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PREFACE

Having spent years studying girls and women, we became aware of a disturbing lack of attention to girls’ friendships. We have followed the growing scholarly and public interest in how girls develop and why adolescent girls are experiencing so much depression and anorexia and so many other disorders. We have puzzled over the fact that so many psychologists have located the storm centers of girls’ experiences in families that don’t understand them; in patriarchal society, which objectifies them; in schools that ignore them; and in the media, which encourages them to hold to impossible standards of beauty and behavior. But girls’ emotional lives are lived with their girlfriends, and it is through their friendships that much of developmental significance comes to them. Why, we asked each other, isn’t anyone writing about this?

Mothers of adolescent girls are particularly chagrined when they see their daughters, whose lives they could pretty well manage before early adolescence, in great distress because of events with their girlfriends—events mothers can neither see clearly nor control. Dealing with the cries of a hungry infant seems, in retrospect, like easy work compared to finding a way to respond to a daughter who was not invited to a party or whose best friend suddenly drops her. How can a mother counsel a daughter whose heart is set on that most elusive of prizes—popularity? Often, mothers attempt to minimize these problems, thinking, “Oh, well, she’ll get over it.” Girls then conclude, “She doesn’t understand,” and become unable to talk to their mothers. But mothers do understand, all too well. They understand from their own adolescence, even though these are painful experiences they would just as soon not remember.

Moreover, as women work together in companies, schools, and hospitals, these old dilemmas appear in new guises. Many women we interviewed described their workplaces as having much in common with junior high, as subgroups and shifting alliances with female coworkers, where issues of loyalty and betrayal, become the emotional center of the workday. Even as grown-up women, we don’t “get over” the dilemmas of friendship; we carry our adolescent selves around with us.

We began this project working as like-minded colleagues; we met through our work. Our plan to write the book first emerged early in 1993 when Terri, at Ruthellen’s invitation, gave a paper to the Harvard Colloquium on Human Development, presenting her research on girls’ cliques in primary school. A brief conversation gave us the sense of homecoming: A book about girls’ and women’s friendships was an idea that would stick. Modern technology allowed us to work together with an ocean between us. Both of us wrote from the information and insights gleaned from years of interviews with girls and women, and we conducted yet more interviews specifically for this project. Terri observed girls on the playground of a British state (i.e., public) school while Ruthellen wrote from her experience as a therapist to adolescent girls and women. We also talked to guidance counselors and principals, who fervently told us that it was about time someone talked about this. Middle-school counselors, in particular, told us that the majority of their time is spent trying to console or advise girls in the throes of friendship problems. We were invited to come and listen to worried parents (primarily mothers) anxious and uncertain about how to handle their adolescent daughters’ anguish at the hands of friends. We also drew from our own experiences, and the deeply personal nature of our writing convinced us that we should adhere to, when appropriate, the first-person singular of the narratives. The “I” in many vignettes refers sometimes to Ruthellen, sometimes to Terri. But the entire book was written together, layered by each author, each contributing to the authorial voice.

We have talked to girls and women in three countries and across race and social class, but this book does not investigate differences that may be culturally based. Instead, we were in search of commonalities across cultural divides. We try to represent experiences that seem universal, even though we recognize that we skim over interesting questions about differences. We speak primarily of the experiences of heterosexuals: Though we do discuss the special dilemmas of lesbian girls, we recognize that this subject is so broad that it merits a separate book. Undoubtedly, there are other experiences that we overlook—those of disabled girls, for one—and, while we expect that most girls and women will find some of their experiences accurately represented here, there will be others who will say, “But that’s not how it is/was for me.”

We wanted to write this book for both girls and women, but partway into the project, we became uncomfortable in the position of being two women writing a book (in part) for girls about their experience. Though girls’ voices are ever-present in the text, and emerged in the very first drafts, we wanted to ensure their immediacy and freshness—after all, we hope this book will be read not only by women strengthened by maturity, looking back at their own friendships or trying to coach their daughters through their early friendship days, but also by teenagers and very young women who are still in the thick of these raw experiences. We therefore invited Jaimie Baron, a college freshman, to join us, because of both her writing talent and her greater proximity to the adolescent experience. Jaimie, who is also Ruthellen’s daughter, added the voice of the younger generation, enriching and deepening our understanding of the world of teenage girls today.

Our aim in writing this book was to encourage a dialogue about what happens in girls’ and women’s friendships and how this affects their development. While we celebrate these friendships, that is not all we do, nor is that the book’s point and purpose. Instead, we try to take an honest look at the perils and dangers inherent in them, the pitfalls and places where girls and women can stumble and lose faith in themselves and in relationships. We believe that friendship is a place where girls and women learn about relationships—about their pleasures and their anguish. We struggled with the problem of whether we had any advice to give to solve these enduring dilemmas, and so we asked adolescent girls what advice they had ever been given that was useful to them in dealing with their friends. The response was unanimous: “That’s ridiculous. No one can give advice. It’s something you just have to talk about with your friends.” We were struck by the wisdom of this.

