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Women’s Responses


If you sometimes feel lonely
even when surrounded by people,

if you long to have a deep friendship with another woman but don’t know how,

if you bear wounds from your relationship with your mother and need healing,

if you are a mother and want a close, warm, and secure friendship with your child,

then this book is for you!



Susan Alexander Yates, mother of five and author of And Then I Had Kids and What Really Matters at Home

Brenda Hunter, Ph.D’s new book, In the Company of Women, is a vital look at the importance of female relationships. It explains why I’ve found my two daughters and my daughter-in-law to be my best friends and why I’ve gained incredible support and friendship from other women. It is a powerful motivator to make oneself available as a friend to other women. I highly recommend this book!

Joanne Kemp

My life has been greatly enriched by Brenda Hunter’s research and helpful insights on mother-daughter relationships. Her new book, In the Company of Women, provides powerful testimony to our need for nurturing and being nurtured throughout our lives—in our friendships as well as in our family relationships. Were we to heed her challenges on mentoring and mothering, our society would be transformed.

Linda LeSourd Lader
President, Renaissance Institute

In the Company of Women addresses one of the real problems of our day: the inability of major portions of our society to enjoy rich, God-created intimacy. My heart spilled over with gratitude as the chapters on mothers and daughters confirmed all that my single-parent mom did right. Other chapters challenged me to work on some relationships that are bursting with promise but are, as yet, unfulfilled. This is a book I am going to give to the most important women in my life, and I commend it to you as well.

Colleen Townsend Evans
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To the young women closest to my heart—
my daughters, Holly and Kristen.
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Oh, the comfort—the inexpressible comfort of feeling safe with a person, having neither to weigh thoughts, nor measure words—but pouring them all out—just as they are—chaff and grain together—certain that a faithful hand will take and sift them—keep what is worth keeping—and with the breath of kindness blow the rest away.

Dinah Craik




Introduction

I have just come from a gathering of women. For three hours this morning the four of us sat in a local restaurant, sharing our needs, our concerns, our unanswered questions—our hearts. Two of us cried after deep confessionals; all of us laughed. I’m sure the waiter thought we were nuts as we laughed even while tears streamed down our faces. But that’s the way women are. We cry in front of our closest friends, assured we’re in a safe place, and we sometimes laugh through our tears. In fact, laughter eases our hurting hearts.

When it was time to go—as other commitments called—we ran outside into the spring rain, lighthearted as children out for recess, and jumped into one car. For a few moments we prayed—for each other and for ourselves—thanking God for bringing us together in the first place, for giving us to each other as friends.

Friends. Relationships. For women that’s what life’s about. We are relational beings. As such, we almost always put our relationships with husbands, children, and friends before ambition and material gain. Yet the evidence is that our life-nourishing relationships are being eroded today as we live frenetic, time-pressured lives. Moreover, we have just come through three decades when women’s friendships, along with the coffee klatch, have been trivialized and denigrated.

But I believe a sea of change in values and attitudes is coming in America. I believe we are witnessing the beginning of a grass-roots movement among women in churches and communities across America, affirming the importance of women’s friendships—to the woman herself, to her family, to her nation. As my friend Linda LeSourd Lader reminded us in a speech to a women’s group, “If mama ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy.” And there are lots of mamas, and single women, who know intuitively that they need richer, deeper relationships with their mothers, daughters, and friends for their psychological well-being. And there’s a battalion of young women in this culture who desperately yearn for relationships with older women as mentors.

As a psychologist who works almost exclusively with women, I believe in the power of our female bonds to stave off loneliness, to help us flesh out an identity, and to encourage us in the time-honored task of nurturing the younger generation.

Finally, when I talk about clients in the following pages, I have been careful to provide a composite picture of the kinds of human needs and problems I encounter as a therapist. None of these examples are reflective of a specific client.

