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Foreword



——Claire Messud


OUR CULTURE DEVOTES endless attention to romantic love, and almost as much to familial relationships—whether in fiction or nonfiction, in film, television or photography. But in our lives—in women’s lives, particularly—friendships often prove as central to our identities as do lovers, parents, and children.


Jacqueline Mroz, in this timely, lucid and thoughtful book, turns an illuminating eye upon the affective ties that shape us from childhood onwards: what constitutes a friend? How has this changed over time, or between cultures? Why and how do friendships unravel? How does literature mirror—or fail to mirror—our actual experiences? What might we seek in our friends at life’s different stages? These are all vital questions, too rarely addressed.


It seems that friends are like breathing: We can’t live without them, but we don’t spend too much time thinking about it. Mroz’s well-researched and careful taxonomy of friendship will enable readers better to understand how and why these relationships matter so much.


In mid-life, I look back over the decades and acknowledge that my memories are organized as powerfully around my friends as my family relationships. My family moved around a good bit when I was young, with the result that my recollections of friends are tied to particular places, and to distinct periods. When I was in elementary school, we lived in Sydney, Australia: thanks to social media, my sister and her best friend from those long ago days remain close still. Although for many years I lost sight of my besties from early adolescence in Toronto, I recently heard from one and discovered that they still go on holiday together, forty years after we all met. I regularly have dinner with a trio of beloved high school friends, as all of us live in the Boston area. Another friend from that time is now friends with my dearest college mates, and he texts me photos whenever they’re together. I met my future husband in the early weeks of my graduate study in the UK, and a close college friend came to visit the next day: she got to know him at the same time as I did, and the three of us set off for Edinburgh and the Scottish Highlands that fall, on a trip of such memorable hilarity that we still joke about it. All these years later, she is still practically family; our kids have grown up knowing and loving each other too.


Girl Talk feels to this reader particularly relevant because in recent years I’ve been preoccupied with female friendship, and have written two novels—The Woman Upstairs and The Burning Girl—in which I’ve sought to explore passionate but complicated relationships in different stages of life. As a reader, I’ve reveled in diverse contemporary narratives of friendship—from Elena Ferrante’s work to Zadie Smith’s Swing Time to Emma Cline’s The Girls, to Magda Szabó’s extraordinary The Door, about the deep but tortured bond between a writer and her housekeeper. As a human being, I’ve marveled at the evolution of my understanding of these strange, aleatory, voluntary connections: what draws us to a new friend? What makes us give up on one, if we do? How much does friendship resemble amorous love, and how does it differ? How does it accommodate rivalry and envy, attraction and repulsion?


Friendships between women are as multifarious as insects or plants, as familiar and unknowable as weather. Friends dutifully forged of circumstance, who become something more abiding; love-at-first-sight friends, for whom one’s heart leaps in recognition (but of what, exactly?) from the first conversation; friends formed of shared intellectual interests or political concerns; friends slowly stolen from other friends, wittingly or unwittingly; fair weather friends; fast friends; feckless friends; mad friends; the innocents; the loyal guard; the lost ones… There are those friends you always rather dread seeing, but whose company you invariably enjoy more than you expected; and those you can’t wait to spend time with, who somehow always disappoint. There are the ones you always thought really ‘got’ you, until you realize belatedly they didn’t at all, and then you wonder who they thought you were, and troublingly, who you thought they were, too. There are the solid, quiet ones you carelessly overlook, until you come shamefacedly to see they’re solid gold.


Each one has something to teach us; each is remarkable, not least because we give them our hearts. We choose them—deem them special—as they choose us. When you consider how agonizing this process proves in our romantic lives (“who will ever love me?”), it seems all the more miraculous that, in friendship, we make our choices with abandon, sincerely, eagerly, often unthinkingly, and usually without prospect of measurable gain. In an era in which we obsessively measure value and take a disturbingly utilitarian approach to so much in our lives, friendship remains an essential extra, a gift that, even in its challenges, brings us more than we can truly know.


In addition to exploring the cultural and social histories of friendship, Mroz cites its many known benefits—including better physical and psychic health. But one of this book’s abiding pleasures rests in its moving use of anecdote, the deft inclusion of moving stories told by ordinary women of all ages about the girls and women they have loved, with whom they’ve struggled, and upon whom they’ve relied. Every woman who reads this book will find echoes of her own experiences. In Girl Talk, Mroz grants these vital human connections the focus and importance they merit, a serious attention for which her readers will be lastingly grateful.















Introduction





A friend may well be reckoned the masterpiece of nature.


—Ralph Waldo Emerson




WE TELL OUR friends secrets that we wouldn’t entrust to anyone else; we cry on their shoulders when things have gone wrong and we toast them when they’ve succeeded; we talk to them about our significant others, our kids, our parents; we go on adventures together; and we laugh over each other’s imperfections. What would we do without our friends?


I know I couldn’t live without mine.


We feel better when we’re with our friends—even knowing they’re there for us can make us happy. And research has begun to back up the magic of friendship and its connection to our health. Having friends improves our immunity, promotes healing, lowers blood pressure, and makes us feel less depressed—it even makes us live longer.


But sometimes, our friends can behave in strange and mysterious ways—they may act jealous or unfeeling; they may undermine us or, even more seriously, they may cause us to break up with them, permanently. At the same time, other friends will go on being supportive, kind, and caring. What makes women behave in these ways? I’ve had my own friend breakups in the past, and I wanted to understand why they happened. As I started talking to my current friends about my experience, I realized that I wasn’t alone. Many of them had their own story about the friend that “got away,” and most of them were still sad about the loss. But what really struck me, besides the grief, was the sense of confusion. None of us could figure out what had caused a close friendship to turn sour, and that made me curious about the mystery behind these rifts.


I wondered—could there be a scientific explanation for women’s behavior with their friends, both good and bad? If I could find an answer to how female friendship worked, could I learn to prevent my own relationships falling apart, and make them stronger, as well as provide useful advice to others? Friends are so important to women, and studies have shown that a breakup with a friend can feel even worse than a divorce.


