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CHAPTER 3

The Crisis in Woman's Identity

I DISCOVERED a strange thing, interviewing women of my
own generation over the past ten years. When we were grow-
ing up, many of us could not see ourselves beyond the age of
twenty-one. We had no image of our own future, of ourselves
as women.

1 remember the stillness of a spring afternoon on the Smith
campus in 1942, when I came to a frightening dead end in my
own vision of the future. A few days earlier, I had received a
notice that I had won a graduate fellowship. During the con-
gratulations, underneath my excitement, I felt a strange un-
easiness; there was a question that { did not want to think
about,

‘Is this really what I want to be?” The question shut me off,
cold and alone, from the girls talking and studying on the
sunny hillside behind the college house. I thought I was going
to be a psychologist. But if I wasn’t sure, what did I want to
be ? I felt the future closing in - and I could not see myself in it
at all. I had come at seventeen from a Midwestern town, an
unsure girl; the wide horizons of the world and the life of
the mind had been opened to me. I had begun to know who I
was and what I wanted to do. I could not go back now. But
the time had come to make my own future, to take the de-
ciding step, and I suddenly did not know what I wanted to
be.

I took the fellowship, but the next spring, under the alien
California sun of another campus, the question came again,
and I could not put it out of my mind. I had won another
fellowship that would have committed me to research for my
doctorate, to a career as professional psychologist. ‘Is this
really what I want to be?’ The decision now truly terrified
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me. 1 lived in a terror of indecision for days, unable to think of
/thing else. -
an?rthenqguestion was not important, I told m%(s/clf. I;Ili c(iiuizu:)hrl
e
-as important to me that year but loye. ew :
VBZ:kclc}; hills and a boy said: ‘Noth}lux'mg 1(;;1(11 comres ’og)tlzlsi
; s. I'll never win a fellowship like yours.
}t)l?:keinwzuld be choosing, irrevocably, the cold l(')nc.hne:lsi off
that afternoon if I went on? 1 gav;:dup the fclllows:]ig;clln;f :;é
t for vears afterwards 1 could not read a W .
I3clile:nc<: cht once I had thought of as my future life’s work; the
inder of its loss was too painful.
rcr{n:cvcr could explain, hardly knew .myself , why I gave UE
this career. 1 lived in the present, working or;ine;vspapc(ri?nxgto
i i cor
cticular plan. I married, had children, lived ac :
I'zl(z)epf;::mm'cu'mt:: xpnyst.ique as a suburban housewife. .But sulljlfthi
e
jon haunted me. I could sense no purpose in my Hte,
2123;1 (g;d i:10 peace, until I finally faced it and worked out my
er. o
Owln;irslz:vered, talking to Smith seniors 10 1959, that the
question is no less terrifying to girls today. Only they .;;ns.wer
it now in a way that my generation found, after halfg lifetime,
not to be an answer at all. These gitls, mostly seniors, v;;crc
sitting in the living-room of the college house, having coffee.
It was not too different from such an evening W'hen 1 w;s a
senjor, except that many more of the gitls wore rings on tdext
left ha,nds. I asked the ones around me what they planned to
be. The engaged ones spoke of weddings, apartments, ge;ung
a j.ob as a secretary while husband finished school. Th; ot bers,
after a hostile silence, gave vague answers about this t})(1) Zr
that, graduate study, but no one had any real plans. A onhe
wit}; a ponytail asked me the next day if I had bchcved‘ {Vc
things they had said. ‘None of it was true,” she told mei;n e
don’t like to be asked what we want to fio. None of us know.
None of us even like to think about it. The ones whg ate
going to be married right away are the lucky ones. They don't
to think about it.’ .
ha;;ltol noticed that night that many of the engaged girls,
sitting silently around the fire while I asked the others about
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jobs, had also seemed angry about something. ‘They don’t
want to think about not going on,” my pony-tailed informant
said. ‘They know they’re not going to use their education.
They’ll be wives and mothers. You can say you’re going to
keep on reading and be interested in the community. But that’s
not the same. You won’t really go on. It's a disappointment
to know you’re going to stop now, and not go on and use it.’

