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ABSTRACT. This paper explores the sociopolitical context which
contributes to the difficulties girls experience as they move through
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hological th'eories a::":‘;n :m; were ignored in traditional
. . e com -

theories. Most of the individual adolescenetm\gg:ﬂa;m :lh er-

1en and about boys (cf. Kohlber, one

0 f » 1976, Erikson,
w:trlczﬁgti'kggls was glimpsed at, it was most o:ilenl?lgsz;x vavt{l::
g n, 1968), and at times as a statement that girls

't up to par with bo '
 individual to family gé:;y ’K&l:bet& 1976). As we moved

. important, ground breaki
done at Wiltwyck, a school for boys, and the theory‘,nfvitvlvngxl:

ier-based change, was
gt:‘r!s (Minuchgx \ laat:r' t:xkx:n;:k:r mc;g;lsfor treating anor-
IS paper, my purpose is to revisit.the issues surroundin
lle g:;:lop‘t:ent wntlgm and beyond the family context. Just ai
workings of our clems . not mcers g the Intrapsy-
v sufficient to appreciate their
mc:‘,’ n:)m w:fmaduztl now loo}: beyond the family to understand
oy aphent escent girls. To do this, we widen our lens
l ' view that girls have a particular socialization in a
mtlh ar soclety at a particular time. As we construct meaning
¢ experience of adolescent girls, their context is a central
of that construction. e
?::) ;ltels b:yoel;d the scope ’of this paper to examine each aspect
female .ev. Opment, I've chosen to explore separa-
individuation; sexuality/body image; and identity development
ognize t!mt these are traditional male categorizations of devel-
'nt, but it thus provides fertile ground for a critique and recon-
tion of our understanding of female adolescents.

.

'SEPARATION AND INDIVIDUATION

ost readers probably share my experi i
\ . probably sha perience of learning that
ation and individuation is the primary task of adolesgence.

4
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The jargon-*‘breaking away,” *‘breaking free,” “‘cutting the um-
bilic;l gor »-all imply a joiting disconnection. In my experience
as a trainee, and even early on as a trainer, wordg like separation,
autonomy, individuation all had positive connotations. Word§ like
dependence, fusion, and enmeshment had negative wmqtatlon§.
Words like mutuality and interdependence were not n.\entloned in
my training, We would reseat family members to provide an expe-
rience of distance between mothers and daughters. What message
were we giving to these families? o

With thge puglication of Miller’s Toward a Psychology _of Wogng_ﬂ
(1976), followed by the works of her colleagues at the Stone Cen-
ter (cf Surrey, 1984), and Carol Gilligan (1982, 1990), & new
perspective on womanhood emerged. They argue tha‘t:_fem_a!fs
develop best within the context of mutually enhaticing telationships.
It is connection, not separation, that is central {6 female develop-
ment, while autonomy and self direction for femalés octir withis
the context of relationships. Gilligan reviewad & btud:! ubing TAT
cards (Pollak and Gilligan, 1982) which showed tg’xg_t_'ipgﬁ_fgbqyte;d
more violent images when peoplé are brought ngnermtqggt}ger in
TAT pictures, while women’s violent stories increas? as people aré
set further apart. Closeness and relaiednass fofia Hie ontext
which girls can develop; exclusion and istlation aré ﬁ'i?l*(‘igfl“!!f#‘lbl‘l
costs. A primary goal of this paper ls {0 éxamifié the ifiiportance
of connection in relationships when dealing with thé problems
presented by adolescent girls. o

The language of separation continues to ba uaed in the tréatient
of girls, even in those problem areas like aahiig disarders where
girls are more markedly affected than boys. In theif pioneefiig
work dealing with anorectic girls and their families; Minuehin.
Rossman, and Baker (1978) stated that the goai ©f treatnént was
to support individuation while maintaining family connectedness.
This goal is compatible with the relationships necessary in female
adolescent development. However, the work of therapy itself ended
up focusing on separation to the exclusion of connection. The
therapists in the study defined the goals as developing indepen-
dence, and chose to work with older adolescents separately from
their parents in order to promote disengagement.