We offer no simple how-tos in this book; rather, we describe women’s and girls’ friendship experiences in order to try to understand them better, in the hope that our analysis will enable everyone to learn more from those experiences—and suffer less. The problems are inevitably ongoing, with each dilemma arising within a very particular relationship, between highly individual people. We don’t believe that there is any simple advice, but we do believe in dialogue and conversation as the only way for girls and women to make sense of their relationships; therefore, we hope that mothers and daughters—and girlfriends of all ages—will use this book as a springboard for talking together, honestly, about their relationships. The more we understand about these relationships, the more we will be able to “be there” for our daughters and our friends—for each other.
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“WHAT ARE FRIENDS FOR?”

There is a passion felt by girls and women that is so common, so routinely satisfied and frustrated, that it often fades into the taken-for-granted fabric of our lives. Girls’ and women’s craving for female friends, the work they do to construct and maintain these friendships, the pleasure and support they gain from them, the loneliness they feel when a friendship ends, are seen everywhere but seldom taken very seriously by psychologists—or even, sometimes, by other friends. Yet the ways in which girls and women negotiate these relationships play a crucial role in their happiness and their development.1

Each friendship makes its mark on an individual’s psychology, and at each phase of development, friendships are molded to our changing needs. Girls at the mall are not just shopping. Women chatting over coffee are not just sharing news. Instead, they are involved in intricate patternings of love and conflict that inexorably shape and change who they are.

Within female friendship we satisfy our psychological hunger to explore different thoughts and feelings, to expand our understanding of our social and emotional worlds, and to exchange insights born out of that understanding. Because we are of the same gender, cultural norms about how we should look, how we should act, what we should say, when we should smile—and even how and when we can be sexual—are transmitted and enforced. Girls, however unwittingly and indirectly, teach other girls how to “be nice.” They also teach other girls how to be streetwise or stuck-up. They build one another’s confidence or tear it down. And it is only within the inner recesses of girls’ society that these norms can be changed.

During the last two decades, as awareness of girls’ and women’s special developmental patterns has grown, attention has focused on girls’ capacity for interpersonal skills, including their ability to empathize with others, to express their own feelings, and to cooperate with others.2 What has been ignored is how frightening and frustrating it sometimes is to manage the closeness and conflict that are inherent in these relationships. This book explores the dynamics of these difficult and valuable relationships, their danger points, and their strong potential for growth.

No matter how many times girls suffer on behalf of friendship, they continue to pursue it. Again and again, girls return to a friend who teases, taunts, or betrays. Time and again, girls reveal themselves to a “best friend” whose heart, they should know from experience, will soon change. Over and over, girls trust an alliance that now protects them but, they should know from experience, will soon wound them. Nevertheless, these friendships remain important— and too valuable to give up, despite the fact that they sometimes hurt.

As girls mature into women and their sense of self becomes more stable, friendship often becomes less fraught on a day-to-day basis with anxiety and distress, but the earlier dilemmas of bonds with friends nevertheless come to the fore from time to time, causing anguish. Particularly as women increasingly work together in organizations, old ways of scuffling for place and recognition, for love and loyalty, seem to pervade the experience of life at work. How are we to understand this, we wondered, when the female of the species in our society, in contrast to the male, is currently depicted as relational, collaborative, and nurturing? The closeness and connection aren’t shams. The meanness isn’t more real than the caring. But how, we wondered, are these different aspects distinguished—or joined? Where can we find an account of female friendships that neither idealizes nor denigrates them?

We have been talking to girls and women in order to understand the private, screened-off world of girlfriends. We have discovered that this world is much less ideal—and also much richer—than we had imagined.

Friends are never “just friends.” They also serve a variety of emotional and developmental needs. And, as in all relationships that are catalysts of growth, the changes they instigate can either push us forward or pull us back. In childhood and adolescence, having a girlfriend protects a girl from feeling isolated. If a girl has a best friend, she knows that she is special to someone outside her family, and she can take pride in being a person able to make friends. At the same time, some girls may sacrifice themselves to a friend, doing more than they want and saying less than they mean, for fear that she is the only friend they will ever have.

As girls experience their dependence on other girls, they become aware of profound inequalities, even among their “peers”; as they feel their way around the emerging rules and regulations of friendship, some girls feel inferior and powerless. Awareness of her difference from her friends is played out many times in a girl’s life. Through friends, girls encounter values and expectations beyond those they learned in their families. As they discover their ability to make a wide range of friends, they learn more about what may be possible in their own lives. Admiration of a friend may lead to new life possibilities but may also mire a girl or woman in the swamps of envy.

As girls talk to friends, they learn that their inner worlds are neither crazy nor ridiculous. They discover that even their peculiarities are shared by others, and this gives them the comfort of common experience. And as they learn to listen to their friends in turn, they develop their ability to understand others. Girls use this sharing of selves to see themselves in new ways and to gain deeper self-knowledge. In adolescence, girls may create different persona and try them out on their friends. Later in life, women, too, when they are poised for change, try out new ways of being with their friends. Throughout life, as a girl or a woman searches for what is genuine and authentic in herself, she looks in the mirror of her girlfriend’s gaze. She hopes to find a confirming and comforting reflection. If she sees criticism or rejection, she can be struck with panic, so accustomed is she to trust what she sees through a friend’s eyes.

