
Women Who A re  M o the rs : EXPERIENCES OF SELF-DEFINITION
-. .. C  £  F  T  i:, L

\CULLY OF GRADUATE STUOiEl

DEAN

by

Gweneth Ann H artrick  
B .S .N ., U n ivers ity  of V ic to r ia , 1985 
M .A ., U n ivers ity  o f V ic to r ia , 1989

UTssertation Submitted in P a rtia l F u lfillm e n t o f the 
Requirements fo r  the Degree o f

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
in  In te rd is c ip lin a ry  Studies

We accept th is  d isserta tio n  as conforming to  the required standard

Dr. R.y. Peavy, Co-Supepvisor (Department o f Psychological 
Foundations)

Dr. M.D. H i l ls ,  Co-Supervisor (School o f Nursing)

Dr. C. A ttrid g e , Departmental/ Member (School of Nursing)

Dr. D. Knowles, Departmental Member (Department of 
Psychological Foundations)

Dr. R. Fergus; 
& Youth Cat

n,/Depanfmental Member (School o f Child  
e) 

Dr. risen . External Examiner (S e a tt le , Washington)

Gweneth Ann H artrick , 1994 
U nivers ity  o f V ic to r ia

A ll r ig h ts  reserved. D issertaton may not be reproduced in whole or in 
p art, by photocopying or other means, w ithout the permission o f the 
author.



N a m e  [  i D ^ , r W  A  (  I ))nc.. fJ L re  (T \Ù '\'^ J L C Z  -  E ^ ^ \S iL i\a L n  V e k r T "  ( 5 ^
Dissertation Abstracts International is a r ra n g e d  b y  b ro a d , g e n e ra l sub je c t c a te g o rie s . P lease se lec t th e  o n e  s u b je c t w h ich  m ost 
r ie o r ly  de sc ribes  the  c o n te n t o f  y o u r  d is se rta tio n . E n te r the  c o r re s p o n d in g  fo u r -d ig it  c o d e  in  the spa ces  p ro v id e d .

I 'V L A - f lS  t j  I L i o l c f Z c . ^ __________________________  E E E E !  U ' M ' I
SUBJECT CODE

O b j e c t  C a te g o r ie s

T H E  H U M A N I T I E S  A N D  S O C I A L  S C I E N C E S

COMMUNICATIONS AND THE ARTS
Architecture................................. 0729
Art History................................... 0377
Onema........................................0900
Dance ..................................0370
Fine A rts    0357
hfcxTTK^on Science.....................0723
Journolism .................     0391
Library Science........................... C399
Moss Conwnunicatio. *s................ 0708
Music...........................................0413
Speech Communicotion  ......0459
Trwotor...................................... .0465

EDUCATION
General.......................................0515
Adbrinistration............................ 0514
Adult and Continuing  ............. 05 16
Agricultural.................................0517
A r t ...............................................0273
Bilingual and Multiculturol 0282
Business............................. 0688
Community College.....................0275
Curriculum and Instruction 0727
Early Childhood  ............. 0 5 18
Elenwntory........................   0524
Finance..............................   0277
Guidance and Counseling 0519
Health..........................................0680
H igher........................................ 07.15
History o f ................................  0520
Home Economics........................0278
Industrial..................................... 0521
Language and Literature.............0279
Momematics................................0280
Music......................................... .0522
Philosophy o f .............................. 0998
Physical.....  ......................   0523

Psychology..................................0525
Reeding...................................... 0535
Religious...  0527
Sciences...................................... 0714
Secondory...................................0533
Social ^ lerrces...........................0534
Sociology o f  ............................ 0340
Specie!  ............................. 0529
Teocher Training ..........   0530
Technology ................................0710
Tests and Mecsurerrrents.............0288
Vocational...................................0747

EANGUAGi LITERATURE AND 
UNGUISTIG

.................................0679
Ancient..................................0289
Linguistics............................. 0290
M odem .................................0291

Literature
General.................................0401
Classical................................0294
Comparative.........................0295
M ^ ic v e l......................   0297
M odem  .................... 0298
African..................................0316
Americon.............................. 0591
Asian  ...................................0305
Canadian (English)...............0352
Carrodien (French)...............0355
English..................................0593
Germanic.....................   0311
Lotin American..................... 03-2
Middle Eostur« ....... ......... 0315
Rome nee  ............................. 0313
Slavic onci East European 0314

PHILOSOPHY, REUGION AND 
THEOLOGY
Philosophy...................................0422
Religion

General.................................0318
Biblical Studies......................0321
O ergy ...............................0319
History o f ...............................0320
Philosophy o f   ................. 0322

Theology..................................... 0469

SOCIAL SOENGS
American Studies.................  0323
Anthropology

Archaeology ........................0324
Cultural  ...............................0326
Physicol .....   0327

Business Administration
General..........................   0310
Accounting........................... 0272
Bonking.................................0770
Management........................0454
Marketing..............................0338

Canadian Studies.......................0385
Economics

General.................................0501
Agricultural........................... 0503
Commerce-Business..............0505
Finonce.................................0508
History................................... 0509
Labor.................................... 0510
Theory  ........ ..................0511

Folklore....................................... 0358
Geography ........................... 0366
Gerontology................................0351
History

General.................................0578

Ancient............................ .....0579
Medieval...............................0581
M odem ....................... 0582
Block.....................................0328
A fricon  .....................0331
Asia, ^s tro lio  and Oceania 0332
Canadian..............................0334
European...................... 0335
Lotin American .....................0336
Middle Eastern......................0333
United States.........................0337

History of Science.......................0585
Low.............................................. 0398
Political Science

Generol.................................0615
International Low and

Relations.............................0616
Public Administrotion............0617

Recreation................................... 0814
Social W ork ................................0452
Sociology

General.................................0626
Criminology and Penology ... 0627
Demography...............   0938
Ethnic and Racial Studies 0631
Individual and Family

Studies  ......................... 0628
Industrial and labor

Relations.............................0629
Public and ^ c ia l W elfare.... 0630 
Social Structure and

Development....................  0700
Theory and Methods.............0344

Transportotion............................ 0709
Urbon and Regional Planning ...0999 
Women's Studies........................ 0453

T H E  S C I E N C E S  A N D  E N G I N E E R I N G

BIOLOGICAL SOENOS
Agriculture

General  .........   0473
Agronomy........................ ...0285
Animal Culture and

Nutrition  .........   0475
Animal Pathology..................0476
Food Science and

Technology........................ 0359
Forest^ ond W ild life ............ 0478
Plant Culture  ...........0479
Plant Pathology.....................0480
Plant Physiology....................0817
Ronge Management............. 0777
Wood Technology  ......0746

................................. 0306
Anotomy ...............................0287
BiosloHtHcs........................... 0308
Botany....................................0309
Cell........................................ 0379
Ecology................................. 0329
Entomology ................  0353
Genetics ........................ 0369
limnology  ........................ 0793
Microbiology........................ 0410
Molecular..............................0307
Neuroscience........................ 0317
Oceanography......................0416
Physiology................  0433
Rodiorion...............................0821
Veterinary Science................ 0778
Zoology ........  0472

Biophysics
General................................. 0786
Medical .....................0760

EARTH SOENaS
Biogeochemistry.......................... 0425
Geochemistry  .......................... 0996

Geodesy..................................... 0370
Geology...................................... 0372
Geophysics.................................0373
hW rology...................................0388
Minerologr..................................0411
Poleobotony................................0345
Poleoecolo^.............................. 0426
Paleontology................................0 4 18
Poleozoolo^ ............................ 0985
Polynology.................................. 0427
Physical Geography................... 0368
Physical Oceoncgrophy............. 0415

HEALTH AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
SCIENCES
Environmental Sciences..............0768
Health Sciences

General.................................0566
Audiolpgy..............................0300
ChemotKeropy.................... 0992
Dentistry................................0567
Education...................  0350
Hospital Management...........0769
Human Development............0758
Immunology.......................... 0982
Medicine and Surgery 0564
Mental Health  .................... 0347
Nursing.................................0569
Nutrition................................0570
Obstetrics and Gynecology .0380 
Occupational Health ona

Therapy........................... 0354
Ophthalrnology.................... 0381
Pathology............................. 0571
Pharmacology.......................0 4 19
Pharmacy..............................0572
Physical Therapy.................. 0382
Public Health.........................0573
Radiology..............................0574
Recreation............................ 0575

Speech Pothology................. 0460
Toxicology............................ 0383

Home Economics........................ 0386

PHYSICAL SOENCES
Pure Sciences
Chemistry

Generol................................. 0485
Agricultural........................... 0749
Anolyticol..............................0486
Biochemistry.........................0487
Inorgonic...............................0488
Nucfeor.................................0738
Organic.................................0490
Phormoceutical......................0491
Physicol.................................0494
Polymer.................................0495
Rodiotion...............................0754

Mathematics................................0405
Ph^ics

Generol................................. 0605
Acoustics ........................... 0986
Astronomy and

Astrophysics.......................0606
Atmospheric Science.............0608
Atom ic.................................. 0748
Electronics and Electricity 0607
Elementory Particles ond

High Energy.......................0798
Fluioond Plasma.................. 0759
Molecular..............................0609
Nuclear.................................0610
O ptics................................... 0752
Radiation...............................0756
Solid State.............................0611

Statistics...................................... 0463
A p p lie d  Sciences
A l l i e d  Mechanics.....................0346
Computer Science.......................0984

Engineering
General.................................0537
Aerospace............................ 0538
Agriculturol........................... 0539
Automotive........................... 0540
Biomedical........................... ,0541
Chemicol...............................0542
C iv il...................................... 0543
Electronics and Electrical 0544
Heat ond Thermodynomics ...0348
Hydraulic...............................0545
Industriol ...............................0546
M arine................   0547
Moteriols Science................. 0794
Mechonicol........................... 0548
Metallurgy.............................0743
M in in g ..................................0551
Nuclear.................................0552
Packaging ............................ 0549
Petroleum..............................0765
Sanitory ond M unicipal 0554
System Science......................0790

Geotechnology............................0428
Operations Research.................. 0796
Plastics Technology.....................0795
Textile Technology....................... 0994

PSYCHOLOGY
General ...................................... 0621
Behavioral...................................0384
C lin ica l....................................... 0622
Developmental.............................0620
Experimentol...............................0623
Industrial..................................... 0624
Personality................................... 0625
Physiologicol...............................0989
Psychobiology.............................0349
Psychometrics..............................0632
Sociol ..........................................0451

0



11

Supervisors: Dr. Vance Peavy 
Dr. Marcia H il ls

ABSTRACT

Recent l i te r a tu r e  has challenged tra d it io n a l views o f women's 

development o f s e lf .  Many scholars have suggested th a t the tra d tio n a l 

concept of self-as-autonomous being does not r e f le c t  women's experiences. 

Further, i t  has been suggested that fo r women who are mothers the  

conceptualization o f self-as-autonomous is  p a r t ic u la r ly  questionable. With 

no other apparent research ex is ting  to illu m in a te  the nature and 

experience o f s e lf -d e f in it io n  fo r women who are mothers, th is  study 

addressed the question: "What is  the experience o f defin ing s e lf  fo r women 

who are mothers?". A human caring methodology which integrated elements of 

in te rp re tiv e  phenomenology and fem inist inqu iry  was employed to explore  

th is  research question. Seven women who were a c tiv e ly  engaged in  

motherhood p a rtic ip a te d  in the study. Data gathering involved two 

ind iv idual interviews w ith  each o f the p a rtic ip a n ts  and concluded with the  

women p a rtic ip a tin g  in a focus group where the prelim inary findings were 

discussed. The study revealed two in te rre la te d  aspects including, (a ) a 

description o f the nature of s e lf ,  and (b) the ongoing process o f defin ing  

s e lf .  The nature o f s e l f  consisted of three themes. The themes which arose 

were: (a ) s e lf  as a m u lt ip lic ity  o f parts , (b ) s e lf  as a re la tio n a l 

process, and (c ) s e l f  as a synthesis. The process o f defin ing s e l f  

consisted of three phases: la ) no n -re flec tive  doing, (b) l iv in g  in the  

shadows, and (c ) reclaim ing and discovering s e l f .  Each of these phases 

were con tinually  experienced w ith d iffe re n t ones dominating a t varying  

times and in varying s itu a tio n s . Within each o f  the phases, a number o f 

themes were described and illum inated . The study pointed to the
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d e fin it io n  and th e ir  experience o f health . :n addressing the im plications  

fo r  p ra c tic e , therefo re , a framework or health promoting practice  to  

support women's process of s e lf -d e f in it io n  was developed.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION

The concept o f ' s e l f  is  prominent throughout the psychological 

l i te r a tu r e .  The inqu iry  in to  the nature of the s e lf  as an organizing  

p rin c ip le  in human development and experience has been a fundamental 

aspect of psychological, philosophical, and s p ir itu a l investigation  

(Mahoney, 1991; Surrey, 1991).

Wide-ranging d ifferences ex is t among th eo ris ts  in regards to what 

constitutes s e lf , assumptions underlying the nature o f s e lf , and 

methodologies used fo r  studying s e lf .  Some o f the d iffe r in g  views of s e lf  

include s e lf  as i llu s io n , s e lf  as object, the looking glass s e lf ,  s e lf  as 

social persona, s e lf  as defensive center, and s e lf  as process (Mahoney, 

1991). Markus & Nurius (1986) also ta lk  about the notion of m ultip le  

selves, and contend th a t in addition to the s e lf  in existence in the 

present moment there are numerous 'possible s e lv e s '— the selves we could 

become, and the selves we are a fra id  of becoming.

Although there are numerous theories concerning s e lf , overa ll s e lf  is  

thought to provide the vis ion  and structure o f a person's l i f e .  Mahoney 

(1991) contends the evidence is  now substantial th a t elements of s e lf  

pervade a l l  human experience. "The interdependence of selfhood and 

knowledge processes makes i t  possible fo r the generation and assim ilation  

of information to be regulated by s e lf - id e n t ity  patterns thus fa r  

structured, and th is  in  turn makes possible the continuous ordering of 

experience along a u n ita ry  and coherent dimension" (Guidano, 1991, p. 9 ) .

This view o f s e lf  as being a fundamental determinate in  human 

experience, has also been discussed in the nursing l ite ra tu re  in re la tio n  

to  people's experience o f health . In  fa c t, nurse theoris ts  such as Watson
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(1988), Parse (1990), and Newman (1986) seem to imply that the processes 

of evolving health and defining s e lf  are not only in te rre la te d  but are  in 

some ways synonymous. Watson (1988) fo r example, describes health as 

"unity  and harmony w ithin the mind, body and soul" ( p .48). Watson 

maintains th a t health is  associated w ith the degree o f congruence between 

the s e lf  as perceived and the s e lf  as experienced. S im ila r ly , Parse 

(1990) describes health as a process o f human becoming. In describing the 

unfolding o f hea lth . Parse refers to  people as c rea tive  authors and 

describes health fo r  the 'c rea tive  author- as a personal commitment and 

choice. Newman (1986) views health as the process o f transform ation to 

higher levels  o f consciousness. Newman maintains th a t the gaining o f s e lf -  

knowledge and understanding (evolution o f consciousness) provides 

concomitant gains in  freedom. As one gains an understanding of s e l f ,  one 

can work in  re la tio n  with the pattern o f s e l f .  According to Newman, health  

is  the evolving pattern  of the whole l i f e ,  "the process of the evolution  

of consciousness is  also the process o f health" (p. 43 ).

Newman (1979) describes the goal of nursing as one o f ass isting  

people "to u t i l i z e  the power that is  w ith in  them as they evolve toward 

higher leve ls  o f consciousness" (p. 6 7 ). According to Newman, people need 

a partner in  the process of expanding consciousness. Nursing p rac tice  is  

therefore focused on "recognizing the pattern o f the person in 

in te rac tio n  with the environment" (p .88) (understanding th a t person's 

experience) and supporting the person in making and implementing choices 

that emerge through his or her increased knowledge and understanding of 

the pattern  o f s e lf .  In a s im ila r ve in , Watson (1988) describes the goal 

of nursing as helping "persons to gain a higher degree of harmony w ith in
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the  mind, body, and soul which generates self-knowledge, self-reverence, 

s e lf-h e a lin g , and s e lf-c a re  processes w hile  allowing increasing  

d iv e rs ity . . .the nurse helps ind iv iduals find  meaning in  th e ir  existence, 

disharmony, su ffering , and turmoil and promotes s e lf-c o n tro l, choice, and 

self-determ ination" (p .4 9 ).

From the preceding discussion i t  appears th a t the experience of s e lf  

and the experience of health  can be considered to  be in te g ra lly  re la ted . 

For nurses to promote health requires th a t they simultaneously promote 

people's gaining o f self-knowledge and expression o f s e lf . For nurses 

working with women who are mothers, th is  constitu tes a challenging task. 

Promoting womens' experience o f s e lf  requires an understanding of how 

women experience and define s e l f .  Peck (1986) maintains that a t present

there  is  l i t t l e  knowledge about how women define s e lf . Within the

developmental l i t e r a tu r e  the formation o f a sense of s e lf  has long been 

considered as a d iffe re n t ia t in g  process involving the separation o f 

oneself from others (M il le r ,  1991). Most developmental theory stresses the 

importance of in d iv id u a lis t ic  s e lf -d e f in it io n . Theorists stress autonomy, 

s e lf -re lia n c e , independence, and s e lf-a c tu a liz a tio n  as part of the

development of a healthy, mature s e lf  (Surrey, 1991). Recently, however, 

several w rite rs  have suggested i.hat th is  tra d it io n a l notion o f s e lf  does 

not f i t  womens' experience (M il le r ,  1991 ; Rabuzzi, 1988; G illig a n , 1982; 

Heilbrun, 1988). These w rite rs  argue th a t in contrast to the

in d iv id u a lis t ic  concept o f s e lf ,  a woman's s e lf  is  developed and defined  

in -re la t io n  with others. This conception o f s e lf - in - re la t io n  involves the  

recognition th a t fo r  women the s e lf  is  organized and developed in the
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context of important re la tio n sh ip s  and that the primary experience o f s e lf  

is  re la tio n a l (Surrey, 1991).

In  p a rtic u la r, Rabuzzi (1988) asserts th is  re la tio n a l experience of 

s e lf  is  especially  tru e  fo r women who are mothers. By d e f in it io n  the term 

mother is  re la tio n a l— without a ch ild  a woman cannot lo g ic a lly  be ca lled  

mother. There is  not a motherself without a re la tio n . In discussing 

motherself Rabuzzi (1988) asserts th a t motherselfhood is  in fa c t  a 

paradox. Motherselfhood contradicts our in tu it iv e  notion o f selfhood as 

ex is tin g  w ithin a s in g le  being. Rather, in m otherself there is  a dual 

consciousness— instead o f my needs i t  is  our needs— a fa r  d iffe re n t  

o rie n ta tio n . Chodorow (1974) suggests that th is  re la tio n a l way of being 

makes the establishment and maintenance of a sense o f s e lf  a d i f f ic u l t  

psychological issue fo r  Western women.

A kind of g u ilt  th a t  Western women express seems to grow out 

o f and to re f le c t  lack o f adequate s e lf /o th e r  d is tin c tio n s  and 

a sense of inescapable embeddedness in re la tionsh ips  to others 

. . . t h is  happens in  the most fa m ilia r  instance, in  a sense of 

d iffu se  re s p o n s ib ility  fo r  everything connected to  the w elfare  

o f her fam ily and the happiness and success o f her children  

(Chodorow, 1974, p .58).

S im ila r ly , Oakley (1981) maintains th a t a major expectation of a good 

mother which exists  in western society is  at jgation o f s e lf .  This idea of 

re la tio n sh ip  versus s e l f  is  supported by Davies & Welch (1986) who 

i r s t i g a t e d  how women experienced and made sense o f th e ir  s ituations  

during the period o f in tensive  mothering when th e ir  children were of 

preschool age. These w rite rs  concluded "the problem fo r  mothers, as we see
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i t ,  is  in  the fusion between re s p o n s ib ility  and s e lf -s a c r if ic e ,  a fusion 

created out o f current fam ily structures and current b e lie fs  about 

ch ild ren 's  needs.— I t  is  in sp ec ific  s ituations where they are making 

c r i t ic a l  l i f e  choices, th a t th e ir  choices are influenced, not by attending  

to  themselves as ind iv iduals  w ith r ig h ts , but by attending to the network 

of re lationsh ips in which they are caught up" (Davies & Welch, 1986, 

p .422). Along a s im ila r vein, Lemkau & Landau (1986) describe what they 

term the s e lf le s s  syndrome which they id e n tif ie d  through th e ir  c lin ic a l 

experience with women. "While th e ir  symptoms are d iverse, women with the 

se lfle s s  syndrome have in common a set o f entrenched ideological b e lie fs  

prescribing s e lf-d e n ia l and a s tr iv in g  fo r  sa tis fac tio n  through vicarious  

means" (Lemkau & Landau, 1986). The l i te r a tu r e  suggests then, th a t there  

is  often a confusing fusion fo r women who are mothers, a fusion between 

resp: s ib i l i t y  and s e lf -s a c r if ic e , and between s e lf  as autonomous and s e lf  

as a mother-i n -re la t io n .

Significance o f the Study 

The preceding discussion ind icates th a t womens' d e fin it io n  and 

expression o f s e l f  appears to play a fundamental part in  th e ir  health and 

in  th e ir  overa ll l i f e  experience. For women who are mothers, the 

experience of defin ing s e lf  presents a perplexing challenge when 

considered in l ig h t  of current views of development and selfhood. Scholars 

such as M il le r  (1991), G illig a n  (1982), and Belenky e t a l ,  (1986) have 

offered a lte rn a tiv e  ways of th inking  about womens' experience of 

developing s e lf ,  however to my knowledge there is  no research or 

l i te r a tu r e  which illum inates the in te rp lay  between s e lf -d e f in it io n  and
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motherhood. Does the ed ic t fo r  s e lf -s a c r if ic e  and abnegation o f s e lf  in  

fac t hinder a woman's process o f defin ing  her s e l f  and thereby her health? 

What Is  the experience o f defin ing s e lf  fo r women who are mothers?

Answering these questions is  c r i t ic a l  i f  helping professionals are to  

promote health w ith in  women and w ith in  fa m ilie s . Labonte (1989) alleges  

health e s s e n tia lly  ex is ts  in the "dynamic moments of our social 

re la tio n s " . In a s im ila r  vein, Gerson, A lport and Richardson (1990) point 

out th a t the w ell-being  and self-esteem  of parents and children are 

p o s itiv e ly  corre lated— that an increase in  the w ell-being and self-esteem  

o f one w il l  a f fe c t  the other. I f  a woman's health is  promoted, i t  is  

l ik e ly  her fa m ily 's  overa ll health w il l  also be promoted. Pointing to the  

pivotal ro le women p lay in fa m ilie s . Walker (1989) maintains th a t  

"everyday and u ltim ate  resp o n s ib ility  fo r marriage, housework and 

parenthood usually remains with women" (p .870 ). Walker fu th er contends 

th a t in general a cen tral component in  motharwork is  m aintaining the  

overall s ta b i l i t y  of the fam ily . I f  a woman does not feel s tab le  (and 

healthy) in her s e lf  i t  would seem u n lik e ly  th a t she would be able to  

provide th is  overa ll s ta b i l i t y  fo r her fam ily . Regardless then, o f whether 

helping professionals are promoting health  in women or promoting health in  

fam ilie s  i t  seems important they have an understanding o f women/mothers' 

experience of s e lf -d e f in it io n . Having an awareness and understanding of 

women/mothers' experience o f s e lf -d e f in it io n  could enhance helping  

professionals' a b i l i t y  to  promote health in women who are mothers and in  

fami l ie s .
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Purpose o f the Study 

The purpose o f th is  study is  to  explore and describe the experience 

o f s e lf -d e fin it io n  fo r  women who are mothers. S p e c ific a lly , th is  study 

w il l  address the question: What is  the experience o f defining s e lf  fo r  

women who are mothers? I t  is  envisioned th a t the knowledge gained through 

exploring th is  question w il l  enhance mothers' and fam ilies ' awareness and 

understanding of women/mother's experience o f s e lf -d e f in it io n . As Parse 

(1990) describes th is  increased awareness and knowledge of s e lf  w il l  

promote the unfolding o f health and personal choice. In add ition , i t  is  

antic ipated  the knowledge gleaned w ill  serve to  sensitize health care 

professionals to the p o s s ib ilit ie s  inherent w ithin women/mothers' 

experience of defin ing  a s e lf .  With th is  s e n s it iv ity  they may be bette r  

able to support the process of s e lf -d e f in it io n  and to promote the 

unfolding of health w ith in  women and th e ir  fa m ilie s .
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

"For s e lf  is  a sea boundless and measureless"

-K a h lil Gibran

The idea o f a person as a unique l i f e  process began to flo u ris h  

during the Renaissance (Mahoney, 1991). Out o f the Renaissance emerged two 

general approaches to  human existence c h a ra c te ris tic  o f the Western mind. 

These two approaches included Enlightenment and Romanticism. The 

S c ie n tif ic  Revolution and Enlightenment stressed r a t io n a lity ,  em pirical 

science, and a sceptical secularism (Tay lo r, 1939). For enlightened  

th inkers r e a lity  was u ltim a te ly  located on a plane consisting o f objects  

whose actions and reactions were governed by stab le laws (Polkinghorne, 

1988). Descartes, considered the founder o f Enlightenment (Hermans & 

Kempen, 1993), emphasized the dualism of mind and body. For Descartes body 

was of the material world and was viewed m echanistically  and functional 1 y 

(Tay lor, 1989: Tarnas, 1991). This d issociation  between mind and body is  

commonly described as Cartesian (Hermans & Kempen, 1993). Descartes' e th ic  

called  fo r disengagement from world and body and the assumption o f an 

instrumental stance towards them (Taylor, 1989). I t  was thought th a t by 

abstracting ob jective  tim e and space from the o rig in a l human experience of 

the world, i t  was possible to  obtain a more accurate depiction of the  

world as i t  re a lly  was (Polkinghorne, 1988). Taylor (1989) describes how 

the s e lf  of disengagement and ra tional control has become a fa m ilia r  

modern fig u re . Developed to  its  fu l le s t  through Locke and the  

Enlightenment th inkers  he inspired , th is  punctual s e lf  "has become one way
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of construing ourselves, which we find  haro to shake o ff"  (Taylor, 1989, 

p. 160).

In contrast to  Cartesianism. Romanticism the second approach, tended 

to  express the aspects of human experience suppressed by "the 

Enlightenment's overrid ing s p ir i t  o f rationalism " (Tarnas, 1991, p .367). 

Associated with Rousseau (who was subsequently followed by Goethe, 

S c h ille r , and Herder) th is  side o f western s e n s ib ility  f u l ly  emerged in  

the la te  eighteenth and early  nineteenth centuries (Tarnas, 1991). In  

contrast to  Enlightenment th in kers , the Romantics viewed the world as a 

un itary  organism as opposed to an atom istic  machine, venerated insp iration  

ra ther than reason, and "affirm ed the inexhaustible drama of human l i f e  

ra ther than the calm p re d ic ta b ility  o f s ta t ic  abstractions" (Tarnas, 1991, 

p. 367). The Romantic th inkers believed in  the m u lt ip lic ity  of re a lit ie s  

and in the uniqueness o f each o b jec t, event and experience.

Both o f these approaches, Cartesian and Romanticism, continue to  

in fluence the Western w orld 's view of s e lf .  As Taylor (1989) describes, 

these two big and many-sided cu ltu ra l transform ations, the  

Enlightenment and Romanticism with i t s  accompanying expressive 

conception o f (woman/man) have made us what we are ...W hat I  

mean is  rather th a t our c u ltu ra l l i f e ,  our self-conceptions, 

our moral outlooks s t i l l  operate in the wake of these great 

events (p. 393).

According to Taylor, a l l  fam ilie s  o f modern views o f s e lf ,  draw on these 

fro n tie rs  in d iffe re n t ways and combinations in creating th e ir  world view 

and theory o f s e lf .
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This chapter w il l  begin by providing an overview o f the predominant 

world views that insp ire  theories o f s e l f .  In flu e n tia l theories  o f adult 

development o f s e lf  w il l  then be examined with p a rtic u la r a tte n tio n  given 

to contextual theories of s e lf .  Following th is  review of adu lt development 

of s e lf ,  recent work and theories in the area o f womens' development o f 

s e lf  w il l  be considered.

The Characterization of S e lf:  Four Contrasting World Views 

In considering the predominant world views or theories of s e l f  which 

e x is t today. Pepper (1942) provides a schema which y ie ld s  c la r ity  

regarding the guiding perceptions and th inking  underlying each. Pepper 

believed th a t metaphors, lik e  sp o tlig h ts , guide perceptions and thinking  

and thus create and r e s tr ic t  world views. Reflecting on the h is to ry  of 

mankind. Pepper id e n tif ie d  four metaphors which he believed re fle c te d  the  

predominant s c ie n t if ic  world views. Sarbin (1986) uses these four 

metaphors which include formism, mechanicism, organicism, and 

contextual ism, as organizers fo r the ex is tin g  views of s e l f .  This typology 

is  somewhat o f a s im p lific a tio n  in  regards to ex isting  th eo ries , however 

i t  does characterize  some of the centra l d ifferences between the varying 

approaches to  understanding s e lf .

Formism: The Form o f Things 

According to  the world view characterized by formism, objects can be 

c la s s ifie d  on the basis of th e ir  perceived forms (Sarbin, 1986). Hermans 

& Kempen (1993) id e n tify  personality  t r a i t  theories in which people are 

c la s s if ie d  and compared according to  psychological t r a i t s  such as 

in te llig e n c e , aggression, anxiety, shyness and so on as fa m ilia r  examples 

of psychological theories o f s e lf  which evolve out of formism.
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Another example presented by Hermans & Kempen is  the use o f diagnostic  

categories such as the ones presented by the American Psychiatric  

Association in the Diagnostic and S ta t is t ic a l Manual of Mental Disorders 

(DSM). These examples aim a t revealing how people's personality or 

character has been formed and the individual d ifferences that ex is t, using 

general ch a ra c te ris tics  or t r a i t s .  A central c r itic is m  of th is  world view 

of s e lf  is  th a t i t  re s tr ic ts  in d iv id u a lity  o f a person's p a rtic u la rs , in 

th a t the individual can not be more than a combination of general t r a i t  

categories (Hermans & Kempen, 1993). Hermans & Kempen argue that as long 

as the description is  confined to t r a i t  categories nothing w il l  be 

discerned about the p a r t ic u la r  events of a person's history or about the 

personal meaning o f a t r a i t  to  the person.

Mechanicism; Cause-Effect Relationships  

Mechanism is  considered to be the dominant world view in Western 

c iv i l iz a t io n  with the machine being its  root metaphor (Sarbin, 1986; 

Hermans & Kempen, 1993). The mechanist world view sees events in nature 

(and s e lf)  as resu ltin g  from external s tim u la tio n . A mechanistic model of 

development c h a ra c te r is t ic a lly  focuses on the ro le of events as 

antecedents to various response outcomes. Mechanicism regards a person as 

reactive  to external s tim u la tio n . Sarbin (1986) id e n tif ie s  behaviorism and 

rad ical empiricism as movements which exem plify th is  world view. Hermans 

& Kempen (1993) include the problem solving model in th is  category and 

maintain th a t the problem with mechanistic models is  that they preclude 

the p o s s ib ility  th a t the same event as an antecedent fac to r may have 

q u a lita t iv e ly  d if fe re n t  meanings fo r d if fe re n t  people. These w rite rs  

provide the example o f Dohrenwend's model o f stress responses, in  which
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the  death of a s ig n ific a n t other is  defined as a stressor. For some people 

the  death of a s ig n ific a n t other may have the meaning o f a r e l ie f  o f  

tension, a consolation, or so fo r th . The mechanistic view of development 

as antecedent response f a i l s  to allow  fo r  th is  ind iv idu a l v a ria tio n .

Organicism: Maturation and Growth 

The th ird  world view is  the Organismic view, which has the root 

metaphor o f an organism as opposed to  a machine or a set o f forms (Sarbin, 

1986). In th is  world view, the components of the organism are seen as 

p arts  of an organized whole. The cause of change is  te le o lo g ic a l in nature 

in  th a t there is  a goal-g iv ing  unity and d ire c tio n  to  the organized 

process o f development. Organicism is  associated in  philosophy with Hegel, 

and examples of psychological theories include Maslow's s e lf -  

a c tu a liz a tio n , Roger's personal growth, and developmental theories which 

depend upon the notion o f stages or tasks o f m aturation. Theorists whose 

work re fle c ts  the organismic view include Erikson, Havighhurst, Levinson, 

Piaget, and Kohlberg (S arb in , 1986; Hermans & Kempen, 1993). Organismic 

theories  d if fe r  from theories  derived from the mechanistic world view in  

th a t  they are governed by f in a l causation as opposed to e f f ic ie n t  

causation and they describe q u a lita tiv e  changes in  contrast to  

q u a n tita tiv e  changes (Hermans & Kempen, 1993). A c r itic is m  o f the  

organismic theories is  th a t  they ty p ic a lly  presume the existence of a 

f ix e d  sequence of developmental stages or tasks, w ith one era or stage 

leading invariab ly  to  another. In add ition , many scholars question the  

underlying tenet th a t the same processes are involved in  the same order 

and in the same way fo r a l l  people (Hermans & Kempen, 1993; M il le r ,  1991; 

Surrey, 1991 ; G illig a n , 1991).
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Contextualismr The H is to ric a l Nature o f Events

The fourth  world view is  contextual ism in which the cen tra l element 

is  the h is to r ic a l event that can only be understood when i t  is  located in 

the context o f  time and space (Hermans & Kempen, 1993). H istory  in  th is  

sense does not necessarily mean an event in the past, but ra th er history  

is  viewed as an attempt to re-present events. Sarbin (1986) describes the 

imagery of the h is to ric a l event metaphor as that o f an ongoing texture of 

m ultip ly  elaborated events, each being influenced by c o lla te ra l episodes, 

and by m u ltip le  actors who engage in  actions. There is  a constant change 

in the patterns of s ituations and in positions occupied by actors (Hermans 

& Kempen). Inherent w ithin contextual ism is  constant change, with the 

in tegration  o f conditions, events and actors a lte rin g  the context for 

fu tu re  events. Contextual ism views any event in the context of other 

events, and presupposes a m u lt ip lic ity  o f events in which the past, 

present, and fu tu re  form a coherent and interconnected to ta l i ty .  

Contextual ism is  re flec ted  h is to r ic a lly  in the work of scholars such as 

W illiam  James, John Dewey, and George Mead, and more cu rren tly  by 

th eo ris ts  such as Guidano, Hermans, and Gergen.

In  summary, the four root metaphors which re f le c t  the predominant 

s c ie n t if ic  world views are formism, mechanism, organicism, and 

contextual ism. Formism c la s s ifie s  objects (including people) by general 

t r a i t s ,  types or characteris tics  in  an ah is to rica l manner. Mechanicism 

places events in jntecedent-consequent relationsh ips , where the antecedent 

functions as the cause. Organism, which has tra d it io n a lly  been the most 

in f lu e n tia l metaphor fo r developmental psychology (H a rte r, 1983) 

presupposes a predictable sequence o f developmental stages or tasks.
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Contextual ism is  sen sitive  to the p a rtic u la rs  o f time and space and

h igh ligh ts  an event or experience in  the context o f other events.

In considering womens' experience o f  defin ing s e lf ,  many scholars 

have emphasized the importance o f a model which w il l  adequately capture 

the complexity o f womens' l i f e  circumstances (Belenky, e t  a l ,  1986; 

Carlsen, 1988; Josselson, 1987; M il le r ,  1991; Peck, 1986; Surrey, 1991). 

In add ition , Carlson (1988) contends th a t we need a developmental model to 

show how cu ltu re  has shaped men and women in d iffe r in g  ways. Along th is  

l in e , co n s tru c tiv is t psychologists have argued that context is  an

essential element in  the development o f s e lf  and one th a t is  not 

considered in  ex is tin g  developmental l i te r a tu r e  (Kegan, 1982; Mahoney,

1991). Mahoney (1991) emphasizes th a t the meaning of s e l f  varies  with 

cultures, ages, and ideologies. Although in  Western cultures the view of 

s e lf  is  often as a self-contained or body-bound e n tity , research suggests 

that cu ltu ra l experiences and gender-ro le stereotyping often exe rt a 

s ig n ific a n t in fluence on the development o f s e lf .  With these 

considerations in mind I  have chosen contextual ism as the root metaphor 

th a t w il l  guide the explorations in th is  study. I  believe the th eo re tic a l 

perspectives th a t have evolved out o f the world view o f contextual ism 

address the above concerns. In  reviewing the lite ra tu re , I  have, therefore  

focused on theories  which I  perceive as evolving out of the world view of 

contextual ism, with p a rtic u la r emphasis on ones relevant to womens' 

development.

Contextual Theories o f S e lf

Throughout the 1950s the d is c ip lin e  o f psychology turned almost 

exclus ive ly  to  the p ractice  of behaviorism (Polkinghorne, 1988). During
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th is  reign of behaviorism, most attention  w ith in  psychology was given to  

"behaviors and p u b lic ly  accessible data" (Polkinghorne, 1988, p .101). By 

the 197C's however, many of the shortcomings of th is  approach were 

apparent and the d is c ip lin e  of psychology began to open i t s e l f  to the 

investigation  o f cogn itive  processes and human experience (Polkinghorne, 

1988; Mahoney, 1991; H arte r, 1986; Schlenker, 1985). This renewed in te re s t  

in  human experience led to  a resurgence of in te re s t in  the study of s e lf .  

