Brief summary of errors in The Feminine Mystique
(Note: The following is a highly condensed outline of the findings presented on this site and can be fully understood only by reference to the detailed analyses given in the documents constituting Parts I through IV, accessible from the home page.) 

1.  General

The statistical and related material in The Feminine Mystique repeatedly display faulty research techniques and methodological errors. At the most elementary level, Friedan made poor use of her sources, not searching them for the most appropriate statistical indicators and ignoring explanations and footnotes that could effect the relevance of those she chose to employ. In many cases she clearly did not understand the significance of a particular statistical indicator she was quoting and thus did not realize it could not demonstrate what she wanted to demonstrate. In other instances, the data she used related to a year or period different, and sometimes very different, from the one she was referring to. She relied heavily on second hand sources without checking whether the information she took from them had been adapted in ways that may have rendered them inapplicable to her claim. Various of her affirmations were plucked from her sources like raisins out of a cake without checking whether the original context had any relation to her arguments. On numerous occasions she tried to prove the existence of a trend based on data from a single moment, a logical impossibility. Finally, her data are pockmarked by a range of minor and not-so-minor mistakes and other defects that no doubt were often the result of mere carelessness but at other times raise suspicions of a deliberate attempt to mislead. The more serious of these include comparisons of statistics that are not logically comparable, failure to distinguish between totals and rates, impressive-looking footnotes listing sources that do not contain the allegations they are footnoted to, and quotations that have been altered to change their meaning or hide inconvenient information. 

   As regards the broader context of her analysis, Friedan either completely ignored or acknowledged only superficially certain historical factors and demographic trends that were essential to a proper understanding of the phenomena she was describing. One of the most important such factors was the GI Bills for World War II and Korean War veterans, which had a tremendous impact in the late 1940s and 1950s in terms of educational and professional advantages and opportunities for men, but which for obvious reasons granted few such benefits to women.  

   A demographic trend which did very much involve women, however, was the marked change after World War II in the timing of the working and childbearing stages in their adult lives. Whereas before the war, women tended to take paid employment for a few years after finishing school before abandoning the workplace permanently to dedicate the rest of their lives to family and home duties, the post-war generation were increasingly having their children at a younger age and in quick succession before entering (or returning to) the labour force once their children were in school and staying there until retirement age.

   This new life pattern went hand-in-hand with another new post-war phenomenon: the greater acceptance of married females in professional occupations and in jobs other than those that were traditionally reserved for poor women who had to work out of strict economic necessity.

   In the analysis of The Feminine Mystique offered here, these post-war factors and long-term demographic trends will be repeatedly invoked, and the significance of their superficial treatment or total absence from Friedan’s analysis will become amply clear.

2.  Errors by topic
The following is a list in point form of most of the erroneous claims made by Friedan in The Feminine Mystique that are discussed at length in Parts I to IV of “Cheerless Fantasies.” Unless otherwise stated, they relate roughly to the late 1950s or the beginning of the 1960s.

I.  Vital statistics

· Falsely claimed that the U.S. birth rate was still rising.

· Grossly exaggerated the increase in family size.

· Grossly exaggerated the increase in the teenage birth rate, and falsely held it responsible for a large part of a supposed population explosion in the U.S.

· Falsely claimed that educated women “led all the others in the race to have more babies.”
· Falsely claimed that marriage among high-school-age girls was increasing.

· Falsely claimed that the U.S. birth rate was similar to, or even overtaking, that of third-world countries such as India.

· Falsely implied that the 1950s baby boom had driven the teenage birth rate in the U.S. to a level well above that of other (developed) countries, when it fact it had been much higher since before World War II.

· Falsely implied that the teenage marriage rate in the U.S. had risen well above that of other (developed) countries in the 1950s, when it fact it had been much higher since at least 1930.

· Falsely claimed that the U.S. rate of population growth was one of the highest in the world, similar to, or even overtaking, that of countries like India, Pakistan, and other parts of Asia and Africa.

II.  Higher education

· Falsely claimed that the proportion of women among college students was declining.

· Used misleading data inflated by short, non-degree normal school courses to claim that the proportion of women among college students was higher in 1920 than in the late 1950s. 

· Made false claims about the level and evolution of female versus male college dropout rates in the 1950s based on a gross misinterpretation of her data.  
· Made unsupported claims about women dropping out of college to marry.

· Falsely claimed that more and more teenage girls were dropping out of high school.

· Falsely claimed that the proportion of female college graduates going on to graduate study had been declining since World War II.

· Distorted or mishandled data on the trend in women studying for professional careers, making doubtful claims about a decline in their numbers.

· Made various false or misleading claims to the effect that the proportion of women among college students in other first-world and third-world countries was higher, or rising faster, than the proportion of women in American colleges.

· Distorted information and altered quotations from studies on the attitudes and behaviour of women college students.

III.  Employment

· Failed to make appropriate adjustments to data on the increase in female employment between 1900 and 1950, thus significantly underestimating its magnitude.

· Used inappropriate data to minimize or downplay the large increases in female employment since World War II.

· Falsely claimed that there had been a major decline in young women in the labour force.

· Made misleading claims about the extent to which the rise of older women in the labour force involved part-time work.

· Made misleading claims about the extent to which the rise of older women in the labour force involved unskilled work.

· Made various misleading claims to the effect that women since World War II had lost interest in professional work, ignoring crucial factors such as the decline in the number of school children in the 1940s and the distortions caused by the GI Bill subsidies for male education. 

· Made false or exaggerated claims about declining interest among female college graduates in pursuing professional work.

· Made unsubstantiated and doubtful claims about the large numbers of women who moved to the suburbs in the 1950s being “a new breed” who were less interested in employment.

· Used inappropriate data to claim that French women were more likely than American women to be in the labour force, while ignoring data showing that American women were in fact more likely to be in the labour force than women in most other industrialized countries.

· Used inappropriate data to claim that French women were more likely to be in professional work than American women.

IV.  Social problems

· Claimed that the marriage and baby booms of the 1950s and other factors associated with the “feminine mystique” were linked to high suicide rates among women, even though data showed that female suicide rates had declined or remained stable since the pre-World War II period. 

· Falsely implied that a study had linked the post-war increase in early marriage to a rise in child-battering by mothers.

· Falsely claimed that high school dropout rates among American teenagers of both sexes were increasing.

· Attributed a rise in births to unmarried teenage girls in the 1950s to the effects of the “feminine mystique”, when in fact the rise was much larger among adult age groups.

· Attributed a rise in venereal disease among teenagers in the 1950s to the effects of the “feminine mystique”, when in fact the rise was much larger in adult age groups and was attributed by official sources to a steep decline in funding of VD control programmes.