I care about women. And I have written this book to celebrate our female relationships by offering encouragement and practical help in deepening those bonds we hold dear.
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The Necessary Company of Women


In addition to helping us grow and giving us pleasure and providing aid and comfort, our intimate friendships shield us from loneliness.

Judith Viorst, Necessary Losses



I grew up in the company of women.

After my father’s untimely death when I was two, my beloved granddaddy was the only significant male who populated the landscape of my early childhood. I was surrounded by women in an extended family that included my mother, paternal grandmother, sister Sandy, assorted aunts, and female cousins.

But mostly I remember Granny. She was a tall, rawboned, southern farm woman who dropped out of school in the eighth grade. Intelligent, she read the local newspaper and her oversized black Bible daily. I can still see her sitting in an overstuffed chair in the afternoon light, her Bible open in her lap. Perpetually dressed in an apron, house dress, and stockings rolled in fat sausages around her ankles where they nestled in low-cut desert boots, Granny was an original.

She was the first people detective I ever knew. As I grew up, she often fixed her penetrating eyes on my soul and asked questions no one else ever dared: “How’s life with your mother?” and “Do you miss your father?” Over the years, by her example, Granny taught me how to ask probing, open-ended questions. In a world where adults talked and seldom listened, she taught me that asking and listening meant caring.

My grandmother was always there when I needed her, and need her I did, since from the time I was two until I was five, she was my surrogate mother. Those were the years Mother took baby Sandy and went to another town to find work as a telephone operator. I had, in truth, lost two parents.

But I could always find Granny—either in the kitchen, where she reigned supreme, or in the garden, where her sun-drenched poke bonnet could be seen peeping through the ripening stalks of corn. Granny was an island of security to me. It was no small comfort to know I could always count on her for conversation or a piece of her delectable pie (she baked two daily). Until I went to live with my mother, Granny fed my hunger for love and taught me about intimacy and the necessary company of women.

From the depth of her own relationships with her mother and with Granddaddy, Granny taught me it was possible to be close to other people. An extrovert, she also taught me that women need the fellowship of other women or they wither. She was never happier than when she, Granddaddy, Sandy, and I piled into the old, black Ford on Sunday afternoons to go visiting. Sunday was the day she reconnected with her female friends, a time when she talked about her problems and her life.

From my vantage point in the back seat of the car, I understood intuitively that the love of a good man would never meet all of a woman’s emotional needs, that women need the communion of other women to feel whole.

Women need other women

It sounds like a truism to say that women are relational beings who need the empathy, wisdom, and friendship of other women. From our earliest relationship with our mother, which shapes our personality, to our last great challenge, facing our own mortality, we look to the women in our lives to validate our feelings—to understand. If we have close emotional ties with our mothers, daughters, friends, and mentors—in addition to the men in our lives—our lives are richer, and our mental and physical health are better. On the other hand, if we are too often lonely and if we lack close female connections, we pay a high price emotionally—sometimes in depression, sometimes in anxiety, always in low self-esteem.

A national survey conducted by the Roper Organization on relationships of American women between the ages of seventeen and sixty reveals that “relationships seem to be the only reliable source of joy for many women.”1 For the women polled, having good relationships with husbands and children was crucial, ahead of money, career, and a good sex life.

In addition to good relationships with husbands and children, our relationships with other women are among our significant emotional bonds. While men provide the sense of other (as husbands and friends), women are mirrors for our femaleness our whole life long. From our symbiotic friendships of preadolescence to our friendships in old age, we look to other women to help us understand and shape our lives.

But we are not all equal in our ability to forge deep and lasting emotional bonds. Some of us are more capable of intimacy than others. While this may seem mysterious, our capacity for warm, loving relationships is traceable to our earliest emotional bonds with our parents, and particularly our mother. She is the first female we knew and loved. Or attempted to love.