A large m ajority of th is  in te re s t (and the subsequent inquiry into s e lf )  

has evolved out o f the world view of contextual ism.

As described e a r l ie r ,  the contextual view o f s e lf  places emphasis on 

the notion of the h is to r ic a l event. Concepts which are in tegral aspects of 

the contextual view include the concepts of tim e, space, and n arra tive . 

Since an understanding o f these concepts is  essentia l to understanding the 

theories  of s e lf  which evolve out of contextual ism, p rior to discussing 

sp e c ific  theories I  w il l  provide a b r ie f  explanation o f these concepts and 

the re lationsh ip  between them. Following th is  explanation I  w il l  examine 

the work of prevalent scholars in the contextual view of s e lf . For 

discussion purposes, the examination of th is  work w ill be organized 

according to the concepts o f the decentralized s e l f ,  s e lf as polyphonic 

novel, the d ia log ica l s e l f ,  s e lf  as a process o f valuation , and s e lf  as 

social being.

Time. Space and N arra tive  

Polkinghorne (1988) describes narra tive  as the primary form by which 

human experience is  made meaningful. According to Polkinghorne (1988) 

n a rra tiv e  is  one o f the forms of expressiveness through which l i f e  events 

are joined in to  coherent, meaningful, and u n ified  themes. The events
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w ithin  the n a rra tiv e  are marked according to  d iffe re n t segments o f tim e. 

This tem porality  o f human experience is  punctuated not only according to  

one's own l i f e ,  but also according to  one's place w ith in  the longer time 

spans o f h istory  and social evolution (Polkinghorne, 1988). "N arra tive  is  

the mode of meaning construction th a t displays these various experiences 

of time" (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 126).

For Ricouer (1984\86) time became mortal as i t  was a rtic u la te d  

through n arra tiv e . N arra tive  time is  not analogous to  the tra d it io n a l view 

of time which represents time as a succession o f "nows". Rather, as 

Polkinghorne (1988) describes, n arra tive  corresponds with Augustine's 

suggestion (which was la te r  accepted by Heidegger) th a t the present is  not 

a singular notion but rather a th ree fo ld  one. Present includes "a present 

about the fu tu re — expectation; a present about the past— memory; and a 

present about the present— atten tion" (Polkinghorne, 1998, p. 129). In 

n arra tiv e , tim e is  a m ultip le  structure  of the threefo ld  present (C r ite s ,  

1986; Polkinghorne, 1988).

An essential featu re  of any n a rra tiv e  is  emplotment. Through 

emplotment events are constructed and interconnected in such a way that 

meaningful structures are developed (Hermans & Kempen, 1993). In  contrast 

to  chronicles where events are chronolog ically  ordered, narra tives  have 

many ways o f combining events and th e ir  re la tio n s , and i t  is  in  the 

combination o f events th a t narra tives  manifest th e ir  coherence 

(Polkinghorne, 1988). "A story is made out o f events, to the extent th a t 

p lo t makes events in to  a story" (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 131).

The employment o f n arra tive  as root metaphor o f s e lf  is  founded in  

the work o f W illiam  James. James (c ite d  in  Hermans & Kempen, 1993)
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id e n tif ie d  the terms I  and Me as the two main components of s e lf .  The I  

was equal to the self-as-knower and was seen as continuously organizing  

and in te rp re tin g  experience in  a subjective manner. For James, the Me was 

the empirical s e lf  that describes a l l  th a t the person can ca ll his or her 

own, including body, c lo thes, house, fam ily , reputation and so fo rth . A 

feature  th a t d istinguished James from Descartes was the inclusion of the  

body as part o f the s e l f .  The I  can never be dissolved from the Me, and 

consequently, the I  cannot be thought o f as separate from the body. 

Another essential aspect of James' theory was the view o f s e lf as extended 

toward the environment.

Building on James' work, Sarbin (1986) translated  the I-Me 

d is tin c tio n  in to  a n a rra tive  framework. Sarbin contends the I  stands fo r  

the author, and the Me fo r  the actor or n a rra tive  fig u re . With the s e lf  as 

author, the I  can im aginatively  construct a story in which the Me is  the  

actor. Polkinghorne (1988) describes the approach to the s e lf as n arra tive  

or s tory , as s h iftin g  from focusing on one's id e n tity  as an underlying 

substance of sameness (What am I? ) to  focusing on the process of 

ac tu a liz in g  what is  p o te n tia lly  possible in one's l i f e  (Who am I? ) .  In a 

N arra tive  framework, the  experience o f s e lf  is  organized along the  

temporal dimension in the same manner th a t the events o f a narra tive  are  

organized by the p lo t in to  a un ified  story (Polkinghorne, 1988).

The s e lf  is  th a t temporal order of human existence whose story 

begins w ith  b ir th ,  has as i ts  middle the episodes of a 

lifespan , and ends with death. I t  is  the p lo t th a t gathers 

together these events in to  a coherent and meaningful un ity , 

and thereby gives context and s ign ificance to the contribution
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th a t the ind iv idual episodes make toward the overa ll 

configuration th a t is  the person. (Polkinghorne, 1988, p.

152).

The s e lf  as n arra tiv e  perspective views context as an essential 

aspect o f s e lf .  As Polkinghorne describes, the p lo t o f a normal s e lf  is  

bound by the events and environment in  which a person liv e s  and expresses 

him or her s e lf ,  as w ell as the imaginative p o s s ib il it ie s . One does not 

simply act out a p lo t but, ra th e r, the s e lf -p lo t  gathers in to  s ignificance  

a l l  o f the events, accidents, organic or social givens, and unintended 

consequences as well as personal motivation (Polkinghorne, 1988). Because 

the p lo t is context bound, and because contexts are always changing, new 

plots or changes in ex is tin g  p lo ts  w ith in  the n a rra tiv e  con tinually  emerge 

(Hermans & Kempen, 1993).

The concepts of tim e, space, and narra tive  are the bu ild ing  blocks of 

most theories  w ithin the  contextual world view. The theories  th a t I  w il l  

describe w ith in  the contextual world view o f s e lf  evolve out of and 

in te g ra te  these ideas. For discussion purposes, the examination of these 

theories  w il l  be organized according to  the concepts o f the decentralized  

s e lf ,  s e lf  as polyphonic novel, the d ia lo g ica l s e lf ,  s e lf  as a process of 

v a lu a tio n , and s e lf  as social being.

Theories of The Decentralized S e lf

Hermans & Kempen (1993) maintain that a n a rra tiv e  approach to s e lf  

resu lts  in the decen tra liza tion  o f the s e lf . Whereas Descartes supposed a 

highly cen tra lized  ego in f u l l  control o f i t s  own thoughts, recent 

th e o ris ts  w ith in  the contextual world view conceive o f s e lf  as functioning  

as a m u lt ip lic ity  o f voices (Bakhtin, 1984; Hermans, R ijks , & Kempen,
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1993; Markus & Wurf, 1987; M artindale, 1980; McAdams, 1985b). The 

n a rra tiv e  s e lf  is  a decentralized m u lt ip lic ity  of divergent and even 

opposed characters th a t  are re lated  to  one another in  a d ia lo g ica l way 

(Hermans, R ijks & Kempen, 1993).

This view of a complex, m ultifaceted s e lf  is  in keeping with the 

views o f the American pragmatists including John Dewey, John Pierce, 

W illiam  James, and George Mead. Current authors who transcribe to th is  

view include Gergen (1972) who proposes th a t the s e lf is  a co llec tio n  of 

masks each o f which are tied  to a p a rtic u la r  set of social circumstances. 

S im ila r ly , Markus & Nurius (1986) describe the presence o f possible selves 

th a t are d i f fe r e n t ia l ly  activated by the social s itu a tio n  and determine 

the nature o f the working self-concept. "Possible selves are represented 

in the same way as the here-and-now s e l f  (im aginai, semantic) and can be 

viewed as cognitive bridges between the present and fu tu re , specifying how 

ind iv iduals  may change from how they are not to  what they w il l  become"

(Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 961 ). These w rite rs  argue that the in te rn a l

existence of these possible selves explains the frequent lack o f agreement 

between in d iv id u a ls ' self-perceptions and how they are viewed by others,

since these possible selves are only known to  oneself.

Coinciding with Gergen and Markus & Nurius, Mair (1977) describes 

the notion o f s e lf  as a community o f selves. Mair suggests th a t people 

incorporate any number of selves, some of which p ers is t and others which 

may be tra n s ito ry .

McAdams (1985) conceived the s e lf  as composed of a number o f imagoes, 

id ea lized  and personified  images of s e l f  th a t function as main characters  

in an a d u lt 's  l i f e  s to ry . For McAdams the  structure  of id e n tity  is  a story
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complete w ith s e ttin g , scenes, characters, p lo t, and recurrent themes. 

Id e n tity  formation is  the process o f constructing a s e lf-d e fin in g  story. 

The main characters in  the story are imagoes. McAdams' imago is  s im ila r to 

Jung's archetype, and in te re s tin g ly  data from the study o f 50 men and 

women a t m id life  provide support fo r  Jung's notion that archetypes (or 

imagoes) are often arranged in  the s e lf  as a p a ir  o f opposites and that 

the in teg ra tio n  of these opposites is  a hallmark o f m aturity in s e lf ­

development.

Sampson (1985) provides an in te re s tin g  discussion of decentralized  

personhood including the notion of decentra lized  governance o f s e lf .  Using 

the analogy o f the decentralized governance o f nonstate communities, 

Sampson argues that in  the decentralized s e l f  each person's many aspects 

are not fragmented and distanced from one another or h ie ra rc h ic a lly  

ordered on behalf of a ru ling  center, but remain in fu l l  

interconnectedness and communication. Sampson emphasizes, however, that 

order rather than chaos emerges only when there is  an expanded 

interconnectedness among elements th a t need not be h ie ra rc h ic a lly  ruled 

once they become aware o f th e ir  in te rre la tio n s h ip s .

S e lf as Polyphonic Novel

The d ecen tra liza tio n  of s e lf  is  fu rth e r  expanded by M ikhail Bakhtin 

(1929/1984). Bakhtin 's book "Problems o f Dostoevsky's Poetics" provides a 

s ig n ific a n t contribution  to understanding the nature of the decentralized  

s e lf  (Hermans & Kempen, 1993). Bakhtin described Dostoevsky's creation  of 

a polyphonic n o v e l.T h e  central c h a ra c te r is tic  o f the polyphonic novel is  

th a t i t  is  composed o f a number o f independent and unmerged voices and 

consciousnesses, characters not illum inated  by a s ingle authorial
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consciousness or merged in  the un ity  o f a s ingle event. Rather, 

Dostoevsky's characters embody independent and mutually opposing 

viewpoints, a l l  of which are engaged in d ia lo g ica l re lationsh ips . In the  

polyphonic novel there is  not one single author, but several authors or 

th inkers , each having h is /h er own voice and te l l in g  h is /her own story.

For Bakhtin the idea o f dialogue opens the p o s s ib ility  to  

characterize the inner world o f a person as an interpersonal re la tio n s h ip . 

As Hermans & Kempen (1993) describe "by transforming an inner thought of 

a p a rtic u la r character in to  an utterance, d ia log ical re la tio n s  

spontaneously occur between th is  utterance and the utterance of imaginai 

others" (p. 4 1 ).

Hermans & Kempen (1993) maintain th a t the metaphor of the polyphonic 

novel expands on the n a rra tiv e  conception of I  as author and Me as actor 

by going one step fa r th e r  than Sarbin 's notion o f the s e lf-n a rra tiv e  as a 

single author. The conception o f the s e lf  as a polyphonic novel permits 

the person to l iv e  in a m u lt ip lic ity  o f worlds w ith each world having i ts  

own author te l l in g  a story  re la t iv e ly  independent o f the authors of the 

other worlds (Hermans & Kempen, 1993).

In the polyphonic trans la tion  of the s e l f  there is not an 

overarching I  organizing the constituents o f the Me. Instead, 

the spa tia l character o f the polyphonic novel leads to  the 

supposition of a decentralized m u lt ip lic ity  o f I  positions  

th a t function l ik e  re la t iv e ly  independent authors, te l l in g  

th e ir  s to rie s  about th e ir  respective Me's as actors. The I 

moves, in  an imaginai space, from the one to the other
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position , from which d iffe re n t or even contrasting views o f  

the world are possib le (Hermans & Kempen, 1993, p. 47 ).

The D ialogical S e lf

Herman's, Kempen & van Loon (1992) maintain that from a 

construction ist point o f view the s e lf  can be conceived o f as b as ica lly  

d ia lo g ic a l. Building on the notion o f the polyphonic s e lf ,  these authors 

describe the s e lf  as a dynamic m u lt ip lic ity  of r e la t iv e ly  autonomous I  

positions in  an imaginai landscape.

In contrast w ith the ind iv idual concept of s e l f ,  the d ia log ica l s e lf  

is  founded on the assumption that there are  many I  positions which can be 

occupied by the same person. Guidano (1991) also acknowledges th is  

d ia lo g ic a l concept o f s e l f .  Guidano describes personal id e n tity  as an 

ongoing process whose recursive nature gives un ity  and h is to ric a l 

co n tin u ity  to the in d iv id u a l community o f self-subsystems.

According to Hermans & Kempen (1993) the d ia lo g ic a l s e lf emerges 

through four developments: a) ac t, b) memory, c ) imagination, and d) 

language. From the moment o f  b irth  people act and in te ra c t. By developing 

a memory, the s e lf  is  able to do more than l iv e  purely in  the moment. 

Imagination provides the p o s s ib ility  of combining real events in such a 

way that new structures emerge. Imagination is  a constructive a c t iv ity  

th a t uses r e a l is t ic  elements but combines them so th a t new meaning 

structures are produced. Language allows the s e lf  to  exchange the things  

remembered and the products of imagination and to  share them with other 

human beings.

One o f the major assumptions o f the concept o f d ia lo g ica l s e lf  is  the  

existence o f a re la tio n s h ip  between se lf and o ther. For a re la tionsh ip  to
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ex is t requires that there also be some d iffe re n tia tio n  between the two. 

Hermans & Kempen describe th is  d iffe re n tia tio n  as simultaneously an 

o rien ta tion  to  the other and a separation from the o ther. These w riters  

use the image of a screen as the s e l f  boundary which people carry with 

them a t a l l  times, and which at any time they can interpose between 

themselves and the outer s itu a tio n . According to Hermans & Kempen, the 

inside and the outside world function as highly open systems that have 

in tensive transactional re la tio n sh ip s . In th is  sense, the d ia lo g ica l s e lf  

is a social s e lf  in  th a t other people may occupy positions in  the 

multi voiced s e lf  (Hermans, Kempen, & van Loon, 1992).

Corresponding with Sampson's (1985) notion of decentralized  

governance, in  the d ia log ical s e lf  d if fe re n t  I  positions may govern a t any 

one tim e. The I  positions represent d iffe re n t anchor points that may 

organize the other I  positions a t a given point in tim e. As Guidano (1991) 

describes, because o f the in te g ra tiv e  capacity of s e lf ,  a t any moment an 

ind iv idual has a perceived id e n tity  that represents merely a single  

example o f h is  or her possible s e lf  images.

S e lf as a Process of Valuation

There are numerous authors w rit in g  in the area of the narra tive  s e lf .  

Although a l l  have contributed to  the knowledge and advancement of s e lf  as 

n a rra tiv e , I  have found Hermans & Kempen (1993) p a r t ic u la r ly  helpful in 

informing my th inking and understanding. Hermans & Kempen have developed 

a Valuation theory o f s e lf . Central to  th is  theory is  the concept of se lf  

as an organized process o f va lu a tio n . The process aspect re fe rs  to  the 

h is to r ic a l nature o f human experience and intim ates a spatio-temporal 

o rien ta tio n . "The person liv e s  in the present and is ,  from a specific
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point in space and tim e, oriented toward the past as well as the fu tu re"  

(Hermans & Kempen, 1993, p .8 1 ). The organizational aspect emphasizes that 

through the process of s e lf -re f le c t io n  the person brings the sp a tio - 

temporal aspects in to  a composite whole (a  valuation system). In  other 

words, the s e lf  is  envisioned as a developing n a rra tiv e  o f personal 

meanings a ttr ib u te d  to  events considered as relevant in one's ind iv idual 

h is to ry .

Supporting Bakhtin's notion o f the polyphonic s e lf ,  Hermans & Kempen 

describe the notions of re la tiv e  autonomy o f the I  pos itions, and the 

notion of dialogue as in tegra l aspects o f th e ir  theory. According to  these 

w rite rs , the m u lt ip lic ity  of selves (o r I  positions) are not autonomous, 

ra ther, s e lf  is  seen as having a synthesizing ro le  where, despite the 

existence o f parts th a t t r y  to m aintain th e ir  autonomy, there  is  a 

continuous attempt w ith in  the s e lf  to  make i t  whole. The authors 

characterize th is  synthesizing a c t iv ity  as consisting of two antagonistic  

forces in the s e lf ;  one c e n trifu g a l, another c e n tr ip e ta l. The cen trifu g a l 

force re fers  to  the tendency of the d iffe re n t parts to  m aintain and 

increase th e ir  autonomy, w hile the c e n tr ip e ta l force attempts to  bring 

these parts together and create a f ie ld  in which d iffe re n t characters form 

a community. In  valuation theory, the s e lf  does not in tegra te  the subparts 

in any f in a l way but, ra ther, is  always in the process of synthesis. This 

process occurs between the parts o f s e lf  as well as between those parts  

and the outside world. Hermans & Kempen (1993) use the image o f a composer 

to i l lu s t r a te  s e lf  as a valuation process.

In p a r t ic u la r , we have in mind a composer o f contemporary 

music who invents new music by le t t in g  himself or h e rs e lf  be
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inspired by a vast array o f sounds, in tonation  of voices, fo lk  

melodies, visual impressions, music from other composers, 

music from previous eras, other s ty les , e tc . (p. 96)

In  so fa r  as the composer lis te n s  to these voices, he or she takes a 

decentralized pos ition . In  add ition , as the composer combines a great 

heterogeneity o f musical m a te ria l, new musical structures are produced and 

unexpected re lationships emerge.

S e lf as Social Being 

Schlenker (1985) maintains that d if fe re n t  angles of entry fo r  

examining the s e lf  lead to  d iffe re n t perspectives o f s e lf , and create  

v a ria tio n s  in how s e lf  is  viewed. One such v a ria tio n  is  w ithin the f ie ld  

o f social psychology. As Schenkler describes, social psychologists who 

work in  psychology tend to emphasize the in d iv id u a l, with social l i f e  

being the p a rtic u la r h a b ita t o f in te re s t. Social psychologists working in  

sociology on the other hand, emphasize the s o c ia l, w ith the ind iv idual 

being a key agent. Up to  th is  point most of the lite ra tu re  reviewed has 

described the pyschological perspective of s e l f .  I  turn now to some 

consideration o f the l i t e r a tu r e  concerning the social view of s e lf .

Symbolic in teraction ism  has perhaps been the most in f lu e n tia l  

approach in our understanding o f the social s e l f .  Symbolic interactionism  

emphasizes the symbolic meanings attached to  objects, a c t iv it ie s ,  and 

events. The fundamental premise uniting symbolic in te ra c tio n is ts  is  the  

b e l ie f  th a t the in d iv id u a l and society are inseparable and interdependent 

u n its . According to symbolic in te ra c tio n is ts  i t  is  through social 

in te ra c tio n  th a t people learn how objects and events are generally  

in terp re ted  and dea lt w ith  by members o f th e ir  soc iety , and th is  learning
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a ffe c ts  the evaluative reactions and behavior toward events or objects  

(Schlenker, 1985). People are  viewed as ac tiv e  agents who develop plans 

out o f the b its  and pieces supplied by cu ltu re , and who attempt to execute 

these plans in social encounters (Schenkler, 1985). The s e lf ,  as both an 

in te rn a l cognitive representation and a set o f pub lic ch arac te ris tics  and 

ro les presented in in te ra c tio n , is  viewed as developing through the social 

in te ra c tio n  process (Schlenker, 1985). In contrast to  some perspectives of 

s e lf ,  in  symbolic in teraction ism  the s e lf  is  not considered to e x is t in 

soc ie ty , but rather the s e l f  and society mutually in te ra c t, with each 

being fu l ly  comprehensible only in the context o f the  other (Schlenker, 

1985).

Charles Cooley and George Herbert Mead are most often credited as the 

founders of Symbolic in te ra c tio n is t  thought (Schlenker, 1985). Cooley, 

who found i t  impossible to consider the s e lf  as ex is tin g  in is o la tio n , is  

most widely id e n tif ie d  with the notion o f the looking glass s e lf .  The 

looking glass s e lf  is  based on the idea th a t the raw m aterial fo r  the 

formation o f s e lf  consists o f re flec tio n s  o f the person provided by others 

(Scheibe, 1985). Mead's perspective contrasts with Cooley's in th a t his 

notion of s e lf  is not one where s e lf  looks a t i ts  re f le c tio n  in  a passive 

m irro r, but rather Mead suggests the s e lf  takes the ro le  o f "the other" 

(Scheibe, 1985). Mead describes what he terms the generalized other which 

consists o f the community or social group whose a ttitu d e s  an individual 

gradually takes toward him or her s e lf .  Hermans & Kempen (1993) 

d if fe re n t ia te  the d ia lo g ica l s e l f  from Mead's view o f s e lf  by stating  that 

as opposed to  a m u lt ip lic ity  o f I 's  in  an interconnected dialogue. Mead's 

generalized other is  in te rn a liz e d  and as a re s u lt cannot function as a
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r e la t iv e ly  autonomous voice in the s e l f .  In add ition , these w rite rs  

maintain Mead's conception of the I  lacks in te n tio n a lity  and purpose and 

therefore  cannot play a ro le  as author. For these reasons, Mead's 

conception o f s e lf  is  not considered d ia lo g ic a l in i ts  nature.

Erving Goffman's (1959) dramaturgical perspective o f social l i f e  has 

been another in f lu e n t ia l approach with symbolic interactionism  (Schlenker, 

1985). Goffman argued th a t social in te rac tio n s  consist o f performances by 

the p a rtie s  involved. According to  Goffman, people's actions are  

transformed in to  performances th a t present images of s e lf  fo r the social 

world to see. These images th a t people present to the social world vary 

from audience to  audience, depending on who is  in the audience and what is  

valued by th a t audience.

Another perspective of s e lf  which emphasises the social aspect, yet 

in a somewhat d iffe re n t manner than the symbolic in te ra c tio n is ts , is  

Cushman's notion of the h is to r ic a lly -s itu a te d  s e lf . Building on social 

con struc tion is t thought, Cushman (1990) describes s e lf  as "the concept of 

the ind iv idu al as a rticu la ted  by the indigenous psychology of a p a rtic u la r  

cu ltu ra l group, the shared understandings w ithin a cu ltu re  o f what i t  is  

to  be human" (p . 599). According to  Cushman, there is  no un iversa l, 

tra n s h is to ric a l s e lf ,  only local selves and local theories . For Cushman, 

the process o f studying humans is  not the  same as reading persons as texts  

but, ra th e r, is  more l ik e  standing behind them and reading over th e ir  

shoulder the c u ltu ra l te x t from which they themselves are reading. An 

evolving s e lf  is  a re s u lt of an evolving cu ltu re . Cushman asserts that 

humans do not have a basic, fundamental, pure human nature b u t, ra ther, 

humans are incomplete and unable to  function unless embedded in  a spec ific
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cu ltu ra l m atrix. Cushman describes Western soc ie ty 's  current s e lf  as the 

"empty s e lf" , a s e lf  which has "s p e c ific  psychological boundaries, an 

in ternal locus o f co n tro l, and a wish to  manipulate the external world fo r  

i ts  own personal ends" (p. 600). According to Cushman, our current 

construction o f the empty s e lf  is  a c u ltu ra l paradox. The in d iv id u a l is  

expected to function in  an autonomous iso la ted  way, yet in  order to 

develop th is  a b i l i t y  i t  is argued by psychologists th a t the ind iv idu al 

must have an e a rly  environment th a t provides empathy, nurturance, 

a tte n tio n , and m irroring . Cushman questions who is  to provide th is  

environment i f  healthy adults are autonomous, independent, ambitious and 

se lf-se rv in g .

The social views o f s e lf  c e rta in ly  share many of the centra l aspects 

of the psychological theories which evolve out of the contextual view of 

s e lf ,  but begin w ith the emphasis on the social aspect as opposed to  the 

intrapersonal aspect. Both, however, emphasize the importance o f cu ltu re  

in the process o f defin ing s e lf .  Another body o f l i t e .  ature which looks at 

the development o f s e lf  and also emphasizes the c e n tra lity  o f c u ltu re  is  

the recent work in  the area o f womens' development of s e lf .  I  b e lieve  the 

vast m ajority ô  th is  work evolves from a contextual world view and 

complements the work of scholars described in the preceding discussions.

Womens' Development o f S e lf

In reviewing the l ite ra tu re  th a t re la te s  to development o f s e l f  in 

adulthood I  have chosen to  include l i t e r a tu r e  that s p e c if ic a lly  addresses 

the development o f s e lf  in women. I  have included th is  l i t e r a tu r e  not 

because I  necessarily believe th a t womens' development of s e lf  is  innate ly  

d iffe re n t from th a t of men, (consideration o f that issue is  w ell beyond



29

the scope of th is  study) but because numerous w rite rs  have spoken about 

the d iffe r in g  ways in which cu lture  (context) shapes men and women 

(Chodorow, 1978; Belenky, e t  a l ,  1986; G illig a n , 1991; Surrey, 1991). This 

consideration of gender is  done as part of a la rg e r consideration of 

context. Gender is  conceived of as an aspect of social organization which 

structures re la tio n s , and influences the ways in which women perceive, 

in te rp re t, and respond to events (Crawford & Marecek, 1988; Tavris, 1992). 

Since gender influences womens' perception and in te rp re ta tio n  o f events,

I  be lieve i t  cannot help but influence womens' experience o f defining  

s e lf .

Developing S e lf ;  Ind iv iduation vs In -R e la tio n

Developmental theory has often stressed the importance of separation 

from the mother a t early  stages o f childhood development, from the fam ily  

a t adolescence, and from teachers and mentors in adulthood in order fo r  

the individual to  form a d is t in c t, separate id e n tity  (Surrey, 1991). 

Recently however, several w rite rs  in the area o f womens' development have 

maintained that health can e x is t in a s e lf  that develops through re la tin g  

ra th e r than separating (M i l le r ,  1991; G illig a n , 1982; Chodorow, 1978). 

G illig a n  (1982) argues th a t  women not only define themselves in a context 

o f human re lationsh ips , but judge themselves in terms o f th e ir  a b i l i t y  to  

care . Womens' sense of s e l f  becomes very much organized around being able  

to  make and then maintain a f f i l ia t io n s  and re la tio n sh ip s . According to  

M il le r  (1991), fo r  women d isruption of an a f f i l ia t io n  is  perceived not 

only as a loss o f re la tio n sh ip  but often as a loss of s e lf .

In te re s tin g ly , M il le r  (1901) points out th a t few men ever a tta in  such 

s e lf  suffic iency as espoused in the notion of in d iv id u atio n . Rather, men
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are usually supported by wives, mothers or other women as evidenced in the  

Levinson studies. M il le r  raises the question whether these taken fo r  

granted models accurately re f le c t  e ith e r  womens' or men's l iv e s . Lawler

(1990) believes th a t tra d it io n a l theories have dea lt a "bad hand to  

everyone who buys in to  the game" (p .653). Lawler questions how women can 

not come up short and d e fic ie n t when q u a lit ie s  valued in  our society are  

stereotypical male q u a litie s  such as independence, emotional detachment, 

and aggressiveness. Likewise Lawler (1990) questions how men can not fe e l 

railroaded by the image of manhood which deprives them of th e ir  e a rly  

childhood needs, disallows th e ir  fe e lin g s , and re s tr ic ts  th e ir  a b i l i t y  to  

f u l f i l  th e ir  needs fo r  re lationsh ip  and connection in th e ir  l iv e s .

Although i t  is  beyond the scope o f th is  study to  consider men's experience

of s e lf -d e f in it io n , these arguments ra ise  in te re s tin g  questions concerning 

the fittin g n e ss  o f developmental theories which emphasize ind iv idu ation  

fo r understanding womens' development o f s e lf .

In contrast to theories which stress separation and in d iv id u a tio n , 

contextual theories o f development assert th a t the process of human being 

and becoming always occurs in re la tio n  to  others (Guidano, 1991; Hermans 

& Kempen, 1993). Guidano describes how m irror-im age techniques have shown 

th a t p r io r  exposure to  in teraction  w ith  others is  the fundamental

req u is ite  fo r great apes placed in fro n t o f a m irror to  be able to re fe r  

the re flec ted  image to themselves. "Thus, w hile  being an event o f our 

praxis o f  liv in g  th a t is  a t  once d iscursive and a c tio n a l, s e l f -

consciousness is  always consciousness o f others, ex is tin g  by means o f  

language and w ith in  a h is to ric a l context" (Guidano, 1991, p .1 2 ). Hermans 

& Kempen (1993) provide an in te res ting  v a r ia tio n  from M il le r 's  notion o f
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developing s e lf - in - re la t io n .  For Hermans & Kempen s e lf  is  a re lationsh ip . 

This s e lf-a s -re la t io n  (as opposed to  M il le r 's  s e lf - in - re la t io n )  transcends 

the  boundaries between the inside and the outside worlds. While M ille r  

emphasizes the re la tio n a l nature of s e lf ,  th is  re la tio n a l aspect seems to 

be focused on the re la tio n  o f s e lf  with the other w hile Hermans & Kempen's 

m u lt ip lic ity  of I ' s  include the other as an aspect o f s e l f .

In summary, there  are both contrasting views and unanswered questions 

concerning whether development o f s e lf  in women involves a d iffe re n tia tin g  

process, a re la tin g  process, or a combination o f the two. D iffe ren t  

th e o ris ts  describe the process in d iffe r in g  ways and with d iffe re n t  

emphasis. I  turn now to  a discussion o f sp e c ific  theories of womens' 

development o f s e lf  which have emerged in recent years.

Theories of Womens' S e lf-D e fin it io n  

Kaschak (1988) maintains th a t in  developing new theore tica l models o f 

womens' s e lf -d e f in it io n  we must seek to avoid the fundamental e rro r of 

viewing one model as tru th  or in  even supposing th a t there could be one 

tru th  fo r  a l l  women in  a l l  s itu a tio n s . S im ilar to Kegan's (1982) notion o f 

ren ting  a theory as opposed to  buying i t ,  Kaschak suggests the development 

of models which are ad d itiv e  or a lte rn a tiv e  rather than absolute and 

exc lus ive . In considering the process of womens' s e lf -d e f in it io n  then, I  

have chosen to  provide an overview of the major theories in  existence, as 

w ell as present other aspects o f defin ing a s e lf  which are discussed 

throughout the re la ted  l i t e r a tu r e .

Chodorow's (1978) theory o f womens' development o f s e lf  was one o f 

the  e a r l ie s t  theories proposed. Chodorow asserted th a t women come to be 

mothers through a profound process o f psychological character formation.
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Chodorow's perspective is  la rge ly  psychoanalytic and draws on the theory 

o f o b je c t-re la tio n s . This perspective suggests th a t a crucial 

d if fe re n t ia t in g  experience in  male and female development arises out o f 

the fa c t th a t women, u n iversa lly , are la rg e ly  responsible fo r  e a rly  child  

care and fo r  la te r  female s o c ia liz a tio n . Chodorow argues th a t contrary to  

the tra d it io n a l model, the preoedipal experience (th e  period of 

u n d iffe re n tia te d  m other-infant attachment) d if fe rs  fo r boys and g ir ls .  

According to Chodorow, a mother is  more l ik e ly  to id e n t ify  with her 

daughter than with her son. Because of th is  strong id e n t if ic a t io n  mothers 

tend to help th e ir  daughters to d if fe re n t ia te  more slowly and u ltim ate ly  

not as much as th e ir  sons. Mothers perceive and t re a t  th e ir  daughters as 

continuous of themselves, while they tre a t  th e ir  sons as separate from and 

other than themselves. Because o f th is  d iffe ren ce , g i r ls  develop a 

d iffe re n t  personality structure  from boys. S p e c ific a lly , Chodorow proposes 

th a t female personality comes to define i t s e l f  in  re la tio n  and connection 

to  other people more than masculine personality does. The feminine sense 

o f s e lf  is  connected to the world, the basic masculine sense o f s e lf  is  

separate and autonomous. In psychoanalytic terms, women are less 

ind iv iduated  and have more f le x ib le  ego boundaries than men. According to  

Chodorow w ith in  th is  connected sense o f s e lf  women re ta in  a greater 

capacity fo r  empathy w ith  other persons, they re ta in  the capacity to  

regress to  a less individuated s ta te  and to experience themselves as 

connected to others, and do not sense th is  relatedness as threatening to  

th e ir  sense of s e lf .

G illig a n 's  (1982) research investiga ting  womens' moral development 

complemented Chodorow's work. G il lig a n 's  find ings suggested th a t women
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fin d  safety in re lationsh ips and fea r losing connectedness. G illig a n  

suggests although th is  is  in  part due to  s o c ia liza tio n , womens' early  

developmental experiences set the foundation fo r  such d ifferences. 

According to  G illig a n  many young women approach young adulthood having 

mastered the tasks o f  re la tin g , but experience a struggle w ith the task o f 

separating and defin ing a c learer sense o f s e lf  w ithin re la tionsh ips . 

G illig a n  (1991) contends fo r g ir ls ,  adolescence p rec ip ita tes  a re la tio n a l 

c r is is  whic^ poses a quandary in psychological development. How does one 

maintain her sense o f s e lf  which is  based on s e lf - in - re la t io n , w hile a t  

the same time separate and become an autonomous mature adult?

Although both Chodorow and G illig a n  have been very instrumental in  

challenging the tra d it io n a l views of female s e lf -d e f in it io n , Kaschak 

(1988) is  c r i t i c a l .  Kaschak describes Chodorow's theory as a "uni­

dimensional analysis of a m ulti-and inter-dim ensional problem" ( p .110). 

According to  Kaschak, women are not n a tu ra lly  prone to engage in  

relatedness as a re s u lt o f experience in the nuclear fam ily . "Women are 

instead driven to  relatedness by the messages o f the cu ltu re , which 

include the demand to  be unconscious o f the masculine context and the 

danger and deris ion which i t  affords women" (Kaschak, 1988, p .110). 

Kaschak maintains th a t any th eo re tica l stance must acknowledge the  

complexity o f the experience o f each woman, along with the m u lt ip lic ity  o f  

influences which determine her s e lf  a t  any given tim e. Kaschak argues that 

the relatedness o f which Chodorow and G illig a n  speak is  embedded in  

re lationsh ips in a society th a t values in d iv id u a lity —but not fo r women. 

Women are continuously faced with paradoxical choices. One o f these 

central paradoxes involves the d is tin c tio n  between lim its  and boundaries
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(Kaschak, 1988). Lim its define the extent to which one may grow and 

explore. Limits (u su a lly  imposed by parents, cu ltu re  and so fo rth )  

contribute  to the form ation of boundaries. Kaschak describes the formation 

o f boundaries as s ig n ify in g  a c lea r and consistent d e fin it io n  o f s e lf .  

According to  Kaschak p a rt of ea rly  female tra in in g  involves learning to  

have permeable boundaries. As a re s u lt, th e ir  boundaries are not s e lf ­

defined, but are defined by others. "Women then learn to  survive in  the  

connectedness, not in  the s e l f . . . t h e i r  l im its  then are not firm  

boundaries ...o f the s e lf  defined by an in te rp la y  of s e lf  with s e lf  and 

w ith a consistent environment.. .but are defined by others con tinua lly  

throughout l i f e "  (Kaschak, 1988, p .116). Kaschak emphasizes th a t when 

considering the notions o f relatedness, l im its ,  and boundaries in  regards 

to  womens' d e fin it io n  o f s e lf ,  the meaning o f these concepts becomes o f 

paramount importance. For example, relatedness th a t occurs in the name o f 

caring and humanity is  both q u a lita t iv e ly  and exp erien tia l 1 y d if fe re n t  

from relatedness in  the name of meeting others' needs, or in  the name o f  

safety  or subordination. M ille r  (1984) supports th is  notion in describing  

th a t i t  is  not because o f re lationsh ips th a t women are  suppressed or 

oppressed, but ra th er the issue is  the nature o f the re la tio n sh ip s .

In a s im ila r vein , McBride (1990) addresses th is  notion o f the  

meaning o f relatedness and boundaries in a discussion o f female autonomy. 

McBride suggests E rikson 's view of female autonomy may have been lim ited  

by the population he used, and suggests th a t we must consider d if fe re n t  

concepts o f autonomy fo r  women. Building on Chickering 's notions o f  

autonomy, McBride contends that being autonomous means choosing to  take  

care of oneself as w ell as give to others. McBride's notions are in
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keeping with M il le r 's  (1991) s e lf - in -re la t io n  theory which assumes that 

other aspects of s e lf  (e .g . ,  c re a tiv ity , autonomy, assertion) develop 

w ith in  the primary context of re la tionsh ips . The re la tio n a l l in e  of 

development suggests th a t re la tionsh ip  and id e n tity  develop in synchrony, 

w ith the g ir l  moving from ea rly  emotional responsivity to adu lt response- 

a b i l i t y  (Surrey, 1991). "Inherent in th is  (s e lf - in - r e la t io n )  model is  the 

vis ion  of womens' development as moving from a re la tionsh ip  of caretaking  

to one o f consideration, caring and empowering" (Surrey, 1991, p. 63). 