Over time, as change occurs within a friendship, girls may lose trust in others as they have to cope with betrayal, envy, and competitiveness. The quest is for security and stability in friendship, and girls may be willing to make all manner of transformations in themselves to ensure it. They may hide those aspects of themselves that they think a friend will disapprove of, or may give up certain activities and ambitions—or even other friends—under pressure from a friend’s disdain. At an extreme, some may lose touch with who they really are or what they really want as they focus on what their friends expect of them.

Recently, friendships among girls and women have been portrayed in idealized terms, as though good friendships involve only good feelings.3 These powerful relationships should, indeed, be celebrated, but if we lose sight of the rough learning processes within them, we simplify and distort what we need to understand. Girls’ and women’s friendships become laboratories for experiencing and resolving conflict. How is she to manage betrayals—secrets revealed, gossip spread? How can she voice her problems and feelings when she fears that a friend won’t understand? Can she learn to argue with a friend without risking the loss of the relationship? Many women avoid speaking their minds to other women for fear of a dirty or destructive fight. Sometimes a valued friendship ends because a girl feels unprepared for the conflicts that arise. She sees an argument as an ending, a sign that someone is not a friend, when in fact she is simply unprepared to negotiate a flashpoint.

In addition, girls learn that networks of friendships can set up minefields of jealousies. Whose friend are you? they ask one another as they monitor their precious alliances for any signs of change. Later, in the midst of mapping out loyalties to girlfriends, they also have to work out how to keep up with their friends as romance and sex become part of their lives. Some women complain that girlfriends drop them as boyfriends take precedence, yet many women grow increasingly certain that bonds to girlfriends outlast the comings and goings of husbands and lovers. Far from being merely competitors in the search for a partner, other women help by assessing the character and value of a potential suitor and analyzing the progress of the relationship. Later, girlfriends may fill in the emotional gaps in couple relationships, and may even help stabilize marriages.

Though it is generally accepted that we develop our sense of who we are through “significant others,” psychologists usually focus on the ways in which our parents put their stamp on us. Behind the most confident and powerful adult, we are reminded, lurks a baby screaming for her mother and a child wanting to please her parents. What is seldom understood is that behind the most confident and powerful woman is a girl who wants a friend, and a girl who has learned to be terrified of a friend’s abandonment and betrayal.

Taking Friendship Seriously

In talking to girls, in reading their diaries, in seeing how they behave, we heard loud and clear how important their friendships are. Yet adults often look at friendships as the icing on the more important substances of a girl’s psychological life.

Sidrian, in the course of her own therapy, expressed concern about Holly, her otherwise docile, good-natured fifteen-year-old daughter. Holly’s grades had been falling. She’d been moody and uncommunicative. A crisis occurred when, one night, Holly stayed out all night without letting Sidrian know where she was. Sidrian thought she knew where the problem lay. Holly’s father had recently remarried and Sidrian was herself about to remarry. She assumed that Holly was upset about these changes. She desperately sought counsel about what she could do to ease the transition. She tried to talk to Holly about it, but Holly angrily proclaimed that talking was no use, her mother just wouldn’t understand. Finally Sidrian insisted that Holly see a therapist. Several months later, in consultation with Holly’s therapist, I learned that Holly’s distress had little to do with anything that her parents were doing or not doing. In fact, what was troubling her was a breakup with her best friend. Sidrian knew about this but hadn’t accorded it any real emotional importance. Although otherwise psychologically astute and sensitive, she hadn’t classed this friend trouble as anything serious enough to cause the changes in her daughter. “I guess if it had been a boyfriend, it would have been more apparent to me,” Sidrian later said.

Only with more work in therapy was Sidrian able to remember that she, too, had once had a cherished girlfriend who turned against her, leaving her shattered and alone. She had forgotten that the pain of seeing her former best friend laughing with other friends was much like seeing her ex-husband with another woman. The echoes of lost intimacy, the sharp pangs of betrayal, the howling emptiness of being without a person who had been so central to her life—all these came back to her and she was able to tell Holly—now in a new way—that she understood.

Mothers of adolescent girls often dread the advent of the friendship wars. “Uh-oh, here it is,” a woman may think as she sees her daughter come home crying from school for the first time because another girl called her “a name.” Most mothers don’t want to remember the pain of those years, so they try to minimize it for their daughters. “So what?” they may say. “What do you care what she says? Don’t let it bother you.” Yet mothers find themselves often quite helpless in this situation—it’s one of the first signs that they cannot control the world for their growing daughters. “Should I call the mother of the offending girl?” they may consider. And, among their friends, they may ask, “What should I do when my daughter is not invited to the party she thinks everyone else has been invited to?” or “What do I do if my daughter chooses girls who I think are pressuring her into doing bad things?” These dilemmas occupy mothers as they see their daughters encounter the threshing floor of friendship.