As a longtime science writer for the New York Times, I wanted to investigate the nature of women’s friendship. I was curious to find out if there was an evolutionary basis for the way women keep, and lose, their friends. Could the complex social worlds of our primate relatives—especially chimpanzees—help us understand what was going on? Girl Talk: What Science Can Tell Us About Female Friendship tries to answer this question, and in researching the book, I talked to evolutionary anthropologists and psychologists. I also interviewed neuroscientists who have studied women and their methods of friendship, and I found out what’s behind their behavior, including the latest scientific research on these relationships.


For instance, I looked closely at a recent article suggesting that women have significant misconceptions regarding which of the people they feel close to are their authentic friends. The study revealed that only about half of participants successfully identified their true friends. Insights from evolutionary biologists and neuroscientists about what makes women tick are interspersed here with real-life stories. Women’s friendship is a new and exciting area of study, and researchers are just beginning to examine the science behind these relationships.


While friendship is an informal social relationship, many women say they feel closer to their friends than to some of their own family members. On the other hand, male friendships are seldom as intimate as women’s, and they rarely go through breakups with their friends. Men can fall out of touch with someone for years and still call him a close friend. While women on the whole find their girlfriends to be more supportive than guys find their guy friends, and women are more inclined to reveal their feelings and emotions with their girlfriends, studies have found female friendships to be more fragile than men’s.


Before writing this book, I had noticed that whenever I spoke to my husband about issues I was having with my friends, he didn’t seem to understand what I was talking about—he’d never had a rift with another guy, let alone a breakup. It made me wonder: Why are women’s and men’s friendships so vastly different? This book attempts to answer that question.


As I started to research this book I realized that I also wanted to understand what makes friendships between women work well. Then I read something that resonated with me: It’s easy to walk away from problem friendships—but by working through conflict when things go wrong, we have the potential to create deeper, better quality friendships. That stuck with me. I was letting my friendship with one of my best friends from college drift away because I was annoyed that she always seemed to be on her phone whenever we got together—and I saw her only rarely. So instead of ignoring it, I decided to call her and tell her how I felt. She hadn’t realized that I’d been bothered by her behavior, and she apologized, promising to change. She also told me that she had a health issue that she was dealing with, and that it had made her anxious about the visit. I hadn’t known this—and it helped me to understand her behavior. Although we don’t see each other or talk as much as I’d like to, I still consider her one of my closest friends. Now, I feel like we can be more honest with each other.


Sometimes, the most unlikely women will become friends.


Marilyn Monroe’s close friendship with jazz singer Ella Fitzgerald surprised many at the time. Girl Talk looks at their relationship, as well as other famous friends in history and literature, such as Gertrude Stein’s longtime relationship with Vita Sackville-West, and Susan B. Anthony’s lifelong partnership with Elizabeth Cady Stanton as they fought for women’s rights in the mid-1800s. My Brilliant Friend, a best-selling novel by Elena Ferrante, is about two women who are best friends in Naples and whose lives are forever intertwined. In Girl Talk I explore why their story resonates with so many female readers. And I look at other female friendships in recent fiction, such as Claire Messud’s The Burning Girl and books by Margaret Atwood.


I also compare women’s friendships across cultures to understand how they differ and to learn what exactly it is that makes a relationship a friendship. Girl Talk examines how social media is changing women’s friendship, for the better or for the worse. For instance, is phone addiction making it harder for us to have deep friendships?


I hope that Girl Talk will help us understand the science behind women’s friendships: what makes them so emotionally supportive, and why they sometimes implode. Writing this book certainly changed the way I feel and act toward my friends, and it has made my friendships stronger. Hopefully, with the knowledge in this book, we can become better friends and enjoy more satisfying and lasting relationships with our girlfriends.















A Note on the Research Study



FOR THIS BOOK, I conducted a survey of women’s friendship with my intrepid researcher, Brooke Schwartz, a research coordinator at NYU Langone Health and master of social work candidate at Columbia University. Using MTurk, an online survey tool, we asked more than 125 women questions about their friendships: The women ranged in age from 18 to 74 years old, and they came from various racial and ethnic backgrounds; they lived in 33 different states, and Canada, with the largest proportion from New York, Florida, and California. Most had a bachelor’s degree and some had a master’s degree or a high school diploma. About 56 percent were married or in a partnership; 31 percent were single, 16 percent were divorced; 89 percent were heterosexual and 11 percent were bisexual. As for their political views, 38 percent were liberal, 18 percent were conservative, and 30 percent were moderate; 17 percent were very liberal and 3 percent were very conservative.


I was curious to know what women looked for in a friendship, so we asked them their top value in a female friend: 22 percent said support; 17 percent cited authenticity; 15 percent, loyalty; 13 percent, success; and 10 percent, good listener; the rest of the answers were under 10 percent, and they were for compassion, intelligence, humor, optimism, and trustworthiness. It’s interesting that women found success in a friend to be an important quality, and that compassion and trustworthiness were less essential. When asked how many close female friends they had, the average was five; about 63 percent said they still had good female friends from childhood, and about half found them to be different from the friends they made as an adult—in a good way.


A remarkable 54 percent had experienced a breakup with a female friend, with the highest numbers among the oldest respondents (ages 65–74) and the youngest (18–24); there was no statistically significant difference in the answers when this was broken down by race or marital status. (I look at this more in-depth in Chapter 7.) Only 33 percent overall said that a female friend had helped them professionally, but 70 percent of older respondents said that female friends had assisted them in their careers. (More on this in Chapter 1.) Not surprisingly, most of the women felt that their friendships with women were markedly different than those they had with men.