The mother knot

Each of us begins life in the company of one woman who will have a deep and lasting effect upon our self-image, our capacity for intimacy as an adult, and our ability to nurture our children. Usually it is our biological mother or permanent mother substitute who profoundly influences our perceptions about ourselves, our lives, and our significant relationships. She is our first and primary attachment figure in early infancy.2 While fathers are critical in our sex role development, discipline, and achievement, mother is the architect of intimacy for both sexes. By nurturing us, she gives us a legacy of mother love or mother woe that we pass on to the next generation. At her knee we learn to speak the language of the heart, or we first have our hearts broken.

From our mother, we learn to be comfortable with our own sex. Through intimacy with her we learn it is safe to show our friends our hearts. We experience the reality of best friends, described by the ancients as “a second self,” “a single soul dwelling in two bodies.”3

But if we have been abused, rejected, or kept at bay by this woman whose love we desperately sought and needed? We may find it hard to trust other women with our vulnerable selves. We may also have difficulty relating to our daughters, with whom we closely identify. For it is from our mother that we learn how to nurture our daughters in positive, life-giving ways or that we receive a legacy of pain which we may unwittingly pass on to the next generation. From her we also learn to love ourselves, or we begin to absorb the message that we are unworthy of love.

The voices of women

In my years of working with young mothers through a national advocacy group and in my work as a psychotherapist, I have heard women speak of the power their relationship with their mother has in shaping their relationships with their daughters, sisters, friends, and even mentors. Over the years I have heard the joy, felt the longing, and witnessed the tears as women have spoken to me about their female bonds. Listen to some of their stories:

Twenty-two-year-old Sarah lives in an efficiency in downtown New York and pursues graduate studies in painting. Says Sarah, “My mother is a character. When we were sick as little kids, she’d take us on whirlwind shopping trips. We’d trudge behind her, clutching our brown paper bags to throw up in. While she may not have been June Cleaver, she was extremely loving and supportive. Now that I’m doing the starving artist thing, she is very encouraging. She believes in me and right now I need that.”

Anna, who lives in Atlanta and is the mother of five children, currently struggles with depression. “I have never felt close to my mother,” she says. “She was a single parent who was seldom home. By day she was an accountant; by night she was a student, taking classes to advance her career. When she was home, she was angry and verbally abusive—a house afire. Who could get close to that?”

Twenty-nine-year-old Miriam is close to her mother and best friends with her sister Jennifer. “Even though we live states apart and have crazy work and personal lives, we try to see each other once or twice a year. Jennifer will call up. ‘Just say yes,’ she’ll command. After I’ve agreed, I usually find out I’ve committed to Cancun or Montreal. We’re very different, but we have a first-rate friendship.”

“I’ve just lost another friend,” laments Marla, a thirty-year-old conference planner. “I know I’m too demanding, but I only realize this in hindsight. It’s a vicious cycle. I have very few friends, so I count heavily on the few I do have. Too heavily. I’ve got to quit driving people away before I completely ruin my social life.”

Gina, forty-two, has four children and a fifth en route. “I love children,” she says beaming. “My mother had seven kids, but we all felt loved. Ever since I was small, I’ve wanted kids. Especially daughters. I love my two sons, but my daughters and I have a special kind of tie.”

At forty-five, Lisa is locked in a struggle with her sixteen-year-old daughter. She wonders if her hostile relationship with an alcoholic mother is now being repeated in her relationship with her daughter. “I try to give my daughter more love, more time, more attention than my mother gave me. Some days I feel good about our relationship; other days, we’re distant or hostile. And all those old feelings I had as a child—the loneliness and rejection—come rushing in.”

Ginny, a thirtysomething new mother, hungers for a relationship with an older mother, a mentor. “All that I know about caring for my baby I’m having to learn from books,” she laments. “My mother lives across the country, and we were never close to begin with. I need a mentor to teach me about marriage and rearing children.”

We need women all our lives

Women always need other women to come alongside and speak their language: the language of the heart and of feelings. We shape each other’s attitudes and self-definitions as we converse, and from each other we learn what it means to be female.