For mothers of girls, problems of inclusion and rejection create complicated psychological conundrums. Briana told of her anguish over her daughter Lilli’s birthday party. Lilli, age nine, was planning the party and wanted to invite all seven girls in her class except one. This girl, Kimmy, was, as Lilli described her, “always making trouble, not going along with anything, crying and being a pain.” Lilli didn’t want her there. Briana knew Kimmy and recognized that she was probably mildly impaired in some way—she was clearly different from the other girls—but told Lilli, “You can’t just not invite her. She’ll find out about the party and feel terrible.” Lilli began to cry and scream. “But it’s my party,” she said. “Why can’t I invite who I want?” This put Briana in what she felt was a hopeless position. “What am I teaching her?” she wondered. “If I make her invite Kimmy, I’m teaching her you have to put other people’s interests before your own—to be ‘nice’—when I’ve spent years learning not to spend all my life taking care of other people rather than doing what’s good for me. On the other hand, I don’t want to teach her to disregard other people’s feelings and that it’s okay to hurt others deliberately. If I would tell her to try to see it from Kimmy’s point of view, I’d feel hypocritical, and anyway, I don’t think she could really understand what I meant. She just felt that Kimmy would ruin the party.” In the end, Briana did insist that Lilli invite Kimmy and Kimmy behaved just as Lilli had predicted, insisting on her way, crying inconsolably when she didn’t get it. But Lilli thought it was a good party anyway. Briana, though, continued to worry about what she had taught her daughter. “I guess there’s no right way here,” she said. “Either way there’s a price to pay.”

Teachers and school counselors also note that much of their nonacademic work with adolescent girls is about friendship struggles—dilemmas that they also feel perplexed about how to handle. “Girls are in my office all day complaining about each other,” said one middle-school principal. “One day one’s feelings are hurt. The next day it’s another. I wish I knew how to make this easier for them.” One high-school counselor remarked, “The girls aren’t violent as often as boys, but they take their fights more personally, and argue more, and come to us constantly about their problems with other girls. It’s really hard to help them.”

One reason women are so puzzled as to how to help girls with their friend troubles is that they sometimes miss the fact that these issues stay with them, too. As we worry about our daughters’ obsession about weight and appearance, for example, we might notice that it is we ourselves as women who carry this social preoccupation—and that we practice it among our friends. Just observe women greeting each other: “You look terrific,” says one. “Did you lose weight?” And the other laughs, unwilling to accept the compliment: “I wish!” The greeting ritual continues with more discussion of looks and weight before other topics are broached—news of job and family and other friends, painting pictures of success or failure. Similarly, adolescent girls begin to diet when their friends do. They are quick to notice who has gained or lost a few pounds. Boys seldom notice—it is girls who are most critical of one another. Boys don’t read Seventeen and scrutinize the models in order to judge who has the “perfect face,” the “nicest hair,” or who “isn’t really pretty.” Girls do—and they do it together.

What keeps women from asserting themselves and taking more risks? What causes girls to mute themselves and their voices? While other writers have located the causes of girls’ lowered self-esteem in the family, in the tyranny of men, and in the exploitation of Western culture, we here suggest that the worst anguish, that which women strive most to avoid, is learned in the neglected but indelible doings with girlfriends. Yet in these relationships, too, lie the paths to authenticity and confidence. The challenge is to tolerate the tension within these relationships so that we can make good use of them— and thrive.

But how can women perform that essential double act of understanding the formative experiences of our own lives while supporting our daughters so that they can learn from their own experiences? If grown-up women can remember their own adolescent experiences of friendship, if they can understand how they feared (and probably still do) a friend’s harsh judgment, if they can recall their own panic at a friend’s rejection, they can support their daughters by understanding them. But remembering is sometimes hard. It is hard because the early experiences of friendship are so raw with emotion, so fraught with contradiction. They are the crucial dilemmas of human relationships writ large: the longing for attachment versus the need to protect oneself from loss, the need to be liked for oneself versus the need to please, the wish for someone to understand perfectly versus the need for privacy, the longing to be like an idealized other person and the awareness of oneself with all one’s limitations.

My adult life is peppered with responses that are not too different from what my adolescent daughter experiences, moments with friends that make me worry about whether I have misunderstood the nature of my relationships, whether I have trusted too much and am about to get clobbered. Janice, a close friend, rushes in to share some news: “Lydia has invited me to present a paper at the conference she is organizing in Paris. I hope she invites you, too.” Immediately I am plunged back to my eighth-grade self. The popular girl has invited my best friend to a party and hasn’t invited me. I hear the note of guilt and fear in Janice’s voice—she wants to go, but doesn’t want me to feel bad. If I am invited, too, she can rest easy. If I am not, she must fear my envy and worry that I will think her disloyal. And I am struck with a momentary pang of terror. Is Janice a little pleased that she’s been singled out, and me not? What, then, does that say for our friendship? What if Janice now pulls closer to Lydia than she is to me? After all, Lydia has more to offer her—she is the queen; everyone does her bidding.