Markus & Oyserman (1989) contend however, th a t i t  is  the way women and men 

are socialized  and the way they take meaning from th is  so c ia liza tio n  

process that leads to  d ifferences in  how they make the se lf/n o n se lf  

d is tin c tio n .

Josselson's (1987) investigation  in to  id e n tity  development in women 

supports th is  notion of a revision of re la tionsh ips  as opposed to a 

severing of connection in adolescence. "Separation then, does not imply 

in d iv id u a tio n .. .What is  c r i t ic a l  here is  th a t aspects of the s e lf  become 

reworked during adolescence so th a t the young person has some choice in  

the creation of a s e l f ,  a se’ f  th a t w il l  function autonomously but in  

re la tio n  to the parents" (Josselson, 1987, p .2 0 ). In a s im ila r vein, 

during an investigation  in to  womens' development o f autonomy Straub (1987) 

found th a t re la tio n sh ip  tasks preceded autonomy tasks fo r the m ajority  o f 

women in the study, and fo r  some women, mastery o f the re la tionsh ip  task 

had s ig n ific a n t impact on th e ir  development o f autonomy.

Josselson (1987) contends th a t to f u l ly  understand the process o f 

s e lf -d e f in it io n  we must look a t both sides of the process— both the  

in d iv id u atin g , autonomous part and the connecting /re lating  s e lf .  Guidano
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(1991) concurs with th is  view, by asserting th a t another's perceived 

s im ila r ity  is a necessary req u is ite  fo r experiencing a sense o f  

personhood, while the d if fe re n t ia t io n  from such perceived s im ila r ity  is  a 

necessary condition fo r  experiencing a sense of selfhood. S im ila r ly , 

G illig a n  (1982) states "we know ourselves as separate only insofar as we 

l iv e  in  connection with others and we experience re la tionsh ip  only insofar  

as we d if fe re n t ia te  other from s e lf"  (p. 63 ). The d e fin it io n  o f s e lf  then, 

is  simultaneously both an intrapsychic and a psychosocial process. What is  

important is  th a t the two are played in harmony together (Lawler, 1990).

Teresa Peck (1986) has proposed a model which seeks to describe, and 

perhaps best captures, the  numerous factors  a ffe c tin g  womens' process o f 

s e lf -d e f in it io n . Peck's model is  a re fle x iv e  one and attempts to explain  

how a woman creates a knowledge of her s e lf  through her experience o f 

adulthood. The model is  encompassed by a f le x ib le  outer wall th a t  

represents the s o c ia l-h is to r ic a l time dimension w ith in  which a woman liv e s  

her adu lt l i f e .  Inherent in th is  outer wall is  the so c ia l, emotional and 

p o lit ic a l  context w ith in  which a woman is allowed to  define herse lf a t any 

given tim e. The consistency o f th is  wall may range from p lia n t (thereby  

allow ing a wide range o f possible roles and experiences) to r ig id  (thereby  

constraining and co n stric tin g  options). In te re s tin g ly , Brown's (1991) 

study o f adolescent development also supports th is  notion of s o c ia l-  

h is to r ic a l time dimension. Brown maintains th a t in our present day western 

c u ltu re , long before a g i r l  reaches adolescence she hears both d ire c t ly  

and in d ire c tly  the established story o f the good woman. Within th is  

umbrella story o f the good woman there are a se lec t few l i f e  s to ries  or 

n arra tiv es  ava ilab le  fo r  g ir ls  and women to choose from. Brown poses the
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question "what would i t  mean fo r a g i r l  a t the edge o f adolescence to ta lk  

to another about herse lf including her thoughts, fee lin g s , experiences, 

and the world o f re lationships she engages in  on a d a ily  basis?". Brown 

suggests fo r  a g ir l  to  speak of th is  in  th is  culture a t th is  time would be 

"to protest against the ava ilab le  f ic t io n  o f female becoming". Worse yet, 

"a g ir l  who chooses to  authorize her l i f e  experiences by speaking openly 

about them res is ts  the security  o f convention and moves in to  uncharted 

te r r i to ry "  (Brown, 1991, p .72 ). Heilbrun (1988) suggests i t  is  only past 

the age of f i f t y  th a t women can stop being female impersonators once they 

have moved beyond the categories our ava ilab le  narratives have provided 

fo r  women.

The next layer o f Peck's model is  the sphere o f in fluence, consisting 

of the re la tionsh ips  in which a woman is  involved. Two c r i t ic a l  

c h a ra c te ris tic s  o f th is  sphere o f influence are f l e x ib i l i t y  and 

e la s t ic ity .  F le x ib i l i ty  re fers  to i t s  a b i l i t y  to expand or contract, in 

order to  include or prevent new re lationsh ips . I t  also includes the 

a b i l i t y  to  re d is trib u te  emotional involvement with each re la tio n sh ip  in 

order to  receive support and rea ffirm ation  o f the s e lf  when necessary. The 

second c h a ra c te r is tic , e la s t ic ity  re fers  to the degree to which 

re la tio n sh ip s  in the sphere are responsive to the woman's changing needs. 

E la s t ic ity  is  the primary way in which a woman learns and experiences her 

a b i l i t y  to  in fluence people around her and to influence her world. "A 

sphere o f influence th a t is  f le x ib le  and contains key e la s tic  

re la tio n sh ip s  provides the woman w ith  a strong sense of inform ation about 

her p erso n a lity , competence, and a b i l i t y  to  function in  the world. 

P a rt ic u la r ly  i f  key relationships are in e la s tic , an in f le x ib le  sphere
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causes self-doubt and possible emotional maladjustment" (Peck, 1986,

p .280).

Emerging through the center o f the sphere o f influence in  Peck's 

model is  the woman's s e lf -d e f in it io n . The process of s e lf -d e f in it io n  is  

portrayed as occurring by means o f a s p ira llin g  motion, with increasing  

c la r ity  o f s e lf -d e f in it io n  occurring w ith  the passage of tim e . The 

s p ira llin g  ind icates the constant process o f monitoring personal growth 

and change against the possible impact upon valued re la tio n sh ip s . 

According to Peck, the need to regu late personal growth against any 

possible negative e ffe c ts  upon key re la tionsh ips  is  a central dynamic in  

womens' s e lf -d e f in it io n . This need requires th a t a woman be able to  

psychologically separate herse lf from dependence on the re la tio n sh ip s  as 

her sole means o f self-knowledge, w hile  a t the same time m aintain a 

connectedness to them.

S e lf-D e fin it io n  o f Women Who Are Mothers: Research Considerations

As can be seen from the various models and ideas discussed, th ere  are 

numerous elements which may be both inherent in , and which may in fluence  

women/mothers' process o f s e lf -d e f in it io n . An essential c h a ra c te r is tic  o f 

th is  s e lf -d e f in it io n  process, however, is  th a t i t  is  in tertw ined  with  

womens' adu lt experience. As Kaschak (1988) contends, to understand women 

we must acknowledge the embeddedness o f each aspect of experience in  a l l  

the others. To come to understand a woman's experience o f the process o f 

s e lf -d e f in it io n , we must seek to understand her l i f e  experience in  i ts  

t o ta l i t y .  As well as considering the situatedness o f s e lf  and being, 

research methodology must permit the evolving nature o f s e lf  and s e lf ­

d e fin it io n  to  be illu m in a ted .
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Conclusions

Kaschak (1988) suggests th a t in developing theories of womens' 

development we should avoid seeking one u ltim ate  tru th . Womens’ 

development of s e lf  is  very complex and m ultifaceted . Considering a l l  of 

the many p o s s ib ilit ie s  w ith in  womens' experience is  essential to 

understanding th e ir  development of s e lf .

As Kegan (1982) describes, people are meaning-making beings. I t  is 

not, however, that a person makes meaning as much as that the a c t iv ity  of 

being a person is  the a c t iv ity  o f meaning-making. "There is thus no 

fe e lin g , no experience, no thought, no perception, independent o f a 

meaning-making context in  which i t  becomes a fe e lin g , an experience, a 

thought, a perception, because we are the meaning-making context" (Kegan, 

1982, p. 11). Experience is  not what happens to  you, but rather i t  is  what 

you do with what happens to you (Huxley, c ite d  in Kegan, 1982).

To understand what i t  is  l ik e  fo r women who are mothers to define  

th e ir  s e lf , we must come to  understand the experience of the woman/mother 

l iv in g  that s e lf .  "That is ,  understanding is  a mode o f being, not a 

technical problem fo r  epistem ologists or, more narrowly, philosophers of 

science. Understanding occurs only in the context o f being-in-the-w orld"  

(P in a r, 1981, p. 179). For th is  reason, in  my quest to understand the 

process of s e lf -d e f in it io n  o f women who are mothers, I  have chosen to 

focus my study on the 'l iv e d  experience' of those women. The question that 

guides th is  study is :  What is  the experience o f defin ing  a s e lf  fo r  women 

who are mothers?



40

Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Context 

Our models o f in q u iry , of science-making, are also models of 

r e a l ity ;  they re f le c t  how we conceptualize what is ,  what is  to  

be known, and how i t  is  to  be known. The b e lie fs  we hold about 

the nature o f r e a l ity  and o f human beings are ways in which we 

organize and make meaning out o f experience and inform ation; 

b e lie fs , too, are ways o f knowing" (Du Bois, 1983, p .105).

As an inqu irer I  begin w ith the assumption th a t each person is  

unique. A person's evolving structure  (including a l l  they are born with 

and a l l  they acquire) is  the medium through which experiences are 

in te rp re ted  and given meaning (Maturana & Varela, 1987). The only tru th  or 

r e a l i t y  which exists  is  th a t which is  drawn fo rth  by each person as a 

re s u lt o f his/her evolving structure  (Bateson, 1979; Maturana & Varela, 

1987). There ex is ts , th e re fo re , numerous in te rp re ta tio n s  or " re a lit ie s "  

a l l  o f which are as v a lid  as the other.

R a tio n a lity  is  seen as ex is tin g  only in a broad sense.

To be a ra t io n a lis t  is  to  believe in  the power o f th inking , 

insight and dialogue. I t  is  to believe in the p o s s ib ility  of 

understanding the world by maintaining a thoughtful and 

conversational re la tio n  with the w o r ld . . . ( i t )  assumes th at 

lived  human experience is  always more complex than the resu lt 

of any singular descrip tion , and th a t there  is  always an 

element of in e ffa b le  to  l i f e  (van Manen, 1990, p. 16).
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In understanding human behavior and experience, the notions of cause 

and e ffe c t or p re d ic ta b ility  may not capture the rich complexity of human 

experience.

Human inquiry consists of engaging people (p a rtic ip an ts  and 

researcher) in  the task of delineating  th e ir  meanings and experiences and 

then contrasting and comparing them in  an e f fo r t  to formulate a c o lle c tiv e  

understanding on which a ll  can come to  consensus (Guba & Lincoln, 1990).

F in a lly , a fundamental b e lie f  I  hold is  that only through a caring 

re la tionsh ip  can I  come to understand another human being's " r e a l ity " .  As 

an in qu ire r my "se lf"  is  a v ita l  element which I bring to  any inquiry  

process. When I  meet other people in  th e ir  weakness, v u ln e ra b ility  or 

innocence I  can only know those people through a human caring re lationsh ip  

(VanManen, 1988).

Research Method

Lincoln (1992) maintains there is  a need fo r "philosophical and 

paradigmatic f l e x ib i l i t y  and d is c ip lin a ry  permission fo r each researcher 

to make her or his own choices, given the kinds of problems she or he has 

made a career commitment to investigate" (p . 384). In a s im ila r  vein 

fem inist scholars challenge researchers to a r t ic u la te  th e ir  values and on 

the bases o f those values develop new research practices (Gergen, 1988). 

In considering the question I  pose and the manner in which I  pose i t  as an 

in q u ire r, I  have chosen to conduct my study using what I  term a human 

caring methodology. This methodology draws on elements from in te rp re tiv e  

phenomenology and fem in ist inqu iry . My research question, "What is  the 

experience o f defin ing a s e lf  fo r women who are mothers?" evolves out of 

the contextual world view of development and seeks to  address the
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complexity o f womens' experience. I  be lieve  th is  integrated methodology 

w ill  best serve my goal o f exploring and coming to understand womens' 

experience o f the process of s e lf -d e f in it io n . The in te rp re tiv e  

phenomenology aspect w il l  f a c i l i t a te  the illum ination  o f the lived  

experience o f women/mothers with consideration of the complexity o f that 

experience. P rinc ip les  of fem inist inqu iry  w i l l  promote s e n s it iv ity  to  the 

cu ltu ra l aspects in fluencing  womens' development, as w ell as provide 

guidance about essentia l aspects in research with women.

General c h a ra c te ris tics  or guidelines o f the human caring inqu iry  

done in th is  study include:

1) There was continual in teraction  between the researcher and the 

partic ipan ts  and there  was a process o rie n ta tio n  to the research. The 

p artic ip an ts , the researcher, and the re la tio n s h ip  between them were 

considered to be in  a constantly evolving process. The research procedure 

as a whole was an evolving process th a t was immediately influenced by what 

emerged (Mearns, 1984).

2) The re la tio n sh ip  between the researcher and p a rtic ip a n ts  was 

nonhierarchical (Gergen, 1988; Mies, 1983). "P artic ipant" w ith  i ts  

denotative meaning o f "person having a share in" and "being a p a rt of" 

indicates th a t the person is  sharing in the  research process and as such 

has an equivalent status to  the researcher" (Mearns, 1984, p .3 7 3 ). I f  

r e a l ity  is  a human creation  (as opposed to nature 's  creation) there can be 

no special warrant fo r  expert knowledge (N ie lsen , 1990). Each ind iv idu al 

was considered h is /h e r own expert and most knowledgeable about h is /h e r  

s e lf  and what th a t s e l f  th inks, fe e ls , needs, and experiences.
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3) Human inquiry is  always a project of someone, a real person who in 

the context o f a p a rtic u la r in d iv id u a l, soc ia l, and h is to r ic a l l i f e  sets 

out to  make sense o f a certa in  aspect of human existence (van Manen, 

1990). This study was a p ro jec t in it ia te d  by myself as a researcher. 

Simultaneously I  have experienced and continue to experience the process 

o f s e lf -d e fin it io n  w hile a c tiv e ly  engaged in motherhood. As a 

woman/mother, a researcher, and a nurse-counsellor I  sought to be tte r  

understand women/mother's experience o f defining s e lf .

4) Because the research is the project of a real person, the 

in q u ire r 's  b e lie fs  and values in te ra c t with the phenomena to create an 

in te rp re ta tio n  of i t .  The creations o f inquiry are, therefore, value­

laden. Both o b je c tiv ity  and s u b je c tiv ity  are valued in human inqu iry . 

"O b je c tiv ity  means the researcher remains true to the 

o b je c t. .  .S u b jec tiv ity  means that one needs to be as perceptive, 

in s ig h tfu l,  and discerning as one can be in order to show or disclose the 

object in its  f u l l  richness and its  greatest depth" (van Manen, 1990). In 

th is  study I  likened th is  process to th a t of empathie understanding. Only 

through self-awareness and understanding of my own b e lie fs , values and 

assumptions could I  t ru ly  l is te n  to and understand (be empathie to) the 

p a rtic ip a n ts ' meanings and experiences.

5) Human inquiry investigates experience as we l iv e  i t  rather than as 

we conceptualize i t  (van Manen, 1990). This process begins with the  

experiences o f the researcher as a person in a s itu a tio n  (Stanley & Wise, 

1983). I  began th is  in vestigation  by investiga ting  my own personal 

experience o f defin ing s e l f ,  followed by an inqu iry  in to  other 

women/mother's lived  experiences.
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6) The p a rtic ip a n ts ' experiences were viewed as being embedded w ith in  

a set of social re la tio n s  which may produce both the p o s s ib ilit ie s  and 

lim ita tio n s  o f th a t experience (Acker, Barry, Esseveld, 1983).

7) Human inqu iry  e n ta ils  re f le c tin g  on the essential themes which 

characterize the experience (van Manen, 1990). In th is  study th is  

examination and re fle c tio n  process involved both the researcher and the  

p artic ip a n ts . The process was a d ia le c t ic  interchange aimed toward a 

consensual understanding (Guba & Lincoln, 1990).

8) The phenomenon was described through the a r t  o f w ritin g  and 

rew riting  (van Manen, 1990). Information from other contexts (e .g . the  

l i te ra tu re )  was introduced to increase the understanding and leve l o f  

sophistication of the meanings illum inated  (Guba & Lincoln, 1990).

9) Any inqu iry  process has the po ten tia l to help the p a rtic ip a n ts , as 

w ell as the researcher.

10) Human inqu iry  is  a learning process fo r  both the researcher and 

fo r  the p a rtic ip a n ts . The process challenges us to  look deeper in to  taken- 

for-granted everyday experiences, to form new meanings and deeper 

understandings o f the l i f e  world.

By asking the question "What is  the experience o f s e lf -d e f in it io n  

women who are mothers?" I  sought to  engage women who are mothers in an 

in te ra c tiv e  dialogue and re fle c tio n  in  order to  come to a shared 

understanding of the experience o f defin ing  s e lf .  To ensure openness and 

f le x ib i l i t y ,  an emergent design was used. When conducting human caring  

inqu iry  as outlined  above, a d e f in it iv e  plan may contravene the research 

process. "Unless the research plan is  open, f le x ib le ,  and c re a tiv e , 

researchers w il l  f in d  themselves increasingly re s tr ic te d  as the research
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progresses, and the r ig id  plan may in fa c t in va lid a te  the research by 

preventing the researcher from pursuing a l l  possible avenues necessary for 

a comprehensive inquiry" (Morse, 1991, p .149). P rio r to  beginning the 

study, I  outlined a te n ta tiv e  description o f the methodological process to 

be undertaken in conducting the study and had i t  va lidated  by fiv e  expert 

researchers. These researchers confirmed the method's s u ita b il i ty  for  

studying the experience o f defin ing  s e lf .

As suggested in  the preceding guidelines, the research design I  used 

contained a process o rie n ta tio n . The process included a dynamic in terp lay  

(van Manen, 1990) between e igh t research a c t iv it ie s .  These included:

1. Turning to a phenomenon which seriously in terested  me (van Manen, 

1990).

2 . Sensitiz ing  myself to  the l ite ra tu re  to heighten my awareness of 

what may be essential aspects in womens' experience of s e lf -d e fin it io n  

(Oberg, 1987).

3 . Delineating my own b e lie fs , values, assumptions and experience of 

defin ing s e lf  while a c tiv e ly  engaged in motherhood.

4. Maintaining a strong and oriented re la tio n  to  the phenomenon (van 

Manen, 1990).

5 . Engaging w ith women/mothers through ind iv idual interviews to 

explore and come to  understand th e ir  experience o f defin ing  s e lf .

6 . Entering in to  a group dialogue with the p a rtic ip a n ts  to fu rth e r  

enhance understanding and provide ongoing dialogue and expansion.

7. R eflecting  on the essential themes which characterize the 

phenomenon (van Manen, 1990).
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8. Describing the phenomenon through the a r t  o f w ritin g  and rew riting  

(van Manen, 1990).

I  have described my in te re s t in  womens' experience o f  defin ing  s e lf  

in  the introductory section of th is  d isse rta tio n . The second a c t iv ity  o f  

s e n s itiz in g  myself to the l ite r a tu r e  was attended to in  the l ite ra tu re  

review in the second chapter. A c t iv it ie s  three through seven w il l  be 

addressed in  th is  chapter during the discussion of my research method. The 

eighth a c t iv ity  w il l  be undertaken in the fourth and f i f t h  chapters o f 

th is  d isse rta tio n .

The Question o f Bracketing 

"The work o f c r i t ic a l  scholarship is  to make 

transparent th a t which is  taken-for-granted"

(Anderson, 1991, p. 115).

Peavy (1989) outlines several reasons fo r carrying out a thorough 

review o f the l i te ra tu re  re lated  to  the top ic  being studied. These reasons 

include ensuring fa m il ia r i ty  with already existing  knowledge and with the 

vocabulary and terminology other researchers use in  re la tio n  to  the topic  

under study, increasing awareness of methodological options which can 

improve one's own research s tra tegy , and the ob ligation  and necessity o f  

engaging in  scholarly dialogue to  ensure communication of knowledge 

gleaned from research. In a s im ila r  vein , Oberg (1988) asserts knowledge 

o f the l ite r a tu r e  is  important in  th a t i t  serves to  inform the researcher 

o f the p o s s ib ilit ie s  inherent in  the s itu a tio n  being studied and thus 

sen s itizes  the researcher to  pick up and to  recognize things she/he might 

otherwise miss.
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Although a thorough l ite ra tu re  review is  an in tegra l part o f any 

inqu iry  in to  human experience, an add ition a l purpose of conducting such a 

review is  to allow the researcher to  id e n tify  and thereby put aside a ll  

p re-ex is tin g  knowledge about the phenomenon being studied. As van Manen

(1990) describes "the problem of phenomenological inquiry is  not always 

th a t we know too l i t t l e  about the phenomenon we wish to in ves tig a te  but 

th a t we know too much" (p . 4 6 ). To remain true to the phenomenon being 

studied, and genuinely capture the liv e d  experience o f my p artic ip a n ts  i t  

was essentia l to consciously be aware of any preexisting knowledge that 

was influencing my in te rp re ta tio n s . This process of being aware of 

preexisting  knowledge and assumptions is  o ften termed bracketing in  the 

research l i t e r a tu r e .  Although probably most phenomenological researchers 

would probably agree about the imperativeness of bracketing, there are two 

c o n flic tin g  views in  regards to what bracketing is  and how i t  is  

undertaken.

One view of bracketing evolves from the w ritings of Husserl, and is  

exem plified in  the work of C o la izzi (1978), De Koning (1982), Giorgi 

(1970), and Spiegelberg (1982). These researchers maintain th a t i t  is  

both possible and essential to  bracket or to  suspend a l l  prejudgments, 

assumptions and b e lie fs  about the phenomenon. Bracketing w ith in  th is  

perspective is  thought to  allow the true essence o f a phenomenon to  be 

discovered.

In  contrast to  Husserl's idea o f bracketing, the second perspective  

of bracketing is  exem plified in the w ritin g s  of such researchers as 

Gadamer (1975), van Manen (1990), Kvale (1983), and Pinar (1981). These 

scholars suggest th a t bracketing is  n e ith er possible nor des irab le .
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Bracketing w ithin th is  perspective is  viewed not as an absence of 

presuppositions, but as a consciousness o f one's own presuppositions. As 

the researcher becomes conscious o f how l i f e  h is to ry , commitments and 

assumptions operate in  the experience o f the s itu a tio n  being studied, the 

researcher is  able to  hold them in abeyance while lis te n in g  to understand 

the person's lived  experience. Bracketing is  the act o f turning th is  

knowledge against i t s e l f ,  thereby exposing i ts  shallow or concealing 

character (van Manen, 1990). In th is  study, I  followed the second 

philosophical perspective as espoused by van Manen (1984, 1990). I  began 

the bracketing process by carrying out an extensive review o f the 

l i te r a tu r e  as described in  chapter two. Next I  began a personal journal 

w ith in  which I  recounted my own personal experience o f defin ing s e lf  while  

engaged in motherhood. Exploring my own personal experience provided an 

opportunity fo r me to  become attuned to my preconceptions about what th is  

experience is  l ik e .  As I  become conscious o f how my l i fe -h is to r y  and 

experience had informed me, I  became aware of many o f my underlying 

b e lie fs  and assumptions regarding both s e l f  and motherhood. S pecific  

b e lie fs  and insights I  id e n tif ie d  in my journal included:

1. My conception o f what s e lf  is  has been remarkably influenced by 

western cu ltu re  and tra d it io n a l views in psychology.

2 . I began w ith the view of s e lf  as a s ingu lar e n t ity . Throughout my 

reading and re fle c tio n  p r io r  to the study, my thinking s h ifted  to  

questioning i f  s e lf  were more lik e  an ever-evolving process.

3 . Culture shapes men and women in d if fe r in g  ways through the norms, 

ro le s , and expectations which are d ire c t ly  and in d ire c tly  communicated.
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4. By gaining an awareness of how cu lture  is  shaping us we are b e tte r  

able to  make personal choices regarding our expression of s e lf .

5 . Relationships are extremely in flu e n tia l in  the development of 

s e lf .  Some re lationsh ips are more in flu e n tia l than others. The 

re la tionsh ip  of mother to ch ild  is  perhaps one of the most ( i f  not the 

most) in flu e n tia l re la tio n s h ip  in the development o f a woman/mother's 

s e lf .

6 . S e lf and experience are in mutual re la tio n , w ith each influencing  

( i f  not creating) the other.

7 . Past, present and fu tu re  form a coherent whole.

8 . Motherhood has the potentia l to both fo s te r and in h ib it  the 

process of s e lf -d e f in it io n .

8 . The process o f defin ing  s e lf , of knowing and being s e lf  is  complex 

and m ultifaceted.

Throughout the in terview ing and analysis process I  continued to  use 

my journal to record and re f le c t  thoughts, fee lin g s  and insights which 

occurred fo r  me as I  engaged with the p artic ipan ts  and with the data.

Bracketing was also employed throughout the individual interviews and 

the focus group meeting. The bracketing method I  used during th is  time was 

s im ila r  to the use o f empatny in a helping in te ra c tio n . As a researcher 

the awareness o f my preex isting  knowledge and assumptions allowed me to  

hold them in abeyance as I  listened empathically to  the p artic ip a n ts ' 

experiences of defin ing s e lf .  As suggested by van '̂r-nen (1984, 1990), I  at 

times turned th is  knowledge upon i t s e l f .  Because of my preexisting  

knowledge I  was able to  be sen sitive  to subtle aspects in the experiences
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described to me, and through the use o f re fle c tio n  and dialogue with the  

p a rtic ip a n ts  come to a g reater understanding o f these s u b tle tie s .

Selection of P artic ipants  

Morse (1991) id e n tif ie s  two methods fo r evaluating samples in  

phenomenological research. These methods include questioning the  

appropriateness o f the sample and questioning the adequacy of the sample. 

Appropriateness refers to  the degree to  which the choice o f informants and 

the  method o f selection f i t s  the purpose of the study as determined by the 

research question and the stage of the research (Morse, 1991). An 

appropriate  sample is guided by p a rtic ip a n t ch a ra c te ris tic s  and by the  

type o f information needed by the researcher (Morse, 1991). 

Appropriateness of the sample fo r th is  study was ensured by the researcher 

d e lib e ra te ly  and co n tin u a lly  selecting  women who were mothers and who had 

a p a r t ic u la r  knowledge o f the experience of s e lf -d e f in i t io n .  S p e c ific a lly , 

a combination of vo lunteer, nominated and purposeful sampling was used in 

th is  study (Morse, 1991). I  began with volunteer sampling by d is trib u tin g  

notices (Appendix A) to agencies and organizations which had the potentia l 

to  be in  contact with women who are mothers, and by posting notices in  

various locations that I  believed would be frequented by women. In  

a d d itio n , I  began spreading the word to people known to  me, requesting 

th a t  they in turn spread the word to anyone th a t they thought would be 

in te res ted  in p a rtic ip a tin g  in the study. As I  began in terv iew ing , I  asked 

p a rtic ip a n ts  i f  they knew of any other po ten tia l p a rtic ip a n ts  (nominated 

sam pling). Potential p a rtic ip a n ts  were then screened over the telephone to  

assess th e ir  s u ita b i l i ty  fo r  involvement in  the study. The prelim inary  

screening c r i te r ia  included:
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1. P artic ip an ts  were mothers who had children between the ages of 3- 

16 years. These are years follow ing the tra n s itio n  to motherhood, yet 

where there is  close, and often in tensive mothering occurring.

2. The p a rtic ip an ts  had exp erien tia l knowledge, were re f le c t iv e , and 

were able to a r t ic u la te  th e ir  thoughts and experiences (Morse, 1991). Peck 

(1986) emphasizes th a t the study o f s e lf -d e fin it io n  is  dependant on a 

woman's a b i l i t y  to  be in trospective  concerning the way she sees and 

assesses h e rs e lf w ith in  the context of the social roles she holds and 

w ith in  her re lationsh ips . During the screening th is  was determined by 

asking p o ten tia l partic ip an ts  "What comes to mind fo r you when you think  

about your experience of developing you rse lf during the time you have been 

a mom?". Through the discussion th a t en ta iled  I  was able to determine i f  

they in fa c t met Peck's c r i te r ia  o f introspection.

3. There was a commitment to  p a rtic ip a te  in  the study over the 

appropriate time frame.

During the screening conversation I  went through the c r i te r ia  in the 

above order. Three po tentia l p a rtic ip a n ts  did not meet c r i te r ia  one. Of 

the p o ten tia l p artic ipan ts  who contacted me a l l  appeared to respond 

p o s itiv e ly  to  the second and th ird  c r i t e r ia .  In addition to the above 

c r i te r ia ,  however, as the study progressed I  attempted to  include a 

diverse group of women in the study (Morse, 1991; Sandelowski, 1986). 

Morse (1991) suggests the importance of including people who have a range 

of experience to ensure the e n tire  scope o f the experience is  understood. 

With th is  ra tio n a le  in mind, from the po ten tia l partic ipants  who responded 

to my notices, or who were suggested to me by women already p a rtic ip a tin g  

in the study, I  selected women who were diverse in regards to  such factors
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as socioeconomic status, level o f education, m arital status, age, way in  

which they became a mother, and the number of children they had. This 

focus on d iv e rs ity  meant that some respondents were not in v ite d  to  

p a rtic ip a te  in the study. These decisions, however, were based more on the  

tim ing of the contact as opposed to  u n s u ita b ility  o f p o ten tia l 

p artic ip a n ts .

Adequacy o f a sample refers to  the su ffic ien cy  and q u a lity  o f the 

data (Morse, 1991). To ensure adequacy in  th is  study I  assessed the 

relevance, completeness, and amount o f inform ation obtained (Morse, 1991). 

The question I  asked in regards to adequacy is , "was saturation achieved 

and has the experience been illum inated and the structure id e n tifie d ? "  

(Morse, 1991; Osbourne, 1990). Seven women partic ipa ted  in  the study. The 

decision to  include seven partic ipants  was made to  meet the c r i t e r ia  o f 

redundancy (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). During the interview ing of the f i f t h  

p artic ip a n t I  began to hear rep e titio n  o f  experiences, with no apparent 

new themes emerging. I  interviewed two more partic ipan ts  to be sure th a t 

no new information was forthcoming. Following th is  seventh in te rv iew  data 

co llec tio n  with new partic ipants  was term inated.

Ethical Components

Informed consent was obtained from the partic ip an ts  p r io r  to  

conducting the in terv iew s. Partic ipants were informed of the exact nature 

and in ten t of the study. A consent form (Appendix B) was signed by each 

p a rtic ip a n t. C o n fid e n tia lity  was ensured by assigning code numbers to  the 

p artic ip a n ts . These code numbers were used to label audio-tapes and 

tra n s c rip ts . The code numbers which id e n t if ie d  each p a rtic ip an t were kept
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in a separate f i l e  cab inet. On completion o f the study the id en tify in g  

inform ation w il l  be destroyed.

Partic ipants were informed th a t two or more interview s would be

required and they would have the r ig h t to withdraw from the study a t any

tim e during the research. In  research of th is  type, the interview  may 

stim ulate  s e lf -re f le c t io n , reappraisal or catharsis (May, 1989). For th is  

reason, following each in terv iew  I  spent time w ith  the partic ipants  

debriefing  the in terv iew  and providing support as needed.

In  addition to  the in terv iew s, partic ipants  were informed of the

nature of the focus group and inv ited  to attend. At the beginning o f the

focus group the purpose was explained and c o n fid e n tia lity  w ith in  the group 

s e ttin g  was discussed. P artic ip an ts  signed a separate consent fo r  

p a rtic ip a tio n  in the focus group (Appendix C). Termination and closure of 

the overa ll research process w il l  be done by sharing the results of the 

study with the p a rtic ip a n ts .

Data Collection  

P artic ip an t and Researcher Relationship

Heideggerian phenomenologists propose that a l l  knowledge emanates 

from persons who are already in  the world and seeking to understand other 

persons who are also already in the world (Leonard, 1989). According to  

these phenomenologists, a person is  always w ith in  a hermeneutic c irc le  of 

in te rp re ta tio n . In human inqu iry , understanding o f human experience 

involves an in te rp re ta tio n  by the researcher o f the in te rp re ta tio n s  being 

made by those persons being studied (Leonard, 1989). Within th is  

hermeneutic c irc le  the re la tio n sh ip  between researcher and p a rtic ip a n t is  

one o f m utuality and e q u a lity . In essence the two are co-researchers and
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co-creators of an understanding o f human experience. In  th is  study the  

re la tio n s h ip  between myself and the partic ipants  was one o f m utuality and 

e q u a lity . Together we co-created an understanding o f women/mothers' 

experience of s e lf -d e f in it io n .

Data Gathering as a D ialooical Process

The data in th is  study was gathered through a series o f conversations 

or in terv iew s during which I  and the p artic ipan ts  engaged in dialogue to  

come to understand women/mothers' experience of defin ing  s e lf .  Anderson

(1991) describes the in terv iew  as a d ia le c tic a l process between researcher 

and p a rtic ip a n t which serves to  reconstruct the p a rt ic ip a n t's  notions 

about th e ir  experience. In  using interview s to gather data about womens' 

experience of diabetes Anderson found that through the process of 

discussing th e ir  illn e s s  experience, several of these women developed new 

in s ig h ts . "Questioning leads to re f le c tio n , which brings to  the level o f 

d iscurs ive  consciousness what might not have been thought o f before" 

(Anderson, 1991, p .117). S im ila r ly , Oakley (1981) in studying womens' 

experience o f becoming a mother, reports tha t th ree -quarters  of the women 

stated  the in terview  had affected  them. The three most common forms th is  

in fluence took included leading the women to re f le c t  on th e ir  experiences 

more than they would otherwise have done, reducing the level o f th e ir  

anx ie ty  and/or reassuring them o f th e ir  norm ality, and g iving a valuable  

o u tle t  fo r  the ve rb a liza tio n  of fe e lin g s .

Becker (1986) views in terv iew s as "the most f r u i t f u l  way o f gaining 

ric h  portrayals  o f phenomenon" ( p .102). Oakley emphasizes however, that 

the goal o f find ing out about people through interview ing is  best achieved 

when the re la tionsh ip  of in terv iew er and interview ee is  non-hierarchical
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and when the in terv iew er is  prepared to  invest her or his own personal 

id e n tity  in the re la tio n sh ip . This non-hierarchical re la tio n sh ip  is 

supported by Carson (1986) in his discussions o f estab lish ing  a 

conversational re la tio n  as a hermeneutic endeavour. Following Carson's 

notion o f a conversational re la tio n , in  th is  study the interview s were 

conducted as conversations. Both the ind iv idu al conversations and focus 

group conversation took the form of people ta lk in g  together about a theme 

which was o f in te re s t and importance to  those involved (Kvale, 1983).

The P ilo t  Studv

Prior to  beginning the interview ing process, a p ilo t  in terv iew  was 

performed w ith one p a rtic ip a n t to provide an opportunity to explore the 

planned in terv iew ing process. The p a rt ic ip a n t was asked to take part in 

the in terv iew  fo r  the purpose o f sharing her experience of the process of 

s e lf -d e f in it io n , as well as to provide input and guidance to the 

researcher in  regards to the in terv iew  process (Kvale, 1983). The

sp e c ific  questions I  asked o f the p a rtic ip a n t following the interview  

included:

1. Would you describe your experience o f the in terv iew  process?

2. Do you fee l that we fu lly  explored your experience of s e lf ­

de fin itio n?

3. Was there  anything in  p a rt ic u la r  I  did or said th a t helped you 

explore your experience more fu lly?

4. What might I  have done d if fe re n t ly  th a t would have enhanced your 

a b i l i t y  to a r t ic u la te  your experience more fu lly ?

5. Do you have any suggestions fo r  me fo r  fu tu re  conversations?



56

The feedback from the p ilo t  in terv iew  was very benefic ia l in helping  

me to make changes to  the in terview  process. In  p a rtic u la r I  learned th a t 

leaving the in te rv iew  too widely open in  the beginning can make i t  

d i f f ic u l t  fo r a p a rtic ip a n t to know where to  s ta r t .  A gentle s tructu re  

provides a focus w ithout lim itin g  the d ire c tio n . P rio r to the p i lo t  I  had 

planned to explain th e  nature of the research and ask each p a rtic ip a n t to  

begin where they would l ik e .  As a re s u lt o f the p ilo t  in terv iew  and 

feedback, I  began each interview  with a question such as "What do you see 

as the re la tionsh ip  between getting to know yourself be tte r and being a 

mom?".

A second aspect which I  became aware o f and was able to fin e  tune as 

a resu lt o f the p i lo t  in terv iew , was th a t  o f balancing the use o f my 

' s e l f  with the need to remain true to the p a rtic ip a n t's  experience. I  

became aware th a t in  my e ffo r t  to  remain true to  the p a r t ic ip a n t's  

experience, I  was placing more value on holding my s e lf  in abeyance, than 

on using my s e lf  to  estab lish  a human caring connection. The p a rtic ip a n t  

gave me feedback th a t  when discussing such a personal matter she f e l t  a 

real need fo r  an in te ra c tiv e  sharing and fe e lin g  of connection. As a 

resu lt of th is  feedback, I  believe I  became more adept a t simultaneously 

sharing my humanness and maintaining my researcher stance. An example of 

th is  included being more forthcoming in  my response to  what the 

p artic ip a n t was describing (eg. nonverbal behavior communicating warmth, 

acceptance, understanding, and so fo r th ) .

