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Women and Therapy in the Last Third of Life

What is distinct about the last third of life, about women, that makes psychotherapy
different? In chis diverse collection, the psychological meanings and challenges of the
last chird of life are explored, as the capacity of the psyche expands, sense of time
changes, and some questions take on new vibrance and urgency. Some chapters shine
their light on women therapy clients — on their precarious sociocultural predicament
in a sexist/ageist time and place, on intrapsychic changes that follow from changing
bodies, relationships, involvements and emergent needs of the self. Other chaprers
enter the largely unexplored territory of changes in the therapy process itself — where
some decide against therapy altogether, while others describe a rich revision of
tamiliar elements of therapy, greater authentic presence, a changed standpoint on the
power of the therapeutic relationship.

Standing inside the ‘last third” and looking back on their own lives, several women
psychotherapists offer a rare window into their private experience across time and
their perspectives on the challenges and the gifts that they, and other women, may
realize in the last third of their lives as they consider who they have become, who
they are, and who they can be.

This book was previously published as a special issue of Wonen and Therapy.

Valory Mitchell is Professor at the California School of Professional Psychology at
Alliant University, San Francisco. She has been coordinator of the school’s Gender
Studies Emphasis Area, and Director of its Institute for the Psychology of Women.
She is a Fellow at the Rockway Institute, and has a private psychotherapy practice in
Berkeley. Since 1978 she has been part of a longitudinal study of the lives and
development of 100 women, through UC Berkeley's Institute for Personality and
Social Research, with her mentor Ravenna Helson. She is 62, and has a
nineteen-year-old daughter in art school.



Notes on Contributors

ARLENE BERMANN, LCSW, aged 50, received her M.S.W. at the University of
California, Berkeley. She provides psychotherapy for individuals and couples
and consultation in her private practices in San Francisco and Marin, and as a
member of the Psychiatry Department at Kaiser Permanente. She writes and
provides trainings on the vulnerability of the therapist in the clinical hour.
she has taught courses, lectured or supervised at New College of CA, UCSF/
stanford, and Dominican College. Arlene has a long-standing practice of
Buddhist meditation and study which intersects with her contemporary
psychoanalytic perspective. She was lay ordained in the Soto Zen tradition
in 2000.

AMITY PIERCE BUXTON, aged 79, received her Ph.D. from Teachers
College/Faculty Philosophy, Columbia University. She taught every grade
from pre-school through graduate school (except junior high years). She
helped pioneer the ULS. teachers’ center movement and directed two
teachers’ centers, while writing and giving workshops on active learning,
language and professional development, and alternative evaluation. In
1991, she founded the Straight Spouse Network — an organization that pro-
vides peer support and informal counseling, worldwide, for straight spouses
and couples in mixed-orientation or trans/non-trans marriages, and their
families, and education for the larger community. Since 19806, her research,
writing, teaching, and board service have focused on these topics.

HARRIET CURTIS-BOLES, aged 55, is an Associate Professor atthe California
School of Professional Psychology (CSPP) at Alliant University. She received
her Ph.D. in psychology from the University of California, Berkeley. She was
trained and practices from a psychodynamic orientation, integrating a cul-
tural focus. In her clinical practice at Mills College, she works with women
of all ages and from diverse cultural backgrounds. At CSPP-Alliant, she
teaches and supervises student research addressing multicultural awareness,
communication and intervention, and clinical practice skills. She consults and
provides cultural competence training to social service and clinical training
agencies in the San Francisco Area. She has been married for 31 years and
has an adult daughter.
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YVETTE FLORES, aged 57, received her Ph.D. from the University of
California, Berkey. She is a professor of Chicano Studies at the University
of California, Davis and is an adjunct professor at the Universidad Nacional
Autonoma de Mexico in Mexico City, and at the Universidad Santa Maria la
Antigua, in Panama. Her research and publications have focused on health,
family communication and intra-family violence in Latino and Mexican
families, and on Latina girls negotiating identity. She maintains a private
practice of adult, adolescent, family, and marital therapy.

MARY M. GERGEN, aged 70, is Professor Emerita of Psychology and
Women’s Studies at Penn State University, Brandywine. Her Ph.D. is from
Temple University. She is author of Feminist Reconstructions in Psychology:
Narrative, Gender and Performance (Sage, 2001). With Kenneth Gergen, she
is editor of the Positive Aging Newsletter, a free electronic journal that advo-
cates aging as a time of generativity and delight. She has published in the
areas of aging (especially involving women), social constructionism, narra-
tive psychology, qualitative methods, and performative studies. She is
co-founder of Taos Institute, promoting the integration of social construc-
tionism into professional practices.