What are the implications of a separation model for therapy with
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rent girls?. If girls are taught that distance and disengagement
n of growing maturity, while thejr internal experience is that
n Is intolerable, then one Mmessage is that they can never

;.atisfactoq‘r to all involved. However, this often means that
ill not voice conflict, disagreement, or anger for fear of
1 relationship (Miller, 1983). 1t

also means that girls often
r others to the exclusion of self,

aron became bulimic during her freshman Year of college.

aditional psychological wisdom professed that she was

ving a hard time separating from her parents, and the by-

tia was a way to return home. However, as I worked with
aron, it became clear that she was having difficulty with her
ommates, and that at first she was unaware of having any
lings about their behavior. Later, she recognized that both
¢ and her mother shared the belief that a woman needed 1o
polite and not express anger or conflict. Her roommates’
avior had gotten so impossible that Sharon was *‘burss-
""" with anger that she believed she could not express.

lividual and Jamily therapy Jocused on both her lack of
wnection with her feelings and the prohibition against direct
ifrontation. When Sharon experimented with sharing her
lings with her roommates, and as she joined with her moth-
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er on their mutual discomfors with conflict, heroI:'tld:'r'not;l ;i:'mg;t
ished. Our work did not focus on sgparauollll ﬁ; e aking
rather on identifying and expressing feTeh 'ngi;nvolves i
connections more intimate and honest. Ihis

the other person leaving the relationship.

i need
A crisis manifests itself as girls.r.egch adolezcem‘::iealw!:uthanac Deed
for connection coupled with a sens.nny’lty ww?;m:?means donying
a society that orders girls to be “‘nice”-even 'll'h e of soif i
their knowledge of themselves and ome.rs.G_"]san’s  cant work
adolescence is magnificently described in Gil lgd e orisis. that
(Gilligan et al., 1990), in which she exalmm cothey see that
emerges when girls gain knowledge in ado est;ef e mey and say
women ‘‘keep quiet and notice the absence © e self Rnowl,
nothing” (p. 26). If a chasm is created between s homest
edge and what they speak, their relationships becomto spoak thelr
and therefore less connected; if insteafi they ch;ﬁse S etice, it
knowledge, they could lose relatioqshnps altog m?xt\i: in 3 way that
is Gilligan's thesis that adolescent girls learn to thi h 0 2 ey e
it ‘tviim't ;heg'w{::lglz :e;ll:otm.:ctler:bservation of the
i isfhuosed Giginn 48 ith fervor prior to adoles-
social world that could be anlcu[ateq wit olescont girls,
. This piercing knowledge is dlsc!im‘ned by a 1
::t:‘:)::e E o? the pl%rase “I don’t know’’ increases daaxf:;tl;:al;y ::
they become disconnected from tl:gir o‘\:ll:et:?\‘xggil::: :rne e dangg er o
Gilligan writes, adolescence is a time i otbers and
losing their voices and thus losing .thelr connec leden ace i duger
time when girls, gaining voice and knowledge, .
:lfs?c:owing the urgnseen and speakilng tt:l: :n:ﬁ)keel}r::l(ilt ;{\gs (Ilo;;r(l)g
i ith what is commonly take ) ) ’
;(.m;;)c.ms)::e ‘:oncludes with her belief th?t girls are more l|k:|¥" ltl(l)
speak in relationships where ‘‘nobody will leave and someon
isten”” (p. 27). . )
hs?‘;l\ere(g)re, )even as we validate and respect the desire for tre!:_
tionships, it is important for therapists to help the ad(\)‘l,esce:ed ”
clude herself among the people for whom she cares. We nthem
listen as these girls attempt to tell us what others want from o il’\
and help them articulate what they want for themselves-n
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:onnection with the need
self as one grapples wi
TS,

s of others, but as a wa i i
hers, y of includin
th the issues of how much to give tﬁ

lot an Art Gallery, Then What? Case Example

. C., also a painter, gives art
ons and teaches an occasiongl seminar at a local gcollege.

