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As a man, I will never experience directly the nature of the relationship between sisters. As a
developmental and aging psychologist, I am aware that a large empirical literature exists in
regard to sibling relationships, with general agreement that relationships between sisters are
closer than sister–brother or brother–brother relationships, and this bond continues for life in
most cases (Cicirelli, 1995). Yet, the qualitative characteristics of this relationship have not
been thoroughly explored.

The Role of Sisters in Women’s Development, written by Sue Kuba, a professor of
psychology at Alliant International University and a practicing clinical psychologist using a
feminist phenomenological perspective, does much to increase our understanding of this
important relationship. Kuba argues that classical psychoanalytic and later therapeutic
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theories have not dealt adequately with the sister relationship, although she does not consider
other theories.

For example, Walker, Allen, and Connidis (2005) proposed a theoretical framework
for the study of sibling relationships that is based on four perspectives: a life course
perspective that considers developmental transitions in the relationship in the context of time
and place, a feminist perspective that stresses gender differences and the value of women, a
social constructionist framework that views the sibling within a wider network of kin and
community, and an ambivalence concept that sees both harmony and conflict as coexisting
in the sibling relationship.

To gain more information about the sister relationship, Kuba undertook a qualitative
study to closely examine sisterhood. Study interviewees were 29 women, ranging from
teenagers to women in their 80s, who were raised with a full biological sister. Using a
phenomenological approach, the researcher asked each simply, “Please describe as fully as
possible your relationship with ______ [sister’s name].” If the woman had more than one
sister, she was asked to tell about each of them in turn. The tape-recorded interviews were
transcribed and coded to identify themes or meaning units in the sister relationships.

Chapter 4 begins the presentation of the interviewees’ “herstories,” the oral narratives
about their sibling relationships. The meaning units that were identified in the coding
process are quoted to illustrate major aspects of the sister relationship, including such topics
as effects of childhood interactions, mother–daughter–sister interactions,
father–daughter–sister interactions, family structure, and family substance abuse. The
ensuing chapters deal with sister relationships in relation to the extended family and sisters’
families of procreation, to changes in the closeness of the relationship over time, and to
changes in sisters’ identities over time and circumstances.

I was initially quite skeptical of the value of this information, given the small size and
diversity of the sample, with participants identified using the snowball method. Of the 29
interviewees, 17 were teenagers, with only 12 individuals to represent the age groups of
young adulthood, middle adulthood, later adulthood, and old age. In addition, 19 were
White, four were African American, one was Japanese American, and the ethnic background
of the rest was unknown.

Thus, it was unclear whether the study findings could be generalized and, if so, to
what population. Although meaning units derived from the “herstories” are quoted liberally
throughout these chapters, each identified by an assumed name, I wished that the age of each
individual quoted was also included. In some cases, it was apparent that the person was a
teenager or was elderly, but age was unclear for most of the quotes.

To my surprise, as I read through this portion of the book, I was struck by the richness
of detail about various aspects of the sister relationship in the meaning units quoted. In one
section, my reaction was, “These are good examples of how women feel about the dyadic or
triadic groups found in family systems theory.” Or, “This is a great illustration of women’s
feelings about differential parental treatment.”



In the material on changing relationships over time as influenced by such events as
one sister departing for school or for another section of the country, marriage or divorce,
birth of children, illness, death, and other family events, there is a level of detail in the
intimate experiences of the women studied that brings to life Connidis’s (1992) analysis of
life transitions and the sibling tie. I found the material on how the sisters dealt with
disagreements or worked to repair a rift in the relationship to be particularly interesting.

In Chapter 9, Kuba considers cross-cultural, racial, and ethnic perspectives on sisters,
examining differences in family structure, sisters’ roles, and cultural values pertaining to
sisters’ relationships in immigrant families from an almost dizzying number of nations and
areas: Africa, Mexico, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Dominica, Haiti, Central America, China, Japan,
Korea, Cambodia, Laos (Hmong), Hawaii, Malaysia, the Philippines, Indonesia, India,
Pakistan, Armenia, Iran, Lebanon, Syria, Palestine, England, Ireland, the Netherlands,
Germany, Greece, Hungary, and Italy. It would take an entire book, much less a single
chapter, to do justice to this topic, and as a result the treatment of the various groups tends to
be sketchy. In some cases, the information is backed by good scholarship, but in others the
information comes from an immigrant’s personal experience recounted in a book or article
or from a brief interview.

Regardless of the authenticity of some of the cross-cultural material presented in this
chapter, I came away with an appreciation of the extent to which differing cultural and
family values influence the family structure and gender roles that define relationships
between sisters. Additionally, political divisions (e.g., North and South Korea) and certain
national rules have tended to separate family members, not to mention the decimation of
large numbers of families in wars. All these factors have led to Kuba’s recommendation that
researchers must consider the cross-cultural, racial, and ethnic contexts of the siblings whom
they study and qualify conclusions accordingly. The final section of The Role of Sisters in
Women’s Development considers how the phenomena of sisterhood can be incorporated into
certain theories of psychotherapy and how the phenomenological approach to examining the
relationship between sisters can be applied in family therapy settings.

This book should certainly be of value to clinical psychologists. For me, as well as for
others studying sibling relationships in the areas of developmental psychology, sociology,
and family studies, the book demonstrates how important it is to go beyond questionnaires
and scales to assess the sibling relationship and to examine the unbiased qualitative
narratives of those actually experiencing the relationship in question. Finally, any reader of
The Role of Sisters in Women’s Development will come away with a greater understanding
of the complexity and meaning of relationships between sisters. I certainly found this to be
the case.
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