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Several contributors to Women Psychotherapists’ Reflections on Female Friendships: Sisters

of the Heart allude to having had some difficulty getting started writing their chapters for

this volume. As a reviewer, I empathize with their difficulty. When I thought of how to begin

this review, I was stymied. What was there to say about a book that is so touching yet

elusive? And what to say about its unevenness, with some chapters polished and readable

and others virtually session or journal notes; with some by women who are admired and

established leaders in the field of feminist psychology and others by graduate students

working their way into the field from nontraditional beginnings?

Release from this maddening dilemma came when I had an epiphany: I had to stop thinking

of this book as a psychological treatise about women’s friendships and realize that it is

primarily an act of witnessing, of giving testimony to the importance of a deeply felt factor

in women’s lives, put forth in a series of narratives depicting the various ways in which the

friendship factor plays itself out in real life. As I realized this, I also realized that the book

expands on the grand tradition of feminist scholarship and thought in moving from the lived

experiences of women to illuminating hitherto-unexplored areas of culture, power, class—all

the dynamics that shape our time and place in history. It is a feminist way of gathering

knowledge. Beside this accomplishment, the limitations of the work fade into insignificance.

This slim volume was originally published as a special issue of the journal Women & Therapy

(“Sisters of the Heart,” 2013). The brief given to authors was apparently quite broad: to

write about the role of intimate friendships with other women, specifically about “how an

intimate friendship with another woman (informed the author’s) . . . development as a

feminist therapist” (pp. 11–12). Many of the contributors interpreted this broadly, and the

range of friendships described spans grandmothers and mothers to mentors to

groundbreaking pioneers to more or less traditionally defined friends to indispensable
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household help. The emphasis is entirely on personal narrative, on storytelling, on

witnessing; in that sense, the book follows the path blazed by feminists who showed us the

depths of what is embedded in the personal. The 13 chapters are testimonials to the power

of friendship and other forces important to the individual authors—including feminist

therapy, education, cultural sensitivity, alternative therapies, self-care, and so on. They are

often compelling, to the point of being mesmerizing.

In the process, though, authors often bypass niceties like structure (their stories tend, as do

many personal stories, to amble along) and definitions (e.g., a description of what feminist

therapy is awaits a concluding chapter; in a chapter about the “hyphen,” the author implies

but never quite says that it refers to the state of embodying multiple identities, such as

biracial or bicultural; and in a chapter dwelling heavily on family system constellations the

author seems—mistakenly in this case—to assume the reader’s familiarity with the

approach). Often even the proofreading tends toward the casual (e.g., “though I am equally

empathic to their feelings [emphasis hers],” p. 104, without any emphasis indicated).

The level of prose, of scholarship, even of insight varies a lot. The earlier chapters tend to

be more structured; the latter ones meander into what one author describes as a “journal”

(p. 130). Some are tremendously unguarded (e.g., “I found out [my client] had an affair

with my husband,” p. 124); others are extremely personal (“in turning me toward the one

heart I share with my entire lineage as we are, my work with Suzi allows me to now say to

them without reservation, ‘Thank you. It was enough.’” p. 109). All are highly specific,

recounting highly individualized tales of life’s uprooting, relations, losses, triumphs, and,

above all, the healing that female friendships, in all their various forms, provide.

There is a strong note of the inspirational running through these chapters. Clearly the book

is a celebration of the power of sisterhood, and the truth is that the book makes the case for

it strongly. Although the stories are often so personalized and discursive that the book’s

greatest strength does not necessarily emanate directly from them, the chapters

nevertheless create a kind of cumulative persuasiveness. It is like hearing many witnesses

attest to the same phenomenon, and even if one is skeptical at first hearing, the piling up of

many supportive details—so varied, so specific, so different from each other—becomes

convincing.

Perhaps less convincing, however, to some readers may be the strong spiritual thread that

runs through many of the narratives. Considerable power is attributed by many authors to

spirituality, from the most traditional forms of spiritual practice to the most contemporary,

ranging from Chaldean Catholicism to marianismo, a traditional Latin “veneration of female

virginal purity, moral and spiritual superiority over men, and selfless motherhood” (p. 64),

and there is often an unquestioned assumption of the importance of spirituality and faith

(e.g., “Proof that the Creator cares for me,” p. 126). As readers, we accept the

inextricability of these assumptions from culture and time and for that reason do not

challenge them. That is as it must be, for after all, this is a book of personal narratives.

In the final chapter, Lillian Comas-Diaz performs a remarkable feat: She pulls together all

the disparate threads of the preceding narratives and shows how they demonstrate the

“empowering and transformative effects of women’s close friendships . . . [and] the

incorporation of women’s friendships principles into feminist therapy” (p. 140). She ends the

chapter “with a presentation of lessons learned from the perspective of intimate women’s

friendships” (p. 140).
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Comas-Diaz treats each of the life stories as more traditional psychologists treat traditional

numerical data: Each story is a bit of evidence for the theory of the power of women’s

friendships, and she builds an impressive case binding the data to the structure of feminist

psychology and therapy. In the first chapter, she and Marcella Bakur Weiner affirm, with

citations, the power of women’s friendships to heal; in this concluding chapter, she shows

how they empower women and have transformative effects. The effect is that of a slightly

blurry film that suddenly comes into focus.

Though Women Psychotherapists’ Reflections on Female Friendships as a whole will probably

wind up preaching to the choir, it would be a mistake to yield to the temptation to treat it

slightingly. To do so would be to succumb to the patriarchal notions of research and theory

building that feminist theorists have so tellingly critiqued. This is a book about women, by

women, using women’s lives and women’s ways of wresting broad understanding from the

quotidian detritus of their everyday lives. Its appeal is probably primarily to women,

especially women therapists, and perhaps even more pointedly to those with feminist

leanings. But everyone, men and women, could benefit from what it illuminates about a

significant developmental strand and support in women’s lives.
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