Indiv idual P a rtic ip a n t Interviews

A ll ind iv idual interview s took place a t a time and location m utually  

agreed upon by the p a rtic ip a n t and researcher. I  met with f iv e  o f the
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p artic ip an ts  in  th e ir  respective homes, and with two in my home. A ll 

in terview s were conducted by myself and were audiotaped. Since the 

in te rv iew  is  a dynamic and re la tio n a l event, each in terv iew  w ithin th is  

study was a unique creation made up o f the top ic (s e lf -d e f in it io n ) ,  the  

researcher, and each p a rtic ip a n t (Becker, 1986). Osbourne (1990) outlines  

three phases o f interviews which acted as the s ta rtin g  point for the 

in terview s in th is  study. The phases included: a) establishing rapport and 

informing the p a rtic ip a n t about the nature of the research, b) engaging in 

open-ended dialogue fo r the purpose o f gathering data, and c) successive 

data gathering to create a re -s p ira ll in g  e ffe c t and enable a more complete 

illu m in a tio n  o f the p a r t ic ip a n t's  experience.

Conversation one: Establishing rapport and open-ended dialogue. Kvale 

(1983) describes several aspects to consider in the interview  process. 

These aspects were integrated in to  the overall in terv iew  process. F irs t ,  

the interview s were centered on the p a rtic ip a n t's  life -w o r ld . The purpose 

was to  describe and understand the central themes inherent w ithin each 

woman's experience of defin ing s e lf . Secondly, I  attempted to understand 

the meaning of these themes in  the woman's l i f e .  In attempting to do so I 

attended to what was said , as w ell as how i t  was said. I  was observant of 

vo c a liza tio n , fa c ia l expressions and other bodily gestures. " I t  is  

necessary to lis te n  to the d ire c t ly  expressed descriptions and meanings as 

well as what is  said between the lin e s , and then seek to formulate the 

im p lic it  messages and send i t  back to  the interview ee" (Kvale, 1983, p. 

175). In  th is  way, empathie attunement was a central component of the 

in te rv iew  process.
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The primary aim o f the in terv iew  was to  obtain descriptions o f the 

p artic ip an ts ' experiences. With th is  in  mind, I  encouraged the 

partic ipants  to  describe what they experienced, how they f e l t  and how they 

acted. The women were asked to  describe s p e c ific  s itu a tions  and action  

sequences rather than give general opinions (van Manen, 1990). Throughout 

the interview  I  focused on bracketing in the manner described e a r l ie r .  

I n i t i a l l y  an unstructured interview  format was used in which there was 

only as much to p ic  guidance as was necessary to  e l i c i t  the p a r t ic ip a n t's  

sto ries  (May, 1991). Although each p a rtic ip a n t did i t  somewhat 

d iffe re n t ly , during the in terview  a l l  seven p artic ipan ts  spontaneously 

described th e ir  experience by te ll in g  me th e ir  story. Some p artic ip an ts  

entered th e ir  story through present day experiences and in  order to 

explain i t  in  more depth found i t  necessary to "go back to the beginning". 

Other partic ipants  to ld  me a series o f ind iv idual s to ries  which culminated 

in  th e ir  larger l i f e  s tory . And s t i l l  others described th e ir  experiences 

in terms of eras. In te l l in g  me these s to rie s , the p artic ip an ts  used a 

combination o f metaphors, sayings, and/or images to describe the fee ling s  

and sensations w ith in  th e ir  experiences. These i n i t i a l  conversations were 

one and a h a lf  to  two and a h a lf  hours in duration.

Following each conversation the tapes were transcribed verbatim and 

I  performed a them atic analysis on each tra n s c rip t (Becker, 1986; Kvale, 

1983; van Manen, 1984). A fte r the completion o f each thematic ana lys is , I  

wrote an in te rp re tiv e  summary o f the conversation and gave the  

in te rp re tiv e  summary to  the respective p a rt ic ip a n t. This summary provided 

the s ta rtin g  point fo r  the subsequent in te rv iew .
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Conversation two: R e flectio n , c la r if ic a t io n , and e lab o ra tio n . During 

the  second conversation the in te rp re tiv e  summary and the themes inherent 

w ith in  i t  became objects of re f le c tio n  (van Manen, 1990). The second 

in te rv iew  followed a more sem i-structured format where themes that had 

emerged from the data were explored. Together the p a rtic ip a n t and I  

discussed " Is  th is  what your experience of s e lf -d e f in it io n  is  re a lly  

like? " (/an  Manen, 1990). Kvale (1983) describes ambiguitv as an element 

o f the phenomenological in terv iew . S im ila r ly , I  round in th is  study 

expressions or statements which a t times implied several p o s s ib ilit ie s  of 

in te rp re ta tio n  or seemed to con trad ic t a previous statement. During the  

second in terv iew  I  c la r if ie d  as fa r as possible, whether the ambiguities 

and contradictory statements were due to  a fa ilu re  of communication in the 

in te rv iew  s itu a tio n , or whether they re flec ted  real inconsistencies, 

ambivalences, and contradictions w ith in  the woman's experience (Kvale,

1983). During th is  second in terv iew  some partic ipants  also discovered new 

aspects or made connections between elements which they had not been 

conscious of e a r l ie r .  This served to expand our understanding of the 

experience of s e lf -d e f in it io n . During th is  interview  I  also shared some of 

the  themes which other p artic ipan ts  had expressed, which e ith er the 

current p artic ip an t had not described or she had described but in  a 

d if fe r e n t  way. This followed May's (1991) suggestion of looking fo r  

commonality and d ifferences in p a rtic ip a n t's  s to rie s . During th is  process 

the  p a rtic ip a n ts  often found i t  extended th e ir  own understanding or 

a rtic u la te d  something they had experienced but could not put in to  words. 

At other times, the contrast or d ifference between the other people's 

experience and th e ir  own, allowed us to  gain more c la r i ty  and enlarge on



6C

the descriptions. These second interview s lasted from one to  two hours. 

Each was audiotaped, transcribed, and analyzed in the same manner as the 

f i r s t  in terv iew s.

Conversation three: The focus group. Following the analysis o f the 

second in terv iew , each p artic ip an t gave permission fo r  me to  d is trib u te  

th e ir  va lidated  and u n id en tifiab le  in te rp re tiv e  summary to  a l l  o f the 

other p a rtic ip a n ts . In th is  way, each p a rtic ip a n t had the opportunity to 

read the u n id e n tifia b le  summaries o f a l l  the other p a rtic ip a n ts  p r io r  to 

the focus group. The purpose of the focus group was to  provide an 

opportunity fo r  p artic ipan ts  to dialogue with each other about the

experience. Five of the seven women p artic ip a ted  in the focus group. One

was unable to attend due to a la s t minute circumstance that arose w ith one 

of her ch ild ren . Another p artic ip a n t telephoned me a few hours p r io r  to 

the group to state  a f te r  much d e lib era tio n  she had decided she was not 

fe e lin g  strong enough at th is  po in t to ta lk  in a group about her 

experience. I  supported her decision and stated th a t her phone c a ll and

honesty had been a s ig n ific a n t contribution  to  the study. I  view th is

p a rt ic ip a n t's  fee lin g  o f v u ln e ra b ility  and choice not to enter in to  a 

group s itu a tio n , as information in i t s e l f  about what women may experience 

during th e ir  process o f defin ing s e lf .

During the focus group p artic ip an ts  fu rth e r expanded on the 

experience o f defin ing s e lf  by comparing and contrasting d iffe re n t  

experiences they had each had, and re fle c tin g  on those as a group. The 

focus group p artic ip an ts  also expressed surprise at how s im ila r  the other 

summaries had been to  th e ir  own. Although the experiences and content had 

been d if fe re n t ,  the themes and in te rp re ta tio n s  were very s im ila r . As one
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p a rtic ip a n t described, " I'v e  been fee lin g  re a lly  g u ilty  cause I 'v e  been 

working and my l i t t l e  boy hasn't been happy in day care, a fte r  reading the  

summaries I  could put th a t aside and say, i ts  not something wrong with me,

I  could get some perspective about i t " .  Although the conversation tended 

to  be spontaneous and unstructured, I  focused the discussion around such 

questions as "What themes were p a rt ic u la r ly  meaningful fo r each of you in 

your experience o f s e lf-d e fin itio n ? "  and "Was there was an aspect of your 

experience which has not been captured in th is  study?". The focus group 

discussion was audiotaped and transcribed. This transcrip tion  served as 

fu rth e r data.

Data Analysis

The data analysis complied with the guidelines of thematic analysis  

as described by Hycner (1985) and van Manen (1990). Conducting thematic 

analys is , and uncovering thematic aspects in  the lifew o rld  descriptions  

provide the foundation fo r  id en tify in g  the structures o f experience (Ray, 

1990; van Manen, 1990). I began the thematic analysis of the data by 

transcrib ing  the in terv iew  tapes verbatim and noting s ig n ific a n t para- 

l in g u is t ic  communications such as in tonations , emphasis, and pauses 

(Hycner, 1985). Using the transcrip ts  and tapes simultaneously, I  immersed 

myself in the data as a whole (Hycner, 1985; Tesch, 1987), The interview  

transcrip tions were read over several times (while a t the same time 

lis te n in g  to the tapes) to get a feel fo r the data. During th is  phase I 

asked the question, "What statements or phrases seem p a r t ic u la r ly  

essential or revealing about the experience being described?" (VanManen,

1984). While reading, I  made notes o f general impressions and spec ific
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issues that arose, as well as c irc le d  or highlighted words, phrases, 

sentences or paragraphs which stood out (VanManen, 1984).

In  the next phase of the analysis I  delineated units o f meaning 

(Hycner, 1985). At th is  point I  asked the question, "What does th is  

statement or paragraph reveal about the experience being described?" 

During th is  step I  focused on units o f general meaning (Hycner, :985). 

These units o f general meaning included words or phrases which seemed to 

express a unique and coherent meaning (Hycner, 1985). A ll general meanings 

were included irres p ec tiv e  o f the research question (Hycner, 1985). I f  

there was ambiguity or uncertainty as to  whether a statement constituted  

a d iscrete  un it of meaning I  s t i l l  included i t  and made a note to c la r i f y  

th is  with the p a rtic ip a n t during the second in te rv iew .

The next phase o f analysis included d e lineating  units o f meaning 

which were relevant to  the research question. In th is  phase I  asked the 

question, "Is th is  an essential constituent o f a woman's experience o f the 

process o f s e lf -d e f in it io n , as experienced by th is  person?" I f  i t  appeared 

to  be so, i t  was noted as a un it of re levant meaning (Hycner, 1985). I f  

there was ambiguity or uncertainty as to i t ' s  relevancy i t  was s t i l l  

included and a note was made to  confirm th is  with the p a rtic ip a n t.

Once a l i s t  of un its  o f relevant meaning had been illu m in a ted , I  

examined the un its  to  determine i f  any o f the units of re levant meaning 

n a tu ra lly  clustered together. "Such an essence emerges through rigorously  

examining each ind iv idu al u n it of re levant meaning and try in g  to  e l i c i t  

what is  the essence o f  that u n it of meaning given the context" (Hycner, 

1985, p .2 8 f) . The process o f forming the c lusters  involved a back and 

fo rth  motion, where I  continuously moved from the tra n s c rip t, to  the un its
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o f relevant meaning, to the clusters of meaning as I  made decisions about 

the  c lusters  (Hycner, 1985), Following the c lustering  together of relevant 

meanings, I  examined the c lusters of meanings to determine i f  there were 

one or more central themes which expressed the essence of these clusters  

(Hycner, 1985).

Following the them atic analysis, a summary o f each individual 

in te rv iew  was w ritte n , incorporating the themes that had been e lic ite d  

from the data. This summary provided a sense of the whole as well as 

provided the context fo r  the emergence o f the themes (Hycner, 1985). The 

ind iv idu al summaries were then used as a springboard fo r the next 

in te rv iew  with each respective p a rtic ip a n t. "During follow-up interview s, 

the f i r s t  concern is  to  f i l l  out these exp erien tia l descriptions with  

fu rth e r  examples where needed.. . (then the themes) may be re flec ted  on in 

more d ia lo g ic  conversations where both the researcher and the interviewee  

co llab o ra te  in the attempt to in te rp re t the s ignificance of the  

pre lim inary  themes in the lig h t  o f the o rig in a l phenomenological question" 

(VanManen, 1984, p .63 ). The p artic ipan ts  comments served as fu rther data 

fo r  the study. With the new data from the second in terv iew , the above 

process began again.

Once the data from both interview s had been analyzed, I  looked fo r  

commonalities and varia tio n s  in  themes between p artic ip a n ts . The f i r s t  

step was to  search fo r  themes common to  a l l  or most o f the interviews  

(Hycner, 1985). These themes formed the general themes. The second step 

was to id e n tify  themes which were unique to one in terv iew  or were in  a 

m inority  of interview s. These were considered the counterpoints to the  

general themes.
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At th is  point the focus group took place. The audiotaped discussion was 

transcribed and analyzed in  the same manner as the other two interview s.

The f in a l phase o f data analysis from the interview s was 

contextua liza tion  o f themes (Hycner, 1985). The themes th a t emerged were 

placed back into the context of the experience o f s e lf -d e f in it io n  for 

women who are mothers. This is  described in the discussion section of th is  

study.

Trustworthiness of the Study 

In  determining the trustw orthiness of a phenomenological study i t  is  

im perative th a t the c r i t e r ia  used to determine trustw orthiness be 

congruent with the n a tu ra lis tic  paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1985; 

Sandelowski, 1986; Salsberry, 1988). Guba & Lincoln (1985) have id e n tifie d  

four c r i te r ia  re la tin g  to te s ts  of rigour in  n a tu ra lis t ic  inquiry which 

were used in  th is  study. These four c r i te r ia  include c r e d ib ili ty ,  

f itt in g n e s s , aud itab i1i ty ,  and c o n firm a b ility .

C re d ib ility  and Fittinoness

Guba & Lincoln (1985) lik e n  c re d ib i l i ty  and fit t in g n e s s  to in ternal 

and external v a l id ity .  In essence they are the c r ite r io n  against which the 

tru th  value and a p p lic a b ili ty  o f q u a lita tiv e  research is  evaluated 

(Sandelowski, 1986). In th is  study, Hycner's (1985) four levels  of 

va lid a tio n  were used. The f i r s t  v a lid ity  check was to  va lid a te  the 

find ings of the study with the p artic ip a n ts . By co n tin u a lly  moving back 

and fo rth  from analysis to  v a lid a tio n  (which included fu rth e r analysis) 

the in te rp re ta tio n s  (and u ltim a te ly  the find ings) were meanings which were 

co-created by the p a rtic ip a n ts  and myself. A ll p a rtic ip a n ts  acknowledged 

the fitt in g n e s s  of the themes with th e ir  l i f e  experience.



65

The second form o f va lid a tio n  described by Hycner is  having the  

researcher evaluate whether the find ings "ring true" to  the researcher. 

Having personally experienced the process of defining s e lf  w h ile  engaged 

in motherhood, the findings not only rang true for me, but also provided 

new and greater ins ight and understanding in re la tion  to my own personal 

experience. As a nurse counsellor, I  have also had the opportunity to work 

with women who are mothers and who are struggling with the process of 

defin ing s e lf .  The understanding and knowledge that emerged in th is  study 

corresponded w ith  my experience o f these women, both in regards to what 

they expressed and in what I  observed them encounter.

The th ird  check, that o f examining the findings in  l ig h t  o f current 

l i te r a tu r e  to determine the degree to which the findings f i t  or do not f i t  

with the l i te r a tu r e ,  is  addressed in the discussion section of th is  study.

The la s t  check described by Hycner is  making the find ings ava ilab le  

to both women who are mothers and to  nurses and health professionals  

working with mothers and fam ilie s . The f i r s t  aspect of making the findings  

ava ilab le  to  women who are mothers I  have done in form ally. I have shared 

my find ings w ith people known to me who are mothers. These people have 

responded very exc ited ly  about the s im ila r it ie s  between the find ings and 

th e ir  own experience. Professionally, I  have had the opportunity to share 

the resu lts  of the study with a group o f colleagues which included three  

psychologists and a nurse. These professionals described the 

meaningful ness o f the resu lts  to th e ir  professional experience. As one 

psychologist described, "your resu lts  provide me with new ins igh ts  and a 

new understanding of people I  have known. I  have a whole new perspective  

of what these women may have been experiencing".
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Auditabi1itv

A u d ita b ility  is  the c r ite r io n  o f rigour re la tin g  to the consistency 

of q u a lita tiv e  find ings (Sandelowski, 1986). I  have addressed 

a u d ita b ility  in  th is  study by c le a r ly  a r t ic u la t in g  the decision t r a i l  I  

used in the study. The research procedure and data analysis was thoroughly 

described to provide ins igh t in to  what was done and how in te rp re ta tio n s  of 

data were made (Osbourne, 1990). Following Sandelowski's (1986) 

recommendations I  have included descriptions o f:

1) My personal assumptions and b e lie fs  regarding the experience of

defining s e lf  fo r  women who are mothers.

2) How pieces of data came to be included in the study and how they 

were approached.

3) A description o f the partic ip an ts  and how they were selected.

4) The manner in  which the data was co llec ted , including the length

of data co llec tio n  and the nature o f the settings in which data was 

co llected .

5) How the data was reduced in regards to  tra n scrip tio n , ana lys is , 

in te rp re ta tio n , and presentation.

6) A description o f the inclusiveness and exclusiveness o f the themes 

is  included.

7) A descrip tion  o f the techniques used to determine tru th  and 

a p p lic a b ility  is  included.

Confi rm ab ilitv

C o nfirm ab ility  is  the c r ite r io n  o f n e u tra lity  in q u a lita t iv e  

research. "C onfirm ab ility  as the c r ite r io n  o f n e u tra lity  in q u a lita t iv e  

research, re fers  to  the findings themselves, not to  the sub jec tive  or
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o b jec tive  stance ot the researcher" (Sandelowski, 1986, p .34 ). Sandelowski 

(1986) maintains th a t c o n firm a b ility  is  achieved when a u d ita b ility , 

c r e d ib i l i ty ,  and fittin g n e s s  have been established. In keeping with th is  

suggestion, I  have discussed how I  have met the c r i te r ia  fo r a u d ita b ility ,  

c r e d ib i l i ty ,  and f it t in g n e s s .

Summary

A human caring methodology was used to study the question: What is  

the  experience o f s e lf -d e f in it io n  l ik e  fo r women who are mothers?. This 

methodology integrated aspects o f in te rp re tiv e  phenomenology and fem inist 

in q u iry . The philosophical foundation fo r the study was discussed. The 

c r i t e r ia  fo r  p artic ip an t se lection  was outlined , and the steps fo r data 

c o lle c tio n  and data analysis were delineated. F in a lly , the trustworthiness 

o f the study as a whole and the standards fo r determining that 

trustw orthiness were considered.
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Chapter 4

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The purpose of th is  research was to describe the experience of 

defin ing s e lf  fo r women who are mothers. S p e c ific a lly , the research 

question whic'. guided the study was: What is  the experience of defining  

s e lf  fo r  women who are mothers? During th is  study I  came to  a greater 

understanding o f what i t  means to  be in  the world as a woman/mother. As I  

began to  gain more understanding of the experience o f defin ing s e lf ,  I  

was reminded of Polanyi's (1969) assertion th a t we know more than we can 

t e l l .  Throughout the research process I  frequently had the experience of 

knowing and yet seemed to  lack the words I  needed to express th a t knowing. 

S im ila r ly , the partic ipants  a t times struggled to put th e ir  experiences 

in to  words, van Manen (1990) explains th a t often th is  in e ffa b le  nature of 

our knowing is  a resu lt of the lack of l in g u is t ic  competence to  a r t ic u la te  

our knowing. Following van Manen's suggestion th a t what may l i e  beyond one 

person's lin g u is tic  a b i l i t y  may be put in to  words by another, I  engaged in 

a d ia lo g ic a l process to exp lica te  a more in depth knowledge and 

understanding of women/mothers' experience of defin ing  s e lf .  This 

d ia lo g ic a l process included conversational interview s with each o f the 

p a rtic ip a n ts , a focus group with the p a rtic ip a n ts , analyzing the  

tra n s c rip ts  of the interview s and focus group, and expanding on th is  

analysis with fu rther dialogue.

A second assertion van Manen makes about a r t ic u la t in g  our knowing is  

th a t something th a t appears in e ffa b le  w ithin the context o f one type of 

discourse may be made more e x p lic i t  by means o f another form o f discourse. 

With th is  assertion in mind, fo llow ing  the data analysis I  entered in to  a
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d iffe re n t form o f discourse with ex is tin g  lite ra tu re  re lated  to  s e lf -  

d e fin it io n . With the p artic ip an ts ' descriptions in  mind, I  re -v is ite d  the 

l i te ra tu re  to compare and contrast the womens' experiences with ex is tin g  

theory. This second form of discourse furthered  my understanding in two 

ways. F irs t , i t  heightened my a b i l i t y  to  a r t ic u la te  my understanding oT 

the p a rtic ip a n ts ' experiences— to put my knowing into words. Secondly, I  

found th a t considering the l ite r a tu r e  in  l ig h t  of the womens' lived  

experience gave much more meaning to  the l ite ra tu re . The womens' 

experiences embellished the ex is ting  th e o re tic a l knowledge concerning 

s e lf -d e fin it io n  in  a manner which contributed greatly  to my understanding 

of the l i te r a tu r e .

Since the understanding of women/mother's experience o f s e lf ­

d e fin it io n  arose through a d ia log ical process, and the a r t ic u la tio n  of 

th a t understanding was aided by both p a rt i ci pant-researcher discourse and 

research er-1 ite ra tu re  discourse, I have chosen to  present the find ings in  

a s im ila r manner. I  w il l  describe the p artic ip an ts ' experiences of

defining s e lf  and at the same time incorporate l ite r a tu r e  which

contributes to the understanding o f the overall experience o f

women/mothers' s e lf -d e f in it io n . van Manen (1990) and Guba & Lincoln 

(1990) support th is  approach to the presentation of phenomenological 

research, van Manen asserts that the l in k  between the research process and 

the results  cannot be broken. Describing the findings out of the context 

in  which they presented, results in the loss of a l l  r e a l i ty  to  the 

resu lts . Since the research process in  th is  study was d ia lo g ic a l in

nature, I  believe th is  d ia log ical process w il l  b e tte r enable me to  capture 

and communicate the depth of the womens’ experiences.
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When considering the findings in phenomenological research, van Manen 

also emphasizes that when one lis te n s  to  a presentation o f a 

phenomenological nature "you w il l  lis te n  in vain fo r the punch-line, the  

la te s t inform ation, or the big ne s" (p . 13). Rather, i t  is an increased 

thoughtfulness and understanding about, and o f, the phenomena which 

characterizes phenomenological research (van Manen, 1990). In re la tin g  the  

find ings of th is  study then, my aim is  to  enhance t'he grasp and 

understanding of the experience of defin ing  s e lf  fo r  women who are  

mothers.

I  have divided th is  chapter into  three sections. In the f i r s t  section  

I  introduce and describe each p a rtic ip a n t using a pseudonym. In the second 

section I  provide an o u tlin e  and descrip tion  of th_ central themes 

inherent w ithin the p a rtic ip a n ts ' experiences o f defin ing s e lf .  The th ird  

section contains a discussion o f the re la tio n s h ip  between s e lf -d e f in it io n  

and mothering, van Manen (1990) emphasizes th a t the textual approach used 

in  phenomenological research should la rg e ly  be decided in terms of the  

nature of the phenomenon being studied. In considering th is  suggestion in  

l ig h t  of womens' s e lf -d e f in it io n  two aspects seemed s ig n ific a n t. F ir s t ,  

throughout the research process I  was co n tin u a lly  reminded of the deeply 

personal nature o f th is  phenomenon. Most o f the women found the research 

process to be a very penetrating , and at tim es, emotional experience. A 

safe and tru s ting  context was required fo r  the women to feel com fortable  

and w illin g  to share these intim ate aspects o f th e ir  selves and o f th e ir  

l iv e s . In creating th is  context, a number o f the partic ipants  expressed a 

concern regarding c o n fid e n tia lity . Some of the p a rtic ip a n ts  understandably 

f e l t  very p ro tective  o f the personal d e ta ils  o f th e ir  experiences, but
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were comfortable having th e ir  experiences be part of a larger synthesis. 

The second aspect which was s ig n ific a n t in deciding the textual approach 

to  use in  w riting  up th is  study, was how the understanding of s e lf ­

d e f in it io n  arose during the research process, van Manen (1990) maintains 

th a t in reading a te x t the reader must be prepared to be a tte n tiv e  to what 

is  said in and through the words. S im ila rly , in understanding human 

experience, one must be prepared to be a tte n tiv e  to the meaning that is in 

the experience as opposed to  mistaking concrete descriptions or 

experiences as the thing (van Manen, 1990, p. 132). As suggested by van 

Manen (1990) I  have th ere fo re , focused on providing " r ic h  descriptions  

th a t explore the meaning structures beyond what is  immediately 

experienced"(p. 132). In  order to do th is  I  have moved beyond each 

p a rt ic ip a n t's  individual experience to create a synthesis of the whole. 

Although I  have provided a b r ie f  description o f each o f the women who 

p a rtic ip a te d  in th is  study to show the varied l i f e  experience of each 

woman in  regards to her current l i f e  s itu a tio n  and resources, the 

experiences of s e lf -d e f in it io n  are presented in a manner which h ighlights  

the experiences in th e ir  complexity. As van Manen (1990) describes "to 

w rite  means to create s ig n ify in g  re la tio n s —and the pattern  of meaningful 

re la tio n s  condense into a d iscursive whole" (van Manen, 1990, p. 132).

The Partic ipants

Lorraine

Lorraine is  cu rren tly  in her m id -fo rties , and is  a single parent of 

two teenage children. P rio r to  becoming a single parent, Lorraine 

describes herself as having what society ty p ic a lly  describes as "the good
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l i f e ,  with a l l  o f the trappings". Lorraine and her husband were married 

seven years before having children. Both were professionals (Lorraine  

worked as a teacher) and each had vary busy, ac tive  liv e s . As part o f her 

process of defin ing  s e lf ,  Lorraine chose to leave her m arita l 

re la tionsh ip . At the present time Lorraine liv e s  in  a small home, works 

part-tim e , and is  in the process of developing a new career.

Marion

Marion is  t h ir t y - f iv e  years o ld , m arried, and a mother of three  

children aged 6-11 years. Marion and her fam ily  l iv e  in a f a i r ly  w e ll- to -  

do area of the c ity  in  which she grew up. Marion describes growing up in 

a very tra d itio n a l home where her fa th e r was the bread-winner and fam ily  

protector, w hile her mother carried out the ro le  o f homemaker. Following 

high school Marion attended college where she took courses in early  

childhood education. In  her early  twenties Marion married someone from her 

church and worked at a c le r ic a l job to support her and her husband w hile  

he fin ished u n iv e rs ity . Since that time they have established a home and 

fam ily , and Marion is  cu rren tly  working in the home. During the past year 

Marion has taken some u n ive rs ity  courses and is  in the process o f deciding  

what she would l ik e  to  do in regards to returning to  work.

Lois

Lois is  th irty -seve n  years old, is  married and has three children  

between the ages of 6 and 10 years. For the e a rly  years of her ch ild ren 's  

liv e s  Lois chose to stay home and care fo r  her children and fam ily , 

although at the same time emphasizes that she also attempted to  stay 

connected to the outside world. During the past year Lois has returned to  

w)rk as a teacher and is  enjoying once again having a career. Lois is  also
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cu rren tly  working on a master's degree. Lois describes her fam ily as 

f in a n c ia lly  comfortable with both her and her husband earning good 

i ncomes.

Rachel

Rachel is  in  her m id -th irt ie s  and is  a single parent with two 

children aged 5 and 9 years. Rachel describes herse lf as a creatress— an 

a r t is t ic  kind of person who when becoming a mother "had to lake a 

tra n s itio n  from a beatnik kind o f l i f e "  to one which had some sort of 

organization and routine. Rachel has worked at varying careers including 

th a t o f a singer, an a r t is t  w ith  a cottage industry in  her home, and 

working in  the f ilm  industry. She is  curren tly  a student taking the f in a l 

courses in a bachelor's degree at un ivers ity . Economically Rachel 

describes struggling to feed her children and pay the mortgage with  

student loans and a small amount of ch ild  support from her ex-husband.

As well as p a rtic ip a tin g  in interview s with me to discuss her experience 

of defin ing s e lf ,  Rachel has shared poetry and personal w ritings  with me. 

In  presenting her words and experience I w il l  therefore also be sharing 

some of these very deep and meaningful re flec tio n s .

Evelyn

Evelyn is  fo r ty  years old, is  married, and has three children between 

the ages of 1 and 9 years. Evelyn was born and grew up in B rita in . 

Evelyn's fa ther was the headmaster in a very large p riv a te  boys school, 

which Evelyn herse lf eventually attended. Evelyn describes growing up in 

a male world, where being a female was an added bonus. She describes 

having access to a l l  of the resources and opportunities th a t her older 

brothers had, but also being trea ted  as special because she was a g i r l .
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A fte r completing a degree at Oxford, Evelyn went to A frica  and worked as 

a volunteer. Upon moving back to  B r ita in  she lived  in a community in  the 

highlands of Scotland where she met her husband. Currently Evelyn stays 

home w ith  her three children and describes h erse lf as busy doing a l l  the 

things a mom does. Evelyn describes h e rs e lf as a nuts and berry  kind of 

person, and states th a t as a fam ily  they do not buy in to  certa in  

a c t iv it ie s  and ways of our cu ltu re . Examples of th is  include not owning or 

watching te le v is io n , not attending movies, and s o c ia lly  not going places 

where the whole fam ily is  not able to  attend.

Anne

Anne is  th irty -seven  years o ld , married, and has th ree  children  

between the ages of 5 and 10 years. Anne describes her fam ily  as working 

poor. Although ch^y have never been cn social assistance, Anne describes 

times o f fin a n c ia l struggles. Examples include times when the  only meat 

she could a ffo rd  to buy was chicken necks to make stew, and times when she 

and her husband have not had enough money to buy Christmas presents for 

th e ir  c h ild ren . Anne le f t  high school to  attend hair-dressing school but 

has since completed her grade twelve. Describing h erse lf as resourceful, 

as the need has arisen Anne has worked a t numerous jobs including picking  

rocks, upholstering fu rn itu re , running a home daycare, and working in liv e  

play productions. During the tim e I  was interview ing Anne she was offered  

a job a t her local community center as an outreach worker and program 

coordinator.

Diana

Diana is  fo rty -fo u r years old and a s ingle parent o f a nine year old 

ch ild . Diana describes graduating from nursing school and marrying in  her
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early  twenties. A fte r being married several years and being unable to have 

children of th e ir  own, Diana and her ex-husband adopted a baby. Diana 

chose to leave her marriage approximately six years ago and since th a t  

time has experienced numerous changes in her l i f e .  Two of the biggest 

changes have been moving to a new c ity  and returning to school. Currently  

Diana is  taking courses toward a master's degree. Diana describes coming 

from a very tra d it io n a l fam ily , where she was very protected and 

safeguarded. She describes her fa ther as being her "one la s t security  

blanket" and since his death la s t year she has found learning to  depend 

on herse lf a new, and a t times challenging experience.

The Experience of Defining S e lf  fo r Women/Mothers 

The description o f women/mothers' experience of defining s e lf  w ill  be 

divided in to  three p arts . I  w ill  begin by f i r s t  describing how the women 

conceptualized s e lf ,  what s e lf  meant to  them and how they experienced 

s e lf .  Secondly, I  w ill  describe the essential themes w ithin the womens' 

experience of defin ing  s e lf .  The th ird  component of th is  section w ill  be 

a discussion of the re lationsh ip  between defin ing s e lf  and being a mother.

The Nature o f S e lf 

Three themes concerning the nature of s e lf  emerged in the womens' 

descriptions. These th ree  themes included:

1) s e lf  as a m u lt ip lic ity  of parts

2) s e lf  as a re la tio n a l process

3) s e lf  as a synthesis.

S e lf as a M u lt ip lic ity  o f Parts

As the p a rtic ip a n ts  described th e ir  experience of defining s e lf  they 

con tinually  made reference to the d iffe re n t parts of ' e ir  s e l f .  Evelyn
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talked about her " in te l le c tu a l  part" , her " s p ir i tu a l  p a r t" , and her 

"creative , nurturing p a rt" .  Lorraine talked about the part of her s e l f  

that l iked  to do w e ll ,  yet described another part th a t  challenged th a t

need to  excel. Diana referred to "the part o f me th a t 's  my mother". Lois

described how she expressed her " in te l le c tu a l"  part and her "organized" 

p art ,  but had always been a fra id  to explore her deeper "s p ir i tu a l"  p a r t .  

Anne talked of her "take charge" part th a t  was at times in c o n f l ic t  with

her "creative" part. Rachel talked o f  the "wild woman" in her, the

"nurturing woman", her "male" part, and her "creative" part. During the  

focus group a l l  of the women agreed th a t  s e l f  was fa r  from a s ingle  

e n t i ty ,  but rather was made up of m ultip le  characters or parts which 

expressed themselves a t  d if fe re n t  times and in d i f fe re n t  s ituations .

This existence o f m ultip le parts of s e l f  had relevance for the  

re lationship  between being a woman and being a mother. The women in th is  

study viewed mothering as a ro le  they held th a t  at times induced certa in  

parts of se lf  to  become more dominant and take center stage. For some of  

the women the ro le  of mother had at times ac tua lly  taken over s e l f .

This concept of m ultip le  selves has been described in the l i t e r a t u r e  

as w e ll .  Hermans & Kempen (1993) ta lk  of the m ultip le  I ' s  which make up 

the s e l f .  Mair (1977) uses the metaphor o f community o f selves to describe 

s e l f .  As I  listened to +"̂ e partic ipants describe th e ir  experience of s e l f  

I  was reminded of E ' s (1929/1984) concept o f s e l f  as polyphonic

novel. The women d- . numerous voices or parts, each of which had

th e ir  own story l in e ,  but who a t  times were drowned out by the voices and 

story l ines of other characters within s e l f .
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sometimes I  think we need to define i t  you know to  just label 

those parts of ourse lves .. .then f ind  those parts that we can 

understand or grasp them a l i t t l e  b i t  more, because I  think  

th a t  maybe parts o f  us a re n 't  being allowed out or honored, so 

I  th ink i t s  re a l ly  important to see us as having d if fe re n t  

parts and keep a balance on tha t.  (Rachel)

As well as having d i f fe re n t  existing parts , s im ila r  to Markus & 

Nurius' (1986) idea of possible selves, the part ic ipants  described the 

selves they hope to become. These possible selves were often somewhat in 

existence but the women only caught f le e t in g  glimpses of them. Marion 

ta lked o f her hope of nurturing her independent s e l f ,  her r isk-tak ing  

s e l f ,  and her self-assured s e l f .  Lois expressed her desire to discover the  

parts w ith in  her s e lf  which were buried, and which she had not yet had the 

courage to explore.

S e l f  as a Relational Process

Another essential ch arac te r is t ic  of s e l f  as described by the 

p art ic ip an ts  was i ts  dynamic nature. For these women s e l f  was not a s ta t ic  

e n t i ty ,  but rather was an evolving, ever-changing process. In addition, i t  

was not a separate intrapsychic phenomena, but a re la tiona l one.

another in te res ting  thing for me being a mother is  that these 

parts are in  re la t io n  to my children, and I 'm  in re la t io n  with 

them and th a t 's  always evolving and changing but i ts  always 

there . (Lorraine)
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and the part o f  me th a t 's  my mother says do you r e a l ly  think  

you should be doing th a t  dear and you should be staying home. 

(Diana)

In re fe rr in g  to th is  re la t io n a l nature of s e lf ,  Rachel described the 

influence her partner and other people in society had on her evolving 

s e l f .

His projection of mother had something to do with the mother 

stayed home...I was suddenly the dish rag...my s e l f  re a l ly  

suffered, I  projected o f course some of the things I  picked 

up— the tra d it io n  of how I  should be, and what i t ' s  going to  

take now. I  started to  get into what do I  have to look l ik e  as 

a mother.

Numerous scholars in the f i e l d  of womens' psychology have described th is  

re la t io n a l  nature o f  womens' development of s e l f  (Chodorow, 1978; 

G il l ig a n ,  e t a l ,  1991; M i l le r ,  1991). Hermans & Kempen (1993) take th is  

notion fu rth e r  and assert th a t  s e l f  is  not only developed in  re la tion  but 

s e l f  i s  a re la tion . According to these authors, s e l f  as a re la tiona l  

phenomena transcends the boundaries between the inside and the outside. 

Other people, along with societal roles and values, are integrated into  

and form some of the m ultip le  I ' s  within the s e l f .  Rather than the 

ind iv idual l iv in g  in  the context of society, the indiv idual and the 

context are parts o f  a whole, with these parts being in dialogical  

re la t io n s h ip .  Hermans & Kempen's notion o f s e l f  as a re la t io n  corresponds 

with the part ic ipants ' descriptions. Diana provides an apt example of 

others being a part o f  her d ia log ica l s e l f  in the fo llow ing quote.
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For me th a t 's  why i t ' s  a struggle, why i t ' s  not just a matter 

of th is  is  what I  want th is  is what I ' l l  do, those other parts 

are r e a l ly  active  that I  have to work with before I  can decide

how I  want to be...and along with that goes a lo t  of

dialogue tha t  goes back and fo r th  between the parts.