In counterpoint, I heard the words of a woman, fifteen
years after she left college, a doctor’s wife, mother of three,
who said over coffee in her New England kitchen:

The tragedy was, nobody ever looked us in the eye and said you
have to decide what you want to do with your life, besides being
your husband’s wife and children’s mother. 1 never thought it
through until I was thirty-six, and my husband was so busy with his
practice that he couldn’t entertain me every night. The three boys
were in school all day. I kept on trying to have babies despite an
Rh discrepancy. After two miscarriages, they said I must stop. I
thought that my own growth and evolution were over. I always
knew as a child that I was going to grow up and go to college,
and then get matried, and that’s as far as a girl has to think. After
that, your husband determines and fills your life. It wasn’t until I
got so lonely as the doctor’s wife and kept screaming at the kids
because they didn’t fill my life that I realized T had to make my own
life. T still had to decide what 1 wanted to be. T hadn’t finished
evolving at all. But it took me ten years to think it through.

I The feminine mystique permits, even encourages, women to
ignore the question of their identity. The mystique says they
can answer the question ‘Who am I?’ by saying ‘Tom’s
wife ... Mary’s mother’. But I don’t think the mystique
would have such power over American women if they did not
fear to face this tetrifying blank which makes them unable to
sec themselves after twenty-one. The truth is - and how long
it has been true, I'm not sure, but it was true in my generation
and it is true of girls growing up today - an American woman
no longer has a private image to tell her who she is, or can be,

or wants to be. _J “

The public image, in the magazines and television com-

mercials, is designed to sell washing machines, cake mixes,
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rants, detergents, rejuvenating face-creams, bmr tints.
%?Kd?hc power o% that image, on.which companies spend
millions of dollars for television time and ad space, comes
from this: American women no longet know who thzy ;"_’"
They are sorely in need of a new image to help them f;hn t t:r
identity. As the motivational researchers keep telling N e
advertisers, American women are sO unsufc of who t.zy
should be that they look to this glossy public image to deai : ﬁ
every detail of their lives. Th:l)lf Jook for the image they wi
from their mothers.

nolilort'lngyerg:l}e{:ation, many of us knew that we did not wacr;t to
be like our mothers, even when we 19vcd them. We coul r;cln
help but see their disappointment. Did we understand, olrdo y
resent, the sadness, the emptiness, that mac’lc' them ho ;O'o
fast to us, try to live our lives, run our fathers’ lives, spend td eir
days shopping or yearning for things that ncver)sccme 1to
satisfy them, no matter how much money they cost Strangely,
many mothers who loved their daughtets — aqd mine was one
_ did not want their daughters to grow up like them either.
T ew we needed something more.

Ahgitk:vcn if they urged, insisted, fought.to help us cduc}ite
ourselves, even if they talked with yearning of careers t atf
were not open to them, they could not give us an image o
what we could be. They could only tell us that th(?lr lives u;‘cre
too empty, tied to home; that children, cooking, .clgt csLi
bridge, and charities were not enough.‘A mother rmgf tlii
her daughter, spell it out, ‘Don’t be just a housewite like
me.’ But that daughter, sensing that her mother was too
frustrated to savour the love of her husband am'i Chﬂdrcf‘ﬁ
might feel: ‘1 will succeed where my mother failed, va:\l
fulfil myself as a woman,’ and never read the lesson of ner

’s life.

m(;ltle]:cndy, interviewing high-school girls who had stat}’jte.d
out full of promise and talent, but s.uddenly stoppci t euf
education, 1 began to see new dimensions to the problem o
feminine conformity. These gitls, it secm.ed. at ﬁfst, were
merely following the typical curve of feminine adjustment.
Farlier interested in geology or poetry, they now were
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interested only in being popular; to get boys to like them,
they had concluded, it was better to be like all the other girls.
On closet examination, I found that these girls were so terrified
of becoming like their mothers that they could not see them-
selves at all. They were afraid to grow up. They had to copy
in identical detail the composite image of the popular girl -
denying what was best in themselves out of fear of femininity

as they saw it in their mothers. One of these gitls, seventeen
years old, told me:

I want so badly to feel like the other girls. I never get over this
feeling of being a neophyte, not initiated. When 1 get up and have
to cross a room, it’s like I'm a beginner, or have some terrible
affliction, and I'll never learn. I go to the local hangout after school
and sit there for hours talking about clothes and hairdos and the
twist, and I’'m not that intetested, so it’s an effort. But I found out [
could make them like me — just do what they do, dress like them,
talk like them, not do things that are different. I guess I even
started to make mysclf not different inside.

