in these pages the CPS will be used freely, as it should have been by Friedan.

Another useful source was the 1950 census monograph series. Prepared by senior Census Bureau officials and other specialists under a cooperative arrangement between the Bureau and the Social Science Research Council, these monographs brought together a wealth of data from the various decennial censuses and CPS reports into the mid-1950s. The mass of statistics was accompanied by textual analysis explaining their significance in both contemporary and historical contexts. 

An obvious official source particularly noticeable by its absence from The Feminine Mystique  was the Women’s Bureau of the Department of Labor. Among the Bureau’s many interesting publications was the biennial Handbook on Women Workers. Though aimed at a general audience, the Handbook contained a large variety of tables and statistics on employment, education and other relevant topics. Like the Abstract, it was also a rich and convenient storehouse of references to more specialized sources.     

Since Friedan chose to rely heavily for her information on research contained in books by other authors, a brief description of those she most frequently cited is in order. In considering the relevance of these works, it should be kept in mind that Friedan completed her investigation in the summer of 1962.

Easily the best of the books Friedan resorted to was Womanpower, a thorough statistical study of woman in the labour force and other related topics, published by the Columbia University‑based National Manpower Council in early 1957. The 13-page bibliography was very useful, both for official and other sources. Nevertheless, Womanpower’s most recent data was for 1956, or six years before Friedan’s latest material.

Another book she consulted was A Century of Higher Education for American Woman by Mabel Newcomer, then recently retired from Vassar College. It contained some valuable statistical material and textual commentary on women in higher education through 1958.

A third book source was Woman’s Two Roles by Alva Myrdal and Viola Klein, which contained comparative figures on employment and higher education for women in the U.S., Britain, France, Sweden. Despite the sterling reputation of its authors, this work had certain weaknesses stemming from its rather complicated history, as explained in the foreword. Begun by Myrdal just after World War II, it was put aside, then revived as a joint project of the two social scientists who were living in different countries. The statistical material was compiled on their behalf by statistics bureau officials in each of the four countries studied, a less‑than‑ideal arrangement that could easily lead to mistakes and inconsistencies. Though published in 1956, the latest figures provided by Myrdal and Klein were for 1952 – ten years before Friedan completed her research – and most of them dated back earlier, some very considerably so. The advisability of using such an outdated work as a data source for arguments about the late 1950s or early 1960s is particularly questionable.
Yet another book used by Friedan was the abridged transcript of a 1957 conference sponsored by the American Council on Education (ACE), a non‑governmental organization representing U.S. colleges and universities. Entitled The Education of Women  –  Signs for the Future, this slim volume contained various relevant statistics on women and college that were quoted during the conference discussions, but was also very valuable for its lengthy bibliography. When taken together with the bibliographies, footnotes and references in the other books Friedan utilized, just about every official document title used in the present critique is specifically mentioned. 


*

One last point about the analysis in the pages that follow deserves to be emphasized here, even if already implicit in the preceding commentary: it is not in any way intended as a complete treatment of The Feminine Mystique. It is rather a sort of catalogue of those claims in the book that lend themselves to statistical testing, whether or not Friedan offered any statistical evidence for them. Much of her book deals with matters that are not of a statistical nature, and with a few exceptions these will not be examined. Each reader will have to decide to what extent this other material is of sufficient quality to redeem the book and its arguments from the long stream of errors that are about to be exposed. Such defects inevitably weaken Friedan’s conclusions about the situation of American women in the late 1950s, but that is not to suggest they lessen the moral relevance of her views on what women’s attitudes and goals should have been at the start of the 1960s. Whatever one’s opinion of Friedan’s overall vision, it goes without saying that the criticisms of The Feminine Mystique registered here must be judged strictly on their own terms, not on how they might affect the general reputation of the book or its author.
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( Throughout this work the word “college” is used in the American sense of the term, meaning any post-secondary institution offering courses leading to a bachelor’s or higher degree.

















NOTES








�. [2], p. 379.


�. See “If One Generation Can Ever Tell Another,” Smith Alumnae Quarterly, Winter, 1961.


�. p. 150.


�. p. 18. Friedan made at least 23 explicit or implicit references to the 15 or so years following World War II as the period during which the new attitudes had become prevalent. See pp. 9, 15, 18 (twice), 19 (twice), 67, 150, 156 (twice), 163, 182 (twice), 186 (twice), 253, 255, 282, 304, 318, 331, 358 and 360.


�. p. 182-3.


�. p. 119ff.


�. See chapter 7.


�. p. 44ff.


�. p. 273.


�. The very few exceptions to this rule all fall into two classes. The first relates to claims Friedan made that were taken directly from sources published in 1962, and the second consists of data she used in part IV regarding illegitimacy and venereal disease that specifically refer to 1962.


�. Coincidentally, the 1961 Abstract – the latest one available to Friedan – was released on the very same day as the 1960 Demographic Yearbook, which as already noted was the only “official” statistical source she used. See reports in The New York Times, August 14, 1961, pp. 2 and 8.


�. As a compendium of statistics from more specialized official publications, the Abstract is perhaps not, strictly speaking, an “original” source. Nevertheless, since it is prepared by the same Census Bureau that is responsible for most of these specialized publications, the Abstract could hardly be considered a second-hand source in the usual sense, and the victim of any error that might have crept into it could expect to be forgiven by even the most demanding methodological critic.
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