"a’s twenty year old sister Regina, was i
, A away at college with
c;. to be a lawyer-a career thas her father had considergd pur-
)
:::a a’c;ti);gided that she had neither Regina’s academic interests
c talents of her parents, and that she therefore found
nts. In particular, she wished

; her mother. Diana expressed
‘ern that her mother was depressed, though Mrs. C. adgmantly

ed feeling depressed.
iana clalmed. to hate art, yet almost every weekend for a year
r a:z, her hospitalization, she accompanied her mother to muse-
Jan ah:t 8alleries. Diang accompanied her mother to exhibits
She was concerned that her mother would be unhappy if
fmd to go alone to the museums, and because she assumed that
eciating art was q prerequisite for acceptance in the Jamily.
encouraged Diana to share with her mother her reasons for
'8 to museums and galleries, and Diana told her parents that
was concerned that her mother would be alone if Diana refused
0 with her. Mr. C.’s offer 10 accompany his wife to the muse-
.was met with stony silence on her part, which then opened up
‘erns Mrs. C. had about her husband’s availability and quick
er. Seve'ral sessions later, this discussion of their relationship
Mrs. C.’s isolation led to her acknowledging that she often felt
essed, but did not want 10 admit it aloud because it was inap-
wiate for a parent to burden children with her problems. Di-
. however, was relieved-her mother’s admission had confirmed
own ’reality, and also gave permission Jor Diana 10 talk about

-

Marsha Pravder Mirkin 49

her own sadness. Diana felt that she now had a chance to get
close(:' to lfer mother-that hir mother’s emotional honesty made her
a real person and gave them something they could have in com-
mon.

In individual sessions, Diana professed that her mother had
failed both at being a traditional mother and at becoming a suc-
cessful artist, and Diana had her own doubts about whether she
could succeed as a mother and still have a career. In Judging her
mother, Diana never thought that it might be unrealistic to expect
anyone to always be available to her children, never mind whether
it was possible to do thas and stlll concentrate, uninterrupted, on
painting. As family therapy progressed, Mrs. C. revealed gl)n'at she
once had great promise as an ariist. When she married, eI _wqj
expected by her family of origin, her husband, and her tmet;:; ized
view of her role, to make her career secondary 0 hér_‘j as a
mother and housekeeper. By the time the girls were 014 enough jor
her to feel comfortable pursuing her career, she had missed to6
much to ever become g “‘great’’ artist. s

As her mother discussed these issues, Diaha becamé Hioré ani-
mated. She realized that she didn’t need to be ah artisi o¢ a schola¥
1o have a relationship with her mother. They coild corinéci over 4
range of feelings they experienced, and thelir itrugglé to find i
place in the personal and public worlds. L

Diana’s wish not to attend college and to bé an ai-home indther
at first appeared to be in stark contrast to her fother wha valued
her career. However, this was just the flip side of Mrs. st axpeti=
ence, wanting a career desperately and with no hopé that her tradi-
tional, Italian mother would ever understand those cravifigi. They
connected over their common experience of having to make choices
that felt like losses, and wondering if anyone could truly undes-
stand their struggle and offer support.

These discussions helped Diana to create another story about her
mother. Mrs. C. was no longer a woman who attempted to juggle
career and family, and failed at both. Instead, she was a woman
who broke with her family’s tradition and pioneered new ground,
a legacy that Diana could feel comfortable carrying on. Instead of
viewing her mother as a cold, depressed woman, she experienced
her mother as a woman full of feelings, who did experiénce great
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:)%::-eisn :eos\;v ::at::z girls are physically abused by their parents, how
cause of the Pregnancy, how open commu’nica-

tull‘:;:n ;n:ls;. l:zed;vi;k:np‘:lt ;:dabrlmnured and not forced, and how,
ody. € to make decisions about her own

0 sexism, feel even more isolated due to heterosexism.

:‘nygu:ige. Ifi :rnz assum: l;:‘er:lsexuylity,. we are closing the door on
esbia.nmﬂolmemsabo“. ual orientation and further alienating
y ’ll‘:::da,l sgoxr:)s a’r::al not only confronted by male-dominated sexuali-
=;nale appear:'n - :;d:::uguit‘tied body images. The message about
2 - Wrap to attract men is seen in faj
:lo:;dgnrtl: lglzv;’ r&a: :;blcl)ut Cinderella, who needs a beautiﬂ::l ;:;ﬁ
¢ Or attract the prince. The fact that she
g::\egr,mmero% izoim;ng :roman is meaningless without tl:e s;a:clys
. a destructive message for all gir
oubly whammy for economicall ived gi n the foicy ale
¢ : C y deprived girls. In the fai
ingdom, if your foot is too bi i iy le
) g or wide you're doomed.
In ghg society of adolescent girls, this fairy tale isn’t a meta-