In re ferr ing  to these other parts Diana was describing her parents, 

cultura l norms and values, and the expectations of others which have 

become integrated into  her being.

Self as a Svnthesis

Through th is  dialogue between the d if fe re n t  parts, the women in the 

study described the s e l f  as synthesising the many parts into a connected 

whole. As the women became aware of the d i f fe re n t  parts within th e ir  

s e lf ,  and the story each played out, they describe beginning to exercise

more choice regarding which voices or parts they tuned in to . They

deliberate ly  l is tened to voices which they f e l t  were more health promoting 

for them, and which expressed the parts which were closer to how they 

wanted to be. As the women concentrated on lis ten ing  to these voices, some 

of the voices or parts which had previously been very meaningful and 

dominant in th e i r  l i f e  were dethroned and placed fu rthe r  in the 

background. An important aspect of th is  dethroning was that although the 

voices were no longer as dominant, they were s t i l l  in existence and in 

d if fe re n t  contexts or situations they moved to center stage once again. 

Their voices are not as strong and I'm not beating myself up 

as much about i t  as I  did before but i t  s t i l l  makes me change 

paces a l i t t l e  b i t ,  but then I  pick up to my own pace again 

and don 't l e t  i t  bother me as much. (Diana)
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Hermans & Kempen (1993) describe th is  synthesis as a valuation process. 

Sim ilar to what Diana describes, Hermans & Kempen assert that by the 

nature of i t s  d ia log ica l po ten tia l,  the s e l f  is equipped to  confront the 

inside characters w ith one another, as well as confront the in terna l and 

external characters with one another. In describing the synthesis process, 

these w riters  use the analogy of a composer of contemporary music who 

invents new music by le t t in g  himself or he rse lf  be inspired by a vast 

array of sounds and melodies. In such a music composition, disparate  

elements are brought together to provide f u l l  expression of the composer's 

in te n t.  S im ila r ly ,  the women described how in th e ir  process of s e l f ­

d e f in it io n  the s e l f  had worked toward synthesizing the many parts in to  a 

cohesive whole. This does not mean that s e l f  becomes one e n t i ty ,  but 

rather there is  an interconnectedness among the parts, and an awareness of 

th e ir  in te rre la t io nsh ips .

What I'm re a l ly  reconnected with is  a l l  of me, the parts that  

I'm not p a r t ic u la r ly  happy w ith, my whole s e l f ,  that I  don't  

just have to present to you the good parts tha t I  don't always 

have to look l ik e  I'm in control th a t  th is  is  me, th is  part  

and th is  part and th is  part and th a t 's  how i t  is .  (Diana)

Sampson (1985) emphasizes that th is  interrelatedness is  essential i f  

order within the s e l f  is  to emerge. The partic ipants  described 

experiencing th is  order in d if fe re n t  ways. For Marion i t  seemed l ik e  she 

f e l t  chaotic a lo t  o f  the time. Marion described th a t  there were parts  in 

her such as her church, her parents, her community, and certain of her own 

b e l ie fs  which we-e not interconnected with other parts of her s e l f .  What 

she had found, however, was that as she stopped try ing  to  suppress the
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other parts and the interconnectedness between the parts grew, she 

experienced less chaos. In te re s t in g ly ,  although she f e l t  less chaotic 

w ith in , she experienced more chaos in her l i f e  due to other peoples' 

unfavorable reactions to her d i f fe re n t  s e lf .

In summary, the s e l f  as described and experienced by the partic ipants  

in th is  study seems to be a d ia log ica l relationship o f m ultip le parts. The 

parts within the s e l f  and the relationships between them, are ever- 

evolving and changing as the s e l f  goes through the process of s e l f ­

d e f in i t io n .

The Process of S e lf -d e f in i t io n

As I  listened to the women describe th e ir  experience o f defining  

s e l f ,  I  listened for how they spoke of th e ir  experiences and linked the 

many elements within th e ir  experiences together. An essential aspect 

w ith in  a l l  of the womens' descriptions was th e ir  use of narrative in 

describing th e ir  experience o f  defining s e lf .  The form of narrative used 

varied among the part ic ipan ts . Some women described needing to go back to 

the beginning, apparently needing to re la te  past aspects of th e ir  l i f e  in 

order to  present th e ir  current experience. Other part ic ipan ts  did not 

fo llow  a chronological order but to ld  th e ir  s tories by weaving a thread 

through numerous episodes in th e i r  l iv e s .  For a l l  o f  the partic ipants , 

n arra t iv e  served as the cohesive thread which linked a l l  o f  the many 

themes within th e ir  experience of defining s e l f .  Following the womens' 

lead, I  have therefore chosen to describe the womens' experience of  

defin ing se lf  using n arra tive  as the root metaphor o f  s e l f .
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Narrative as Root Metaphor of S e lf  

Our d e f in it io n  of s e l f ,  or love, can only be given in the form 

of a story: The nature of human being can only be defined by 

recounting the history o f what we are becoming; the dance of  

love can only be detected in  the postures of des ire  that  

characterize us at various stages along l i f e ' s  way. (Keen,

1983, p .27).

Lakoff & Johnson (1980) maintain that "metaphor is  one of our most 

important tools fo r  try ing  to comprehend p a r t ia l ly  what cannot be 

comprehended to ta l ly "  (p. 193). These authors contend metaphor unites 

reason and imagination in to  what they term imaginative ra t io n a l i ty .  

S im ila r ly ,  Mair (1977) asserts that when we attempt to  understand anything 

unfam iliar  or unknown we seem to resort to  the use of metaphor. Carlson 

(1988) suggests that although we may not be aware of i t ,  metaphors have 

been central tools in the descriptions of human development. Carlson 

points out that development i t s e l f  is  a metaphor, and id e n t i f ie s  numerous 

meanings in the developmental l i t e r a tu r e  inherent in the metaphor of 

development. Some of these meanings Carlson delineates include: to  open 

out o f i t s  enfolding cover; to  unveil or lay bare oneself; to  evolve; to 

grow in to  f u l l e r ,  higher, or more mature condition; to  gradually unfold or 

bring in to  f u l le r  view; to learn through l i f e ' s  journey; and l i f e  as an 

authoring o f one's story.

In the process o f using metaphors there is  an act of transference, we 

act as i f  the events which we usually ascribe to one set o f  categories 

r e a l ly  belong to another (Mair, 1977). Since narra tive  was employed by the 

p art ic ip an ts  to organize th e i r  experiences, actions, and the meaning of
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those experiences and actions into a cohesive form, I  believe the 

narrative structure w i l l  best enable me to portray th e ir  experience of 

defining s e lf .

Narrative as a root metaphor for s e l f  views s e lf  as a configuring of 

personal events in to  a h is to r ica l unity which includes what one has been, 

what one is , and what one anticipates one w i l l  be (Polkinghorne, 1988). 

Through a l l  of the interviews with the women th is  h is to r ica l unity  

presented i t s e l f .  The women described being a combination of a l l  they had 

experienced, what they presently were experiencing, and what they hoped to 

experience in the fu tu re . Gergen & Gergen (1986) maintain the most 

essential ingredient o f narrative is  i t s  cap ab ility  to structure events in 

such a way that they demonstrate a connectedness or coherence, as well as 

a sense of movement or d irection through time. Polkinghorne (1988) 

suggests that in conceptualizing s e lf  as a narra tive  the focus is not on 

sameness, but rather is  on the process of actua liz ing  what is  p o te n t ia l ly  

possible in one's l i f e .  Similar to these notions, in the stories  of the 

partic ipants the experience of defining s e l f  was focused on change and 

p o ten tia l.  The women described s e l f -d e f in i t io n  as an "ongoing process 

which w i l l  never end". The direction th is  process took involved a moving 

toward greater awareness and discovery of s e l f ,  and toward the c u lt iv a t in g  

of a re lationsh ip  between the inner and outer expressions of s e l f .  

Defining Self

When presenting the findings of a study of th is  nature, i t  set.ns an 

almost impossible task to capture the depth and richness of understanding 

that emerged as a resu lt  of the p a r t ic ip a n t 's  descriptions of th e i r  

experiences. In an e f fo r t  to do ju s t ic e  to the experiences they shared
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with me, I have chosen to use the voices of the women wherever possible. 

The descriptor which labels each phase and theme with in  the process of 

s e lf -d e f in i t io n  is taken from the words o f the part ic ipants . I  also  

include numerous quotes to re f le c t  the meanings inherent within each of 

the themes.

For a l l  of the women th e ir  se lf -de fin ing  experience encompassed what 

they termed phases. S ix of the partic ipants described three very s im ila r  

phases. These phases included: a) "N on-re flective  doing", b) "Living in  

the shadows", and c) "Reclaiming and discovering s e lf" .  The other 

p artic ipant,  Evelyn, described her experience somewhat d i f fe re n t ly .  Evelyn 

described her phases as being congruent with the part of herse lf  she was 

developing at that p a r t ic u la r  time. In te re s t in g ly  though, in analyzing her 

descriptions she does share a number of the themes expressed by the other 

partic ipants . Evelyn's experience of defin ing s e l f  w i l l  be illuminated by 

comparing and contrasting i t  to the other partic ipants during the 

discussion of the themes.

Although for ease of description I  w i l l  present the three phases in 

a l in e a r  fashion, fo r  the women in th is  study defining s e l f  was not a 

l in e a r ,  s tra ight forward process. The women described a continual back and 

forth  movement both between and within the d i f fe re n t  phases. This back and 

fo rth  motion included times when the women f e l t  strong and c lear which led 

to growth and movement forward, and other L'mgs when they f e l t  vulnerable  

and unsure, which led them to re treat from the process or from th e ir  s e l f .  

The women however, described both the strong times and the vulnerable  

times ns being essential to the process of learning and discovering s e l f .  

As Diana recounts:
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I t ' s  slow, back and fo r th ,  i t s  not l ik e  now I 'v e  seen the 

l ig h t  now I  see my path I  want to take. But I  th ink as well as 

being fru s tra t ing  th a t 's  the part th a t 's  re a l ly  making me 

so lid  in what I'm doing as w ell, cause even i f  I  spiral 

backwards when I  s ta r t  coming back upwards I 'v e  got more 

strength.

Non-Ref1 active Doing

Mom said she cried when she got a l i t t l e  g i r l .  The doctor to ld  

her I  was going to be a boy, but she got her d o l l . . . I  was 

breakable, pink, and f r i l l y .  (Marion)

For six of the part ic ipants  in the study, th e ir  early  process of 

defining s e l f  involved a somewhat non-reflective  taking up of roles and an 

acting out of a l i f e  tha t  had been modeled for them by th e i r  parents and 

by others in society. Although the d e ta ils  of th is  experience varied amr~g 

p art ic ipan ts , within th is  n on -re flec tive  taking up of l i f e ,  six main 

themes were described. These included:

1. I 'v e  got i t  a l l  figured out.

2. Embracing a sc r ip t .

3. Approval and recognition as a motivator in l i f e .

4. Authentic ity  versus connection.

5. Denying parts of s e l f .

6. Choosing the safety of the cocoon.

I 'v e  got i t  a l l  figured out.

I t ' s  rea l ly  funny because back then I  thought I  had done i t .

I  thought I  had the whole world aced. (Marion)
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During th is  non-re flective  phase, the part ic ipants  described 

believing they had the knowledge they needed for a happy l i f e .  As the 

women came of age and began making major l i f e  choices which structured  

th e ir  l ive s ,  they described thinking and believing tha t they were on the ir  

way to the good l i f e .

In a lo t  of ways I was naive. Just thinking that l i f e  was just  

a s tra ig h t road and I  would just keep going down i t  and 

everything was a p icnic. (Lois)

at nineteen I  remember thinking oh I 'v e  got i t  a l l ,  no 

problem. (Anne)

In following th is  road to the good l i f e ,  the women copied the actions of 

in f lu e n t ia l  others, including members of th e ir  family and other people 

they considered models in society. A l l  of th e ir  actions and choices were 

centered on helping them get to th> c u l tu ra l ly  prescribed place to be.

I was the one that i t  appeared was successful, that I ' d  gone 

o ff  to  university. I 'd  gotten married. I 'd  married someone 

with a reputable profession, and we had the trappings of the  

big house and a l l  the nice s tu f f ,  and then I  had th is  nice 

beautifu l daughter. (Lorraine)

In contrast to the s ix  partic ipants who described th is  b e l ie f  that 

they had l i f e  a l l  figured out, Evelyn describes a somewhat d if fe re n t  

process at th is  point in her l i f e .  Recounting how at seventeen she went 

o f f  to  Oxford she states:

I  went because I  was interested in thinking. I  wanted to f ind  

other people who were thinking and f iguring what was so 

important, having discussions about the meaning of l i f e  and
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a l l  tha t  s tu f f  you get into when you're a s tu d e n t . . . in  both my 

experience and what I  read ( I  was) a free  s p i r i t  or whatever.

In re f le c t in g  on th is  d if fe r in g  experience, Evelyn described questioning 

the taken-for-granteds of society even as a very young ch ild . What she 

id e n t if ie d  as helping her to do th a t ,  was the environment in which she 

grew up.

I 'v e  been very lucky ac tua lly ,  I 'v e  ju s t  been able to develop 

who I  a m . . . . i t  may be the s tra ta  in society that I  came out o f  

but I  think in B rita in  there is  more of a regard fo r academic 

or mental or even s p ir itu a l  searching in terms of there being 

a place for the eccentric whose following tha t  course and th a t  

person is almost supported as a necessary part of society.

This approval of d ifference was something that was id e n t i f ie d  by the 

other part ic ipants  as missing from th e i r  own environments. These 

p artic ipants  described external approval as having a central influence on 

t h e i r  l iv e s ,  but the approval came by f i t t i n g  in as opposed to  being 

d if fe re n t .

In her model of womens' s e l f -d e f in i t io n ,  Peck (1986) terms th is  

external environment the s o c ia l-h is to r ic a l  time dimension. In Peck's model 

th is  dimension is depicted as an outer wall which encompasses the en tire  

process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n .  Peck maintains that the f l e x i b i l i t y  of th is  

wall w i l l  determine the degree to which a woman is able to vary her roles, 

and the freedom she has in which to  define her s e l f .  The p art ic ip an ts '  

contrasting experiences re f le c t  d i f fe r in g  degrees of f l e x i b i l i t y  in th is  

soc io -h is tor ica l dimension. S im ilar to what Evelyn describes, i t  would 

appear tha t the women who had more f l e x i b i l i t y  in th is  dimension o f  th e ir
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experience were able to express more parts o f th e ir  s e l f  and experience a 

more spontaneous process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n .

Embracing a s c r ip t .  One way in which the women who were s tr iv in g  to 

f i t  in described accomplishing th is  goal, was by taking on the 

preconceived roles and expectations o f others and o f  society. These roles 

included those of daughter, wife, mother, and so forth . Most of the 

partic ipants describe the enactments of the roles as following the 

t ra d it io n a l cu ltu ra l norms.

I t ' s  the same with everything that my mom put me in, kind of 

t ra d it io n a l ,  my brother played hockey, I  did b a l le t ,  he played 

the trumpet, I  did piano. (Marion)

Although these roles were often handed down in te rgenerationally , the women 

described happily accepting the roles and in fact fee ling  excited about 

enacting them.

There was some excitement, can I  do th is .  There was a positive  

part, a challenge. (Rachel)

I  was re a l ly  excited and re a l ly  committed. I  ju s t  f e l t  that I  

wanted to stay home and tha t,  that wasn't a problem once I  

made up my mind to do that. (Lois)

the roles were things l ik e  becoming a w ife, student so I  was 

um, and throughout tha t I  th ink for awhile I  d id n 't  question, 

i t  seemed l ik e ,  I  believed th a t 's  what I  wanted, I  mean, to 

have a partner, have a career, those things were always 

important to me. (Lorraine)
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In enacting the roles the women portray a p icture of t ra d it io n a l  

gender separation. The females became the fam ily nurturer and th e ir  mates 

assumed the breadwinning ro le .

I  had th is  idea about being a perfect w ife . . .w e  did focus on 

his work and c a r e e r . . . I  guess I  would do things l ik e  you know 

make sure've had a nice house, the cooking and the t ra d it io n a l  

things (Lorraine)

you know how i t  is ,  lunch is on time, up a t  seven the l i t t l e  

apron kind o f deal, baking c o o k ie s . . . I  had th is  idea that I 'd  

have polished na ils  and I  don't know where I  got these images 

but I think from childhood (Rachel)

do things l ik e  stay at home and you know breast feed my 

daughter, and I  made my own baby food, and my own bread 

(Lorraine)

An in teresting  aspect of th is  enacting of roles was that the women often 

believed they were making personal choices that were d if fe re n t  from the 

t ra d it io n a l  stereotypical patterns.

somehow I  th ink  i t  had s l ig h t ly  d i f fe re n t  meanings fo r  

d iffe re n t  couples I  knew, . . . p a r t  of my ro le was not to be l ik e  

I  would do the domestic scene and the husband go to  work, l ik e  

that wasn't i t ,  we both had careers and we both shared in the 

chores (Lorraine)

As the women re flec ted  on th is  taking of roles during the interview, a 

number of them described reaching the re a l iz a t io n  tha t  although they
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thought they were stepping out of the confines of prescribed roles in 

choosing to work and sharing household tasks, they had in fact just 

assumed the ro le  of woman/mother in the 1990's. Rachel fo r  example, 

describes a period in her l i f e  when she decided to break free of the 

ex te rna lly  given role and go out and find  herse lf .  She describes fee ling  

she needed to break free  to prove "I'm  not jus t  a l i t t l e  f lake  who can 

bake cookies". What she discovered is th is  new her was just another ro le ,  

soc ie ty 's  idea of what a woman in the 1990's should be. Just as she had 

doubted herse lf as a wife and mother, she began doubting herself as a 

representative of the new woman. She reca lls  thinking to herself "can I 

pull th is  o f f ,  can I  be as strong as these women are projecting onto me". 

She describes the pressure from d i f fe re n t  factions fo r  her to conform to 

a certa in  image. Her partner and part of society were expecting the image 

of mother, while the womens' group she turned to for support, expected her 

to shed a l l  domesticity.

There was th is  one image of me try ing to be, re a l ly  s tr iv ing  

to be a mother image.. . . (and th is  other) then fee ling  guilty  

fo r  even wanting to be a mother, fee ling  t e r r i b l y . . .ashamed 

that I  was not out there doing th is  whole career t r ip .

The women described the roles they enacted as being unreal, and 

leading them to  don a facade— even to themselves. This facade was o f  the 

perfect mother, w ife, daughter, and so fo rth . A person with no flaws, who 

was on top of i t  a l l ,  fo r  whom nothing was too much.

Patsy (the dog) had a soup bone and we had to cook i t . . . I  put 

i t  in the oven th is  morning and I  was re a l ly  pleased because 

I  thought gee I  should cook a soup bone every morning,. .sort
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of an affirm ation tha t  I'm doing okay. I 'v e  got the smell of  

a roast cooking even though I'm veg eta r ian .. . th a t  kind of  

image that I'm mother hen. I 'v e  got th is  whole scene 

happening, th is  whole nurturing, warm, wonderful scene 

(Rachel)

I  had th is  thought of perfection that was so p a i n f u l . . . . I  

could never re a l ly  l e t  down my gu.ard to be real with people 

and become re a l ly  tru s ting  and close (Marion)

The women describe th is  paradox between maintaining th is  perfect facade 

while fee l in g  alone and vulnerable inside, and yet being pleased that  

other people believed they were flawless.

I t s  funny cause I  can remember a g i r l f r ie n d  saying to  me you 

know (Lorraine) you always appear l ike  you've got i t  a l l  

together, but she was I  mean lots o f people t e l l  me tha t,  I  

said yeah i t  looks that way but on the inside th a t 's  not the 

r e a l i t y ,  but also being pleased th a t  I was carrying i t  o f f  

(Lorraine)

Approval and recognition as a motivator in l i f e .  The partic ipants  

describe tha t  th e ir  motivation fo r  assuming and enacting the ro les, was 

th e i r  desire for approval and recognition from others and the need to f i t  

in ,  to be connected to people and to society.

i t  was important fo r  me to  get the best marks and I  can 

remember even back in grade four and f iv e ,  getting  the best 

marks and getting tha t  recognition. I f  I  did, especia lly  my 

mom would be re a l ly  proud o f me...being well behaved, having
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nice manners so people would l ik e  me cau-'c- my behavior

re flec ted  on my parents (Diana)

I  remember mom had a dinner party once when I  y.as in my teens 

and I  peeled a l l  the potatoes, I  helped serve and I  just  

remember fee l in g  so good because I  ju s t  had done everything,

I  was a s t a r . . . I  did b a l le t  fo r 15 years and I  would perform 

in the l iv in g  room (Marion)

I  just have a need to be successful. . .  I'm use to getting  

praise and I  seem to need i t . . . I  th ink I  feel valued because 

of i t ,  i t s  where I  get my sense of s e l f  from a lo t ,  because I 

see i t  through other people's eyes, I  don't see through my 

own. (Lois)

The part ic ipan ts  described the acquiring of this approval and

recognition as being conditional. They reported being given both d irec t  

and ind irect messages about how a woman should be and what a good mother

is . In order to  receive approval and to f i t  in ,  the partic ipants used the

external expectations to guide th e ir  choices and actions.

Something to do with probably s e lf  esteem, confusion about 

what is  valuable in the f i r s t  place, some sort of message that

i t ' s  not okay to  be jus t doing what I  was doing there was

th is  kind o f fee ling  l ik e  what i f  I  d id n 't  complete my degree, 

that person did, they 're  better than me (Rachel)
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ordinary, mundane drudgery, they 're  not appreciated. I f  your 

house is messy and someone walks in , they don't know that  

you've been reading stories to your children a l l  afternoon or 

doing artwork (Rachel)

This external need fo r  approval affected how they viewed themselves as 

people, as mothers, and the satis faction  they received from th e ir  

mothering role.

I guess within a year i t  began to pale and I  began to rea l ize  

that I  wasn't valued or I  d idn 't  feel valued unless I  could, 

that I  had a pos it ion , l ik e  a paying position , out in the work 

world. Where th a t  came up was cocktail parties  and a l l  that 

s tu ff  where people were saying, what do you do. I  would feel 

l ik e  I  had to apologize by saying I'm  working at home (Lois)

This need for recognition often led the women to put th e ir  own needs aside 

in order to receive the recognition.

They came over in the evening to v i s i t  and they d id n 't  go 

home. They ju s t  sat there and I  was f a l l in g  asleep. I knew I

would have two babies who would need me. I  was breast feeding

them both, th a t  I  would have to breast feed in three hours. I  

usually went to  bed so I  could get some sleep. I  remember just  

s it t in g  there saying go home and yet I  d id n 't  have the courage 

to say i t  (Lois)

In teresting ly , the women described knowing that th is  need for  

external recognition often blocked th e ir  growth and enjoyment of l i f e .  The 

women talked of working toward being more s e l f  determ• -ng, yet fo r  most

of them i t  proves to  be one of th e ir  biggest struggles.
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I 'm  hopeful there w i l l  be a time when I say I  am who I am and 

be happy with th a t ,  and coming to that point I'm re a l ly  happy 

with that and I ' l l  receive the reinforcement that I 'v e  been 

seeking but I  won't need i t  (Marion)

I  am working at becoming more aware of my needs and voicing 

them. I t ' s  hard, but I'm getting there (Lois)

McBride (1990) contends th a t  the right to be self-expressive and 

self-determ ining without fear or g u i l t  has not been adequately supported 

in  our cu lture . Similar to the experiences of the part ic ipants  in th is  

study, McBride maintains responding to external pressures by conforming to 

other's  expectations has been a major focus fo r those women who wish to 

maintain relationships and f i t  i t .  An interesting paradox that was 

described by the partic ipants in th is  study however, was that the donning 

of a facade of perfection ac tu a lly  distanced them from people. Throughout 

th is  period of acting, although they were supposedly connected to other 

people, they describe fee ling  very alone and lonely.

Authentic ity  vs connection.

To be d if fe re n t  yet attached is one of the great challenges of 

human relatedness. Difference implies dispute; i t  implies one 

is  good and the other b a d . . . fo r  the developing g i r l ,  being 

rooted in the fam ily , most often mother, is  a secure position  

of selfhood. When she expresses family values and p r io r i t ie s ,  

she knows that she is good in the eyes of those who matter 

most to her. Therefore, she can value herse lf (Josselson,

1987, p. 171).
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In meeting th is  need to f i t  in and be pos it ive ly  recognized, the women 

described two b a tt l ing  forces w ith in  them. One force argued for being 

authentic, to  be who they were no matter what the cost. The second force 

looked a t  the cost of authentic ity  and argued for connection. To choose 

au then tic ity  meant giving up the preconceived roles, and not meeting the 

expectations of themselves, others and society. During the "non-

re f le c t iv e "  phase th is  b a tt le  was waged re la t iv e ly  unconsciously, and for 

a l l  of the women except Evelyn, the connection side won. What th is  meant 

was the women began denying and/or quieting parts of th e ir  s e l f .  The parts 

that were muffled were parts which were not valued or accepted by the ir  

family or societal values and norms. On re f lec tio n , the women were able to 

id e n t ify  indications o f  the b a t t le  such as inner rumblings, and a constant 

doing and searching to quieten the rumblings. Lorraine, fo r  example, 

describes moving several times, changing careers, taking courses and so 

forth  in an attempt to " f i l l  the void". Marion describes having more 

babies and building bigger and fan c ie r  houses, yet s t i l l  fe e l in g  restless.

The power of the desire fo r connection is re f lec ted  in Evelyn's 

experience. For the majority of her l i f e  Evelyn describes sidetracking the 

no n -re f lec tive  phase and choosing au th en tic ity .  For example she describes 

an episode where in her teenage years her fa ther wanted her to be

confi rmed,

I  had some real questions about the basic tenets o f  the 

Christian doctrine so I  said no. I'm not going to sign th is ,

th e re 's  a flaw in th is  and I 'm  not going to do i t .

Evelyn re la te c  numerous other examples of her conscious attempt to not 

"buy what society is  s e l l in g " .  There was one time however, when Evelyn
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recounts " I  did lose my own sense of what I  could do". Evelyn to ld  of  

becoming pregnant as a single woman. In making her decision about whether 

to  continue her pregnancy Evelyn describes not "having a sense of being 

able to survive e n t i re ly  on my own, and i t  would have been outside the  

support of my own fam ily , i t  would have been outside the support of the  

community".

In re f le c t in g  on th is  experience with Evelyn, and discussing the  

b a tt le  between au th en tic ity  and connection i t  seemed that in some ways 

Evelyn shared a s im ila r  b a tt le  as the other partic ipants described. Her 

family and community had a much broader range of acceptable behavior which 

allowed Evelyn to  express parts of her s e l f  and s t i l l  be connected. When 

i t  came to the th rea t  of losing that connection however, as strong and 

independent as she was Evelyn f e l t  she could not continue her pregnancy 

without that connection.

In de liberating  about the process of individuation in g i r ls  and 

women, Josselson (1987) maintains what is  c r i t i c a l  in the development of 

s e l f  is not whether there is a separation from parents per se, but whether 

there is  a reworking o f aspects of s e l f .  What is  essential for healthy  

development to occur, according to Josselson, is  that women have a choice 

in the creation and expression of s e l f .  The partic ipants in th is  study 

described th is  choice as being circumscribed by th e ir  need to be connected 

to  others. I f  i t  came to a choice between being themselves or being 

connected, they most often chose connection. The women described learning  

to suppress s e l f  fo r connectedness and gradually integrating that in to  

th e ir  spontaneous way o f interacting with people. As Diana describes,
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at f i r s t  I did i t  cause my mom was very c lear  about what I  was 

suppose to do, then I  became adept a t  recognizing i t ,  (at  

looking) a t people's reactions (and acting accordingly).

Kaschak (1988) maintains th is  way of in te rac tin g  re flec ts  a sense of 

i n v is ib i l i t y  fo r  women both outside o f,  and w ith in  th e ir  re lationships.  

According to Kaschak, womens' boundaries "must remain reactive, unformed 

and s itu a tio n a l,  v ig i la n t ly  other-oriented ra ther than precise and s e l f ­

defined" (p. 116) in order to maintain re la t io n  and connection.

In te res ting ly , the b a t t le  between au then tic ity  and connectedness in the  

narratives of the women in th is  study did not end with the choice fo r  

connection. In subsequent phases, waging of th is  b a t t le  continued with  

d i f fe re n t  results. During the "doll" phase however, as a result of the 

loss of authenticity the women describe losing connection with parts of 

th e ir  s e l f .  This loss o f  connection had a major impact on the womens' 

s e l f -d e f in i t io n .  As Rachel describes, " I  neglected myself for a long time, 

and realized the consequences, the very subtle consequences of neglecting  

the true s e lf ."

Denvinq parts of s e l f .

we silence the reasons of the heart because wa have chosen to 

follow a path o f heartless knowledge, no matter where i t  takes 

us (Keen, 1983, p. 4)

Similar to Kaschak's arguments, Hermans & Kempen (1993) maintain 

tha t the possible positions the d if fe re n t  parts  o f s e l f  may play in a 

person's l i f e  are organized and re s tr ic te d  by the process of 

in s t itu t io n a lis a t io n  by forces such as fam ily , school, church, community 

l i f e  and so fo rth .  According to these authors, ce rta in  parts and positions
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are approved, while some are disapproveu or even re jected by these 

in s t i tu t io n s .  What results is that certain parts of s e lf  become strongly 

developed, while others become suppressed.

Denying parts of s e l f  took many forms for the women in this study. 

For Lorraine and Anne i t  began with the taking on of preconceived roles, 

believing these roles would u lt im ate ly  make them happy. For these women 

the messages from others were c lea r  yet not necessarily d irec t .  These 

women described i t  as s im ilar to  positive reinforcement. When they 

performed according to cu ltura l norms and standards (eg. the perfect wife  

and mother), they received recognition and acknowledgement, so they 

continued to act in that way. On the whole, they were not consciously 

aware th a t  they were denying parts of themselves, and in fact believed 

they were making th e ir  own choices. These women describe at times 

suppressing inner voices which were reverberating within them. As these 

voices clamoured for a tten tion , the women would ignore them, ta lk  

themselves out of viewing the voices as important, and/or busily s ta rt  

doing something external which would drown them out. The women described 

th is  as a sort of external searching. With any feelings of 

d is s a t is fa c t io n , they would look outward for something to quieten the 

fee ling s .

Diana and Marion describe the denial of s e lf  as beginning at a very 

early  age. In contrast to Evelyn's broader range of acceptable (and her 

subsequent a b i l i t y  to express more parts of her s e l f ) ,  Diana and Marion 

had a very narrow range of acceptable. Both women describe th e ir  mothers 

as very in f lu e n t ia l  and overt in molding th e ir  behavior, and in
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encouraging the donning of a certa in  image. Diana describes the image and 

ro le  her mother had conceptualized fo r  her,

my l i f e  was getting married and probably getting married to  

someone who could provide fo r  me w e l l . . .the message I  got from 

her was go a f te r  someone professional.

In re f le c t io n , Diana described her mother as following a s im ilar  

pattern of denying parts o f  herse lf  which gave her joy. When Diana's 

mother pressured Diana to do the same, Diana describes fee ling  confused, 

yet thinking her mom had a lo t  more l i f e  experience and must therefore  

know better than she did. S im ila r ly ,  Marion describes the 

intergenerational inheritance of womens' se lf -d e n ia l  in her family,  

my grandmother believes she gave her whole l i f e  and now i t ' s  

payback time in emotional manipulation....my grandmother had 

a re a l ly  hard time, she always f e l t  re a l ly  bad about herse lf,  

always f e l t  l ik e  she was the black sheep.

For both Diana and Marion the insistence on following one prescribed way 

led them to not only lose connection with parts of t h e i r  s e l f ,  but also to 

lose tru s t in the s e l f  as a whole. As Diana describes,

I  started doubting m yself. . .maybe I started wondering i f  my 

mom's motivation too was she d id n 't  think I  was capable of 

handling i t  and in some ways I  was almost re lieved  that I  

d id n 't  have to .

Marion re lates how she learned very early never to take r isks , believing  

tha t she could not depend on herse lf .  This lack of t ru s t  in her s e l f  and 

in her a b i l i t y  extended to a l l  aspects of her l i f e .  She describes not even 

believing in her a b i l i t y  to think.
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I  had never rea l ly  allowed myself or given myself permission 

to  think tha t  I  could th ink. I t  was as though, . . . (m y  husband) 

w i l l  do my thinking.

For Lois there was a fee ling  of fear and anxiety around connecting 

with certa in  parts of herse lf .  She describes questioning social 

structures, p o l i t ic s ,  and " a l l  sorts of things l ik e  tha t"  in an 

in te l le c tu a l  way, but never questioning personal rules fo r  l iv in g ,  

personal values, or unexplored parts of her s e l f .  Lois slowly began to 

recognize her " r ig id i ty "  in th is  area and i t  "bothered" her. When she 

became a mother however, th is  pondering stopped and she ac t ive ly  assumed 

the t ra d it io n a l  ro le , leaving these parts of her se lf  unexplored.

Rachel describes parts of her s e l f  being suppressed when she became 

a mother. On one hand motherhood tapped into her "wonderful crea tive , and 

s p ir i tu a l"  parts , but on the other hand the everyday routine and work of 

motherhood, and the preconceived expectations of herself and others led to 

parts o f  her s e l f  being suppressed and not valued.

The women in the study conveyed a feeling that during the non- 

r e f le c t iv e  phase they had compromised and at times betrayed th e ir  s e l f .  

They describe disappointment in themselves, others and society in regards 

to  th is  betraya l. Kaschak (1988) ta lks  of th is  paradoxical position women 

are in . Kaschak describes womens' choice as being between

greater relatedness in a society that values in d iv id u a li ty  

above a l l ,  or a s tr iv ing  to overcome her tra in ing  and the 

attendant stresses therein  only to achieve greater  

in d iv id u a li ty  ( ind iv iduation-separation) in a society that  

values greater relatedness for women....she can choose e ith e r



101

damage to the s e l f  or damage to  the s e l f ,  since e ither choice 

carries  for her a connotation a t  least p a r t ia l ly  negative and 

results  in th is  negative evaluation being implicate w ithin her 

own self-concept (p. 114).

Choosing the safetv of the cocoon. During the non -re f le c tive  phase 

the women chose the safety o f  the cocoon. Diana describes the cocoon as 

a l l  of the societal myths and stories  tha t somehow led her to fee l safe 

and secure in l i f e .  Lorraine describes these societal myths and structures  

as a foundation from which she moved out in to  the world. This foundation 

provided the d irec t io n  and structure fo r  her l i f e .  In a s im ila r  vein, Keen 

(1983) asserts that "adult status is won by in te rn a lis in g  the central myth 

of a cu lture , adopting i t s  o f f ic ia l  symbols of status, playing a 

recognized ro le ,  ta i lo r in g  one's consciousness and conduct, one's loves 

and hates, to f i t  the t r ib a l  or group mores" (p .94 ).  This assuming of 

adult status and myth was v iv id ly  described as occurring during the non- 

re f le c t iv e  phase by a l l  of the women except Evelyn.

These mores provided a safe and sturdy in fras tructure  to  l i f e .  Diana 

describes the idea o f questioning th a t  in fras tructure  as too scary to even 

consider. " I  d id n 't  want to see any way out of i t . . . t h e  option was to be 

on my own, and well ( I  believed) I  couldn't depend on myself." Although 

th is  in fras tru c tu re  seemed to provide security  and d irec tion , i t  also 

served to widen the hiatus between th e i r  in ternal and external connection 

and expression of s e l f .  Losing th is  connection with s e l f ,  also meant 

losing the b e l ie f  and tru s t  in herse lf  as a person. From a narra tive  

perspective, th e ir  dominant story became one in which they believed they 

needed the foundation of the cu ltura l cocoon in order to survive. Diana
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and Marion in p a r t ic u la r ,  describe believing they needed a hand to hold. 

Although they had ac tua lly  been quite successful in various circumstances 

during th e ir  l iv e s ,  they never f e l t  safe or secure on th e ir  own. They 

seldom took risks or did anything out of the ordinary without the advice 

of others in th e i r  l i f e .  Marion describes taking a weekend t r ip  away from 

her husband and children and fee ling  nervous and apprehensive the whole 

time. Diana describes even a f te r  several years of marriage, phoning her 

parents for advice before purchasing a car.

Howard (1991) contends th a t  the young learn to t e l l  the dominant 

stories  of th e ir  cu ltu ra l group. These stories shape th e ir  id e n t it ie s  by 

providing a unifying theme to organize the events of th e ir  l iv e s .  Tavris  

(1992) asserts tha t the dominant woman's story in western culture is one 

of "passivity, chance and fa te"  (p. 302). Tavris maintains that what 

follows from these stories  is  the development and shaping of womens' 

id e n t i t ie s .  Tavris ' suggestion that we can be imprisoned by cu ltura l  

stories  or l iberated by them is  reflected in the d if fe r in g  experiences of 

the women in th is  study. For Evelyn, the dominant stories  in her social 

s tra ta  were fo r  the most part l ib e ra t in g ,  the stories  were l ib e ra l  enough 

to  allow the expression of her s e lf .  For Marion and Diana, the stories  

were p a r t ic u la r ly  imprisoning. They followed what Tavris describes as the 

classic  woman's story of both ancient and recent f a i r y  ta les  such as 

Cinderella  and Pretty  Woman. In th e ir  dominant story the happenings were 

beyond th e ir  contro l, and they learned they must await rescue by a prince. 