Social media has become an important factor in our friendships, both good and bad; the highest percentage of respondents (24 percent) had over 401 friends on Facebook, with the next highest having 101–200 friends. Some of the young women that I interviewed for this book had between 1,200 and 2,400 friends on Facebook—and one was only 17 years old! When asked if they had friends from other cultures, most of the women answered yes; what’s interesting is that the 18- to 24-year-old age group had the most: 73 percent. Perhaps this tells us something about that generation? Only 15 percent of women in the Midwest had friends from other cultures, the lowest number.


Finally, it has long thought to be difficult to make friends as we age, and my survey results back this up; for those over 60 years old, 32 percent said they found it somewhat difficult to make friends as they became older. It’s telling that many of the women under age 25 also found it hard to make new friends (33 percent). Yet 47 percent of the women over 60 reported having the same amount of friends now as when they were in their twenties or thirties. That’s promising.


Notes on the format of the study: We gathered responses to a survey we created through a Google form that was posted to MTurk. The survey was in the form of a self-administered questionnaire and it included open and closed-ended questions. The survey was open to anyone identifying as female and was advertised by MTurk and also by us through social media. Participants who took the survey on MTurk were compensated for their participation. Sampling type was nonprobability sampling. We used STATA to analyze data. Survey findings are not generalizable and do not make claims about female friendships in general; the point of the survey was to look at a small sample of female-identifying women, gather some preliminary data, and get qualitative responses to support already established research.















Chapter 1



A History of Friendship


How the idea started




There is one friend in the life of each of us who seems not a separate person, however dear and beloved, but an expansion, or interpretation of one’s self, the very meaning of one’s soul.


—Edith Wharton




TO UNDERSTAND HOW female friendship works, it’s important to go back in time to look at how it began. It may be hard to believe today, but in Ancient Greece, great thinkers and philosophers such as Aristotle thought that only men were capable of forming strong connections and making friends.


Since men wrote all of the historical documents about friendship in the first two thousand years of Western history, women were rarely included. They were thought to be weaker than men and unsuited to the loftier concept of friendship—especially during the time of the Greeks and Romans.


Today, more scholars are recognizing the important place that women have held through the ages. And by taking a long view of the history of female friendship, we can come away with a greater understanding of not just female but human behavior, and what makes our lives meaningful. Benefiting from a historical perspective, scientists around the world—biologists, sociologists, physiologists, and more—are beginning to understand the influence of women’s friendship on the evolution of culture as well as, more immediately, on women individually.


Within the classical philosophical tradition, women were historically judged to be without the passion, sense of individuality, and capacity for thought that makes for a good friendship. So impressed were the Greeks with the manliness of friendship and its power to prompt men to heroic action, they set the love of male friendship above even the love of man for woman, according to Janice Raymond, a professor emerita of women’s studies at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst.


“It has always been difficult for women to become friends, both because of patriarchal norms in every society, and because women have internalized these norms,” said Raymond, the author of four books, including A Passion for Friends: Toward a Philosophy of Female Affection. “Women’s friendships are a challenge to this tradition.”


Until the 1960s, there was little research done on women’s friendship in history, as females had been subordinate in society for so long. Studies of women were seen as less vital than and not as interesting as the traditional studies of male areas, such as politics. For instance, there are thousands of books on leaders such as George Washington and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, but very few on the women who lived during those times. During the feminist movement, academics and historians started putting women back on the record, bringing more attention to their accomplishments.


Looking back on the history of women’s friendship, it’s evident that the classical ideal of men’s friendship was ultimately rejected by women, who found that their relationships with women offered them the support and affection that they sometimes didn’t receive from their husbands. Of course, one chapter cannot encompass all the history of women’s friendship, but it can provide an overview of the shifting attitudes that women experienced over time, and how those relationships influence us today.


One of the earliest accounts we have of female friendship is the story of Ruth and Naomi from the Book of Ruth in the Hebrew Bible. Their account is one of the rare places in the Bible where women speak to each other; while women are represented in various books of the Bible, we seldom find them talking to one another. Thus, according to Wendy Amsellem, a teacher at the Drisha Institute for Jewish Education in New York, the Book of Ruth is a unique celebration of female friendship.


In the beginning of their story, Naomi does not see the value of friendship with Ruth, a younger woman. Naomi has no sons to offer Ruth in marriage and she believes her worth as a woman is simply as a matchmaker and eventual mother-in-law. In contrast, Ruth values Naomi for herself, not for any potential suitors that she may provide. In one of the most powerful and eloquent statements between women in the Bible, Ruth declares her devotion to Naomi:




Entreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following after thee: for whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God: Where thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried: the Lord do so to me, and more also, if aught but death part thee and me. (Ruth 1:16–17)





Naomi can’t fathom that she has anything to give to Ruth, since her sons are all dead.


But Ruth convinces Naomi that she just wants to be with her—forever, until death separates them.


“Through Ruth’s love and devotion,” said Amsellem, “Naomi has been redeemed and made full.”



Classical Ideals of Friendship


Friendship was an important concept in the time of classical Athens; philosophers debated its social importance and its ethical demands. The philosopher Aristotle said that friendship was essential to a well-lived life, and he believed there were three types of friendship: utility, pleasure, and the good. In utility, people are friends with each other based on what they can do for one another, such as business associates or classmates. These friendships aren’t permanent, because once the benefit of being friends ends, so too does the friendship.


The second type of friendship is one of pleasure: “We enjoy the society of witty people not because of what they are in themselves, but because they are agreeable to us.” As with utility, in the friendship of pleasure, people love their friends not for the sake of the friends, but for the sake of the pleasure received. But these friendships are also tenuous, as they can change or end as quickly as the pleasure received can change or end.


The good or “virtuous” friendship was the rarest form but the most valuable. Aristotle observed:




Such friendship is naturally permanent, since it combines in itself all the attributes that friends ought to possess… it is between good men that affection and friendship exist in their fullest and best form. Such friendships are of course rare, because such men are few. Moreover, they require time and intimacy… people who enter into friendly relations quickly have the wish to be friends, but cannot really be friends without being worthy of friendship, and also knowing each other to be so.





