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Abstract

This article expands an original model of ecological well-being, incorporating selected themes of Jungian individuation to categorize qualitative well-being experiences of older women. Both individuation and well-being are characterized in terms of pivotal, arresting, and diverse experiences reflecting individuality and wholeness. Examples of individuated well-being include dreaming, self-image expansion, artistic creation and beauty making, and final synthesis. Vignettes are extracted from cases drawn from the investigator's fieldwork with older women.


  Individuation refers to an inner process of transformation whereby the archetypal self strives toward totality and wholeness. [1] As such, it is evocative of the lifelong journey toward the attainment of an essential and unique personal identity. For women, individuation as a cumulative "coming to terms" with the entirety of one's life has been likened to a spiral process of expanding consciousness, meaning, and ever deepening identification with archetypal feminine and masculine principles. [2] While individuation does not represent a drive toward perfection, it nevertheless does mark a highly personal "conscious recognition of both women's strengths and women's limitations. . . /leading ultimately/. . . to the experience of the Self as the regulating center of the psyche." [3] (p132) Attaining such humanness entails deep integration with one's inner life at the same time that higher levels of meaning are expressed overtly in broader realms of sociocultural relatedness. As a process of continuing growth, individuation is characterized by internal transformation and an increased sense of identity and harmony. In this manner, individuation serves as an indicator of qualitative well-being and successful aging.

  This study represents a convergence in the investigator's parallel inquiry into qualitative well-being among community-dwelling older women and ongoing study of Jungian frameworks of adult psychology with a goal of illuminating the limitlessness and potential of unfolding life experience among older women. In my program of prior and current community-based research, a model of ecological well-being has been advanced based on subject-identified themes of everyday well-being experience (Figure 1). [4-9] The three core themes are activity, affirmation, and synthesis. According to the core themes, well-being as qualitative experience is characterized respectively in terms of meaning-invested activities carried out in daily life, perceptions of a positive continuity over the life course, and reconciliation of negative life experiences into an overall personal framework of meaning. [4,7] Well-being as operationalized in the core themes constitutes the vehicle toward attainment of individuation with each individual's configuration of ecological well-being highly personalized, thereby making for diversity and variety in the experiences.

  [image: Figure 1]Figure 1. Ecological Well-Being Model. Source: Permission granted by PNG Publications-American Journal of Health Behavior (formerly Health Values).
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  METHOD AND SAMPLE

  Examples of older women's qualitative experiences are described here as reported to me in my known capacities as a community researcher, woman, and health care professional. The method of data collection was that of naturalistic inquiry, [10] whereby interpersonal encounters constitute opportunities for mutual discovery and insight on the part of both investigator and women. The experiences were not derived from any explicit direct query, such as: "Can you tell me about your most recent outstanding experience?" Instead, as a qualitative investigator, I typically followed up on cues emerging from individual accounts of personal experience. The experiences all were characterized by the women as extraordinary, unusual, or powerful. I endeavored to learn further detail about the experience with continued conversation to clarify the essential meaning within a fuller life context. Field notes were the means of recording these varying contexts. In all instances, the experiences evolved into singular stories that the women used to illustrate their individuality and uniqueness. My descriptions of these accounts appear as vignettes, summarizing the essence of these experiences as documented in my recorded field notes. The aim of the vignettes was to portray representations of personally singular experiences, based on capturing essential features and implicitly enlarging on the premise of multiple, constructed realities. [11]

  The women whose experiences are recounted here ranged in age from 65 through 101 and were known to me from varying kinds of personal relationships: as members of an ongoing older women's wellness group project, of which I am founder and cofacilitator; [7,8] as participants in a previous research project regarding well-being and qualitative experience, [9] and as individuals to whom I have been a health and wellness consultant. The content of the narratives was neither privileged or confidential; the experiences were known and freely shared with others, but perhaps not with the nuance and detail of the vignette accounts. The women represent a culturally diverse range of European American and African American backgrounds residing in a 200-mile radius of a major midwestern city.

  Findings from content analysis of field notes identified four themes of individuation, each a major attribute of older women's accounts of their salient well-being experiences: dreaming, self-image expansion; artistic creation and beauty making, and final synthesis (Figure 2).