SANDRAH HENRY, LMFT, aged 55 and a breast cancer survivor, is the
co-founder of The Laurel Center psychotherapy and training clinic in San
Francisco where she sees individuals and couples, and provides training to
interns and staff. She is former co-director of the Women's Mental Health
Program at New Leaf, an LGBT mental health clinic in San Francisco. She also
consults and lectures on the therapist's use of self, disability and illness, and
supervision, from a contemporary psychoanalytic perspective. She trained at
the Institute for Contemporary Psychoanalysis North, received her MS at San
Francisco State University in rehab counseling (emphasis mental health), and
a second MS in Marital and Family Therapy at California State University,
Dominguez Hills.

JUDITH V. JORDAN is director of the Jean Baker Miller Training Institute at
the Wellesley Center For Women, and assistant professor of psychiatry
at Harvard Medical School. She received her Ph.D. from Harvard. For the
last twenty years, she has worked with colleagues at the Stone Center to
create and develop a relational-cultural model of human development.
She is author of over forty Stone Center Works in Progress, twenty-five
chapters, and has co-authored three books, including Women's Growth in
Connection. She received the Massachusetts Psychology Association's Career
Achievement Award and the Feminist Therapy Institute Special Award for
contributions to the development of feminist psychology. She is on the edi-
torial board of the Journal of Clinical Psychology and the Journal of Creativ-
ity and Mental Health.
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EMILY LOEB, Ph.D., aged 68, was trained at Columbia University and the
Albert Einstein Medical Center in New York. A member of the faculty at
the Wright Institute, she is also on the teaching and supervising faculty
of The Psychotherapy Institute. Dr. Loeb has written for The Psychother-
apy Institute journal and NCSPP’s journal Fort Da. She was first licensed
in California in 1976 and has maintained a private practice in the Bay Area
for 32 years. Dr. Loeb sees adults in long-term therapy and is particularly
interested in working with women who are also tackling time-of-life

Issues.

LAURA MASON;, aged 59, received her Ph.D. in psychology from the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley. Since 1990, she has been Associate Director of the
U.C. Berkeley Psychology Clinic where she oversees the practicum level
clinical training of Ph.D. candidates. She also maintains a private practice
of psychotherapy, specializing in serving under-served populations who
experience moderate to severe psychological distress. Her clinical work is
informed by a Jungian and psychodynamic perspective; she has recently
added cognitive-behavioral and dialectical behavioral therapy techniques.
Currently she serves on the Alameda County Board of Mental Health, and
is treasurer of the African Immigrants Social and Cultural Services, a
non-profit organization,

VALORY MITCHELL , aged 62, received her Ph.D. in psychology from the
University of California, Berkeley. She is a professor of psychology at the
California School of Professional Psychology at Alliant University, San
Francisco Bay campus, and a fellow at the Rockway Institute of LGBT
Studies. Her publications focus on women’s psychological development
across the adult years, and on lesbian couples and planned two-mother
families. She maintains a private practice of psychotherapy with individuals
and couples from the teen-age years through late adulthood. Her work is
informed by a feminist lifespan developmental psychodynamic perspective.
She lives with her partner of ten years and has a daughter in art school in
Vancouver, Canada.

HELENE MOGLEN, aged 72, received her Ph.D. in English Literature from
Yale University and is Professor Emerita of Literature at the University of
California, Santa Cruz. She has written on feminist, cultural and pychoanaly-
tic theory, and on literacy, education and the English novel. Among her book
publications are The Trauma of Gender: A Feminist Theory of the English
Novel and Charlotte Bronte, The Self Conceived. With Nancy Chen, she edited
Bodies in the Making: Transgressions and Transformations, and with
Elizabeth Abel and Barbara Chrisian, Female Subjects in Black and White:
Race Psychoanalysis, Feminism.
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SHEILA NAMIR, aged 50, received a Ph.D. in psychology from the University
of California, Berkeley, and a Ph.D. in psychoanalysis from the Southern
California Psychoanalytic Institute. She was a training and supervising analyst
at the Institute of Contemporary Psychoanalysis in Los Angeles and is a
clinical psychologist and psychoanalyst practicing in Santa Cruz, California.
She was on the faculties of UCLA Medical School, California School of Profes-
sional Psychology, and the Southern California Psychoanalytic Institute in Los
Angeles. She has published in the areas of psychosocial aspects of AIDS and
cancer, medical psychology, trauma and feminist psychoanalysis.