As adults, we may look back ruefully at the struggles of adolescent friendships, yet we fool ourselves to think we have ever really escaped them. The dilemmas remain, and what we learned about friendship in those trying years forever after colors our sense of self and our responses to others.

I am in my editor’s New York office and her colleague comes in to tell her about the people who will be coming for cocktails that evening. I recognize the names, all famous—Jack Nicholson, Naomi Wolf, Amy Tan—and immediately I am back in the seventh grade listening to two girls talk about the party they are giving that weekend and who is coming. They name all the “popular” kids—the pretty girls, the athletic, good-looking boys. It’s not only that I am not invited—it’s that no one would even consider inviting me. I sit and smile pleasantly, pretending I’m not really listening. I want to feel, “I can accept this. These people have lives and interests apart from my own, and such well-known names arouse excitement that I do not. This is just how life is.” But as an adult woman, I find the feeling (or the memory of the feeling) is powerful enough to make me want to run away. I’m not really an author, I feel, I don’t belong here. I feel close to making a fool of myself.

Later, when I recount this story to Clara, my close friend, she points out indignantly how rude these women were to me. I should have gotten up and walked out, she counsels me. I laugh, remembering so many conversations like this, calling a “best friend” to assuage my humiliation and counting on a best friend to take my side and make me feel worthwhile. With her, my idiosyncrasies and merits have a sharp focus. With her, I feel as interesting as anyone.

As I hold on to these memories, I can assess my daughter’s friends in a new light. Her long chats on the phone are not always “time wasting,” and when she suffers a disappointment, or when she seems down in the dumps, I won’t feel offended or shut out when she just wants to be with a friend. But when she is wounded in the friendship wars, I can treat her broken heart with the respect such pain deserves.

A woman’s understanding of her own emotional journey through friendship is a valuable asset. Only by coming to terms with our own growth through friendship can we better recognize the role of friends in our current lives as well as be able to support our daughters, younger sisters, students, and patients through the maze of these relationships.

Friends — and Other Friends

Aware of friends’ essential roles in their lives, girls and women construct a variety of different friendships for different purposes, which are regulated according to different rules: best friends, good friends, work friends, holiday friends—each is owed her special level of confidence, trust, affection. The rules, or codes of behavior appropriate to different friends, stay with us. When we are familiar with them we think, “I am a person who can understand others and fit in with them.” When these rules escape us, we feel, “I’m out of it. I always say the wrong thing. I don’t fit into this world.”

That painful feeling of not belonging, a very particular agony, haunts us throughout life. We may defend against it by not venturing where we may not be welcome, by staying with those with whom we feel safe. To protect ourselves from exclusion, we ponder the meaning and nature of friendship. What does it mean to be or to have a good friend? What is expected of a relationship that is so ambiguously defined?4

Tanya spent the summer after high-school graduation seeing her friends every minute she was not working. Before they left for college, she and her three closest friends got together and solemnly swore together that they would be “friends forever.” But when Tanya returned from her first year of college, she called none of them.


I think I changed when I realized it was like a fake friendship. I realized in college that I didn’t want to be like them. At the time, they knew everything about me. We always laughed, had fun, went out to lunch, went out at night. But in college it was a whole different experience. When I came back, I thought of them differently. I don’t want to say they’re immature—I would say they aren’t as nice as my friends in college. And it seemed like other people’s friendships sounded much more real. I used to look up to my friends here and then I realized that they are just interested in popularity and status. Sometimes in high school I would wonder about if they were true friends, but I didn’t know any different. If I was upset, they’d cheer me up or listen to my problems or whatever. But they’d drop you in a minute if something else came up. And so much of our friendship was kissing up to Jane and doing everything she said because she had all the power. I can see that now. And there were plenty of times when I wasn’t that good of a friend—if Jane called me up, then I’d forget Suzanne. I have a better idea of what friendship is—and those are my college friends. Now my friends in college won’t let me get away with that. They really care.



Here Tanya is trying to work out what makes a real friend, as opposed to a fake friend. She attended an urban high school in a city that seemed to seethe with movement and change, yet her friends had been her friends since middle school, and the stable enclaves of the other friendship groups in her class had made her own seem natural, safe, and satisfying. But her college experiences led her to rethink her high-school friendships, to experience and understand them in a new way. And she will continue, as she gets older, to think about friendship in many different ways.

The label “friend” is a slippery one, and girls and women continue to puzzle over what makes a “real friend.” Friendship ranges from deep, abiding love to temporary companionship, from soul-searing intimacy to momentary shared laughter. Some women consider the neighbor with whom they exchange pleasantries and garden tools a “friend”; others reserve this word for people they have known for years and with whom they have shared important milestones. Friendships can be situational, bonds that grow from a shared activity and wither when our interests change. In other cases, friends transcend situations and become people whom we keep in our lives no matter where we are or what activities we may pursue. Women discover that friendships can take many shapes, and they have friends for quite different purposes—and struggle with the linguistic problem of calling both their most intimate confidante and their tennis partner a “friend.”