  [image: Figure 2]Figure 2. Individuation themes.
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  Individuation as dreaming

  Since before common era (BCE) times, dreams have served as a remedy of health and healing. [12] A Grecian artifact discovered around 400 BCE depicts a recumbent patient dreaming of being healed by the god Asclepios, who hovers over and is accompanied by his daughter Hygeia. [13] An individual's conscious recollection of dreams and dreaming can promote wholeness through the unification of unconsciousness and consciousness. Some women have acknowledged dreams as a source of healing for them from ailments that have proven otherwise interminable.

  "Over the course of a long hard winter, Ella struggled with the pain and intractable distress of shingles. As a 79 year old, she had been coping with a variety of chronic conditions, including bronchial asthma, diabetes, and hypertension, always sustaining her geniality, humor, and strong religious convictions. This pattern had shifted, however, with the outbreak of shingles. She elected to socially ostracize herself. She stopped attending the weekly wellness group of which she had been an enthusiastic participant for over 2 years. She discouraged friends from visiting, and even found it difficult to talk on the phone. Nevertheless, after several weeks, she returned to the group with an amazing story of self-healing. Early one morning, as she lay in bed after three sleepless nights, she "finally decided something." Joyfully, triumphantly, she recounted dreaming "that shingles person" out of her body-actually experiencing "the evil person" depart her upper chest and shoulder body area where the shingles eruption had been most distressing. Suddenly, she "felt the thing leave me." This powerful, mysterious experience, coming after long endurance, seemed to permanently transform and empower her. Shingles never again proved to be a focus of attention or concern. If anything, the experience left her more radiant and affirmed in her faith."

  Dreams have been described by other women as providing a bridge of images connecting present and past life experience. Catherine, for example, recalled how throughout her life, dream content at times of tragedy provided some form of direct solace and insight. In one dream, coming after she had experienced a stillbirth, her long-deceased mother appeared, carrying the infant in her arms across a field, speaking reassuringly to Catherine: "I so wanted this child." Likewise, for Rose, dreams were a comforting link to her deceased spouse. She would matter of factly report to family and close friends her frequent and regular contacts with him through dreams. He often gave her very specific directions, such as how to prepare the "holy bread" for the annual family memorial service in their church. It has been written that "dreams come in the service of health and wholeness." [14] This very much seems to be the case for these women whose dreams provided timeless continuity with family, past and ongoing.
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  Individuation as self-image expansion

  A second theme of individuation and well-being experience addresses older women's recognitions of links between their personal identity and archetypal images, thereby expanding and deepening the sense of purpose and meaning. The Jungian analyst and scholar, M. Esther Harding, [15] in tracing pervasive feminine archetypes across world mythologies and world religions, has underscored their web of interconnection with the collective unconscious. Likewise, the contemporary Jungian emphasis on the archetypal feminine strikes a counterbalance to the social reality for many older women of being "invisible citizens of the modern world." [16] Just as rediscovery of the archetype of mother underscores for many women a lifelong primacy of meaning invested in nurturant and caring relationships, [17] the rediscovery of the archetype of crone fosters older women's reconnection to a primeval legacy of roles as priestess, healer, and ritual celebrant in universal rites of passage. [16] In all, archetypal feminine images provide tangible, conscious, "female definiteness" [18] and enrichment to the social identities of older women, broadening the arena of their functioning beyond traditional concerns centering about parents, spouse, children, and family. Instead, women can branch out and consciously commit to undertakings in the name of humanity, nature, and global ecological well-being. In consciously assuming their crone roles as wisdom keepers, societal elders, cultural caretakers, world mothers, and tradition makers for younger generations and newer members within their enclaves, [19] older women transcend into a new realm of personal identity, enabling fuller actualization of their humanness and wholeness.

  "When a towering spruce pine in her yard, long the focus of holiday decorations, was suddenly uprooted in a storm, Louise discouraged well-meaning intentions of family and neighbors to quickly cut up and do away with the tree. It was early summer, and her daily garden work took her outside each day with regular tending to the giant tree, toppled but with roots intact, still evergreen and growing. With the onset of autumn, it seemed to some to be a position of unreasonable persistence on her part to continue to delay the inevitable tree removal. Still, she postponed and hesitated, waiting on for reasons uncertain. In late November, learning that a new town square would be dedicated at Christmas time, she expressed her intent for the tree's ultimate final ritual. With pride and delight, she arranged for transport of the newly erect Christmas spruce to the town square where it stood brightly decorated through the Christmas holidays and winter season. Louise thus seemed to have taken on an initiating role as celebrant of a gift of nature."

