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A woman's sense of self becomes very much organized around being able to make and maintain affiliation in relation​ships.  This inner sense of connection to others is a central organizing feature of women's development, because out of relationships comes a sense of belonging and affiliation.  No-one develops in isolation, and women excel at interaction: they talk, listen, question and respond to others.  They nurture - both in their actions and in their feelings -- and participate actively in fostering the development of other people.  It has been said that women find a sense of value and effectiveness when their experiences arise from a context of relationships, which lead to a greater sense of connection rather than a sense of separation.

However, we often believe that we're constrained  by some "moral imperative" to conform to others' expectations.  We act to please others, putting their needs, wishes and feelings ahead of our own.  Believing that it is important to "give," we don't complain, feeling that we must "do it all."   A paradox occurs: in order to maintain connection, we subvert large parts of ourselves to maintain the relationship.  In turn, we feel overwhelmed and out off balance.  But we can maintain balance and recognize that we have choices by listening to our own internal needs and feelings rather than those imposed from the outside.  We can set limits on what we do for others, knowing that helping others do things for themselves enhances their indepen​dence.  Then rela​tion​ships are mutually enhancing, sup​portive of both ourselves and others.  We ask for help when it's needed, and value interaction with and assistance from others. 

Furthermore, we identify what is and what isn't acceptable, and we feel good about advocating for ourselves. That is why the concept of co-dependency is problematic and destructive to women.  Co-dependency carries a negative connotation that does a disser​vice to our experience and the depth of our relationships. It criticizes what, as women, we do well. That is, we share, care and nurture.

Women organize their world around responsibility and care; they women seek mutual under​standing and relatedness.  Men, on the other hand, tend to define themselves as autonomous and separate, advice-givers rather than collaborators.  While the former represents the experiences of connection, the second speaks directly to disconnec​tion.  And disconnection is associated with feelings of isolation and powerlessness.  Because our sense of self is connected to being in a relationship, our self-esteem suffers when we feel cut off.  In contrast, connection leads to increased feelings of zest, energy and vitality.  When we are active and feel equal and balanced in a relationship, we gain greater knowl​edge of both self and another.  By clarifying our own thoughts and feelings, we are more motivated to engage in other interactions.  We not only acquire a better sense of our own self-worth and value, but also have a good sense of the other.  We can then work towards even greater connection with others.  

In connection, people share information, give and take, speak and listen, share, expand and reflect on each others' experience.  To do this, a woman must first listen to her own inner voice.  Then she can understand how to draw out others -- whether the other is her child, spouse, client, student or friend.  Furthermore, a  woman must listen to her own voice if she's to become clear and confident, and to move on in her life.  Out of connection comes an awareness and comfort with herself, and the ability to give to others.  In short, women should continue doing what they have always done best: care, interact, and invest in relationships.  In so doing, they invest in themselves.

Lois Steinberg is a psychologist with a private practice in Denville, NJ.  A life member of NCJW, she participates actively at the Center for Women.  She wishes to acknowledge the contributions of such writers as Jean Baker Miller, the women of the Stone Center, and Carol Gilligan, whose work have informed the  ideas in this article.  For a  compre​hensive reading list, call her at 973/625-8522.
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