-deny one’s needs and i i i
e appetites to achieve this goal, and t
;ueil:m and one s pod)f to please others (Mirkin, %9903). '11\2 gfr:{'
-nigd bur;' of biting into a morsel of chocolate and savoring it is
;r o Y the fear of appearing piggish, getting fat, and not being
active. Eighty percent of women surveyed by Glamour maga-
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zine (1984) felt that they had to be thin to attract men. Women
have even lost their ability to realistically assess their bodies (Cash,
Winstead, and Janda, 1986). In one study ('nlompspn, 1986), over
90% of women studied overestimated their bo‘.iy size.
Left unchallenged, female rites of passage involve the implicit
acknowledgement that her body is not perceived as her own. Tre?t-
ment needs to make these issues explicit, so that girls can deal with
the shame they have experienced at being violated, so that they can
own and accept their anger,and so that they can be helped to find

their voices and reclaim their bodies.
Taking OfF the Rose Colored Glasses: A Case Example

Sixteen year old Susan J. entered a psychiatric hospital after
making a suicide attemps. Her mother, a divorced working class
white woman in her early forties, reported that Susan haq been
drinking and had gomen involved in a number of brief, intense
sexual relationships which always left her feeling unhappy. Whe:n
1 asked Susan for her understanding of the suicide attempt, she said
that she *‘didn’t know,”’ but that she had been very upset because
her former therapist had been sexually involved with her. She told
her school counselor who she felt dismissed it. Susan’s understand-
ing was that the counselor thought she was ‘‘fantasizing’’ the entire
episode, or that it was too ‘‘unimportant’’ to require further con-
sideration. Susan said that her mother also did not believe her,
which was extremely painful to Susan.

Due to Mrs. J.’s own traumatic history, she learned to proteci
herself by assuming things were not as bad as they appeared, an.’
she looked for the brighter and more benevolent side of each issue.
We called this her ‘‘rose colored glasses.’’ When Susan told her
mother how deeply pained she was that her mother did not believe
her about the sexual abuse, Mrs. J. responded ‘‘Don’t worry about
this so much, dear. It's time to move on with your life.’’ Enraged,
Susan lapsed into silence. I asked Mrs. J. what she would see if
she took off her rose colored glasses for a moment, and responded
to Susan without them. Susan immediately shouted ‘‘She would say
that I'm lying.’’

“Not at all,”’ responded Mrs. J., very seriously, ‘‘You've al-
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adness, if not depression
wn. Instead of viewing her mother as defective, she could under-

ith adolescent girls, we need to find wa i ilies i
1 ’ ys of helping families in
\eir attempts to connect and become “mutually interdependent.’*?

/e need to value the female experience of relationships, and h
/e ne , el
irls include themselves in their expressions of concet":l. d

SEXUALITY AND BODY IMAGE

A second major issue with which adolescents i i
. grapple is sexuality
nd body image. Yet, once again, the experience of boys and girls
xff?r‘ tremendousl)t within the sociopolitical context in which they
ticipate. Becomlng coxpfortable with sexuality and body image

ie risk of being raped is about one in four, and for girls, the risk
f sexual abuse by an adult is greater than one in three. According
' the Ft!nd for the Feminist Majority (1991), every six minutes a
oman is raped in the United States, and every 15 seconds, a
oman is beaten by her husband or partner. How can an adolescent
irl get the message that she is in charge of her body when all that
wrounds her indicates that she isn’t?

The.structures which are in place in our society have not been
‘otective of girls or women, nor have they given women the
essage ‘that we are in charge of our bodies. In the course of
erapy, a young woman reported to me that when she was a col-
ge student, someone had tried to rape her and slashed her with a
iife as she escaped. She reported that her college infirmary re-
ised to believe her story, stating instead that they felt she had
iced her leg and was suicidal. This statement was made without
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any knowledge of the girl’s history or mental status prior to the
r:ge. They wgould not let her leave the infirmary because, 1ro:n::-al-
ly, of their concern for her safety. It was only after a male relative
intervened that she was transferred to a hospital with a rape cl:ns1s
team who believed and supported her. Therapy focused not only ::
the trauma of a rape attempt, but on the assault she experienc
within the health system.