SARALIE PENNINGTON), aged 65, has had a private practice in San Francisco
for over 35 years treating adolescents to older adults. She coordinated family,
children and queer youth services at Operation Concern/New Leaf, a
psychotherapy clinic for the GLBT community, for 23 years. She received
her MSW from University of Pittsburgh. Currently teaching at San Francisco
State University’s School of Social Work, where she began teaching in 1973
in the first wave of Women's Studies, and is considered a “Grandmother™ of
Feminist Therapy. She is on the Board of Sanville Institute and Open House,
a housing/services organization for the GLBT community. She founded
Straights For Gay Rights in 1977 and continues as its Chair. She is married
and the mother of a 38-year-old daughter, Daria.

SUSAN SANDS, aged 62, has beenaclinical psychologistin private practice in
Berkeley, CA, for 28 years. She received her Ph.D. in psychology from the
University of California, Berkeley. She is currently on the faculty of the
Psychoanalytic Institute of Northern California (PINC), an Assistant Clinical
Professor, Department of Psychology, UC-Berkeley, and has taught
frequently for the Northern California Society for Psychoanalytic Psychology
(NCSPP). She was formerly a psychologist in the Eating Disorders Clinic,
Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Medicine, Stanford Medical School.
Dr. Sands has presented and published in the areas of eating disorders,
trauma and dissociation, and self psychology.



Foreword: The Long View

VALORY MITCHELL
Califoritia School of Professional Psychology=Alliant University,
San Francisco, California

The theme of this book—women doing therapy in the last third of life—
suggests that there is something distinct about that time of life, and some-
thing distinct about women, something that makes doing therapy different.
But what?

One difference is the sweep of the therapist's personal and professional
experience. Standing inside the “last third” and looking back on her own life,
cach of the “autobiographical authors™ (Buxton, Curtis-Boles, Flores, Jordan)
in this volume recognizes that she has a view backward some 50-60 to 70
vears. Similarly, those taking stock of how the therapy process has changed
for them (Bermann, Loeb, Mason, Pennington, Sands) seem almost to be
looking back through a photo album of “old school™ practices, some that
have stood the test of time, and others that are outmoded, discarded now.

Informed by the carly feminist recognition that none of us is “objective,”
these authors have spent many years aware of their personal and cultural
contexts and how these situate them and affect their work. Now, they add
an age-linked identity to the other intersecting dimensions that have created
the standpoint from which they take perspective. This recognition parallels
Greene's (2003) understanding of women'’s development, in which she says
“time [is] a conceptual linchpin for understanding development. Time s
central to both our being and becoming™ (p. 15).

Intriguingly, many of the changes that these therapists have observed and
described are manifestations of achievements that lifespan developmental the-
orists might expect to come with time. For example, the style and concerns that
characterize their therapy process today are similar to the style and concerns of
pcople who have, across their lifetimes, managed to expand the ego—the syn-
thetic function of the psyche—toward its full potential (Loevinger, 1976).

The desire to help others and to leave a better world for future genera-
tions, Erik Erikson's (1960) concept of “generativity,” is inherent in the
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psychotherapeutic endeavor. But, in this last third of life, it takes on many of
the characteristics of Erikson’s final stage: ego integrity. Embodying this
sense of integrity, several authors have experienced a radical acceptance
of the person they've become and the life they've led (Curtis-Boles, Flores,
Mason). Another component of ego integrity is the recognition of our own
transience, without a sense that death is to be feared. This quality is reflected
in the work of those authors who can and do bring death into their work and
their planning and do not need to deny its presence (Sands, Henry). The
person who has attained integrity is buoyed by a sense of some greater order
and resonates with that sense across time, culture, and generations. At the
same time, they embrace their own slice of historical time and hold to their
style and ways of being. Several authors feel deeply connected with cultural
values (their own or others’) and spiritual experiences and practices that
convey this sense of meaning and transcendence. In all, and facing many
directions, these authors have acquired the capacity to take in this long view.

WHAT /S THE LAST THIRD OF LIFE?

A few authors chose to take up the task of asking a potentially key question:
What s the last third of life? We can approach this question from many
angles.

When is the “last third™? Sands notes that we cannot know the para-
meters of the last third of our own life until the day our death comes. Still,
she acknowledges that there is “less time ahead, more behind,” and she con-
siders how that ambiguity of “how much time” changes the psychological
landscape. I have presumed, in a sort of rough-and-ready way, that age 60
demarcates entrance to the “last third.” Others would disagree. Amity Pierce
Buxton, who, at 79, is our oldest author, asked that she write about herself in
the “third quarter of life” because she expects to continue into her hundreds,
as have her kin.

Whatever comes, though, a central feature of the “last third” is that it is
the last. Several authors (Bermann, Henry) have encouraged us to confront
this, not only in its spiritual and psychological implications but in its very
practical and relational implications for our clients and colleagues.