I used to write poctry, The guidance office says I have this
creative ability and I should be at the top of the class and have a
great future, But things like that aren’t what you need to be
popular. The important thing for a girl is to be popular.

Now I go out with boy after boy, and it’s such an effort because
I’m not mysclf with them. It makes you feel even more alone. And
besides, I'm afraid of whete it's going to lead. Pretty soon, all my
diffcrences will be smoothed out, and I'll be the kind of girl that
could be a housewife.

I don’t want to think of growing up. If I had children, I'd want
them to stay the same age. If 1 had to watch them grow up, I'd
see mysclf growing older, and I wouldn’t want to. My mother says
she can’t slecp at night, she’s sick with worry over what I might
do. When I was little, she wouldn’t let me cross the street alone,
long after the other kids did.

1 can’t sce mysclf as being married and having children. It’s as if 1
wouldn’t have any personality myself. My mother’s like a rock
that’s been smoothed by the waves, like a void. She’s put so much
into her family that there’s nothing left, and she resents us because
she doesn’t get enough in return. Put sometimes it scems like
there’s nothing there. My mother doesn’t serve any purpose except
cleaning the house. She isn’t happy, and she doesn’t make my father
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i he
idn’ hildren at all, it would have t
. If she didn’t carc about us ¢ ‘
hapiyeffccst as caring too much. It makes you'want to (3olth:nogp:1—l
s?tm 1 don’t think it’s really love. When 1 was little an dFShe 2l
:lx:i.tcd to tell her I’d learned how to stand on my head,

nc‘f:ti;?tcﬁggic into the mirror, and I'm so afraid I'm going to look

like my mother. It frightens me, ’to catch. my;elfi:cgg;;:z 1::;:
gestures or speech or anything. I'm not like Iflrl O
but if I'm like her in this onc way, perhaps

mother after all. And that terrifies me.

And so the seventeen-year-old was so afraid of bcxlrll%hz
woman like her mother that she turnefl'th back onkril  the
things in herself and all the opportumtles th;t v(;i\;idc e
made her a different woman, to copy from the o e
‘popular’ girls. And finally, in panic at losu(;gﬁcceiri;e ,con

larity and de -
her back on her own popu
irl:;)nt'i:gnalcrgood behaviour that would hadev}zlo? I;lccrrag :ggc‘%;
hip. For lack of an image that would help .
:zh;)l:\rrsomin true to herself, she retreated into the beatnik

vaj\u::t]};er girl, a college junior from South Carolina told me:

1 don’t want to be interested in a career ri hafve tothg;iier:ep;hc
aper reportet from :
mother wanted to be a newspape time she
I:Itywclve and I’ve seen her frustration fo’r twenty yg:ztcresth
ivv:mt to be "mtcrestcd in world affairs. I don(; v:fax}t t;c < interestes
i i d being a wonderful w .
i hing beside my home an . other.
ﬁ:“g; cd%xcation is a liability. Even the b.rlghtclst boy:c:thow ©
war:;lt just a sweet, pretty girl. Only somhcur(r;cssuct:}rloznd Jow ®
tch and stretch an s
would feel to be able to stre
you want, and not have to hold yourself back.