Three centuries later, Cicero, one of the ancient philosophers who wrote most prolifically about friendship, praised its importance, but also questioned some of the problems that might arise in these relationships. In his book, De Amicitia (On Friendship), Cicero wrote of the highest ideal of friendship among ancient Romans—though this did not, of course, include women. His treatise on the subject continues to be relevant to this day. In his book, Cicero says that friends should “share with each other, without reservation, all their concerns, their plans, their aims.” His words still resonate:




Even while understanding that friendship includes a great number of important advantages, it must be said that it excels all other things in this respect: that it projects a bright ray of hope into the future, and upholds the spirit which otherwise might falter or grow faint. He who looks upon a true friend, looks, as it were, upon a better image of himself. For this is what we mean by friends: even when they are absent, yet they are with us; even when they lack some things, still they have an abundance of others; even when they are weak, in truth they are strong; and hardest of all to say, but also most deeply felt: even when they are dead, in truth they are alive with us, for so great is the esteem of a true friend, the tender recollection and the deep longing still abides with them.





A Nun’s Life


Through the ages, women have always been friends with their family members and neighbors, helping each other through births and illness and everything in between. But they were rarely friends with complete strangers. That started to change during the Middle Ages, when some early Christian communities allowed nuns to live in a separate part of monasteries, where they were able to live secluded from society and could dedicate themselves to their religion. These medieval nuns were able to form close, lifelong friendships with other women. Because Christianity consistently cast aspersions on women’s independence, there were few outlets for women to have significant intellectual, political, and social power. Early religious communities of women became the refuge of many women who craved influence and independence. They offered opportunities undreamed of by most women, especially during that time. Convents allowed women an education that was better than that enjoyed by most women and many men outside their religious community.


These convents also provided an environment in which female friendship prevailed. Women spent their lives primarily with other women, giving them their attention and energy, and forming powerful ties with one other.


“I was surprised to find ample records of the friendships between nuns, going back to the Middle Ages. How these women supported each other with loving friendship was a revelation to me,” said Marilyn Yalom, author of The Social Sex: A History of Female Friendship.


The female “monastery was, in those days, anything but an isolated and strictly meditative community. It was a busy and active unit of society with its own economy and an outward thrust of service to the community,” said Raymond in her book A Passion for Friends: Toward a Philosophy of Female Affection.


According to Raymond, the convent was a community of spiritual friends who could do great things.


Convents were a welcome respite for women who did not want to marry—especially in an age when men had the power to mistreat their wives at will, without penalty. These places held an attraction for women who wanted to be somewhat independent, creating the conditions for women’s friendships to thrive. Segregation of the sexes had the virtue of “introducing women to the great joys and rewards of friendship with one another,” said Jo Ann McNamara, author of Sisters in Arms: Catholic Nuns Through Two Millennia.


By the seventeenth century, the salons of Paris had begun to create a new kind of friendship between women. It was during these literary rendezvous that women could talk about literature and music and, with some independence from their husbands, befriend other women. In her book, Yalom described these meetings as foretelling the philosophy of the feminist agenda, allowing women to discuss cultural subjects that had previously only been touched on by men, and enabling them to befriend men as well. She suggested that these salons may have even augured the women’s clubs that came into fashion in later years, including the book clubs, garden clubs, and the Junior League organizations of today.


New World Friendships


By the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, there were important cultural, economic, and political changes that started to strain British society. What’s more, all of the European countries that created colonies in the “New World” of North, Central, and South America, including Spain, France, Portugal, and the Netherlands, were feeling this pressure.


Families were also emigrating to America to start a new life. Dr. Amanda Herbert, author of Female Alliances: Gender, Identity, and Friendship in Early Modern Britain, said that through their friendships and alliances, women were able to bring their families and British society together while helping to build the colonies in the New World.


“When Europe began to expand so rapidly into the New World, many people became worried that the fabric of society would snap. They looked to women to maintain those social networks and the cohesiveness of European society,” said Herbert. “When most people imagine early modern Britain, the British Atlantic, and colonial America, they think of what men did; the laws they created, the colonies they built. We tend to overlook the important behind the scenes work that was done by women. It’s gone under the radar.”


That’s probably because women were thought to be more vulnerable and lesser than men; they were considered to be more emotional and more easily manipulated. While men relied upon women to do important work—such as taking care of the children and the household—they still made sure to carefully monitor their wives.


Transatlantic travel, enslavement, and emigration brought huge changes in seventeenth-century women’s lives, bringing them to a strange world across the ocean and into contact with unfamiliar people, who came from many different races, cultures, and backgrounds.


“Emigration, whether it was voluntary or forced, created a sense of terror as well as wonder, and thinking about the way that people in the past encountered, adapted to, and tried to survive these challenges offers us some important lessons on friendship: How do we work with people who are unlike us? How do we perceive difference?” said Herbert.


Women—and especially enslaved women, who had no legal protections—were easily taken advantage of in these colonial American times. Those who went to live in the colonies had to work with other women of different backgrounds and cultures. Sometimes they forced themselves to get along in order to survive: making, selling, and sharing medicines that kept people healthy; and growing, harvesting, and circulating food to keep people from starving. As a result, friendships between women were formed, sometimes out of obligation, sometimes out of necessity, and other times out of mutual affection. If they were able, women also maintained ties with female friends back at home, in the hopes that their old friends would have supplies shipped to them.


“In the early modern British world, friendship was an important part of women’s survival. It wasn’t easy or perfect, but they needed one another, and their families needed one another. They were forced to rely upon each other,” said Herbert.


Yet women weren’t always trusted to manage their friendships on their own. Men kept tabs on their wives’ relationships with other women, worried that the women would become too close and push the men out of their lives. Some of these men felt threatened by women’s friendships and relationships; they wanted women to come to them for guidance and believed that women were weak. They wanted to control them.


It was a patriarchal world, and women were subordinate to men. Men had all the power, and women still had little access to wealth, political voice, or legal rights of their own.