  Such self-image and identity enhancements experienced by older women represent a personal shift in their caring regard from individual family to the larger world, literally from being materfamilias, (mother of the family, to matermundi (mother of the world,) lovingly responsible for all the earth, all beings, all surroundings. Similarly, Sarah, now 86, reports how the experience of sitting in the church where her parents once sat, among descendants of other families long rooted in the neighborhood community, is to her an abundant source of affirmation and meaning, particularly, as she realizes and welcomes the fact that she now is heralded within the congregation as a matriarch and church elder. She joyfully joins in this symbolic continuity with others who have gone before her.

  Image expansion also refers to the sense of wholeness and purpose that accompanies women's conscious rediscovery and assimilation of aspects of self that for many reasons were not hitherto prominent parts of their personal identity and presentation in the world-owing possibly to the fear of being regarded as unconventional or deviant to the prevailing norms of womanly behavior.
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  Individuation as artistic creation and beauty making

  A remarkable aspect in the well-being experiences of later life is the heightened capacity for everyday artistry and beauty making. Prospects for sustained productivity among lifelong creative individuals remain promising and intense even in the face of infirmity and impairment. [20] Moreover, the creativity of later life can be marked by highly singular bursts of energy and concentration. [21] Artistic generality thus constitutes a major channel of discovery and recovery of personal totality and wholeness. Jung [22] observed that the creative artist has the best chance of bringing together into wholeness her inner and outer experiences-the intellectual and the instinctual-into tangible creative expression.

  Often, rituals of beauty making occur as an effort to celebrate sychronicity, that is, the convergence of inner exposure with outer events in profound personal meaning. The images produced by such artistic creations are of utmost relevance as manifestations of the unique sources of individuation and well-being in older women.

  "Lucile began painting when her 90-year-old mother came to live with Lucile and her husband. Always a gardener, one afternoon Lucile spontaneously painted a picture of her backyard garden using as pigments the extracts of the plants themselves. Over several months, she continued to paint single-mindedly and prolifically, for the most part scenes of country fields, wooded areas, ravines, flowers, and watery banks crossed by foot bridges. She was surprised at her newly discovered artistry, and totally unconscious as to the source of inspiration for her paintings. Yet her mother, looking at Lucile's pictures, could instantly identify the settings in her daughter's paintings as scenes from the homestead of her parents, Lucile's grandparents, where she long ago had spent vacations as a child. The paintings, among other art works, provided a context for new bonding between the mother and daughter at this late point in their relationship. Also, Lucile welcomed her new personal identity as an artist and painter. She went on to have a book of 60 poems printed and distributed through her church. From one of her poems, "My Secret Garden," comes the image depicting her gardening as another source of her individuality and strength:

  There's a cool, quiet garden In the center of my heart With a clear, life-giving Fountain where often I depart From the world and all its clamor To this secret, safe retreat, And there within the stillness My blessed Lord I meet.*"

  *Reprinted with permission from Indianola Presbyterian Church, Columbus, OH. © IPC.

  Not surprisingly, Lucile's paintings often depicted images of gardens, flowers, trees, and fountains, as did her poems.

  In similar fashion, the paintings of Ivy, a women who had moved with her family over 20 times, included a collection of detailed drawings of each house and its surroundings. Each home portrait sparked detailed memories as to the labor on her part to transform each structure into a home for her family. She used the paintings as cues for location-specific colorfully detailed stories of family experiences.

  A final category of images in relation to beauty making and individuation pertains to the pictures and photographs hanging on the walls and resting on the tabletops in homes of older women-visual lodes of memory and meaning. Having visited, interviewed, and socialized with so many older women in their personal residences, I have often been struck at how frequently the visit also included a review of photographic images pertaining to singular milestones about the life course of the individual. Frequently prominent are heirloom photographs of their foremothers:

  After poring over photo albums of a long life spent in the same Italian-American neighborhood, the 92-year-old woman, with a flourish, shows me her "treasure;" a photograph of her own mother, sitting on the front porch on the last Mother's Day she was alive: "I thought her a real peach."
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  Individuation as final synthesis

  Saying good-bye, and being ready for eventual life transitions poses ultimate opportunities for conscious realization of one's wholeness as well as for ritual acts of completion. An individual's active integration of past and future in such situations holds great individuation potential. As for instance, with reference to the experience of relocation, a common experience for older women.