In the last third, there is more to integrate. In this volume, many ideas
about the psychological concerns of the last third of life have been put for-
ward. The psyche may have a different and enlarged capacity to look within
and to accept the nonrational (Loeb). The self-concept, too, expands, as the
younger self and the aging self stand side by side. There is a changed sense
of the passage of time. There is loss, and the need to mourn for those who've
died, for physical losses. Some questions seem to take on a vibrance during
this phase of life: What is possible now? What is meaningful? What do we
make of all this living we've done—our imperfections, what's been left
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undone, what we've accomplished and achieved, what's emerged in us over
time, what is (or isn’t) important to us about any of it And who are we really,
distinct from what we've done? What will old age be like? And death?

WOMEN IN THE LAST THIRD OF LIFE

Most of the authors in this volume were just entering adulthood as second
wave feminism reached its crest in the early 1960s. Like Zucker and Stewart’s
(2007) sample of women, these authors have felt feminism shape their lives
and perspectives in profound and enduring ways. Some (Pennington, Flores)
identify themselves as “feminist foremothers,” but even among those who do
not put it into words, the evidence of a permanent feminist perspective
imbues their writing and their practice.

“Scrutiny with a feminist eye has led to the development of a psychol-
ogy that, for the first time, includes ... women’s diverse experiences. .. how
women perceive themselves or others ... who women are, and especially . . .
who and what women can be” (Kaschak, 1992, p. 10). This promise of a psy-
chology that can result from “scrutiny with a feminist eye” is realized
throughout this volume. Here are retlections on an array of different experi-
ences of women, now aged 50-79, who have lived through the late 20th and
carly 21st centuries. They present distinet perspectives on the challenges and
the gifts that they, and other women, may realize in the last third of their
lives; they consider who they have become, who they are, and who they
can be.

THERAPISTS IN THE LAST THIRD OF LIFE

Several authors took the theme of “women doing therapy in the last third of
life” to mean that the “women doing therapy” were therapists in the last third
of their lives. These authors have courageously reflected on their personal
and professional journeys that led them to today. As a result, we readers
get a rare and valuable window into the private experience, across time, of
professional women doing this unique, complex work. They are a varied
lot, and the themes and roads traveled reflect their variation. And yet, when
we step back, their stories share patterns of psychological change and dimen-
sions of inner development that they feel have enriched and enlarged their
therapy work.,

Each of these authors has “ripened” with time. Some say that they are
“more themselves™ or allow themselves to use more of who they are and
what they have personally known to inform their work. Therapists who
are members of nondominant cultural groups describe the years of work
they've done to integrate their cultural knowledge and identity with the
monocultural professional socialization they endured as students and
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trainees (Curtis-Boles, Flores). Others have recognized the centrality of early
life experiences that shaped them, but which, in earlier years, they had
needed to deny or avoid (Mason). Many have grappled with the personal
and professional consequences of their gendered socialization. For example,
Jordan’s autobiographical account of her struggles to have a “voice” makes
clear the contact between her work as a creator of developmental theory
and her own developing self.

Several authors note how their spiritual practice has informed their
work. Bermann and Buxton describe different, yet overlapping, belief
systems that have deepened their work. Curtis-Boles tells us that she had first
to accumulate sufficient confidence and maturity to override the constraints
of her university training and allow a place for her spirituality and thus to be
more fully herself as a therapist. Other authors (Mason, Flores) recall power-
ful spiritual experiences that took place outside of the United States and
aided them, upon their return, to claim themselves and their knowledge
more fully in their therapy practice.

Several feel that they have softened. become “more comfortable with
discomfort,” questioned parts of their training that asked them to be less
flexible or humane. As a result, they've noticed that their clients have less
need to protect them, that the work can go more places than it could when
they were younger.

Many believe they have become increasingly able to focus on what is
really important and let the rest recede to the periphery. They feel more able
to see beneath the surface, to take their time, and to be honest. They report
that they have expanded some of their ideas about what is possible, and, in
other areas, recognized more limits to what is possible. They have revised
their ideas about the meaning and relevance of “curing people™; one author
(Bermann) wryly describes her recognition that we all have “fantasies of
cure,” and hers is that continuing to dye her hair will “cure™ her of aging.
This more nuanced way of thinking about cure, recognized in both
herself and her clients, has helped her difterentiate the real possibilities from
the illusions.

Several authors have given examples of the way their own psychologi-
cal development and increased maturity has benefited their work. Some
describe that they have discovered structures and practices that help them
to listen, remind them of a very large perspective on human joy and suffer-
ing, and comfort them.