According to Janice Raymond, “It was expected in the past, and still in the present, that every woman’s most meaningful and most satisfying relationship was with men. This is the patriarchal ideology that woman is for man. In this world, female friendship is regarded as second-rate, insignificant and often as an adolescent phase in female life.”


A Novel Approach


Society expected women to behave a certain way, but that began to change when novels became more popular.


As more women became readers, books began to be written for female readers about their lives and experiences. These novels actually helped women to see themselves as the protagonists of their own stories. They didn’t just “reflect” their lives, but helped to “shape” their experiences by giving them expectations about human behavior and relationships.


When the first modern English novel, Pamela, by Samuel Richardson, was published in 1739 (some people give the honor of the first modern English novel to Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe in 1719), those who read it began to understand the suffering of someone else—someone with whom they were not related. And that changed how people began to recognize other people and their relationships in the real world, said Ana Schwartz, a professor of English at Montclair State University. “Novels helped shape women’s experience of how other people lived, and how they saw themselves in their community.” Schwartz suggested that the enduring popularity of female friendships in novels came from women enjoying the chance to read about these different experiences. Since novels can help to shape how we understand the ways we gain emotional satisfaction from a relationship, that knowledge consequently shaped what women expected from their friends. Stories of women’s friendship were a result of increased attention on women’s lives in general. The number of published female writers also grew. At the same time, as England became wealthier in the eighteenth century through trade, there was a bigger middle class, and more women had leisure time to read.


Pamela is an epistolary novel; the entire story is structured as a series of letters written by a young maid, Pamela. She is a servant in the house of a rich and evil man who is trying to seduce her while she struggles to keep her purity. Eventually, her master stops pestering her, changes, and marries her. In the book’s introduction, the author said he wanted to teach readers not only how to write elegant letters but “how to think and act justly and prudently in the common concerns of life.”


Quaker Women: Brave Souls


For Quaker women, friendships were an important way for them to spread the word about their faith.


In the late 1600s, Quaker women undertook vast journeys in their quest to spread their message. Traveling only in pairs, these brave souls journeyed by ship, horseback, and on foot all over the world to enormous distances with little or no protection or help. They were roaming preachers and called themselves “yokemates.” The women traveled by ship to islands in the Caribbean, where they preached to enslaved and free people, and all over the British Isles, including England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. They voyaged up and down the East Coast of North America for years, preaching the religion of the Society of Friends.


“They were some of the worldliest, most experienced travelers that existed in the 17th and 18th centuries,” Herbert stated. “Trans-Atlantic travel was dangerous and difficult, but some of these Quaker women made this journey over and over again during their lifetimes.”


Friendship was essential to these Quaker women; many were poor and uneducated, and they relied on each other and their faith to survive. They wrote of their travels, which they called “the sufferings,” and which they undertook for Christ. These women valued female companionship and said their friendships sustained and intensified their religious experience. They were convinced that the physical suffering they experienced during their travels brought them closer to Christ.


Witches


But there was a darker side to the singularity of women’s relationships.


In the early modern period, from the late fifteenth century to the late eighteenth century, there was speculation that groups of women who were friends could be witches.


In the spring of 1692, a group of young girls in Salem Village, Massachusetts, began having fits, wild contortions, and uncontrollable screaming. They claimed to be possessed by the devil and accused several local women of being witches. Hysteria spread through the colony, and a special court was called to hear the Salem Witch Trials. Nineteen women were convicted and hanged for being witches, and more than 150 men, women, and children were later accused of witchcraft.


The trials tore the community apart, with neighbors and friends accusing each other of practicing the occult. The people who became the victims of the witch hunt were those who were most vulnerable: girls and women—especially older women who were isolated.


Scientists later discovered what they believed to be the cause of the girls’ hysterical fits: A study published in Science magazine cited the fungus ergot (found in rye, wheat, and other cereals) as the probable cause (although some academics don’t believe this theory). Ergot can cause symptoms such as delusions, vomiting, and seizures.


Victorian Women and the Cult of Friendship


Fortunately, during the time of Victorian England, women’s friendship began to become more acceptable and less threatening to men. They also became romanticized; women were more affectionate with one another and spoke about their friends using words usually reserved for lovers.


This development was called a cult of friendship.


The literature at the time encouraged women to be expressive in their emotions and in their feelings for each other.


In her book Between Women: Friendship, Desire and Marriage in Victorian England, Sharon Marcus argued that women’s relationships were central to Victorian society. Unlike other eras, women in the Victorian age were able to create strong bonds with one another, and were not defined only in relation to men. But the term “friend” during Victorian times had a different meaning than it does today. In earlier times, “friend” could mean a relative or a romantic or sexual partner, but Marcus posited that by the turn of the nineteenth century, the word was all-encompassing and included relatives, patrons, neighbors, and spouses, as well as confidants. For Victorians, the term referred to a close relationship with someone who was not a relative, and it could also refer to a lover.


Victorians accepted and even encouraged friendship between women because they believed it made them into good wives. Female friends called each other “sister” and their friendships were considered useful, as they helped to arrange courtships and marriages. For women, friends were people they could love without the responsibilities connected to family life. It was considered a luxury for a middle class woman to have a close friend, someone she could spend time with just for the sheer pleasure, someone she could lavish with affection.


Much can be gleaned from the writings of women during this time. They were prolific in their diaries, letters, and memoirs, and their understanding of friendship was very different from their predecessors’. The period between 1830 and 1880 was the peak of sentimental friendships, with women writing lovingly to each other of their affection. They often used the word “love,” and were passionate and sometimes obsessive about each other, frequently using the language of physical attraction to describe their feelings for their girlfriends. Some of these women were lesbians, but many were not. In fact, at the time, Queen Victoria made a famous pronouncement that exempted women from anti-homosexual laws because she didn’t believe that women could be gay. This exemption reflected the general belief at the time that women’s friendships of all kinds were beyond sexual suspicion.