As preschoolers, we forge a sex role identity as we identify with our mother. Starting about age four, we begin to have same-sex friends and learn to take turns as we play. This is the beginning of learning about cooperation and fair play with peers—skills that will later translate into taking turns in our conversations. As adolescents we monitor our friends—the way they dress and relate to the opposite sex. And in adulthood we look for peers and mentors to teach us valuable skills, including how to be mothers and wives.

At each stage of development we need enough close friends or key players in our lives to share our confidences, stave off loneliness, and flesh out our self-definitions.

Two friends find a private table in the middle of a noisy, crowded restaurant. To passersby, these attractive women in their mid forties are simply talking. But to the women, something significant is happening. Ann confesses to Beth that she is having trouble with Tim, her husband, and is thinking about leaving him. Beth, a veteran of a twenty-year, solid-gold marriage, listens intently. Ann cries quietly and carefully wipes her cheeks with a napkin, trying not to smear her mascara. Gently, Beth empathizes with Ann’s feelings, asks questions, and confesses that ten years earlier she, too, felt like leaving her husband. “Really?” says Ann. “I didn’t know you and Mike had similar problems.” Then Beth tells Ann about the help they got and the changes they’ve made in their relationship and how glad she is that she didn’t leave him.

In time both women rise to go. Ann feels lighter, more hopeful. Her best friend understands and has been there before her. Moreover, she has suggested counseling before taking further action.

The women embrace and go to their separate cars, their separate lives. But a marriage has been helped, perhaps even saved, while two women were having lunch.

So what’s the problem?

Many American women recognize their need for best friends or soul mates and make room in their lives for female camaraderie, but others find that cultural pressures and attitudes war against female friendships. By emphasizing heterosexual relationships above all else, our culture trivializes the importance of female friendships. In fact, sociologist Pat O’Connor states in Friendships Between Women that until the seventies the subject of women’s friendships was largely ignored by writers and researchers alike. There has been a tendency, says O’Connor, to view women’s relationships with other women as “two-faced,” “gossipy,” or “a juvenile phase in the progression towards ‘normal’ heterosexual development.”4 The implication is that marriage meets all of women’s emotional needs and, consequently, supplants the need for female friendships.

Another factor that makes it hard for some women to pursue friendships is their husbands’ attitudes. One of my friends, a prominent Washingtonian, feels that “hard charging” men may be threatened by their wives’ close female friendships. She says, “As a result, many of us engage in a conspiracy of silence. We don’t talk about our two-hour lunches with our close friends. It’s almost like it’s our little secret.”

In addition, many of us feel our female relationships suffer because of life in the fast track. Women in the nineties are living time-pressured lives and are often overwhelmed by the demands of family and career. Heidi Brennan, director of public policy for Mothers at Home, a national advocacy group, says, “Women today don’t have time for friendships. We’re more task oriented in the nineties, and friendship takes a lot of time.” She adds, “People miss the backyard fence. Even working women. Women are community people, and even in the workplace, we attempt to create a sense of community.”

One of my friends, a mother of two young sons whose career has recently skyrocketed, says, “It’s much harder to see my friends now. For me to make time in my life for another woman, there has to be a payoff. She either has to be a very close friend or help me grapple with the issues I’m facing in my marriage or with my boys. I no longer have time for the small talk or the preliminaries of friendship.”

A 1990 Gallup Mirror of America survey supports these observations, indicating that loneliness is on the rise in America. And loneliness sometimes comes with a high price tag. According to the Fort Worth Star-Telegram (October 27, 1993), Adele Gaboury lay dead in her home for four years before her neighbors thought to look inside. They just assumed the reclusive woman was in a nursing home. So Adele’s thoughtful neighbors in Worcester, Massachusetts, notified the post office to stop delivering her mail after she hadn’t been seen for two years, and called the utility company to shut off her water when frozen pipes burst one winter and water came spilling out under the door. Finally, the police found Adele’s decaying body in the kitchen amid several feet of trash.