As we brood upon these matters, so important to us, we are often led astray by the cliché that a good friend is always supportive—certainly never mean, never envious. If a friend isn’t reliable or consistent—the assumption is—then she’s not a good friend and we should get rid of her. But with friends, as with parents and lovers, we form complex relationships that involve both good and bad elements, moments of joy and closeness alternating with times of misunderstanding and disappointment.

Recently, I had a phone call from a friend of mine, Roz, who is fifty-four. She was distraught because a woman whom she considered one of her best friends wrote her to say that she thought their relationship had disintegrated into mere acquaintanceship and she did not wish it to continue. Roz, who’s a confident, thriving artist with three teenage daughters, said that she could not have been more deeply hurt had she been sixteen and dumped by a boy she adored. And yet she rejected my attempt to comfort her by condemning her friend’s behavior. “Don’t think she’s not a nice person,” Roz pleaded with me. “She’s nice and intelligent and really wonderful. And that’s what makes it so awful.” Roz wants to mend the relationship, but even if it can be mended, she will mourn the loss of what they once had. “I’ll have to be careful now about what I say, and always check up on how she’s responding to what I do. So even if I apologize for whatever I’ve done to hurt her, and she accepts, it just won’t be the same.”

Like Tanya, Roz is still working out what it means to be a friend. And, in part because there is no clear socially shared definition of friendship, each girl and woman has the opportunity to be creative in sculpting the purpose and quality of her own friendships. But in doing so she must constantly revise her understanding of what she can expect from others.

“She’s my close friend,” says Evelyn, age fifteen, “but I’m not sure we really like each other. We do almost everything together, but I don’t think she’s really interested in me, really wants to know me. I don’t know what it is. It’s like we’re friends, but there’s no real love there.” Evelyn is in mid-adolescence, but she could be any age, trying to make sense of her emotional experience in relationships. What is love in friendship? she wonders. What can—and does—she expect? These issues, of course, seem much more familiar when they are expressed in the context of an intimate partner relationship. But we also practice and ponder these problems in friendship, where we first wrestle (in our social, noninfantile experiences) with the fact that people can give you some things emotionally but not other things, not everything.

Friends Through the Ages

Whatever we learn about ourselves in our families is only a prelude to testing who we are in the larger world. Through our efforts at friendships with other girls we form an indelible sense of our value in the world of others. At first friendship is relatively easy—we play with whoever is available. Soon friendships begin to put their stamp on our identity. As we talk and play and fight with girlfriends, we begin to ask: Are we like the sporty girls, the popular girls? Are we easily liked? Are we valued? What are we valued for?

Around the age of eight or nine, girls discover new meanings in their relationships, and new power to include and exclude friends from the magic circles of their affection. Suddenly it dawns on us that girls who we have known for years choose to play together and don’t ask us to take part. Or the girl we have always lent our math homework to viciously mocks the clothes we are wearing. The world, which had been an accepting place, begins to appear cold, unpredictable, and hurtful. “Isabel sat and talked to me for an hour today!!!” I wrote exuberantly in my eighth-grade diary. “Maybe I could get in with her and her friends,” I continued hopefully. Then, two days later, I wrote, “Isabel passed me today in the hall and wouldn’t even say hello. What a snob she is! I hate her!”

The tragedy of this time is that we never really understand what goes into being accepted or rejected. We study the qualities of those who seem to us to be “in.” Is it that they are prettier, have better clothes, make jokes, act tough, smile a lot? What is it that draws others to them but not to us? I look in the mirror: I have nice eyes and spend hours on my hair, which will never flip up the way the other girls’ hair does, but it doesn’t look bad. I take care only to wear colors that match and I try to have a “good personality” even though I am not sure just what that is. But it doesn’t work for me. The “popular” girls don’t want to be with me. They won’t talk to me if I try to sit with them at lunch. For no apparent reason, I am an outcast, and oh, how I want to belong … When I have a brief fling with “being popular” in the ninth grade, I know my status is precarious. Wonderful phrases are whispered back to me: “Amy thinks you’ve got the nicest clothes” and “Jay thinks you’re cute” and “What a nice laugh you have.” I want to believe that the real me is now being discovered.

Throughout adolescence, girls make intensive use of friends as mirrors and models. They work hard to express themselves so that they can see their newly emerging selves in their friends’ eyes. So, too, they try to become what an admired friend already is, or choose as a friend the person they wish they were. Learning to negotiate the pitfalls of friendship begins to seem the core of existence to the growing girl: In friendship she discovers what she believes to be the final verdict on her true worth. The center of life is one’s girlfriends—the ups and downs, the loves and hates. And the injuries from the battlefield of friendship remain as sensitive scars to be reopened—and healed—again and again.

By the time girls reach womanhood, they have had myriad relationships with girlfriends, each of which has provided an element of emotional knowledge. There is always the friend who needs too much of you—and the girl has to learn how to erect boundaries of self-protection and to do this with tact. There is inevitably the competitive friend, the one who can always top your story—and if she decides to put up with it, the girl has to learn to recognize this trait as an aspect of her friend and not lose her own self-respect. There is also the friend who is capricious, loving one moment and indifferent the next—and the girl must learn to tolerate the fluctuations in the emotional weather. The intimacy and enigmas of friendship create the proving ground for a girl’s being a person connected to others, and they provide those centrally important negotiations for finding a place for both self and other that will occupy the woman for the rest of her life.