Ann Gilbert, who co-wrote the poem now known as “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” wrote of her friendship with another woman as “the gathering of the last ripe figs, here and there, one on the topmost bough!” In another poem that she sent to a childhood friend, she wrote,




As rose leaves in a china Jar


Breathe still of blooming seasons past,


E’en so, old women as they are


Still doth the affection last.





During this period, friendship was considered a complement to a woman’s family life, and many kept these close relationships throughout their lives—even after marrying and having children. One historian said that these women invented a newly self-conscious and idealized version of female friendship. Marcus noted that these relationships were considered essential because they helped to develop the characteristics that women were encouraged to exhibit to their husbands: loyalty, selflessness, empathy, and self-effacement. But some historians suggest that the ideology promoting friendship between women at that time was merely a way for men to confine women to a female world.


In my interview with her, Marcus didn’t agree: “I don’t think that people encouraged female friendships in order to confine women to typically feminine roles, but I do think that few people saw any serious conflict between female friendships and typical feminine roles.”


Despite the romantic version of women’s friendship in nineteenth-century America, there was still separation of the sexes, which meant that women still did most of the work involved with taking care of the children and the household. Historian Carroll Smith-Rosenberg suggested that this dichotomy led to the immense importance of female friends to each other, supporting one another through marriage, childbirth, illness, and death, and providing the emotional support that their husbands were unable to give them.


Virginia Woolf had an intensely close relationship with her friend, the writer and poet Vita Sackville-West; it veered between passionate love, emotional intimacy, and then into a long and steady friendship. Her lover’s family inspired Virginia’s groundbreaking novel, Orlando: A Biography, the adventures of a poet who changes sex from man to woman and lives for more than three hundred years. Considered a feminist classic, it was written as a tribute to Virginia’s dear friend.


Virginia told of how she searched for a tradition of female friendship in literature, and described her quest for “those unsaid or half-said words, which form themselves, no more palpably than the shadows of moths on the ceiling, when women are alone, unlit by the capricious and coloured lights of the other sex.”


Another intense friendship between two women during the 1800s was so moving that their correspondence later inspired the classic Pulitzer Prize–winning novel, Angle of Repose, by Wallace Stegner.


Mary Hallock Foote was raised in a Quaker family in New York. In 1866, she went to New York City to study art at Cooper Union, and it was there that she met the artist Helena de Kay, who would become her lifelong friend.


Mary married a mining engineer and traveled west to live in a succession of mining camps, where she strived to raise their children while continuing to practice her art. She sent back east her pictures and stories about life in the west. Helena married a poet and editor and stayed in New York. The letters between the women chronicled their passionate friendship, which lasted for more than fifty years. They exchanged hundreds of letters, about five hundred of which were saved.


Here is an excerpt from a letter that Mary Hallock Foote wrote to Helena de Kay in the spring of 1869, after Mary had to cancel a planned visit to see her friend:




I wanted so to put my arms around my girl of all the girls in the world and tell her that whether I go to N.Y. or stay home, whether she signs herself “very truly your friend” or “your ownest of girls” I love her as wives do (not) love their husbands as friends who have taken each other for life—and believe in her as I believe in my God—Please don’t mind about my decisions—they are not the real thing—It isn’t whether we believe in the same thing but whether we believe in each other and, dear Helena, I do believe in you and have faith in you in spite of the little jeer at “you people of faith”—You are not my “neighbor” but my chosen friend, chosen deliberately out of all the girls I have known—You believe that Love has its tides—Well there was a strong ebb tide this summer—I can’t explain to you all that caused it now—many things combined—but it only shows me how much you (not your opinions, or words or deeds always) but you, the great heart & soul of you, are to me!





Mary, who was a writer, artist, and pioneer, became celebrated for her illustrated short stories and novels portraying life during the turn of the century in the mining communities in the western United States. In the late 1800s, she was one of America’s best-known female illustrators.


Helena was a portrait and still-life painter and writer. She and her husband, Richard Watson Gilder, helped found the Society of American Artists, an influential group that included the artists John La Farge and Louis Tiffany. She studied art under Winslow Homer, who painted her portrait and was a close friend.


In another letter, Mary wrote to Helena’s fiancé, Richard Gilder:




Do you know, sir, until you came I believed she loved me almost as girls love their lovers—I know I loved her so. Don’t you wonder that I can’t bear the sight of you? I don’t know another man who could make it seem “right.” You must have been born to make her future complete and she was born to kindle your Genius.… She is the most inspiring being I ever saw who was herself so inspired.





These passionate friendships between women were fashionable at the time, and those who embraced them included writer George Sand (her real name was Aurore Dupin), who had many female loves in her life, and Charlotte Brontë, who had a romantic friendship with a fellow classmate at her boarding school. The English writers Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Christina Rossetti continued their close friendship for more than sixty years and wrote romantic poems to one another. They were considered the female poet laureates of their era.


Upon the death of her close friend, Christina wrote the poem, “Gone Before,” for Elizabeth. Here is an excerpt:




Earth is not good enough for you, my sweet, my


sweetest;


Life on earth seemed long to you, though to me


fleetest;


I would not wish you back if a wish would do:


Only, love, I long for heaven with you,


Heart-pierced through and through.





Mrs. Lincoln and a Former Slave Become Friends


An unusual friendship was found between Mary Todd Lincoln, the wife of Abraham Lincoln, and Elizabeth Keckley, a former slave who later became a successful seamstress.


In An Unlikely Friendship, Ann Rinaldi describes their unique relationship: Mary was the wife of the president, living in the White House, when she met Elizabeth. The former had been born to wealth and privilege, and was educated throughout her childhood, unusual for girls in that era. But Mary was volatile; doctors later diagnosed her with bipolar disorder.