Adele had lived on her street for forty years.

Fortunately, most of us do not live such private, isolated lives. Yet our frequent moves and our divorces take their toll. We may have plenty of acquaintances, but what we tend to lose are our friends. The same Gallup survey also found that one out of four adults would like more friends, though half of those admit they don’t have enough time to spend with their current friends. Women who work outside their homes, adults with children living at home, and the thirtysomething generation complain the most about lack of time for friendships.

If we have little or no discretionary time, we will have few, if any, deep friendships. It takes fallow, kick-back time to nurture relationships, and with the cultural emphasis on achievement in the workplace, friendships with other women are the first to go. One high-powered female executive was asked how she lived the superwoman life. She sighed and quietly replied, “I gave up my friends.”

Not only do many women feel overwhelmed by all their caretaking tasks, but few of us have mothers or aunts down the block to help with the children or to nurture us. Relatives live hundreds or thousands of miles away. So while we struggle valiantly to care for friends and family, we do not feel cared for in kind. Increasingly in my work as a therapist and in my encounters with women outside my office, I find many women who have no one except their beleaguered husbands to meet their emotional needs and to nurture them. One twenty-nine-year-old client who was struggling with health problems and several young children fell apart one night. Sobbing, she said to her husband, “I need a mother. I need someone to take care of me.”

In another era, an older woman—a neighbor, a friend at church, a relative—would have stepped in to fill this void. But today few women have cross-generational friendships. As a result, some find the boot camp of mothering an emptying, exhausting experience. When I was working with younger mothers through Home by Choice, Inc., I heard one question asked repeatedly, like a broken refrain: “Where are those older women I need to teach me about rearing children, marriage, and life?” I have also read hundreds of letters from women at home who some days feel lost, lonely, and alone. They are starved for relationships with peers and older women of the Wise Women Society. The following is a letter from a young professional who’s come home to care for her children and struggles with life:


I left my job in public relations recently to stay home with my sons, Brendan and Timothy, who are one and three, respectively. I did so because I felt I could not be an effective professional and mother at the same time. Not when my sons were very young.

I’m writing to you because I’m struggling in suburbia now that I’ve made the decision to come home. I find I need emotional support on a daily basis, but get little except from my husband. I need friends who are also adjusting to life at home, and I wish I could find a wise, older woman to give me advice about child rearing, marriage, and structuring my time.

I’m home by choice, but just now it’s awfully lonely. I desperately need the support of other women. Where can I find the relationships I need?

Friendless in Atlanta



Although she feels alone, this woman apparently represents a current trend. Barron’s, in its March 21, 1994 issue, says a counter revolution is underway: women are flocking home from the workplace. For several years, plunging interest rates made it possible to fund a mortgage on a single paycheck. Among the women boomeranging home, the greatest number are twenty- to twenty-four-year-olds, members of Generation X. When Barron’s asked why these particular women, most of whom had employed mothers, are coming home, many gave the following answer: “I don’t want to go to work so that my daughter can go to day care—or so I can support a baby-sitter.”

As women come home in record numbers, they will find, as the legion of mothers already at home have found, that they need friends and older mentors. And some will need to work through their emotionally distant or rejecting relationships with their mothers. The latter will come home in more ways than one.

Celebrating our female bonds

In a culture that for the past three decades has valued work and achievement above all else, we need to affirm the central role that female relationships play in our lives. As Sue Leach, teaching leader for Bible Study Fellowship in Seattle and a former social worker, says, “Today in America women need permission to pursue female relationships.” I agree. We need to realize that time spent with our friends is not wasted time. We don’t need to be achievement driven every minute of the day. Sometimes we need to be productive relationship builders. For it is as we share our struggles, laugh, and occasionally cry that we feel lifted. Understood. Renewed.