As life unfolds, girlfriends continue to structure the social world, defining the boundaries of what is possible and desirable. As young women step into the spheres of work and family life, they learn from one another about the choices of adulthood: They see one friend racing ahead in her career, another developing a hobby into a profession, another absorbed by family life. They may experience self-doubt through these connections, but as friends they also share excitement with, and gain confidence from, one another. In the workplace, women colleagues may experience working together in terms of the rules of friendship. Discussing an idea or strategy, women may take it personally when their suggestion is rejected. Even modification of a proposal may be taken as though it were a disloyal or critical response of a friend. Repeatedly, we heard women speak about the ways they could be troubled by their own responses to their female colleagues, or shocked by a hostile response to something they did, yet we also heard about the pleasure women felt in working well alongside one another. There was a generally expressed wish to understand the difficulties within these relationships, and to make sense of the persistent echoes of past friend troubles.

At midlife, women often find friendship at a different level, experiencing maturity and discovering together new, unformed aspects of themselves. The friendships between older women are no less important: “My friends keep the youth inside me alive,” eighty-year-old Joyce said. “They remind me how sharp and funny I am.” Through friendships, girls and women of all ages develop individual and independent selves: Their route to individuality is through these connections.

The camaraderie and fun of friendship make it a major source of joy. We can get immersed in it, pulled along by its currents. We have to be somewhere, do something, we mean to end the engagement with a friend, but each remark leads inexplicably to another topic, each a fishhook for our attention. There is the volley of information, the rising curiosity, the sudden eruption of humor. We feel better, see things more clearly, gain strength to face a challenge—or we see our former resolve crumbling and our former sense of clarity grow confused. As we go about our daily lives, making the small and crucial decisions that shape our fate, the voices and visions of our friends stay with us. As Kirsten, in her thirties, reflected during an interview, “The bond is so strong and wonderful—it saves your life sometimes. With all the judgments and difficulties and fear, friendship is as deep as any tie in life.”
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“IF ONLY I HAD A REAL FRIEND”

I knew a variety of unhappiness long before I reached middle childhood, but I can date my awareness of one particular brand of distress from the age of eight, when first I experienced a new bliss of close friendship—some girls clearly wanted to be with me, took heart from my company, found interest in my games, and felt no party or team was complete without me—and then, just as suddenly, just as inexplicably, I was cast out, while other girls huddled together, whispered about me, and found me wanting. The issues, even then, seemed both minute and devastating. I kicked a ball at recess, and someone said I “let the boys see my underpants.” I said my mother was going to New York, and my girlfriends later concurred that I was “always boasting.” I asked whether someone could come to my house on a certain day, and one girl nodded knowingly to another: I was angling for an invitation to the party they were holding on that very day. Notes passed from one girl to another during class; they were both obvious and secret. I was meant to see that a note was exchanged, but there were gasps and looks of hilarious horror if it got so close to me that I might read it.

This was more than an experience of rejection. I was now aware that I could undergo, at other girls’ call, a terrible transformation. One minute I was liked, I was valued, and the next minute I became something quite different—the focus of their criticism, the butt of their jokes. In this position I was powerless: Anything I said or did was proof that I deserved their criticism and derision. If only I had a real friend, I often thought, I would be safe.

In the seventh grade, I met Jenny. Her name followed mine in the alphabet in the days when we sat alphabetically in school, so she was next to me most of the time. We began writing furtive notes to each other during class, talked on the phone, then began going to each other’s houses after school. We seemed to have the same outlook on things and we protected each other. We always made a place for each other—saved a seat for each other at lunch or in school assemblies. We laughed together and made up cutting stories about people who were mean to either of us.

By the eighth grade, I wrote in my diary, “If anything happened to Jenny, I would die.” I took my parents for granted—they had to love me, I reasoned. But my best friend, Jenny, was the first to love me freely, to be loyal to me for no reason other than that she chose to be. She marked my first experience of a different kind of love.

The intensity of friendship is equal to that of any romance. Some girls experience early friendships like a crush. At age twenty, Tamara told us, “The first time my best friend, Allison, told me that she loved me, it hit me like a runaway truck. We’d talked on and on about how close we felt, how different our friendship was from all others, and when she said the word love, it all suddenly made sense. The idea that we loved each other had honestly never occurred to me before.”

From an early age, girls begin to bond together to survive in the larger social world. In childhood, girls’ friendships seem easy, placid, and interchangeable. A friend is someone to play with. But as a girl’s world enlarges, a friend becomes someone to “be” with. Friendship evolves into a context in which to define oneself; each friend offers shifting norms and endless possibilities for reflecting on and discovering who we are. And as intimacy evolves in friendship, issues of loving and becoming intertwine and interact. We come to know ourselves only in a context of love.