Elizabeth had been born a slave but was able to buy freedom for herself and her son. She moved to Washington, DC, and set up shop as a seamstress, eventually becoming quite successful through personal recommendations. Elizabeth was brought to the White House to meet with the first lady, who was known for her love of fashion. She was looking for a seamstress who would make her the extravagant clothes that she liked to wear to state events. Mary took to Elizabeth immediately, and eventually they became close friends. Elizabeth designed and sewed all of the gowns that Mary wore, and served as her personal dresser as well. The first lady confided in her and sought out her advice when she was troubled.


They became so close that Elizabeth was with Mary after Lincoln was assassinated and was even given her blood-spattered cloak and hat from that night. She consoled Mary after Lincoln’s death, and comforted her when three of Mary’s four children died as well.


But many believe that Elizabeth violated the trust that Mary placed in her when, in 1868, she published a tell-all autobiography called Behind the Scenes: Or, Thirty Years a Slave and Four Years in the White House.


In the book, she said that she attempted to place Mrs. Lincoln “in a better light before the world,” but, in fact, she divulged private details about the first lady’s domestic life, including her anxiety about trying to dress right and her mounting debts. Elizabeth also disclosed private conversations and printed letters that Mrs. Lincoln had written to her. Not surprisingly, Mary was hurt by her friend’s betrayal and cut off all contact with her.


The Marriage Resisters


In the 1800s, some young women in China, many who lived in the rural Kwangtung area, effectively kick-started the feminist movement there by refusing to marry and choosing to live with one another instead. If these “marriage resisters” were forced into an arranged marriage, they chose not to live with their husbands. Their resistance to marriage was based on the dire consequences that marriage held for many Chinese women; it’s telling that a Chinese word for female is “slave.”


According to Janice Raymond, “The marriage resister can be seen as part of the same Chinese women’s tradition that spawned the woman warrior. Her battle was against forced marriage, but her resistance went beyond an anti-marriage position to a commitment to female friendship that was long lasting.”


Most women in these anti-marriage sisterhoods, also known as Golden Orchid Associations, worked in the silk industry, affording them the opportunity to provide for themselves and often for their families, which was something few other women in China were able to do at the time. Because women in this region had not accepted foot binding to the degree to which women in other parts of China had been forced to, they were physically equipped for hard work and had the mobility necessary for more independent choices.


Girls from the Kwangtung area were literate and were permitted by their families to live in girls’ houses, also known as vegetarian houses, at an early age. This early socialization led to young women taking vows of sworn sisterhood in ceremonies that were similar to marriages. They swore never to marry nor part company, and to look after each other throughout their lives, promising each other everlasting friendship.


These women were known as tzu-shu nü, “women who dress their own hair.”


Some scholars believe these associations were a precursor to the Chinese women’s movement. When the Communists seized power in China in the 1950s, the marriage resisters were forced to leave the country—this was after having existed there for more than a century. By then, the silk industry in China had fallen apart, and their jobs had disappeared. Many of the women fled to Singapore, where they set up girls’ houses and found work as domestic servants.


A Righteous Friendship


In the mid-1800s, the women’s rights movement was starting to gain ground in America. The long-lasting friendship of suffragists Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony emphasized how female relationships could be used to achieve one’s goals—and other women began to follow their lead.


Marilyn Yalom suggested in her book that “the very long, harmonious friendship between Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony laid the groundwork for the suffrage movement and women’s rights in the U.S.A.”


They were an unlikely pair: When they met, Elizabeth was in her mid-thirties, a married mother of four, and Susan was single and thirty. Elizabeth had just proclaimed “The Women’s Declaration of Independence” at the Seneca Falls Convention. Both were committed to women’s right to vote, but they also campaigned against slavery and were in favor of abstinence.


Elizabeth said that despite the differences in their family situations (she went on to have three more children, while Susan never married), and their dissimilar personalities, they never fought once.


In her book, Elizabeth Cady Stanton: As Revealed in Her Letters & Diary, Elizabeth said:




So entirely one are we that, in all our associations, ever side by side on the same platform, not one feeling of envy or jealousy has ever shadowed our lives. We have indulged freely in criticism of each other when alone, and hotly contended whenever we have differed, but in our friendship of years there has never been the break of one hour. To the world we always seem to agree and uniformly reflect each other. Like husband and wife, each has the feeling that we must have no differences in public. Thus united, at an early day we began to survey the state and nation, the future field of our labors. We read, with critical eyes, the proceedings of Congress and legislatures, of general assemblies and synods, of conferences and conventions, and discovered that, in all alike, the existence of women was entirely ignored.





Without their friendship, it’s unclear whether they would have accomplished all that they did.


Elizabeth said that Susan always pushed and goaded her to work, and that, without Susan’s urging, she might have become absorbed in raising a family, as other women had:




It has been said, by those who know me best, that I forged the thunderbolts and she in the early days fired them. Perhaps all this is, in a measure, true.… In thought and sympathy we were one, and in the division of labor we exactly complimented each other. I am the better writer, she is the better critic. She supplied the facts and statistics, I the philosophy and rhetoric, and together, we have made arguments that have stood unshaken through the storms of long years; arguments that no one has answered.





Together, they edited and published a woman’s newspaper, The Revolution, and traveled all over the country promoting women’s rights. They formed the National Woman Suffrage Association in 1869 and continued to fight for women’s right to vote, as well as equal rights for women, with Susan as the on-the-ground organizer and Elizabeth doing much of the writing.


Years later, in honor of Elizabeth’s eighty-seventh birthday, Susan wrote to her:




We little dreamed when we began this contest, optimistic with the hope and buoyancy of youth, that half a century later we would be compelled to leave the finish of the battle to another generation of women. But our hearts are filled with joy to know that they enter upon this task equipped with a college education, with business experience, with the fully admitted right to speak in public—all of which were denied to women fifty years ago. They have practically one point to gain—the suffrage; we had all. And we, dear old friend, shall move on the next sphere of existence—higher and larger, we cannot fail to believe, and one where women will not be placed in an inferior position, but will be welcomed on a plane of perfect intellectual and spiritual equality.