For Lorraine, Lois, Rachel, and Anne the cu ltu ra l story was also 

imprisoning, although somewhat less so than Diana's and Marion's. These 

women were able to express certa in  parts of themselves, while other parts
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were imprisoned by the dominant story of mother and w ife . Through th is  

imprisonment they gradually lost connection with those parts of th e ir  

s e lf .

O verall, the non -re f lec tive  phase consisted of the taking up of 

cu ltu ra l roles and norms. Throughout th is  phase the women chose to ignore 

and suppress any in ternal rumblings of discontent. To l is te n  to the voices 

would mean to question the very foundation th e ir  l i f e  was b u i l t  on. I t  

seemed easier, and somehow less risky , to simply carry on "doing" what 

they were doing.

Living in the Shadows 

Dear Claire,

Here is a dream I  had a few nights ago. This e v i l  voice kept 

ca ll in g  me over the radio. I  went down a long hallway and 

there was a door. I  knew he was in there . I f e l t  the darkness 

and I  was completely consumed with fe a r .  Paralysed. I  have had 

th is  dream twice before and both times on the eve of a major 

transformation. A s h i f t .  At f i r s t  I  couldn't bring myself to 

summon the l ig h t  to protect me. But i f  I  ran, i t  would consume 

me. I t  took everything I  had to summon the courage and open 

the door and when I  did i t  was gone. I t  was such a struggle to 

find  that l ig h t  and t ru s t  i t .  I  woke up in a sweat. (Rachel) 

Rachel's le t te r  to her s is te r  C la ire  captures the essence of " l iv in g  

in the shadows". During th is  phase the women describe how th e ir  imprisoned 

parts began to rebel. The quiet voices of discontent became louder, and 

gradually the secure foundation of th e ir  l iv e s  began to crumble. The women 

described seven themes in th is  phase including:
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1. Starting  to crumble.

2. Alone on a desert is land.

3. What's the matter with you?

4. The fog begins to l i f t .

5 . The volcano erupts.

6. Clawing my way out of a desperate place.

7. Bombing and devastation.

S tarting  to  crumble.

Dear C la ire ,

Everywhere I turn there is  a leak in the wall that needs to be 

plugged— a constant flow of demands and there is  never a 

fee ling  o f  having any control or peacefulness. There is  always 

something that needs to be done— someone I  am neglecting— some 

meeting I  am unable to attend— some b i l l  that is  overdue. I 

don't seem to be able to f in d  the time to maintain friendships  

and la te ly  I 'v e  been fee l in g  very alone on th is  w a lk . . . .L a s t  

week I  went to s ta r t  the car to get to class and i t  died. I 

came back inside and wept and wept. I  rea l ly  thought I  had 

gone over the edge th is  time, but madwoman came to my rescue.

(Rachel)

As time went on and the women attempted to maintain the facade of 

perfect woman, wife and mother, the act began to take i t s  t o l l .  Gradually 

the strong foundation which had promised security and safety started to 

d is in tegra te . This crumbling process varied for d i f fe re n t  women in the 

study. In te res tin g ly  however, fo r  a l l  of the women the tr iggering  of the 

crumbling process was somehow related to the fact they were mothers. For
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Lorraine, Marion, and Anne i t  began in  quite a dramatic way. In recalling  

the incident Lorraine states she can remember i t  as i f  i t  were yesterday, 

we had b u i l t  th is  big huge house on th is  big acreage and I'm  

s t i l l  caught up in a l l  that perfect s t u f f . . . s o  I  have these 

two wonderful children, a g i r l  and a boy, supposedly th is  

wonderful husband and one day I  remember my son s p i l t  his 

milk. I  started crying, and I  thought there 's  gotta be more to 

l i f e  than s p i l t  milk and changing d ia p e r s . . . I  th ink I  cried  

for three months.

S im ila r ly ,  Marion describes her crumbling as being tr iggered by an 

incident in which her baby f e l l ,

when (son) f e l l  i t  r e a l ly  h i t  me, we need to look a t  who we 

are. I t  was l ik e  th is  is a l i t t l e  person here. I t ' s  not a 

d o l l .  This is  a person who I  need to care fo r and nurture and 

guide, he's not just a feather in my cap.

Anne describes her crumbling process as triggered by the overwhelming 

demands of work, home, mothering, and so fo rth .  She describes her 

experience as s im ilar  to burnout.

I  remember one day I ca lled  (her husband). I t  was a few days 

before payday and so there wasn't a lo t  in the house but there 

was s t i l l  s tu f f .  Normally you jus t look in the cupboard and 

haul out s tu f f  and ju s t  put s tu f f  together, le fto vers  or 

whatever, for lunch. I  couldn't do th a t  any more. I  couldn't  

th ink. I  was absolutely numb. I  couldn't resource a l l  that 

together, and so I  called h im . . . I  had been crying a l l  day.
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For Diana the crumbling process was tr iggered by her need to  care fo r  

her daughter. Diana describes an incident in which her husband had 

promised to take her daughter to a Halloween party. When he fa i le d  to show 

up Diana describes "that was the straw that broke the camel's b a c k . . . I  

might have been w i l l in g  to take that but I'm not going to allow my ch ild  

to be disappointed and l iv e  in that s itu a t io n " .

Lois describes a somewhat d if fe re n t  process. Although she reached a 

sim ilar fee ling  of being overwhelmed with the demands of motherhood 

following the b ir th  of her twins, she continued to do i t  a l l .  In 

re f lec tio n  she recounts more of a gradual crumbling process, where she 

slowly began to look a t  the structure o f  her l i f e  and make changes. During 

the second interv iew  Lois stated "I'm not as fa r  as I  thought I  was". She 

described coming to the rea liza tion  th a t  she had not done the work she 

needed to do to make the changes she believed were necessary, and that she 

could see she had in fa c t  "slipped back into  some old patterns".

Evelyn describes her experience with her unplanned pregnancy as 

pushing her onto her next phase. Although she did not describe the 

experience as a crumbling process, she describes i t  as being a very 

d i f f i c u l t  time in her l i f e ,  where she reassessed and questioned l i f e ,  and 

made choices as a re s u lt .

A ll of the women reached a point where the taken-for-granted  

in fras tructure  they had assumed fo r  th e i r  l i f e  was questioned and began to  

crumble. Duerk (1989) asserts i t  is  often a woman's pain and sadness which 

lead her to change her l i f e .  The women in th is  study describe experiencing  

pain and sadness, but fo r  a l l  of them mothering was in one way or another, 

a cata lyst for the change that occurred.



107

Alone on a desert is land

The timing cou ldn 't  have been worse to leave the marriage but 

I  had to . Surv iva l, the children. I t  was a big step and I  

might not have done i t  because o f  a l l  the fear around losing 

security but the ship was on f i r e .  (Rachel)

During the " l iv in g  in the shadows" phase the women describe fee l in g

very alone. Lorraine, Marion, Lois, Rachel, and Anne describe that because 

of the role and facade they t r ie d  to l iv e  out, they had not only become 

alienated from others, but were also estranged from th e ir  s e l f  and from

l i f e .  Assuming roles, had meant an acting out of l i f e  as opposed to an

experiencing of l i f e .  Since acting out the ro le  and choosing connection 

over authentic ity  required a suppression of parts  of th e i r  s e l f ,  the women 

f e l t  fragmented—who was th is  person inside? As Lindbergh (1955\1975) 

describes "when one is  a stranger to oneself then one is estranged from 

others to o . . .  (and) i t  is  the wilderness in the mind, the desert wastes in

the heart through which one wanders lost and a stranger" ( p .44).

Struggling within th is  desert waste, Lois found a lo t  of people were quick 

to t e l l  her who and what she was, but she began to question i f  what they 

said was accurate.

In re lation to th is  knowing of s e l f ,  Marion describes " I  don't th in k  

I  was given the opportunity to explore who I  r e a l ly  was back then". Marion 

was unable to say whether she in fact enjoyed any of the a c t iv i t ie s  she 

had engaged in during the non-re flective  phase. She described that she did  

not re a l ly  know what she liked or did not l ik e ,  or what she was

p a rt ic u la r ly  drawn to ,  since she had never thought of i t  in tha t  way. She

had ju s t  done i t  because i t  was the r ig h t  thing to do.
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Lorraine describes how fe e l in g  "alone on a desert island" occurred 

gradually over time. Maintaining a facade meant she was separate from 

others, and also had to portray an image of being able to do i t  a l l  on her 

own. " I t ' s  not tha t  there a re n 't  people there but i t ' s  l ik e  I  have to do 

i t  a l l  myself". This alone fee ling  helped spark the in te rn a l rumblings.

When the foundation began to crumble and the questioning began, the 

women f e l t  overwhelmed. Lorraine describes, "when I  started to crumble and 

things started  to f a l l  apart fo r  me quite dramatically I  decided I  have to 

do something here, my l i f e  is n ' t  working th is  is n ' t  re a l ly  me". This need 

to do something however, seemed overwhelming. The women were used to  

having a ru le  book for l i f e ,  and suddenly there was no ru le  book, and no 

secure foundation, just lo ts  of questions for which no one had answers.

The women describe fee ling  very iso lated  with th is  need to do something.

This iso la tio n  occurred in two ways. One way in which they experienced a 

fee l in g  o f  iso la tion  was being with people who up to th a t  time had been 

the closest to them and finding they were not connecting. These people 

were not experiencing a crumbling foundation, and did not understand the 

womens' struggle. The women also describe iso la tion  occurring out of 

personal choice. Anne describes fee l in g  very vulnerable and a fra id  and 

gradually becoming very isolated and obsessed with protecting herself and

her fam ily . Rachel and Lorraine describe losing a lo t  of contacts when

th e ir  re lationships ended. People who had been in th e ir  l ives  up to that 

time e i th e r  d r i f te d  away or ceased being friends.

For Lorraine, Marion, Rachel and Anne th is  fee ling  of aloneness grew 

in to  a fee ling  o f despair. As Anne describes.
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( i t  was) very, very dark, i t  was almost l ik e  I  was l iv in g  in 

one of those big mansions th a t 's  a l l  shadows and big doors and 

rooms... there was that lack of control over my environment 

because I  d id n 't  know.

S im ila r ly ,  Marion describes a dark time in her process of defin ing s e l f .  

For Marion the weight she had gained during her pregnancies, and which she 

had never lo s t ,  symbolized her in a b i l i t y  to l iv e  up to the perfect 

expectations. In an attempt to regain control and once again r e f le c t  that  

perfect image, she began a series of d ie ts .  A fter numerous programs and 

attempts to lose the weight fa i le d ,  she descended into what she terms the 

p i t .  Marion had d i f f i c u l t y  describing the p i t  " i t ' s  l ik e  my memory is n ' t  

clear, I  have to go in sequence". What she does reca ll though are the 

feelings of is o la t io n , depression and lack of control. Marion also stated  

that as dark as i t  was in the p i t ,  "at leas t  I  f e l t  something". I t  was the 

f i r s t  time she remembers re a l ly  fe e l in g  and experiencing l i f e .  Rachel 

describes what she ca l ls  the black hole, where she lost touch w ith  herself  

and everyone who was nurturing in  her l i f e .  " I f e l t  to ta l ly  

disconnected ... I  went into the dark chasm of myself and hid away".

Although during th is  phase the women experienced th e i r  mythicnl 

foundation beginning to crumble and began questioning l i f e ,  where the 

majority of questioning was directed was at themselves. They describe 

themselves and others asking the question, "What is the matter w ith you?". 

As Duerk (1989) asserts present-day society expects women to maintain a 

doing a t t i tu d e .  Duerk further contends that society is  a f ra id  of the 

descent in to  depression, "suffering is  feared and the sufferer is  outcast"
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(p .37). This fear ,  and pressure to perform, blocks the emergence of what 

Duerk claims may be womens' pathway into th e ir  own wisdom.

What's the matter with you?

A woman could be helped to understand her depression 

as a passage of in i t ia t io n  to claim her own soul 

and wisdom to be shared, la te r ,  with other women 

as they prepare fo r  th e ir  own passage. She is taught, 

instead, to fea r  her experience and to loathe herself.

(Duerk, 1989, p. 37)

As the crumbling process occurred, and the women began to feel 

iso lated, they describe struggling to understand what was going on with 

them—what was wrong. I n i t i a l l y  they began searching outside of  

themselves. Marion's description of signing up fo r  d iffe ren t weight loss 

programs was an example of th is  external attempt at getting control. Lois 

describes her decision to return to work. In re f lec tio n  she states what 

re a l ly  motivated her to return to work was to regain some sense of her 

s e l f .

Rachel, Lois, Marion and Anne were c r i t i c a l  of themselves and judged 

themselves as f a i lu r e s .  These women described very strong and powerful 

b e l ie f  structures operating within them which lead to s e l f -c r i t ic is m ,  

blame and judgement. These b e l ie f  structures included such be lie fs  as:

1. A good w ife  and mother is a l l -g iv in g ,  kind and nurturing.

2. A good w ife  and mother never gets angry, or at least never 

expresses that anger.
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3. The needs of good wives and mothers come secondary to other 

people's needs, and in fa c t  i f  i t  makes l i f e  easier fo r  others can be l e f t  

unmet.

4. I f  things are not going well, I  can make i t  better by doing more 

or try ing  harder (and i t  is  my responsib ility  to do th a t ) .

In addition to th is  s e l f -c r i t ic is m , the women also describe receiving  

pressure from other people to get back to normal. Diana, Marion, and 

Rachel describe this pressure as sometimes taking the form of a penalty. 

One way in which pressure was applied by others was the withholding of  

a f fe c t io n ,  esteem, and approval.

Lorraine, Marion, Diana and Anne a l l  describe seeking professional 

help. Lorraine chose to go to counselling and to attend workshops,

I started to get into therapy and s tarted  to gain some 

awareness around s e l f  and part of that was p re tty  harsh...and  

yet I  believe in some ways i t  re a l ly  saved my l i f e .

Marion and Diana also describe going to counselling, but in te res ting ly  the 

reason fo r  i n i t i a l l y  seeking counselling was to help th e ir  children who 

they were concerned about at the time. This counselling very quickly  

became focused on the women, however, with very pos it ive  resu lts . Marion 

describes actually being listened to , validated and understood as a 

transforming experience fo r  her. Diana recounts fo r  the f i r s t  time 

choosing to open the door and look behind i t  to  see what was inside of 

her.

Anne describes a very unsatisfying experience when she sought 

professional help. Anne went to her physician seeking help.
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I  went to my doctor, he d id n 't  want to give me p i l l s  and 

s tu f f .  I  th ink you're strong and you can do i t  yourself. But 

there was no help coming to me as to how to do th is .  Get 

exercise, eat r ight, get lo ts  of rest. But you s t i l l  have to 

deal with the issues that put you in that spot.

Anne describes eventually coming to the rea liza tion  that she was not going 

to get the help she needed, and th a t  the help would have to come from 

herse lf .  She decided to go to the l ib ra ry  to get some se lf -h e lp  books and 

describes a remarkable process of personal transformation as she used the 

books to help her look inwardly to explore what was going on for her.

Through the process of questioning themselves, the women began to 

question some of the taken-for-granteds in th e ir  l i f e .  As th is  occurred 

they began to see th e ir  l i f e  and th e ir  world in ways they never had 

before.

The fog begins to l i f t  

I t  was almost l ik e  some, l ik e  th is  fog started to l i f t ,  l ik e  

i t  was l i f t e d  and I  started to see things d i f f e r e n t l y . . . I 

started  to see the world d i f fe r e n t ly  (Lorraine)

As the women began to question themselves, they gradually began 

questioning the external world as w e l l .  As Lorraine described in the above 

quote, th e i r  blinders slowly l i f t e d  and they were able to see things they 

had up to tha t  point not seen. What they began to see fo r the most part 

disturbed them. Lorraine describes beginning to see herse lf  trapped in 

societal roles. Anne describes beginning to become aware of the 

expectations she was putting on h e rse lf .  She looked around and realized  

she needed to change some of them. Anne gave the example of changing from
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saying she needed to ask her husband fo r  help to "no, I  have to ask him to 

s ta r t  doing his share". Anne stated i t  was a major step to get over 

believing i t  was a l l  her respo ns ib il ity ,  and describes how she slowly 

transformed her way of th inking. S im ila r ly ,  Marion came to rea lize  the 

existence of expectations, but her discovery consisted of i llum inating  the 

external expectations that were influencing her.

I t  was l ik e  they were ju s t  always there and when bringing them 

to the surface, ac tu a lly  saying them out loud, even w riting  

them down. I t  was l ik e ,  why, who says this?

Rachel described coming to new insights th a t  helped free  her from her 

constraining thoughts as w ell.

Hey w ait,  whoa, whoa...This maybe ju s t  i s n ' t  who you are.

Maybe you are a poet and a creatress and so what i f  your house 

gets messy for a couple of weeks.

As the fog l i f t e d ,  then, the women began to fre e  themselves of the 

b e l ie fs  and expectations that constrained them. A number of them described 

simultaneously, fee ling  angry and antagonistic toward others and toward 

the cu ltu ra l myths which had imprisoned them.

The volcano erupts 

She's there, w ild  ugly woman, she screeches from your soul.

She is your dark side, your teacher, never l e t  her go from 

your s ight. For she w i l l  destroy you with the l ig h t .  She leads 

you to your pain. Respect tha t ugly creature fo r  s h e 'l l  be 

back, yes, s h e ' l l  be back again. (Rachel)

A ll of the women except Evelyn (who does not describe th is  phase in 

her experience) describe fee l in g  some form of anger and resentment during
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the " l iv in g  in the shadows phase". For Rachel, the anger was l ik e  a 

volcano which had been building in force and suddenly started to  rumble,

I  was compromising my sense of s e l f .  I  had been, ju s t  allowing  

myself t o . . . I  was incredib ly  a n g r y . . . i t  wasn't l ik e  a gentle  

awareness, i t  was l ik e  a volcano, she rumbled and there was no 

way I  could deny i t  any more.

Lorraine describes becoming very antagonistic toward t ra d it io n a l  

roles and anything that symbolized the oppression of women.

When the blinders started to  come o f f  there was a lo t  of anger 

too, and o f course nice perfect women do not get angry that is 

s t i l l  a tough one for me, so when I  would s ta r t  to rant and 

rave around home and around my friends and family they would 

s ta r t .

Marion described fee ling  very angry toward her parents. Although she 

rea lized they did i t  in the name of caring, she found herself continually  

frus tra ted  at th e i r  refusal to see some of what she was rea l iz in g . She 

also f e l t  angry at th e ir  unwillingness to va lidate  her feelings and 

insights.

Although Anne remembers fee ling  angry and several times being ready 

to walk out the door, she describes being more angry at herse lf  because 

she was not expressing her needs to her husband. Lois described feeling  

very resentful at times toward her husband and other fam ily members 

because o f th e i r  expectations and lack of understanding. She described 

however, hanging on to the resentment. During the second interv iew  she 

expressed how d i f f i c u l t  i t  had been to  read in the in te rp re t iv e  summary 

about her resentment. She said i t  was accurate, but i t  was hard to see i t
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in w r it in g —as Lorraine had described, Lois shared the b e l ie f  that nice 

women are not suppose to feel or act l ik e  th a t .

Downing & Roush (1985) have developed a model of fem inist id e n t ity  

development which is reflected  in the descriptions o f the women in th is  

study. These authors describe how women move from passive acceptance of 

tra d it io n a l sex roles to revelation where the women feel anger and g u i l t  

over the oppression experienced in the past, and over th e ir  p a rt ic ip a tio n  

in tha t  oppression.

Clawing mv wav out of a desperate place 

I  ended up try in g  to f in d  myself, clawing my way out o f  th is  

desperate place I  was in and not too sure how to get out, but 

clawing (Rachel).

Rachel, Lorraine and Anne describe a dramatic period o f  pursuing a 

way out of the place they found themselves in .  For Lorraine i t  eventually  

meant leaving the re la tionsh ip . Although she does not remember consciously 

thinking she would leave, r'^e describes how at a deeper level she had 

decided. Lorraine describes moving in to  a new home,

I  was unpacking and as I  was unpacking i t  was l ik e  th is  voice 

inside me, th is  inner voice kept popping out. I t  kept saying 

I ' l l  ju s t  put these away for them h e re . . .n o t  fo r  us, i t  was 

for them. I t  was l ik e  there was th is  very clear s p l i t .

Rachel describes grabbing onto anything that she thought would help 

her learn more about herse lf .  She began going to conferences and workshops 

desperately try ing  to put the pieces of her s e l f  together.
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Diana describes making the decision to leave her marital re lationship  

and staying in the c i ty  fo r  a period of time building up the courage to  

move. At th is  point she remembers most of her decisions and actions were 

focused on what she needed to do as a mother to ensure her daughter would 

be well cared fo r .  I t  was much la te r  th a t  she began thinking about her

s e l f .  This is an example of how the ro le  of mother a t  times dominated

which parts of s e l f  were expressed and in fact were considered.

Marion describes a period o f obsessively ta lk ing  to people about her 

experiences. She talked with her m inister, family members, and "anyone who 

would l is te n " .

Bombing and devastation

As she f i r s t  descends, she may sense only void. The

conventions of her upbringing may not allow her to witness the

pain and iso la tio n  w ith in . Her task w i l l  be to witness her own 

p a in . . . th e  pain o f her subjective values crying out to her, 

pressing to emerge. She must bring those values to c la r i ty  and 

expression in the patterns of her d a i ly  l i f e  (Duerck, 1989, p.

23).

As the women began questioning themselves, th e ir  l ives , and th e ir  

worlds, they gradually began to make changes in th e ir  l ives . For some of  

the women the changes they made were small and gradual. Lois described 

returning to school and work, and giving more of the responsib ility  fo r  

home and family tasks to her husband. Over the past few years she has 

continued making small changes to the way she enacts her roles, and to  

some of her re lationships . Anne described a lte r in g  the way she thought 

about her roles and resp o n s ib il i t ies .  She describes growing brakes, and
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although she s t i l l  has a need to be involved she makes conscious choices 

about what she s p e c if ic a l ly  wants to do. Anne describes i t  as a "hanging 

on to some of what I  learned and le t t in g  go o f  some".

For Marion making changes has been a d i f f i c u l t  and confusing process. 

Marion describes being very committed to her church and re l ig io n . She 

describes a real c o n f l ic t  between finding her s e l f  and following her 

b e l ie fs .  What she has begun questioning is  her parents' God. Marion 

described her ongoing process o f discovering her own God and establishing  

a new and d iffe ren t re la tionsh ip  between her s e l f  and her God.

During the " l iv in g  in the shadows phase" Diana made numerous changes 

in her l i f e  to l iv e  out her newly formed or illum inated values. She moved 

to  a new c ity ,  returned to work, became a single parent, and said goodbye 

to  old friendships tha t  were not healthy. S im ila r ly ,  Rachel and Lorraine 

describe leaving th e ir  m arital relationship and making dramatic changes in 

th e i r  work and in th e ir  overa ll l i f e  s ty les. Lorraine uses the metaphor of  

bombing old structures to describe th is  change process. As she began 

bombing, the structures f e l l  away leaving devastation.

What I th ink I  was doing was bombing. . ..Breaking away the 

walls. Sometimes when you are breaking those big ones, i t ' s  

devastation. What happens with leaving my career, so now I'm  

not a mother l ik e  I  use to be. I 'm  d e f in i te ly  not a 

w i f e . . .everything that was anything to me in my l i f e  is  gone 

now.

Although a l l  of the women underscore the positiveness of th is  bombing 

process, they also describe the struggle and the losses that have been 

associated with i t .  Anne recounts times when she has wished for a lobotomy
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so she would not have to see what she saw, or want what she wanted. Rachel 

describes the grieving process she went through.

What came clear to  me was that I  was grieving, not only fo r my 

fa i le d  marriage, but for the lost ideal that I  had id e n t if ie d  

myself w ith . At one time, th is  ideal fed me and sustained me 

by providing a construct fo r  my fa i th  (Rachel).

Lorraine, Diana and Marion also ta lk  of the loss of re lationships . All of 

these women describe the loss of the fantasy of the relationships they 

believed they had, as being p a in fu l.  S im ila r ly ,  Josselson (1987) contends 

the loss of a relationship e n ta i ls  more than losing a person. Similar to  

what the women described, Josselson asserts th is  loss can mean loss of a 

precious fantasy. As with any grieving process, the women describe the 

g r ie f  as never leaving completely. As new implications of the losses are  

rea lize d , new g r ie f  emerges. The women were adamant however, that i f  given 

the chance they would not go back.

Overall the " l iv in g  in the shadows phase" was a phase of t ran s it io n .  

I t  began with the crumbling of a supposedly secure foundation, and 

contained continual questioning o f s e l f ,  culture, and l i f e .  Through th is  

questioning and subsequent action , the major structures of the non- 

re f le c t iv e  phase were dislodged, a ltered and/or replaced. An important 

feature of th is  phase is  that the women described i t  as ongoing. They 

continually  r e - v is i t  and re-experience the themes w ith in  th is  phase, as 

they continue to experience l i f e .

Reclaiming and Discovery

Rollo May (1975) maintains that a choice confronts a l l  human beings 

and human being. May poses the question.
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Shall we, as we feel our foundation shaking, withdraw in 

anxiety and panic? Frightened by the loss of our fa m il ia r  

mooring places, shall we become paralyzed and cover our 

inaction with apathy? . . .O r  shall we seize the courage 

necessary to preserve our s e n s it iv i ty ,  awareness, and 

respo ns ib il ity  in the face of radical change? (p. 11).

As I  l is tened to  the stories o f  the women in th is  study, I  was reminded of 

May's questions. What reminded me of those questions were the s tories  of 

courage the women to ld .  Although the women did not describe themselves as 

courageous, and some did not even id e n t ify  courage as an element within  

th e ir  experience, I  heard and f e l t  extraordinary courage throughout both 

the t e l l i n g  of th e ir  s tories , and in the stories themselves.

May describes courage as "the capacity to move ahead in sp ite  of 

despair" (p. 12). A ll o f  the women in th is  study demonstrated such a 

capacity. According to May, courage is  not a v irtue  or value among other 

personal values, but rather is  the foundation which underlies and gives 

r e a l i t y  to a l l  other virtues and values. May contends that in human beings 

courage is necessary to make being and becoming possible. "An assertion of 

the s e l f ,  a commitment, is essential i f  the se lf  is to have any re a l i ty "  

(May, 1975, p. 13).

The narrative  phase of reclaiming and discovery is  the story o f  the 

womens' courage and commitment to reclaim and discover s e l f .  Polkinghorne 

(1988) points out that a story of l i f e  is not merely a story te x t ,  but 

rather l i f e  is  lived and the story is  to ld .  Because the story is made up 

of actions, and is to ld  and reto ld , the story is  open to ed it ing  and 

revision (Polkinghorne, 1988). Such was the case with the womens' s tories .
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In essence, the women described beginning to author th e ir  l ives  from a 

d if fe re n t  perspective, and with a d if fe re n t  emplotment. The new emplotment 

focused on a reclaiming and discovery of s e l f .  Within th is  new emplotment 

the women describe seven themes. These themes include:

1. Reconnecting with s e lf .

2. Balancing au then tic ity  and connection.

3. Learning to  " l is te n " ,  "trust" and "nurture" s e lf .

4. Realizing choice.

5. S h if t  from "doing" to " l iv in g " .

6. Letting go of the cocoon.

7. Making new connections.

Reconnecting with s e l f

Dear C la ire ,

I 'v e  been w rit in g  a l l  these pictures of doom and gloom. How 

can I explain this? There is th is  other part of me. She is  a 

mad woman. A fo o l.  She is so strong and so fu l l  of humour. She 

holds her head up high and she's laughing a l l  the way. She's 

fearless and w ild . She is  the one who is  pulling me through 

th is  in s ty le .  She brushes me o f f  and boots me out the door.

She teases me when I  am in the garden eating worms. She brings 

me hot sauce and red wine to go with them. She even offers  to 

pick some dandelions and make a salad. Who is she Claire? She 

is not reverent at a l l .  Yet she is  so f u l l  of strength and 

love for l i f e  and she makes me laugh a t  my foolishness and she 

knows the world needs help. She can handle i t .  Perhaps she is  

B u tte rf ly  woman.
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And that other part of me— that frightened, insecure 

part of me— is destructive . I  need to f in d  a place fo r her.

The rejected c h i ld ,  the person who hurts from her fa i le d  

marriage, who worries about what other people th ink, panics 

about a lo t  of th ings, thinks she is  responsible fo r  the whole 

world. Perhaps she needs to be cradled and loved. There is 

something missing. Something of gentleness— l ik e  a gentle 

mother who w il l  l e t  me cry or ju s t  love me and l e t  me feel 

special—comfort me with warmth. (Rachel)

Rachel's le t t e r  provides a p o r t ra i t  o f the womens' experience of  

reconnecting with s e l f ,  and of th e ir  authoring process. The women began to  

discover new parts they never knew existed, and reconnected with parts of 

th e ir  s e l f  they had not communicated with fo r  a long time. S im ilar to  

Bakhtin's (1984) notion o f the polyphonic novel, the women describe each 

part of th e ir  s e l f  as having th e ir  own individual story l in e .  Authoring of 

s e l f  became a d ia log ica l process of connecting the many parts and 

developing unifying re lationships between them to form a cohesive whole. 

Lorraine, Marion, Lois, Diana, and Anne also described th is  reconnecting 

with parts of her s e l f .  As Anne explains.

I t  was recovering what I  had lost and waking up more, waking 

up a lo t more and . . . t h a t  also helped me to define myself and 

say, hey I  have neat s tu f f  here.

While these women emphasized developing and nurturing the discovery 

and uniting of parts during th is  phase, Evelyn described her experience 

somewhat d i f fe re n t ly .  Evelyn's narrative  was more l in e a r  in nature. During 

d if fe re n t  times in her l i f e  certa in  parts were dominant, while others were
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put on the back burner. Evelyn gave the example of the present time while 

she is  a mother, her nurturing, c rea tive  part is the central aspect of her 

s e l f .  The other parts "remain part o f my s e l f  although th e y 're  not active  

at the m om ent...there '11 be time la te r" .

In contrast, the other women describe working very hard to le t  a l l  

parts have a part in th e ir  s tory . Anne, Lois, Rachel, and Diana 

underscored th e ir  struggle to ensure a l l  parts are expressed. In 

p a r t ic u la r ,  the women describe the d i f f i c u l t y  balancing t h e i r  mother parts 

and th e ir  indiv idual parts, so that both were listened to and valued. Anne 

provides an apt description of how th is  balancing process can go awry, 

i t ' s  where I  am in th is  p i t  again and i t  happens r e a l ly  fast  

and you think well I know what the warning signs are, how did 

th is  happen to me and you sort  of have to go back and look and 

go Oh! I  see i t  snuck up on me and I  d idn 't  re a l ly  notice, or 

I  had to make a choice. Like I  was going to school and I was 

running a family daycare, and I 'd  finished that and thought 

I ' l l  spend th is  year having time with my son and s tu f f  and I 

got offered a job a f te r  a month and i t ' s  a block away from my 

house, a place where I 'v e  been volunteering for three years, 

i t ' s  a re a l ly  good opportunity so we hummed and hawed and 

decided we'd do i t ,  and i t  was a l l  of a sudden I  had a l l  th is  

s t u f f  happening and i t ' s  l i k e ,  I could k i l l  myself th a t  I l e t  

th is  happen, but you don't know a l l  the things.

Balancing authen tic ity  and connection. The b a t t le  between 

a u th e n tic i ty  and connection took a d i f fe re n t  turn during th is  phase. The 

women describe sh if t ing  toward the need to  be authentic, thereby creating
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more of a balance between the two forces. Peck (1986) re fe rs  to th is  

balancing process and contends tha t women are engaged in a constant 

process of monitoring th e ir  own growth and change against the possible 

impact on the relationships they value. According to Peck, a woman's 

a b i l i t y  to make subtle changes in regards to the degree of involvement in 

relationships is  a prime factor in a c learer s e l f -d e f in i t io n .  This 

requires that the woman is able psychologically to separate h erse lf  from

dependence on the relationships as her sole means of self-knowledge. "Thus

the attachment that is  womens' v i ta l  contribution to society needs to be 

moderated by a degree of separation from those very re lationships the 

woman needs and wants to maintain" (Peck, 1986, p. 280). The women in th is  

study describe th is  element as perhaps the most challenging aspect of 

defining s e l f  while being a mother. Lois described how when she is with 

her children she subtly loses her own sense of s e lf .  Diana described a 

sim ilar  experience,

One of the biggest struggles I  have now a days is the struggle  

between the part of me who wants to be an individual and has 

re a l ly  individual needs separate from mothering roles, and urn 

I  have a big f ig h t  a lo t  cause I  re a l ly  need some time to  be

th a t part and fee l on my own and yet to find the balance and

be comfortable doing that and s t i l l  maintain my mother parts .

Rachel describes at times rebelling  from the demands of being connected as 

mother. She gives the example of ju s t  laying in bed eating bon bons to 

nurture the unconventional parts of her s e l f .  Lorraine described the 

mothering-connection having tremendous influence on her overa ll experience 

of s e l f -d e f in i t io n .
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when I  l e f t  the relationships I  also l e f t  my children with 

th e ir  dad and I  was the one who moved out and I  needed that 

time for me, but i f  I  hadn't had children i t  would have been 

d iffe ren t  and I  don't know i f  i t  would have been so 

p a in fu l. . .yo u  know a good mother doesn't leave her children 

for her s e l f ,  th a t 's  se lf ish .

Evelyn describes a d if fe re n t  experience of th is  balancing process. 

Evelyn described a strong connection between developing her s e lf  and her 

fam ily . When asked about her s e lf  she frequently replied in the we. When 

asked to describe h e rse lf  to me she rep lied , "What do we l ik e  to do? 

Basically we a l l  enjoy being together as a fam ily ...W e read, we walk, we 

go to the a r t  g a l le ry ."

Evelyn does describe however, a very c lear d is t in c tio n  between her family  

and other. As a fam ily , they constantly question the cultural norms 

including tra d it io n a l  taken-for-granteds such as school, movies, plays, 

and so fo rth . Evelyn's process of defining s e l f  is  in d irec t and constant 

re la tion  with her fam ily . Using the notion of s e l f  as polyphonic novel to  

i l lum inate  Evelyn's experience one could say that although there are 

numerous parts in existence, at the present time Evelyn's family is  the 

dominant part of her s e l f  and the one which is  in the figure  position.

This balancing of au then tic ity  with connection is a process which 

occurred gradually over time. Rachel used a metaphor of lions at the gate 

which I  believe provides a poignant i l lu s t r a t io n  of th is  process.

The lions at the gate protect us. Denial tha t  I'm in a re a l ly  

bad s itu a tio n . I'm being treated badly and I'm  denying myself.

Those lions a t  the gate just stood there and as I found myself
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in perspective and safety, gradually I  could fee l myself 

acquire things th a t  would give me a s t a b i l i t y .  That's when I  

would le t  in the r e a l i t y  of who I  was.

Learning to l is te n ,  t ru s t ,  and nurture s e l f  

The difference between comfort and nurture is  th is :  i f  you 

have a plant that is  sick because you keep i t  in a dark 

closet, and you say soothing words to i t ,  th a t  is  comfort. I f  

you take the plant out of the closet and put i t  in the sun, 

give i t  something to drink, and then t a lk  to i t ,  tha t is  

nurture (Estes, 1992, p. 323).

Estes' quote is an apt description of the process of l is ten in g , trusting  

and nurturing s e l f  described by the women in th is  study. A fter years of 

locking away parts of s e l f ,  using th e ir  energy to suppress those parts, 

and neither l is ten ing to ,  nor trusting  the voices of those parts, the 

women describe th e ir  experience of learning to nurture s e l f .  All of the 

women describe now l is ten in g  to the voices of s e l f .  For Evelyn th is  has 

been a f a i r l y  constant process. She described her tendency to just trundle  

along u n t i l  she bumps up against things. At that point she explained there  

is  an in te lle c tu a l and an emotional response, which is  followed by her 

turning to her s p ir i tu a l  part to sort i t  out. For the other women, th is  

l is te n in g  to s e lf  was a more recent undertaking. Anne describes "over the 

la s t  few years I 'v e  rea l ize d  that I  have a r e a l ly  smart in tu it io n  and 

subconscious". Lorraine, Marion, Lois, Rachel ard Diana a l l  describe 

learning to tune in to the voices within rather than drown them out.

Part of th is  process of learning to l is te n  has involved learning to  

t ru s t  the voices. For many of the women there were years of learning not
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to t ru s t  the voices, believing that there was an external r ig h t  and wrong 

to fo llow . When the internal voices would be in c o n f l ic t  with these

external decrees, the internal voices would be silenced. Over time, the

women described th e ir  loss of fa i th  in the voices.

To begin to l is ten  again meant finding the courage to  r isk  since 

there was the fear that the voices may steer them wrong. The women 

describe however, discovering th e ir  voices to be s im ilar to Estes (1992) 

analogy of a divining instrument or a c rys ta l.  " I t  is l ik e  a wise old

woman who is  with you always, who t e l l s  you exactly what the matter is ,

t e l l s  you exactly whether you need to  go l e f t  or right" (Estes, 1992, p. 

74).

As well as learning to l is te n  and tru s t  s e l f ,  the women describe 

learning to nurture se lf .  As Anne describes.

I 'v e  gotten a lo t  stronger in recognizing what my signs are. 

Knowing ahead of time, being able to move back to re a l ly  early  

warning signs and saying, another month of th is  and I 'm  going 

to be in trouble. I  have to do something now, that kind of 

s tu f f .