I our mothers, were hou§e?v1vcs,

Herh mZ;he;’adalsr;lc:;daor yearned for or regretted giving up

t};?:cgrs rgac };ﬁd not want to be like them, and yet what other

C .

m(’)lflkfl célr(lil W;:t}};::ck?nd of women I knew, .grow.ing up, were

the ocld-leid high-school teachers; the Pb;arlan; t:‘eafdnz

doctor in our town, who cut her hair likea ma u, nas
Z:Svm;?my college professors. None of these women live
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the warm centre of life as I had known it at home. Many had
not married or had children. I dreaded being like them, even
the ones who taught me truly to respect my own mind and
use it, to feel that I had a part in the world. I never knew a
woman, when I was growing up, who used her mind, played
her own part in the world, and also loved, and had children.
The strange, terrifying jumping-off point that American
women reach - at eighteen, twenty-one, twenty-five, forty-one
- has been noticed for many years by sociologists, psycholo-
gists, analysts, educators. But I think it has not been under-
stood for what it is. It has been called a ‘discontinuity’ in
cultural conditioning; it has been called woman’s ‘role crisis’,
It has been blamed on the education which made American
gitls grow up feeling free and equal to boys ~ playing baseball,
riding bicycles, conquering geometry and college boards,
going away to college, going out in the world to get a job,
living alone in an apartment in New York or Chicago or San
Francisco, testing and discovering their own powers in the
world. All this gave girls the feeling they could be and do
whatever they wanted to, with the same freedom as boys, the
critics said. It did not prepare them for their role as women,

The crisis comes when they are forced to adjust to this role.
Today’s high rate of emotional distress and breakdown among

women in their twenties and thirties is usually attributed to
this ‘role crisis’. If gitls were educated for their role as
women, they would not suffer this crisis, the adjusters say.

But I think they have seen only half the truth.

What if the terror a girl faces at twenty-one is the terror of
freedom to decide her own life, with no one to order which
path she will take? What if those who choose the path of
‘feminine adjustment’ - evading this terror by marrying at
eighteen, losing themselves in having babies and the details of
housekeeping - are simply refusing to grow up, to face the
question of their own identity ?

Mine was the first college generation to run head-on into the
new mystique of feminine fulfilment. Before then, while most
women did indeed end up as housewives and mothers, the point
of education was to discover the life of the mind, to pursue

-
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truth, and to take a place in the wortld. There walsd ab:;?:‘;
1 :i dulling when I went to college, that we wou e
%(/rea cyn Our world would be much larger than holmc. Bm;;
pc?r:ent. of my college class at Smiftlzhhazlercl:iicr):r s}l ;rcx:i.ng ¢
n, some of the ors, ,
;Zr:;;nz?tgjtwl’ﬂ:inf:: of the future, envied the few who
i i ried right away.
csc’?i:dolr:e‘:yvig:t;i%e:ini;cn arcg suffering that terrlor r:oz Oa(;
forty. ‘Never have decided what km’d of Zjor;ar;loreasacnce,
much personal life in college. Wxs'h I'd studie more science,
history, government, gone deeper into philosop y:Still N
on an ;lumnae questionnaire, fifteen years latc(:ir. e o
d the rock to build on. Wish I had finished co gd. 1 got
. ﬁn' d instead.” ‘Wish I'd developed a deeper an ¢
renti 111? of : own and that I hadn’t become ;ngaged. an
S;Z::Zg atcnm:::en. Having expected thle) idgalitm :::rsr;‘a(;gcelé
i i -per-cent devoted husband, it wz
mc}iuciimt%ii t‘;;‘g i;(: Ix)vay it is,” wrote a' r{lother of six. |
° Mr:m of the younger generation of wives wbohmarz c:;rc;i
have n);ver suffered this loncly' terror. They tmcl)u%an ey
did not have to choose, to look into the future and p

i ily into their

ith their lives. They slid easily into
e e won Wltl})]c;o:::rthey knew who they were them-
st the problem that has

en
sexual role as wom
selves. It is these women who suffer mo

o name. o tods
’ It is my thesis that the core of the problem for wom ¥

is not sexual but a problem of identity —a stunting gr s:aslltoir;
lSf wth that is perpetuated by the ferr.umne mystique. It
i gr}? is that as the Victorian culture did not permit wod -
e t or gratify their basic sexual needs, our cu.lture doto
N acccpmit wgomcn to accept or gratify their bz.151c nee ;
n(r);\fc:nd fulfil their potentialities as humzml beings, a nee
fx;:vhich is not solely defined by t.heu sexual role. ! the crucial