  "Mildred had enjoyed 25 years in a home that she had designed and decorated to her satisfaction, and where she had cared for her mother, mother-in-law, and husband in their final years. Now as a window with cataracts, frequent angina, and episodes of cerebrovascular insufficiency, she realized that the time was nearing when she could no longer keep up such spacious surroundings. Shortly thereafter she moved to a retirement community 100 miles away, and sent the following to the new owners of her beloved home:

  I had my 80th birthday . . . and I am discovering that there are limitless spiritual treasures still to be discovered. I cannot help but believe that there are overwhelming joys yet to be experienced by those who are readily receptive to the message of God. This joy will come only when we go eagerly to find the fulfillment of God's promises and to share this blessed experience with others. I always remember your coming to buy my house in answer to my prayers. Truly you were a Gift of God. (personal document)"

  One other significant context of final synthesis relates to conscious transitioning experiences, another avenue of individuation and wholeness:

  "After living and creatively coping many years with multiple life-threatening conditions with increasing disability, Catherine learned from her medical specialist that the disabilities that had been emerging gradually were about to escalate and render her completely helpless and terminal. During what was apparently her final summer of life, Catherine responded to her own inner agenda. She had been an enthusiastic early member of a weekly "wellness group" of older women. To this group, she presented a series of programs attesting to her individuality and singular life course. Over several meetings, she told stories, laughed, shared pictures, sang, and played hymns on her portable organ. She often spontaneously presented the other women in the group with small handcrafted gifts she had made for them. Catherine's summer was a pivotal event not only for Catherine but also for the life of the wellness group. Catherine continued to be a vibrant member of the group for another 2 years, despite increasing difficulties. Even when her illness did catch up with her and she lay bedfast in a custodial facility, paralyzed but conscious, she remained an inspiration to the other women when they learned that even still, she was smiling, thinking about others, talking about her church days."

  Consciousness and meaning likewise invest the potential for dual synchronicity among close friends and family during death and dying experiences:

  "Claire had lived the last 14 years with multiple disabilities, surgeries, complications, and injuries. Despite all, she remained radiant, enduring, optimistic. Each crisis seemed to culminate in miraculous recovery and renewal. Her ultimate letting go occurred on the very afternoon that, 1,000 miles away, her daughter was completing a long-awaited goal mutually shared by both mother and daughter. She was sitting for her national nursing examinations."

  It thus appears that meaning can also refer to conscious choices in the timing of ultimate transitions with fullest integration and heightened personal meaning.
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  DISCUSSION

  Individuation and the drive to wholeness represent an enriching lifelong human quest, never fully realized or completed. Its essence has been depicted in de Castillejo's image of the rainmaker:

  ". . . the essence of the Rainmaker is that she knows how to allow. The Rainmaker walks in the middle of the road, neither held back by the past or hurrying towards the future, neither lured to the right nor to the left, but allowing the past and the future, the outer world of the right and the inner images of the left all to play upon her while she attends, no more than attends, to the living moment in which these forces meet." [23] (p133)

  The vignettes described here document qualitative experience regarded as singularly powerful and transforming for the overall life context of each older women. As such, they underscore the hopefulness and meaning in transcendent experiences within a daily life framework such as the Ecological Well-Being Model.

  The impression of health and wholeness in later life seems to be very much a matter of completing one's individuation process as fully as possible. To this end, opportunities for integrative inner and outer experience appear to be a vital premise. Findings stand as encouragement for health care practitioners to stimulate, monitor, and promote the singular life journeys of older women in the direction of wholeness and exceptional meaning. Accordingly, the individuation themes described in this article in terms of qualitative well-being (dreaming, self-image expansion, artistic creation and beauty making, and final synthesis) might well be regarded as signal points along an escalating spiral course (Figure 2). Together and separately, they designate major opportunities for apprehending and cultivating the course of individuation in wellness and health promotion programming for older women.
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