lWlhile this mighty appear to be a unique case, I.would argue that
the message that subtly encourages violence against women, and
then denies women’s experiences of violence, is woven into our
society’s tapestry and experienced by adolesceqt girls. It happens
at the domestic level, when these girls see their mothers beaten,
and then thelr reality testing is questioned as all. agree that §he fell
down the stairs accidentally. It is seen in the judicial and legislative
systems when, for example, a Canadian judge recently allowed a
rapist to go free because the judge assumed that ghe three year old
rape victim had been seductive, or when the United States Senate
chose to confirm a Supreme Court nominee accused of sexual
harassment, thus dismissing the painful story of a female lawyer.
Tragically, the Supreme Court is giving a clear message that wom-
en do not own their own bodies through the Webster decus:non
which could severely limit a woman’s right to choose an abomo!l.
This was further exacerbated by once again silencing women’s
voices by banning the discussion of abortion in Title X funded
clinics—clinics that serve the most disenfranchised and voiceless
girls and women. The Court is thus sending the message that the
men who have power in government can tell women what to do or
not do with their bodies, and thus control women’s bodies. Is it
any wonder that there are men who take this as a license to beat,
rape, and otherwise intimidate wcmen? Is it any wonder that many
adolescent girls have difficulty entering womanhood, when women
are ravaged by violence and abuse?

Girls are directly affected with the message that they may not
make decisions about their own bodies when they are forbidden to
get an abortion without parental consent. This not only denies
ownership of her body, but also denies the abuse she may have
experienced within her family: This ruling assumes that girls would
receive support and guidance if they spoke to their parents. It
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Wh

mo;eomm:r can measure up to this Superwoman? Yet, the
. at societally-dictated message about the ideal wo

tes its toll on the real life relationships \ppling

th the problems of emotional and financial survival and their

ughters who look to them to be clones of the television moms

d are bitterly disappointed. Being a Superwoman is such a formi-

ble, impossible task that even while these girls are angry at their

rthers for not achieving it, they doubt their own abilities to mea-

re up to thi ici i

’;{“S'P o St:i ::?X;:?r,’ alx;d“;fmclpate failure *‘just like their
:e:wﬂ\:anmi:’oe e:petc; girls to want to move on to womanhood
, cop tggraty at surrounds them? It is in the context of
Tfho‘hculty niwx al we can acknowledge that while girls may have
fin lgatmg- adolescence, they can develop another story in
“so \I!vgt::ntllr‘ood Is seen in a far more positive light. In order to
X x’nothers dia;f ; is lcrmcal for these girls to begin to experience
n form a new conenn«:cz'i'ox'lrh tl‘;(r’:s'glhﬂ:vm’ o anq o
rich daughtel.'s. can take pride in their mﬂ:;’z‘z:itﬁ;ya;ssrr?/‘i,\fgrgn
plorers, tradition-breakers, and tradition-keepers; while thedaughi

s can begin to imagine which positi i
y e Women, positions they will want to take as

e Keep It in the Family: A Case Example

Fourteen year old Marie was hos,

ar ipitalized at a short-term state-
ntracted facility because of an alcohol and aspirin overdose,
positional behavior at home and school, and polydrug abuse.

Prior to hospitalization,

younger sisters in a low-income,
at the hospital, Marie revealed she had been sexually abused by

her father, and that she had told her mother who had called fhe
police and insisted that father leave the house. When the therapist,
a white, middle class male, asked Mrs. S. about sexual abuse, sh.e
stared blankly and denied that it occurred. When he shared Marie’s
story, Mrs. S. said she ‘‘remembered, ** but said nothing more
about the incident. Mrs. S. insisted that her daughter was ready to
come home from the hospital after a week, and Marie joined her in
saying she was ready to return home. The treatment team Jelt that
nothing had changed, and called me in as a consultant with the
goal of my finding & way 1o gain mother's approval for a longer
hospital stay.
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Marie lived with her mother and three
Portuguese community. In therapy

I met with Mrs. S., Marie, and their therapist in front of a one
way mirror with the other unit therapists observing. Mrs. S. was

softspoken, polite, and anxious as she explained to me that she was

told that the interview was to determine whether Marie should

return home this week. Marle chimed in by saying that she v.culd

not use any more drugs, she would listen to her mother, and she
wouldn’t try to kill herself. Mrs. S. used Marie’s statement as proof

that she was ready to return home and did not appear to hear the

opposing arguments presented by the team.