A ll of the women describe s im ilar  processes of monitoring how they are 

fee lin g  and responding accordingly. Part of th is  response includes acting 

while the voices are s t i l l  q u ie tly  communicating, as opposed to reaching 

the point where they are screaming fo r  attention . Diana gives the example 

of responding when she has a glimmer of a headache, rather than waiting  

u n t i l  she has a migraine. This monitoring process was described as 

developing new s k i l ls  in s e l f  care.
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A major challenge in  regards to nurturing o f s e l f  was the lack o f  

support the women often experienced from others around them. Diana t e l l s  

of s h if t in g  from being super woman, to choosing a l ig h te r  load. She 

reca lls  numerous instances where people questioned her " is  that a l l  

you're doing?" or "what else are you doing?" Part of her learning has 

therefore  necessarily included "not buying into other peoples 

expectati ons".

Lorraine described how th is  s h i f t  toward nurturing has occurred 

gradually , and she at times is surprised by i t .  She recounts experiences 

a t work where everyone else w i l l  be in a mad f lu r r y  try ing  to meet a 

deadline " just l ik e  the way I  used to be". She is  surprised when she finds  

herse lf  calmly s i t t in g  on the s ide lines , not caught up in the calamity.

A ll of the women described the d i f f i c u l t y  they had in balancing 

nurturing of s e lf  with the tasks o f motherhood. They describe the work o f  

mothering making l i f e  so busy they often forget to care for th e ir  s e l f .  

They described that no matter how careful they were to not take too much 

on they often found themselves weighed down by the burden of a l l  there was 

to do. They related stories  of getting o f f  track and find ing themselves 

dera iled . Estes (1992) provides a f i t t i n g  description of what they 

described sometimes occurs,

Most of us would do better i f  we became more adept a t  watching 

the f i r e  under our work, i f  we watched more closely the 

cooking process fo r  nourishing the wild s e l f .  Too often we 

turn away from the pot, from the oven. We forget to watch, 

forget to add fu e l ,  forget to s t i r .  We mistakenly think the 

f i r e  and the cooking are l ik e  one of those fe is ty  house plants
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th a t  can go without water fo r  eight months before the poor 

thing keels over. I t  is  not so. The f i r e  bears watching, for

i t  is  easy to le t  i t  go out ( p .97).

Realizing choice. When Marion was asked what her process of 

developing s e l f  has meant fo r  her in her l i f e ,  she replied "choice". 

Marion described a central aspect of her experience was re a l iz in g  the 

choice she had in her l i f e .  That re a l iz a t io n  of choice pointed to the 

potentia l w ithin her l i f e  and w ithin her s e l f .  The other women in the 

study echoed s im ila r  thoughts in regards to th is  theme of choice. Lorraine 

described rea l iz in g  her choice in terms of her work. She made the decision 

to leave e n t ire ly  the f ie ld  she had worked in for over twenty years, and 

look at other options. Lorraine described some of the choices she had made 

as very pa in fu l,  but she made them and they were necessary.

Anne talked about the re a l iz a t io n  th a t  she had choice in regards to 

the expectations she was placing on he rse lf .  Once she realized that 

choice, she describes regaining control o f her l i f e .  Anne also described 

learning to exercise choice in her interactions with other people— 

re a l iz in g  tha t people were who they were, and acted the way they acted, 

but she had a choice in what a l l  th a t  meant for her.

The influence o f choice in the womens' l ives is re flec ted  by Evelyn's 

experience. Although she has put parts o f  her s e l f  on the back burner 

because of having a l im ited amount of time in her l i f e ,  she described

being very content. In discussing th is  with her, i t  appeared tha t what

made the d ifference was the fact th a t  she had f re e ly  chosen th is .  Evelyn 

stated tha t i f  ever something came along which she re a l ly  wanted to do, or 

re a l ly  needed, she would ju s t  make sure i t  happened. She had an unwavering
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b e l ie f  in the existence of choice in her l i f e .  With th is  a v a i la b i l i t y  o f  

choice she did not feel she was missing out. Duerk (1989) maintains tha t  

the central task fo r  women is  to care, d a i ly ,  for s e lf  and l i f e ,  "to l iv e  

as i f  the candle is  lighted" (p .59). I t  was the rea l iza t io n  o f  choice 

which allowed the women in th is  study to fe e l  they were accomplishing th is  

task.

Included w ith in  th is  theme of choice was the aspect of con tro l. Many 

of the women described in the past using external methods of con tro l.  

Examples of th is  included, doing more, try in g  harder, t ry ing  to  change 

other people's ideas or actions, t ry ing  to control the environment, and so 

fo r th .  During the process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  they describe moving toward 

a more internal means of control. Rachel likened th is  to an ac t ive  (as 

opposed to passive) process of surrendering. She describes th is  process as 

surrendering to the real s e l f .  S im ila r ly ,  Diana explains,

I  th ink sometimes the less control I  th ink I  have, the more I  

le t  go of, the more I  end up having, cause the control I  th ink  

I  have re a l ly  is n ' t  my own control, i t ' s  external.

S h ifting  from doing to l iv in g .  Marion described a change in her l i f e  

when she entered the p i t .  Up to th a t  point Marion explained she had never 

re a l ly  f e l t  anything. In recounting events from her adolescent y ea rs  and 

the years when she was f i r s t  married, she had d i f f i c u l t y  remembering 

spec if ic  d e ta i ls .  In re f lec ting  on th is  d i f f i c u l t y ,  she questioned whether 

th is  was in part due to the fac t  that she was acting out a s c r ip t  as 

opposed to l iv in g  her l i f e .  Marion describes since the time o f the p i t  she 

has shifted  from a doing mode to a l iv in g  mode. Lorraine, Lois, Rachel, 

Anne and Diana a l l  describe a s im ila r  s h i f t  from doing to  l iv in g .  Doing
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for these women meant going through the motions o f l i f e  without re a l ly  

being engaged i t  in. They did what was expected, followed the rule book 

and over the years got busier and busier doing. In the reclaiming and 

discovery phase the women describe a s h i f t .  By reconnecting with th e ir  

s e lf  they have reconnected with l i f e .  This reconnecting with l i f e  has 

meant engaging in the struggle and the r isk  th a t  sometimes accompanies i t ,  

as well as experiencing the joy of l iv in g  i t .

Letting go of the cocoon. Josselson (1987) describes the process of 

anchoring in which women attach themselves to  aspects of the adult world 

to have a berth in i t .  According to Josselson, id en tity  is an amalgamation 

and in tegration  of these anchor points. The women in th is  study described 

th is  notion of anchoring when they talked about choosing the safety of the 

cocoon. During the "reclaiming and discovery" phase the women describe 

beginning to le t  go o f  th is  cocoon. Anne explained that she came to the 

re a l iza t io n  that she was a product of her l i f e  up to that point. She 

described making choices about which parts she would hang on to, and which 

she would le t  go of. Diana used a metaphor o f c a te rp i l la r  to b u t te r f ly  to 

depict her experience of le t t in g  go of the cocoon. Her words provide a 

v iv id  description of th is  process.

I  have been in a cocoon, se lf-created , but mostly created by 

my growing up and I had th is  image th a t  in poking out. I'm a 

b u tte r f ly  now, and I 'v e  allowed myself to  eat away at a lo t  of 

the cocoon th a t 's  kept me in . I 'v e  made a few f l ig h ts ,  but I 

s t i l l  come back to the cocoon once in awhile cause I'm s t i l l  

not quite adept at being out there in my new way of being. I t  

fee ls  wonderful when I'm  out there but I s t i l l  have to come
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back to the safety tha t I'm getting from being in my cocoon. 

There's only a t in y  b i t  of the cocoon l e f t  but I  s t i l l  check 

in and make sure th a t  i t ' s  okay and kind of rest cause being 

th is  way and using my wings I  guess is  something I 'm  not used 

to . . .w h a t  I 'm  building out here is  my own strength, you know 

when I'm using my wings I'm getting stronger, th a t 's  my 

foundation

In le t t in g  go of th is  cocoon the women describe having to work a lo t  

harder to  know the d irection  they want to go in ,  and to ensure they get 

there safe ly . Similar to  being on a journey with no map, the women 

expressed that i t  was sometimes d i f f i c u l t  not having the old ru le  book. 

Although they describe knowing the rule book was somewhat made of myth 

(e .g .  marrying the prince and l iv in g  happily ever a f t e r ) ,  i t  s t i l l  

provided some sort of security , fa lse  as i t  was. Without the ru le  book, 

they must put the time and e f fo r t  into making th e i r  own decisions, and at  

the same time manage the fear  or anxiety o f  not knowing i f  the decision is  

the best one for them.

Making new connections. The la s t  theme which emerged in the  

"reclaiming and discovery" phase was making new connections. The women 

described the changes tha t occurred in th e ir  re lationships with others and 

in the re lationship  between d if fe re n t  parts of th e ir  s e l f .  As discussed 

under the theme of l is te n in g , trusting  and nurturing s e l f ,  the  

re lationships w ithin s e lf  became more nurturing. The women described being 

much less judgmental about the d i f fe re n t  parts of th e ir  s e l f .  In addition,  

they describe not harboring as much anger or g u i l t  in regards to mistakes 

they have made.
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The womens' relationships with others changed in both who they chose 

to be in re la tion  with, and what those relationships were l ik e .  Some of  

the women described distancing from relationships with some of the people 

who were very close to them. S im ilar to M i l le r 's  (1991) suggestion that i t  

is  not re lationships, but the type of relationship tha t  influences the 

process o f s e l f -d e f in i t io n ,  the women described the relationships they 

distanced from were the ones which seemed to somehow block th e ir  being in  

re la t ion  with s e l f .  Lois and Rachel fo r  example described i n i t i a l l y  

distancing from th e ir  children by returning to work. They f e l t  they needed 

to do th a t  in order to have any sense of s e lf  since when they were around 

th e ir  children th e i r  mother role dominated th e ir  s e l f .  Lois describes th is  

as s t i l l  occurring when she is  out with her children. She states that 

others re la te  to her as a mother and she in turn expresses the parts of 

her s e lf  which f i t  with her mother ro le . Anne described withdrawing into  

herse lf and away from her husband when she f e l t  she had lost connection 

with her s e l f .  Lorraine l e f t  the fam ily home to l iv e  on her own while she 

struggled to regain a connection with her s e l f .  Diana describes ending 

friendships in which she found she could not be the way she wanted to be.

Peck (1986) describes the importance of f l e x i b i l i t y  and e la s t ic i ty  in 

womens' re lationships. Peck defines f l e x i b i l i t y  as the a b i l i t y  to 

red is tr ib u te  emotional investment in relationships as the need arises, and 

maintains that f l e x i b i l i t y  is essential fo r  the maintenance of emotional 

well-being and a c lear s e l f -d e f in i t io n .  E la s t ic i ty  refers to the degree to  

which re lationships are responsive to a woman's changing needs. According 

to Peck, e la s t ic i t y  is the primary way in which a woman is  able to exert 

influence upon the people around her, and to control the extent to which
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other people's behavior a ffec ts  her. Peck maintains th a t  lack of 

f l e x i b i l i t y  and e la s t ic i ty  in relationships force a women to  weigh the 

impact of any developmental change against the possible loss of 

re lationships. " I t  creates a s itu a tio n  whereby a woman is  forced, of 

necessity, e ith e r  to l iv e  through her relationships (and th e ir  re f lec tion  

of her impact on the world) or to attempt to change her relationships and 

l i f e  circumstances and to r is k  the concomitant 'loss of s e l f "  (Peck, 

1986, p .280). For a l l  of the part ic ipants  except Evelyn, t h e i r  central 

relationships were to a more or lesser degree lacking in f l e x i b i l i t y  and 

e la s t ic i t y .  These women describe choosing to change th e ir  relationships  

and l i f e  circumstances, but in contrast to Peck's contention, during the 

reclaiming and discovery phase they did so in order to  reconnect with 

s e lf .  In te re s t in g ly ,  since s e l f  was u lt im a te ly  changed as a resu lt  o f  the 

changes in th e ir  relationships and l i f e ,  perhaps in a manner o f  speaking, 

i t  could be said that the women lost the s e l f  they knew. Although the 

women describe th is  loss in d ire c t ly ,  over a l l  they emphasized the gain.

In contrast to the other women, Evelyn did not describe th is  

distancing process, or fee ling  the need to distance in order to  be more in 

re la t io n  with her s e l f .  What is  in te res ting  to note is that in  discussing 

her l i f e  she described i t  as a choice. Evelyn also maintained there was 

enough f l e x i b i l i t y  in her l i f e  and in her family re la tions tha t i f  she 

needed or wanted something she would ensure she got i t .  I t  appears that  

Evelyn perhaps had enough f l e x i b i l i t y  and e la s t ic i t y  in her relationships  

to make them responsive to her needs and choices.

The women describe the re lationships they have maintained and evolved 

during th is  phase as being o f a d i f fe re n t  nature than other past ones.
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They describe having fewer important relationships in th e ir  l i f e ,  and the 

connections within those relationships as having more depth, honesty, and 

acceptance. Within th e ir  relationships the women describe fee ling  l ik e  

they can be who they are, without any pretence or fear of re jec t io n .  

Rachel and Marion described finding i t  d i f f i c u l t  to meet people whom they 

can engage with in th is  manner. Marion in p a r t ic u la r ,  stated she s t i l l  

f e l t  very alone and had not been able to find  people who were open to her 

being authentic. Marion describes sharing some of her experience with 

other women in her present c irc le  and having them a ll  emphatically s tate  

they had not experienced anything s im ila r .

Another aspect the women described was the relationship between th e ir  

internal and external s e l f .  During the reclaiming of se lf ,  the women 

worked at having th e i r  internal and external being in -re la t io n .  During the 

non-re flective  phase th e i r  external s e l f  often expressed something very 

incongruous from th e i r  internal s e l f .  At times th e ir  external being was 

focused on drowning out th e ir  internal being. Lorraine described how 

although she thought she was searching fo r  s e l f  during the non -re flec tive  

phase, she rea lizes  now that external searching (by going to workshops, 

changing jobs, moving, and so fo rth ) was geared at quieting the inner 

parts as opposed to  responding to the messages. With internal and external 

in re la tion , the external actions are focused on responding to the 

internal messages.

Overall the phase of "reclaiming and discovery" was a period of 

growth and empowerment. Using th e ir  courage and commitment to l i f e ,  the 

women describe re-authoring th e ir  s to r ies . For each woman the reconnection
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with the many parts of s e l f  led to balancing connection with authen tic ity ,  

making th e ir  own choices, and experiencing l i f e  in  a more meaningful way.

Is  the B u tterfly  a B utterfly?

I t  is the tw i l ig h t  zone between past and fu tu re  that is the 

precarious world o f transformation within the chrysalis . Part 

of us is looking back, yearning fo r  the magic we have lost;  

part is glad to say good-bye to our chaotic past; part looks 

ahead with whatever courage we can muster; part is  excited by 

the changing p o te n t ia l;  part s its  s to n e -s t i l l  not daring to 

look e ither way. Indiv iduals who consciously accept the 

chrysalis, whether in analysis or in l i f e ' s  experience, have 

accepted a l i f e /d e a th  paradox, a paradox which returns in a 

d iffe ren t  form a t  each new spiral of growth (Woodman, 1985, 

p . 14).

S im ilar  to Woodman's descrip tion , the women explain that as the process of 

s e l f -d e f in i t io n  carr ies  on, they continue to make new discoveries about 

th e i r  s e l f .  Throughout th is  process there are periods where they feel more 

assured and positive about th e ir  experience and about those discoveries, 

and other times when they feel vulnerable and uncertain. This varia t ion  

was observed by me during the research process. I  met with the women at  

d i f fe re n t  times over a period of approximately two months. At varying 

times the women displayed a range of moods and feelings about th e i r  

overa ll experience. At times they were exh ilara ted  as they spoke of th e i r  

process of defining s e l f ,  and at other times they described fee ling  t i r e d  

and vulnerable. This back and forth  motion which the women described was 

an essential element o f  th e i r  experience. With th is  back and forth  motion
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they moved between the phases and themes. The d iffe ren t parts of se lf ,  

each with th e ir  own story l in e ,  seemed to influence th is  back and forth  

motion. Depending on which part or parts were dominant at a given moment, 

the women experienced d if fe re n t  phases and themes of the process. When for 

example th e i r  supermom part dominated, the women described finding  

themselves pulled back to l iv in g  out certa in  themes in the non-reflective  

phase, and fee ling  like  they were not being a good mother.

As well as moving back and fo rth  between phases, the women also 

described simultaneously experiencing d if fe re n t  phases and/or themes. How 

I came to understand th is  simultaneous nature of th e ir  experience was by 

considering the nature o f s e l f .  Since s e l f  consisted of m ultip le  parts, 

and the story l ines of the d i f fe re n t  parts of s e lf  were grounded in 

certa in  themes or phases, depending on the part or parts which were 

dominant a t  any moment, those phases and themes would be part of the 

womens' experience. Diana's description of the c o n f l ic t  between her 

mothering parts and her individual parts re f lec ts  th is  simultaneous

experiencing. Some of her mother parts were grounded in the b e lie fs  and 

values o f the non-re flective  phase, while her individual parts were

grounded in the values of the reclaiming and discovery phase. Diana 

described the mothering parts dominating the individual parts , however she 

was becoming more aware of th is  and working to change i t .  Hermans & Kempen 

(1993) emphasize th is  notion of the d if fe re n t  parts of s e l f  being in 

c o n f l ic t .  These authors also describe the se lf  as being in a position to 

juxtapose the other positions and place the parts in a part icu lar

s tructure . Hermans & Kempen's (1993) contention that the s e l f  may agree

and even foster a temporary dominance of one part or parts , in order to
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express and balance the p o s s ib i l i t ie s  o f the s e lf  as a whole, re f lec ts  

Diana's experience. Diana's working toward changing the mother parts  

domination, was her attempt at balancing the p o s s ib il i t ie s  of the s e lf  as 

a whole.

In sp ite  o f the back and fo rth  motion, a l l  of the women described 

th e ir  ever-increasing a b i l i t y  to balance and express the p o s s ib i l i t ie s  

within th e ir  s e l f .  The women described th a t  the parts which were grounded 

in the "reclaiming and discovery" phase gained more strength and began to 

dominate more often . As a result they f e l t  th e ir  overall experience of 

s e l f -d e f in i t io n  was one of s e lf  growth and expansion. As Diana describes, 

I  thought I  was sophisticated before and actually  I  was so 

p rim it iv e ,  I  mean I  was ju s t  ex is t in g  I wasn't l iv in g  and 

th a t 's  why I  always f e l t  l ik e  a doughnut l ik e  there was a 

piece of me missing.

The women also described the re a l iz a t io n  that the process would 

never end. This never-ending aspect was both anxiety producing as well as 

exciting fo r  the women. Lorraine described experiencing occasional dismay 

that a f te r  a l l  of the work and struggle she s t i l l  did not know i f  "the 

b u tte r f ly  is  a b u t te r f ly " .  When other parts  of her s e lf  dominated however, 

she found th is  never-ending notion in sp ir in g . Marion explained that  

although the process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  was a struggle, i t  was also f i l l e d  

with p o te n t ia l .  Her previous story had a beginning a middle and an end, 

and she knew what was coming by watching her mother and her grandmother. 

She stated that her new story was never-ending, and because o f that was 

f i l l e d  with p o s s ib i l i ty  and hope. S im ila r ly ,  Diana maintained that she 

never wanted her doughnut hole to be f i l l e d ,  i f  i t  was f u l l  th a t  would
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mean the end of growth, and the growth was what l iv ing  was a l l  about. 

Estes (1992) captures the expression of the women in this study in regards 

to s e l f -d e f in i t io n ,  when she asserts.

To try  to diagram her, to draw boxes around her psychic l i f e ,  

would be contrary to her s p i r i t .  To know her is an ongoing 

process, a l i fe lo n g  process, and that is  why th is  work is an 

ongoing work, a l i fe lo n g  work. (p. 20)

In summary, fo r  the partic ipants in th is  study the experience of 

defining s e l f  was an ongoing pru ess which consisted of three phases. 

These phases were not l in e a r  but rather the women describe moving back and 

fo r th  within and between the phases. Table 1 provides an overview of the 

central themes inherent w ithin the three phases. The table also describes 

the essential characteris t ics  of each theme.

Mothering and S e lf -d e f in i t io n  

Throughout the process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  mothering was a central 

thread which was interwoven within and amongst the partic ipants '  

experiences. As described, the role of mother often influenced the parts  

of s e l f  which were valued and expressed. As a re s u lt ,  the women described 

mothering as both an opportunity fo r s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and a potential  

hinderance to s e l f -d e f in i t io n .  All of the women described a complimentary 

and mutual re lationship  between the experience of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and 

mothering.
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Themes Characteri s t i  cs

Phase 1: Non-Reflective Doing 

I ' v e  got i t  a l l  figured out

Embracing a script

Approval and recognition 
as a motivator in l i f e

A uthentic ity  versus 
connection

Denying parts of s e lf

Choosing the safety of 
cocoon

N on-reflective , following  
existing road, models a f te r  
others, strong in convictions

Acting roles, perfect facade 
gender separation

f i t t i n g  in, performing, needs 
put aside, external judgement 
of worth, conditional approval

unconscious b a t t le ,  suppress 
inner voices, follows society 
norms, needs put aside

doing vs l iv in g ,  roles vs 
s e lf ,  external searching, 
external au th o r ity ,  loss of 
tru s t  in s e l f ,  betrayal of 
s e lf

cu ltura l in fras tru c tu re  for  
l i f e ,  safety and security ,  
cultura l n arra t ive  dominates

Phase 2: Living in the Shadows 

Start ing  to crumble

Alone on a desert island

What's the matter with you?

doing i t  a l l ,  crises in 
mothering, t r ig g e rin g  of 
crumbling process

alienated from s e l f  and 
others, iso la ted , who am I? 
v u ln e ra b il i ty ,  fe a r ,  despair

self-judgement, expectations 
of s e l f ,  external pressure, 
seeks outside help
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The fog begins to l i f t

The volcano erupts

Clawing my way out of 
a desperate place

Bombing and devastation

sees world d if fe re n t ly ,  
questions b e lie fs ,  new 
awareness and insights

anger at s e lf  and others, 
antagonistic, resentfu l, 
fee ls  compromised.

grabbing at l i f e ,  building  
courage, leaving 
relationships

makes changes, a lte rs  ro les,  
relationships, loss and 
g r ie f ,  trans ition

Phase 3: Reclaiming and Discovery 

Reconnecting with s e lf

Balancing au then tic ity  
and connection

Learning to l is te n ,  t ru s t ,  
and nurture

Realizing choice

S h if t  from doing to 
l iv in g

Letting go o f the cocoon

Making new connections

discovering new parts of 
s e l f ,  s e l f  as polyphony of 
voices, re-authoring s e l f

au then tic ity ,  rebe llion ,  
lions l e t  guard down

lis tens  to inner voices, 
r isk ing , caring for s e l f ,  
monitoring se lf

se lf -p o ten ti  a l , i nternal 
control

fee l in g , experiencing, 
struggle and joy

s e l f  as foundation, no 
rule-book, gains strength

distancing from re la tions ,  
embraces new re la tions ,  
deeper connections with 
s e l f  and other
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Mothering: An Opportunity and a Restraint  

All of the women in the study described mothering as providing an 

opportunity for s e l f -d e f in i t io n .  Through mothering the partic ipants  

describe discovering new parts o f th e ir  s e l f ,  coming to  know existing  

parts of s e l f  in more depth, and experiencing the p o s s ib i l i t ie s  within  

th e i r  s e lf  to a greater degree.

Rachel described how the process of conceiving and bearing a child  

connected her to parts and depths o f her being she never knew existed. She 

describes "just being in awe of the whole process", "my breasts could 

produce mi Ik . . .m y  love for these children", they a l l  played "a powerful 

part of sh if t in g  my image of s e l f " .  She describes re a l ly  coming to  

understand and believe in the mind-body connection and wholeness. 

S im ila r ly  Anne stated motherhood gave her a new perspective on l i f e ,

I t  was such an incredib le  experience.. . I  made another human,

I gave b irth  to another human. Getting my grade 12 shouldn't 

re a l ly  be that much trouble . Do you know what I  mean? When you 

put i t  in perspective I  th ink i t  helps you see what is  re a l ly  

important in th is  world and what i s n ' t .

Lois describes motherhood as helping her discover the depth of her 

a b i l i t y  to love and care fo r  another human being. She describes having 

been the youngest in her family and being very se lf-centered . When she had 

children she became s e lf le s s .  Lois describes the experience of loving her 

children so much that she would give up her s e l f ,  as being an incredible  

lesson. This lesson included two aspects. F irs t  was the discovery the 

depth of her a b i l i t y  to care fo r ,  and to give to another human being. 

These children mean so much that I  would stop anything and
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give everything up in a moments notice fo r them. I 'v e  never 

f e l t  th a t  way in my l i f e  before. I fee l you have to be a 

mother to  experience th a t .  You can say that to someone but 

u n t i l  you have actua lly  had a ch ild  and experienced that love, 

th a t  bond th a t 's  there.

The second aspect of the lesson was her discovery of how valuable 

her s e l f  was, and the importance of not giving se lf  up even in the name of 

caring.

Another way in which the women described mothering as an opportunity 

for coming to know and define s e l f  was in regards to th e ir  day to day 

l iv in g  o f l i f e .  As Anne describes,

I  think kids can re a l ly  ground you as long as you don't le t  

society unground you. There is a lo t  of s tu ff  out there that 

can just re a l ly  take you and sort of dump you, knock you for

a real loop. You can get re a l ly  caught up in i t  a l l  and lose

your way.

Anne describes th is  grounding occurring continuously as her children  

question her about her actions, her choices and her p r io r i t ie s .  Through 

the questioning of her children, she begins to question her s e l f  and ask 

"Why do I  do that?" and What is so important about tha t?" . What she has 

discovered is that a lo t  of her assumptions and b e lie fs  have never been 

evaluated, and through this process of questioning has chosen to le t  a lo t  

of them go. The other women in the study describe th e ir  children as having 

a s im ila r  influence on them. In the process of guiding th e ir  children they

begin to notice the sign posts that they themselves are fo llow ing. This
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awareness has led them to become c learer about th e ir  values and make more 

conscious choices about l i f e .

M il le r  (1991) emphasizes that although the caretaking aspect of 

womens' l ives has been severely c r i t ic iz e d  as the c u lp r i t  which blocks 

womens' development of s e l f ,  a l l  growth occurs w ithin emotional 

connections. M il le r  contends that the attending and responding to  the 

other nature of caretaking is  the basis of a l l  psychological growth. 

According to M i l le r ,  i t  is  through th is  in te rp lay  of experience th a t  a 

woman develops a sense of her se lf  as a person. The womens' experiences 

support M i l le r 's  assertion of growth occurring through connection and 

re la tion  with others. In p a r t ic u la r ,  fo r  the women in th is  study the 

relationships with th e ir  children were perhaps the closest and most 

in f lu e n t ia l  relationships in regards to th e i r  pyschological growth and 

development o f  s e l f .

Although motherhood is an opportunity for s e l f -d e f in i t io n ,  i t  was 

simultaneously described as p o te n t ia l ly  impeding the process. The two main 

ways in which the women described motherhood as blocking th e i r  process of 

s e l f -d e f in i t io n  were a) when the in s t i tu t io n  of motherhood decreed how 

mothering should be done, and b) when the instrumental work of mothering 

was so all-consuming that i t  l e f t  no time fo r  th e ir  s e lf  work.

The womens' descriptions re flec ted  Rich's (1976) contention th a t  the 

" in s t i tu t io n  of motherhood" blocks the c r e a t iv i ty  and joy tha t  is inherent 

in mothering. These women f e l t  pressure both from themselves and from 

others, about how they "should" mother. When they fa i le d  to l iv e  out these 

expectations, they describe fee ling  g u i l t  and anxiety over not being a 

"good enough mother". As described by Rich (1976) one of the central
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characteris tics  expected of a mother is  that she be kind, nurturing, and 

s e lf le s s .  Although the women describe enjoying the nurturing aspect of

mothering, the se lf less  part was more d i f f i c u l t  to achieve. The women

described attempting to  carry out th is  mandate, and several of them became 

quite  se lf less . What occurred, however, as the nurturer received no 

nurturing (since that is  another rule the women id e n t if ie d  as being within  

the in s t itu t io n  of motherhood) was the crumbling of th e ir  mythical 

foundation. This crumbling foundation began by the rebellion of the parts  

of th e i r  se lf  who were being excluded from l i f e .

The women in the study describe the following of th is  motherhood

mandate as blocking th e i r  spontaneous and natural way of being a mother. 

Rachel describes that to carry out the mandate one is  required to be an 

"administrative coordinator and I'm not at a l l  that kind of person". As 

the women have defined th e ir  s e l f  more fu l ly ,  they have begun to discover 

who, and how, they are as mothers including what strengths they bring to 

th e ir  mothering experience. Subsequently, they describe having richer  

relationships with th e ir  children, as well as enjoying l i f e  more f u l ly .

The second way in which motherhood hindered the process of s e l f ­

d e f in it io n  was when the essential instrumental tasks o f mothering took up 

most o f the womens' time. The women describe th a t  they were sometimes so 

busy surviving and keeping things together at home that they did not have 

time fo r  anything else. I f  th is  carried on over a period of time, they 

began to feel overwhelmed and at times slipped back to  old patterns. The 

women describe th is  doing of motherhood as p a r t ly  the nature of mothering, 

and part ly  t ie d  to the expectations inherent in the in s t itu t io n  of 

motherhood.
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S e lf -d e f in i t io n  and Motherhood: A Complementary Relationship  

During the focus group one of the main topics discussed by the 

partic ipants  was the re lationship  between the process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  

and being a mother. The women described how the two were inextricab ly  

linked since mother was part  of who they were, and therefore a part of 

th e i r  s e l f .  The women described tha t s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and motherhood were 

in a reciprocal re la tionsh ip , with each influencing and being influenced 

by the other. S im ilar to the e a r l ie r  discussions about the balancing of 

dominant parts, the women describe the in s t itu t io n  o f  motherhood as being 

a dominant part of th e ir  s e l f .  As the women have worked at defining s e lf ,  

they have begun to balance the mothering parts (including the part 

representing the in s t i tu t io n  of motherhood) with the other parts o f  s e l f .  

As mentioned e a r l ie r  however, th is  balancing was a major challenge for  

most the women in th is  study.

As the women have experienced the process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n ,  and 

have id e n t if ie d  and begun expressing more parts of th e i r  s e l f  they 

describe th e ir  mothering as changing. The women explained th a t  one of the 

major reasons th e ir  mothering has changed is  that in le t t in g  go of the 

cultura l scr ip t they were playing, they have lost the rule book they once 

followed as a mother. All o f  the taken-for-granted rights and wrongs are 

no longer necessarily givens. As they have begun questioning these 

assumptions and b e l ie fs  fo r  themselves, they have also begun questioning 

them for th e ir  children. The women describe th is  as having a very positive  

e f fe c t  on th e ir  children.

I t ' s  exciting in one way cause there 's  lots o f  potential and 

there are lots  of choices, you know there are more choices in
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some ways and I  guess having children i t ' s  my only hope that 

I 'm  providing some kind o f  positive ro le  model fo r  them that 

they w i l l  have choice in th e ir  l i f e  too, so Okay you don't 

have to follow the sc r ip t .

The women also describe th is  lack of a ru le  book as mr'.ing mothering 

more challenging, and more anxiety provoking. They described the energy i t

takes to be continuously f iguring  out and questioning what the best way

is . Anne for example, described the constant flow o f  subtle messages she

needs to process and sort through.

Oh society, you know cause you get i t ,  you get i t  with Barbie

dolls  and GI Joe commercials, you get i t  just with a lo t  of

social innuendos and out r ight statements. Oh go o f f  and marry 

a doctor you know that s tu f f  th a t  we get from our parents, and 

that they sai to our children sometimes, and you have to stop 

and look through i t  and ju s t  say we don't buy in to  th a t . . .a n d  

i t ' s  hard work as a parent cause you're constantly going Oh 

w ell,  w i l l  i t  matter a year down the road, i t ' s  rea l ly  

confusing.

Rachel described worrying whether her challenging of the norms and

values of our cu lture w il l  in some way have a detrimental e f fe c t  on her

children.

One of my daughters was ta lk in g  and saying what kind of person 

she wanted to marry, and I  was going, well are you . ure you 

even want to be married, and we were having th is  conversation 

and I  thought I can 't believe I'm even saying th is . . .a n d  I 

d id n 't  want to  fr ighten them and i t  was awkward for me and I
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was re a l ly  freaking out inside going Oh what are you doing 

here you might be ruining, or there 's  a real th rea t that I  

might be doing things unconventionally and that somehow I'm  

wrong.

Overall the women expressed that defining th e ir  s e l f  has made 

everything d i f fe re n t .  The following quote from Lorraine captures the 

essence o f the influence that defin ing s e l f  has had on th e i r  mothering 

experience.

I'm so glad and thankful. I  th in k  tha t  we are a l l  real lucky.

I  th in k  they 're  damn lucky that I 'v e  gone through th is  

t ra n s it io n .  I  rea l ly  do. I  th in k  in the long run, even though 

I  don 't  have a lot of the material trappings to provide fo r  

them, I  th ink I'm providing them with something else that I  

th in k  is  fa r  more important, th a t 's  going to re a l ly  help them 

in th e i r  l i v e s . . . I  th ink I'm providing them with a ro le  model 

that is  showing them even though there is struggle involved  

there are other things involved too, l ik e  a value of s e l f  and 

that a person has choices.
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

The purpose of th is  study was to explore and describe the experience 

of defining s e l f  fo r women who are mothers. A human inquiry process was 

employed to study the lived experience of women as they define s e lf  while  

ac t ive ly  engaged in motherhood. The research findings were presented in 

three sections. The f i r s t  section described the research partic ipants in 

the study. The second section delineated the nature of s e l f  and the 

process of defining s e l f ,  including the central themes inherent w ith in  

that process. The t h i r d  section described the relationship between s e l f ­

d e f in it io n  and mothering.

To f a c i l i t a t e  the a rt icu la t io n  and thereby the understanding of the  

research findings, the findings and re lated  l i t e r a tu r e  were presented in 

a dialogical manner. As the part ic ipants ' descriptions were presented, 

relevant l i te r a tu r e  was used to further e lucidate  the essential structure  

of the themes. This in teraction  between the research findings and the 

l i te ra tu re  simultaneously served to give l i f e  to theories and concepts 

described w ith in  the scholarly l i te ra tu re .  Of p art ic u la r  significance to 

the findings of th is  study was the work in the f ie ld  of narra tive  

psychology. As discussed, the womens' experiences embellished the central  

ideas within the n arra t ive  theories o f s e l f .

This f in a l  chapter w i l l  include a discussion of the study's  

implications fo r helping professionals, im plications for women/mothers' 

health, and im plications fo r  practice. As part o f the discussion of 

practice, a framework for health promoting practice  w il l  be presented. 

Following the presentation of the practice  framework, the study's
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implications for theory build ing and research w il l  be discussed. F in a l ly ,  

the lim ita t ions  of the study w il l  be described.

Im plications for Helping Professionals 

I  can remember when my kids were babies and I  knew I  needed 

that support so I  always t r ie d  to seek that, you know support 

groups and s tu f f  but the thing about th a t  when I  look back on 

i t  now is that there was a scrip t again, you know i f  you were 

a good mom you did the breastfeeding thing, you made your own 

baby food and tha t  kind of stuff,...somehow th e re 's  got to be 

some changes, ju s t  va lida ting  the process o f my s e l f  as a 

s e lf ,  you know yes I 'm  a mother, and also a woman, va lidating  

as a person, a l l  these parts of myself (Lorraine)

Lorraine's quote captures the essence of what the women described as a 

central concern in th e i r  seeking of support and help from professionals. 

The women described professionals who came with th e i r  own assumptions and 

b e l ie fs  about what a good mother is  and does, and as a resu lt  had certa in  

expectations about what they as women should be doing and experiencing. As 

Lorraine describes, receiving help often meant f i t t i n g  in to yet another 

s c r ip t  and role. In considering the results of th is  study in regards to 

nurse/counsellor practice , I  believe the most fundamental implication is  

the need for helping professionals to be aware o f  the assumptions and 

biases which guide th e i r  p ractice . For helping professionals to possess 

th is  awareness, they w i l l  need to go through th e i r  own s e l f  discovery 

process. Heise (1993) maintains that discovery of s e l f  allows a person to 

know what his or her values are and thereby have awareness of how they are 

influencing both th e i r  perceptions and actions. With th is  awareness, comes
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the a b i l i t y  to choose how they w i l l  be and what they w i l l  do in a given 

situa tion  (Parse, 1981). Heise (1993) contends :hat although nurses and 

other helping professionals espouse values which emphasize nonjudgemental 

care, respect and honoring of d iv e rs ity ,  fostering of human p o ten t ia l ,  and 

s e lf - re s p o n s ib i l i ty  and choice fo r  c l ie n ts ,  these values are often not 

expressed in actions. The women in th is  study described that a f te r  

receiving help they sometimes f e l t  more deflated, since the expectations 

the helpers came with added to the p i le  of expectations they were already 

struggling to l iv e  up to . The women who received what they considered 

valuable help from professionals describe that help as including, (a) 

empathie understanding, (b) having th e ir  feelings and experiences 

acknowledged and validated as important, (c) being given the opportunity 

to question and explore those fee lings and experiences in an open and 

trusting  environment, and (d) fee ling  valued and respected as a person of 

worth.