These realizations are consistent, though not identical, with the research
on the characteristics of “experienced” or “expert” therapists. Findings show
that experienced clinicians differ from less mature practitioners in being
more responsive to the different needs of their clients, being less handi-
capped by their own “bad moods,” being more able to improvise, having
stronger self-regulating skills and more flexible repertoires, paying more
attention to the client (less self-preoccupation), having a more innovative
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perspective, and being more likely to make technique decisions that are
based on the client’s need (Norcross, 2002).
As Loeb (in this book) writes:

Over these four decades, T've learned a great deal about character
structure and about conflict, defenses, and intersubjective experience.
I've learned a great deal about listening for the unconscious, about
transferences, about timing and interpretation. More than any of all the
theory and practice, however, I've learned from my own life experiences.
I have a deeper sense of the “human condition,” more compassion, more
confidence in individuals' innate resilience, and definitely a longer
perspective on life’s course. (pp. 30-31)

Several authors have been concerned with an even longer view. They may
express it in a spiritual way, as though today’s healing in a psychotherapy
contributes something positive to the whole human condition. Recognizing
that by the time we have reached our last third of life we have weeded
out much of the “debris,” some authors find themselves thinking about the
legacy they might leave to a future generation of women and therapists. In
this last third, the length of the view extends out past the boundaries of
our personal deaths. As Buxton (in this book) writes:

The core questions for me at this juncture of my life are: Of what value is
wisdom that comes with age? To whom is it of value—only to the person
who has become wise? 1t the wisdom of age is of value to others, how
can one impart it so that it can help those who survive us to create more
enriched lives for themselves and help our professional successors to
generate more effective counseling practices? (p. 133)

CLIENTS IN THE LAST THIRD OF LIFE

Other authors (Gergen, Loeb, MitchelD) presumed that the “women doing
therapy™ were therapy clients in the last third of their lives. Some shone their
light on the precarious sociocultural predicament of older women in a
sexist/ageist time and place (Gergen), who have undoubtedly internalized
these prejudices and stereotypes and will use them against ourselves. Others
focused on the intrapsychic changes that follow from changing bodies (Loeb,
Bermann, Henry), changing relationships (Flores, Namir), changing kinds of
involvement in our communities (Buxton), and changing emergent needs of
the self (Loeb, Mitchell, Sands). These authors have given us a sort of com-
posite snapshot of our clients, a glimpse of them in their current moment of
life, and they have considered their unique concerns, priorities, and ways of
being. Another approach has been to consider a cross-time perspective:
What has emerged, or developed? What have the years brought?
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THERAPY IN THE LAST THIRD OF LIFE

A third group of authors (Pennington, Henry, Sands) focused on the therapy
itself, involving both women. Entering this largely unexplored territory, they
tell us about how their vision of therapy has changed. Reflecting on their
own practice, they see that they have revised their definitions for familiar
elements of therapy—the frame and the therapeutic contract, for example.
Some (Namir & Moglen) have even questioned whether women
therapists or clients—should be doing therapy in this last third of life.

As varied as they are, all of these authors share a view that the develop-
ment of their therapy work has centered on their ability to be increasingly
present in the relationship. They say they are more “themselves” (Flores,
Curtis-Boles), more honest (Sands), more comfortable (Bermann), less judg-
mental and demanding of themselves and their clients (Pennington, Buxton),
and more focused on their shared humanity (Mason). They couch their views
in “Relational /Cultural Theory” (Jordan) or “Intersubjective Theory™ (Henry,
Loeb), but, however they say it, they tell us about the power, the value, the
almost sacred quality of relationship, and their satistaction and pride in
becoming more and more skilled at it. These authors are all women, but
would a group of male therapists say the same? Or is this a women's perspec-
tive, a feminist standpoint? Carol Gilligan (1982) posited that women's moral
judgments were (more often than men’s) based in an ethic of care, and that a
facet of women'’s lifespan development was the expansion of the circle of
care to include oneself as well as others. She did not call the centrality of this
ethic “relational /cultural” or “intersubjective,” and yet these sets of ideas are
so congenial with each other and so strongly associated with “women'’s
work,” inside and beyond psychotherapy.

Jane Loevinger’s (1976) lifespan theory focuses on the development of
the mind’s internal structure. Describing the later stages of development, she
speaks of a sense of internal autonomy in which the psyche is neither driven
by affect and impulse nor is it captive to super-ego judgments. The therapists
writing in this volume recount their experience of the changes in therapy in a
way that resonates with these ideas, too; they speak of spaciousness and
stillness, with “more room to breathe.”
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