I then asked Mrs. S. to explain to me how a Portuguese family
would handle a teenager who recently attempted suicide and was
having difficulties like Marie's. Mrs. S. initially felt defensive and
asked why I wanted to know about Portuguese families, that “‘we
are just like everybody else."’ She appeared concerned that I would
use whatever information she gave me to negatively stereotype her

family. When I shared that I needed to learn from her about her

cultural background so I didn’t err by assuming our cultures dealt
with everything the same way, she responded with absolute clarity:
‘‘“We keep it in the family. We deal with it ourselves.’’

At that point, it was clear that the team and I were standing in
stark opposition to Mrs. S.’s cultural values: we were intruders, yet
she was taught to be subordinate and respectful and therefore
seemed to ‘‘tune out’’ the issues we raised rather than openly
disagree with us. Recognizing that I needed to be more in sync with
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deen hurt, Susan, I Just don’,
" When 1 aont want to see you hurt qn
pursued this with Mys, J., she said thar gtver);

» she didn’t think the

mother’s response, ‘‘You mean 0
, u

0 Her mother replied that at first ?v,he

took off the rose colored 8lasses,’’ she

1s. J. and my belief in Susan empowered
i situation,

IDENTITY

venty year old clien i
escence: t, Julia, wrote to me about her memories

think of the beginning of m
y adolescence as when m
;rm; to change and I developed breasts. It was q shﬁfﬁ?
a:; ! u;amed to deny it was happening to me . . . I didn
0 Decome a woman. Maybe I didn't have the greatest

» 1 felt that being a woman was the short end of the stick-1

dn’t ; i
o e all the lovely things about being female. I had 4 ot
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Julia poignantly tells us that she felt safer as a child, that as an
early adolescent, she viewed womanhood as a risk without payoff.
It was only much later, after several years of therapy and other
positive life experiences, that she began to see the beauty of wom-
anhood. However, in spite of this insight, Julia still points to her
mother as a poor role model, rather than looking beyond mother
blaming to understand why womanhood felt like the *‘short end of
the stick.”” In this regard, Julia is like many of the girls with whom
I work.

Julia’s mother had three young children when her husband left
her. Financially and emotionally, she was in crisis, yet she found
a job and was able to economically provide for her children. Julia
felt abandoned and hated being poor, and she blamed her mother
for their predicament. Yet, statistics tell us that there is a greater
chance of experiencing poverty if you are female, apd that these
figures are more dramatic for women of color (Jewish Fund for
Justice, 1989). After a divorce, women’s incomes drop by an aver-
age of 73% while men’s rise by 42% (Weitzman, 1985). Julia had
stated that she didn't respect her mother’s job and blamed he
mother for the drop in income. Yet, women don’t earn as much as
men. Four out of five women earn less than $19,000 per year, and
male secretaries earn 33% more than female secretaries, while
female clerical workers earn median incomes of $284 compared to
the male income of $403 (Boston Globe, 1987a, 1987b). When one
personalizes these situations, mothers are pathologized, and anger
is turned to them rather than the society which is discriminatory.
Instead of feeling good about themselves as girls who could grow
up like their mothers, female adolescents often devalue their moth-
ers and are frightened of being like them.

Many of the girls with whom I work are concerned about their
mothers, protective of them, and wanting to maintain a relationship
with them. Yet, paradoxically, each gir! is simultaneously afraid of
being like her mother. What an impact it must have on identity
formation to be moving toward womanhood and seeing their prima-
ry role model in such contradictory terms.