I  believe the results of th is  study point to the need fo r  a l l  helping 

professionals to have a knowledge and understanding o f the b e lie fs  and 

values which influence th e ir  p rac tice , and to question whether those 

b e lie fs  do, in fac t ,  foster the valuing of women and th e ir  process of 

s e l f -d e f in i t io n .

Implications fo r  Women/Mothers' Health

One body of knowledge that I  have not discussed in regards to the 

results o f th is  study, but which I  believe has significance is  the health 

l i t e r a tu r e .  Throughout the interviews the women intimated numerous times 

about the complementary re lationship  between th e ir  experience of s e l f ­

d e f in it io n  and th e ir  overall w ell-be ing . The womens' health and well-being
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seemed to f lu c tu a te  as a result of how c lear  and strong they f e l t  in th e ir  

s e lf .  As the women moved toward more frequently  being in the reclaiming  

and discovery phase, they described fe e l in g  more in control of th e i r  own 

well-being and beginning to make conscious choices to nurture and care for  

th e ir  s e l f .

T ra d it io n a lly  the concept of health has been related to physical 

well-being (Davidson-Rada, 1993). In recent years, however, many nurse 

theorists  have helped to expand the conceptualization and understanding of 

health (Newman, 1986; Parse, 1981; Watson, 1988). This recent 

conceptualization views health as a h o l is t ic  concept which includes a l l  

aspects of a person's being. Parse (1992) maintains that an individual  

experiences health as a process of human becoming. According to Parse 

"health is (man's/woman's) un fo ld in g .. . l iv e d  experiences, a nonlinear 

e n t ity  that cannot be qua lif ied  by terms such as good, bad, more or 

l e s s . . . i t  is  not Man adapting or coping. Unitary Man's health is  a 

synthesis of values, a way of l iv in g "  (Parse, 1987, p .160). S im ila r  to 

the p a rt ic ip a n ts ' description of t h e i r  experience of s e l f -d e f in i t io n .  

Parse's description of th is  unfolding process includes choosing unique 

ways of being which simultaneously includes the paradoxical un ity  of 

conformity-nonconformity and certa in ty -u n certa in ty . Newman (1986) 

considers health to be a process of personal transformation. For Newman, 

health is the ongoing and ever-changing "expansion of consciousness". 

Watson (1988) defines health as "unity and harmony within the mind, body, 

and soul" (p. 48 ).  For Watson, health also includes a degree of congruence 

between the perceived s e lf  and the experienced s e l f ,  between subjective  

r e a l i t y  and external r e a l i ty ,  between the ideal se lf  and the s e l f ,  between
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one human and another human, between a persona and nature, and with the  

person's sense of separateness and aloneness (Brouse, 1992). These 

concepts are a l l  ones the partic ipants in th is  study discussed in re la tion  

to  th e ir  process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n .

Overall, in considering womens' experience of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  in l ig h t  

o f  these notions of health there appear to be many s im ila r i t ie s  between 

the experience of defin ing s e l f  and the experience of health. Some 

theoris ts  seem to imply that s e l f -d e f in i t io n  is  a part of the health  

experience (Watson, 1988), others intimate health is  the unfolding process 

o f defining s e l f  (Newman, 1986; Parse, 1992). When contemplating the 

relationship between s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and health in l ig h t  of the results of 

th is  study, a na rra t iv e  framework comes to mind. From a narrative  

perspective, the re la tionsh ip  between s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and health could be 

transposed from s e l f -d e f in i t io n  being part of health , to health being part  

o f s e l f .  With n arra tive  as the root metaphor o f  s e lf ,  narrative is the 

thread that l inks a l l  o f  the many l i f e  events, experiences, and stories  

together into a cohesive whole. Viewing s e lf  as a polyphonic novel, health  

could be perceived as one of the many story l in e s  within the s e l f .  Since 

there are m ultip le story l ines , some of which are co n fl ic t in g . Parse's

(1990) description of the choice and commitment o f health could be thought 

of in regards to health becoming a dominant story and character in the 

expression of s e l f .  As the health part of s e l f  becomes more dominant and 

is  expressed, more health choices would be made and more health behaviors 

engaged in. From th is  framework, the focus of nursing practice world be on 

f a c i l i t a t in g  the expression and development of those parts of s e lf  which
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emphasize health and health choices (as opposed to  the t ra d it io n a l  

prac tice  of focusing on fostering  healthy behaviors).

Implications fo r  Practice

This study points to the complementary re la tionsh ip  between 

women/mothers' experience of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and t h e i r  experience of 

health . When considering the implications o f  th is  study fo r  practice, 

there fore , I believe i t  is  important to  consider the research results in 

l ig h t  o f health promotion.

The World Health Organization (1988) defines health promotion as "a 

process of enabling people to increase control over and to improve th e ir  

h e a l t h . . .a  mediating strategy between people and th e i r  environment, 

synthesizing personal choice and social resp o n s ib il i ty  in health". A 

centra l element within health promotion is empowerment. Wuest & Stern

(1991) describe empowerment in health promotion as a revolutionary  

process. In contrast to the notion of empowerment as a charitab le  process 

where power is  given or bestowed on powerless people, in health promotion 

the empowerers are the people experiencing the process. In describing 

th e i r  process or defining s e l f ,  the women in th is  study in essence also 

described th e ir  experience o f  health promotion and empowerment. As the 

women moved through the process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n ,  they describe becoming 

more aware of the detrimental e ffec t  l iv in g  out roles was having on th e ir  

health and well-being. Most o f the women described not being engaged in 

l i f e ,  but rather acting i t  out from a distance. As they began l is ten ing  to 

th e i r  inner voices and expressing more parts of th e ir  s e l f ,  they described 

re a l iz in g  the existence of choice in th e ir  l iv e s .  This awareness led them
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to consciously begin monitoring th e ir  actions and responses, and to make 

choices that were self-nurturing and health promoting.

In considering the womens' experiences in regards to implications for  

practice, I  be lieve the process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  would best be supported 

by following the philosophy and practice  of health promotion. Such a 

philosophy includes a b e l ie f  that a l l  people have power as a potential 

(Gutierrez, 1990) and focuses on providing a context for people to rea lize  

that power. Relating the results of th is  study, the l i te ra tu re  concerning 

the process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n ,  and the health promotion l i t e r a tu r e  I have 

integrated the central aspects into  a framework fo r nursing practice  which 

may serve as a useful guide for supporting the process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  

(and thereby the promotion of health) in women.

The build ing of the framework began by re flec ting  on the integral  

aspects of the womens' experiences. In keeping with the philosophy of 

health promotion, during the focus group I  engaged the women in a dialogue 

concerning th e i r  needs in regards to defining s e l f ,  and the essential 

requirements of helping professionals. The womens' descriptions brought to 

mind the work o f Paulo Fre ire  (1989). In essence, the women in th is  study 

described a process of l ib e ra tio n  from oppression, and a movement from 

dehumanization to humanization. I  have, therefore, incorporated F re ire 's  

ideas into the building of th is  practice  framework. Prior to describing 

the framework I  w i l l  discuss the re la tionsh ip  between the part ic ipan ts '  

experiences and F re ire 's  work.

S e lf -d e f in i t io n  and Freirean Liberation  

Fre ire  (1989) contends that dehumanization is both an h is to r ica l  

r e a l i ty  and an ontological r e a l i t y .  The dehumanization F re ire  speaks of
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includes the lack of freedom and expression of a l l  aspects of a person's 

humanness, and/or of h is /her s e l f .  F re ire 's  words have meaning for the 

women in this study. S im ilar to  F re ire 's  description o f oppression the 

women describe th e ir  knowledge of th e ir  oppression as being impaired by 

th e ir  submersion in i t .  The taken-for-grantedness of th e i r  roles and th e ir  

world led them to not question societal norms and values. F re ire  describes 

how i n i t i a l l y  the oppressed id e n t ify  with th e ir  oppressor— the oppressors 

act as th e ir  model for humanity.The women described following such models 

as they took on the roles and l ive s  which would get them to the good l i f e .  

According to F re ire , one of the basic elements o f the re la tionsh ip  between 

the oppressor and the oppressed is prescription, with the behavior of the 

oppressed being prescribed behavior. S im ila r ly ,  the women in th is  study 

described f i t t i n g  in to societal prescriptions in order to gain 

recognition and to be connected to others. Just as the women discovered a 

paradox between authentic ity  and connection, F re ire  describes

the oppressed su ffe r  from the dua lity  which has established  

i t s e l f  in th e ir  innermost being. They discover tha t  without 

freedom they cannot ex is t  au then tica lly . Yet, although they 

desire authentic existence, they fear i t . . . T h e  c o n f l ic t  l ies  

in the choice between being wholly themselves or being 

divided, between e jecting  the oppressor w ith in  or not ejecting  

him; between human s o l id a r i ty  or a l ienation ; between following  

prescriptions or having choices; between being spectators or 

actors (p. 32).

F re ire  maintains that in order fo r  l ib e ra t io n  from oppression to 

occur and humanization to re in ,  a d ia logical approach is  necessary.
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Fre ire 's  pedagogy focuses on making the oppression and i t s  causes objects 

of re f lec tio n  by the oppressed. According to Fre ire , as oppressed people 

re f le c t  on th e ir  experiences they become engaged in the struggle for  

l ib e ra tio n . The womens' experiences in th is  study exemplify F re ire 's  

notions. As the fog began to l i f t ,  they describe re f lec tin g  on and 

questioning th e ir  l i f e  s ituation and looking at what was leading to i t .  

Anne's examp.e o f  rea liz ing  the strength and influence of her in ta ina l  

expectations and her work to change those expectations, i l lu s t r a te s  th is  

engagement in the struggle for l ib e ra t io n .

Although F re ire 's  description of dialogue is mostly directed at 

dialogue between people, s im ilar to  Bakhtin's notion of s e l f  as polyphonic 

novel he does a llude to the existence of others within the s e lf .  "They are 

at one and the same time themselves and the oppressor whose consciousness 

they have in te rna lized" (F re ire , 1989, p. 32). F re ire 's  ideas seemed to 

complement the narra tive  conception of s e l f  as a polyphony of characters  

and voices. In build ing a model fo r  health promoting practice I  have, 

therefore, integrated aspects o f narrative  psychology with F re ire 's  

suggestions for l ib e ra t io n  and empowerment. Since the model flows out of 

the princip les o f health promotion, I  believe the model provides a 

foundation from which to promote women/mother's s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and 

health.

A Framewo. k for Health Promoting Practice

The model presented addresses the underlying assumptions guiding 

health promoting practice , the goals of practice , and practis ing actions. 

The model evolved from the understanding gained through the d ia log ica l  

process of th is  research study. The model does not, therefore , make
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generalizations about women/mothers' experiences of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  but, 

rather, focuses on presenting a framework for practice which would assist  

in illum inating the uniqueness of each person's experience. I have b u i l t  

the model from l i t e r a t u r e  which pertains to people in general. For th is  

reason I present i t  in a general manner. Following the presentation of the  

model, I  w il l  discuss the implications fo r  women/mothers' health  

promotion.

Beliefs and Assumptions

1. Self is  composed of a number of independent and unmerged voices and 

consciousnesses, characters not illum inated by a single authorial  

consciousness or merged in the unity of a single event (Bakhtin, 

1929/1984).

2. The characters w ithin se lf  embody independent and mutually opposing 

viewpoints, a l l  of which are engaged in d ia lo g ic a l  relationships (Bakhtin, 

1929/1984). Thus, the inner world of the person can be characterized as an 

interpersonal re la tionsh ip .

3. The d if fe re n t ia t io n  between se lf  and other is simultaneously an 

orientation  to the other and a separation from the other (Hermans & 

Kempen, 1993). The inside and outside world function as highly open 

systems tha t  have intensive transactional relationships (Hermans & Kempen, 

1993).

4. The d ia logical s e l f  is  a social s e l f ,  in that other people may occupy 

positions in the multi voiced s e l f  (Hermans, Kempen, & vanLoon, 1992).

5. People's experience is  a m ultiple structure  of the threefo ld  present 

and includes "a present about the fu ture  (expectation); a present about
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the  past (memory) and a present about the present (a tten tion )"  

(Polkinghorne, 1988).

6. People's experience is  "punctuated" not only according to one's own 

l i f e  but also according to one's place within the longer time spans of  

history  and social evolution (Polkinghorne, 1988).

7. The social h is to r ica l  context is a prime source of values, b e l ie fs  and 

norms, and helps shape people's experience and s e l f .  This shaping can 

submerge people's consciousness and lead to re s tr ic t io n  of choices, 

l im ited  resources, and a state  o f perceived powerlessness (F re ire , 1989).

8. Submersion of  people's consciousness leads to dehumanization, where the 

process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  is blocked, and parts of s e lf  are denied 

expressi on.

9. Humanization includes the discovery of s e lf ,  personal power and choice. 

Humanization re f le c ts  a process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n .

10. Se lf-defin ition /hum anization  requires re f lec tio n  and action upon s e l f  

and the world in order to transform i t .  Just as people may be oppressed in  

the  outside world, parts of s e l f  may be oppressed in te rn a lly .  Liberation  

includes, therefore, the l ib e ra tio n  of suppressed parts of s e l f  both 

in te rn a l ly  and e x te rn a lly .

11. Human struggle and pain are often inherent elements of the process o f  

self-defin ition /hum ani z a t io n .

11. "Dehumanized" people are able to (and must) play the primary role in  

th e i r  humanization process (F re ire ,  1989).

12. Health promoting p rac t it io n ers  must have an unyielding tru s t  in  

people. "A real humanist can be id en t if ie d  more by his tru s t  in the
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people, which engages him in th e ir  struggle, than by a thousand actions in  

th e ir  favour without th a t  tru s t"  (F re ire ,  1989, p. 47 ).

13. The process of self-defin ition /hum anization  is  never-ending. As 

contexts change and new s ituations arise , the s e l f  continually  transforms 

as i t  in teracts with i t s e l f ,  with others, and with the world.

The Goal of Health Promoting Practice

The goal of practice is to promote health through the f a c i l i t a t io n  o f  

the process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and humanization. Emphasis is on supporting 

the expression of the m ultip le  parts of s e l f .  Supporting th is  expression 

of s e l f  involves build ing a system of decentralized governance within the  

s e lf  (Sampson, 1985). Health promoting p rac t it io n ers  support th is  

evolution of decentralized governance by encouraging people's growth in  

s e lf  awareness, d ialogical relationships between parts o f s e lf ,  and 

dia log ical relationships between the parts of s e l f  and the world.

Health Promoting Practice

I  want someone who is not going to judge me and is  not going 

to  look at me through th e ir  focus as a woman, I  want them to 

look at me as a person, jus t  look at me and w e 'l l  avoid a l l  

that judgmental s tu f f ,  without th e ir  ideas o f what a mother 

should do and be (Diana)

Perhaps the most fundamental aspect of health promoting practice is  

what Carl Rogers termed unconditional pos itive  regard. Rogers (1961) 

maintained that the psychological safety necessary fo r  s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and 

humanization to occur was established by three associated processes. These 

processes include:
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1. Accepting people as of unconditional worth. According to Rogers, when 

p rac tit io n ers  view people as of worth in th e ir  own r ig h t,  and in th e ir  own 

unfolding (regardless of present condition or behavior) a climate of 

safety is  created. Within th is  climate of safety people gradually learn 

they can be whatever they are without need of facade.

2. Creating a climate where external judgement and expectations are 

absent. When external judgments are absent, people are fre e  to be open to  

experience, and begin to recognize th e ir  own l ikes  and d is l ik e s .

3. Empathie understanding. Rogers maintains i t  is  empathie understanding 

which provides the ultimate in psychological safety.

I f  I  say tha t I 'accept' you, but know nothing of you, th is  is 

a shallow acceptance indeed, and you rea lize  th a t  i t  may 

change i f  I  actually  come to know you. But i f  I understand you 

empathically, see you and what you are fee ling  and doing from 

your point of view, enter into your private world and see i t  

as i t  appears to you—and s t i l l  accept you—then th is  is 

safety  indeed. In th is  clim ate you can permit your real se lf  

to  emerge, and to express i t s e l f  in varied and novel formings 

as i t  re lates to the world (Rogers, 1961, p .358).

A fundamental requirement of health promoting practice, therefore , is both 

believ ing  and acting in a manner which re f lec ts  unconditional positive  

regard o f  people. Relationships between health promoting p ractit ioners  and 

the people they are working with are characterized by genuineness, mutual 

respect, open communication and in fo rm ality  (Gutierrez, 1990).

A second aspect of health promoting practice is the appreciation of 

the m u lt ip l ic i ty  of s e l f .  In contrast to working with s e l f  as a single
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e n t i ty ,  the health promoting p ra c t i t io n e r  endeavors to understand the 

m ultip le experience o f  s e lf ,  and the myriad o f meanings any experience may 

have fo r  people. In addition , the p ra c t i t io n e r  recognizes the paradoxical 

and a t  times con flic tue l nature of people's experiences. The health 

promoting p rac t it io n er  seeks to understand these multiple perceptions and 

experi ences.

A th ird  aspect o f  health promoting practice is  t ru s tin g  in the 

a b i l i t y  of people to make th e ir  own choices and carry out th e ir  own 

actions. Lord & Farlow (1990) suggest th a t  health promoting p rac t it io n ers  

view themselves as f a c i l i t a to r s  of empowerment versus teachers of health, 

and focus on promoting people to gain more control over certa in  aspects of 

th e ir  l ive s ,  as opposed to doing for them. Practitioners  can not promote 

health i f  they continue to view themselves as experts in other people's 

health (Bopp, 1989). The ro le of the p rac t it ioner therefore is  not to 

necessarily a l le v ia te  pain by making i t  b e tte r ,  but rather to support 

people through th e ir  pain. Following Estes (1992) d i f fe re n t ia t io n  between 

comforting and nurturing, the p ra c t i t io n e r  focuses on nurturing the 

process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and the experience o f health.

Central characteris t ics  of health promoting practice which can serve 

to guide interactions include:

1. Creating a climate of psychological safety.

2. Employing a co llaborative rather than a hierarchical re la t ionsh ip .

3. Setting a context for change versus specifying a change.

4. Using dialogue to foster c r i t i c a l  re f le c t io n  and perspective  

transformation.
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5. Maintaining respect and tru s t  in people's a b i l i t y  to discover and 

choose for themselves.

S p ec if ica lly  a framework fo r  health promoting practice includes four 

components. The f i r s t  component is  l is ten ing  to women to understand th e ir  

experience of defining and expressing s e l f .  Listening to women describe 

and re f le c t  on th e i r  experience enables both the women and the nurse to  

gain an awareness of important aspects within those experiences, and to  

understand the meaning the experiences have fo r  the women. The second 

component, p art ic ip a to ry  dialogue, provides an opportunity fo r questions 

to  be raised by both the women and the nurse regarding issues or concerns 

re la ted  to th e ir  experience. These questions in v i te  the women to re f le c t  

on th e ir  experiences and to illum inate the everyday-taken-for-granted  

roles and patterns in th e ir  l ives . The women and the nurse explore, 

examine, and co-create a picture of how s e l f  is  defined and experienced. 

Inherent within th is  p icture are recurring patterns and themes which may 

influence the womens' experiences and behaviors. Through the th ird  

component, pattern recognition the women are able to gain an awareness of  

how roles and patterns are helping or hindering th e ir  process of s e l f ­

d e f in it io n  and th e i r  overa ll experience of health. As these patterns, 

themes, and the b e l ie fs  that underlie them are illuminated the women are  

able to  move to the fourth component, envisioning action ar.u pos it ive  

change. Within th is  component the women can make choices to maintain or 

change th e ir  existing  ro les, behaviors and b e l ie fs .

Overall, the health promoting practice framework presented integrates  

concepts from n arra tive  psychology, health and health promotion. This 

framework could serve as a guide fo r  helping professionals as they
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in te ra c t  and support women/mothers' experiences of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and 

h e a lth .

Promoting Womens' and Families' Health

There are two important aspects to remember when considering the 

f indings of th is  study in regards to practice. The f i r s t  aspect involves 

the recognition of the process nature of the experience of s e l f ­

d e f in i t io n .  Although fo r  ease o f description the themes are presented in 

a l in e a r  fashion, the women in th is  study did not experience them in that  

manner. I t  is essentia l,  therefore , tha t p rac t it io n ers  not consider or use 

the phases or themes l in e a r ly  when attempting to understand womens' 

experiences. The second aspect to keep in mind is  the nature of the 

knowledge generated. Since th is  study was phenomenological in nature, i t  

was focused on gaining understanding of and s e n s it iv i ty  to women/mother's 

experience of s e l f -d e f in i t io n ,  as opposed to discovering knowledge which 

was generalizable. I t  is  necessary to remember, therefore , that the 

recommendations made as resu lt  of th is  study are based on a greater 

understanding of what might be essential elements of women/mothers' 

experiences. I t  would be a n t i th e t ic a l  to the philosophy of health 

promotion and to phenomenological understanding to assume a l l  women 

experience s e l f -d e f in i t io n  in the same manner as described in th is  study. 

I t  is possible that other aspects within the experience of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  

might have emerged with d if fe re n t  part ic ipan ts . The findings of th is  

study, however, can serve as useful considerations when promoting health  

in women and in fam ilie s .

The results of th is  study reveal numerous insights to consider in the 

promotion of health fo r  women and th e ir  fam il ie s .  Perhaps one of the most
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important insights is the re lationship  between womens' process of s e l f ­

d e f in it io n  and health promotion. As the women moved toward reclaiming and 

discovery o f  s e lf  they simultaneously became engaged in a process of 

health promotion. The women came to re a l iz e  the power and choice in th e ir  

l iv e s ,  and began to act in ways which were more s e lf -n u rtu r in g . In 

addition, the women described how, as they defined a c learer sense of 

s e l f ,  they became clearer about th e i r  values as a parent. This c la r i t y  led 

them to begin making conscious choices about what was best fo r  the ir  

children as opposed to following societal norms. The women also described 

acting as ro le  models to th e ir  ch ildren , demonstrating and teaching the ir  

children th a t  they did not t ve to follow  a scrip t but, ra ther, could 

exercise choice in th e ir  l ives . As I  l istened to the women describe the 

changes in th e ir  lives  and in th e i r  parenting, i t  became apparent that 

they had become health promoters in  th e ir  own lives  and w ith in  th e ir  own 

fam ilies . This discovery underscores the value of encouraging and 

supporting women/mother's process o f  s e l f -d e f in i t io n .

The women in th is  study provided insight into what factors both 

helped and hindered th e ir  process o f  s e l f -d e f in i t io n .  These factors could 

be aspects to consider when in te ra c tin g  with fam ilies as a health 

promoting p ra c t i t io n e r .  The women, fo r  example, describe f l e x i b i l i t y  and 

e la s t ic i t y  of relationships as fostering  s e l f -d e f in i t io n .  Working with 

women and fam ilies  to support such relationships would help create a 

context fo r  individuals within fam ilies  to have the freedom to define  

s e l f .  Questioning family members about the freedom they have to express 

a l l  parts o f  s e lf  within th e ir  fam ily , and about the freedom fo r  co n fl ic t
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and dialogue w ith in  the family, would also foster a context of freedom for  

s e l f -d e f in i t io n .

I believe the results of th is  study also speak to the importance of 

practitioners  promoting women and fam ilies  to ascertain th e ir  own needs, 

and to determine the actions that would best meet those needs. In 

receiving professional help, the women described needing help to look 

within and to develop the s k i l ls  necessary to l is ten  to, t ru s t ,  and 

nurture s e l f .  Health promoting p rac t it io n ers  can support th is  process of 

looking w ith in , and provide resources to  women and fam ilies  to  develop 

self-nurturing  s k i l ls .  I t  is , however, up to the fam ilies to wield the 

resources and determine th e ir  value. F re ire  (1989) describes the banking 

form of education in which knowledge is  a g i f t  bestowed by those who 

consider themselves knowledgeable. F re ire  contends that th is  banking form 

of helping and education maintains and even stimulates the a t t i tu d e s  and 

practices which mirror oppression. To promote conscientization and promote 

health, Freire  contends there must be acts of cognition which are 

stimulated by dialogue. The role of the p rac t it io n er ,  then, is  to  foster  

th is  process of dialogue and re f le c t io n .  In contrast, many programs aimed 

at promoting fam ily health take the banking form of education. T rad it iona l  

approaches to marriage preparation classes, prenatal and postnatal 

classes, and parenting courses often focus on imparting information as 

opposed to fostering dialogue and exploration of the meaning o f  these 

experiences in the lives  of the women and fam ilies encountering them.

Cushman (1990) describes the current western s e lf  as the empty s e l f .  

According to Cushman, inner emptiness is  expressed in many ways, such as 

low self-esteem, values confusion, eating disorders, drug abuse, and
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chronic consumerism. Cushman points out that in order to develop s e l f -  

loving and nurturance many psychologists argue one must have a nurturing  

early  environment. Cushman questions, in a world f i l l e d  with empty 

selves, "Who is to provide th is  environment?". I  believe th is  study points 

to  the potential in women who are mothers to be able to provide a 

nurturing environment which fosters the development and expression of s e lf  

in children. In order fo r these women to re a l iz e  th is  potential however, 

i t  is  essential they be supported in th e ir  own process of s e lf -d e f in i t io n  

and health.

Implications for Theory and Research

Perhaps the most s ig n if ic a n t  theoretical implication of the findings  

of th is  study is the demonstration of the reciprocal relationship between 

human caring inquiry and scholarly l i t e r a t u r e .  Phenomenological 

researchers describe the importance of being aware of existing knowledge 

so that one may simultaneously be sensitized to what may exist in a 

p a rt ic u la r  experience, and yet hold that knowledge in abeyance and thereby 

stay true to the phenomena being studied (van Manen, 1990; Oberg 1987). 

During th is  research endeavour, I  discovered the value of using such an 

approach to e l i c i t  greater understanding of the part ic ipan ts ' experiences 

of s e l f -d e f in i t io n .

After conducting my i n i t i a l  analysis of the f i r s t  interviews and 

confirming i t  with the part ic ipan ts , I used the l i t e r a tu r e  to ass ist the 

partic ipants  and myself in further ex tr ica ting  the essential structures  

w ith in  th e ir  experiences. An example of using the l i te ra tu re  in th is  

manner was my use of Baxhtin's (1929/1984) notion of s e lf  as polyphonic 

novel. During the interv iews, the women described a number of paradoxes
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w ith in  th e ir  experience. They described, for example, simultaneously 

having a strong b e l ie f  th a t  the changes in th e ir  mothering had been very 

p o s it iv e  for th e ir  children and yet being worried that these changes may 

be harming th e ir  children. Another theme that had emerged in the womens' 

descriptions was the constant reference they made to d i f fe re n t  parts of 

th e i r  s e l f .  In re f le c t in g  on these two themes w ith in  the womens' 

experiences, I  was reminded of Bakhtin's description of s e l f  as a 

m u lt ip l ic i ty  of characters who each have th e ir  rv/n story l in e ,  and who are 

at times in c o n f l i t *  with each other. By using the polyphonic s e l f  as a 

framework, I  questioned whether there was a l in k  between the existence of 

paradox and the many parts of s e l f .  Through fu rth e r  dialogue with the 

part ic ipan ts  in which I  b r ie f ly  shared Bakhtin's idea and asked them to  

compare and contrast i t  with th e ir  own experience, together the 

p art ic ip an ts  and myself were able to reach a deeper level o f understanding 

o f the interrelatedness of the various aspects of th ^ ir  experience. 

Bakhtin's theory of polyphonic s e l f  served to help the women a r t ic u la te  

what i n i t i a l l y  seemed both to them and to myself, a confusing 

contradiction in th e ir  experience.

Overall, th is  complementary relationship which ex is ts  between human 

caring research and scholarly l i t e r a tu r e ,  implies the value of employing 

l i t e r a t u r e  as part of the research process. The dialoging with the 

p art ic ip a n ts  about the s im i la r i t ie s  and differences w ith in  and between 

th e i r  experience and the l i t e r a tu r e ,  can provide a fu rther level of 

analysis and in te rp re ta t io n  and thereby create a deeper level of 

understanding.



168

As discussed, the results of th is  study point to the re lationship  

between women/mother's s e l f -d e f in i t io n  and th e ir  experience of health. 

Further research is necessary to fu r th e r  explicate the nature of this  

re lationship  and i t s  influence on womens' l ives . The partic ipants  

described the need to inquire into how women actually  spend th e ir  time, 

"how much is  put into s e lf ,  other, and how that in the long run affects  

hea lth" .

The women in the study also expressed a desire to know more about the 

influence of th e i r  own process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  on th e ir  ch ildren. This 

research could take many forms. Some of the women in th is  study spoke of 

distancing from th e ir  children and other family members in an e f fo r t  to 

define th e ir  s e l f .  Researching the e f fe c ts  of th is  on family health as a 

whole, and on the relationships w ithin the family would be important. The 

women also described the benefic ia l e ffec ts  th e ir  process of s e l f ­

d e f in it io n  had on th e ir  children. Research is needed into these benefits , 

as well as in to  the overall influence of mothers' process of s e l f ­

d e f in it io n  on ch ild ren 's  d e f in it io n  of s e l f .  I t  would be in te res tin g  for 

example, to investigate  what the essentia l aspects of parenting are in 

regards to ensuring children have the freedom to define and express the 

m ultip le parts of s e l f .

Evelyn's contras+ing experience points to the varia t ion  which may 

exist w ith in  women/mothers' process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n .  Further 

in te rp re t iv e  research is required to continue the quest fo r  greater 

understanding in order to uncover the richness and complexity of this  

experience.



169

A dominant theme w ithin the descriptions of the womens' experiences 

was the influence of culture on th e i r  d e f in it io n  and expression of se lf .  

An ethnographic study to determine in more depth the cu ltu ra l influence on 

womens' experience of s e l f  is  required. In addition, since culture seems 

to play such an in f lu e n t ia l  ro le  in womens' s e l f -d e f in i t io n ,  i t  would seem 

important to  consider context in future research into  womens' adult 

development.

The partic ipants also expressed the wish that they could hear other 

womens' stories of defining and l iv in g  the m u l t ip l ic i ty  of s e l f .  The 

v u ln e ra b i l i ty  they sometimes f e l t  was do to what they termed the lack of 

crones to follow or look to for in sp ira tio n . A narra tive  study to describe 

the individual stories of women would, therefore, be valuable.

F in a lly ,  I  believe tha t  health promotion's emphasis on the use of 

p art ic ip a to ry  research is a valuable idea for researching the needs of 

women in regards to supporting the process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n .  

P a rtic ip a to ry  research is  aimed at developing understandings, while 

simultaneously bringing about change (Carson, 1986). Partic ipatory  

research into  womens' experience o f  s e lf  would f a c i l i t a t e  a more in-depth 

analysis of womens' and fa m il ie s '  needs regarding the fostering  of the 

process of s e l f -d e f in i t io n .

Limitations

Following the contextual world view which guided th is  study, i t  is  

essential to consider the contextual nature of the research resu lts . North 

American culture undoubtedly influenced the experience of the women in 

th is  study. Although I  attempted to include women of d i f fe re n t  ages and 

with d if fe re n t  l i f e  s ituations such as number of children, marital status.
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and a v a i la b i l i t y  o f resources (including education and socioeconomic 

levels) I  did so with the in tent to gain a more in depth understanding of 

the p o s s ib i l i t ie s  inherent within women/mother's experience of s e l f ­

d e f in it io n , as opposed to making the results  of th is  study generalizable  

to the greater population. The phenomenological nature of th is  study make 

the findings of th is  study valuable fo r understanding and working with 

women/mothers. Assuming that these findings re f le c t  the experience o f  a l l  

women who are mothers however, is  both contrary to the underlying 

philosophy which guides th is  study, as well as an erroneous assumption. 

The results of th is  study in fa c t ,  point to the variation  within  

women/mothers' experience of s e lf .  These differences are an important 

aspect to consider.

Concluding Remarks

The purpose of th is  study was to explore and describe the experience 

of defining s e l f  fo r  women who are a c t iv e ly  engaged in motherhood. The 

partic ipants in th is  study described th e ir  experience of the nature of 

s e lf ,  the process o f  defining s e l f ,  and the relationship between s e l f ­

d e f in it io n  and mothering. The research study and the ultimate  

understanding which emerged from i t ,  was enhanced by using scholarly  

l i te ra tu re  to elucidate the part ic ipan ts ' experiences of defining se lf .  

The results o f th is  study are congruent w ith , and embellish, many of the 

theoretical concepts in the narrative  theories of s e l f .  In add ition , for  

the part ic ipants  in th is  study the experience of defining s e l f  was related  

to th e ir  overa ll experience of health and well-being.

M il le r  (1991) contends that in coming to understand womens' 

development o f self we must turn our a tten tion  to coming to understand the
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experience of women as i t  is  liver* in th e ir  day-to d a y - l i fe .  I  believe the 

results of th is  study reveal the depth and richness which exists w ithin  

the lived experiences of women, as well as the knowledge and understanding 

that is waiting to be illuminated by fu rther exploration in to  i ts  depths.

One fundamental aspect of the experience of s e l f -d e f in i t io n  as 

described by the women in th is  study is i t s '  everlasting nature. To begin 

the process is to make a commitment to l iv e  and to be a l l  that the s e l f  

is .  I  believe the fo llow ing words capture the essence o f what fo r  the 

women in th is  study, i t  meant to define and nurture self:

To love the s e l f  is  not to come upon an unchangeable image or 

essence, but to  welcome a l l  the d iv e rs ity  o f experience into  

consciousness. To love myself is  to proclaim that I  w i l l  l iv e  

in a democratic rather than a d ic to r ia l  re lationship  to the  

p lu r a l i ty  w ith in . I  w il l  allow a l l  my subpersonalities, 

contradictory impulses, a lien  w i l ls ,  strange desires, 

forbidden needs to l iv e  together w ith in  the commonwealth of my 

consciousness. Once my self-image has been shattered, I  w i l l  

always be more than I  can know. I  w i l l  never wholly understand 

myself. The complexities that have been interwoven to form me 

are equal to the complexity of being i t s e l f .  I  can no more 

comprehend the width, heignt, depth of myself than I can 

embrace the t o t a l i t y  of the world. Thus, knowing I  w i l l  never 

be the all-knower, I  learn to accept what I  cannot comprehend.

Loving myself, I accept the mystery th a t  I  am. I  open myself 

to be more than I  can know. (Keen, 1982, p. 164).
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Women and Mothers: 
The Process of Self-Definition

A Research Study

Research has shown that it is often a challenge for women to 

develop and maintain a sense of their own personal identity and at the 

same time be caring and involved mothers. I am wanting to explore 

what the experience of coming to know and learn about oneself 

(developing a ‘self) is like for women who are mothers, and to gain an 

understanding of how women evolve a sense of identity while actively 

engaged in motherhood. Would YOU be willing to share your

experience? If so, I would be very interested in talking with you. My 

name is Gwen Hartrick and you may reach me by calling 658-4532. 

Please leave a message so that I may return your call. All interviews 

are confidential. Scheduling of interviews is flexible, requiring two 

interviews of approximately 1 -2 hours duration. You may withdraw from 

the study at any time. I look fonA/ard to hearing from you.
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Partic ipant Consent Form 

Investigator: Gweneth A. Hartrick

I ,  , consent to  p a r t ic ip a te  in the study
examining women's d e f in it io n  of s e lf  while mothering.

I  understand tha t my involvement in th is  study is completely 

voluntary and that I  may decide to withdraw a t  any point without negative 

consequences.

I am aware that I  w i l l  be interviewed (2 -3  times for approximately 1- 
2 hours duration) by the researcher Gwen H artr ick  and asked a series of 

openended questions re la t in g  to my experiences as a woman and mother. This 

in terv iew  w il l  be tape recorded and the information on the tape w i l l  be 

destroyed a f te r  the research is completed.

I am aware that my involvement in th is  pro ject w i l l  be kept s t r ic t l y  

confidentia l by the researcher. C o n fid en tia li ty  w i l l  be ensured by 

assigning code numbers to part ic ipants . These code numbers w i l l  be used to 

label audio-tapes and transcrip ts . The code number which id e n t i f ie s  me 

w il l  be kept in a separate f i l e  cabinet. On completion of the study the 

id en tify in g  information w i l l  be destroyed. In  addition the results o f  the 

study, published or unpublished, w i l l  in no way id e n t i fy  me.

________________________ (signature)
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Focus Group Consent

I  , consent to p a r t ic ip a te  in the post­

interv iew  focus group fo r  the study examining women's d e f in it io n  o f  s e lf  

while mothering.

I  understand tha t my involvement in th is  focus group is completely 

voluntary and that I  may decide to withdraw at any point without negative 

consequences.
I  am aware that I  w i l l  be asked to p a r t ic ip a te  in a group discussion 

regarding the findings from the ind iv idual interviews conducted by the 

researcher Gwen H artr ick . The researcher w i l l  pose a number of questions 

re lated  to the findings to d irec t  the conversation. I  am fre e  to 

p art ic ip a te  as l i t t l e  or as much as I  wish.

I  am aware th a t  my involvement in th is  focus group w il l  be kept

s t r i c t l y  confidentia l by the researcher. In addition I  have been informed

by the researcher of the confidentia l nature of the discussion and agree 

tha t although the general findings may be discussed outside of the group, 

I w i l l  not divulge any spec if ic  or personal information about the people 

involved in the group, including th e ir  id e n t ity  and/or the information 

they shared and discussed.

In addition, I  am aware that the results o f th is  focus group,
published or unpublished, w i l l  in no way id e n t ify  me.