Their deep-rooted friendship was very public, but also quite genuine.


Together, they were an inseparable force. They both died before women finally attained the right to vote, with the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. Elizabeth’s daughter, Harriot Stanton Blatch, carried on her mother’s work.


By the late 1800s, colleges had begun admitting women, and the social circles of girls started to broaden from relationships mainly with close relatives and neighbors to friendships with classmates. The formation of women’s colleges, such as Vassar, Wellesley, Smith, and Bryn Mawr, further engendered opportunities for middle- and upper-class women to achieve a higher education and to have more contact with others who were not their relatives. Working-class girls didn’t have the same opportunities to attend university, but they made friends at the factories and shops in which they worked.


A First Lady’s Friendships


When Franklin Delano Roosevelt was first elected president in 1933, his wife, Eleanor, turned to her many friends for the love and support she needed in her new position as first lady. She’d discovered that her husband had been having an affair with her personal secretary for two years. They decided to live separate lives but remain married, and so Eleanor surrounded herself with her own group of loyal women and men. She continued to be a helpmate to her husband’s political career while pursuing her own interests and causes.


Eleanor’s devoted friends included Isabella Selmes Greenway, whom she met before she married Franklin. Isabella later ran for Congress and served for two terms, and she supported Franklin when he ran for office. Isabella helped Eleanor after the death of her third child, Franklin, from influenza, and the two remained close throughout their lives.


Eleanor had many other close female friends in her life, but one of the most important was probably Lorena Hickok, known as Hick, a journalist who covered Franklin’s first presidential campaign. The two women were devoted to each other and exchanged thousands of letters with many of them affectionate and loving. Their friendship turned into a love affair that continued for twelve years, with Hick largely living at the White House with the Roosevelts. She became Eleanor’s emotional anchor, and an adviser in dealing with the press. She even gave Eleanor a ring that she wore constantly. Hick wrote to Eleanor: “I want to put my arms around you and kiss you at the corner of your mouth.” And Eleanor penned to Hick: “I ache to hold you close. Your ring is a great comfort, look at it & think she does love me, or I wouldn’t be wearing it!”


Eventually, their relationship began to unravel as Eleanor’s feelings for Hick changed, but they remained friends for years afterward.


Sisterhood Is Powerful


In the 1940s and 1950s, women were meant to stay home to take care of the kids and the house, while their husbands went to work and made friends there. Women in the suburbs became friends with other women they met through their children’s schools and activities.


But by the 1960s, things started to change dramatically with the advent of the women’s rights movement.


Betty Friedan’s groundbreaking 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique, challenged the belief that “fulfillment as a woman had only one definition for American women after 1949—the housewife-mother.” Friedan talked about “the problem that has no name”—the widespread unhappiness of women in the 1950s and early 1960s, such as the housewives who despite being married with children and living comfortable, middle class lives, were unfulfilled.


The book is widely credited with sparking the beginning of second-wave feminism in the United States.


Friedan went on to help found the National Organization for Women and to become a leader in the women’s rights movement. As a result of debates about women’s liberation, many women started consciousness-raising groups that helped to upend the conventional male-dominated wisdom that women should do what their husbands told them to do and that they had to conform to gender stereotypes.


Feminist literature emphasized the “sisterhood of women,” as Robin Morgan phrased it in her 1970 book, Sisterhood Is Powerful. Both Friedan and Morgan’s books empowered women to join the women’s movement and to try to change society. “Sisterhood” became the catchword for female friendship, and women used the term affectionately with their friends.


During the women’s rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s, Hedva Lewittes, a psychology professor at SUNY Old Westbury, who is now 71, and many others who became involved met some of their closest, lifelong friends through the feminist groups they joined.


“I wanted to have a political commonality with women and to fight for progress. The friends of mine who’ve lasted have a much stronger commitment to being connected to other women. I think feminism is really about valuing your connection to other women,” said Lewittes, adding that many of the friends she made through these groups ended up later helping her in her career as a professor.


WHILE THE IMPORTANCE of women’s friendships may have been downplayed by society early on, the state of affairs for women running for higher office has changed in remarkable ways.


Today, women’s alliances are helping women, such as Hillary Clinton and Senator Kirsten Gillibrand and many more, to become elected to positions of power in politics, in corporations, and on college campuses.


Amanda Herbert said that through her work, she wants to draw attention to the sexist assumptions that still exist in women’s friendship today: “When women are described as only either ‘best friends forever, or ‘mean girls,’ the assumption is that they can only experience extreme dichotomies in friendship. These are sexist conventions about women’s emotional capacities, rooted in a history that we can reject if we want to. How we create and maintain our friendships should be our own choice, and built according to our own models. We’re sociable creatures, and friendship is something that we all need.”






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Table of Contents



		Dedication



		Foreword by Claire Messud



		Introduction



		A Note on the Research Study



		Chapter 1 A History of Friendship: How the idea started



		Chapter 2 The Science of Friendship: Why we act the way we do with our friends



		Chapter 3 The Evolution of Friendship: How animals make friends, and what it means for humans



		Chapter 4 Women Versus Men: Why their friendships are so different



		Chapter 5 Famous Friends: Women’s friendship in literature



		Chapter 6 Mon Ami: Friendship in other cultures



		Chapter 7 The Breakup: Stories of women who experienced the end of a friendship



		Chapter 8 Friending and Unfriending: How technology is changing friendship



		Chapter 9 A Friend Indeed: The health benefits: Why women become friends and what we get out of it



		Chapter 10 Friends Forever: Making new friends and keeping old ones



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Notes



		Bibliography











Navigation





		Begin Reading



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/9781580057684.jpg
FOREWORD BY
CLAIRE MESSUD, bestselling author of The Burning Girl

What Science Can Tell Us
About Female Friendship





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
Girl Talk

What Science Can Tell Us
About Female Friendship

Jacqueline Mroz

3

SEAL PRESS