There have been identity crises ftohr Ln;;l :}:Oase the couett,

i i i history, tho :

tl}Jlrmungh It)k(:emrrfsdilcg1 n};lir;ii/r:: them t};mat name. Itis onlg igcrgf:;n;
\ r(zs tghat the theorists of psychology, soqology, an o gis
k};Zie isolated this problem, and given 1t a name.
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considered a man’s problem. It is defined, for men, as the
crisis of growing up, of choosing his identity, ‘the decision as

to what one is and is going to be,” in the words of the brilliant
psychoanalyst Erik H. Erikson:

I'have called the major crisis of adolescence t
occurs in that period of the life cycle when each youth must forge
for himself some central perspective and direction, some working
unity, out of the effective remnants of his childhood and the hopes
of his anticipated adulthood; he must detect some meaningfu]
resemblance between what he has come to see in himself and what
his sharpened awareness tells him others judge and expect him to
be. ... In some people, in some classes, at some periods in history,
the crisis will be minimal; in other people, classes and periods, the
crisis will be clearly marked off as a critical period, a kind of

‘second birth’, apt to be aggravated cither by widespread neurotic-
isms or by pervasive ideological unrest.s

he identity crisis; it

Even today a young man learns soon enough that he must
decide who he wants to be. If he does not decide in junior
high, in high school, in college, he must somehow come to
terms with it by twenty-five or thirty, or he is lost. But this
search for identity is seen as a greater problem now because
more and mote boys cannot find images in our culture - from
their fathers or other men — to help them in their search. The
old frontiers have been conquered, and the boundaries of the
new are not so clearly marked. More and more young men in
America today suffer an identity crisis for want of any image
of man worth pursuing, for want of a purpose that truly realizes
their human abilities.

But why have theorists not recognized this same identity
crisis in women ? In terms of the old conventions and the new
feminine mystique women are not expected to grow up to find
out who they are, to choose their human identity. Anatomy is
woman’s destiny, say the theorists of femininity; the identity
of women is determined by her biology.

But is it? For the first time in their history,
becoming aware of an identity crisis in their own lives, a crisis
which began many generations ago, has grown worse with
each succeeding generation, and will not end until they, or
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hters, turn an unknown corner and make of them-

eir dau /
- : lives the new image that so many women

selves and their

so desperately need. . .
901‘;’1 4 senss that goes beyond any one womans life, I think

this is the crisis of women growing up — a turning Foﬂm}:j:;);ﬁ
an immaturity that has been called femininity to \;  umar
identity. I think women had to suffer this crisis oI iden Jﬁ
which began a hundred yeats ago, and have to suffer it s

today, simply to become fully human.

CHAPTER 4

The Passionate Jonrney

It was the nced for a new identity that started women, a
century ago, on that passionate journey, that vilified, mis-
interpreted journey away from home.

It has been popular in recent years to laugh at feminism as
one of history’s dirty jokes: to pity, sniggering, those old-
fashioned feminists who fought for women’s rights to higher
education, careers, the vote. They were neurotic victims of
penis envy who wanted to be meu, it is said now. In battling
for women’s freedom to participate in the major work and
decisions of society as the equals of men, they denied their
very nature as women, which fulfils itself only through sexual
passivity, acceptance of male domination, and nurturing
motherhood.

But if I am not mistaken, it is this first journey which holds
the clue to much that has happened to women since. It is one
of the strange blind spots of contemporary psychology not to
recognize the reality of the passion that moved these women
to leave home in search of new identity, or, staying home, to
yearn bitterly for something more. Theirs was an act of
rebellion, a violent denial of the identity of women as it
was then defined. It was the nced for a new identity that led
those passionate feminists to forge new trails for women.
Some of those trails were unexpectedly rough, some were
dead ends, and some may have been false, but the need for
women to find new trails was real.

Changeless woman, childish woman, 2 woman’s place is in
the home, the feminists were told. But man was changing; his
place was in the world and his world was widening. Woman
was being left behind. Anatomy was her destiny; she might
die giving birth to one baby, or live to be thirty-five, giving

i
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