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KAMII Welcomes Special Guest 

Stephanie Coontz 
 

In A STRANGE STIRRING: The Feminine Mystique and American Women at the Dawn of 

the 1960s historian Stephanie Coontz draws on extensive research into the popular culture of 

the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s and personal interviews with nearly 200 women and men who 

read The Feminine Mystique shortly after its publication to explore how the wives and 

daughters of ―The Greatest Generation‖ of men almost became the lost generation of women.  

Challenging both liberal and conservative myths about what Friedan actually advocated and 

why so many women responded to her, Coontz reminds us of the dangers of hearkening back 

to the 1950s and 1960s as a simpler, more satisfying time. 

 

    

    

  

 

 

    

    
 

Copies of Professor Coontz‘ new book A Strange Stirring will be available 
for purchase onsite & she will sign copies at request after the program. 

 

PROGRAM FREE & OPEN TO THE PUBLIC 
INCLUDING ALL KAMII MEMBERS & KAMII GUESTS 

 

Important Note to KAMII Members: This special event replaces the weekly Sunday 
Adult Education Program scheduled at the ―usual time‖ (10:30 AM—Noon).  Professor 
Coontz will be in Chicago for the weekend to attend a conference @ UIC, so we made 
this change to accommodate her schedule. 
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―The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of American women.  It was a 

strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning…  Each suburban wife struggled with it 

alone.  As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover material, ate peanut 

butter sandwiches with her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her 

husband at night – she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question – ‗Is this All?‘‖ 

In 1963, thousands of women opened Betty Friedan‘s The Feminine Mystique and read the above paragraph.  

Nearly 50 years later, many still recall where they were when they read it and how it transformed their lives: 

―everything just clicked‖; Friedan ―called it perfectly‖; ―I never even knew what I was feeling until I read that first 

chapter‖; ―I realized I wasn‘t crazy.‖ 

In A STRANGE STIRRING: The Feminine Mystique and American Women at the Dawn of the 1960s 

historian Stephanie Coontz draws on extensive research into the popular culture of the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s 

and personal interviews with nearly 200 women and men who read The Feminine Mystique shortly after its 

publication to explore how the wives and daughters of ―The Greatest Generation‖ of men almost became the lost 

generation of women.  Challenging both liberal and conservative myths about what Friedan actually advocated 

and why so many women responded to her, Coontz reminds us of the dangers of hearkening back to the 1950s 

and 1960s as a simpler, more satisfying time.  ―We still haven‘t fully figured out how to combine a loving family life 

with a rewarding work life,‖ Coontz writes.  ―But The Feminine Mystique reminds us of the price women pay when 

we retreat from trying to resolve these dilemmas or fail to involve men in our attempts.‖ 

As Coontz explains, the advances of the suffrage movement and the new social freedoms of the roaring 1920s 

destroyed the old veneration of female purity and self-sacrificing motherhood without providing women with any 

new social respect as individuals.  While men made enormous economic and political gains in the 1950s and 

1960s, women remained legally and social subordinate.  In 1963 husbands still retained legal control over almost 

every aspect of family life.  Unmarried women couldn‘t get credit in their own name, and gender-segregated help-

wanted ads advertised for ―pretty‖ gal Fridays.  Freudian therapists insisted that normal women found complete 

fulfillment in homemaking, but popular culture blamed homemaker mothers for emasculating their husbands and 

infantilizing their sons.  Coontz‘s interviews paint a moving portrait of the pain, confusion, and self-doubt that 

these mixed messages created in women. 

Betty Friedan‘s The Feminine Mystique was the first popular book to tell women it was not their fault that they felt 

trapped and discontented – that society was at fault for denigrating and wasting their capacities.  Friedan‘s 

insistence that an ordinary woman could be a person in her own right, in addition to being a wife and mother, 

came as a revelation to many women, Coontz notes. 

In her concluding chapter, Coontz summarizes what has changed for women, men, and families and what has 

not, arguing that although the old feminine mystique no longer prevails, new ones have taken its place.  She also 

challenges media accounts that pit men against women and stay-at-home mothers against employed mothers.  

―Betty Friedan asked us to imagine a world where men and women can both find meaningful, socially useful work 

and also participate in the essential activities of love and caregiving for children, partners, parents, friends, and 

neighbors,‖ Coontz writes, and ―that goal is even more relevant today.‖ 

Watch Professor Coontz’ 2/23/11 chat with Stephen Colbert: 
 

 

 

Stephanie Coontz teaches history and family studies at The 
Evergreen State College in Olympia, WA.  She also serves as 
Co-Chair and Director of Public Education at the Council on 
Contemporary Families, a non-profit, nonpartisan association of 
family researchers and practitioners based at the University of 
Illinois at Chicago.  Her work has been featured in many 
newspapers such as The New York Times, as well as scholarly 
journals such as Journal of Marriage and Family, and she is 
frequently interviewed on national television and radio. 
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