As girls grow and their emotional experience becomes more complex and differentiated, they become aware of a range of responses to one another—there are girls they love and girls they hate, girls they long to be like and girls they despise. Girls are drawn powerfully to one another because they can see themselves in the other—an awareness that can arouse both comfort and anxiety.

Whatever intimacy women experience with men—either as partners, lovers, or friends—most say there is a different quality to their friendships with women.1 Girls’ and women’s friendships offer the experience of talking “from the heart” and discovering the relief, pleasure, and humor of someone who we experience as fundamentally like us sharing experiences and opinions with us. Alice, fourteen, says her best friend understands even “the silliest things about me. I told her I liked the bath so hot I had to inch down in it real slowly, and she said she did, too, and her legs went red as lobsters, and I said mine did, too. And we eat our apples exactly the same way.” We can catch Alice’s feeling of warmth as she discovers how idiosyncrasies are shared. The ideal of sharing everything, understanding everything, and never arguing has staying power because it is so often—nearly—achieved in these friendships.

From infancy, girls show marked awareness of human responses: They scan facial expressions far more intently than do male infants. So, too, it is now thought, do girls emerge from infancy with a special capacity for empathy built into their sense of self. Their psychological legacy stems from their early family history: Because of the way families tend to be structured, both girls and boys, as infants, usually form their first, most primitive attachment to their mothers. Through this attachment, infants gain interpersonal experiences that build up an early sense of self: “This is the kind of being I am.” As they grow, children establish a sense of a more or less separate and gendered self. As girls learn what it means to be a girl like their mothers, they retain their needs to connect closely, intimately with her, such that being close to someone and being like them feels part of an unbroken whole. For boys, however, the crystallization of a gendered self (“I’m a boy. I’m not a girl.”) involves a radical shift away from their initial identification with their mothers and so they often defend their gender identities with strong self boundaries.

Girls form their distinct and gendered selves without the need for such sturdily defended self boundaries, and in fact girls often confirm their sense of self through connecting to others.2 With this emotional readiness, they enter the arena of friendship with other girls, quick to talk, inquire, and empathize. But a girl’s psychological penchant to blend with a friend doesn’t mean she’ll always feel sympathy for her, or always like her, or always be glad for her successes and displeased by her misfortunes, for girls’ extra push toward feeling connected to others—which all humans have—also arouses envy and anxiety. And so she comes to the social cauldron of girls’ friendships with a rich sensitivity to the meanings of even minor interactions. What does her smile say about me? If she turns away, what is she turning away from? Am I like that girl over there, who seems so confident and centered? Am I like that other girl, who’s not likely to be liked by other girls?

The earliest female friendships try to re-create the unbounded harmony and closeness that girls once experienced with their mothers. This plays itself out in the joys of touching and exploring— much like the little girl enjoys snuggling with her mother, playing with her hair or jewelry, or trying on her clothes. Young girls walk to school arm in arm, stroking one another’s hair, admiring its texture or color. Even a friend’s clothes can be exciting. Lydia wants to borrow Sita’s top or get shoes just like Callie’s. Her borrowing and copying are proof of just how closely they are joined. How thrilling to be matched to such a wonderful person: “There’s something so … well, it’s sort of perfect about her. I can’t believe how pretty her face is—and when she wears her yellow sweater … I don’t know, there’s just something about her …” Lydia gropes toward an explanation of the “crush” she has on Callie. This quartet of eleven-year-olds—Sita, Surinder, Lydia, and Callie—huddles together, speaking in voices too low for anyone else to hear, and touching one another as they talk. “Your hair is so silky!” Callie remarks, and rubs a strand against her cheek. Callie and Surinder style Sita’s hair, enjoy the new look, and then put it back like it was.

Though these elfin-looking eleven-year-olds, in a suburban school plagued by neither crime nor wealth, are not yet concerned with glamour or fashion, their bond is reinforced through grooming. Their attention to one another is intense and full of wonder. Caresses and compliments are commonly exchanged. Many psychologists view this behavior as a practice run for later romantic attachments, as though the feelings between girls are mere shadows of future love. But as girls perform the rites and rituals of friendship, they are not simply rehearsing for the important stuff of subsequent sexual relationships. Instead they are both carrying forward the close bond with their mothers and beginning the long story of attachments to girls and women that will shape their identity and outlook throughout their lives. And, in doing so, they are learning about close relationships of all kinds. For the dynamics of girls’ friendships are the dynamics of all relationships, and the process of learning about friendships, which begins before adolescence—the feelings of wholeness, homecoming, and delight, as well as the pain and confusion—continues into and through adult life.

When Anyone Will Do

A young girl’s entrance into the larger social setting of school is frightening and threatening. Having someone to be with is a basic need, and the first element in friendship, and so initially, a girl may simply need someone to pair up with in order to prevent that awful feeling of being alone while in a large group. Without a friend, life is simply no fun. In the process of researching girls’ friendships,3 Alison Tamplin discovered these poems by two six-year-olds, which express the distress of isolation:















But Not Just Anyone Will Do
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