For girls to feel better about their own possibilities, they need to
confront their fears of becoming like their mothers (Mirkin,
1990b). In their search for role models, many girls turn to televi-
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alyes, 1 asked her about her plan for helping Marie with her
'em3 should Marie return home. Mrs. §. reported that there
1 counseling center in walking distance Jrom home, and Marie
1 have appointmengs several times per week. She added that
irie “‘doesn’t listen"’ and is out late using drugs, Mrs. §.
1 support rehospitalization,
e rest of the session was Spent recounting decisions that Mrs.
d made throughout Marie's life which had been protective of
>~decisions she made in spite of ethnic pulls to keep family life
~ ‘e and to be subordinate o men. Mrs. S., the therapist, Marie
all agreed to her plan, and Marie wens home several days

raljzarion. they spoke in detail about the sexual abuse.

this case, Marie was receiving information from many con-
that her mother was ineffectual and unable to take care of her.
- Marie misbehaved in school, the message was that if Mrs.
’re a better mother, Marie would not be acting out. When
S. called the police, the subsequent investigation implied that
ad known about the abuse and *‘denied’’ her knowledge. We
t replicated the blaming and disempowerment of Mrs. S. at
)spital. Had we l:ep_t Marie, mother and daughter would have

» We had to intervene and remove her from
other. The more ineffectual and unsupported the feisty Mrs.
Is, the more Marie gets the message that even women with
who defy traditional cultural roles are doomed to failure.
* these conditions, there was no good decision that Marie
make: she could act out (and have the larger system impose
Il on her) or attempt to silence herself (through overdosing).
esperately needed to develop another story.
> central effort of the consultation was to begin to provide a
for Marie to change the story-for Marie to experience her
r as an effectual woman who dared to speak out to protect
iild, and who was heard. By understanding their cultural
'ound, we could see Mrs. S. in action as a protective mother
aw Us as ‘‘outsiders’ who couldn’t be trusted, and therefore
ted herself and Marie by keeping us out. By supporting Mrs,

e e— —
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i i i to a new
S.’s plan, we were helping to write the opening lines

ie saw her

story, one that is important to Marie’s devek:pmen;.o nh\de:rt:: S::m‘ .l
mothér, and by extension, herself as an adult, ashad e ower. (o
influence. That story was retold here: motherd  sovelop 3 plan
remove an abusive man from the housel'\?ld anas 3a|uable. Maybe
to help her daughter which the .“experts saw e ner without
Marie, too, can learn how to influence those ar N ow image of
having’ to act out antisocially. The new story fort;j ocany.
womanhood, and paves the way for a more use IhorabY within

In summa;ry, by viewing female adolescent de:l/: \:pappmaCh o
a sociopolitical context, we begin to dfvelop.lq T approach
ward treating adolescent girls and their fami ues.d S e 10
validates the adolescent’s need for connection an oty supporting
her fears of losing relationships, w!\ile simultan.enouan);l ooy
her potential for becoming an assertive, challengll:ig A ot ho. mext
tal woman. Through this integration, it is my :;Fis et il foel
generation of adolescent girls-and possibly even o er of
more empowered and able to experience the joy an
emerging womanhood.

NOTES

i irki 990a.
1. A more detailed description of this case can be four:‘l’ in ‘hhrlil'ﬂ;n:i.c“l’ bon
Names, details, and some circumstances in all cases presented in
Itered to protect confidentiality. ) )
b“;.‘C::hy Corman, EdD, introduced me to this expression.
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S.’s plan, we were helping to write the opening lines to a new
story, one that is important to Marie’s development. Marie saw her
mother, and by extension, herself as an adult, as someone with no
influence. That story was retold here: mother had the power to
remove an abusive man from the household and to develop a plan
to help her daughter which the “sexperts’’ saw as valuable. hr.iaybe
Marie, too, can learn how to influence those around her_ without
having to act out antisocially. The new story forms a new image of
womanhood, and paves the way for a more useful therapy.

In summary, by viewing female adolescent development within
a sociopolitical context, we begin to develop_z} new a_pproach to-
ward treating adolescent girls and their families. This aggroach
validates the adolescent’s need for connection and is sensitive to
her fears of losing relationships, while simultan.exously §upportmg
her potential for becoming an assertive, challenging and instrumen-
tal woman. Through this integration, it is my hop.e that th.e next
generation of adolescent girls-and possibly even this one-will feel
more empowered and able to experience the joy and wonder of
emerging womanhood.

NOTES

1. A more detailed description of this casc can be found in Mirkin, 1990a.
Names, details, and some circumstances in all cases presented in this article have
been altered to protect confidentiality.

2. Cathy Colman, EdD, introduced me to this expression.
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