As a daughter, a mother of daughters, and a psychologist who works almost exclusively with adult women, I believe our female connections have enormous influence on our well-being and overall psychological functioning. Because our relationships with our mothers give us a legacy of love or woe, it is paramount that we work through any painful relationships with them so we do not unwittingly pass on our emotional insecurity to the next generation. As Dr. David Allen, chief of psychiatry at the Minirth-Meier/New Life Clinic, says, “We can’t take someone to a place we’ve never been.” Although many of us have secure, loving relationships with our mothers, sisters, and daughters, others do not. So while affirming secure bonds, I have tried in this book to bring understanding and hope to those in pain.

I have also written this book to challenge older women, those women of a certain age, to pass the torch to a younger generation of women, many of whom are starved for mentors. Mentoring not only strengthens younger families, but for those of us in midlife it adds vitality and meaning to our lives and helps ensure a rich old age.

Finally, I need to say at the outset of our journey together that I have not always felt comfortable in the company of women. Though Granny taught me that intimacy was possible, my mother taught me that intimacy hurt. For Mother, herself a motherless child, intimacy equaled loss and abandonment—a legacy she bequeathed to me. It was only in my forties that I dealt with this early and powerful relationship. And, after much hard work and no little healing, I have come to my present place in life where I am rich in friends, emotionally close to my husband and my daughters, and at peace with my mother and myself.

As I have grown more self-accepting, I have come to appreciate the great gifts women give each other. My friend Heidi Brennan summed it up when she said, “To like your sex, you have to like yourself.”

I like myself and I like my sex. And in my profession, as well as in my life, I work with women to help them strengthen their female bonds.

So let’s look at our female relationships together and examine the tremendous importance these emotional ties have in our lives.

Let’s celebrate the company of women.


2

[image: ]

Mother: Our First Connection


Though Mom didn’t give us a high standard of living, she gave us a high standard of life. It didn’t matter how many rooms our little migrant house had. What mattered was what went on in those rooms.

Linda Weber, Mom, You’re Incredible



In the July 1991 issue of Welcome Home magazine, Pauline Powell writes:


My mom is my hero. Now that I am a mother of two, I realize what it took to fill the job of mother and to do it well. The sacrifices my mother made and the love she gave me have not gone unnoticed.

My most precious memories are of my adolescent years. The average teenage girl is not the popular head cheerleader who has a date every weekend. I felt ordinary and lonely as other teenagers probably have felt. Some kids turn to drugs, gangs, or other escapes to find security, acceptance, and love. I was lucky. I had my mom. She was home, and she really cared and took time to listen. I still remember vividly the long conversations we had while we baked together in the kitchen or while I stretched across her bed as she sewed. We talked about premarital sex, the dangers of drugs and alcohol, crushes I had, and the loneliness I was experiencing. She took the time to help build my self-esteem, and I felt important.

By the time I was in high school, I had a good network of friends and an active social life, but I always kept a good relationship with my mom. We did not avoid all skirmishes, yet we managed to respect each other and our differing views. She gave me the inner strength I needed to stand up for what I believed in and to make difficult choices and decisions in college and afterward.

Now I am a mother of two, ages five and three. Even though I have chosen a similar way to raise my boys, it was the love and the freedom my mother gave me that allowed me to become the person and mother I am today.

She shares her experiences with me and encourages me when I feel unappreciated and drained as a mother. When I really feel “pitzy,” as she fondly puts it, as if I’m not making a difference in my kids’ lives, I remember how I felt growing up. Because I always knew my mother would be there for me, I felt loved, safe, and secure.

I pray I can give that sense of security to my own boys.



In these words Pauline Powell of Lewiston, Maine, describes the emotional security her mother gave her. Pauline’s mother created a strong, invisible, many-stranded cord of love that not only binds her daughter to her today and continues to strengthen her but also influences the lives of Pauline’s children as well.

The power of mother love

What is this thing called mother love that has inspired poets across the centuries and has generated three decades of detractors






A first lesson in trust

















What about fathers?








Why do our beginnings matter?












Mother: the mirror
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